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 Foreword 
 
    I don’t usually write fiction set in modern times. All my previous books have been about the Romans, Anglo-Saxons, Vikings, and medieval outlaws. I came up with the idea for this short story after reading an article on the internet though, and felt like it was too good not to use, despite the fact it would need to be set in the present day.  
 
    If you are one of my usual readers, I hope you enjoy this story as much as my historical fiction. And if you’re a new reader, I hope you’ll like this and then give my other stuff a try. 
 
    Either way, thank you for reading! 
 
      
 
    Steven A. McKay 
 
   


  
 

 ONE 
 
    GLASGOW, APRIL 2023 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen this?”  
 
    The phone was thrust in front of Jack Devlin’s face as he sat trying to eat his sandwiches and make the most of the fifteen-minute tea-break. Pulling his head back and frowning, the forklift truck driver squinted, trying to read the words on the screen. 
 
    “What is it?” he demanded. “I’m trying to eat here.” 
 
    “Read it,” his colleague Davie replied in an excited tone, letting Jack have the phone so he could read it easier. “Unbelievable, mate!” 
 
    Jack sighed, knowing his break was almost over and not really caring what Davie wanted him to see. Something about football probably, that was the main subject of conversation within the whisky bottling factory. Most people supported one of the two big Glasgow teams, and even if they didn’t, they liked one better than the other. He lifted the phone and immediately found his interest piqued. It was not a story about a football club signing a new player. 
 
    The headline read, ‘TEACHER STRUCK OFF FOR ABUSING STUDENTS’. “Dirty bastard,” he muttered, still unsure why Davie had wanted him to read the article so badly. As he read on, however, it became clear: The teacher was a local man, and, in fact, currently taught at the school Jack’s daughter went to. There was no mistaking the teacher either, for there was a photo of him, and Jack recognised the receding hairline, gaunt cheeks, and wide moustache that curled up at the ends. He’d always laughed about that moustache, thinking the teacher was trying too hard to appear eccentric or quirky.  
 
    He was not laughing now, and the moustache appeared more sinister than quirky as Jack read through the short article. 
 
    “Is he not your wee girl’s teacher?” Davie demanded. He sounded concerned but there was an unmistakeable glee beneath his words, the kind of glee people get when they sense a scandal about to explode around them. 
 
    As Jack came to the end of the piece, he realised he’d been reading it on a blog site. He didn’t know much about blogs, but there was a clear citation at the bottom, naming one of Scotland’s biggest national newspapers as the source for the article, and the date it had first run. 
 
    “2020,” he said, looking up at his workmate angrily. “Three years ago. How did the bastard manage to get another job teaching? You’d think the schools would have blacklisted him forever.” 
 
    “You’d have thought he’d still be in the jail!” Davie replied in a high pitched, outraged tone. “Probably did a couple of weeks then got let out for good behaviour. Get more time inside for refusing to pay your TV licence nowadays, than doing something like that!” 
 
    Jack skimmed the blog again, trying to process it. Apparently, the teacher, Mr Alan Sutherland, had worked in a school in the north of England a few years before, and had gone on a trip with the students to Austria. While he was there, he’d sexually assaulted one of the female pupils. The attack was reported when the group returned home to England and there had been enough evidence to convict Sutherland of the charge. The piece did not go into detail about what the assault had consisted of, or what the disgraced teacher had actually been found guilty of, but Jack did not need to know all that.  
 
    Did not need the sordid details. 
 
    There was more than enough written down to convince him that Alan Sutherland was a filthy beast. That the bastard had managed to get out of jail and even find a new teaching job within a mere three years did not really surprise Jack. Judges were always too lenient these days, giving criminals soft sentences. 
 
    “Here,” he said, handing the phone back. 
 
    Davie took it, wide-eyed. “What are you going to do about it?” he asked, shoving it into his pocket as they headed out of the cloakroom into the bustling hall where machines clattered empty bottles from wooden pallets onto conveyor belts and gas-powered forklift trucks moved around with surprising grace and speed.  
 
    “Phone the school.” 
 
    “Is that it?” Davie demanded, reaching out and using the frame of his truck to pull himself up and onto the seat. “I’d be at the office as soon as I finished my shift here, demanding the prick be sacked.” With that his vehicle sped away, leaving Jack standing, still trying to process what he’d read. 
 
    His first concern was that the teacher might have touched his own twelve-year-old daughter. He felt a chill run through his whole body and bile rise in his throat at the thought, and he clenched his fists, imagining what he’d do the scumbag if he had. Jack was an imposing man, just over six feet tall, with a shaved head, and a powerful build despite a beer belly. He’d actually met Sutherland at a parents’ evening, and knew the teacher was no match for him. 
 
    He reached his forklift and climbed nimbly up, taking his seat and grasping the steering wheel. He did not drive off immediately, though, instead reassuring himself that his daughter would have said something if Mr Sutherland had done anything to her. She was a smart girl. Jack would know if anything was wrong.  
 
    Certain of that, but still utterly enraged that the school had given a man convicted of sexual assault a job looking after children, he shoved the gearstick forward and pressed the accelerator. The machine whirled away, turning in a tight circle as Jack headed for a pallet stacked with clear, empty vodka bottles. Robotically, without even having to concentrate, he worked the controls to raise the pallet, drive it to the rollers that fed the production line at the furthest end of the huge room, and deposit it gently down. 
 
    He still had another two hours to work before the early shift was over and he could leave. Today, he would not be driving straight home to start preparing dinner for himself and his daughter – he would be heading for the school, and he would make sure the staff there knew how outraged he was about this whole situation. They would do something about it. They better do something about it. 
 
    Or he would. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 TWO 
 
      
 
    Days in the bottling factory always seemed interminable despite the banter the workers enjoyed, and the next two hours passed even slower than usual. Jack was glad when his colleague from the late shift came in to relieve him and he could get the hell out of the place. It was sunny outside, which was always something of a shock to the system after spending eight hours cooped inside a windowless factory, and he squinted as he walked towards his car.  
 
    It took two attempts to get the twelve-year-old Ford Focus to kick into life and he turned off the CD he’d been listening to on the drive in that morning. He didn’t need Slayer’s classic ‘Angel of Death’ blasting as he drove to his daughter’s school; he was hyped-up enough already. 
 
    As with his forklift truck, he drove the silver Focus without needing to think, operating the gears and navigating traffic lights and roundabouts automatically, barely noticing as the journey went by. Jack’s house was eight miles west of the factory, and his daughter’s high school was only a short distance past that. Despite the short distance, it took him twenty minutes to reach the school since, being a sunny day, traffic was busy with many Glaswegians making the trip to nearby Loch Lomond to make the most of the rare good weather. 
 
    The journey gave him time to think, which was perhaps not a good thing. Jack had never been abused himself, thankfully, and he did not believe he knew anyone who had. But he felt sick to the stomach when he thought of the victims of those crimes – he might look ‘tough’, and his colleagues thought of him that way, but he was an empathetic man. Innocent people just trying to go about their business did not deserve to be assaulted, or beaten, or molested. Criminals who perpetrated such heinous acts should have to face the same punishments as they handed out to their victims.  
 
    Mr Sutherland, and men like him, needed to be locked in a room with someone like Jack – five minutes alone with Jack would be a far more fitting punishment for a sex attacker than a few months in a cushy jail. 
 
    He was glad the article on that blog hadn’t gone into great detail about the teacher’s crimes. Imagining the victim’s suffering was hard enough for Jack and he was relieved when he finally drove into the street where his daughter’s school was located. He would go into the office, ask to speak with the headteacher, and tell her she’d better get rid of her deviant employee.  
 
    He hoped he would not see Sutherland on the way in. He knew the justice system in Britain would punish him if he was to attack the teacher. Sure, social media would laud him as a hero, and he would know he was in the right, but he’d probably be thrown in jail for longer than Sutherland had done! 
 
    It wasn’t right, but he did not want to go to prison. As a single father, his daughter needed him to look after her. 
 
    That was why he was there after all. To make sure she, and everyone in that school, was safe from a dangerous criminal. 
 
    As he came closer to the school he was forced to slow down and look for a parking space much further away than he’d expected at this time of day. The children weren’t due out for another hour and a half, yet the street was filled with cars and people. 
 
    And police. 
 
    “I should have known they’d be here!” Jack spat as he reversed back along the road into the nearest empty space. “Come to protect the fucking beast no doubt!” His windows were rolled down since it was so hot and, as he spun the steering wheel to manoeuvre into the narrow parking space his hand struck the power button on the stereo. Slayer’s vocalist screamed at deafening volume, filling the Ford Focus, and the packed street, with sound as the car’s rear wheel thumped against the pavement. Embarrassed, Jack hastily shut off the music and rolled up the windows, pretending not to notice the dirty looks of the other parents. 
 
    By the time he got out of the car everyone had forgotten his blaring thrash metal and had focused once more on the school. Dozens of men and women were hurrying along the pavement, chattering loudly, aggressively, fingers pointing, faces screwed up in righteous anger as they told their friends what they would do about this outrage. Jack easily slotted into the crowd and soon they were all gathered outside the school gates. 
 
    He noticed a woman he knew – the mother of one of his daughter’s friends. 
 
    “Marianne!” he called, gesturing for her to come over. She heard him and nodded, striding through the mob to stand beside him as they looked at the closed gates and the two police officers standing guard there. “Looks like everyone’s heard about this bastard Sutherland,” he said. 
 
    “Aye,” she agreed. “Have you seen the stuff on social media about him?” 
 
    “No.” He frowned. “Just the story about him attacking a pupil on a trip abroad.” 
 
    “Aye, that’s what I mean,” the woman replied. “It was posted this morning. Loads of folk have replied to it saying they heard he was a wrong ‘un months ago. I always thought he was a dodgy bastard. That fuckin’ curly moustache!” 
 
    “Aye, he’s a wee weirdo,” Jack agreed. “Tries too hard to stand out. You’d think he’d be trying to hide, considering what he’s been up to!” 
 
    “Well, he’s hiding now,” the woman replied gleefully. “Just as fucking well!” 
 
    The people gathered around the school gates were all as angry as they were, and loud too, demanding to know why the police weren’t taking the pervert teacher away to jail, and why they weren’t being allowed in to see the headteacher. The police officers fobbed them off disinterestedly which only added to the disgust of the crowd but, Jack noticed, didn’t aggravate the situation any more. That must be how the police were trained, he thought. 
 
    “Look, there’s the Head!” someone right in front of the gates called out and everyone looked. Sure enough, the school doors were sliding open and the headteacher, a middle-aged woman with brown hair, came walking towards them. She looked stern, yet pensive, and nodded to the two police officers as she came to the locked gates. 
 
    The people called out, demanding to know where the guilty teacher was, if the Head knew about his crimes, why she’d employed him, whether he’d be sacked, and a dozen other questions. The words swirled in the sweltering afternoon air like flies, buzzing in Jack’s mind as he stared at the headteacher, feeling both sorry for her and hating her for giving Alan Sutherland a job teaching his daughter. 
 
    “Where is the wee prick?” he bellowed. “You’d better have sacked him!” 
 
    The head teacher looked terribly stressed and shook her head as she tried to listen to dozens of questions being shouted at her at once. Eventually she raised her hands to try and silence the crowd. It worked, to an extent, and Jack heard her saying, “We are aware of certain allegations. Please rest assured that the students are all safe, and the teacher in question will be fully investigated.” Predictably enough, that brought jeers and threats from many, unsatisfied by her response. “Given the circumstances, you may take your child home early today. Please rest assured we are taking this very seriously. School will be open as usual tomorrow.” 
 
    With that she turned away and went into the building. A short time later more teachers and learning assistants came out to take names from the parents there, so their children could be sent out to them. 
 
    Half an hour later Jack was driving home with his daughter. Seeing her had only made him angrier, as he thought of Alan Sutherland and what the teacher might have done, or be capable of doing to vulnerable women and girls. 
 
    He did not expect the police would do much to the bastard. They’d probably give him protection, rather than throw him in jail as he deserved! 
 
    Hanging was too good for people like that. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 THREE 
 
      
 
    Dinner was a quiet affair. Jack made some mince with a tin of potatoes, and he ate it at the table with his daughter. She did not believe Mr Sutherland had assaulted anyone because, as she said, “He always seems nice.” 
 
    “It’s the nice ones that are up to no good behind closed doors,” Jack warned her. “You can’t judge a book by its cover.” Good advice, he thought.  
 
    For her part, his daughter was more interested to know if she’d be allowed to stay off school the next day, but Jack told her it would be open as usual. After that she’d gone to her room to do her homework and mess around on her phone, probably gossiping with her friends about the day’s revelations. Jack had sat down to watch some TV but found himself distracted and anxious. 
 
    He could not get that teacher out of his head. Instead of watching the television he took out his phone and started browsing social media, specifically the groups local to his area. Understandably, they were full of posts about Alan Sutherland and his crimes and what should happen to him. There were a couple of liberal, lefty, woke sorts suggesting everyone calm down and let the police do their jobs, but Jack was glad to see the majority of people thought Sutherland should get a sore face, sacked from the school, and thrown back in the jail. 
 
    After twenty minutes scrolling through post after post of this stuff Jack shook his head and put the phone away. He was always on at his daughter for wasting her life staring at a screen, yet here he was doing the same, rotting his brain.  
 
    “Will you be alright if I nip down the pub for a couple of hours?” he asked, peering round her bedroom door. She was reading a romance novel in her pyjamas and looked settled for the night. Although she was only twelve, she was very mature and sensible for her age and Jack had no qualms about leaving her at home for a little while when she said she didn’t mind him going to the pub. It was only a five-minute walk away anyway. 
 
    When he strode into the Nag’s Head he instantly felt more relaxed. The familiar smell of beer, older men’s aftershave, and barmaids’ perfume was welcoming and, when he had a foaming first pint in his hand the world seemed right again. Jack always felt safe in that pub, in his little corner where the same four or five men regularly gathered to discuss football, politics, and the state of the country. He smiled and joined their company, standing at the bar rather than taking a seat, as they all did in that corner. 
 
    “Did you hear about that teacher at my daughter’s school?” he asked the other drinkers. He was surprised when they all professed ignorance, but took out his phone and quickly let them share it around, each reading the same article Davie had shown him during his break at work.  
 
    As expected, his friends – Daniel, Jim, Tommy, and Ronnie – all felt exactly the same as he did. Most of them were fathers themselves, and Tommy even had a grandson at the same school, so the sense of outrage and disgust was universal. 
 
    “That’s shocking,” Daniel said, shaking his head as he read the blog post. “But this is just some guy’s website. It might not even be true. Don’t believe everything you read on the internet.” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow. Daniel was the youngest of them, just turned thirty, and always the one who tried to be a bit different to the others. He undoubtedly thought he was smarter than the rest because he had a university degree, but he still worked in a factory like Jack. 
 
    “Believe it,” Jack said. “It’s true. Scroll to the bottom. See?” He leaned over Daniel’s shoulder and pointed to the reference at the foot of the article. “It was reported in the national news, mate. It’s true.” 
 
    Daniel looked thoughtfully at the phone screen, then shrugged and handed it back. “Dirty bastard needs sacked then,” he said, drawing murmurs of agreement from the rest. 
 
    Jack nodded, shoving his phone back in his pocket and ordering another pint, this time with a whisky chaser which he downed in one go, revelling in the slight burning sensation as it worked its way down his throat and into his belly. 
 
    “Is that the wee guy with the hipster moustache?” Tommy asked. “I always think he’s a strange wee character when I see him at the school.” 
 
    “Needs his baws kicked.” 
 
    “Aye. The law’s too soft nowadays,” Ronnie agreed. “Thirty years ago the polis would have arrested him and gave him a good fucking kicking in his cell. That’s more of a deterrent than a few months in a comfy jail with Playstations and TVs and all that stuff.” 
 
    “D’you know where the guy lives?” Daniel asked.  
 
    Jack shook his head. “Nah.” 
 
    “Shame. We could have gone round and put his windows in.” 
 
    Ronnie laughed, shaking his head. “Don’t be daft for fuck’s sake. I’m too old for shit like that. Don’t worry, the guy’ll get what he deserves. This social media stuff will see to it.” 
 
    More drinks were ordered, and the chat turned to other matters. Jack eventually looked at his watch and realised he’d been there for two and a half hours, and was more inebriated than he’d intended to get. He had to be at work for 6 the next morning and spend the day driving a forklift after all. It wasn’t clever to drink too much since, in Scotland, it was illegal to drive even after a single pint, and there could still be some alcohol in his bloodstream even after a few hours’ sleep. 
 
    He still had half of his last beer left though, so he quickly upended it, swallowing it in one last go before thumping the glass on the bar and wiping his mouth. “I better be off,” he said to his companions. They were even drunker than he was, but they didn’t need to be up at the crack of dawn, so they were all happily nursing fresh new pints. Shaking his head sadly, Jack threw on his jacket and turned to the door, pulling it open and letting in a cool draught of spring air. 
 
    “I’ll come out for a smoke,” Daniel slurred, fumbling with a pack of cigarettes as he also went out into the street. 
 
    Jack paused as soon as he was outside, the streetlights casting a wan yellow glow over the scene. He took a moment to focus and then stared in amazement at the man who was walking past them clutching a bag of cat food.  
 
    It was Alan Sutherland, hipster moustache and all. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 FOUR 
 
    “Is that not that teacher?” Daniel demanded, staring blearily at the slim man. 
 
    “Aye,” Jack breathed, struggling in his drunkenness to understand how this could be happening. Coincidence? Synchronicity? He’d never seen Alan Sutherland on this street before, yet here he was, right there, when they’d just been talking about him? The others had heard them talking and come out of the pub to join them, while the teacher had been forced to stop as his way past was blocked. 
 
    “You the pervert?” old Ronnie said, drawing himself up to his full height. He was even taller than Jack and, despite his advanced years and white hair, a daunting figure. 
 
    The newcomer touched his moustache nervously, staring wide-eyed at the inebriated men. “I’m not a pervert,” he replied, but his words were spoken softly, fearfully, and he backed away. “It’s not true, someone’s made all that up.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Jack shouted, pointing a finger at Sutherland. “It was in the fucking papers! They don’t print things unless they’re true. They’d get sued.” 
 
    “You’ve got some nerve,” Daniel added. “Wandering about here when everyone in town knows what you’ve done. You should be hiding in your house, praying no-one comes looking for you.” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything wrong,” Sutherland said, and his fear had given way to anger, making his voice louder, if still somewhat shrill. “I’ve been suspended from my job for nothing, and idiots like you are accusing me of all sorts. I had to come out to get my cat some food, she had none left!” 
 
    “Idiots?” Daniel was not impressed by the teacher’s insult. “Who are you calling an idiot you fucking beast?” 
 
    The teacher turned and started to run back along the road towards the grocery store that was just beginning to close up for the night. 
 
    “Get him!” 
 
    Jack found himself sprinting faster than he had in years, trying to catch up with the fleeing man. The blood was pounding in his veins, and he knew then that Sutherland was guilty, it had been plainly written across his face. Why else had he ran? 
 
    Sutherland was nimble, and apparently quite fit, and soon he had put some distance between them, heading now for the nearby taxi rank as his pursuers came after him. Jack knew they could not catch him, they were all too old and out of shape. 
 
    And then the running teacher tripped over a raised section of the pavement and fell forwards with a cry, cat food hitting the road and bursting all over it. That gave Jack a second wind and he gritted his teeth, forcing his arms and legs to pump harder, wind rushing past his face. People watched the chase with interest, but none asked what was happening or offered assistance as Jack caught up with the prone teacher. 
 
    Sutherland was struggling to get up, but he fell back onto the road as Jack kicked him in the side.  
 
    “I’d better not see you at the school again, d’you hear me?” he shouted, kicking the teacher again, then bending down and aiming a punch that glanced off the top of Sutherland’s head. 
 
    Daniel appeared, and he joined in with the attack, kicking the fallen man repeatedly. Both he and Jack were shouting insults and threats until, at last, their other three friends reached them. Instead of joining in, Ronnie pushed Jack roughly away, sending him sprawling and falling onto his backside on the pavement. Similarly, Jim and Tommy were wrestling with Daniel, telling him to calm down and leave it. 
 
    It was a typical drunken bar fight that had spilled out onto the streets. Jack had been involved in a few of them in his life and took pride in the fact that he’d never lost one of them. There was one difference that night, however: their victim was not moving. 
 
    Three taxi drivers had come running from their cars, angrily shouting at Jack and Daniel who were both breathing heavily, exhausted by their efforts. 
 
    “You’ve killed him you maniacs!” one driver was shouting. 
 
    “Fuck him!” Daniel retorted, face twisted in a grimace. “He’s a rapist.” 
 
    The dark street was suddenly lit up by flashing blue lights. Jack stared at the unmoving figure of Alan Sutherland and, incredibly, in spite of how much he’d drank that night, he felt completely sober. 
 
    One of the taxi drivers was kneeling down beside Sutherland, touching him as if he knew first aid, but whatever he was doing was having no effect. The teacher did not move. 
 
    “He’s dead,” the taxi driver said. “You’ve killed him right enough.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 FIVE 
 
    It was amazing how quickly the mood of the mob could change, Jack thought. It was also amazing how men like him thought prison was ‘cushy’ or ‘easy’, when the reality was quite different. No matter how many TVs or Playstations were available, the lack of freedom – and the separation from one’s friends, family, and the outside world – were anything but ‘easy’.  
 
    It was a living hell, and Jack knew he would probably suffer in it for years to come. His daughter would be an adult by the time he was released! 
 
    Tears filled his eyes, as they did most days at one point or another, and he thought back to that terrible night when a cruel twist of fate had brought Alan Sutherland to the door of the pub where Jack had been drinking. He could still picture the smaller man standing on the pavement, a look of fear on his face as he nervously touched the ridiculous moustache. He could still remember clearly the cool wind rushing past his face as he ran along the street after the terrified teacher. And he could remember his fist striking the man’s skull as he lay on the road. 
 
    A sucker punch the papers had called it. A cowardly attack from behind on a man who couldn’t even see the blow coming to defend himself against it. 
 
    The pathologists had not been able to tell who exactly had killed Sutherland. It was certainly a blow to the head, but whether it had been Jack that had landed it, or Daniel, was impossible to say. It didn’t seem to matter in the eyes of the law – since both men had been part of the chase and subsequent violent assault, both men were equally culpable for the death. 
 
    For the murder.  
 
    Or so the tabloids had called it. Jack’s solicitor tried to downplay it to him, telling him not to worry, he’d make sure the charge was downgraded so the sentence wouldn’t be too long. That had been hard to believe for public opinion was firmly against the killers. 
 
    Jack lifted that morning’s newspaper and stared at the front page for the hundredth time. There was a photo of him and Daniel in court, but the main picture was of Alan Sutherland, smiling, neatly waxed moustache showing what a lovely, quirky fellow he had been. ‘THE AI KILLERS’ screamed the headline, an epithet Jack knew would remain with him for the rest of his life – he’d already had some of his fellow prisoners shouting it at him that day, revelling in his misery. 
 
    The story was even harder to take than the headline, as it fully laid out for all to see how stupid, how baseless the attack had been, and, by extension, how stupid were Jack and Daniel for their act of vigilante ‘justice’. 
 
    Alan Sutherland had never been accused of any assault, sexual or otherwise, as it turned out. He had never even been on a school trip to Austria, and none of his students had ever complained about him for anything – instead, he’d been a well-loved teacher who was good at his job and popular among staff and pupils alike. 
 
    The story that had sparked the entire social media witch-hunt and subsequent killing, had, in fact, been completely invented by an AI chatbot. 
 
    Jack re-read that part of the newspaper report yet again, still unable to really understand what it meant. He knew how to work his phone, to search for the football results, browse his social media accounts, even to order things from online stores; what he did not have any understanding of was artificial intelligence, or AI.  
 
    As best as he could figure it out, some professor somewhere in the north of England had asked an AI chatbot – some kind of clever robot with internet access – to help it research sexual assaults among teachers in the country. The chatbot had provided the professor with three different names, even providing detailed references to back up its claims. Alan Sutherland had been one of the men named by the chatbot, and somehow someone took it as fact and leaked it on the internet in their anonymous blog. From there the story went viral, as people like Jack’s colleague Davie showed it to his acquaintances, and they had shown it to theirs, and so on, until the whole thing was all over social media and the mob had descended upon the school demanding Sutherland’s sacking, or worse. 
 
    Now, that same baying mob that Jack had been part of not so long ago had completely switched their allegiance, eulogising the murdered teacher on social media and calling for the harshest sentences possible for the two men responsible for his death. 
 
    Incredibly, the makers of the AI chatbot could not even be held accountable. They essentially blamed the AI and promised to help it work better in the future. Since they had not broken any laws, as regulations around the new technology were still being worked on, no charges could be filed against them. 
 
    Only Jack and Daniel were to blame for what had happened. 
 
    God help his daughter, he thought, and the rest of the children growing up in this brave new world ruled by machines that could lie to their so-called masters whenever it suited them. 
 
    A sob wracked Jack’s body and tears blurred his vision making it impossible to read the newspaper which he folded up and cradled against his body. How could he have been so stupid? He was always quick to tell people not to trust things they read on social media – always first to fact-check the chain-letter type things that did the rounds there. He was not the type to fall for an internet scam. 
 
    And yet he’d been taken in by this baseless blog and ended up accidentally killing a completely innocent man whose only crime was to go out and buy food for his cat. 
 
    ‘Have you seen this’? He would never forget those words Davie had said to him that day in the bottling factory as he thrust his phone in front of Jack’s face.  
 
    He had seen it, and he had been taken in by the lies of an AI chatbot.  
 
    Now, the only things he would be seeing for many years to come were the blank walls of his cell, and the haunted, empty eyes of the broken man that stared back at him from the mirror every morning. 
 
    If only they’d paid more heed to Daniel’s warning that fateful night in the pub! 
 
    Don’t believe everything you read on the internet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
   


  
 

 AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
    As you may know, I present a podcast with fellow author Matthew Harffy called Rock, Paper, Swords! Last week’s episode (as I write this note) was all about AI, ChatGPT, Bard, Midjourney and so on, and how they might affect writers, artists and other creatives going forward. It’s a really scary topic for someone like me who makes his living from being an author. Matthew and I had been chatting about this for some time so, when I read an article about ChatGPT making up a fake story about a teacher molesting a student I sent it on to Matthew saying, “Imagine someone read that, thought it was true, and killed the poor guy in retaliation.” He replied, “There’s a story in that,” and I immediately realised he was right.  
 
    It's a terrifying idea to base a short tale on, but the real events were also pretty bad. You can find the story here, on the USA Today website, but, to summarize, a law professor was using ChatGPT to do some research on sexual assaults by fellow professors. ChatGPT provided him with an article about a guy called Jonathan Turley who’d been accused of making sexual comments and groping his students while on a college trip to Alaska. This shocked Turley when he was told, because he’d never been to Alaska, never been on any college trips, and had never been accused of anything like that! ChatGPT had made it all up, and even cited a fictitious Washington Post article from 2018 to prove it. It also made-up baseless accusations against two other professors. Here’s another (real!) article in the Washington Post about it - https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2023/04/05/chatgpt-lies/ 
 
    That’s terrifying, right? And guess what – Turley couldn’t even do much about it. He couldn’t sue ChatGPT, the makers simply, as he says, “blame it on the bot” and promise to try and have it do better in future. 
 
    I hope you can see why I thought this would make for a good story. It would not take much for someone to read one of these AI reports, believe it must be true, and decide vigilante justice is the best way to move forward. Perhaps it will take something truly horrific like that to happen, where lives are lost and forever ruined, before AI is regulated properly. 
 
    Of course, I was also struck by the possibility that the article about Jonathan Turley on the USA Today website might have been made up by AI. Maybe AI is creating all sorts of articles like that, tailored to fit whatever search term someone puts into a search engine. How would you be able to tell?! It really is frightening to think where all this could go… 
 
    Isaac Asimov famously created the Laws of Robotics which were built into their brains and stopped them from harming humans. He later updated it to include the Zeroth Law - “A robot may not harm humanity, or, by inaction, allow humanity to come to harm.” It seems to me like AI desperately needs something like that to keep it in check. 
 
    Hopefully you enjoyed this little tale, and it never becomes a reality. I guess the moral of the story is, “Don’t believe everything you read on the internet.” That’s always been true, but it’s only going to get worse as AI becomes more prevalent, so check your sources and don’t jump to conclusions. 
 
    Now, I better get back to writing the second novel in my trilogy about Alfred the Great. There’s no AI in it, but there is plenty of action as Vikings battle Saxons, cakes are burned, and kings are killed! Perhaps you’ll give it a read when it comes out – in the meantime, please do check out my Warrior Druid of Britain novels, and my Forest Lord series. I think you’ll enjoy them. 
 
    If you liked this story, please leave a review on Amazon/Goodreads, it really is a huge help and greatly appreciated. If you’d like to know more about my stuff head to www.stevenamckay.com or www.facebook.com/stevenamckay. 
 
    Thank you for reading! 
 
      
 
    Steven A. McKay, 
 
    Old Kilpatrick, 
 
    June 7th, 2023 
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    The Forest Lord Series: 
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    The Wolf and the Raven 
 
    Rise of the Wolf 
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    Knight of the Cross* 
 
    Friar Tuck and the Christmas Devil* 
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    Wrath of the Picts 
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCIA – A Roman Slave’s Tale 
 
      
 
    Titles marked * are spin-off novellas, novelettes, or short stories.  
 
    All others are novels. 
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    The Heathen Horde (Alfred the Great Book 1) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 LUCIA – A Roman Slave’s Tale 
 
    "Lucia is a story that is at once desperate and uplifting, a story that touches you deep in your soul." - Sharon Bennett Connolly, author of Silk and the Sword 
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