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Mr Annatto
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One

r Annatto, the astronaut, and his pregnant wife returned to their neat suburban home, having
enjoyed a pleasant evening at the opera. After a Plankton-and-Krill cocktail (non alcoholic),

Mrs Annatto retired to bed, leaving Mr Annatto to see that everything was in order around the house
before he joined her.
His last stop was the attic, where the pond was.
He removed the odd dead reed, checked the water temperature and raked the little sandbank till it was
nice and even. Finally, he tossed the carnivorous fish some worms. Not too many. Just enough to
sharpen their rapacious appetites. Soon they’d be getting their three-inch long teeth into something far
more substantial.
There was nothing else to keep him up now, but he did not go straight to bed. Rather, he went back
downstairs to pace restlessly while he brooded over the threatened closure of his employer – the
Global Bureau of Space Exploration.
Mr Annatto had served on just four missions to find life on other planets. He wasn’t even halfway
through his career and he certainly hadn’t found any signs of life, yet the whole Space Programme was
facing closure. With a worldwide economic recession on the horizon and the waning of public interest,
the Global Bureau of Space Exploration seemed set to lose its government funding. At best, the
Programme would be mothballed for decades to come. At worse…well, there were cynics in the
Government who said that there was no reason to suppose life on other planets (even if any were
found) would be any more interesting than life over here, and if the Bureau were scrapped completely
then the money could be used to improve the road and build more hospitals and schools. It is the poor
condition of our amenities, the critics went on to claim, that explains why people have been so anxious
to get to other planets in the first place.
The public were becoming receptive to arguments like these and Mr Annatto sensed he would soon be
looking for an alternative career. At the moment, the likeliest prospect was a desk job in the
Government’s Public Transport Department. Probably in the Slow Goods Train Division.
As if life wasn’t bad enough, just lately he’d been plagued by a recurring nightmare.
It began with his arriving home from work to find the house had been taken over by someone else. The
place looked the same, nothing had been taken or moved, it was just he knew somehow that he no
longer belonged there. He also sensed that the stranger – the new occupier – was in the next room.
Burning with indignation, he would fling open the door, but the stranger would have already slipped
into the next room. He would try again and again, pursuing the intruder ever more frantically until his
rage abruptly turned into an unfathomable dread. In terror now, he would flee the house, only to find
himself wandering through deserted, war-torn streets where the houses were pitted by ancient mortar
fire and ravaged by decades of decay.. Everything around been turned the same dull grey, their colours
washed away by years of bitter rain. Above, black clouds scudded across a hectic red sky The only
sound was the hollow moan of the wind in the broken roof tops.
The dream always ended the same way. As he staggered on, dazed by the desolation all around him, he
would suddenly sense the stranger who haunted his house was right behind him. As he stood frozen to
the spot, a voice that was thinner and infinitely bleaker than the wind, whispered in his ear, ‘Everyone
in the world is dead.’
He had to turn then and—
Noooooaaaaaaaaggggahhhhhaaaa!!!!
—come face to face with the hideous monster.
‘First up, relax,’Dr Bacata, the head of the Bureau’s Medical Department reassured him. ‘There’s no



 
physical complaint. You’re A1 fit.’
‘Great.’
‘The root of the trouble is purely psychological. You’re suppressing your fears about the future and
these are emerging in your dreams in symbolic form. You’re frightened that you won’t be able to
afford the mortgage and your dream expresses that fear as a mysterious stranger dwelling in your
house.’
‘How about the voice, telling me everyone in the world is dead?’
‘Dreams are irrational. If everyone is dead, who’s speaking to you?’
‘A ghost, I presume.’
‘Or perhaps it’s your subconscious belief that your life will be dreary beyond belief in you new job in
the Public Transport Office. Wholly understandable, I think.’
‘Oh, well, if it’s understandable, that’s all right.’
‘I only meant to reassure you that you’re not going insane.’
Mr Annatto sighed. ‘Yes, that’s something to be grateful for. Thanks. Now, how do I get some sleep?’
‘You’re hoping I’ll prescribe sleeping pills, aren’t you?’
‘Yes.’
‘However, I think it would be better if you changed your perception of the situation.’
‘Resign myself, you mean?’
‘What choice do you have, except to come to terms with the inevitable? Anyway, there’s more to life
that space exploration. You’ll have a family soon, and greater responsibilities. If I were you, I’d relax
with my partner and enjoy your time as a couple. Take a vacation.’
And so, Mr Annatto booked a cruise for the early summer and he and his wife went out every other
night, sampling the best shows that the theatres had to offer. Unfortunately, these had the effect of
making outer space even more appealing than it already was, and, if anything, his nightmares became
more vivid. Right now, wandering around the house and mulling darkly on things to come in the
Public Transport Office, he decided that he’d suffered enough nocturnal terror. He was going to stay
up all night and in the morning he was going to demand Dr Bacata prescribe strong tranquillisers.
Accordingly, having brewed himself a cup of seaweed tea, he sank into a living-room armchair and
prepared for the long wait until dawn.
He tried to be grateful for the things he had – good wife, good home and a job, at least. Very few
people were as lucky. The ache in his heart diminished. But as soon as his mind was free of anxiety, it
drifted back to the wonderful sights he had seen on other planets – a windswept desert of sulphur, an
ocean of mercury, a volcanic chimney of black glass belching neon-white snow into a kaleidoscope
sky. All of it so utterly beautiful…
…but dead.
He and his fellow explorers had never found alien life. Not even bacteria. A few bugs and public
interest may have rekindled enough for a least one more mission.
For the want of a bug the universe was lost!
Did that really have to be his epitaph as an astronaut?
But he was exhausted after so many restless nights and despite the oppressive weight of dejection,
gradually he began to doze off.
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sound in the kitchen startled him from his slumbers and he gaped in stunned amazement as an
extraordinary looking creature stepped into the living room, waved a peculiar appendage in

greeting and sat on the sofa opposite, crossing what were evidently its legs.
Mr Annatto was too astonished to move.
‘Hello,’ the thing said. ‘Sorry to disturb at such a late hour.’
The sound of that urbane, slightly bored voice broke the spell. Suppressing with all his might the urge
to run screaming from the room, Mr Annatto whispered in awe, ‘What are you?’
‘An alien, I suppose. Though, of course, I’m tempted to call you the alien. By God, you’re ugly!’
‘What?’
‘Never mind, it’s all subjective, isn’t it?’
Mr Annatto leaned forward. ‘You say you are an alien. Where do you come from? Another world,
obviously?’
‘Yes, yes. Planet Wang. A real crap hole, as it happens.’
‘A crap hole?’ Mr Annatto’s awe and terror was rapidly diminishing.
‘Yeah. The dump is on its last legs.’
‘Ah, a dying planet. I see. Planet Wang, eh? And how did you get here from there, if I may ask?’
The creature waved the question away with its frond-tipped appendage. ‘Oh, I will get to that in due
course.’
Mr Annatto chafed at the creature’s high-handed attitude. ‘I’d like to know now, actually. I happen to
be an astronaut.’
‘Yes, I know. How super! Trust me, I’ll answer all your questions eventually. However, I have to start
from the beginning, or none of it will make any sense. When you’ve heard the whole story I believe
you’ll willingly cooperate.’
‘Cooperate? In what?’
‘Well… I have in mind a sort of, um, invasion’
‘I knew it! You’ll never succeed! This is our world, not yours.’
‘Naturally, but—‘
‘Your planet is dying. You’ve come to steal our natural resources…and our females.’
‘Steady on!’
‘Go ahead and try. If you kill me, others will take my place!’
‘Good grief, I’m not going to kill you or anybody else…not in this world, at any rate. You’ve got the
wrong end of the stick, old chap. I want you to help me invade my planet, not yours.’
‘What? …planet crap hole?’
‘Well, yes. I have to admit it’s not going to be a great coup for you. Still, there’s a lot more to it than
the balls of rock you’ve explored so far. You haven’t had much luck in finding life, have you?’
‘How do you know that?’
‘I’ll explain when the time comes.’
‘You will, will you?’ Mr Annatto couldn’t help bridling at the alien’s patronising attitude. ‘Well, let
me explain something – if you have time to listen, that is.’
‘Oh please, do go ahead.’
‘The problem you have is that our mission is not to invade anywhere. We’re explorers not marauders.
Besides, the Bureau doesn’t have the resources to do much more than undertake a brief diplomatic
visit.’
Now it was the alien’s turn to be galled. ‘Look here, I’m offering you the coordinates of my home



 
world. We’re not talking about a few bugs. This is an entire civilization up for grabs. You’ll be hailed
as the greatest space explorer in history.’
Mr Annatto stared silently at the creature for a moment. When he spoke, it was with bitter despair.
‘You swine.’
‘Come again?’
‘You’ve made my career utterly pointless.’
The alien’s refined tone faltered. ‘I don’t follow.’
‘Isn’t it obvious? What’s the point of a space explorer, a fearless spirit going boldly forth to where
none have gone before if some interloper from another planet can just stroll into my living room and
ask for a ride home. I won’t be hailed as anything except the most expensive taxi driver of all time.’
‘Well, I don’t know what to say…isn’t it better than nothing?’
‘No – it’s worse! We’ve spent billions seeking alien life. Now you’ve dropped by of your own accord,
people are going to say all that money was wasted. The Government will have the perfect excuse to
cancel space exploration for good.’
‘Surely not.’
‘Oh yes, my friend. We’re currently hurtling towards a major a recession – if not a depression. The
Government is itching to shut us down and save on future expenditure. And anyway, you tell me your
world is on its last legs. That only confirms what they’ve been saying all along – life on other planets
is even worse than it is here. My advice is, go back home, if you can, because the way things are no
one’s going to want an extra mouth to feed.’
‘But I don’t… Naturally I’ll work.’
‘Ha! A job? Out of the question. Believe me, we don’t have enough to go round for ourselves. And as
for Social Security – forget it buddy.’
The alien did not reply. It bowed its head and its strange, frond-tipped limbs lay dejectedly at its sides.
Mr Annatto examined it in silence. As the minutes passed, his exasperation slowly waned. After all,
didn’t he of all people know exactly what it was like to travel billions of miles only to be
disappointed?’
‘You now,’ he said at last, ‘I’ve been under a lot of strain recently.’
The alien looked up. ‘Is that so? I’m sorry to hear that.’
‘Well, thanks. Um. So, did you come far?’
‘From a galaxy on the other side of the universe.’
‘Ah. I see. Well, that is interesting. What’s your world called – really?’
‘Earth. It was a beautiful place once, according to the history books. I just hope it can be again…
except,’ the alien drooped again, ‘what’s the point? If the economy over here is shot, like you say,
then your government will never fund a new space mission to visit it, let alone offer an intergalactic
loan to get us back on our feet again.’
‘I can’t lie to you, probably not. But still, neither of us shouldn’t give up hope. You never know with
the economy. It’s so unpredictable. The recession came out of nowhere. None of the experts saw it
coming. So when they say it might last decades, isn’t there a chance they’ll be wrong again? I think
so. It could vanish virtually overnight.’
‘Yes, perhaps you’re right.’ The creature’s ghastly face shifted and changed. In particular, the corners
of its mouth turned up in a way that was quite horrible. Suddenly, Mr Annatto realised he’d seen that
face before – in his dreams. It was the face of the stranger who pursued him from his house every
night and who made him scream with terror. Only it didn’t seem so frightening anymore.  He wanted
to ask what the significance of these dreams could be, but the alien had already begun his story.
.
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y name is Wu Wei Ting.
I was five years old when my parents were blown to pieces in my Uncle Gung Chun’s plastics

factory. Wracked by guilt, Uncle adopted me, and treated me better than his own son, Hao Lee. My
poor cousin took second place to me in everything. Despite this, Hao was my closest friend and I
believe that we shared many blissfully happy days together as children. Uncle’s house, was called The
Blue Willows and was constructed from the finest porcelain. It stood beside a wide, crystal-clear lake
that was surrounded by hills and woods – all artificial. Uncle was exceptionally rich and he could
afford to landscape the extensive grounds exactly to his taste. True, the towering concrete apartments
of the nearby city were still visible on clear, unpolluted days. But such days were few and far between.
Although we were great friends, in many ways Hao and I were very different. I was interested in
anything mechanical, while Hao was more of a dreamer. He did not excel at school, except in subjects
that Uncle despised, such as literature and art. My subjects were mathematics and science, the kind of
topics Uncle esteemed, especially when they had some bearing on the manufacture of plastics. I tried
to assist Hao in his studies, but it was hopeless. Hard, cold facts simply wouldn’t stick in his head.
It was only when the time came for us to leave school that could I finally be of service to him. I had
passed the exams with distinction and Uncle was only too eager to fund my further studies at
university. Hao, on the other hand, had more than scraped through his science subjects, although he
excelled in all other areas of study. Given Uncle Gung’s low opinion of these, it was no surprise that
he refused to fund Hao’s continued education. I intervened, saying that I refused to go to university at
all unless Hao accompanied me as my fellow student. This annoyed Uncle far more than I had
expected. I guess he and Hao had fallen out badly over the years, although they’d both kept their ill
will towards each other a secret from me. Anyway, out of ire at my siding with Hao, Uncle refused to
agree to my conditions unless both Hao and I worked at his factory – Tzu Hen Plastics – during the
academic recess. I readily agreed and although Hao loathed the factory, he agreed to work for his
father out of gratitude to me.
I studied chemistry, concentrating on the transfer of subatomic information between inorganic and
organic molecules.
Hao, meanwhile, who had already developed a keen interest in social justice, studied law.
Because our fields were so different, I saw far less of Hao than I should have liked. Indeed, my studies
were so compelling that I barely spoke to anyone at all apart from my tutors and the laboratory
technicians.
It was during my first year at university that I stumbled upon the astounding discovery that would
revolutionise the whole field of molecular chemistry, and transform society into the bargain. I was
intoxicated by the imminent prospect of wealth and fame. Particularly fame. And yet, despite my joy,
a still greater and perhaps more ignoble emotion presided over my heart.
I was mortally terrified someone would steal my idea.
I visited Uncle before the recess and persuaded him to set up a laboratory in the factory so that I could
continue my research covertly during the summer. As a result, even when we were both working in
Uncle’s factory, Hao and I scarcely saw each other. I spent days on end in my laboratory, while Hao
worked ten-hour shifts, shovelling plastic chippings into a melting machine. If we did meet, it was
usually in the nine-hundred-seat staff canteen. Once, when were enjoying a meal there together, Hao
told me he had developed a real passion for corporate law. He looked and sounded so happy that I was
really pleased for him.
Back at the university, during the following spring, I saw Hao again. I was strolling through the



 
grounds of the campus on my way to the laboratories – my thoughts immersed in molecules, when I
heard him calling to me. I turned to see him sitting beneath the spreading branches of an old plane
tree. He was in the company of a fellow student. He waved to me and I went over to say a few words.
‘This is Peach Blossom,’ he said, introducing his companion.
I looked into her almond eyes and fell hopelessly in love.
Peach Blossom was as beautiful as Hao was tall and handsome. She was also studying law – corporate
law was her speciality. They were obviously made for each other.
‘Well, I had better go,’ I said. ‘I have an experiment to perform.’
‘But why don’t you sit down and enjoy the fresh air for a while?’ Peach Blossom asked.
‘Yes, Wei, you look you ready to drop,’ Hao said merrily. ‘When was the last time your feeble body
saw the sun?’
‘I don’t remember. I can’t even remember what I eat these days. When I start to work I forget about
food.’
‘I can see you’re wasting away, all right.’
‘But then,’ Peach Blossom said, ‘it must be wonderful to be so utterly engaged by one’s research. I’d
love to hear about it.’
‘Well, I don’t know, it’s rather technical.’
‘Just a few words, I’m sure you’ll manage to put it simply enough for us.’
And so I sat down.
We chatted awhile and then I left. A few days later, I met Peach Blossom by chance. She was alone
this time. One thing led to another and within weeks she and I were in the throes of a passionate love
affair.
I hoped to keep it clandestine, but Peach Blossom thought the world should know.
As always, generous, big-hearted Hao was philosophical about his disappointment. ‘It is true,’ he
admitted later, ‘that I have never loved anyone as much as I love Peach Blossom. And I’m also sure I
will never find anyone to replace her. But still, the decision was hers to make.’
‘Oh, Hao,’ I exclaimed. ‘Never in a million years would I have expected Peach Blossom to see
anything in me. I’m so wrapped in my work that I never even noticed I was being courted. You know
that I don’t have anything romantic to say. When I talk, it’s always about Active Plasticification,
which nobody fully understands except me.’
And it was true that I had nothing else to talk about except Active Plasticification. This was the
discovery I had happened upon the year before – a process which could replace living tissue with
various polymers. Something fairly similar is seen in the way stone replaces dead tissue during
petrifaction. Only, by using Active Plasticification, a fully functioning plastic replica of an organism
could be produced. I had achieved a major breakthrough only days before I met Peach Blossom. I had
duplicated a dog in plastic. I called it Ho Fu the Second. It had the same temperament as Ho Fu the
First, leading me to the conclusion that the animal’s mind had in some way been preserved in plastic.
My ultimate goal was to refine the process so that it would be possible to plasticify the internal organs
of people who wanted to extend their lifespan.
Anyway, these were the things I obsessively talked about with Peach Blossom when we were first
getting to know each other. Active Plasticification and molecular-level neutrino-based three-
dimensional reconstruction – such were the words that swept her off her feet while we strolled in the
park, taking turns throwing a stick for Ho Fu the Second.
I was elated by my success, but Ho Fu the Second grew ever weaker and died within two weeks. The
problem was that plastic flesh at that stage could not absorb nutrition – poor Ho Fu the Second had
starved to death.
Clearly I had to solve this problem before I could go further. I redoubled my efforts. There’s nothing



 
wrong in this, except unfortunately in my case my research had left me mentally and physically
exhausted and as a consequence the inevitable happened. Late in the small hours one night, as I toiled
in my laboratory, I collapsed and lay unconscious till the morning, when I was discovered by a
laboratory technician. I woke in bed, debilitated. A doctor declared that I must rest.
It was Peach Blossom who came to my rescue. Not only did she tend me in my breakdown, but she
promised, as a corporate lawyer, to ensure that Active Plasticification would be fully patented and
protected until I could bring the process to a point where it could be commercially exploited.
Once I had recovered my health somewhat, I decided I would return to my private laboratory in
Uncle’s plastics factory and continue my researches closer to home. In order that we could be
together, Peach Blossom sacrificed a career opening in a major Beijing law firm and joined Tzu Hen
Plastics as an administrator.
Uncle had employed Peach Blossom as a favour to me. I also asked whether he could not find some
interesting position for Hao, who had failed to distinguish himself in his university studies, despite a
promising start. However, Hao phoned me later to say he would reject Uncle’s kind offer of a
placement in the factory’s Accounts Department. Instead he was going to live and work in Hong Kong.
I assured him I would help in any way that I could and he gave me a contact number and I promised to
call him soon. However, I was ever more engrossed in overcoming the problems of Active
Plasticification and although to me it seemed like a mere week, twelve months lapsed before I
remembered my promise.
In fact, during that period, I had also forgotten, or even entirely failed to notice, a number of major
upheavals in life beyond the laboratory.
These were finally brought to my attention one day when Uncle Gung and Peach Blossom took me to
the local cemetery and we attended the burial of a tiny coffin. Peach Blossom was in floods of tears. I
simply could not console her. When I had a chance to speak to Uncle alone, I asked him what was
going on.
He looked startled for a moment. Then he laid a comforting hand on my shoulder. ‘My child, you’re
burying your son.’
‘My son? But…!’
‘He did not suffer, try to remember that. He was scarcely born at all.’
I was stricken with remorse. ‘I only wish Peach Blossom and I had got married first.’
 Uncle’s voice was so gentle and understanding. ‘There, there, don’t worry, you did get married.’
‘Never!’
‘Poor boy, the grief has disturbed your mind.’
‘Are you sure we got married?’
‘Yes.’
‘Perhaps it was a very small and quick ceremony,’ I said hopefully.
‘There were five hundred guests and a lavish feast that lasted three days.’
He led me away from the cemetery by hand.
Along the way, a thought struck me. ‘Where’s Hao?’ I glanced around, hopefully.
‘Him? He’s run off to find his own level in life. He’s left us in peace.’
And that is when I realised that I had forgotten to phone Hao. As soon as I was able, I called his Hong
Kong number. The line was dead.
Poor Hao had been the nearest thing I had to a brother and now the last thread that bound us had
snapped. From then on, the only people I had left in the world were Peach Blossom and Uncle Gung
Chun.
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ne morning the housekeeper came to my laboratory with a request from Uncle Gung Chun to go
and see him in his bedroom. I went at once and was shocked by how old and emaciated he

looked.
A lump rose in my throat. ‘I see you’re a bit under the weather, Uncle. Can I get you anything? A
drink of lemon and honey, perhaps?’
‘I would prefer a cure for pancreatic cancer.’
‘Pancreatic cancer! But are you sure?’
‘I was diagnosed by the best doctors.’
‘But, when?’
‘Almost two years ago. Not long after little Bo Jinn died.’
‘Who?’
‘Your son.’
‘Ah. Two years, already! Dear me. But, Uncle, you should have told me.’
‘I did.’
I felt my cheeks burn. I did not know what to say at first, until, that is, I recalled that I was on the
verge of a final breakthrough in creating plastic flesh that was able to absorb nutrition. ‘Hold tight,
Uncle!’ I cried. ‘In a few days we should be able to plasticify your pancreas for you. That’ll halt the
spread of the disease.’
‘I’m sure it will be wonderful,’ Uncle said, ‘But just in case it’s a little late, I want you to know that
you will inherit everything – most especially Tzu Hen Plastics.’
I was appalled. ‘But Hao should surely be your heir,’ I remonstrated. ‘He’ll manage the factory far
better than I could. He just needs a break.’
‘And where is Hao? We haven’t heard from him in years. If he had any interest in the factory, let
alone me, he would have stuck it out and learned the business from the bottom up. It’s obvious that he
doesn’t care about the company. If ever he did become the owner, he’d sell it off at the first
opportunity to fund whatever degenerate life he’s leading in Hong Kong.’
I did not want to argue with Uncle while he was so ill. Saying no more about the matter, I decided that
if I were to inherit the factory, then I would find Hao and, in due course, hand the ownership of the
factory over to him.
Uncle died before I had progressed far enough to be able to plasticify his pancreas and of course I
suffered agonies of remorse. But still, I was determined to go against his final wishes and pass the
business onto Hao.
I told Peach Blossom about my decision and she offered to try and find him. I agreed readily because I
was busier than ever. The new plastic flesh required further refinements before it could be launched as
a commercially viable product. For that reason, it was only several months later that I thought about
Hao again. I asked Peach Blossom where he was.
‘I have contacted all the relevant agencies. All they can tell me is that he seems to have vanished
without trace. His last address was a rented room above a noodle bar in Hong Kong.’
‘Good heavens, is that the best they can do?’
‘We can hire private firms. That would require money.’
‘But there’s hardly enough as it is. To fully develop plasticification as an industrial process will cost
us a fortune.’
‘That’s why I thought we should sell the factory. In that way we can guarantee that we have enough to
make plastic flesh a saleable product. When we do that, we’ll be rich enough to pay Hoa full



 
compensation for the loss of his factory, when we find him.’
Peach Blossom’s plan seemed eminently sensible and so we sold the factory. She found the buyer –
Wang Industries – and negotiated an excellent price. This was the very first time that I heard of Wang
Industries. Peach Blossom told me it had sprung up only during the last couple of years, but it was
already a huge corporation.
When the sale had been completed, I was just about to commence writing up a description of Active
Plasticification for the patent application, when I was struck down by a mysterious ailment that
completely incapacitated me. The doctors were baffled. They could only suggest that I may have been
poisoned by some chemical leak in my laboratory. I was too ill to argue, but I knew the idea was
ridiculous. Only much later would I realise that I had indeed been poisoned, but not in my laboratory
and not by accident…
Anyway, Peach Blossom hired nurses to tend me every day and I gradually regained some of my
former strength. After three weeks I progressed enough to be able to get out of bed and hobble to the
balcony, where I could sit in the sun and sip tea. That’s what I was doing one morning when Peach
Blossom appeared and sat opposite me, looking very grave.
‘Wei, I have some bad news.’
I had a terrible presentiment. ‘Hao – is he all right?’
‘Hao? Sure he is. Or at least, I expect so.’
‘I thought he might be dead.’
‘It’s you I’m worried about, dearest. I could not inform you until today, when I can be fairly sure you
won’t have a heart attack.’
‘Sweetheart,’ I croaked. ‘Tell me – what’s wrong?’
‘Last week a certain Doctor Melditz patented the plasticification method on behalf of Wang Industries
Corp.’
‘Plasticification? Our plasticification?’
‘Dearest, it’s their plasticification now.’
My head swam. ‘No.’ I struggled to my feet. ‘We must fight this in the courts.’
‘Of course, dearest. Only, Wang Industries has vast resources with which to fight any legal battle. I
have to advise you, as your lawyer, that we don’t stand a chance.’
And with those words in ringing in my ears, I swooned away into a dead faint.
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woke up to realise everything I had ever valued had been snatched from from me – apart from
Peach Blossom. She consoled me now as best she could and finally agreed to help me fight Wang

Industries in court. ‘There might just be something we can dig up on them,’ she said. ‘If there is, then
all their financial and political clout won’t help them.’
‘You think so?’
‘Yes, I really do.’
She flew to Hong Kong to pursue her enquires in person and after a couple of days I got a phone call.
‘I don’t have any time to explain,’ she said hurriedly. ‘But I think I’m onto something big. Call me
tomorrow.’
She rang off before I could reply.
I phoned her the next day. Her mobile was switched off. I tried to reach her throughout the morning,
but in vain. At last, I called her hotel, but no one there had seen her since the day before. Full of
foreboding, I contacted the police.
The weeks that followed passed in torment of frustration and the keenest anxiety as the authorities
conducted  their futile enquiries. Naturally, I surmised that Peach Blossom had been abducted by
Wang Industries. She had got too close to the truth – probably she had discovered the identity of the
industrial spy working in my laboratories – and they had silenced her. Furthermore, Wang Industries,
as a mighty corporation, obviously had the power to frustrate the efforts of the police. I decided to go
it alone and hired a private detective agency. I also hired, at enormous expense, a law firm to launch a
case of industrial espionage against Wang Industries.
The weeks became months and the only hard fact that the detective agency could establish was that
Peach Blossom had last been seen in the foyer of her Hong Kong hotel on the day she had called me.
Likewise, the law firm I had hired failed to build a case against Wang Industries because they could
find no evidence whatsoever of a spy working in my laboratories.
I refused to give up. When the money from the sale of the factory ran out, I sold Blue Willows, my
uncle’s house, and moved into a small rented apartment so that I could continue to fund the hopeless
search. When that money was exhausted, I flew to Hong Kong and haunted the countless streets on
foot.
I rarely slept, and lived off noodles till I was down to my last few dollars. It was only the threat of
starvation that compelled me to defer my search for Peach Blossom and find work.
Considering my experience as a research scientist, I confidently expected to find a highly paid job
without difficulty. I applied for the best posts at first, including Head of Development at the
Progressive Plasticification Partnership (a subdivision of Wang Industries Inc).
I didn’t even get an interview.
At that time, I was living in a single, unheated room above a noodle shop. Called Wang’s, ironically
enough. My circumstances were dire and each new rejection letter came as a near-physical blow. In
growing desperation, I applied for ever more low-grade jobs until I was begging for casual work at
factories and offices. I was turned away as soon as they heard my name. At length, it dawned on me
that I was the victim of powerful influences operating from behind the scenes and stemming, no
doubt, from the highest echelons of Wang Industries.
My memory of this period becomes a little hazy about now. I lived as a beggar and many times I was
faint with hunger. I lost track of the days. They blurred into each other as I spent endless hours
collecting enough small change to be able to buy something to eat. Now and then a passer-by would
contemptuously toss a coin at my feet. Far more often, I would be ignored, or thrown a casual insult



 
instead. Every evening, if I was lucky, I would hobble to the nearest 24-hour minimart, called Chin
and Chin’s, and buy a discounted pack of noodles. This routine continued for well over a year. I had
long since lost track of the date and pretty lost all hope when I happened to see a notice pinned to the
counter of Chin and Chin’s—
Payroll assistant required. Five dollars an hour.
In a near whisper, I asked one of the Chins whether I could apply and he said, ‘That job’s gone, but we
need a shelf stacker, one dollar an hour.’
‘A shelf stacker?’
‘To stack shelves.’
‘I could do that,’ I murmured wistfully – assuming Wang Industries’ malign influence extended even
to Chin and Chin’s Minimart.
But Chin looked me up and down, and after a moment’s thought, he said, ‘Well, you’re here now, I
suppose.’ He shrugged. ‘Okay, start stacking. If you last the morning, you get the job.’
 I had become inured to hostility and indifference, but Chin’s generosity brought tears to my eyes. Not
only that, I experienced quite as much elation at my success to become a shelf stacker as I did when I 
first discovered the Active Plasticification process – the pinnacle of my academic endeavours.
Anyway, I did indeed last the morning at Chin and Chin’s Minimart and that’s how I began my new
career.
I shone in my new job and I was soon promoted from the stacking of shelves to the packing of
customers’ carrier bags. My wages were boosted to one dollar and ten cents an hour.
It brought me boundless satisfaction to be able to afford fresh noodles and fish paste and to rent a
room. I had finally outwitted Wang Industries and I began to lay my plans for revenge. First I would
rise through the ranks of Chin and Chin’s Minimart, using my knowledge to turn it into a gigantic
corporation. Then, when I possessed boundless wealth and power, I would crush Wang Industries, find
Peach Blossom and pay Hao ten times over for the loss of his inheritance.
As the years slipped by, ever more quickly, the offer of further promotion was dangled in front of me
again and again by Chin and Chin. Only thing was, some other guy always seemed to get the job
instead of me. On the other hand, in light of my long and faithful service, my diligence and my
cheerful demeanour, I was awarded yet another pay rise – one dollar and twenty cents an hour –
making me the highest paid grocery packer in Chin and Chin’s.
And then, there was the job security. This had tremendous value in those days. The world was
changing fast, becoming an ever more frightening place. The Wang Industries Corporation spread like
a cancer, infecting and assimilating other companies in China, and then all over the world, at a rapidly
mounting rate. Soon, it was purchasing whole countries, lock stock and barrel. Small ones at first, then
the medium economies. Brazil, India and the whole of Europe was incorporated next and finally, after
several hostile bids, Wang Industries finally came up with a suitable offer and acquired the United
States of America for many trillions of dollars.
Wang now owned not only every business in the world (except Chin and Chin’s Minimart) but also
every nation. From then on, the global corporation proceeded to exploit the earth in the most efficient
ways imaginable. Each ounce of it was sifted, boiled, roasted, bleached crushed, gnawed, scratched,
kicked, stomped and sucked dry in order to extract every last tincture of goodness. The world turned
increasingly grey as Wang Industries wrung it out like an old dishcloth.
The inevitable finally happened twenty years later, when Chin and Chin’s Minimart was bought out by
the only other company still in business.
Chin and Chin’s was renamed Wang and Wang’s and an executive called Mr Jao from the Minimart
Subdivision of the retail arm of the Wang Industries Corporation visited the shop and looked over the
staff.



 
‘Unfortunately,’ he said smilingly, ‘in view of the current fragile state of the economy, a not
inconsiderable sacrifice must be made by us all to maintain trading viability till negative pressure
eases and we see a substantial regrowth and thereby consequent emoluments flourish at the top and
seep down to the bottom, where you are. Therefore, the following company associates are regretfully
released from their current contracts—’
Mr Jao read out the list of sackings and I was immeasurably relieved to hear my name was not on the
list. Yes, I, Wei Ting was one of the few staff to be retained, for which I was boundlessly grateful to
Mr Jao, despite a twenty percent reduction in my salary. However, there was a company bonus scheme
in place which meant that if I packed ten times more groceries into customers’ plastic carrier bags
then I could earn almost as much as I used to when I first started.
And so, I had finally become a Wang Industries employee.
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lack of resources was hurling the world economy into an ever steeper decline. However, the
development of new technologies by Wang Industries (Space Division) meant that new

resources could soon be imported from other planets.
The space engineers were in the final stages of this vital project when a hideous new plague broke out
and ravaged humanity the world over. When it came to plagues, Mother Nature had saved the best till
last. This was to be the most spectacular disease ever suffered by Man. The symptoms began with a
faint headache, which disappeared after half an hour. Then the eyes started to bulge and the tongue
turned black. An uncontrollable shivering set in for ten minutes and a dreadful pain around the middle
ensued, accompanied by hallucinations and an abject terror. Suddenly, the whole of the upper torso
became detached and fell to the floor. The hapless victim would then watch his or her legs cut a
frenetic jig before their eyes. Only when the legs had finished their hideous dance and collapsed into a
heap was the unfortunate sufferer allowed to expire.
This disease acquired the colloquial name of Rik-Rak. It swept the world in a matter of months,
spreading in a manner that eluded the experts. Sometimes the infection was transmitted by direct
contact. Sometimes it was airborne. For a period it could only be caught by eating the flesh of infected
cows. For three strange days it was carried by butterflies. But generally speaking, it popped up in the
middle of a healthy population without any apparent means of transmission whatsoever.
Within eight weeks, Rik-Rak finished off fifty percent of the human race. After that, it abated for a
few weeks and we, the living, began to feel safe again. Of course, we should have known, given its
protean nature, that it would soon reappear in a still more virulent form.
Because of the random nature of Rik-Rak, people developed an increasingly relaxed (lax even)
attitude to life. They stopped worrying about their jobs with Wang Industries. They concentrated
instead on enjoying what little time they had left. If money was a problem, they didn’t suck up to their
manager and grovel for a raise, they went out and looted a shop, which naturally would be owned by
Wang Industries. For this reason, the Wang Industries International Peace Keeping Force was obliged
to start blasting non paying citizens out of their shoes. Non paying citizens took exception to this new
policy and began to shoot back. Pretty soon the streets were swimming in blood.
Meanwhile, at Wang and Wang’s Minimart, Mr Jao gave us a stern warning about taking part in any
anti-Wang activities and exhorted us to work harder in order to maintain profitability during these
testing times for the company. Mr Jao was just reaching the climax of his speech, which may well
have been an announcement of further redundancies and wage cuts, when his head was blown off by a
stray bullet. While he had been speaking a riot had spontaneously sprung up in the street outside. All
of we grocery packers dived to the ground as gun fire sprayed the inside the minimart. Shards of glass
showered over us as we crawled around on the floor, grabbing whatever comestibles we could, in lieu
of a final pay-packet, before we made our escape through the rear exit. We got out just as the armed
looters were bursting in through the front.
We said goodbye in the rear alley and each went his own perilous way back home.
Now that I no longer had a job, life was going to be tough, if not impossible. I did not want to end my
days alone and rather than sit in my room waiting for the end, I went next door, to my neighbour, Mrs
Mao, a retired charwoman, and offered to share the rice and onions I had brought from Wang and
Wang’s Minmart.
Mrs Mao, a widower of ninety-six, was happy to invite me in.
‘I think we might have to join forces now,’ she said. ‘Stay here with me. I’ve been storing up food for
when things got really bad.’



 
‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Mao. Just ask if you need anything doing around the place.’
She shuffled over to a cupboard and pulled out a battered tea chest. This contained a large revolver
and a brown paper bag of bullets, which she handed me. ‘This was Mr Mao’s. He was in the army
once. Can you shoot straight?’
‘Yes,’ I lied.
Mrs Mao helped me cook the evening meal and then she settled into her large armchair, while I
stretched out on the bed she no longer used. We listened together in silence to the rioting that raged
continuously now in the streets around us. Towards dawn, having dozed for a while and sipping the tea
I had just brewed for us both, Mrs Mao reminisced about the many vicissitudes she had undergone
throughout her life and laughed at how she had survived both the War and the Peace, unlike a very
great number of less fortunate souls.
Just then, the thin wooden door was shattered by a jackboot and a Wang-Corporation soldier stepped
into the room. He didn’t see me lying on the bed and I shot him right in the chest. He dropped to the
floor like a sack of wet rice. Another soldier jumped over the body and came at me.
‘Let him have it!’ Mrs Mao screamed.
But the revolver jammed and the solder batted it aside with a kung-fu kick. Before I could recover
from my surprise, he brought the handle of his automatic pistol down on my head.
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awoke in a large, well-appointed room that had the impersonal air of a hotel. I was lying on a soft
bed, dressed in clean pyjamas. For a few moments I felt at peace and then the recollection of what

had happened flooded over me and I started in terror.
‘You’ve been treated by the best doctors left alive,’ a low, sardonic voice said from the corner of the
room. I turned to see a Wang security guard sitting in an ornate armchair, eyeballing me with a steady,
unsmiling gaze. A deadly looking electric prod lay across his lap. ‘I’ve been told to tell you that
you’ve suffered no permanent damage.’
‘Where’s Mrs Mao?’
The door opened before he could answer and a powerful, square-built man strode in. He was bald and
round faced. His eyes stared coldly from behind steel spectacles while his small, thin mouth seemed to
have stuck in the shape a faint smile. He was dressed in an immaculate white linen suit.
‘Leave us.’
The guard stood up and left.
‘Good morning, Wei.’ The man thrust out his hand. ‘I’m Melditz. Pleased to meet you.’
I sat up so that I could shake it. ‘Melditz? Haven’t I heard of you from somewhere?’
‘I work for Wang Industries.’
‘Melditz! You! You stole my Active Plasticification Process.’
‘That’s not true. My superiors in Beijing gave me the details of your work. At the time, I had no idea
where they came from.’
‘From a spy in my laboratory. Who was it?’
Melditz shook his head. ‘I do not know.’
‘But the idea was stolen. Did you know that? Did you care?’
He bowed his head. ‘I was young and ambitious. Looking back, I wish I had acted with greater honour.
I apologise – and acknowledge that you were the true inventor.’
Tears stung my eyes. I had almost forgotten that I had once been a scientist.
Melditz continued. ‘But still, Wei, have you never wondered why the world has never heard of Active
Plasticification in all these years? Wasn’t it going to allow human beings to live forever?’
‘That would have been one of its uses, yes.’
‘And yet, where are these people?’
I shrugged. ‘They are the super rich, I expect, considering the costs involved. But how would I know
about the lives of the rich? I stack shelves in a minimart.’
‘Active Plasticification has proved useless for any application, medical or otherwise.’
I stared at Melditz. ‘That’s not true. I don’t believe you!’
‘Until, that is, very recently. You can have no idea,’ his voice grew strident, ‘of the difficulties we had
to overcome. I doubt you alone could have fully developed the technology.’
‘Damned lie!’
’Ah, well, if you doubt me, I must prove my assertion. You must see for yourself what we have done.’
‘Later, perhaps. I’m tired right now.’
‘I’m afraid there is precious little time to rest. As you may have heard, Wang’s Space Division had
been hard at work developing new rocket boosters. When the research team died of the plague they
were so very close to success. Given just a few more months we would have been able to set up an
interplanetary mining industry and the world economy would have been revitalised.’
‘Why go on about it? The world’s finished.’
‘However, Wang Industries isn’t finished. Yes, the official space project has collapsed because of a



 
severe staff shortage, but Wang has a plan B.’
After so many years I had finally heard all I could bear about Wang Industries. I staggered up from
my bed. ‘Curse you! I’m just guessing, but didn’t Rik-Rak originate in a Wang Industries laboratory
and get released by mistake?’
‘Yes, that’s true.’
‘I knew it.’
‘Believe me, we are truly appalled by what has happened.’
‘Of course you are. All your customers are dead.’
‘Most, but not all. There’s still hope. The original Space Programme is no more, but we have poured
all our resources into the development of a new form of space travel. We now have the capacity to
send just one person into the depths of the universe in order to contact a sufficiently advanced
civilisation and bring them to our aid. You have been selected to be that person.’ He bowed.
‘Congratulations.’
I took a moment to absorb this before barking out a bitter laugh. ‘You’ve picked me, of all people, to
save Planet Wang? Go to hell.’
Melditz winced. ‘Yes, I realised you may have…issues. Nonetheless, there’s no one else left of
sufficient intellect to fulfil the mission. All the other candidates are…indisposed.’
‘How about you?’
‘I have to manage Ground Control and help to – er, launch you.’
‘You can force me to go, but not to come back.’
‘But there is someone here you’ll want to come back for – Peach Blossom.’
‘You’re lying!’
Melditz laughed and went to the door. He pulled it open with a flourish.
‘Here she is—’
The corridor outside was empty.
‘What the damn—’ Melditz put his head around the corner and exchanged a few heated words with the
guard. Glancing back at me, his face flushed red, he said, ‘We’ll continue this conversation a little
later.’ He strode out.
The guard came in, closed the door behind him and resumed his place on the chair.
We ignored each other at first, but some minutes later, he groaned softly.
‘What’s the matter?’
‘I’m okay. Just a slight headache.’
‘Lets hope it’s not Rik-Rak.’
‘Shut your mouth!’
I shrugged, rolled over and tried to sleep.
The guard was not well. I could hear him breathing heavily, and shifting uncomfortable on his seat. He
groaned again, loudly this time and the electric prod clattered on the floor.
I rolled back over in alarm to see that his eyes were already bulging out of his skull, his tongue had
turned black and blood was streaming from his nose. I began to clamber out of bed, only wishing to
avoid witnessing what would inevitably follow. He must have thought I was going to attack him. With
a look of blank terror, the guard lurched to his feet as if to flee the room, but he couldn’t escape. He
seemed incapable of putting one foot in front of the other as his whole body shook uncontrollably.
Soon there came that sickening sound of a cracking spine and splitting flesh, and his torso fell off at
the hip. As he lay flopping on the floor, his legs danced their hideous mocking jig in front of him and
he died the way they all died, as his legs collapsed through exhaustion and loss of blood.
I had seen it all so often before, and yet I was still as horrified by the sight as ever. I edged around the
corpse, muffling my mouth with one hand, and slipped out of the room.



 
Out in the corridor I found I was indeed inside a hotel, just as I had sensed by the appearance of the
room where I’d woken up. However, the appearance of the room, which was clean and tidy, had been
misleading. The rest of the hotel was in an advanced state of decay. The rich crimson carpet in the
corridor was mottled by mould and the wallpaper had peeled off in great leprous sheets. There was no
sign of life apart from the cockroaches that scuttled under the doors as I passed by.
At length, I reached a concourse with four elevator doors and the entrance to the stairwell. The
elevators did not work, so I began to hobble down the stairs.  Soon, from a few floors below, I began
to hear distant voices, echoing along the abandoned corridors and drifting up to me like ghosts. There
were two voices. A man and a woman, bickering in rancorous tones.
I had been entertaining a vague notion of making my escape, but where would I escape to? Wasn’t the
world outside just as empty and rotten as this hotel? Naturally, therefore, my curiosity and loneliness
drew me towards the voices.
The corridors and suites were more sumptuous on this floor and for that reason the deterioration
seemed all the more dreadful. I drew close to the partly opened doors of the suite where a man and
woman were arguing. Cautiously, I peered through the gap.
It was Peach Blossom and Hao.
They were shockingly old and decrepit. My first emotion on seeing them was of heart-wrenching pity.
Then I began to listen to what they were saying.
 ‘I’ll have nightmares about this tonight.’ Peach Blossom’s once clear and musical voice was squeaky
and querulous.
‘You’ll be great.’ Hoa’s false teeth clacked.
‘What about if he hugs me? Couldn’t you have at least had him washed?’
‘We’re short-staffed – as you may have noticed.’
‘Don’t be sarcastic with me. We wouldn’t be in this mess—’
‘Here we go.’
‘—if you’d sacked Melditz years ago, like I told you to.’
‘Yeah? Well, he’s our last hope now, Sweetie Pie.’
‘I don’t believe it. And don’t call me Sweetie Pie.’
‘So what’s your idea for saving the world, eh? We have to send him. There’s no one else, you fucking
—’
‘Poor Wei. You have no remorse, do you?’
‘What?’
‘You’d have let him starve to death if it weren’t for me.’
‘You’re talking out your arse. Who do you think forced Chin and Chin to give him a job?’
‘And I was the one who told Jao not to sack him.’
‘No you didn’t.’
‘Yes, I did. You’d forgotten about Wei by then, you senile old fool. And if I hadn’t saved him, Melditz
wouldn’t have anyone left to send on this hair-brained mission now, would he?’
‘Tell you what, you old rat-bag, I’ll go instead! Just to get away from you.’
‘You’ve haven’t got the guts!’
‘No? Just watch me.’
‘Pitiful.’
‘Right! Fine! We’ll find someone else. We’ll scour the earth in a hopeless search for an astronaut just
because you can’t walk down the corridor and make a tiny bit of an effort to be friendly.’
‘Lie through my teeth, you mean.’
‘Yeah, just like you did when you were pretending to investigate Wang Industries. Your hypocrisy
makes me sick.’



 
‘Except when it suits your ends, eh, Hao?’
‘I’ve got an idea – me and Melditz , we’ll send you. Peach Blossom in space. How’s that sound?’
‘Yeah? You just try.’
‘We will.’
‘Oh, I’m shaking in my shoes—’
‘Ah, go and sniff your granny’s stinking c—’
 I turned away and shuffled back towards the stairs. The bitter recriminations and retorts followed me
down the foul, dilapidated corridor.
I didn’t knew or cared where I was going. Already bowed by fatigue and age, learning the truth about
Peach Blossom and Hao had administered the final blow.
The whole story was perfectly clear to me now.
Many years ago, when she had gone to search for him, Peach Blossom had found Hao in Hong Kong
after all. He was a lonely multi millionaire by then, the mysterious head of Wang Industries. She, on
the other hand, was trapped in a marriage to an impecunious inventor. And anyway, they had always
been made for each other.
So at last I had learned the identity of the spy who had stolen my Active Plasticification Process. My
beloved Peach Blossom. How that sweet name lacerated my heart!
I found myself confronted by Melditz and a guard.
‘Here you are!’
‘I thought I’d take a stroll,’ I said.
‘You’re feeling better then. That’s good.’
‘No, actually I’m feeling much worse.’
‘Then we have something to cheer you up.’
‘Peach Blossom?’ I sneered
‘Yes!’
‘Her petals have gone all mouldy.’
‘Oh? Ah. Yes…well since you’ve already met, we’ll move onto the next phase. There’s something
else you need to see. It’s down in the ballroom.’
‘I really am too tired.’
‘We’ll carry you, if necessary.’
They began to advance on me. I immediately held up my hand with distain and they halted. Even at
this late stage, I harboured some modicum of self respect and walking with as much dignity as an old,
heartbroken man can, I accompanied them.
We went to the other end of the corridor, where a working service lift waited for us. This took us
directly to the rear of the ballroom. Melditz showed me onto the orchestra stage which was now
occupied by a line of bulky machines connected by tubes and a mass of cables. A massive generator
dominated the centre of the dance floor. While all the machinery looked shiny and new, the ballroom
presented an appalling scene of deterioration. It was if the air itself was tearing everything man-made
apart so that soon there would be nothing left of us to show that we’d once existed.
‘Allow me to take you through it,’ Melditz said, dropping a hand on my shoulder.
‘What?’
He drew me towards the row of strange machines. ‘I think you’re going to be impressed.’
‘You’d be surprised.’
Melditz ignored me. ‘This section here is where you lie down,’ he said, pointing to the first machine,
which looked like an old-fashioned iron lung. ‘Your head goes in there and is swiftly and painlessly
severed, whereupon a highly advanced form of the Active Plasticification Process is initiated and—’
‘Hold on a moment.’



 
‘— once completed your plasticified head is conveyed to the next section where it is coated at the
molecular level with what we physicists call Heavy Light.’
‘But—’
‘Thence you proceed to the third section, where the plastic is disintegrated, leaving a perfect Heavy-
Light ghost-image of your mind. This is boosted using a Higgs-Boson Pseudo Electromagnetic Field
and transmitted along the axis of an artificially generated dimension. We call it the Vermicelli
Dimension, after its creator, Valentino Ver— ’
‘But first you cut my head off?’
‘Yes, yes. Now, as your delocalised mind travels along the Vermicelli Dimension, it naturally by-
passes the limit imposed by the speed of light and the signal is instantaneously everywhere in the
universe at the same moment – apart from here on earth, ironically enough.’
By now the guard was restraining me. I shouted, ‘I don’t want to have my head cut off!’
‘But you’re not going to die, Wei Ting,’ Melditz cooed soothingly. ‘When the ghost image of your
mind encounters the quantum jelly that surrounds all intelligent brains, it will become fixed and your
consciousness will be reborn inside an alien. Then what happens is that you go to the authorities and
persuade them to come to Earth and we’ll take it from there. I’m sure Wang Industries will find their
technology very useful.’
‘I refuse to cooperate. Hear me? It’s pointless. I shan’t return. The lot of you can go to hell!’
Melditz smiled blandly. ‘You’ll be back, or I know nothing at all about human nature. Just remember,
Peach Blossom will be waiting. I’ve plasticified a much younger version. At long last you will be
reunited.’
‘Ugh! Stop!’
But Melditz had hurried behind a control console and the guard manhandled me over to the first
machine. As he strapped me down, my protests became ever more desperate and incoherent.
Melditiz stared at me coldly from behind his console. My screams must have sounded down all the
corridors of the deserted hotel and reached Peach Blossom and Hao, who must have listened right up
to the end.



 

3Chapter

‘B
After the End

ut what happened next?’ Mr Annatto asked Wei Ting.
‘I woke up in your bed.’

‘And where was I?’
‘In bed also. Asleep.’
‘We were in bed together?’
‘Don’t you see? I inhabit your mind and I have done so for several months now. At first, I became
conscious only while you were asleep. During that period I explored this world by making you
sleepwalk. When you’re unconscious I can control your body.’
‘But if you inhabit my mind, how do I see you over there, sitting on my sofa?’
‘Oh, my image is a mere hallucination.’
‘Yes, of course you’re a hallucination. I’m mad. I must be! Why didn’t I realise that straight away?’
‘You’re not mad. I can prove that I really exist. I know the universal coordinates of earth – they were
implanted in my mind before it was transmitted by Melditz. If you have them checked and there turns
out to be a planet there, against the enormous odds, then surely I’m real. No?’
‘I suppose so.’
‘Well, what are you going to do?’
‘I’ll pay Mr Fioskel a visit tomorrow – he’s the best astronomer I know.’
‘In that case, I’ll let you get to sleep now. You’ll want to rest before your meeting.’
‘Wait a moment. You said earlier on that you wanted us to invade your planet.’
‘Sure.’
‘But you say you were sent here to save it.’
‘Yes, but there’s nothing left to save, is there?’
‘Then you want to go back merely to wreak revenge on Hao and Peach Blossom?’
‘But Mr Annatto, don’t you think I’ve been terribly wronged?’
‘Yes. But then, wasn’t poor Hao rejected by his own father on account of you? Didn’t you steal the
love of his life, Peach Blossom, and take his inheritance while he struggled alone in poverty?’
‘I never meant for any of those things to happen.’
‘Of course you didn’t. So, why not be a nice person and instead of seeking revenge talk things over
with Hao and settle your grievances amicably?
Wei Ting was silent for some moments. ‘How about a trial? And the closure of Wang Industries? And
too, Melditz should be prosecuted for the theft of intellectual property—’
‘All right, all right, we’ll work something out. However, there’s something you should know about us
– we’re not a vindictive people.’
‘Yes, that’s true. I’ve gleaned quite a bit about your culture from the late-night shows on TV.’
‘Did you? How?’
‘I control your body while you’re asleep, remember? I came down and watched the telly every night.’
‘Really? No wonder I had all those nightmares.’
‘Sorry about that. However, there was one thing I could never work out. Not knowing has been
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