
just left him on the beach. He didn’t move, just sat 

there.

Walking back to the car, I looked at the device for the 

first time. As Charlie always says, “small means trouble”. 

Barely the size of a pebble, solid, but I could feel the 

shape changing in my hands. Its colour was like a child’s 

marble being made - swirls and spirals of gentle colour 

taking place somewhere inside.

As I started the car, I took a last glance at the beach. The 

tramp was still there, looking out to the waves. Poor 

man, I thought. A fortnight earlier, he’d been a teacher at 

the local grammar school.

It started to rain.

Monday 12th, Afternoon

I started hearing the voices in the car. I’d placed the 

object on the dash, but somewhere outside Ipswich the 

music had started. Instantly, I forgot about driving 

through the rain with a stiff seat and a supper of boiled 

sweets. I was somewhere else entirely.

It only lasted a few seconds, but then I was back in the 

car - hadn’t crashed, good - and feeling so alone, and 

so sad. Like the first day back at school. Terrible loss.  

And then, another burst of music stronger and sadder.

I pulled into a lay-by, dropped the object into a 

Container (why didn’t I do that in the first place? - will 

stick that on my grave), and paused for a think. I kicked 

the car door open, took my headscarf off and leaned out 

of the car, smoking in the rain, getting my shoes and 

my hair wet.

It took about a quarter of an hour for the emotions to 



pass, flashing over me like the lights on a passing car. 

I hate alien devices that try and communicate with you 

- when they can’t do it in words, some switch to a 

different frequency and try and do it with emotions, 

just pumping out wave after wave of feeling.

Thing is, emotions don’t really translate. We just 

haven’t shared enough 

experiences, I said to the 

pebble in its box. You may 

well be part of a planet-

conquering army trying to 

convey the anguish at seeing your home star die - but 

you’re telling this to an unmarried science graduate 

with all her family alive and only the odd pet buried. 

Which explains the repeated flashes of bee stings, grazed 

knees and gerbils in shoeboxes.

Got back to Torchwood late. The office was still open, of 

course. Charlie was there, scrubbing down the tables. 

“Evening, miss,” he said. “There’s some fresh chips in the 

fryer if you want some.”

So, over cod and chips I showed him the object in its 

little box. He was as surprised as I was that it had 

caused so much trouble. But then, he always takes an 

interest.

“Are you any clearer about what is does?” he asked.

“Well, no idea what it’s supposed to do, but its 

determined to try and communicate. Nearly crashed the 

Morris when it started up.”

“What did it do?”

“Sang.”

“Ah,” he said, helping himself to a saveloy, “Hate it when 

they sing.”



Tuesday 13th May

First day in the lab with the object. Charlie had left a 

newspaper out for me on the chip shop counter. 

The tramp had been found dead on the beach. I wasn’t 

surprised, really. Ever since he’d found the object, 

he’d been pretty much dead. Our interviews told us 

he’d confiscated it in a class and just sat at his desk, 

teaching the Treaty of Versailles, rolling the thing in his 

hands, and humming. Then he’d got up and left - not 

just the classroom, but the school. Just left to go and 

sit on the beach until we found him.

The police would try and take him home - but he’d just 

go back out there and sit, staring at the sea. He was 

usually crying, but occasionally singing.

By the time we saw the police report, four people were 

dead. 

These things happen. My early guess is that the thing’s 

looking for a host to play the song, like a needle on a 

gramophone.

Now, I’m lucky - as I said, I’ve lived a fairly happy life. 

But that teacher had lost family and pupils in the war. 

He’d got lots of sadness - made a great loudspeaker 

for the song. It’d been an unlucky town - lot of people 

lost as the planes shed the last of their bombs on the 

way home. The device had done well to only finish off a 

further four.

So anyway - first day in the lab. Peter was in early, 

as ever. So he got to organise a few test people from 



different departments. I wanted to work out what the 

object’s message was - the easiest thing seemed to be to 

try and work out if there was a consistent pattern of 

experience.

Initial results below:

A) Johnson G: “My father’s funeral. The first night at sea 

in the war. Then being torpedoed later on. Waiting for 

the train on the wrong platform.”

B) Harris, S: “Being ill with the chicken pox while the 

family went on holiday. Breaking my leg falling down that 

hill.”

C) Finders J: “My mother blaming me for something that 

wasn’t my fault. Getting shot.”

D) Foster, B: “It’s going to sound really silly, isn’t it, but 

I remembered waiting in the restaurant for a girlfriend 

who never showed up and thinking the waiters were 

laughing at me.”

E) Turner, P: “When the children go back to school at the 

end of summer.”

Tuesday 13th May, afternoon

Initial thoughts are that there’s a roughly consistent 

set of emotions across the subjects - loss, distance, 

isolation, fear and pain. In case A, the most dramatic 

responses are shown - linked to A’s more advanced 

experience of combat. 

From the repetitive nature of the response, clear 

inference at this stage that this isn’t a sentient 

organism, but some kind of messaging device - a signal, 

communication or letter.

I’ve talked it through with Peter. Comparing notes, we’re 

both speculating that it can be classified as War Message 



(Personal) -they seem to be the 

most common thing we get turning 

up. Soldiers letters home. Normally 

we get something nice and solid that 

we can at least attempt to translate. 

This is...

Peter made me promise not to call 

it “Impressionistic”. He preferred to 

think of it as like emotional wine 

tasting - discerning all sorts of subtleties, stories and 

textures.

I’m glad we haven’t started getting messages we’ve got to 

sniff.

Wednesday 14th May, early morning

Sleepless night. Crying from the child next door keeping 

me up. Wondering about the message - if we’re able to 

learn how this technology works, how can we use it to 

our advantage? Sending emotions through the post? 

Wednesday 14th May, morning

Caught myself humming while going over yesterday’s 

results. Stopped. Couldn’t work out what tune I was 

humming. Was it something I knew? Or was it something 

from the device?

More and more comfortable with classifying it as a 

device rather than a life form. For one thing, we’ve not 

fed it and it’s not died. Just sits there, singing away in 

its container.

Tried out a distance test on it. Placed five colleagues in 



Testing Chamber C, at 0, 20, 40, 80 and 160 yards from 

the object. When uncovered, initial response occurred 

only in those placed within 20 yards. However, after 

dramatic response from first two subjects, response 

then detected at 40 yards, rapidly followed by at 80 and 

160.

Furthermore, by the time response measured at 160 

yards, reports were starting to come in from colleagues 

throughout the building.

“I think it’s a relay,” says Peter. “It’s using the response of 

others to pass the message on.”

Thursday 15th May, early morning

The baby is crying solidly again. I can hear the parents 

shouting about it. And now the dog’s barking. It’s also like 

a relay.

I can’t sleep. I can’t stop thinking about the device. 

There’s only sherry in my room - it’s impossible to get 

even tipsy on it. And suddenly the whole world just 

won’t go to sleep.

Thursday 15th May, evening

Peter reckons the only way to test the range of the object 

is in the open air. We’ve not got a free Testing Chamber 

large enough. He reckons we could get 20 people on the 

airstrip.

I just don’t think it’s a good idea. We were lucky with 

that tramp - people left him pretty much alone. If we 



arrange 20 people in a row we’re building an amplifier, 

aren’t we?

Peter thinks it’ll be all right. I tell him 

I’m worried about sad 

pigeons.

Think about that - can 

I test the message on 

animals? How can I tell 

what it means to them? 

How can I even tell if they’re sad?

Friday 16th May, morning

Peter points out the potential of the message as an 

emotional weapon. The Depressor, he’s started calling it. I 

think we’ve got about another week of looking at it before 

it gets labelled as that, crated up and stored.

We’ve a device that can make people feel a bit sad at 

a distance. It’ll probably get filed alongside our other 

near misses, The Static Electric Gun, and the cure for 

chilblains.

I’m tired - looking forward to the weekend and a lie-in. 

Peter’s the same. We wonder if we can blame it on the 

machine, but it’s probably the weather.

Peter’s been notified that Test Subject A has called in 

sick for the last two days - family problems. These 

things are always worrying - they either mean there’s a 

problem with the device, or just lots more paperwork.

Monday 19th May, morning

Get in early, shattered. Charlie comes down to make 

coffee. I notice he’s sporting a black eye. A fight broke 

out in the chippie over the weekend and he won a 

good-fashioned old-shiner. “I said steak were good for 



it, so Merryl, bless ‘er, only went and fetched a steak and 

kidney pie.”

Sometimes I wonder how she’s never realised she’s 

worked above a secret organisation for four years. And 

sometimes I don’t.

Monday 19th, very late

Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! Will they never stop 

crying?

Tuesday 20th May, early morning

Peter’s in first. Charlie comes down as he’s still tidying 

the shop. I notice there’s broken glass on the floor. Then 

the Boss arrives.

Truth to tell, we all look shattered. Good. Makes me think 

I’m right.

“The Device exists to deliver a message. It’s got lost in 

the post, somehow, and it’s still determined to pass that 

message on. We initially thought it was passing it on to 

us. No, it’s passing it on through us. 

“We’ve been spreading it like a virus - every person 

we exposed to it has passed it on to their families. It’s 

something we can’t quite translate, but we respond to 

emotionally. And the more people who respond to it, the 

stronger the signal and the more intense the response. 

The emotions it causes are sadness and anger - Over 

the last 48 hours, there’s been a wave of domestic 

violence, street crime and vandalism. The police are 

saying it’s like the Blitz.

“The device exists to deliver a message. It’s turning the 

entire planet into a loudspeaker.”

The Boss puffs on his cheroot. We all wait for his 

response. “Curious, Dr Fletcher. And how do we stop it?”



“I don’t know,” I admit. Jesus, 

I’ve killed the world.

Charlie coughs. “We deliver the 

message,” he says.

Wednesday 21st May, late night

There are fires out in the streets. We’ve boarded up the 

chip shop, so most of the time we can just hear the 

crowds surging past.

Everyone can feel it now - anxiety, anger and fear, 

washing over us constantly. Which, to be frank, makes 

devising a scientific breakthrough rather hard.

For me, it’s just a general feeling of despair. But others 

are starting to relive their memories. The Boss went 

first - he’s been locked in his office. Every now and 

then we’ll hear him finding something new to smash.

Even Peter’s gone quiet, slumped in a corner. I think he’s 

crying, which is weird.

 

We’ve been trying to adapt some of the technology we’ve 

got to hand to build a transmitter - but we can’t guess 

where the thing came from.

Charlie’s suggested just sweeping the sky until it 

stops. I’ve explained that’ll take longer than we have. 

But we might as well start somewhere. My theory is 

that once I’ve gone through stores and found a suitable 

transmitter, the Device should do most of the work for 

me - if it can rewire the human race, it should cope 

better with some of these alien radios than we do! 

Thursday 22nd May, early morning

I’m very disappointed in the Device. Connected it up to 

all sorts of alien communicators and it just sits there.



Worst thing is, outside the container, it’s noticeably more 

powerful.

Some creature, somewhere, somewhen, wanted to tell 

someone something. A story of loss and anger and 

despair, probably. But their message in a bottle is 

destroying us - and we can’t do a thing to stop it.

And the singing in my head is just getting louder and 

louder.

Thursday 22nd May, afternoon

Oh god. Oh god. Oh god.

Friday 23rd May, morning

“If we can’t deliver the message, can’t we tell the thing we 

have?” said Charlie.

Oh. I think I’d been asleep. Or dreaming. Or crying. I don’t 

really know.

“Uh. How?” 

“It tells us its sad. We tell it we’re happy. Does it cancel 

out?”

I sniffed, and looked up, pointing at my red-rimmed 

eyes. “And how exactly do we tell it we’re happy, for 

god’s sake?”

Charlie went for the door. “Sing-song. Worked wonders 

in the war, you know.”

Friday 24th May, lunchtime

We’re saving the world with a sing-song. And with the 

smell of frying chips wafting down the stairs.



Charlie managed to find about a dozen of us - the 

walking miserable. I got the phonograph working, and 

we stood around the Device, holding hands and trying 

to think: “Sympathy. Understanding. Warmth. Love. 

Longing.”

Which isn’t easy. After a couple of false-starts with 

Pack-Up Your Troubles and Amazing Grace, we settled 

on Nat King Cole’s Unforgettable. 

And, well, we did all right. Peter stopped crying and 

joined in.

Friday 24th, evening

Charlie went upstairs and opened up the chip shop. 

We handed out free chips to people as they went past. 

Turns out it’s an easy way to stop a riot.

We could hear church bells ringing, and even the odd 

fire engine tackling a few blazes. 

When we ran out of potatoes, we went downstairs to 

look at the Device. It looked quiet, and darker. 

“Do you think we’ve stopped it?” I asked Peter.

Peter shook his head. “We’ve stopped it getting worse. Not 

the same thing. The message is still being passed on - 

it’s still making people that little bit less happy. You can’t 

stop that. People will be more depressed, more angry, 

more lonely.”

Monday 25th, morning

Meeting of the formal Alien Assessment Committee. Peter 

outlined the possible users of the Device technology, vs 

the potential threat it posed. The decision was taken that 


