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In memory of


Brian Tomlinson


Not only did you
give me your daughter for a wife, you taught me: 


- that there is never mushroom (much
room) inside any building, object or space


- that garlic gave you wind but
then so did cheese, bread, and BBQ food


- how big a repair job was by the
number of cable ties needed to put it back together


- you don’t need to speak French in
France, a good pointing finger will suffice


- to enjoy whiskey and whisky
(there is a difference)


- how to choose Red Wine from the
selection on the shelf (pick the one from the emptiest shelf – that’s what all
the locals drink)
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ESCAPOLOGY


1.


Zarun’s sword
cleaved the goblin in two, green blood sprayed in a graceful arc to splatter
against his white tabard. A dance to the left and his other sword impaled a
second goblin, its lifeless body slipping cleanly off the oiled metal surface.
He parried the strike of a third goblin and despatched it quickly then risked a
glance to his left to determine how his friends were faring against the horde
that had attacked them out of nowhere. 


“Eyes open!” The shout was a
warning and an incandescent spark of fire flashed past him to incinerate
another goblin.


Zarun nodded his thanks to Gassum,
the mage who had thrown the fireball. Taking a renewed grip on his two short
swords he stepped gracefully back into the fight. His swords were a relentless windmill,
rising and falling rhythmically, grinding away at multitude of goblins all
around him. Green blood covered the floor, the flagstones turning slippery but
still he was surefooted and unstoppable. One goblin managed a lucky slash that
opened the flesh of his upper thigh. Even as his sword stabbed out in revenge,
Edoclan’s healing magic dulled the pain and knitted the flesh back together
leaving only the ragged line in his armoured leather trousers as evidence of
his mortality.  Within a few moments the battle was done and the friends were
standing in a field of slaughtered monsters. 


“They look like children, don’t
they?” Edoclan was the first to speak in the aftermath.


“What they lack in size, they make
up for in numbers,” Gassum replied pointedly.


“The important thing is, they are
dead and we are alive. Now, let’s move on we have to be out of here and set up
a camp by nightfall.” Zarun’s pragmatism prevented the customary argument that
always followed a fight. Sometimes they were an entertaining diversion but he
was too tired and the hour too late to let the other two descend into
bickering.


“Itawhics thaster exum despatlic
ceefoo tyhysle”


The strange words exploded into
Zarun’s ears and mind like one of Gassum’s fireballs. He reacted with instinct,
not thought. Both swords seemed to leap from their scabbards, strapped
crosswise to his back, to meet his hands. He sank into a fighting crouch and,
spinning full circle, checked every angle of approach. There was nothing to be
seen, but the words left him in a cold sweat.


“What the hell are you doing?”
Gassum’s voice was clipped with impatience.


“Didn’t you hear that?” he replied.


“Hear what? Can we get a move on,
you’re the one who said we had to get out of here.” Gassum was already moving
off, leaving a puzzled Zarun to re-sheath his swords and follow.











2.


Near the bottom of
the complex of cells and torture rooms, Zarun was struggling to carry Gassum
and escape the enemy troops that followed. Beside him, Edoclan was faring
little better and blood was dripping from a wound on the Cleric’s forehead, a
sure sign that things were going badly if he could not even muster the power to
heal himself.


“Turn left at the end,” Edoclan
panted.


“They’re gaining you know?”


“I know, I know… just run.”


The two of them ran on as fast as
they could, carrying the comatose mage, turning left then right almost at
random seeking an escape route. All the while the sound of footsteps was
getting closer and closer.


“All right, I know... sheeesh,
give me a second won’t you?”


Zarun shook his head. The voice had
been coming clearer and clearer the past few days till, as now, he could
understand every word. He’d given up reacting to it and did his best to blot
out the burning pain in his mind when the voice spoke, always at times of
stress. Edoclan and Gassum had both tried different spells, over the last few
days, to see where it was coming from but with no success. The only impact had
been the looks on his friend’s faces when he told them he was hearing a voice.
Still, they trusted him and did not make too much of it, stranger things had
been known in this world.


“I’m out,” Edoclan’s voice was dull
and lifeless, “we either fight here or surrender.”


“I’ll put Gassum down out of the
way. You take up position to the right side of the door and I’ll do my best to
hold it. If they push me back, use your mace and brain them.” He followed his
own instructions. “You ready?”











3.


The rats had learnt
to keep away from him. The pile of little corpses near his feet acted as a
barrier and warning to them. It still surprised him that he had killed so many
in just three days, and mainly with his feet. Edoclan and Gassum each had their
own little mounds of death but theirs were much smaller than his. It was when
you were asleep that the rats got confident and would chance a scurry up your
leg to nibble on any exposed flesh. With your arms permanently raised above
your head by chains secured to an iron ring set deep in the wall, the only
weapons you had left were your legs and teeth. At least if you bit their furry
little bodies it was something to eat. 


“I told you I would do it, and I
will. Five minutes peace and quiet, eh?”


“Gassum, you still with us?” Zarun
asked to distract himself from the voice.


“I am,” the quiet, raspy response,
“and before you ask, no. I still can’t release the chains.


“Well, it’s done isn’t it?...
You could have told me before I started, couldn’t you?”


Zarun had
ascertained over the past days of imprisonment that there was only one voice
and that, for some reason, it always seemed irritated or annoyed. He could
never make out whether the voice was male or female, though he suspected male,
or why it was constantly angry. If anyone had reason to be angry, it was Zarun.
He had been in some prison cells in his time but this one was the worst. It
wasn’t just the rats; it was the damp, the cold, the lack of food but most of
all it was the lack of threats from the guards. You knew where you were when a
guard threatened you. It gave you a distraction and something to fight against.
It kept you sane. But here, the guards didn’t speak, they just walked their
patrol routes, armour and swords clanking in a discordant rhythm that he found
deeply unsettling.


“Edoclan, how about you, any
progress?” Zarun turned to his left and, if anything, the Cleric looked in
worse shape than Gassum.


“I’m working on it.”


“Three days, my friend. You’ve been
saying that for three days.”


“When the chains fall off my arms
you’ll know I’ve worked it out,” Edoclan sounded peevish, “until then give me a
bit of peace and quiet.”


“Yeah, yeah, I’ll be up in a
minute. Bloody hell, no peace and quiet anymore, bloody kids.”











4.


Zarun would never
underestimate the stupidity of prison guards again. As soon as Edoclan had
managed to free himself from the manacles and chains, losing a fair amount of
flesh in the process, Zarun and Gassum were free too. At the sound of the
guard’s footsteps, they formed a simple plan. Zarun hid in the shadowed corner
and the other two pretended to be still restrained. The guard, obviously not believing
his own eyes, opened the cell door and rushed in to investigate. Three against
one were good odds for the friends and shortly they had a full set of keys, a
sword, a knife and, more importantly, a guard’s uniform. Escape was going to be
easy.


“Well, what exactly did you
expect me to be doing at this time of night?”


To Zarun, the voice sounded even
angrier this time. He still had no idea who the anger was directed at, and
whilst its presence scattered his thoughts, he was getting used to pushing it
to one side. Funnily enough, the days in the cell had been a good chance to
experiment and learn to adapt to the voice’s presence. Climbing into the
guard’s uniform, he made a small grunt of disgust at the warm and wet stain at
the collar, evidence that the guard’s death had not been clean.


“Don’t tell me what to do...
It’s not stupid…” 


“Zarun, you ready? We haven’t got
all day to wait for you to finish daydreaming,” Gassum demanded in a whisper.


“Yes,” Zarun returned the whisper.
“I’m ready. Give me the sword but keep that knife up your sleeve and for pity’s
sake act like a prisoner, try to keep your gloating under control. A sword and
a knife aren’t going to be enough to carve our way out of here.”


Zarun knew, without
looking, that Edoclan was giving his friend a smug look. “You too, Ed.
Remember, you are still prisoners and I’m the guard. Look suitably
prisoner-ish. Let’s go.”


It was difficult to walk along the
line of cell doors without using the keys to open every single one and let the
prisoners go free. Some of the inmates spat at him as he walked by, others
jeered. However, it was the cells where nothing came but a heavy silence, or
those where whimpers or pitiful cries emanated that tugged hardest at his
conscience. 


“Why are you doing this?”


“Move on,” Edoclan whispered urging
him and solving his moral dilemma. “We know we are innocent but these could be
murderers, rapists, or the Gods know what else in there. Move on.”


“Oh great, that’s really grown
up isn’t it? Because that will solve everything, won’t it?”


“That’s the prison door ahead. Once
we are through that we act the part alright? If we can find some other uniforms
for you two we should be able to walk right out of here,” Zarun explained.


“I’ll need my stuff,” said Gassum.


“No.” Edoclan was determinedly
clear.


“Some of those things took years to
find, make and enchant.”


“Then you’ll have something to do
with the rest of your life won’t you, but at least you’ll have a life,” Edoclan
said bluntly.


“If we happen across any of it on
our way out, we’ll think about taking the chance,” Zarun spoke with quiet
diplomacy, “but let’s focus on getting out alive. We can always help you to
replace it all later on.”


“I bought it with my money. I
don’t see why you should suddenly think you are in control of my life. God’s
sake, what does it take to just get some peace and quiet round here. I don’t
ask a lot do I? Well, apparently it’s too much!”


Zarun took a deep breath, unlocked
the prison door and walked out into the main castle corridor with his two
prisoners in tow.











5.


“Come on, faster,”
Zarun implored the two friends.


“Right… behind… you… don’t worry…
about us.” Ragged breaths interspersed Gassum’s words.


“We spend time together, every
bloody day, don’t we?”


Four days into their escape from
the enemy castle and they were all tired. For Zarun, not only was hunger and
thirst a problem, but the voice was almost as constant a companion as the
cleric and mage.


“For Christ’s sake, do we have
to come back to that again and again? It’s just a way to pass the time.”


“Stop, stop,” Edoclan panted. The
three slowed down and took cover behind one of the thicker trees in the forest.


“OK, two minutes,” Zarun agreed.
“Gassum, confuse the trail again.”


“We do everything you want, when
you want. What about me? What do I get? Bloody nagged all the time that’s what…
No, I’m not always out here am I? That’s blatantly a lie.”


The voice was getting louder, loud
enough to drown out Gassum’s incantations. It was getting harder and harder to
ignore. Exhaustion, lack of food and water, and the fear of capture were not
helping with the task but it was more than that. The voice was becoming more
insistent, almost as if it knew he was trying not to listen.











6.


The world was dark
but the smells tickling his nose were those of the woodland, the damp sweetness
of mud, the acid sharp burn of pine needles, and the comforting dustiness of
dead wood. He knew he was moving. He could feel his feet dragging along the
carpet of the forest floor, snagging on the fallen branches and young saplings.
These sensations were clear but sight and sound eluded him. Apart from the
voice, it was his world.


“What are you going on about? …
Well, what about last week? … We went to your mother’s didn’t we? … Its time
together isn’t it? … For crying out loud, a whole week at your mum’s and your
still not happy… Well, arrange a babysitter then… Me? I’m not the one with all
the friends am I? Call up what’s ‘er name. Sarah, yeah, Sarah, she’ll do it,
won’t she?”


He felt a cool touch against his
lips. A sustaining trickle of tasteless water brushed his tongue and tickled
the back of his throat. He swallowed instinctively.


“OK, OK, I’m ready. You look
good. Where are we going?... Me? I wasn’t making the reservation. Well, that’s
just great isn’t it… dressed up, babysitter and no bloody reservation. What
now, eh? What now?… Come on, let’s just go out we’ll find somewhere… Come on
love, stop crying it’ll be fine, you’ll see.”











7.


Lying down, back
sinking into a rough mattress. Blanket, prickly against his skin. Prickles,
irritating.


“You did what? … What do you
need a lawyer for?”


Warm fluid. Meaty taste. Broth.


“Come on, we don’t need to do that…
It happens to all married couples, they drift apart sometimes… I know, I know…
I can try harder. What do you want to me to do? Anything. Honestly.”


Pain. Stomach. No. Bladder. Relief.
Warmth.











8.


“We can work
this out… we can. Please, Claire, we can. I can change, I know I can. It can’t
end like this.”


Breath.


“What about the kids? This will
tear them to pieces, what are they going to do? Claire, please, please. I can’t
go through this. I’ll change.”


Heartbeat.


“You can’t take them away from
me, please, you can’t. How can I tell my parents? You can’t do this, please.”


Breath.


“This isn’t fair. This is just
not fair. What have I done wrong? I never hit you. I never slept around. God
knows enough of my friends have but I haven’t, I swear. Please, explain it to
me, I can change, I’ll do anything. I love you. Don’t do this. Please.”











9.


“Neglect… she’s
citing neglect as the reason.”


Exhale.


“When have I ever neglected her?
For Christ’s sake, we have a good house, two kids, everything she could want! I
work a lot but I have to, to pay for it all. She can’t be complaining about
that.”


Inhale.


“A game. A lousy computer game!
You can’t be serious! She’ll be laughed out of court, surely... Addiction? I’m
not addicted, I’m not… How the hell can they do that? I don’t believe it… You
reckon those gaming logs will be enough?”


Exhale. 


Darkness.
















 


HOW DOES YOUR GARDEN GROW?







1.


THE TIMES: SATURDAY 22nd AUGUST 2011


ALZHEIMER’S BREAKTHROUGH


Scientists at the
Cambridge based bio-tech firm ‘Bio-Life’ claim to have isolated the gene
responsible for aging. Dr. Gurdeep Singh claims this discovery will pave the
way for treatments of age related illnesses such as Alzheimer’s disease. Dr.
Singh explained that there was still much work to be done to unlock the full
potential of his team’s discovery.











2.


THE SUN: THURSDAY 12th JANUARY 2012


AGE DEFYING CREAM IS REAL!


Noted scientist,
Dr. Gurdeep Singh, has signed a contract with L’Oreal and by the spring you
will be able to buy his magic age defying cream on the high street. Dr. Singh
claims that the secret ingredient in his cream will prevent the skin from aging
instead of just hiding the signs.


“This isn’t some cosmetic company’s
trick,” he said. “This is not phoney science, this is real science.”


Hector and Humble, the target of
Dr. Singh’s comments, have filed a libel lawsuit against him claiming, “We have
been the most popular brand of skin cream for many years – women are loyal to
our brand because it works. Dr. Singh’s comments make a mockery of our
customers and we have a duty to defend them.”


Dr. Singh was unavailable for
comment on this latest development.











3.


NATURE: MONDAY 3rd DECEMBER 2012


SCIENTIST UNLOCKS SECRET TO ETERNAL LIFE


Bio-life, the
company that produces the world’s best-selling anti-aging cosmetic cream, have
announced that their research into the age gene has progressed to the point
where they are now able to switch it on and off using the latest
nano-biotechnology. Human trials are expected to commence early next year.











4.


WEDNESDAY 8th JULY 2212


The alarm screeched
into his ears, making his aching head feel ten times worse. 


“Off,” he mumbled from his bed.


The noise stopped and silence
returned. He raised his head and noted, as expected, it was still dark.


“Time,” he instructed and green
numbers appeared on the opposite wall. He groaned and let his head slump back
into the pillow.


The alarm shrieked again,
delivering a fresh stab of pain.


“Off, off, off,” he sat up and
swung his legs off the side of the sleeping slab, throwing the stained cover
into a pile on the grubby floor.


<The time is 0415. The
Katamari Corporation would like to remind you that you have been late for work
seven times in the past 6 months…>


“I know, I know. I’m up, ok?” Light
crept down the walls from a strip, near the ceiling, that encircled the small
room. The walls were a uniform off-white and unadorned. The only furniture was
the sleeping slab, a long bench with an anorexic mattress, a table with the
chair built into its frame and an old wedding photograph in a tarnished frame.


<…and that your employment
will be terminated upon an eighth such occurrence.>


He ran a bony hand through the
straw-coloured haystack he called hair, pausing to have a determined scratch
near the crown of his head.


“Bloody lice.” He stood, joints
creaking, made a weak gesture towards the opposite wall and gave a command,
“Basin.”


A section of bare wall rotated
outwards revealing a washbasin. The murky chrome, spotted with lime scale, distorted
his reflection, transforming his famine-ribbed chest, slim hips and matchstick
legs from a merely unpleasant sight into that of a hideously deformed monster.
Sparingly, he washed his face, armpits and groin before pulling the plug and
watching the dirty water disappear down the dark hole in the centre.


<The Katamari Corporation
would like to remind you that you have 3 litres of water allocation left for
this week. Drinking water is available at your place of employment, for a
minimal cost.>


“Fuckers,” he grimaced. “News.”


The washbasin slotted back into the
wall and a screen above the sleeping slab flickered to life, died, and then
came back on again.


‘… just yesterday the President of
the English Republic announced a clampdown on the sale of over-the-counter life
extending nano-drugs, the so-called “Part-Lifes”. Experts claim the drugs were
causing irreparable harm to the users. 


Dr. Gurdeep Singh, founding
director of Bio-Life Ltd, spoke today of his pleasure at ruling by saying,
“Those drugs damage brain function to a degree where Full-Life extension
treatments are no longer viable. We have been concerned, for a long time, about
the addictive nature of these imitation treatments. At Bio-Life Ltd we
guarantee; one treatment – one Full-Life.”


In other news…’


“Off.” Silence returned to the room
for few seconds before he began muttering to himself. “Bastards. Fulls get
richer, Parts get shafted, and the Deads… we stay Deads.”


<The Katamari Corporation
would like to remind you that the Full-Life National Lottery will commence at
2100 hours tonight. All citizens with a full week of employment credits are
eligible to enter. Normal rules and conditions apply. The prize is one
Full-Life treatment at Bio-Life Ltd.> 


 “Bastards! State sponsored
population control,” he muttered as he finished getting dressed.


He stepped into the small lift that
was the entrance and exit to his room. He gripped the handrail as it began to
descend faster and faster. At last it began to slow and, as the door opened,
the dank, rotten smell of outdoors washed in.


Very little light reached the
ground in this area of town. The tall residential towers stabbed upwards,
needle-like, into the blue sky and blocked the sunlight. Only at mid-day when
the sun was almost directly overhead for a few short minutes was the black
tarmac warmed, but now, in the early morning, it was a dark and cold walk
punctuated by the regularly spaced sickly green glow of street lamps. A few
minutes later, he turned into the monorail station to discover, for once, it
was on time. He pushed his way onto the train, squashed in with all the others,
and gripped the overhead rail with one thin-fingered hand.


From the monorail station, it was a
bare five-minute slow walk to his place of work. At the gates, he showed his
pass and the guard waved him inside. Using the same pass, he clocked in for the
day’s work and, as always, the standard message played.


<The Katamari Corporation
would like to remind you that we are the leading global supplier of fine
drinking water and, as such, you are a valued member of a much larger team. Be
on time, work hard, meet your targets and a Full-Life could be yours.>


“Yeah, yeah, yeah…” but he knew the
message had to play in full before the door in front of him would open. He also
knew that highly sensitive instruments set to detect infections, diseases, guns
and explosives were scanning him right now. Anything that could damage the
product, or delay production, would be identified in seconds and he would be
yanked out of the queue to be searched, cleansed, disinfected or arrested. He
was clean, as always.


Only when he was inside did he
speak to anyone. A security guard called him into the security office and
closed the door behind him.


“Jacob,” the guard spoke in a quiet
voice, “are you ready? It’s today, you know. Did you get the go-code last
night?”


“I got it. ‘Bout bloody time too.”


“Hey, don’t blame me. I’m not the
one in charge. Anyway, I’m sure they had their reasons,” the guard explained.
“It hasn’t just been tough for you. I’ve had to work damn hard to keep the
random searches away from your locker. One whiff of what we have planned and
it’ll be a death sentence and there won’t be a damn thing we can do about it.
So don’t go complaining at me. We’re in this together.”


“Together, yeah,” Jacob responded. 


“You see the news today? Damn President
has just outlawed Part-Lifes. I’d just got enough credits together for another
batch, enough for a ten year treatment. What the fuck am I going to do now?
Wife bought hers two weeks ago, she’ll look thirty and I’ll look like her
granddad within the next five years. Once you stop taking it, you know, you age
quicker. If nothing changes, I’ll be one of them Deads…” he stopped with a
guilty look. “No offence, Jacob. But, I mean, what am I going to do now, you
know?”


“Always the lottery,” Jacob said
with sneer. “I’ve gotta go.” 


“Good luck, Jacob. I mean it, man.
Good luck.”


“Not luck,” he whispered.
“Justice.”


The morning’s work passed slowly.
Sat a workstation, Jacob’s job was to monitor sixteen vats of slowly mixing
amber fluid. Every so often, he would adjust a setting to make the mix in one
of the vats warmer or cooler, or add a little more liquid to the mix. Every
thirty minutes he would run a quality test on the fluids, one imperfection or
bad reading and the whole vat would be dumped, costing the corporation millions
and him his job. 


At lunchtime, Jacob stood up on
shaky legs. There was a flutter of nerves in his stomach. In the canteen, he
selected a plate of food, pressed his thumb against the scanner to authorise
payment and found a seat on his own. All around him, the chatter of friendly
conversation filled the room but even after eleven months of working with the
same shift of people he had made no friends. At the last swallow, he stood and
made his unnoticed way to the waste chute were he deposited his plate. 


While the rest of his shift carried
on socialising and eating their lunch, Jacob headed to the locker rooms. As he
walked along the rows of lockers he could feel an itch between his shoulder
blades. Contorting a stick-like arm, he scratched at the spot with splintered
fingernails. Infuriatingly, the itch remained and it took him a moment to
realise it was not a physical ailment but entirely in his mind. He took a
furtive glance over his shoulder to check the camera nodule located just above
the door to the locker room. His nervous imagination told him that it was
watching his every move, every step, and that behind the camera was someone who
knew exactly what he was up to, just waiting for the right moment to pounce.


At locker 198, he stopped. On his
first day, the same security guard he had spoken to this morning had issued him
with a key-code for this locker. He used that code to open the locker today. On
the narrow shelf at the top was a small-unmarked metal canister. The canister
had been there on his first morning. He had never moved it, examined it or even
touched it. He had made a regular routine of coming to this locker every day at
lunchtime, usually on the pretence of putting something in the locker or taking
something out. On the lower shelf was a collection of useless, miscellaneous
items that bore silent evidence to those trips. For the first time, he reached
out and grasped the canister. 


It was incredibly cold. He gasped
with the unexpected pain. Before the pain could change his mind, he stuffed his
clenched fist, enclosing the canister, into his trouser pocket. Closing the
locker, he made his way back down the now endless room and passed underneath
the watchful camera. 


The pain was intensifying and he
battled it with a constant litany of muttered profanity as he walked, as fast
as possible, back to his workstation. The cover worker, who had been looking
after the vats whilst Jacob ate, nodded at him and then walked away returning
to his other duties. Jacob took a calming breath and removed the canister from
his pocket and, twisting the lid with his other hand, opened it. A cascade of
cold air fell across his hand evaporating in the warm air. Between two careful
fingers, he lifted the small grey pellet that was the only object the canister
contained.


“For you, my love,” he whispered
sadly, and then flicked the pellet into the amber fluid. “It’s done.”









5.


INDEPENDENT NEWS AGENCY: SUNDAY 12th JULY 2212


Initial reports
seem to confirm the death of over thirty Full-Life™ guests at a party hosted by
Dr. Singh last night. Republic police are investigating, public and news
agencies have been barred from the area. There has been no word on the current
location or health of Dr. Singh himself.











6.


ENGLISH REPUBLIC BROADCASTING: FRIDAY 17th JULY
2212


Bio-Life Ltd have
issued a statement refuting claims that their immortality procedure, the
so-called Full-Life treatment, does not work. Dr. Singh appeared on the news
networks as living proof of its efficacy. He confirmed that all of the unexplained
deaths of the past week, now numbering over twenty five thousand, had been
recipients of his Full-Life™ treatment but added no causal link had been
established. He added that he was working closely with the police and homeland
security to isolate the cause.











7.


NEWSFLASH – OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT OF ENGLAND, FRANCIS D
WATSON: MONDAY 20th JULY 2212


My fellow
Englishmen and women, I have no recourse but to order a state of emergency in
our great nation. Many of our most intelligent, influential, and dearest
citizens have lost their lives in the past week and still we have no cause,
reason or rhyme to explain this. Reports are now coming in from other nations
of similar epidemics. Our borders are closed and I advise all Full-Life members
of society to remain indoors until this crisis has passed.











8.


NEWSFLASH – BIO-LIFE LTD, DR.
SINGH: FRIDAY 4th SEPTEMBER 2212


Our remaining
scientists have isolated the cause of the Full-Life™ deaths over the past three
months. Unfortunately, the introduction of a self-replicating nano-bacterium
into a desalinisation plant near Gravesend, Kent, by an unknown terrorist has
led to the deaths of over three million people worldwide. We are working hard
on a cure and counter to the nano-bacterium.











9.


PRESS RELEASE – OLD WORLD ORDER:
THURSDAY 5th NOVEMBER 2212


Today, the last of
the Full-Life humans died. Dr. Gurdeep Singh, the creator of our twisted
society where the rich could live forever and the poor were their slaves, was
the last of them. Now, the power to rule this world is back in the hands of the
people and history will remember our courageous action with pride and
exultation. We can build a fairer society where we are judged, not on wealth or
longevity but on how we live. Our deeds will determine our worth to society. We
can create society fairer for all, no more division of Fulls, Parts and Deads.
We are all one people, same life, same choices, and same opportunities.











TEA, DEATH AND BISCUITS


 


I hear that same
‘bing’ at least a hundred times a day. Another new email. I don’t read them all.
I haven’t got time. The senders name on this one caught my attention, Daniel
Swanton. I stabbed the print button and waited, chewing on my thumbnail, for
the hard copy to emerge from the clunky old machine. I ripped the paper from the
printer’s maw and ran to Simon’s office. The other reporters and admin staff
dived out of my way.


“Simon, read this.” I forced the
paper into his hands. “Tell me I am not dreaming, then call transport and get
me tickets on the earliest train.”


I paced the small office as he
adjusted his glasses and started reading.


“Well, I’ll be…” Simon muttered. He
gave me a look over the top of his glasses, “You’re sure this is genuine?”


“Pretty sure, the tech-lot can do
an IP trace to confirm but, yes, I’d say it’s genuine.”


“And you’re going?”


“Of course I am. Didn’t you hear
me? Earliest train.” I stopped pacing and stared hard at him. “Come on, Simon,
you know he hasn’t given an interview in years. Not since the last court case.
I have to go.”


“On your own?”


“Too right, I’m not giving anyone
else a by-line,” I snapped at him.


“Jess, be careful. He may be the
world’s richest man but he has been on trial for murder three times in the last
twenty years. And the timing? How far are you from publishing your biography?”
Simon took the glasses from his nose, folded them neatly and placed them in the
open case on his desk.


“I’ve been working on that for
years. He knows I have. At least, he should do. I’ve sent him an interview
request every week for the past three years. And, he’s had biographies and
articles written about him before.”


“But none written by you, Jess. You
stirred up a lot of trouble during his last trial. He even got the Director of
Justice to stop us from publishing your stories.” Simon pinched the bridge of his
nose. “I know I can’t stop you from going but, for Christ’s sake, be careful.
Message me before you go in and the minute you get out.”


“Yes, Simon.” I’d been short with
him to get the ok so I rewarded him with a little smile and a flutter of my
eyelashes.


“Don’t do that, Jess,” he smiled
back. “You make me wish I was ten years younger. Now, get out.”


I opened the door and then looked
back over my shoulder at him. “I don’t know, Simon, I’ve always liked older
men.”


I let the door close before he
could respond. I grabbed my overnight bag, already packed and ready to go –
every reporter has one – and headed off to the train station. Then, two hours
and two Rennie’s later I was being ushered into his presence by a very
respectful butler.


The private room of the richest
murderer in the world wasn’t as I’d imagined. For a start, there were no
windows. The only sources of illumination were lamps, standing and table, which
created pools of light and shadow. In the far corner was a single bed, made up
all neat and tidy. In the centre, a table and two chairs that, even at first
glance, were unmistakably made of real wood. Apart from those, the room was
empty.


“Welcome, Miss Courtenay. How do
you like my room?” Daniel Swanton sat in one of the wooden chairs. The glow
from a tablet picked out the grey in his beard and the deep brown of his eyes.
Throughout the trials, and in all the pictures I could find, I’d never seen him
smile. Actually, that’s not true. There were pictures of him during his school
days when he was never without a smile. His old friends had kept the pictures
they just hadn’t kept in touch.


“Not what I had in mind, if I’m
honest,” I replied as I seated myself opposite him.


“I’d appreciate it if you were.
Honest, I mean.” His voice was the same soft velvet it had been at the trial.


“Well, I’d expected to see
photographs of your victims hanging on the wall.” I stared straight into his
eyes as I said it.


He blinked then tapped the tablet
screen. One of the previously dark walls started to glow and I realised what I
had taken for simple wallpaper was actually a collection of screens. On each
one, a picture. I recognised his victims straightaway and also some of the
people I’d spoken to during my research. “I could remind you that on each
occasion I was brought to trial I was found innocent by a majority jury
decision but I know you don’t believe that. Can I offer you drink? A cup of tea
perhaps, I usually indulge about now.”


“Tea, thanks.” I pulled a digital
voice recorder, a notebook and pencil out of my handbag. Simon had been trying
to get me to use one of those electronic notebooks or the new pens that
recorded everything you wrote. I’d tried both but my handwriting was so bad
that they couldn’t translate it into type. Anyway, there is something about pen
and paper that just feels right.


The Butler placed a solid silver
tray on the table. A teapot, two cups, a small jug of milk, a bowl of sugar
cubes with tongs, and a small plate of biscuits.


“Very civilised,” I said noting
that the biscuits were Bourbons, my favourite.


“It always tastes better out of a
pot, I think. Sometimes the old ways are the best.” Daniel’s gaze wandered over
my notepad and pen. “Let’s leave it to brew a bit, shall we. Ask your
questions?”


“How long do we have?”


“As long as you need or want, Miss
Courtenay. However, I am going to guess that you don’t want to know about my
early life, how my business got started, or indeed how I became so rich. Your
research will have covered most of that. I do know that you’ll have missed some
important facts. We will certainly talk about those.”


“I want to know about the murders.
Why does a mostly respectable business man dirty his hands by murdering three
people close to him? You have the money and connections to purchase a murder
with no comeback on you, yet you didn’t.” I made sure the recorder was on and
picked up my pen.


Daniel didn’t speak for minute. He
sat perfectly still and I took the chance, as I had during the trial, to get a
good look into his eyes. I was struck, then as now, by the sadness in them. I
heard him sigh and watched as his long ring finger brushed the tablet screen.
The pictures changed. Now they all showed the same picture, that of his
daughter, Sarah. She must have been about fourteen in the picture, dressed in
her school uniform with satchel over her shoulder and smiling at the camera.
Her eyes were the same colour as her father’s but her hair was blond and long.


“Miss Courtenay, do you mind if I
call you Jessica?” I nodded, intrigued. His daughter died when she was
seventeen but I’d never found anyone, or anything, to suggest that she was one
of his victims. “I only had one child, my daughter Sarah. You know she died in
an accident, but you won’t have seen the link between her death, my business,
and the three people you are convinced I killed. If you’ll permit me, I can
link all three and give you some information that no other biographer has
managed to discover.”


I sat absolutely still, nonplussed.
“Really? I find it hard to believe that you’ll confess all to me.”


“I promise to tell you the truth. I
have drawn up documents to give you as much proof as possible. And, if
everything goes as I hope, you are welcome to take them with you when you
leave.” Daniel paused. “I’ll pour us a cup of tea and then we can get started.”


True to his word, Daniel poured the
dark and aromatic tea into the two bone china cups. At his question, I agreed
to milk and two sugars. He took his black, no sugar. I took a Bourbon.


“You’ll find this hard to believe,
at first,” he began, “but, please, listen and then you can ask your questions.”


I nodded in agreement and took a
sip of the tea. It was just the right temperature, hot enough to burn but cool
enough to taste every nuance. A perfect cup of tea. I disliked him even more.


“Mum and Dad weren’t rich. A two
up, two down, in Swindon, not far from the town centre. Dad worked for one of
the insurance companies in town. They were doing ok. I was born, grew up and
went to school. No different to any other child. Things changed when I was
about fifteen though. Exams were approaching and Dad lost his job. Benefit kept
us in the house but he couldn’t find more work. Any plans I had to go on to A
levels and University were gone, there was no way we could afford it. Exams
stopped having much meaning at that point. You’ve seen my school reports. I
only passed one exam, Maths, and that with an A grade. I failed all the others.
I was always good at Maths, it came easy. I didn’t have time for study. I was
too busy working in the evenings and weekends. I didn’t even turn up to most of
the exams. The builder I worked for paid cash in hand. Money now was better
than money later on.”


He drank some of his tea, placing
the cup down with the delicate chime of china on china. “I found something out,
though, on that building job. The builder, when he was sizing up and quoting on
a job, would ask himself how many bricks, or how much cement or time it would
take. The answers would just pop into my head as soon he asked. Took me a few
weeks, a few quotes seen through to completion, to get the confidence to
answer. I think it took him longer to believe me but after a few months I took
over the quotes and ordering.”


“I worked for him about a year,
maybe a little more. Then I didn’t need to work at all. You see, people always
ask that type of question; how much will this cost, what will the score be, how
much will I win if, how many minutes until the train arrives? Those sorts. The
world of conversation is full of them. I discovered that if I listened hard
enough, I knew the answers straight away even if the event hadn’t happened yet,
as long as it only involved numbers.”


“What?” I felt my forehead furrow.
He’d invited me here to listen to a fairy story?


“I understand your scepticism but
it is true.” His voice was steady and earnest. But then, in the trials, he had
always sounded believable. Bloody shame those Jurors bought it.


I dropped my pen onto the pad. “If
this is the best you have for me then I’m wasting my time. You haven’t changed
my mind. I still think you killed those three.”


“Then let me prove it to you. Ask
me any question you like. The answer must be expressible as a number, though.
If it hasn’t happened yet you’ll have to wait for the proof and we don’t really
have time for that.”


“Anything?” I leaned my head
slightly to one side, trying to read from his eyes the trick he was about to
play.


“Anything at all. Pick something I
couldn’t possibly know or find out. Pick something personal, if you want.” He
returned my questioning stare without blinking. “Anything.”


“How much do I get paid?” I started
with an easy one. It shouldn’t be too hard for him to make a call and find that
out. I mean, Daniel Swanton was connected to everyone and everything in some
way. He is that rich. I picked up my warm tea and prepared to wait a few minutes
whilst he made a phone call or checked the screen of his tablet. 


He did neither, he answered after
barely five seconds and was gracious enough to comment that it didn’t seem
enough. From there on, I asked him more and more difficult questions. Just as
he had asked, I went from professional to personal, from present, past and into
the future (he was right, I would have to wait for those answers), and as far
as I could tell he got everyone right.


“It’s a trick,” I stated.


“It’s not. Can you accept, for now,
that it might just be possible. If you do, the next part of my story makes a
lot more sense.”


“Whatever.” I waved my pen at him;
more than a little surprised I’d picked it up again.


“Good. Well, being able to do this
‘trick’ meant that money wasn’t an issue anymore. I used my wages to place bets
on football matches, who scored first, how long till the first goal; that kind
of thing. At first, the builder would place the bets for me. Then, when he saw
I didn’t lose, he joined in. By the time I was eighteen and able to place my
own bets the builder had retired a rich man and been banned from every bookies
in town. They banned me as well. I had to go further afield to place my bets
and then the internet came along with online betting sites. I made a fortune, only
to have the tax man take most of it away. I got to keep the new house. When I
tried to make more bets online I found, like the bookies, that I was
blacklisted. My source of money was gone. But, it did teach me a lesson. Follow
the rules, pay tax.”


“So the tax man got you. So what?
And, I saw the court order that banned you from ever gambling again. The
bookies and internet sites didn’t blacklist you. They simply complied with the
Judge’s decision, and the law. ‘For your own protection’ the Judge said. He
feared you were addicted to gambling.” I crunched down on the Bourbon biscuit
to prove my point.


“Well, whatever the Judge decided,
I still had enough money to start something else. You’ve seen those detective
shows where the murderer takes out life insurance on someone then bumps them
off to collect the payment?”


“Which was the motive for your
first two murders, I believe,” I said around the chocolatey crumbs in my mouth.


“Hmmm… Anyway, the simple question;
how long will this person live for? Was my next route to wealth and, as you
say, I ended up in court, twice, having to clear my name. It was a somewhat
ghoulish phase in my life but the pay-outs compensated. I would go to parties,
meet people, and find out how long they had left. Less than two years and I’d
take out an insurance policy in their name with me as the beneficiary. Some of
them I only met once or twice but it provided a steady income and they all died
on time, to the day,” Daniel said.


“A sick way to make money, gambling
with people’s lives.” I scribbled a few notes on my pad. Only two had gone to
court but there must have been many more that should have done. Then the jury
wouldn’t have made such a god-awful mistake.


“It wasn’t gambling.” He took
another sip of tea. “I could not be connected with any of them and, as I said,
I barely knew them.”


“Miles David and Karen Morely?” I
popped the stub of Bourbon biscuit into my mouth.


“Yes, well, those two I did know.
And, they brought the house down onto my head didn’t they. I got greedy and started
insuring people who were too close. By then, I’d become so used to knowing how
long people had left, so used to the insurance company cheques landing on my
mat, it no longer seemed real. That court case brought me up short. All the
police had was motive. No means, no opportunity, but they still pressed ahead
with the case and I was found innocent. I am innocent.”


“So you say.” I made a few quick
notes on my pad; questions to ask later.


“So the courts say,” he chewed on
his own biscuit. “Back to Sarah. She was seventeen when she died. I knew that
she would be. Can you imagine that? To know the date of your own child’s death.
I asked the question when she was born, I couldn’t stop myself. I was with her
when she died, you know that? I tried to protect her, didn’t let her out of my
sight that day. God, she was angry with me. ‘I’m seventeen, Dad, I’ll be fine,’
ended up in, ‘leave me alone.’ After that, it got worse. I couldn’t tell her
why I was hanging round her, I couldn’t. She wouldn’t have believed me if I had
told her anyway. We were still arguing when she turned around and ran away from
me. Straight into the road and into the path of that delivery truck. I held her
in my arms as she slipped away and couldn’t do a thing to save her.”


He drew a shuddering breath and
looked down at the table. I watched his fingers trace the grain of the wood. 


“Sarah’s ashes were scattered
beneath this tree,” he said patting the table. “When the council were going to
cut it down to make way for the bypass I bought it off of them. Had a carpenter
make it into the tables, chairs, even the frame of my bed.”


He stroked the table whilst I wrote
‘fruitcake!’ on my notepad. I let him sit in silence for a few minutes.


“So, Sarah died and you couldn’t
save her. You must feel enormous guilt,” I said whilst thinking that he may
actually have pushed her. “The last murder charge was for the death of Alan
Dryden, another of your close friends.”


“The coroners court ruled that a
suicide. It was only the reports in the press, your reports, that forced the
police to re-open the case and bring charges against me. This time, they didn’t
even have a motive let alone any evidence.” Daniel looked up from the table. “I
was even advised to stay away from his funeral.”


“Alan was the VP of your company.
He was as close a friend as you were known to have. You were seen with him;
even your diary says you met with him just two hours before he was pronounced
dead in A&E,” I said, stabbing the pen down onto the page of my pad. “It
took the pathologist two weeks to identify the poison in his system. It was
engineered in a lab you owned and had visited the day before. That seems pretty
conclusive to me.”


“But not to the judge or the jury.
It doesn’t matter though, I didn’t kill him. He took his own life.” Daniel’s
voice had an edge to it. “You forget to mention that the pathologist report
also mentioned he had a brain tumour and severe liver damage.”


“And you forget that both were
operable with a reasonable chance of surviving. Also, he didn’t know about the
tumour. He hadn’t been to a doctor in years, not even the company one.” I leant
forward, both palms flat on the table.


“Yet the ambulance was called to
his home and the police found a note. He took his own life.” I watched him take
a deep breath and release it slowly. Then he said, “More tea?”


He poured two more cups of tea from
the pot, added the milk and sugar to mine without asking. I took another
biscuit. 


“I’ve admired your writing, by the
way.” My eyes widened at that comment. “Unlike some of the other reporters you
at least try to get to the truth of things. It is quite refreshing to have your
life and business dealings reflected in different manner to how you perceive
them. It keeps me on my toes. Your writing bias is well known. Everyone takes
your words with pinch of salt. I would be interested to see the biography.”


“Oh no, you don’t. Is that the real
reason I’m here? So you can weasel a look at the book and have your lawyers
challenge it before it is even in print? That’s not going to work.”


“Jessica, if I wanted to stop the
publication I could tangle you up in court for the next ten years or just buy
the publishing house and stop it that way. I haven’t and I won’t. I am simply
interested. As I said, you cannot hurt me.” He waved his biscuit as he spoke.


“You seem very certain.” I raised
the tea to my mouth and took a drink. It was cooler now and the delicate
flavours tickled my nose and taste buds.


“Jessica, I have told you my most
important secret. I’ve told you how certain I am of many things that occur and
will occur. Phrase the question the right way and there is very little I cannot
uncover.” Daniel touched the tablet screen and the picture on the wall changed
to that of Karen Morely. He took his own cup in both hands, treating it more
like a mug than fine china. “I wasn’t completely honest with you a little
earlier but then you too have kept a little secret from your readers. Karen was
related to you, a cousin my researchers tell me.”


“I barely knew her.” I clenched my
fist around the pen.


“Maybe not, but it explains some of
your bias. Brought up in family where I was the devil. Charged for her murder,
found innocent and getting richer because of it. I don’t blame them, it’s only
natural.” Daniel looked incredibly calm as he lent back, for the first time, in
his chair. “I said that you were the first one I had told about my gift.”


“You told Karen?” I gasped.


“No. As I said, I barely knew her.
Certainly, not well enough to tell her my secret.” He put the cup back on its
saucer. “You want to know what scares me about my gift? It’s not death itself
but the manner of it. There is a good scene in ‘All Quiet on the Western
Front’, if you’ve seen it, where the soldiers discuss it; better to go straight
away and not know than be torn to pieces by shrapnel and lay there, bleeding to
death, in agony.”


“So,” I tried to pull my ragged
thoughts back together, made a note on my pad, “you are scared to die.”


“Me?” He actually laughed then. Not
loud and raucous, but soft and gently mocking. “No, I am not afraid of death
for the very simple reason that I will not die.”


“What? So, now you’re immortal. You
find the Elixir of life or the fountain of youth?”


“No, of course not, but science is
progressing at a rate that should mean that, within the next twenty years, we will
have a reliable anti-aging treatment. I intend to be the first to have it.
Money has its privileges,” he said.


“If you live that long,” I snapped
back.


“You forget, I know exactly when I
will die and, I’m very sure, I’ll be able to outlast that too.” He sat forward,
looked me right in the eye, and said cryptically, “Heisenberg showed me the
way.”


“Who?”


“It doesn’t matter. What does
matter is my little lie earlier. I told one other person. I told Alan.” He
hadn’t looked away from my eyes and then realisation dawned on me.


“You told him he was going to die,
didn’t you?”


“Yes, I explained everything to
him, just as I have to you. He left the meeting alive. I didn’t know what he
would do though I wasn’t surprised when the police called to tell me he had committed
suicide. I imagine that choosing the time, place and manner is infinitely more
desirable than waiting and not knowing. He was a brave man.”


“Oh my God. You convinced him to
commit suicide.” I felt my heart lurch, stomach heave and gagged on the rising
bile.


“There is toilet over there.” He
touched the tablet and part of the wall clicked open revealing a bright white
bathroom. 


I staggered out of my chair and to
the toilet before throwing up. My throat burned as the acid liquid splashed
against the pristine porcelain. Once I had no more to give, I washed my face,
swilled water around my mouth and spat it out. How dangerous was a man that
could convince a close friend to commit suicide, I thought, and how stupid he
is to admit on tape. I have him now; all I have to do is leave, if he’ll let
me. I sat on the toilet and planned. I just needed to get my notes, my recorder
and then leave. But, I was sure I was missing something. I chewed on two more
Rennies to settle my stomach whilst I tried to think it all through.


When I came out, the butler was
clearing away the tea platter. 


“Miss,” he nodded to me as he
picked up the tray. I caught the pointed look he gave Daniel on the way out.


I sat back down and began to pack
away my things. “I think it is best if I go now.”


“Of course, I’ll have Edward call
you a cab. However, don’t you want to know why I finally caved in and gave you
an interview? Why would I tell you all of these things, implicate myself in a
murder I didn’t commit but give you enough to take to the police so that they
can start a new investigation?”


“No, I’m not.” But I was, and am I
sure he knew it.


“Trading on the market is an easy
use of my gift; it is how I made my fortune. How much will this stock be worth
tomorrow, next week, next year? Easy questions, easy answers and with the money
left over from the gambling and insurance pay-outs I played the markets. It
didn’t take long to make a fortune which I’ve spent on research and other
things. But I still can’t help being a little ghoulish occasionally, especially
when someone gets under my skin. I like to know how long they have left. I
asked about you.”


“Oh no, I’m not falling for that.
You may have got your friend that way but if you wanted me gone then this was a
stupid way to do it. You’re right. You’ve given me everything I need. I can
bring you down now. Make people see what a dangerous nutcase you really are.” I
shot up from the chair. “You are finished, Mr Swanton.”


“That is your choice but I give you
another anyway. Tomorrow you will die, I don’t know how or exactly when but be
assured you will die. I knew for all those people, for Karen and for Sarah. I
knew for Alan and told him. It didn’t change things but it gave him a choice. I
offer the same to you.” Daniel didn’t move from the chair but he did raise his
eyes to mine.


“I am not killing myself for you,”
I said.


 “When you get home,” he continued,
“on that little glass coffee table in your lounge you’ll find a vial of clear
liquid. It can’t be traced back to me or my companies. Drink it and you will
die a gentle death. Don’t drink and you take your chances just like everyone
else.”


“You stay out of my house,” I
screamed at him and stormed towards the door that the butler had opened.


“Jessica, I have done this because,
though I don’t like you very much, I respect your talent. It might atone a
little for Karen too.” His voice was still as soft and warm as a bearskin rug.


I stopped, cold. “Don’t you dare,
just don’t you dare. When I get back, the first thing I am doing is calling the
police and sending them your way with the recording of this conversation. Then
I am writing the whole thing up for the morning edition. You are finished.”


“Well, in that case, I wish good
luck.” I stared at him as he picked up his cup of tea and moved to the bed where
he sat down and rested his free hand on the head board. I shook my head and
walked out.


“A cab is waiting downstairs for
you, Miss,” Edward, the butler, said.


He was true to his word; on my
coffee table was a small vial of clear liquid. I didn’t touch it. I dragged the
recorder out of my bag and pressed play. Silence. Nothing. For the whole length
of the interview there was nothing but empty noise. Worse, I’d forgotten to
pick up the envelope of ‘proof’ he’d promised. 


“Bugger it.” How stupid am I? This
was the world’s richest man, he was bound to have some system to stop me
recording. Or, he erased it whilst I was in the toilet. Maybe I could get it
checked for prints. But what good would that do? It would only prove I’d been
there and nothing else. From the interview I had been trying to get for years I
had the sum total of nothing. My notes might be enough for a piece or two but
without the corroboration of the recording I’d be sued for libel and, no doubt,
lose. My reputation would in tatters. All I had was a vial of some untraceable
liquid. I poured it down the sink. Sunk a bottle of wine and ate a take away
pizza before collapsing into a deep sleep.


He gave me a choice and I chose. 


It hurt.











AFTERWORD


Well, that’s the
first book published and it wasn’t too painful a process even if the catalyst
was. These stories were written over the last few years and many others were
written in-between. Who knows, I might publish another selection soon – once I
have re-worked them into shape. But first there is the matter of the novel to
finish – ‘The Stone Road’. And, when I say finish, I actually mean re-write,
re-draft, correct and improve until it is fit for human consumption!


If you enjoyed these stories then
please leave a very nice review on Amazon, or wherever you found it. If you
didn’t, well you took a chance on a new voice and it didn’t cost you too much –
you may even have got it for free! Any comments are welcome and I can be
contacted on twitter @g_r_matthews or via my brand new website at www.grmatthews.com. I’d also be grateful
of any reviews you might like to do on www.goodreads.com
and you might some other books you’d like to read on there.


I look forward to hearing (though I
will using my eyes and reading the comments, tweets, and emails so perhaps
hearing is not quite the right word – but you get my meaning) from you.


G R Matthews (2013)


Ps. The Stone Road is out now and
can be found as an ebook or paperback on Amazon, Barnes and Noble and other
stockists.
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