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INTRODUCTION














Karōshi Books is dedicated to bringing out new works of fiction
and non-fiction by new and unpublished authors. An imprint of Noose &
Gibbet Publishing, Karōshi
Books is jointly run by Johnny Mains, Peter Mark May and Cathy Hurren. We are
delighted to offer Glory and Splendour
by Alex Miles as our first publication. Alex is an exciting new talent, whose
ideas and concepts are bold and assured; his writing easily belies his
twenty-five years of age. We hope you enjoy this debut collection that heralds
a major new voice in weird fiction.


                                                                                                Johnny
Mains



























Foreword


Many
horror writers trace their literary awakening to their discovery, at an
impressionable age, of a particular horror author – for my generation it was
usually H.P. Lovecraft. They would read one of his stories in a fortuitously
acquired collection or anthology, get hooked, and it would all snowball from
there.


Alex
Miles came to weird fiction via a slightly different route. A keen reader from
his early teens, he successfully resisted the lure of horror paperbacks with
startling covers. The writers who entranced him were people like George Orwell
and the Czech author Franz Kafka. Also influential was the surprisingly grim
fairy tale world of Hans Christian Anderson. Academics don’t consider these
horror writers, of course, but look at what they wrote about: totalitarian
futures where dissidents are fed to hungry rats, desperate individuals who
metamorphose into giant beetles, and young girls whose red shoes keep on
dancing, even after her feet have been cut off...


Different
route, same destination.


‘Horror’
is, I think, too limiting a label to pin on Alex Miles. In the six stories in
this, his first collection, you will find Dystopian SF, fantasy, surrealism,
black humour, satire and, yes, moments of shocking horror – sometimes all in the same story! 


One
of the things which impressed me most when I first read these stories was the
power of Alex’s visual imagination. The title story Glory and Splendour, in particular, contains imagery that sticks in
the mind like a leech. The set-up is unpromisingly restricted – one person
stranded alone in a house – yet Alex manages to imbue the situation with an
apocalyptic grandeur which verges on the epic.


In
his introduction to The Dark Domain, a
collection of stories by the Polish fantasy writer Stefan Grabinski
(1887-1936), Miroslaw Lipinski notes that Grabinski referred to a certain kind
of fantasy writing (including his own) as psychofantasy
or metafantasy. He devised these
categories to differentiate works which place greater emphasis on
“psychological, philosophical and metaphysical concerns” from more banal, less
ambitious writing. I would say that Alex Miles’ work fits very comfortably into
Grabinski’s classification.


With
their melancholy narrators, stifling bureaucracy, betrayers and betrayed, and
the descriptions of decaying, collapsing cities, several of these stories read
more like the work of a disaffected Eastern European than a young man living in
present-day England. Maybe it’s Kafka’s long shadow. Certainly it is hard not
to read a story of state-sanctioned retribution like The Judge without thinking of Kafka’s well-known story, In the Penal Colony. The subject matter
is similar, the execution quite different. In every sense.


One
story which could never be mistaken as being anything other than English in
origin is Hitting Targets. In
contrast to Alex’s more serious stories, this is a blackly humorous satire on
estate agents, gaming geeks...and serial killers. Alex himself describes it as
‘comedy horror.’ It amusingly hits targets as deserving as modern box-ticking
business practices and jargon (with which Alex seems alarmingly familiar), and
ineffectual PC PCs. It reminds me somewhat of the scabrous satires by playwright
Joe Orton. Even the names of the characters seem Ortonesque. Alex assures me
he’s unfamiliar with the murdered playwright and I believe him.


An
intriguing character who crops up in more than one of the stories is the
‘little mystic pedlar’ who figures prominently in Life Beggar. A fixer and facilitator (plot wise too), the Pedlar
can provide anything you desire...for a very high price, of course. He’s a bit
like a darker, more malevolent version of one of those mysterious proprietors
of magic shops and shottle bops in
stories that once appeared in magazines like Unknown. The Pedlar turns up again in The Lotus Device, and, if
I’m not mistaken, he also makes a brief but essential appearance in Glory and Splendour. He’s a character
readers will want to read about again.


In
these days of ever-constricting consolidation
and so-called rationalisation in
mainstream publishing, Johnny Mains, Peter Mark May and Cathy Hurren are to be
congratulated on taking a chance on both a new publishing venture and a fresh
new voice and imagination. The genre badly needs independents like Johnny,
Peter and Cathy...and individualists like Alex Miles.


This
is a significant first book.


 


                                                                                          Michel
Parry     



















                                 


                       





 




GLORY AND SPLENDOUR





I
dipped my hand into the crimson paint and with a single stroke of my palm, I
smeared it across the mirror. Within that narrow, smudgy streak the lights
brightened, the colour intensified and I saw my face as it was meant to be. All
my sores and abscesses vanished. It put flesh upon me. My skin lost that grey
tint. The mirror lied to me that I was handsome. 


I remembered the first time Mother told me her
stories: why we could not go outside and why the view was so beautiful. I
remembered the last few months when she lay on the sofa facing the ceiling,
only a little light seeping through the boarded up windows to show her frail
form. We were both sickly creatures. I think she knew she needed to convey the
seriousness of our position. 


“Sweetheart, don’t go outside.
Don’t go.”


“Why Mother? I am tired of not
knowing. I really don’t understand.” 


“Don’t go. You will die if you go
out there. I forbid it.”


“Sooner or later I will go. Tell
me?”


“Don’t go outside. I will tell
you. Wait while I breathe.”


She paused. I could hear her
inhaling deep and rhythmically for a few moments and then she spoke, halting
for breath between each sentence. She told me this story over several days, in
many short sittings. She was often too weak to talk. I have taken the liberty
of removing the worst of her ramblings and contradictions.


“Long ago your father and I worked under the Master
of this house. He valued only one thing: beauty. Nothing else would make that
man smile. I remember how he hired only the most handsome servants, wore only
the dandiest clothes and cut off all his dogs’ tails because he found them
ungainly. Every piece of dust in the house carried the punishment of a beating.
I know he fancied himself a great artist and his frustrations fell downwards
onto us.


“I remember the Master looking
down onto the city with a sneer. Dirt and filth-encrusted hovels sat at the
base of the hill and out of the slums, huge ugly factory pillars scraped
against the toughened sky. Some rottenness was corrupting the soil, plants and
air; that made the view disgusting to anyone, let alone him. He would empty his
discontent onto Samuel, the butler of the house, your poor father. Samuel was
the closest thing the Master had to a friend. 


“‘Curse this city. What can I do
with this? Is this it? Is this what life is meant to be?’ 


“Samuel would ask if there was
anything he could get the Master. 


“‘Someone who can appreciate me.
A patron would be nice. Two would be splendid in fact.’


“‘A good pork meal would maybe
cheer you up in the meantime, your Grace?’


“‘Sooner or later today’s pork
meal will be yesterday’s pork meal … yes, yes, it will do for now.’


“Samuel would come down into the
cellar and work the staff up into a frenzy. He was hard on them because he had
to be. The meal would be perfect. Everything was always perfect. 


“I do not know much about the
evil that infects this city; no one ever did. There had been a gradual rot in
the land for some time, but something far away had inflamed it. A sinister
poison seeped across the ground. At first only the rumours came, but then the
stories turned into an exodus of unfortunate people passing through. They all
told jumbled and conflicting tales of devils, cults and decay, but all agreed
the fester was heading here.


“In their stories their lands
grew no crops, except plants with boils. Poison rained from heaven and seeped
out from the earth. Those that ate from the land became infected with a wasting
plague, making their bones as rubber and their skin bubble with boils. Each
wave of refugees grew more diseased, more desperate, more mad and more
numerous. Samuel played for the long game and he stockpiled any canned goods
and preservable foods he could find. The cellar filled up with many years’
worth of food. 


“Within a few days a plague was
upon the city. The boils appeared everywhere, indiscriminate of hygiene, age
and health. Out of windows came pitiful, unheeded screams of the abandoned
dying. The servants were ordered not to leave the house. 


“For the healthy, the worst of
all the curses was the appearance of the town; they became nauseous at the
spectacle of it. The sky became a revolting, murky pool of brown and green. A
constant rain began to fall, causing the sewers to overflow and vomit up their
contents. The animals and trees warped and became disfigured, the insects
multiplied and the boils spread across the bare land and onto the buildings.
Looking at this would leave the observer in no doubt that within a few weeks
the city’s population would be dead, and this knowledge came close to driving
the inhabitants of the town insane. Some ended themselves because of it.


“The news came that the last
train out of town would leave the next day. Samuel pleaded with the Master not
to let this opportunity slip, but he was ignored until he offered the
possibility of travel to the capital. The Master, seeing an opportunity to
re-launch himself, gave permission to buy the vastly expensive tickets. 


“That evening a knock came at the
door and I tried to shoo the visitor for fear of contamination. You can see
clearly through our glass door, but it blocks all sound and the visitor took no
heed of my gestures to send him away.


“The Master angrily chastised me.
‘Let him in, fool. This is the man I sent for.’ So I nervously opened the door.
There stood a little crumpled man in an old brown suit.


“‘I heard you wished to do
business,’ said the little man. ‘What would you like from me?’


“‘What do you call this? You are
years late.’ The little man shrugged and gave blunt excuses. When the Master
got angry the little man threatened to leave unless he got to the point. ‘What
I want … What I want is, dear sir … I don’t trade in anything but art.’


“‘My friend, we are in the same
business. I too trade in beauty.’


“‘I very much hope it comes to my
standards.’ The little man rolled his eyes. He showed the Master the city through
a shard of glass and everything appeared as normal. Then he turned it round and
through the shard the sky appeared blue, the trees stood upright with lush
leaves, the sun appeared clear and the crumbling walls were resurrected.
Everything resembled the city in some parallel beautiful way. It was the most
gorgeous thing I had ever seen.


“‘My God. What is this
technology? What do you want for it?’


“‘Oh, but I want to give you more
than this. I want to give you the recipe.’


“‘Yes, yes. Name your price.”


“‘Well, it is very costly … rumour
has it you may have tickets out of town?’


“So the vile deal was done. By
the next morning we were given a barrel of the wretched paint and told to paint
every window of the house. We only painted the inside of the windows, so we
would attract no attention from those outside. It was unholy stuff: until it
was painted on it was blood red and smelt sickly sweet. Two servants vanished
that night. I do not know the recipe, but people vanished in those days, for
many reasons. 


“As I painted, my eyes cried at
the sight: it was entrancing brilliance. The city seemed a glorious miracle
when we saw it through our windows, a maddening deception: the world’s purest
lie. When it was done, we owned the most magnificent view in the entire world.


“You know, I sometimes think
everything was worth it to see that view, it made me happier than anything. It
seemed so pure, so real, just the idea that such a perfect world could exist
made the suffering bearable. But a lie that helps us through the day is still a
lie. 


“We finished the whole house and
the Master was delighted. ‘Now finally I can paint a scene worth painting. Let
the world rot outside! Their rainy days are our sunny days.’ The train left and
the last inhabitants had the choice between a long walk
or to stay and weather the storm. We stayed.


“The curse grew deeper and the
remaining people began to die. Only the diseased remained with no more than a
handful of healthy and even they seemed infected with some hysterical madness.
Weird creatures appeared amongst the rubble of the town with a hatred of the
people, but I never saw them, for windows displayed them as children to us. 


“Those windows are devious, never
trust them. We saw through the window a woman on a swing, but we discovered in
reality she had hung herself. ‘Our house always looks on the bright side now,
damn it!’ laughed the Master.


“Despite falling in love with his new windows, the
Master was not content. His paintings could not capture the deep beauty. His
servants crept away to escape the dying town and when the plague entered the
people of the house, he threw them into the street. The house fell into a state
of disrepair.


“‘Curse
this house. I finally get a landscape worth painting and the building collapses
around me.’


“‘We could still leave sir. We
can paint the glass anywhere.’


“‘Haha. I have a much finer idea.’


“The Master had a pair of reading
glasses that he refused to wear, but he dipped them into the paint and when he
put them on he squealed with childish delight. ‘Now finally! Everything is as
it should be.’ He was happy for the first time in his life. He greeted the last
few miserable servants in the corridors. He began to like painting the magical
windows, yet his pictures were nothing like what I saw. In front of him would
be the calm lie the windows told, yet on his canvas were pictures of horror. He
produced the most eerie and death-filled scenes, but he declared them
‘masterpieces of tranquillity’. 


“Outside the ground became soft
like flesh and ebbed disgusting liquids. A smell came from the rottenness at
the centre of the world. The plague covered everything. The last civilians and
remaining servants left the town. Samuel and I only stayed because I was
heavily pregnant. I don’t think anyone else in the town could have stayed. The
sight of the town seemed to give those outside self-destructive tendencies.
‘Never mind,’ said the Master, ‘I don’t think I need quite so many servants
anymore.’ Samuel bolted all the doors and windows so no one would pass through
until it was safe.


“Despite his upbeat nature, the
Master still moaned of the intolerable smell.


“‘There is nothing we can do,
your Grace.’


“‘Pah. You are so negative. There
is an obvious solution.’ He dipped his hand into the paint and smeared below
his nostrils. The effect seemed to elate him, and to Samuel’s horror he went on
to smear it on his eyes, tongue and ears.


“‘There, see,’ said the grinning
Master, throwing away the glasses. ‘All solved. Will you not take some too?’ He
reached out to smear the paint on Samuel, but Samuel backed off. 


“‘With your Grace’s permission, I
will decline.’


“The poor conditions gave us
sores and lost us strength, but the Master took the worst of it. He stank as he
never again washed or changed his clothes. He went about the mansion cheerfully
asking for the servants who had long ago made their escape and praising them
for their worthiness. He talked about imaginary grand events in town he wished
to attend and how he had fulfilled his dream to be an artist. The house fell
into terrible disorder, but he did not even know.


“One day we discovered him lying
on the filth of the floor; he had found some rotten meat, covered in larvae and
he was chewing into it heartily. ‘The best I have ever had. Congratulate Cookie.’
He never stopped smiling, and used to fall to the ground in hysterical laughing
fits. He kept trying to convince us to put the paint into our eyes; he
explained how the paint took away the world’s troubles. His state got worse
over the months, there were many more horrible things the Master did, but I do
not wish to repeat them. He was a devil. He had his fun.


The Master got the plague and, of
course, he could not see it. So we decided he must go. Samuel told the Master
the government was to award him for his achievements in art, and he must go to
the capital at once for the ceremony.


“‘But of course. I must not be
late. Have my horse and carriages ready.’”


At this point Mother put her head
in her hands and it was a battle to get the rest of the story out of her.
“Samuel unfastened all the locks and unbolted the door. For the first time in
months we saw the outside. Oh God, I would rather die than open the doors
again. Just that vision of misery and horror almost drove me to kill myself.
The entire world had collapsed! We live in hell. We are the damned, my child.
There is no doubt we are the only living humans left in the world. 


“The sky had caught fire and
flaming tongues licked above us. The moon seemed to have fallen low in the sky
and melted with tears of rock down its face. A fierce wind tore up everything
with a hateful shrieking noise. All the houses had crumbled and only our
superior masonry survived. All the trees had collapsed and brown viscous rain
pounded the land. The ground was neither solid nor liquid, but was an ooze that
contained legions of tiny worms and insects. The boils infested the entire
surface as well as the outer stonework of our house and seemed to spawn animal-like
moving parts, teeth and feelers. Every sense was burned by the offensive aura
of the outside. There was a definite knowledge that a malevolent conscious
power could see us and had a deep hatred for us.”


Mother cried and wailed as she
brought to light this long archived pain. “Samuel and I were paralysed by the
scene. ‘I must not be late for the ceremony,’ said the Master, pushing his way
past us and out into the nightmare. The weakness of the plague seemed not to
dampen him. He tripped and fell in the wind and mud. The boils carnivorously
reached up to claim him but he was uncaring as he made his way towards his
promised prize.


“The image seemed to have broken
Samuel and I closed the door. The tranquillity of our view returned. We saw
those children come out of the buildings and follow the Master’s trail. He was
an evil man.


“I had to snap Samuel out of his
trance, but he was never really right again. I made a pact with him never to
expose ourselves to the outside again. I attached many bolts to the doors and
windows. I knew then that the time of healing would never come and I cursed
myself for staying, but I fancied those that ran may not have fared better.


“He used to stare out at the
beautiful view, muttering strange things, remembering what lay beyond. He
talked in his sleep; he stopped eating. He no longer wanted to live and died
shortly after. So I was on my own with you. The house got more decrepit and our
bodies became ruins. Some parts of the house began to crack, as if they would
crumble like the other houses, I bolted up those rooms until we were left with
just our little wing.


“You are the only thing that kept
me sane between the madness of the truth and the madness of the beauty. Many
years have passed and I don’t like to think about outside … don’t go outside …
never look out. You won’t be able to live happily here if you see the outside.
All that is important is that you survive and be happy with what you have. That
is all that matters now. In the end, I decided I would board up all the windows
to see nothing. I think it is best; otherwise you will try to go outside. The
windows are wicked; they want to trick you; they lie about everything and they
even lie in the sounds they make. It was one of the hardest things I had to do,
but a wanted lie is ten times more harmful than an unwanted one.” 


A few months later my mother
died. Her note was simple, she loved me and my best chance was without her. 


With the
grand house to myself, I took down the boards from the windows and looked through the glass
toward the outside. It was stunning. It made it worth the disease and the
loneliness. It must be counterfeit, for I have never heard of anyone ever
living for a view. I noticed, year on year, the view change in subtle ways: in
colour, or a building vanished. It changed all the time. Sometimes I wondered
if mother had lied, if life really was like that outside. Then I found the
paint. 


Everything except the view was
wretched. The house was dying and occasionally shook so I retreated to a
smaller area. In response to a groan from some deep part of the house I would
patrol with a knife, looking for an intruder or beast, but I always found
nothing. Behind every door I opened I suspected some horror, but found nothing.
As every piece of preserved food began to go bad, and as I became lonelier,
only my mother’s stories kept me inside.








I
sat in the Master’s plush chair, looking out at the night’s view; this was the
best way to pass the years. Sometimes I would paint a shard of glass and I
would turn it over in my hand, admiring how my flesh appeared. Moving closer to
the window, I looked for a scratch or a missed spot to peer through. All I saw
was the lush city in the night’s gentle breeze. The view from my house is worth
dying for. I love it as a child loves a parent.


I went downstairs to get my rations.
When I looked up I was gripped with the paralysis of shock. A dirty yellow
curtain covered the glass door and on it was a silhouette of a man, framed by
the moonlight. 


He stood unmoving, lifeless and
solid. I went over the bizarre scenario in my mind, “… there is a man waiting
on the other side of the door”. For a long while I could do nothing. The
reality hit me: someone had come to see me. I had imagined this situation so
many times for years, but now my visitor was here. I had never spoken to anyone
but Mother. I had not seen a human face for too long. 


Hope filled me. This is what I
had always wanted; this is what the recovery of the world would look like. I
knew that the glass was tricky, it could be anything on the other side, but all
signs were good. Perhaps it was a scout of some far away civilisation. He had
come to tell me that I was to go outside and rebuild my life with other people,
friends and loves. I could touch the outside that I had always seen. My mind
went wild with hope: maybe it was Father. I knew I had to be cautious, but
anyone would be welcome, even a looter. His utter stillness dampened this hope
a little.


I waited for him to move. I
waited for him to show some sign of interest, but he did nothing. He stood with
fixed confidence at the door. For ten minutes we both waited. I dared not stir,
lest I give away my presence. It was so strange he did not move. Slowly my hope
turned to worry. He was unnaturally tranquil. I had only read books on how
people acted, but I never knew people to act like this. The worry fell into a
deeper panic.


There was just the silence of night-time
and the creaks from the old house. I thought about the knife in the kitchen. Despite
the curtain shielding me, I feared he might sense me if I were to move. It was
a burning gale out there and this man just stood in it. He did not even seem to
breathe. I do not know how much longer passed.


Then, after an age of silent
stillness, he slowly raised a silhouetted hand and tapped sharply on the window,
three distinct times.


There was a pause, and then the
same three-beat tap came again. Then it repeated over and over, that sharp
clockwork knocking. There was no variety; it just recurred. I stood waiting for
some other human sign. Uncaring there was no answer, he kept tapping: tens of
knocks became hundreds; I waited, and hundreds became thousands. It was
maddening. I had to do something.


I descended the stairs. I slowly
reached for the curtain. I readied myself for any reaction from him and I
pulled it back. On the other side of the glass stood a handsome man, much
taller than me. He was of course perfect, but his eyes were entirely circular,
I knew he could see me but he did not look down at me, he just stared straight ahead
and kept on knocking. He had a subtle smile on his face. He did not blink or
contort his features; he was like a perfect waxwork statue. His right hand kept
knocking while his left stayed in his pocket. The glass only lied to improve
the beauty, sometimes subtly, sometimes totally, but he just stared ahead mildly
amused.


I had expected any reaction, but no reaction came;
it was as if I had no existence. I waited, but he continued the beat. “What
do you want?” But I knew he could
not hear. I tried knocking back. I tried to wave at him, but the minutes passed
and he was unrelenting in his hammering. He was independent of any action on my
part. I lost all hope; this was not a herald from a rebuilt world. 


Then
my breathing became chaotic and I thought I would pass out: the fear was like
iced metal in my windpipe. He could see my panic, but did nothing. Maybe I
should open the door and face the horror, or maybe I should go out the back and
flee. Maybe I should just ignore the maddening tapping and carry on as before.
I cursed the windows.


He sustained the knocking,
staring past me. For another half an hour he continued. I knew he would never
leave or get tired. Each beat was of three syllables “open, the, door; open,
the, door”. A panic tightened in my chest. I stared at that thing trying to
gain entry. Perhaps I could work out what he was from clues.


I remembered Mother’s description
of the outside. I could not see how a man can act in such a way in that harsh
environment. I could not think what kind of creature is so lifeless and cares
nothing about the danger it is in. What creature acted in such a way?


I went to the kitchen for the
knife, but I found myself throwing up in the sink. I cannot afford to pass out.
The outside would come through the door. I grabbed my knife and considered the
consequences of threatening him, but all else had been done, except opening the
door. I came back and pointed the shaking knife at him. There was still no
response. I looked at him. I looked to see if he would blink. One minute passed
and he did not blink, then two, then three. His eyes were perfect circles in
perfect circles.


I ran my hands through my hair.
All there is to do is open the door and the door must not be opened. That is
what it expects; that is what it wants. I can think of no creature or man like
the one that has come to my door to demand entry. 


In a fit of panic I ran up the
stairs to the furthest reachable part of the house. I sat in a foetal position
in the bath. I closed the door, but I could still hear the thumping. The front
door glass is exceptionally thick, so why could I hear the slight tapping like
it was drumbeats? I closed my eyes and covered my ears but the knocks just kept
coming. “Open, the, door, open, the, door.” It was just me in the
darkness and the noise. My heartbeat matched the rhythm; the blood in my ears
swelled. The long-awaited communication from the outside had come, begging me
to open the door that had been shut for decades. 


I am unsure how many hours I
spent in that position; maybe even some days, but I dared not make any
movement. Hours are so cheap to lose here. I passed the time, by counting the
knocks and running over the deep numbing fear.


Opening
my eyes I cried in self-pity. There was no one to run to, to tell about the
fear, no safe place. I wished for Mother; I wished she had not gone. She was so
feeble, but it would have been so much better. I do not know why it had to be
like this. The books did not talk of life like this. 


In my mind I went over the
hopelessness of my situation; it was becoming more and more apparent. Even if I
did manage to send the thing away, I would always fear it. Maybe I should wait
in this rotting house for it to leave, then I could die peacefully alone, but
that thing would not go, not until I opened the door. I decided I would escape
out the back. Surely the whole world had not been covered in darkness? And if
it had, was it not better to die? I would run the risk. Somewhere there must
still be people.


I scrambled out of the bath and put whatever food I
could find into a bag. I picked up my collection of keys. I ran down the
stairs, past the image of the knocking man, through the kitchen and to the back
door. I took the time to undo all the locks and bolts. My hands shook. The keys
were not sorted and every lock was rusty, but finally I felt the sharp click as
the door came loose. I breathed deeply and put my fingers to the handle. It was
so cold. I looked out at the beautiful day I was about to walk into. Maybe I
would open the door and it would all be real.


I waited and I waited. I could
not do it. Too much training stopped me. Too much fear in Mother’s face. I had
always understood the outside was hell, but I had not believed it until now. I
realised the knocking had ceased, the relieving silence surrounded me and I
stood motionless in new hope. I saw the visitor approach
out of the night from the back garden, walking with brisk speed, and I instantly
bolted the door. It almost reached for the handle, but then it began to bang
the door harder in the same, familiar rhythm. It appeared as if it was knocking
lightly but the door shook with the inhuman force of its gentle knocks.


I fell to my knees in front of it
and clutched the knife to my chest. I prayed to the old god for the first time.
I wanted anything to hope for.


It still did not look at me. The
thumping seemed to shake the whole house in an angry, incoherent way. I now saw
I could never face the outside and I could never face the knocking man. I could
never face those other creatures. I was not ready. I never want to see outside.
I just want to be happy. I do not deserve this. I am meant to see fields and
trees. The door shook. I did not think the door could withstand those gentle
knocks for long and the thing would knock forever.


I put down my knife for it was useless to me. I went
back to the base of the mirror and the waiting paint tin. All the while I heard
the rhythm of the creature’s assault. I picked up the tin of paint and I poured
its contents all over my face, eyes and into my open mouth. As I wiped at my
eyes, the house finally appeared to me as it was in its prime, in a flood of
brilliant colour and lights. I was filled with optimism and I saw how foolish I
had always been. 


The knocking seems more inviting than fearful.


I will go outside now.

































THE JUDGE














I felt a fantastic pride as I
took my friend to see our system of law. No other civilisation can boast a
method as solid and consistent. 


“You’ll love it. I am still
impressed even after the twenty times I’ve been here.”


“Sure, I know,” said Melanie.


“You could seem a little more
excited. I promise the Judge will be spectacular.”


“It’ll be fun, I know, but I just
want this whole thing over with.”


“Don’t keep worrying, it doesn’t
make any sense. Junior will know. We’ll have a great time.”


The west entrance to the
Judgement Room is winding and hard to find. We laughed at our ineptitude as we
took wrong turns, bumbling into rooms full of clerks, who were tired of the
need to shoo away tourists and students. With difficulty we eventually found
the courtroom and two jovial guards relieved us of our tickets. When we entered
I looked to see Melanie’s reaction, but she wasn’t looking at the Father Judge.
She was looking at the clockwork chair in the centre of the room. I admit, the
machine is impressive, but not as impressive as the Judge.


The Great Powers had never let
the Judge retire from his esteemed position because of his success and their
affection for him. His profession had become an academic matter; the
responsibility was ceremonial, ever since Junior owned the courtroom. Near the
opposite wall, at the peak of a lofty, ornate pillar, the embalmed Judge rested
on his stone seat. His face was stern and unmoved by emotion. He still wore his
spectacles, which seemed black in the shade of his cowl. His arms were outstretched
forwards, towards us. His ceremonially long, black robes spread around the
walls of the courtroom like wings and downwards so that they became grand
curtains for the pedestal below.


The machine, or “Junior” as he was affectionately called, took up
the best part of the courtroom. He was kept in the best condition possible,
shining from zealous cleaning, but sadly brown with rust in his extremities.
The machine was made up of too many complex parts to describe in full. His
steel organs of pipes, cogs, levers and rubber strips protruded outwards with
bizarre geometry, surrounding the central chair on which the accused would sit.


Many wires and conveyor belts
connected Junior to a large metal box behind the chair. This allowed the chair to
communicate with the bulk of Junior’s body, located under the city. This box
was itself of room-size proportions and hinted at the elaborate matrix of
complex clockwork below our feet.


“But look … look at the Judge,” I
said.


“Where is he?”


“Up there.”


She looked up foolishly,
open-mouthed. “You said he was embalmed?”


“Hmm?”


“He’s all rotten.”


I looked up for a closer
inspection. “No, no, he is just old. He was old when he passed away, you know.”



By order of Junior, the courtroom
had been painted with bright red and yellow stripes and decorated with black
and white flowers, to make the grim process seem a little jollier. The room was
outstandingly lofty to convey the humility of the stature of the lesser human
players. Grand old paintings of the ancient stories and old rulings hung
sporadically up the elongated wall and the uppermost pictures were almost out
of sight. The chamber was not wide, but the space remained efficiently full. On
the other three walls overlooked by the judge were the tiered seats, created so
long ago that they were wooden. The entrances were in the corners, where modest
administrators and guards congregated. In the chamber’s centre was Junior,
patient when resting – and inexhaustible when working. 


Melanie squeezed my hand and I
rewarded her by explaining the room’s grand history. I pointed at the
magistrate as he entered. He was ceremonially essential and functionally
useless. He sat down regally within the pedestal directly under the Father
Judge. 


We took our places in the stalls,
densely packed with people who smiled at us as fellow connoisseurs of the law.
As I had predicted, Melanie was struggling in the heat emanating from Junior’s
lower body. The magistrate gave a speech in an arcane language, which I alone
amongst the spectators understood. 


Melanie leaned over to me, “What
did he say?” I shushed her now the trial had started. He continued the dialogue
without pause, even as the prisoner entered. The convict wore the appropriate
attire and was carried by the guards, who were dressed in their handsome red
suits. They unlocked Junior and forced the prisoner down, shackled his hands
and tied his head against a black metal plate. Uncountable pipes, cogs and
wires barred the convict within the machine and his power. Junior’s fantastic
devices of torture and pleasure stood motionless in front of the accused, ready
to deliver the full range of human emotions as appropriate. 


Junior had to compute the
evidence, taking into account all social and economic factors, and then make an
assessment as the only “tier of fact”, in a way that no human had authority to
do. Using the most contemporary technology of mechanics at his disposal, the
Father Judge had hollowed out a three-kilometre cubic area under the city to
put together the most magnificent computer ever made. The machine consisted of
fifty-eight million cogs, ranging in size from a quarter of a kilometre, to a
tenth of a millimetre in diameter. Philosophers have argued that such a complex
machine may contain consciousness, and radical thinkers even say some of the
Judge’s personality may be subtly embedded between the links of those cogs.


Attached to Junior were two
typewriters to input information. Two lawyers sat in front of these and
prepared to pedal while typing furiously. They were not powering the whole of
Junior, only the chair. Many powerful coal factories are required to power the
sprawling subterranean machine and thus he created employment for a tenth of
the entire city’s workforce. 


When the magistrate finished his
speech, Junior’s role began. The lawyers pedalled and Junior rose to life
around the prisoner. Such was the friction in the cogs and wheels that despite
their intense effort the chair moved slowly, as though in deep contemplation. The
machine began to run its fingers over the convict’s flesh and bits of the chair
rotated in and out of sight. Dozens of concave plates unfolded and sheathed the
prisoner so that he was partially covered, his face completely so.


“What is it doing?”


I reluctantly whispered, “Well,
every single movement the prisoner makes is monitored by the machine. It’s ingenious.”


Because the machine has to
monitor the accused, Junior cannot allow him to move, not even the tips of his
fingers. All senses are blocked to stimuli, until the machine wants to sense
his reaction to a chosen piece of evidence or to question him. Even his
physical breathing must be somewhat sedated. It is natural to struggle under
such a circumstance, but the forced stillness of the prisoner always comes
across as tranquil. The machine can administer balms and injections to calm the
prisoner, or alternatively give him a touch of something to sensitise him to
the punishment.


The chief clerk’s role was to
translate all the machine’s technical wisdom into phrases a human can identify
with. He was a little man in the latest fashionable black suit and cravat
similar to my own. His skin was reddened from a heat rash and had the texture
of an orange. His plump face told of an absolute devotion to speed and
practicality. He was the bottleneck in the whole process and he knew it. I had
seen this chief clerk before and knew how fast he spoke out of necessity. He
faced the magistrate and bowed.


“Junior requests vital
statistics.” 


The magistrate took a two-second
pause to cement his own importance and then nodded. The little man took a pack
of prepared punch cards and fed them into the machine, supplying all the
obvious information Junior always needs: the defendant’s name, the witnesses,
the summons, the crime, the dates and so on. This was a repetition of what was
fed in days earlier.


The machine hesitated and then
disgorged a four metre stream of paper. On it were instructions, but not a
single letter of our common alphabet, rather a machine’s language. The little
twitchy clerks, who had previously been inconspicuous, scurried out and
gathered up the scroll jealously. They retreated back to a table and began
busily translating it, like soothsayers bent over entrails. The chief clerk
hurried them impatiently, and then, having approved the first part, ran up to
the magistrate, bowed, and announced: 


“Junior requests a witness …”


The witnesses were called and
their statements typed into Junior, who replied with a stream of paper. He spat
out shorter sets of instructions, only to be understood when cross-referenced
with all previous instructions. The delay meant three or four lines of
questioning needed to be kept up simultaneously, but of course this was little
trouble for Junior. The machine wished to cross-examine the defendant. 


“Do you feel let down by
society?” asked the chief clerk, but the defendant gave no response. This was
expected and common. The defendant must certainly be able to hear and the
machine knew the true answer by calculating a heart irregularity or a body
temperature change. The machine does not eat lies. 


 “Where were you on—” 


The machine gave a sudden angry
jerk of one of its protruding limbs, creating a sensational grating noise.
Melanie let out a squeak of shock, but I knew better. The chief clerk, who was
used to such things, was not put off for long. He checked, out of curiosity, to
see if the accused was injured or affected in any way, then carried on.


“—the day before the incident?”


Junior industriously printed more
and more questions to satisfy the insatiable curiosity. He seemed reasonable in
his questions. You always thought, “I wonder if …” and just then the machine
would ask it. Many of the queries got spontaneous applause, much to the
annoyance of the professionals present. You could see how Junior combined the
adversarial and inquisitorial systems; occasionally you could hear the voice of
the prosecution or defence echo through the printed notes.


Melanie sagged under the dense
industrial heat as the trial went on; however, at times she leaned forward
enthralled, for more empathetic than academic reasons. I enjoyed the engaging
spectacle all the more for my education, but felt sorry for her lowly
upbringing.


The judgement could come at any time,
but I felt the trial was now reaching its climax. The lawyers kept pedalling
despite the pitiless temperature and their exhaustion, but Junior stopped
moving. The machine would now give his judgement upon the accused. No sentence
would be pronounced; the chair would merely perform and release.


The cogs began to reanimate and I
could tell the machine was pulling together his destructive power. There was a
thoughtful groan and some pieces of metal moved, to no immediate purpose. The
punishment was so swift it made us all jump in our seats. I tried to see if he
was still alive, but the machine gave him privacy. Melanie screamed and put her
head to my shoulder.


“You promised. You promised.”


I quickly sought the silver
lining. “He must be guilty.” I tried to quiet her because all the respectable people
were looking.


Junior seemed to be still for
several minutes, then we realised he was caving in on himself with incredible
slowness. The machine printed out a receipt for the criminal’s family to take
home.









On the train back, I made a
valiant attempt at cheering her. I pointed at the view: Junior had decreed a
regulation that all the power plants put chemicals in their smoke to make them
bright and colourful. Each company had a trademark colour and at the right time
of day offered an improvement on the fabled rainbows. Despite my efforts, she
would not stop being critical of Junior, to the embarrassment of our fellow
passengers. Melanie made no attempt to look at me when she spoke.


“I can’t believe it. Didn’t you
see how Junior didn’t even ask anything important?”


“His mind does not work like
ours. You can’t measure him on what a human would do because no human is
logical. It’s best to move on.”


“I’m really confused. Didn’t you
think it was horrific?”


“Don’t worry. That’s the textbook
reaction.”


I could understand her
disappointment. When the Father Judge had built Junior, he was perfectly suited
for the demographics. As the people thrived under his laws the population grew.
Now it was overrun with waiting convicts and, of course, no one had the wisdom
any more to put together a second machine. We had been six years waiting for
the disappointment of the trial’s outcome.


When we entered her apartment,
the thin composure dissolved. She knelt face down on her bed in weeping and
hysterics, squealing nonsense that barely contained a whole sentence. I waited;
of the fragments I heard I refrained from correcting. I gathered much of it was
based on her personal feelings toward the criminal.


When she had emptied every thought
she owned, her melting face turned, requiring my attention. “You just stand
there? You think he deserved that?”


“I would not judge anyone,” I
said tactfully. “But the system does, and has never been wrong,” I said
truthfully. Questions wanting confrontation, not truth, filled the room with
disjointed noise. I realised I had been a fool to indulge myself. I did not
compound my mistake with more honesty, because it was healthier to humour her
with false arguments. Over some hours I tried subtly to calm her, but she would
not listen.


 “Why didn’t Junior question this witness? What
relevance were the things it did ask … ?” She would not stop talking about this
one trial. We went over the evidence again and again. She thought she could do
better than Junior. It took hours to vent out all her rage and misery, until
the squall quietened to resignation and sullenness.


During the following days her
emotive, but understandable response became calmer. She developed a useful
curiosity about the machine and began reading my books. This new attitude led
on to deep conversations about what cogs did what, how the underground
labyrinth was set up and how the machine monitors itself. I was happy to mentor
her. I deeply wanted to give her a chance to correct her broken schooling. She
was a difficult pupil, but this was my territory, so here I had a deep supply
of patience.


We reviewed the technology of
clockwork, the modal maths of cogs, the philosophy of ethics, the humanity of
law, the politics of the administration, the history of the system’s origins,
the logic of truth statements, the engines that gave power and the architecture
that cradles it all. We went through every school of reasoning: the empirical,
inductive and deductive and every mode of logic from the symbolic to fuzzy. She
posed questions, some reasoned, some emotive. For most questions I had an
answer and for the few I did not, I knew there had to be one. 


We even took the opportunity to
study the similar food processing machine that was, of course, named “Senior”.
Senior’s design was inferior to Junior’s sophistication, but it was built by
the same company and as such the two machines had striking similarities.
Senior’s job was simple, but enormous. It had to process all the sub-creatures
and mushrooms to feed the entire city. It was the tallest building by far. If
you stood motionless, you could sense how its grinder made the city tremble
ever so slightly.


The motives for Melanie’s study
never escaped me: she believed the criminal was innocent and the machine had
made a mistake. On this point I was happy to dispel any myth. She was playing
games and wanted to prove her desired reality, no matter the evidence. This
weakness took the outward appearance of occasional confrontations. It was
unwise to bring this unconscious axiom to her attention; however, on occasions
my frustration took hold. “Tell me honestly; is it that you believe the criminal to be innocent, or
you want him to be innocent?”


She tightened her lips at the
question. “Tell me honestly, do you believe, or want Junior to never make a
mistake? How do you know he can’t be
wrong?” She asked that question yet again in identical words and emphasis as
she had six times before.


In my calmest voice I repeated
the familiar information in a new way. “It is important to remember that Junior
has two outlets: one is the Parliament, where the great powers query him on the
law, and the other is in the courtroom, where he tries and convicts criminals.
The Father Judge built him to never need repairs, but he also designed many
safeguards. Junior is intended to monitor himself. The monitoring in turn
monitors itself. Nothing is left to chance and nothing can ever change. Every
month he prints a report to parliament that details the logic behind cases and
gives the authority for repairs. To change the process, or Junior’s clockwork,
one has to file an application through Junior, the highest tier of authority,
and it is a testament to the Judge’s design that repair has never been needed.
If there ever was a problem, which there isn’t, Parliament would know.” 


“I see.” The two words were
saturated with dissatisfaction. I prepared for the pointless follow-up
questions. Despite her confusion, I think even the half-knowledge of the
monitoring helped to comfort her greatly. It meant the machine had never
condemned an innocent, whether she accepted it or not.


I bought Melanie a beautiful new
book for her birthday, on how the personality of the Father Judge had
positively affected the building of Junior. I found her in bed, sickly and
feverish. When I asked what was wrong she tried to dismiss her condition, but
her voice sounded deflated and my suspicions were instant.


“Sorry, I need some time alone.
I’m just a little unwell.”


“What’s the matter?” I said,
holding her. “What’s wrong? What can I do?”


“Just tired … You just need to
give me a little time to rest up.”


 Around her she had stacks of my books in which
she had scribbled in the most childish and disrespectful fashion. I ignored
this due to her state of health. My presentation of the new book did not seem
to produce much joy. Over the week I saw her spiral downwards. She lost
interest and confidence in the workings of the machine and when I tried to
reaffirm her faith in Junior, she feigned unconvincing agreement. I took back my
books and laboriously erased the criticisms she had scrawled, taking time away
from much more useful occupations. 


I worried in case she was
repeating past transgressions against me and it was her conscience that drained
her spirit. I could see apprehension in her eyes whenever I entered her room.
She never refused to see me, but I knew she was keen to be rid of my presence
as soon as politeness allowed. I made many attempts to coax or gently force a
confession, but she was clogged with her damaging secret. 


She let loose a thought one day:
“Would it be possible to be tried by another means than Junior?”


I turned to her, perhaps too
sharply. I saw the terror in her features. “Why?
Why would anyone want to?”


“I just wondered. Of course not.”



“If you have humans do it they
would bias it with their mistakes and prejudices. Why would you ask that? Who
wants to be tried, and for what?” 


I had played the game too
strongly and she would give me nothing more but apologies. 


Slowly her logic gave way and in
textbook paranoid fashion she began to talk of people acting against her. She
refused to go out to any event, stayed in bed thirteen hours a day and still
would not tell me why. I noticed she had a strange dread of the law. The only
hints she gave to her malady’s root was some babbled nonsense about a fear for
her life.


Out of pure worry I broke open
her drawer, while she slept, with the intention of reading her diary. The moral
dubiousness of the situation was settled when I saw how deep her fantasy
extended. I lost my ignorance of her warped nature. On the day of our visit to
the courtroom she had written: 








“I have been
crying all day. Michael is dead and all Pascal can say is how he must be guilty
and explain how wonderful it is that Michael is dead. I don’t know what to
believe. I feel so defeated. I saw that Judge that Pascal has always obsessed
over. He was like some demonic black bat, spanning across the courtroom,
festering in the boiling heat. His arms extended in awe of his own
achievements. Both him and his Junior are not worth my Michael.”








She then continued to descend
into an unhealthy description of the punishment and her sympathies. She never
mentioned the order the retribution would bring to society. I skipped ahead to
her learning of the process. She kept a detailed log, cutting holes in our
system with her rambling criticism and unfounded insults. 


I discovered that she had gone to
visit those survivors who had been maimed by the machine: 








“As I came
to the front of the queue the nurse took my ticket and showed me the vast
warehouse, arranged in orderly fashion with display cases full of the reduced
people. There was a storeroom for every year and within each one stretched the
corridors of glass cabinets. Everyone got a three-metre cabinet and these were
stacked on top of each other, extending in every direction into diminishing
perspective.


Each
one was an educational exhibit with a little plaque underneath detailing their
narrative. Sightseers clustered around the new exhibits, which were the best
for news and gossip, but I preferred the quiet areas, away from the crowds. 


Junior
had made peculiar choices on what was appropriate to remove, cut or twist for
their crimes. Some were mostly whole and others I had difficulty understanding
what I was looking at. They were worthy of pity and kindness.


The
hen-like nurses were tender to them, waiting on them hand and foot. They
explained how anyone who had lain in Junior’s arms owed society nothing. They
were not here as punishment, this was merely their new occupation, to school
the society in the law, for which they received their modest salary. They now
enjoyed a half celebrity status, because every crime was a little moral yarn,
in which they played the leading role. 


I
could not deny the poor creatures their desires to relate their stories. Every
one of them was desperate to confess their crimes to me through the glass …”








She had glued in a testimony,
written in a sad, damaged scrawl, mostly illegible:








“… I am a
sinner, but put in a word to them Great Powers for me. Never lose your way …


… Junior let me hear and I listened to
someone saying how I had been of exemplary help to the authorities during my
unfortunate case, and he gave me a pinch in reassurance. Then my hearing
stopped and I just lay there while he looked into me …”








A deep repulsion came over me as
I read how Melanie had done the unthinkable. Driven by the sentiment to prove
the criminal innocent, she had decided to do what no one else had ever done. 


There had long been a
subconscious concern about Melanie. My peers had always given me caveats about
my closeness to the girl who was “a little wrong”. Her parents had been
extremists and fanatics. I do not like to share this, because I believe in the
power of the individual and she did not choose that history. In many ways it
was a relief that her parents died before Junior had a chance to talk to them,
but they had already planted their root in her.


It is for philosophy to decide
whether the criminality in her family was of genes or upbringing, but I believe
it was ignorance that corrupted her morals. Her parents never allowed her
essential exposure to the educators, instead relating their own human ideas. I
had always felt her shame when she threw an asinine statement among my friends
in debate, and I had to cut the silence. 


Our educators had laid down the
law to us, so we did not need to go down to see the workings of the machine
because we had that knowledge. Everyone had always had that self-restraint and
Junior’s guards had long ago been disbanded as they had never had to deflect
anyone. All the useless entrances had been sealed, except the one for the
sad day of Junior’s retirement.
Then it had been forgotten, except by people like me, and she had played
me well.


 Experts had debated this machine their whole
lives and still considered themselves undeserving to descend into its belly for
investigation. Also, they had the Father Judge’s old diagrams and Junior’s
diagnostics. It was of vital importance that no one was allowed into Junior’s
structure, lest they corrupt the workings, so no one had gone down there for a
century. Melanie alone had decided that she should have such an honour as to
pass judgement on the machine, based solely on her need to prove a dead
criminal’s innocence.








“If you
discover this, I hope I am deceased. If I am living, I beg of you not to read
on. But no matter the outcome, for now I live in misery.


Under
the disused power plant I found the basement staircase and I descended the
six-hundred stairs to visit Junior, the murderer. 


When
I came to the bottom of the stairwell I found a great, ornamental chamber. My
oil-lamp barely dispelled the ancient dark, so that I could not tell the exact
dimensions. The familiar heat was choking and a misty pollutant stole the air.
I saw every decadent embellishment was covered with decades of filth. I passed
dusty, symbolic murals and statues displaying mythical happenings. Some showed
the time of legendary vertebrates and plants and others showed their
replacements created through genetics: the sub-creatures. I almost turned back
when I found bodies of the old guards, dressed in their extravagant uniforms,
but I could not abandon poor Michael, as everybody else had.


There
was a fetid stench; this and the poor oxygen seemed to amplify the heat’s
draining power. The dry, grubby heat sucked the breath out of me. Debris and
ruins lay everywhere. If the hall was in such disrepair I worried about the
state of the machine itself. The darkness, loneliness, silence and stench began
to tell on me. I saw tiny things scurrying away from my light and I could hear
sounds of scratching within the walls.


If
this was the entrance hall, I still had the sprawling dark labyrinth to trek
through before I reached the inner workings. To make progress I had to hack the
hinges off the great doors with a hammer, and when I walked through the
over-elaborate doorway, I felt I was no longer walking on the solid floor, but
on a sticky jelly. I reached up and touched the wall. Some gummy substance came
off in my hand, a brown and violet paste, like a syrupy coating on a spider’s
web. It caused a subtle burning sensation to my hand, as if it was being
twisted, though I could see no injury beyond a rash. The whole place stank of
the stuff: an alien chemical smell that penetrated everything.


The
lantern candle flickered worryingly as I walked down that vile corridor,
infested with the gunk and I had to be careful not to brush against the walls.
The scurrying sounds and the movements in the dark became amplified. As the
gunk on the floor got deeper and thicker, so my boots sank into it. It was only
the rumble of the machine up ahead, breaking up the silence, which forced me to
carry on. The final, giant, ooze-covered door took an hour to open. 


The
room beyond was so vast that, again, my tiny lantern could show me little. I
was on a large stone balcony with metal walkways stretching off it into
nothing. Either side of these walkways descended into a bottomless mesh of
gigantic clockwork mechanisms. Looking up and around I saw the infinity of the
machine stretching in every direction. There was a grating noise of broken
engines and a malevolent buzzing. Everywhere I looked, the jelly dripped
viscously.


I
walked forward and shone my light down into the workings. Age and the dripping
poison had destroyed everything. All around, the cogs had fallen and
disconnected. Some cogs twitched spasmodically, unable to perform their
original function due to a paralysing layer of slime. Few of the cogs seemed to
work at all.


Below
the noise of the aching machinery there was a scratching sound, louder than
before. I felt an itchiness on my leg and I looked down to see that some
two-dozen, tiny transparent insects had stealthily crawled onto me. I brushed
them off in disgust and saw that thousands of their fellows were on the floor
about me, crawling out of their nest. I staggered backwards, trampling on more
of the creatures. All about me the tiny parasites seeped. Their emotionless
focus was on the newcomer. I saw the nearest walls begin to move with their
multitudes. 


I
ran from that broken place. My lantern teased that it might extinguish and
leave me to perish in the death-black, boiling network of passages. In these
halls the scratching of the insects drowned out the machine’s aching groans and
I sensed how many surrounded me. When I looked down again I saw they had formed
a thick layer around my boots. 


Delusional
and burning, I stumbled madly through that maze. I finally reached the
ooze-free part of the hall and I was able to brush off the worst of the
horrors.


I
climbed the stairs in full darkness and only stopped when I felt safe enough to
tear off my clothes and remove any substance or insect that still clung to me.
I allowed myself the luxury of sinking to the stairs. In the dark of that
echoing shell I screamed and screamed, out of fear of what He would do to me.


I
returned home and fell onto my bed. I have no strength or courage left to fetch
the evidence. I am too afraid to go to the authorities. I fear the idiot
machine. I need to find some subtle way to alert the powers to this tragedy,
but no action is truly anonymous. I don’t say anything to him, lest I give something away. I am miserable, and the person I
would turn to for comfort has been eaten by that mad behemoth. I write this
only in the half hope it will be found.”








I put the diary down. She was
mad. I had long ago explained to her why damage to the machine was impossible.
Melanie had clearly forgotten that the machine self-monitors. At the first
invasion of a pollutant Parliament would be informed and they would have
removed the failure. However, she can
fail; we know this from experience. She is subject to emotion and she has
admitted tampering with the machine. The embarrassment would be great when they
have to ask Junior for an early diagnostic.


It was with great melancholy that
I handed the diary over to the city guard. They were gracious for my help. I
was glad my name was removed from all dealings of the sorry affair. I never saw
Melanie again, but I move on quickly. Although I feel sadness for her, one
cannot be responsible for other people’s failings.






























DEEP
STITCHES


 








Even
as a medical visitor the prison wardens had treated me with disrespect. They
had searched, questioned and delayed me repeatedly. Now they had asked me to
wait for my patient in his own cell and much longer than the “five minutes”
promised. Irritated by the authorities’ tardiness, I began to pace, but the
pastime soon ended when it inflamed aches in my chest and ankles. 


Looking over his cell gave temporary optimism at my relative fortune.
The steel room was as tall and narrow as an industrial chimney. Near the
ceiling the unsteady glow of a gas lamplight exposed the shame of his
accommodation. The fittings jealously took up precious floor space; only a lean
walkway remained for the occupant. He shared his cell with a mattress, a
sustenance syringe protruding from the wall, a broken mirror, his vacuum
lavatory and a hybrid desk–typewriter, for his admin as a defendant.


This patient was a former employee of mine and someone who I had reason
to treat unkindly. Dr Juste Elm had destroyed many lives for his own immediate
pleasures and mutilated my profession in its infancy. His fourteen misshapen
victims are among the most tortured creatures to walk our city. Much of the
blame for their suffering had fallen on my reputation.


I sat down at his desk and drummed my fingers as I considered my
regrettable decisions. I was conscious that I came here to do that devil a
genuine favour. This and other poor choices were soon to be amended and better
capitalised on. 


He wants a favour? In the time since my arrival my thoughts of goodwill
had turned to plans of the sharpest retribution within my unique medical
powers. A grieving mother or fresh amputee would look on him in pity. I wanted
to speak to him, deliver, finish with him, and forget him, until his obituary.








He had
turned up a week ago to ask this favour, a few months after the city prefects
had apprehended him. The recent disgraces to hit the industry, his not being
the least, had pressed our business to the brink of legal existence and
initiated a state of panic buying. 


On that day the authorities had chosen poor weather for the city. In the
chilly climate the colourful smog had congealed creating a cool sauna. It was
accompanied by a fleshy taste in the wind, confessing that tepid waste was
blowing in from the pastoral factories.


On the journey to my surgery, I had the usual five-man escort, for the
protesters. These campaigners are few but fanatical. Liberals and conservatives
stood among my enemies. Comfort being more valued than causes, a total of
three protesters were present today.


I entered the lift and asked for the top floor. In our business, image
is everything. From our ascending lift window the city’s grey towers formed a
valley that disappeared into marshy planes of smoke. Our neighbourhood was the
most sought after real estate and was covered with statues and fake plants.
Bridges criss-crossed the buildings, heavy with important pedestrians and
vehicles.


 On entering the lobby, the
clicking of many typewriters told that the company’s administrators had already
arrived. Mr Botts hurried up to greet me. “The morning appointment is waiting
for you in the consultancy room.” 


“It is acceptable for him to wait a little. His name again, please?”


“I don’t know. I don’t think he gave one.” 


Mr Botts was training to be Juste’s replacement, but he was better
suited around the typewriters. I keep him out of charity. If I were to squeeze
him a little harder, maybe I would get a little more out of him. 


Everything in the business must be clean; while this is not necessary,
clients are vulnerable to association. Their treatment is expensive and the
patients need to realise this. I would be happy to cut my overheads and pass on
the saving, but they have voted in the only way that matters. The rooms were
all made from the best fake wood and onyx, with embellishments orthodox to
medicine. 


I put on my traditional doctor’s uniform and ascended the stairs to the
consultancy room. This large office was decorated in a classical fashion. The
walls were hidden with simple soul diagrams, phrenological head sculptures, medical instruments from écraseurs to
trephines, fake skeletons of long-extinct creatures, paintings of the
great doctors and elderly academic books, all warmed by a grand fireplace. The
floor was empty save for my central desk. There were two doors, one to the
lobby and the other to the glass operating room. All was designed with an aura
of establishment: we are a young science and do not want to be associated with
quackery. 


The first client was waiting for me; sitting inanimate as I walked over
to be seated at my desk. He was a hatefully young male, maybe not yet twenty.
He wore a suit woven from other people’s money. Skinny and timid, he sat with
the hunch of one aspiring to be the beta male. He was the son of some faceless
merchant and had refused to give me any details, either by telegram or recorded
message. He kept his eyes on some invisible nothing on the floor. 


“Now, I have your papers round here somewhere. Ah yes … I see … yes. I’m
pleased to finally meet you, Mr Darl.” He had given a fake name, which was
childish, in light of what he was asking me to do. 


“Hello,” he said. 


There was a pause. To seem more personal, I took off my glasses. “So you
have some work for us, I hear?” 


“It’s embarrassing – the job I want.” 


“Everything is professional.” 


The young man shuffled his feet under the chair then broke open his
secret. “I want back my virginity. I did not lose it in a great way. It is my
biggest regret.” 


“I see.” He doubted me and I smiled to reassure him. “But of course.
Shame is very unnecessary.” I leaned forward and he retracted back. “She is
pretty, this new girl?” He gave a horrified look at my question. I asked
because customers usually like a little familiarity. “You understand the
process?” 


“A little.”


“You are aware there are three stages? The surveying is to be done
today.”


“Yes.” He lifted up his hand and waved a pamphlet. It was a rival’s, and
it pleased me that they still came to me, as founder of the profession.


“I understand there has been no medication taken for the past five
months?” 


“No.” 


“And no medical conditions?”


“None.”


“This is a radical step to take …” I gave him the usual medical spiel on
how intrusive it was. I warned him of every possible danger, even reminding him
of our past catastrophes. I wanted him to walk out if he was going to cause me
trouble.


His body language shouted that he wanted it over with. I buzzed Mr Botts
and the nurses to enter and dress the patient in a more clinical uniform. I
donned my medical rubber gloves and guided him over to the surgical glass room.


I allowed Mr Botts to perform the safety-valve tests. He monitored blood
pressure and the reflex arc. The results being acceptable, we could begin. 


At the centre of the glass office was a black granite slab on which
everything occurred. Around it were various metal drawers and scientific
instruments that would seem impressive to a layman. 


 “Lay on the table, please.” He
obeyed and the nurses pulled the seven immobilising straps across him. Although
no pain was involved, the weak sometimes panic in their sleep and movement
disturbs the process. 


Two of my keys opened the largest sealed drawer of the laboratory. The
tenants of this drawer are almost as expensive as the rest of the building
combined. This is where the science is and it is not for display. An uneducated
observer might see dynamic, grey sand within, but at closer scrutiny he would
perceive millions of spiders crawling over each other. Both of these immediate
impressions are incorrect. 


The surveyors are closest compared to spiders, but with a dozen
long thin legs and the absence of prosoma, abdomen and head. Each surveyor is
the volume of a grain of salt; its legs are a few centimetres long and are so
slender at their metatarsus that they are invisible. They are unable to
reproduce organically and are therefore not classed as living organisms. I
prepare them genetically. 


I scooped up a few thousand of these valuable creatures with a
specialist trowel. Returning to the table I poured them into the young
boy’s ear. He let out a slight gasp as cold sensation tumbled in. With
artificial instinct they rushed greedily into the ear cavity and the postopoid
narcotic they carry brought sleep. This is the first stage of the process, of
course, called surveying. 


When I was satisfied the surveyors had all engaged in their duty, I
dismissed the nurses. 


“Would you like me to stay?” asked Mr Botts, in hope of mastering the
profession.


“There is nothing needed. I think you are wanted more in the lobby.
Leave some tea on my desk before you go, please.” The patient and he were of
the same timid species.


I picked up the pamphlet which the client had left on one of the desks.
It was made from thick, quality, cream card. On the cover it had embedded in
golden italics, “Free Dreams Surgery”, which is a clinic with its own set of
scandals. Under it was the silhouette of a head, another silhouette of an
ancient white bird superimposed within.


I leant against the slab, holding the pap between my thumb and index
finger. It was an advert rather than a medical document: 


 


“Synapse
Rewiring [Deep Stitches] is the cutting-edge technology of self-improvement.” 


 


I rolled my eyes and read on. 


 


“You can
modify a personality trait, edit an unwanted memory, fall in love with the
person of your choice or give yourself a more colourful picture of reality.


     “Surveying – When a customer comes to
Free Dreams and asks to change a part of their memory or personality the first
and most important thing is to work out how their mind functions now …” 


 


The following prose did not describe anything of importance except the
time surveying takes and the placement of synthetic organisms into the ear. It
compensated for this with pictures of smiling, attractive clients. 


This first stage, surveying, is to obtain a poetically named “soul
diagram”, that is, a document framing the patient and their memories. Given a
notebook the size of the city, I could draw everything about a human
personality. What is produced in practice is more akin to an outline sketch,
much like two-dimensional photos of a three-dimensional object, but these
documents still fill vast tomes.


In the ear the surveyors wade through sticky wax until the end of the
auditory canal is reached. They drill a minuscule channel, bypassing anything
vital such as the eardrum, and head towards the brain. This channel is about a
tenth of the natural surveyor’s diameter, but they are supple enough to squeeze
through one by one.


Once inside the cranium the surveyors crawl and
squeeze over the surface of the brain. Their legs pierce deep into the
cerebrum. These legs harm nothing, due to the fineness and can extend to thirty-five
times their original length. They then map all the important neurological
connections. There is much that they do not map, body regulation for example,
but they know what is important. 


Once finished, they obediently file outwards. I place them in amino
acids and they disgorge a protein string. This is collected up and read by my
machines, which give out the data I need to build the soul diagram.


Free Dreams skipped these details. 


 


“Although
many requests come to us, the majority of patients change a personality trait
or a memory.”


 


Clients sought every kind of change. For example, the childless woman
was given her son or one client wanted to learn an ancient and expensive
language. A few cognitive supermen now walk our city.


Predictably, half of what we do is to do with sex, in particular sexual
fulfilment and deletion. One right-wing broadsheet labelled us “The ultimate
pornographers”. In the other extreme I am tasked with making individuals
sexless.


Artificial memories of a night with the perfect girl have more clarity
than an organic experience. The process can make a man see his wife as
attractive or his sister as not attractive. I do not exaggerate when I say I
have prevented a handful of serious crimes, so I do not apologise if I seem
self-righteous when the protesters speak of ethics. I state the tamest of
things here, for when I map out the human mind, and I see every little fetish,
I do ponder the paper-thin norms that keep civilisation afloat. I understand
the broadsheets better than they understand me. 


The broadsheets do not like an old woman to believe she is a child or a
mother to talk about her dead son’s future. They fail to realise in both these
cases that the patients are happier.


 


“Implementing
this change is done by another engineered organism, the builder. This will take
a few minutes to a few weeks depending on the type of change.”


 


The builder is the size of a fingernail; its anatomy is similar to a
woodlouse, with a flatter body and a single, extended tail. Its back is
supported by a soft exoskeleton and on its belly are tens of tiny legs that
split as fractals into many millions of tiny feelers, which would appear as
cilia under a microscope. Their miniature size allows them to cut, rearrange
and solder neurons and synapses. 


I feed it the protein chain excreted by the surveyors, with my
corrections; it then enters through the ear, takes a wider channel to the brain
and rebuilds the mind, based on these instructions.


 


“The last
stage required is maintenance. If someone has an artificial memory they will
come into contact with something to contradict that memory.” 


 


Maintenance is implemented along with building – and may even be
unnecessary. The builder adjusts the mind to monitor and reinforce a desired
delusion. This reinforcement continues long after the builder has vacated the
client. This type of delusion is natural in every human brain. Humans work back
from wishes towards the evidence. It is the power that lets a gambler think he
is about to win against the odds. 


Maintenance protects the client from the self-harm caused by delusions;
for example, spending all the money from a non-existent lottery win. The
patient is happy that they have won the lottery, but maintenance will lower
their desire to spend. Anyone denying the lottery win is dismissed and then
forgotten, even if the patient meets twelve people in a day denying the lottery
win, it still seems like a string of individual cases. This is just an example;
my clients would not notice if they won the lottery. 


As I was nearing the end of the pamphlet Mr Botts hurried into the
surgery, without knocking. “There is somebody here to see you.” 


“Do they have an appointment?” 


“No.” 


“Then they are not here to see me.” I read on.


 


“It is
optional and recommended to have all knowledge of the procedure removed.” 


 


Often the builders deliver the patients in a condition of knowing
nothing of the procedure. Many patients go so far as to remove all knowledge of
this technology.


Mr Botts whispered in my ear, perhaps under the misunderstanding that
the unconscious young man could hear. “It is your old assistant.” 


I looked up. “Why is he here?” 


The baffled creature opened and closed his mouth twice, but said
nothing. I looked at the clock. 


“Please send him in. Quickly now.”


There would be fifteen minutes before the boy woke up. I would send Dr
Juste Elm away in five.


I returned to my office desk, already sweating at the thought of meeting
this degenerate, and without a good reason. He adored me, or at least pretended
to. He was one of the few people who showed me a little affection instead of
fearful respect. But I did not need that from someone so beneath me and I had
no reason to think much of him. The real anxiety that he caused me was a
different, groundless worry. I feel silly to mention it, however, it has caused
me loss of sleep.


I was unsure how to greet him. I put on my most intimidating pince-nez
and I arranged my desk so it was authoritative. In mid process a single knock
came at the door. 


“Come,” I said. 


He came in wearing civilian clothing, his hands were shackled with a
solid piece of metal and a similar construction held his ankles. A city prefect
followed him in and shut the door.


The nature of Juste’s fetters meant he had to waddle to my desk. Like
many liars his lips always smiled while his eyes were downcast. He had always
been a handsome boy, but his blond hair had been shaved, as was standard for
the prison inmates. 


“George, George, I am so glad to see you. It has been hell.” He
attempted to embrace me as best as he was able, but I remained seated, fingers
interlaced. I was shaking. He feigned sadness. “You too? I cannot blame you. I
do not make any moral case for myself.” He sat down and mimicked my posture. I
looked across to see if he had the prison tag embedded within his neck. He
did. 


 “Novel, isn’t it? Do you like
these too?” He rolled up his shirt to reveal bruises the size of plumbs that
had broken the skin. “Those little devils don’t know their own strength.” He
covered himself and jerked his head towards the prefect. 


“What do you want?” 


“Forgiveness.” I said nothing at the insulting remark. “What? Is it so
strange I use my big day out to come and see you, my friend? All my
worshippers, they love me, but they don’t understand, the poor dears.” He had
never shown any real regret at the abominations he had inflicted on his
patients. 


At his mention of the fourteen, I dug my nails into myself. Throughout
the interview, I behaved in this unreasoned and emotive way. 


“Well alright then … forgiveness and a job. Like I said, you did always
know me, George. I’m a client now. I know business is always serious.”


“I see.” 


“I want a job from you, George. I want the last few years to be happy.”


“Maybe. You are so sure of the verdict?” 


“I am sure.” 


“It’s a maybe. What is this job?” 


“I don’t want to be me.” He had begun to fiddle with sensitive
items on my desk. I slid the papers away from him.


“I don’t want you to be you, either.”


“Well George, lucky for us both, I have a friend who can do this kind of
thing for us.” 


 “Excuse me, you cannot smoke in
here,” I signalled to the prefect. Turning his vacant head towards me, he took
one last deep drag and threw it down on my floor. I looked at him stunned for a
second before choosing my battle, but Juste was already mid-game.


“George, it has been months since we spoke and we barely greeted. How
are things? How’s your life? What are you reading? Where are your holidays this
year? Who are you fucking?” 


“Look here, what do you want me to do exactly, Juste?” 


“A complete rework. I love you, George. You are a brother. All the
whores come and go, but you stay. It’s so hard to find anyone like you.”


I laughed. “Show me some respect. I’m going to lose my temper
soon.” 


“You still don’t think I’m sincere? You will know when you realise what
I have come for. I want a little more success, a special kind.” 


“What kind?” 


“Only the best. That is why I came to you.”


I raised my voice. “We both have no time for this. What kind?”


“I hate myself, George. I want you to turn me into someone else.” 


“Well, to create a lifetime’s worth of memories is ten lifetimes’
work.” 


“But you can copy the majority of someone else’s memories. You have done
that before. It’s simple.”


“I know what my job entails. Whose memories?”


“Have a guess! I am a lonely person, George. I have no family and only
one friend.” I stared at him and shook my head. “That’s what I want. I could
survive as you. I want all your memories.” 


“Nonsense.” 


“I want to be you? My personality, your memories. This is the biggest
compliment anyone can give, you know.” I was still shaking my head.


“You don’t want to be me. You just want success. That is less
technical.”


“No, no, no, no. You’re the one.”


A brass bell rang in the lab indicating it was five minutes till the
boy’s surveying was complete. 


“Oh, and who is that?” He attempted to get up, looking over to the table
where the young man slept. “I’m glad to see the old place is ticking over. I
hear you have to thank me for a lot of business.” 


“They still come to me, despite you. But now I have to elbow my way past
lunatics. Parliament came done hard on us too. You did all that.” 


“I didn’t do that, at least it wasn’t all me. How is your mother
dearest, by the way?” 


“I can’t do what you ask.” 


“You say that because you can’t do it, or you don’t want to do it?
Because neither of us is fooled by that.” 


“The maintenance will be too high. You will be in prison all the
time.” 


“Now George, don’t be a tease. You can do anything. I mean that in a
very literal sense. It’s easy to cook up some wishy-washy reason. Very
standard. Take away the memory of the operation too.”


To seem in control, I took off my glasses and polished them on my tie.
“It’s a very intimate thing to share memories with someone.” 


“You don’t need to give me all of them, just the good ones.”


“That’s very kind of you.” 


“It would make me happy. I’m allowed to ask, at least?”


“What of your memories?” 


He was staring at the wall and began drumming his fingers on the desk.
“Cut out the incompatible. Keep the compatible.” 


“There is one other problem. What on earth could make me want to help
you? Can you even pay?” 


“I did help you, George. Wasn’t I good? Didn’t I help you make all this?
At least half of it is because of me.”


The thought of the fourteen returned to me and I slumped in my chair.
“Oh, Juste. Why did you do it? What makes you hurt people like that.”


“Don’t ask me that. Everyone asks me that. I don’t know. A couple of
things. I was interested I guess. Don’t judge me. I have enough of that to go
round.”


“I have found when you study people’s minds you realise why people are
the way they are, and you don’t judge, but you sympathise. So tell me. I am
ready to understand.”


“If you did the job you would understand.”


“It would make me happier to hear it from you.” 


“Well, as you said, we don’t have the time really, do we?” He smiled. “I
can give you your reputation back. I still have fourteen of your customers who
are very sick and are in need of a doctor such as you. But there is only person
they will take advice from. I can give them back to you. You can make them
whole. Is it a deal, George?” 


“It’s a fake offer. I can’t fix them.”


“Well then, maybe I will stop them misbehaving. How about that?”


“And how exactly would you communicate with them from prison?” 


“I do think ahead, George.”


A cough arose in my throat. I looked for something, but all there was on
my desk was cold tea, which I drank. I did not want to cough in front of him. I
was being taken in by his threats. I could not help but ask the question I
wanted. “Did you ever get me on that slab? What did you do in my head?” 


He looked surprised by the question. That was the only answer I would
have believed. “Why do you ask me that? You know that I didn’t.” 


“You are sure?” 


“I didn’t.” 


I held up my hands in a gesture of surrender. 


“What do you want me to say, George? Will it convince you if I say it
three times maybe? You know, if I brought witnesses and proof, maintenance
would make them count for nothing. I did nothing. Ask me again if you like.”


I knew he was correct, at least on this, but I have had this feeling
that everything was incorrect, since I learnt of what he did to the fourteen.
If he ever had me on that slab, nothing mattered.


He leant forward. “You’re really not thinking of those fourteen lives,
George, or the people they might hurt. You are just thinking of yourself.”


“Why are you doing this, Juste? It doesn’t have to be like this.”


“No, exactly; you have the power to change it. This whole thing is a
storm in a teacup, you know. Those patients need your help.”


Every mention of his fourteen patients caused me distress, nevertheless,
thinking of them logically, they are curious things. They are souls cut in half
and surgically melded to man-made designs. Their cannibalised mentality was as
apparent as any physical deformity.


He had made them devoted to him, to the point I was almost jealous. He
was their religion and they would tear a child’s eyes out to save him the
trouble of a pinprick. Other loves are conditional, but they would let him put
a finger in their bleeding wound for his fancy.


They refused any medical help. I have seen the relatives beg these
patients to come back to them, as if enough weeping would undo the physical
medicine.


His first victims where subtly done, with a delay, but he grew more
greedy and the last two he butchered. It had been impossible for him not to get
caught. When they interrogated him he produced documentation detailing the
cleverness of what he had done.


“What would you make those patients do?”


He turned and laughed towards the prefect as if he expected a heated
response, but the prefect did nothing. “They love me and I love them. They are
sweet, really they are. I would miss them dreadfully if they did something
awful, but I miss you all the more. You have to try, don’t you?” I thought for
a moment. “George?” 


“I don’t know.”


“What does that mean? I need an answer. I can’t come back here again.”


“I’m thinking.”


“What does the least harm?”


We both sat in silence while I thought. I nodded my head. 


“That’s a nod right?” 


“Yes.” 


He smiled. “Perfect! You see. You see. I knew you still loved me. You
will need to come by the prison. I don’t get out much recently.”


I did not say anything. 


“So maybe we can talk of other things, now business is done?” 


“If you’re finished, you can leave.” 


“Well, since you ask, the days have dragged for me. It’s not the boredom
or the labour. It’s the food.” 


“Please, take him away,” I said to the prefect, and on his approach
Juste got up obediently. 


“I’m sorry George. I don’t blame you. I really, really mean that. But if
you feel like a chat, anytime, you know where I am. I mean it now,
anytime.” 


The prefect helped him up and out of the room. As the door shut I put my
head in my hands. I knew why Juste wanted to be me – he needed to win. He
needed to be the father of a whole science, loved academically and hated
publicly. 


In terms of a plan, all I could think of was an arbitrary code of
utilitarianism. I decided I would perform a different operation on Juste. I
would make him the good and ethical person he did not want to be. I decided I
would purge his rotten ethics and correct his lost link to moral empathy. 


I had not known why he had trusted me to do this job, or why I missed
this chance. Reflecting on this later in his prison cell, other plans would
have suited my tastes better. I had had an opportunity to punish this man, to
warp his soul on a cruel anvil. Perhaps he thought what he had done was
pitiless? Wait till I filled his soul with every kind of parasitic idea. The
voices I would place in his mind would keep him company forever.


I thought over this problem in the consultancy, until the final bell
announced my work upon the boy was done. I collected up the precious surveyors.
Mr Botts and the nurses returned, undid the lad's straps and carted him out of
the room, unconscious.


I cancelled my other appointments, to the anger of many powerful people,
took the populated agar and my coat and left the building. After I was attended
out in a secure manner, I asked to be dropped a little distance from my home.
The walk was to cure my harmful worries.


The smog was thick, so I masked up to take a long route, travelling
through the concrete gardens, then down by parliament, and then passed south to
the light district. I sat down in one of the overpriced cafe’s gazebos, which
recreated a hospitable outside. I watched black and white adverts project
themselves onto the buildings, while clearing my mind with liquid fungal cakes
and tea. I knew I had to be brief, as my photograph is well known to those
interested.


Perhaps through an over-active mind, I thought I saw one of Juste’s patients
drifting through the streets, but the distance made it uncertain. They took a
side road and left my sight. I paid the bill and hurried home. 


 I live on New Motor Street, the
aorta of the city. For a little while I stood at my doorway watching the great,
permanent military parade and daydreaming.


I took the elevator to my apartment. I took off my clothes and I washed
my face repeatedly with cold water. The magnified reflection showed grey water
droplets running in chaotic paths down my face. My doubts on Juste’s honesty
were not affected. 


All throughout the walk I had been looking for imperfections in reality,
trying to spot an oversight. Where could I get the information that I could
trust? I remembered Juste’s deadly solipsism displayed to me when I started
this project: “I know nothing of the real world; my whole experience is in a
few cubic centimetres.” Now I needed to be sure my few centimetres were pure.


I made yet more tea and I sat down in a vegetative trance for an unknown
time, before the noise of a four-storey train roused me. I needed some physical
clues, something empirical. Although that too would become a memory, it
satisfied the now. I dug through my archived paperwork till I found the
application form from Juste, ten years ago.


He had come to me, a young man of extreme talents and extreme failings.
I was in the research stages of my project, paying for it as a regular
counsellor. He took little interest in the patients, although he was popular
with the young. He had an excellent knowledge of anatomy, insects and organs, making him almost
indispensable in designing the surveyors and the builders. This meant I could
not get rid of him, even with his unashamed indolence, dishonesty and
absenteeism.


 As mentioned, I am the founder of
the technology. It is true, Juste did help me, but his assertion that I owed
half of everything to him was ridiculous. I should never have trained him as my
protégé – he never saw himself that way.


I framed the application and put it on my wall, between the other
warnings. They were the broadsheet articles of the public relations disasters
that hung over our profession. They were stories of patients who had
complications from the surgery. There was no suggestion of intentional harm,
such as in Juste’s case – the implication was that of incompetence. Some cases
were subtle and some extreme. 


One article talked of a woman who fell into catatonia after surgery.
Another young girl was locked in repetitive conversations with people who no
longer existed. There was a case of a man who developed a love of extreme
masochism, until, in an attempt to dig out his own eye, he killed himself.
Other patients have had spasms of odd symptoms before returning to “normal”. 


It was difficult to tell what genuine human irregularity was in this.
The broadsheets sympathised with the idea that we did not know what we were
doing. They placed responsibility at the feet of the industry, rather than the
individual. None of these cases were from my surgery. 


Tired of such worries I poured yet more tea and sat at my home
laboratory. I examined the surveyors and protein string from the young man. But
I soon grew tired and daydreamed again.


I noticed the front door bell swing feebly a few times before it began
to ring. Its pattern was irregular and impatient. I had no desire to see
anyone, so I left it. It continued over the course of a few minutes so that I
wondered if a protester had spotted me. 


As it persisted, varying in volume and speed, I realised it was Juste’s
patient, who had found my house from the cafe. I wondered what Juste had asked
them to do. I considered telegramming the prefects, but the usual problem
remained: the patients were carefully programmed so no crime was committed
until Juste had designed it. The bell got louder and more erratic in its rings,
but I let it ring its mad course. It fell silent only after an hour. The
fourteen are only harmful if Juste wished it and this perhaps was one last
argument on Juste’s part. 


I took a sip of my tea. Perhaps I was presumptuous in thinking it was
one of them. It could well be a protester.


I thought more about Juste's offer, but still not in terms that made
sense. I worried about correcting him, because then I had breached another
professional code, that of doctor and patient. If nothing else, why correct a
soul so soon to be eradicated. I came to the conclusion I would give him what
he wanted, because the dull ache of being me was suitable for him. Dr Juste Elm
deserved this, if for no other reason than that he was now my patient and wanted
it. I decided I would do a good job for Juste. 


I telegrammed the prison that I would visit within a few days, stating
what preparations were needed. I arrived at the prison a few hours ago ready to
perform the surveying. 








As I
sat at the cell desk, I went over these considerations. Regret was building up,
for failing to get the most out of this opportunity.


Why had the obvious path delayed in revealing itself: the surgery was
mine to do with as I wanted. I could paint his outsides tranquil yet inside he
would burn with the all silent combinations of agonies. I would take away even
the thought that death could save him.


Once this surveying was done I would have plenty of time to reprogram
Juste’s malicious builder.


My plans made, I was frustrated by the wastage of time in this cell. I
believed Mr Botts was coming with the needed tools within a few minutes, but it
is typical of the system that they make you wait so long. I cannot even
capitalise on this time by looking over some medical files, because that idiot
Botts has them. Nor can I even guess how long I have been here.


I walked over to the door of the cell. I tried the handle, but they must
have locked me in for my own safety. I opened the eye slit in the door and
shouted into the deserted hall. 


“I have other appointments, you know? When am I to see Dr Elm?” 
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The
tiny, radio alarm clock smashed the five hour sleep and Harvey was plunged into
a chaos of obnoxious, nagging DJ chatter. The room filled with the cheery young
voice, blithering on about the latest internet fad, but all it indicated for
Harvey was continuous orders to get up.


The panicky realisation that the
radio noise would soon reach his wife, in the next room, hastened him over to
the desk to thump the clock blindly until it ceased. A sharp ringing silence
was still in his ears as he stood stunned and shell-shocked by the horror and
surprise that morning had come. In his head he did all the familiar time
calculations of ways he could earn his way back to bed. All of them added up unfavourably.


As he stepped through the bedroom
door, he almost tripped over the washing basket that his wife had left
meaningfully on the floor for him. The note in it read “REMEMBER”, with the
mandatory smiley face after it. He did another calculation, unsure if he had
time to collect and hide the stewed washing from the machine. Then he did a
game-theory calculation of the penalties of not doing so. The two calculations
contradicted one another.


In the kitchen, half-washed
dishes waited patiently by the side of the sink. Paint pots and unfinished
canvases lay scattered randomly across the floor. Harvey took the clothes out
of the machine while noticing another post-it on the fridge: a shopping list
and another horror-inducing smiley face. He shoved the shopping list into his
back pocket, after which he took the washing out and quickly hid it in the
corner of his bedroom.


On his drive to work Harvey tried
to make the most realistic calculation of when he could retire. Then he made
the most pessimistic calculation; then the most optimistic. He drove into the
car park of “Firm Foundations”.


He was twenty minutes early and
everyone else was already there. He quietly slunk towards his desk but John
Johnson skilfully blocked the path. Harvey managed to put on his big, fake
smile just in time. “Listen Harvey, old chap, have you managed to get that list
of addresses for me?”


“Sorry … Umm … no. But this
morning, maybe … Yes, it will be with you this morning. Did you—?”


“Good show, my man. Bosh that
over to me, will you? Oh, and old Crustsnout was looking for you half an hour
ago. You might want to look out for that chap. If you see him, point him my
way. The old sort gave me some of his forms filled with old-school, city,
mumboo buffoo. They seem to think clever words give clever sentences. Gosh,
it’s another world.”


“Yes, yes, another world. Did you
manage to get …?”


“The weekend doesn’t half go
snap, doesn’t it? On second thoughts, maybe it’s better I send him an email.
Better be getting on. See you in a tick, champ.”


“Yes, Sorry … Thank you. See you
later.”


It wasn’t until ten that he had
to meet the first client. Unfortunately, that meant he had time to check his
emails, and that meant using the spiteful computing device. He turned it on by
pushing the well-labelled computer turn-on button; bashing it because it
refused to work. Then he turned the monitor on. He followed the helpful notes
the IT man had left for him and successfully opened his emails. Mostly they
contained impossible things he did not know how to execute. They were full of
spam from IT, news that the carpet was to be shampooed and endless things he
had been copied on. He put the helpful, little red flag next to all emails he
found impossible; future-Harvey could deal with those. 


He was horrified to see the
number of flags left by his immoral former self on Friday. He saw chains of
emails with more and more people being copied, the wording unmistakably showing
primeval frustration hidden behind blasé, professional politeness. Then the
panic hit about the oldest red flag: the MPR report he had to do for
Crustsnout, which was weeks overdue. Harvey was not even sure what “MPR” stood
for. But even now Harvey smiled. To not like your job was a thought crime: it
was like a terrible deity that would send you to hell for not being thankful
for the lesser hell it had put you in.


He heard the familiar shoes and
felt the familiar sixth-sense fear of Mr Crustsnout coming up behind him. He
hoped those cursed, fashionable, efficient shoes would walk past. They stopped.



“Good morning, Harvo.” 


“Good morning, sir.”


“How are you feeling today?”


“Not so well today, sir.”


“How was your weekend?”


“It was quiet.”


“Listen, would you come over to
touch base with me in the glass office?”


“Sorry … Yes, of course.” 


Whenever you were bored at work
you could always be sure that peering toward the glass office would reward you
with some silent drama unfolding. On entering the office, Crustsnout fell into
the larger of the chairs and pointed with a metallic clipboard, at the seat
Harvey was to take.


“Now this is not a formal
meeting, but it’s been coming for some time. It’s just to follow up on
your PIP objectives that you and I put together. A Performance-Improvement-Plan
requires us to get together like this from time to time. I just came here to
have a little talk with you about how we are getting along. Nothing serious,
just a talk. Just a talk, you know. This isn’t serious.” 


Harvey’s heart sank. Crustsnout’s
stance, suit and hair made sure you knew he was more successful than you,
except in the inferior fields of happiness or goodness. Everything about him
was expensive: his bespoke suit, his shave, his nose job. He was always
cheerful and you voluntarily had to be cheerful back. “How do you think it is
going?”


“Better … but still room for
improvement,” said Harvey, placing his words most realistically, while keeping
as much positive energy in them, in order to gain the maximum amount of
survivability.


“Yah, I agree there has been much
improvement. But I guess the question is whether we have improved fast enough. You
had trouble with your Weekly-Performance-Report, so we worked around it. We
took away your WPR duties so you could focus on the MPR. But, it’s a bit weird;
I don’t seem to have received it yet. However, it’s due, so it must be lost in
my inbox somewhere. Let us see, a month ago, out of our “foundation scale
grade” you got a three out of ten. Considering your performance on this month’s
MPR, where would you place your score now?”


Harvey knew the PIP required him
to get a four. “Four,” he said miserably. 


“Hmm … so let’s look here.” He
took out the clipboard and threw it on the table, like a card player revealing
his winning hand, “You would say you are ‘performing average and occasionally
above average’. Would you say you agree with that? Is that what you see?"
The Firm Foundations’ curve grading system demands everyone to run above
average.


“Sorry … No.”


“Well, I would put you at two
point five. A good two point five.”


“I see … Thank you.”


“I would love to give you two
point five, but they demand integers at the top. They are crazy like that. So I
have to make it a two. Now, do you remember, I think we agreed a little while
ago we had to reach four to meet the requirements of your PIP?”


“Yes.” He had a horrible vision of
what he would have to tell Livia that evening.


“But, you know, Mr Ridgitso
really wants this to work for you. It is really good how these big people are
really looking out for you. So we have a fantastic opportunity for you to get
involved.” Harvey withered a little inside, as the thought of a “fantastic
opportunity” reared its head. “… but it’s on the condition that everything is
met within a month. It’s a fantastic house to sell. It’s the Druitt House. It’s
a big job. Usually we give opportunities like this to someone with more
experience, but this is just a demonstration of how committed this organisation
is to making this work for you.” 


Crustsnout smiled at his own
generosity. Druitt House, Harvey well knew, had been on the books for ages.
Management were getting increasingly frustrated at such a costly piece gaining
dust on the shelf. 


“Thank you, sir. I’m really
grateful for the chance you have given me on this job … Sorry for everything,
but thank you …” said Harvey with a big, miserable smile.


How was he going to sell that
house? The occupant refused to negotiate on price, had decorated the place in a
childish way and insisted on staying at the property’s viewings, despite having
the social skills of a whoopee cushion. People who viewed it were so disgusted
they often did not even come back to the agency.


“So you’re amped about the job?
Happy?”


“Oh yes, sir. I won’t let you
down … Thank you.”


“You can really add value by
selling this house.”


“I will, sir … Thank you.”


“Good man. Now are there any
issues you wanted to talk to me about?”


“Oh no, sir!” said Harvey with
absolutely no intention of raising any of the many issues that troubled him. 


“So, we are in agreeance. Well,
if you sell that house, we can touch base in a couple of months to review
everything. If it isn’t sold by that delivery option, we will just have to
wonder if this is the right fit for you and maybe help you find something
that’s better suited. Mr Ridgitso himself is personally interested in selling
this house. You can finally prove to the hard-hitters how much value-added you
being here is.” 


“Thank you, sir.”








Harvey
reached his house door exhausted from carrying shopping bags. He stood
breathing for a little while, wanting to prolong the bliss of silence. He was like
a damned soul enjoying the fall from some higher circle of hell to the deeper
circle. He opened the door to the sound of Livia’s voice.


“Sweetheart, did you manage to
get the shopping?”


“Yes.”


“Did you do the washing?”


“Sorry … I will in a sec.”


“So ‘no’ then, Darling?”


“Sorry … No.”


“So, did you not get my note
asking you to do the washing?”


He stepped over the endless art
and boxes of paper cuttings and looked up gloomily at the homemade, post-ironic
paintings on the wall. Livia said they all “produced emotions”. He made his way
to the fridge, putting the kettle on as he passed it.


“Do you want a cup of tea?” said
Livia, hearing the kettle.


Knowing this was a trap he dodged
skilfully. “No, but I’ll make you one.”


“Oh, that’s okay, sweetheart,”
she said, appearing in the doorway. She was a little woman of past-beauty.
Today she had her best gardening make-up on. She wore respectability as a
costume and constantly sighed at the heaviness of her burden, that is, Harvey. 


Harvey felt a punch in his leg
that hit dead on a previous bruise. He looked down and recognised the cause as
Bratnumbertwo. He had long ago given up trying to be a good stepdad; the three children
and he had decided the fairy-tale role of “evil stepfather” suited him better.


“He wants to know when dinner is,”
Livia translated. “Oh now, I suppose, isn’t it dear?”


“Yes … yes … I'll cook it now.”


“Did you have a good day at
work?”


“Not really.”


“So you didn’t get my note about
the washing?”


“I didn’t have time … sorry.”


“Darling, I thought you had time
yesterday?”


“Sorry, I didn’t see it then.”


“It's just that they won’t have
clothes for school. You know it’s very difficult for me to get everything
together in the morning. Oh well, don’t worry about it. I always find a way
around it somehow, don’t I?”


“I'll do it now … is that okay?”


“Thanks again. I’ve been trying
to tidy all day and I’ve got a lot done, but there is so much of it, you know.”



Livia was constantly “tidying”
and getting “a lot done”. It was her “contribution” to the house. She seemed to
believe that in the future she would make a fortune by selling her art;
however, this could only happen once she achieved the pinnacle of
intellectuality. This, in turn, was to be achieved by cutting up papers and
magazines.


While dinner was cooking, the children
kept squabbling in the next room. 


“Oh those children have given me
such a headache … Can’t you try to get home a little earlier?”


“I had to do the shopping.”


“How long does that take?”


“An hour … I think.”


“Hmm, does it really take that
long?”


Harvey apologised and went
upstairs. Having dodged the downstairs distractions he sat down in his little
room and opened the paper. There was so little time. What was in the news
today? Adverts. He saw a picture of two impossibly young couples, in bathing
costumes, giving each other piggybacks and inviting you to come to the same
holiday spot. It left Harvey cold, longing for those memories never had. Where
were his piggybacks?


He had never been young. He had
never been in love. He had always been working. What had happened between
twenty-two and now? A bunch of emails, hair in the sink and supermarket trips
was what had happened in two decades. Harvey was middle-aged before he was
born. He could have sworn something important should have happened to him. Was
he not special?


“Oh, for God’s sake …” shouted
Livia from downstairs.


Harvey calculated the odds and
decided to walk down to see her. She was in the kitchen, on her knees,
bewailing the state of the shopping bags like a Greek heroine. 


“You haven’t got half the things
I asked for. It’s so frustrating. I put them down on the list, but they don’t
get picked up. I don’t know what else I’m supposed to do. I’m not angry with
you. You know I don’t get angry. It’s just that I can’t work out what I’m doing
wrong.”


“We didn’t have the money.”


“All you need to do is be more
careful with the money. You just have to take responsibility.”


“We could always do the plan B …
I mean we could … sell the house and downgrade.”


“No sweetheart, that subject is
closed. We don’t need to sell this house and we don’t want to.”


“The thing is my love … I don’t
want to, but … we are living outside our income. This house is falling apart
and we don’t need it. We can’t afford the mortgage repayments. Let’s sell it
and move into somewhere smaller. This house is awful, but I can sell it for an
awful lot.”


As she left the room she said,
“It’s difficult to reason with you when you are in one of these moods. Let me
know when you have calmed down.” 











Mr
and Mrs Breeze followed Harvey’s car all the way to Druitt House. He listened
to Crustsnout over the phone.


 “To get the sale you need to know the selling
point. What do you think these two’s selling point is?”


“Err … price.”


“No, I thought we talked about
this. These two sell self-help videos. They’re hippies or something. They love
all that New Age nature stuff. Commercial hippies. Druitt House has a fantastic
garden and it’s in the middle of the countryside and everything. Highlight all
those factors to them.” 


“Sorry … Thank you … Yes, sir.”


“And they’re old, so highlight
the fact it’s on a hill and thus easier to walk down. You have to put it out
there.” 


“Yes.”


“Don’t stress about it. There is
no sense in letting work worry you.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“But make sure you sell the
house.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Give me a bell when you’re
done.” 


They had to park a little way
from the house. Despite it being in the middle of nowhere, many cars were
parked outside. Mr and Mrs Breeze got out of their electric-powered car and
looked up at the large, late mock castle that was Druitt House.


Harvey began the speech he had
prepared about the house. He added in tidbits about the surrounding county,
nature and other lies that came briefly to mind. They came up to the door and
he pounded it with the ornate knocker. 


“I believe the owner is in,” said
Harvey.


Heavy, eager feet came to the
door. A small hatch slid open and two excited eyes peered through. “Hi … err …
Mr Vanquisher? I’m Harvey Slugsoup from Firm Foundations.”


The hatch slid back. There was a
fumble of many locks being undone. The door opened. Mr Vanquisher was in his
forties and grotesquely obese. He wore a T-shirt with some faded, humorous
legend on it, long stained with many different kinds of sauce and fluid. The
ensemble was set off by the He-Man boxers. His patchy beard covered up the
smaller fraction of his facial acne. Many curious objects and substances were
peering and oozing through his hair and beard. 


“Salutations!” he said with a
lisp.


“Mr Vanquisher?” 


“’Tis I.”


“Err … we have come to see the
house … please.”


“Come forward.” He stood aside
and let them pass.


The house was decorated like a
kitchen fridge door; half of everything seemed to be homemade. On the walls
hung fantasy-based pictures of elves and goblins and mounted alongside were all
manner of ornaments, from cups made of tinfoil to cardboard swords. Snippets of
Tolkien’s works were scattered over the floor and there was a poster picture
labelled, “Garden of Earthly Delights” spread across the place, which Harvey
stood in front of so as to shield the buyer’s view. Tiny little figurines of
brave warriors battled amongst the shag carpet. 


“Oh! It looks nice, cosy, you
know,” said Mrs Breeze.


“Aye. ’Tis that, ma’am,” said
Vanquisher. 


Harvey almost began to comfort
the Breezes, but they started to talk about energy to Mr Vanquisher, in a way
that seemed favourable to the sale. This went on until Vanquisher beckoned
Harvey. “May I converse with you a second, sir?”


“Certainly … anything you need,”
said Harvey. “Are you two happy to look around … before I give you a tour?”


“Oh yes. I see there is plenty to
see.”


Harvey took Vanquisher aside.


“What class are you?” said
Vanquisher.


Harvey laughed unintentionally.
“Haha … What?”


“Whose side are you on?” said
Vanquisher, taking a step closer.


“Why the seller’s, sir … the
higher sell, sir … we want the highest amount,” said Harvey with his biggest
Firm Foundation patent grin.


“Whose side are you on?” said
Vanquisher again, taking another step closer.


“Yours, sir. I’m on your side … haha
… sorry.” Grinning so much had started to make Harvey’s cheeks ache.


Vanquisher gave Harvey a big,
sweaty, malodorous hug. “Good, good. ’Tis always a fine thing to have another ally!”



There was a sound from the other
room that filled Harvey’s heart with hope. “Oh my … it’s gorgeous!”


Both he and Vanquisher came back
to see the Breezes looking at the garden. For a moment Harvey had to admit that
there was something beautiful in this world. The garden glowed with vitality,
like some mythical jade paradise. Everywhere was still in keeping with the
medieval theme of the house, but with taste. It was decorated with mythical
arches, dragon statues, ponds and bridges. No walls could be seen around the
perimeter; the path ahead disappearing into some mysterious wooded area.
Dragonflies and beautiful birds swarmed.


“It's fantastic,” she said.


“I am a powerful Emerald Druid.”


“Oh my goodness! So what do you
use?”


“Runes and Buffs.”


“Oh wow! I have my own garden. My
chanting doesn’t seem to be helping as much as it used to, but I will try your
method if you will show me.”


“It takes sweat and blood. The
garden hasn’t been fed in a while. Do you hear it cry out for feeding, under
the wind?”


“Do you play croquet?” said Mr
Breeze, referring to the croquet hammer in Mr Vanquisher’s hand that he had
stealthily acquired. It was covered in glue and glitter.


“This is my Hammer of Gaia. It is
what makes my garden grow.”


“Oh I see … how does it work?”
Mrs Breeze was less impressed.


“The life energy flows through
it, then through nature’s jaws and then into the soil.”


“Oh, I see,” said Mrs Breeze,
more comfortable with the mention of “energy”. “I can see you have really put
your heart and soul into this garden.”


“No, but others have.”


Harvey fancied he heard angry
voices from somewhere. He moved away from his companions and crept back along
the tat-filled corridor. He swore he could hear some people saying the
strangest things. 


“For the King’s Glory!” boomed a
voice. It was coming from the tower: a stream of technical gibberish and arcane
nonsense. “… why ’tis true thou’s five point four key damage is leet, but is
wasted stats if the mob has only seven per cent dodge. Thou’s damage quote
should only match the mob and nothing more …”


Harvey went up the three flights
of stairs to find himself in an Aladdin’s cave of technology. Seemingly
designed to be dingy, this dark, musty room had no sunshine and was lit by
various screens dotted around. The voices came from a four-metre-wide screen
and were intolerably loud. 


On the walls were assorted
pictures of knights, wizards and mystical creatures that had Mr Vanquisher’s
head superimposed upon them. In general, they seemed to either be surrounded by
near naked female-like creatures or vanquished foes. 


Harvey was not sure the Breezes
would appreciate this room. He looked up at the screen to see two computer game
knights fighting in some endless, stalemated battle, while the impenetrable
narration continued. He was hypnotised by the futility of the fighting knights
for a few seconds, and then the spell was broken by a shout from Mrs Breeze. He
descended the stairs and heard movement in the front room. He came in to see
Vanquisher pulling Mrs Breeze’s corpse across the floor towards the garden,
leaving a blood-stained trail.


“Oh, my apologies. How
embarrassing! I only just discovered they were the enemy. These two were
witches. It must look awfully bad of me.” There was a pause. “You're not an
enemy are you?” Another pause. The hammer of Gaia was nearby, covered in blood.


“Hahaha … er … haha … Oh, no,
no!” said Harvey. “I’m on your side. Like I said … Death to witches … I hate
those witches!”


Harvey looked around for a
weapon. There were many, but they all seemed to be made of tinfoil and
cardboard.


“Oh, good, good!” Then thinking a
moment, “Are you sure?”


“Quite sure. Hammers and nature
and all that. I can’t get enough of it … Think it’s great. Well, all’s well
that ends well then … I’ll just be off …”


“If you are an ally we should
confirm our friendship with a chant. What is the King’s Battle cry?”


“Umm … err …” Vanquisher picked
up the hammer. It looked like heavier than a usual croquet mallet. “… for … the
King’s … Glory.”


“Brother Harvey! You should have
told me on your arrival and I would have greeted you with a flagon of mead.” 


Harvey received another inescapable
hug.


“Oh, there is no need to do that
for me. Well, seeing as all is good here, I better get going.” 


Harvey tried to make his way to
the door, but Vanquisher blocked his path and Harvey grimaced again.


“Can I request some aid?” said
Vanquisher.


“Umm … sure.”


“I need you to help me get these
witches into the Jaws of Nature. This witch is very fat and heavy.”


“Umm …”


“It would mean so much to me. We
are both citizens of Gamalon are we not?” Vanquisher stood immovable.


“Sure. Why not?”


“Assist me in carting this
outside. I have taken all the plunder.”


They carried the body out into
the garden, past the body of Mr Breeze.


The “Jaws of Nature” turned out
to be a wood chipper, which Vanquisher used to make compost. Harvey watched as
Mr Vanquisher fed Mrs Breeze’s body into the machine and Harvey was given the
job of sprinkling some herbs and saying magic words during the ritual. He would
have thought that mincing two corpses would be a messy business. He was right.


“One must become one with
nature,” Vanquisher observed, as he mixed the sludge that came out of the Jaws
of Nature with regular compost. “’Tis not my garden a beauty? The gluttonous
witch’s fat will make her grow big and strong.”


“It's lovely. It has lots of
personality.”


“Oh yes. She is high maintenance
though, a jealous mistress. I will sprinkle the life around the garden when I
don’t have guests. You will join me for tea and biscuits?”


“Oh, but I must be off, you know.
I must tend to my own garden. They don’t cannibalise by themselves, you know.”


“But I insist.”


“You insist?”


“I insist.”


Harvey went into the front room
while Mr Vanquisher made the tea. Harvey looked toward the door and calculated
his chances. He sat down. Vanquisher came in and put a massive mug of tea in
front of him. 


“So tell me, Brother Harvey, how
long have you been playing ‘Life Fantasy Quest’?”


“Oh, just a little, but not
enough to answer any kind of in-depth questions on it.”


“What kind of computer do you
have?”


A pause. “It’s black … Plasma.”


“What is your class?”


There was a pause. “The same as
yours.”


“An Emerald Druid, too, aye. I
warm to you more and more. Your trade craft?”


A pause.


“What level are you?”


“Oh … I’m stuck on level ten.”


Vanquisher lent back and stroked
his beard like a wise sage. “So small …” He unconsciously wiped his hands on
his shorts.


“I wish I could play more. To be
honest, my wife doesn’t let me play much.”


“Wooooow! You have a wife?”


“Yes.”


“Is she nice?”


“She’s okay.”


“Really?” said Vanquisher,
disappointed.


“No.”


“A job and a wife? Those are the
natural enemies of the game. Hmm, I tell you what, give me your username and I
will level you.”


“My username? HSLUGSOUP … I
think.”


“I will add you and level you.”


“Great.”


“Don’t you like your tea?”


Harvey looked suspiciously at the
cup in his hand and chipped off the biggest chunk of dried cheese encrusted
around the rim. “It’s just cooling.”


“I insist.”


Harvey weighed up his chances
again. He downed the scalding hot liquid in one go. He swayed a little to
settle himself and looked for something to take away the taste of fish.


“Oh dear, is that the time?” he
choked. “I really must be going.”


“No, no. I had a truly joyous
instance. You will stay a little longer. You didn’t tell me your trade craft?”


A pause.


“Your profession is a house
seller?”


“Yes.”


“How did you come to that?”


“Umm … lesser of two evils, I
guess.” They sat in silence for a minute. Vanquisher dribbled a little and
began swinging the hammer like a pendulum. “How did you come to your
profession, as a … superhero?” said Harvey.


“I used to have a human
profession you know. Hated it. I was a noob in life. But then I got the game.
It was amazing. I played and played. I didn’t go into work. They sent me
letters and I didn’t even bother opening them. I quested and quested. I could go
for days without food or sleep, right up until I had the heart attack. But when
I woke up in hospital I had transformed into the glory you see before you.
Mother Earth had consumed me and I had become Orogan the Vanquisher. And since
then I have become famous. I have saved this existence as we know it twenty-seven
times.”


“Fascinating,” said Harvey – and
noticed with some surprise that he felt a little jealous.


“What do you think of my druid
dinosaur metamorphosis?” said Mr Vanquisher, jumping up onto a chair hands
outstretched and roaring.


“Oh, brilliant, brilliant! Much
better than mine.”


“Well, you are just a level ten.
Here, come and look at my armour.” Vanquisher pulled Harvey up and pushed him
up the stairs, which creaked under the bulk. They came into the tower room
together. “What do you think of the Vanquishing Lair?”


“Oh, it’s certainly … fabulous.”


“Epic isn’t it? Here. Watch!”
Vanquisher jumped into his chair. He put on a headset and began bashing at the
keyboard with tremendous dexterity. He began to speak in the familiar claptrap
and after a few minutes Harvey realised that he was in some kind of trance. It
was clear Vanquisher had forgotten all about him and was fully transformed into
a Druid. Harvey crept away down the stairs and pulled at the door. It was
jammed. There was a bit of panicked fumbling before a solid, careful kick
opened it for him.








Harvey
sprinted down the hill and saw the unexpected and, unusually, welcome car of
Crustsnout. Flustered, out of breath and red of face he ran up to Crustsnout’s
car and furiously banged on the windscreen.


“Talk to me. I was passing when I
realised you had been here some time. Did they buy?”


“Mr Vanquisher is a psycho and a
murderer. Oh God! He killed them both. I thought he was going to kill me. He killed
them with a croquet mallet and turned them into compost to feed his man-eating
garden and there was blood everywhere!”


“Yes, this is an issue.”


“I’ll phone the police now.”
Harvey took out his phone. 


“A murder will cut a property’s
price in half. Is that a company phone?”


“What? Yes … But it’s free to
phone the police, isn’t it?”


“Wait, wait! Let me think for a
moment before we do anything. We have to be pragmatic about this. Listen; get
into the car a second.”


“But …”


“Harvo, put the phone away and get
in the car!”


Harvey got into the passenger
seat.


“Listen, nobody wants to buy a
murder house. I have been on these kinds of waters before. And I’m not going to
make the same mistakes again. The truth is the world never wants transparency.
Well, I suppose they do, but they want transparency and perfection. We can’t
give both, so we give them perfection. I gave them transparency before and I
ended up … well, here.” 


“But this guy killed two people!”


“I know … I know it’s a bit
weird, but there is a backdoor solution here. There is a lot of pressure from
the top to get this house sold. It doesn’t hurt if we go to the police
post-sale does it?”


“We could go to jail.”


“We know nothing about it! Look
here, read that …” He took out a clipboard and pulled from it the PIP. “Read
there.”


“But …”


“Read!”


“‘I will sell the Druitt House
within a month at asking price.’ But …”


“And what did we both agree would
happen if you didn’t sell it?” There was a pause. “But is that outcome going to
be deliverable for us if you go to the police?” Crustsnout paused to let this
sink in. “That would be a career-limiting move. Listen, I’m learning from my
past mistakes. You need to learn from yours. The sooner you sell this house,
the sooner we can go to the police. You know, you’ve got to take more
ownership. It’s not Mr Vanquisher’s skill-set to sell the house, it is yours.
Think of your family!”


Harvey shuddered. “Yes … sorry … Thank
you, sir,” he said.


“Great. Now you’ll have to
dispose of the bodies. Give Mr Vanquisher every help to avoid getting caught
pre-sale.”


“Err … the bodies are all
disposed.”


“Good man. See, we are ahead of
schedule. It’s not your fault. It’s these customer-facing roles. They are
always freaks. Anyway, I have an old biddy in the pipeline. Just make sure he
doesn’t kill her and we are home and dry. We will have a brainstorm about what
we can do differently next time. Don’t worry, everything will be fine. Just
sell the house.”








“Thank
you for calling the police helpline. If you are at risk at the present conjuncture
or if you necessitate imperative assistance, compress one. If you necessitate
anything in addition, or would like miscellaneous support, compress two.”


Harvey thought for a moment and
pressed two on his mobile.


“You can statement non-imperative
issues at www.police4u.co.uk. Thank you for choosing the police emergency
helpline.”


He redialled and pressed one.
“Please hold while we connect you.” 


“Hello. Emergency helpline. What
is the present nature of the risk?”


“There has been a gruesome
murder!”


Harvey heard typing. “Okay, but
what is the nature of the pressing risk? Are you at any immediate risk,
presently?”


“Well … it was quite a gruesome,
repeatable murder …”


“Sorry, this line is for risk
decrease use, singularly. You can statement non-imperative issues at
www.police4u.co.uk. Thank you for calling the police helpline.” The line went
dead.


When Harvey entered his home
Livia greeted him in her full battle make-up. “Sweetheart, where have you been?
No one has had their dinner yet. I mean, sometimes you get home half an hour
late and I don’t mention it; I just carry on with it, but this is too much.”


“I’ll sort it out in a bit.”


“Well, I suppose I will just have
to deal with it myself, won’t I? I’d just like to know what you think I should
do.”


Harvey ignored her and went
upstairs and onto the web, to submit the non-emergency form as requested, although
he did not want the tip-off to be traced to him, lest Crustsnout found out. He
bashed away at the links until he found the page and typed out: “Many missing
people up at Druitt House. VERY SUSPICIOUS!”.


He searched the internet for “For
the King’s Glory”. In the web’s magical way it returned “Life Fantasy Quest”.
“Fed up with your life? Abandon it and get a better one! Save the world in this
amazing MMORPG!”


He got up and made his way to
Bratnumbertwo’s door. 


“Do you have a game called ‘Life
Fantasy Quest’? … Yes? Can you show it to me?”








“I
think it’s wonderful that you have such a spiritual outlook on life,” said Miss
Hersh through her withered elderly mouth. “All beliefs lead to the same place
of truth.”


“I give you my plus five
blessing,” replied Vanquisher benignly. 


Why hadn't the police come?
thought Harvey. Didn’t they get the message?


“Oh, it’s always easier
conversing with someone with such an open mind. That’s the only way to hear the
voice of the truth.”


“Many voices tell me what to do.”


“Ah! You are a wise man for
someone so young.”


Harvey reflected miserably that
he had thought of bringing a pocket knife and had only left it behind because
he was afraid the police might search him. In answer to Harvey’s thoughts, a
knock came at the door and Vanquisher went to open it, followed by a hopeful
Harvey.


At the door stood someone who was
trying his best to fit in a film noir. Under his Fedora was a bland face and
piggy eyes.


“Good morning, sir. I’m Community
Inspector Drain. We had a wall post, on our ‘police children colouring
competition page’, that there have been some missing people around here?”


“Oh praise the vine, you’ve come.
Yes, it’s been a huge pain. People keep leaving their cars outside my house and
vanishing.”


“Joy riders? Hmm? Yes, this is
exactly the kind of thing we are focused on putting a stop to. We have promised
the community to reduce such crimes by nine per cent this year.”


“What’s that? Crime?” said Miss
Hersh. “How serious is it in this area, Mr Slugsoup?”


“Look just … just … shut up a
sec!” shouted Harvey.


“What? What did you just say?” Miss
Hersh began to spew out hurt blubberings. Harvey saw the inspector walk away
towards the cars.


“Excuse me a second,” said
Harvey, running outside. “Inspector! Inspector!”


“… Community Inspector.”


“Umm … Yes, listen. Sorry to
trouble you … A lot of people have come to see this house with a view to buying
it and they never come back. They vanish, strangely.”


“Ah, and you want me to assure
them this is a low crime zone, do you?”


“Umm … the buyers vanish from the
face of the earth. It’s very suspicious.”


“Can you blame them? House prices
are no longer a reliable investment. I mean, it’s everywhere like a cancer, but
in this area especially. I’m worried for my nest egg. Of course you’d know more
about it than me, sir. I just get my information from the papers.”


“Umm …”


A scream came from the house that
the inspector appeared deaf to. The PIP goals seeming more and more unlikely
today. Harvey sped back up the hill and found a fresh corpse in the hall.


 “Ah, you’re just in time. Can you help me get
this heretic into the Jaws of Nature?” 


Harvey looked back down towards
the inspector, who was turned away and industriously taking down number plates.
Harvey stared down at the carcass and felt apathy replace responsibility; it
felt good. “Sure, why not.” 


They plundered the body of
anything Vanquisher considered valuable and carried it through to the wood
chipper. The inspector’s voice called from the front garden to the back,
“Goodbye Mr Vanquisher. I hope you get lucky with your house!”


In a half-hearted voice Harvey
shouted, “Won’t you stay just a bit longer?” as the last of Miss Hersh’s feet
spewed onto the compost heap.


“Oh, no. I have to go to a community
support centre in town. I’ll have those cars removed though.”


“Fantastic!” shouted Vanquisher.
He looked at Harvey. “But, you will stay for a brew of tea won’t you, Harvey?”


“I suppose I can’t refuse,” said
Harvey, doomed to a cup of tea.








Crustsnout
rolled down the window of his car outside Vanquisher’s house. “Harvo, Talk to
me. I saw a policeman creeping about.”


“The seller killed her. Sorry
about that.”


“What?”


“He said that she was a heathen.”


“More attention to detail needed,
I think!” snapped Crustsnout. “Didn’t we agree, strictly no murders? We haven’t
really delivered have we?”


“Sorry. It won’t happen again. I
couldn’t help it!”


“Well, I do think we have to
admit it’s not a very impressive record on paper, is it?”


“Shall we go to the police?”


“Well, we can’t now! We have
three clients murdered on two separate occasions. Do you know what that will do
to the house price? Do you know what that will do to Firm Foundations? We will
be the Sweeny Todd of Estate Agents!”


“So …”


“What’s your proposal?”


“Umm …”


“I think we need to push-back a
little on Mr Vanquisher and his murders at this juncture, don’t you?” said
Crustsnout, as he got out of the car brandishing his clipboard. “If you’re
having trouble with your job I will have to support you. I will do it myself.”


“Ok … umm … He does kill people …
?”


“There are two of us and we will
not be taken by surprise. Besides, I go to the gym three times a week, you know.”



“Umm … Maybe.”


Harvey had difficulty keeping up
with Crustsnout as he marched up the hill. Crustsnout pounded the door and Mr
Vanquisher appeared in all his spherical volume.


Crustsnout gave a creepy grin
that presumably he thought was endearing. “Hi, Mr Vanquisher. It’s a pleasure.
I just wanted to touch base with you about your whole house situation.”


“You too have come to defend my
abode? Are you a friend of Harvey?”


“Yah, I am also his line
manager,” said Crustsnout, entering. 


“He is my king,” said Harvey.


“Your majesty,” said Vanquisher,
genuflecting. 


“Yah … well, I am your king too,
then, I suppose?” said Crustsnout. 


“I have my own king and queen,
but I still have allegiance to you.”


“I see. I see. Excellent! Well,
my orders are to manage your expectations. There are to be fewer killings all
round, please.”


“But sire, we are at war.”


“Well, we are at peace now. Who
would insure a house in a war zone? Listen, once this house is sold, you could
move away from here to …”


“Where?”


“Look, it doesn’t matter. You can
move near that dungeons and dragons thingy. You will love it there. But this is
conditional on fewer murders. Then I will grant you the whole of my kingdom.”


“You speak with a forked tongue.
You would take my castle for nothing.”


“Not for nothing. Firm
Foundations manages to sell at 0.41 per cent above market price on average. But
I can’t see you getting a return on your property if you continue to reduce the
market size like this.”


“Harvey, he speaks in double
speak?”


“He says you get more gold if you
kill less.”


“Look I can see you are a type D2
yellow individualist, Vanquisher,” explained Crustsnout retreating to his own
jargon. “You love to do things your own way and you’re an ideas person. Great!
But you need to be more accepting of some other ideas.”


“Please hold a second. BRB.” 


Vanquisher left the room and
Crustsnout turned back to Harvey. “This is all very weird. We need some
leverage with him. Maybe we could find him a windmill to
live in, or something? Harvey you talk to him. This is your job.”
Crustsnout began flipping through his clipboard as if looking for comfort.


“Umm …”


Vanquisher came back in with the
hammer. “I am ready to negotiate now.” Harvey backed towards the door.


Crustsnout raised his fists. “Now
look here, I don’t know what you foresee doing with that thing … but I know
martial arts. Harvey, say something, for God’s sake.” Harvey said nothing.
“What do you want? What do you want to get out of your relationship with Firm
Foundations? We always pride ourselves on working around the customer’s needs.”


“Plunder and a beautiful garden.”


“Ok. Fine. We can do that. I can
sell your house and help you find one with a lovely garden. But, sorry to keep
banging on about it, I have to take a hard line on this no killing policy.”


“You would try and take my garden
off me.”


“What? Look buddy, you’re the one
who wants to sell this house. What do you think is going to happen?”


“So you have come to conquer my
land!”


“And we will give you a whole
pile of money in return for it. That was the original trade-off. You can get
all the personalisation you have here, just at a cheaper location. Harvey,
speak to him!”


“Harvey is my comrade now. You’re
a friendless tyrant. Go back to your crumbling kingdom and live there,
miserable, alone and a failure.”


All Crustsnout’s business
conditioning crumbled. “You know what your problem is, boy? You need to get
laid!” 


“A duel to the death!” Vanquisher
swelled like a furious puffer fish.


“There are two of us versus one
of you.”


“I could say the same to you.”


Crustsnout turned to Harvey.
Harvey stared blankly and realised that, at some level, he was quite enjoying
himself.


“Death to tyrants!” shouted
Vanquisher, rotating the hammer in the air. 


Crustsnout turned for the door.
“Harvey! Harvey!” 


Harvey, on some subconscious
impulse, stuck his leg out. Crustsnout fell, looked back in despair and moaned,
“You’re fired!” before the Hammer of Gaia fell upon his neck. 


“Angels, vengeful, strike!” said
Vanquisher, proudly. “Epic boss fight.” 


Crustsnout was face down in a
pool of blood. Vanquisher wasted no time in undressing him, ready for the
woodchipper. The rules of plunder meant that the money was divided and other
items were rolled for, with strange dice. Harvey won the car keys, a bag of
cocaine and the clipboard. They both heaved Crustsnout out into the garden.
They turned on the woodchipper and Jaws of Nature roared into life. Vanquisher
lowered Crustsnout into the machine and there soon followed the all too recognisable
sound of gnawing of bone.


There was a pause. Crustsnout
opened his eyes and screamed like an air-raid siren. Harvey ran to the machine
and using the clipboard, beat him downwards into the Jaws of Nature. The boss
flailed like a whip, his fingernails clawing at the metal to pull himself out.
He went down to the shins; down to the knees; down to the waist. Then, either
dead or unconscious, he slid peacefully in.


“Whoops,” said Vanquisher. “IFU.”








“Harvey,
old man,” said John Johnson, blocking his way. “Two more phoned to look at the
Druitt House. Any luck with that old chestnut?”


“Oh, I see … Have you had—?”


“Old Crustsnout was banging on
about it. I need him to talk to Account Receivables Dept and magic some money
from the other money. I better be getting along.” 


Harvey sat at his desk. “I’m
doomed now.”


He turned to his emails. There
was no fear when he saw the overdue MPR. He did not have to do it. He didn’t
have to do anything, like a convict on death row with time on his hands. He lay
back and stretched his legs under the desk. No, wait! There was still the PIP.
It was written in blood. He still had to sell the damn house. One good thing
was the house was in fact saleable, as long as Vanquisher was kept from killing
one buyer before he had a chance to make an offer.


Harvey was an accessory, no
matter what. There was nothing to lose. It would be a shame to let the house price
fall and there was always the commission. With the time he had spare, he picked
up the phone and began to chase buyers into the pipeline.








Over
the next fortnight there were many viewings. He seemed unable to save a single
set of viewers. There were endless cat and mouse chases round the house, ending
inevitably in blood, hammers, compost and tea. There was a set routine of
Harvey blocking while Vanquisher clubbed them to death. 


As the weeks progressed, he began
to both hope and worry. Each time he got closer to saving a client; each lasted
a little longer. But the PIP’s deadline was coming closer. The customers were
often put off by his obvious push to get the deal in the bag, not realising it
was partly for their own health. Vanquisher, despite his weight, was adept with
the mace and could be deadly stealthy when he needed to be; like a ballerina
hippo, he could glide unnoticed behind victims and crack their heads open.
Nevertheless, the garden got well fed, Harvey received plenty of plunder and
the bond between Harvey and the Emerald Druid began to resemble a rather odd
friendship.


Harvey discovered a lot of things
about the world “Orogan the Vanquisher” lived in. He learnt its rules and
endeavoured to develop them. He could make up new rules provided Vanquisher
liked them. He noticed that Vanquisher’s madness always seemed to be countered
by his need for self-preservation. When he showed Harvey his “druid bumble-bee
metamorphosis”, he refused to fly out the window for a number of convoluted
reasons; however, this act of self-preservation did not extend to Vanquisher’s
view of the police, or getting caught.


Learning the rules, Harvey found
he could exercise a certain amount of control over Vanquisher. He collected
around himself a set of protective charms and honorary medals. After every
kill, Vanquisher would go upstairs and pin on the wall an edited picture of
himself slaying his victim, or an appropriate monster. In his own mind, Harvey
never really killed anyone: merely lured them to their deaths, hindered their
escape and encouraged Vanquisher. 


“Harvey, do tell me … as an ally
… will I sell my kingdom?”


“Yes, of course. We have just had
a stroke of bad luck, is all – well, seventeen of them.”


“Sometimes I worry it won’t come
to pass. Sometimes I worry I’m a little mad?”


“What on earth makes you think
that? You are the peak of sanity, like some great Roman leader. Why would you
say those things?”


“Trolls, I guess.”


“Well, trolls will be trolls.”


“Should I take my kingdom off the
bazaar?”


“What?” said Harvey, almost
tripping over the body of Mr and Mrs so-and-so.


“I don’t believe I ever wanted to
trade. I just thought it would be nice to have visitors to my garden. I’m quite
lonely.”


“But you always wanted to go off
to have an adventure and visit the volcanoes and dark towers and things?”


“I have a confession … I don’t
know the way.”


“Look, you have to sell this house;
it will be a lot better for you. You will get a lot of loot.”


“Harvey, I want out of the bazaar.
I want to gain back my moral scale points.”


“You are a good person.”


“But I do slay quite a lot of
mobs.”


“Most evil is caused by good
people. It’s not going off the market.”


“I’m the customer, am I not? I
get to say? You barter for me!” 


Harvey could see he was getting “puffy”.


Harvey held up one of the more
powerful protection charms and a powerful “don’t kill Harvey” charm. “Now wait
a minute! Better mind your manners! Better change your tone! This is a
partnership. Listen to me. If we don’t sell this house a terrible curse will
befall us.”


“But … but … I … We are going to
have more travellers come to visit and, let’s be honest, I’m probably going to
slaughter them all and I don’t particularly want to.” 


“Do you want retribution for not
feeding the garden?”


Vanquisher replied sulkily, “No,
Harvey.”


“Good boy. Everything will be
fine. We are gonna do things my way or we won’t do things at all. We are going
to sell this house, you understand? And you will be happy. Just don’t kill
someone … anyone, and then everything will be fine.”


“… I will obey you, Harvey,”
Vanquisher sulked.


“I’m sorry. I just get a little
worked up. Then everything will be fine. Just sell the house,” said Harvey,
shaking Vanquisher’s hand.








“And
this is it,” said Harvey, as he and his family entered the Druitt House. “It’s
very big, very spacious and is a great trade-off from our old house.” 


The three brats were entranced by
the fantasy palace.


“Sweetheart, do you really think
we can afford this? You said we were going to downgrade … Wasn’t that the
point?” said Livia.


“Don’t be so miserable, dear. We
just need to be more careful with our money.”


“Darling, what is wrong with
you?” 


“Ah, here comes the owner now.
Did you know, sir, I am so enthralled by your house, I am going to put an offer
in myself.”


“I am aware of this knowledge,” said
Vanquisher descending the stairs.


“It's the garden I really want to
show you. Honey, go and have a look. I’m going to show the kids upstairs.”


“Don’t they want to see the
garden too?”


“It will only take a second.”


“Come hither, ma’am.” Vanquisher
beckoned.


“Harvey?”


“Don’t worry, dear. I’ll look
after the kids. Do you like the drawings? Very arty aren’t they?”


Harvey took the brats up in the
tower while Vanquisher showed Livia the garden. The children enjoyed the
television screen and the games, then got bored and began to quarrel.


“It's time to go join mother, I
think.” Harvey took them downstairs to the garden. “One at a time now, walk up
beyond those trees to see something amazing. You first.” He gestured to
Bratnumberthree. There was some protest. “Just do it. You won’t regret it.”


Bratnumberthree disappeared
behind the shrubs. “Come on. Don’t be silly now, and then we can all go home.”
Bratnumbertwo followed his brother.


A cry for help sounded.
Bratnumbertwo burst from the shrubs, before the lumbering behemoth chasing him
broke his head with a croquet mallet. Harvey and Vanquisher stared at each
other a moment. Bratnumberone took a breath and ran through the patio doors,
into the house as Harvey lunged after him and fell over.


“Get him! Get him!” cried Harvey.
He ran into the hall hearing the sound of Bratnumberone battling with the
double-bolted front door, then the footsteps up the stairs. Vanquisher came up
from behind, fat jiggling about him. Harvey reached through the banisters, but
felt Bratnumberone elude his hands.


Harvey ran up the stairs after
him. “Wait by the door!” he ordered Vanquisher.


He crept from room to room. “No
one’s going to harm you, not while I’m around … It was all a game … Your
brothers are downstairs waiting for you …”


There was a shuffle and the sound
of something scurrying across the floor into the tower room. “Alright, you
little pig. I’ll level with you. Your mother’s dead. Your brothers are dead – and
soon you’ll be dead. Because you’re a pig. Had you been less of a pig I could
have loved you, but now you die.”


Harvey walked up the stairs into
the tower room. He surveyed it thoroughly. There was a picture on the wall of
Vanquisher slaying an ogre with Harvey’s head. That, and the slight swish of
air behind, was enough to make Harvey clumsily fall to the side, while the hammer
fell down and made a dent in the floor. Harvey fell into a pile of equipment,
just managing to dodge another mallet blow as Vanquisher crushed his precious
computers. Bratnumberone appeared from behind a pile of cables and immediately
disappeared again, dodging past Harvey and out of the room. Harvey made another
failed grab for him, while Vanquisher stared, confused by the double targets.
Vanquisher’s head was turned just long enough for Harvey to sink the pocket
knife into his non-existent neck.


Vanquisher gave a cry like a baby
and made a feeble swing as Harvey ran down the stairs, leaving his knife in his
friend. Harvey got to the door and battled with it. He heard Vanquisher come up
behind him and turned around to see Vanquisher covered in blood, without his
hammer, crying miserably. “Help me! Help me! I want to go home.” He fell face
down on the stairs.








Harvey
cried into the paperwork that the Community Inspector had put in front of him.


“Yes, sir, it’s all very sad,
isn’t it? Can we go over it one more time, sir? I’m a bit confused.”


“Yes, of course,” said Harvey,
recovering.


“So this guy, this ‘Orogan the
Vanquisher’, killed all the clients that you brought to his house?”


“Yes.”


“Did that arouse your suspicions?”


“No, no! I didn’t see them die.”


“You just left them in the
house?” said the Inspector, closing his eyes.


“It’s true that I thought it was
weird that they vanished, but clients tend to make their own way home when they
hate a house.”


“Ah, yes. I guess that adds up,
from their point of view,” said the inspector, convincing himself.


“… err …”


“And their cars?”


“Some were taken by you … others
stolen by yobs!”


“How did you figure that out? It
took me ages.”


“I picked up the pieces.”


“Then he killed your boss, also?”


“Yes.”


“Did you notice that?”


“We had a decentralised
structure. We wouldn’t notice if the whole of management disappeared.”


“I see, I see. We are like that
too. And then, after you saw him club all of your family to death?”


“Sorry … Yes, that is when all
the pieces came together.”


“So, at several locations, you
stabbed him in the neck.”


“Self-defence. He was going to
kill me.”


“Seventy-three stab wounds to a
man does seem rather a lot for self-defence.” 


“It was emotional. He had just
killed my clients … and my boss … and my wife and her children.” There was a
pause while Harvey resumed crying.


“Oh yes. It is rather sad when
you think about it. You know, with all those deaths I don’t know how you’re
going to sell that house … Everyone says it has a curse on it. Besides, the
whole of the garden has been dug up for evidence. The garden was its major
selling point.”


Harvey sighed. “Literally no one
wants it,” he agreed.


“Well, that seems to wrap
everything up perfectly. One more point … You can track the investigation’s
progress on our website: www.police4u.co.uk. Do you have an account?”


“Yes, yes … I can go now?” said
Harvey. “I can only take the morning off work.”


“Yes, thank you. Again, I am
sincerely sorry for your loss. It’s going to take at least 80 per cent off the
value.”








Harvey
went back to Firm Foundations, greeting everyone on his way in. “Morning Mr
Ridgitso … Morning … Morning …”


 John Johnson tried to keep up with him as he
marched toward his desk.


“How are you feeling, old chap?”


“Sorry … Did you get that list of
names?”


“Oh, you know, a mind like a
sieve,” said Johnson, slapping his forehead. “I’ll get them over to you. Are
you managing alright, old chap?”


“Terrible.”


“Yes, the party last night was a
bit rough. But still you seemed to rather enjoy your housewarming.”


“Er, yes … but I’m here, bright
and breezy.”


“You know, it’s awfully brave,
you putting in a bid for the house where your family got murdered, as well as
where you were linked to everyone else that got murdered. Nasty business all
that. Gosh!”


“Well, you can’t argue, once the
estate cut it down to 20 per cent of the original asking price.”


“But where did you get the
money?”


“Oh … I sold my house pretty
quick.”


“That rotting coffin? Wow! You're
a real salesman! Get a mansion like Druitt House for a shoebox like your old
house!” 


“Umm … Well, what can I say? I
suppose I will need some time off to come to terms with the horror of what’s
happened … Anyway, I have to be getting along.”


Sitting down at his desk, he took
PIP out of a clipboard and he gave his objectives a great big satisfying tick.






















                                                







LIFE BEGGAR








“I don’t know why I came to be
honest. I guess everything’s just a little crazy right now. I’m kind of in
shock still.” I felt foolish talking to this man. He observed my dire situation
with complete callousness, only interested in selling the power of his gods.


“And why is it crazy, my friend?” The little mystic
pedlar sat in a calm trance, weary of the tedium of these life-and-death
scenarios. The puffs from his drooping cigarette cut through the powerful
incense of the room. He appeared of indeterminate race, emotionless and aloof.
His face, his cheap brown suit and his body sagged in the giant plush chair
like a dying jellyfish. 


“Well, I was hoping you could help me. They said you
could help me. That is, Ashcroft said so. I don’t know really … I’m willing to
try anything.” 


He reached lazily for a piece of spiritual tat in
his pocket and held it, dangling, from his fingers. He acted as if he gained
some insight from it. “I remember Ashcroft. Anyway, we are running out of time
are we not? You have lived longer than so many. What makes you so desperate
that you come to me?”


“Well, no one wants to die.” 


“Really?” Everything he said was dismissive like I
was asking for some expensive and useless toy.


“Well, I have had a good life really … but I don’t
know. I guess I achieved a lot. I never really had a happy life you know, just
a sort of safe life. I worked really hard for my future …”


“And now all you have is your life savings and a
doctor’s note?”


“Maybe I would have done things a little different.
I just want it back. I can’t remember that many happy times, just content
times. I don’t know what could be said at my funeral. Who is even going to
organise it?”


“That is someone else’s problem. My time is
precious. What do you want from me?” The question trailed off as if weary of
carrying itself.


“Time … just a little more time … Ashcroft said you
could do things?”


“You do not want time. You would waste it again
watching repeats of sitcoms. What you want is accomplishment in your life. You
want to die without regret.”


“I’d prefer time to be honest.”


He groaned. “Let me put it another way: you cannot
afford it.”


I rolled my eyes. “Umm, so what can you give me?”


“Like I said … but just wait a moment, while I catch
my breath.” Then using all his strength he got up and visited the mistiest
corner of the cellar to play with the fluids he kept there in milk bottles. He
came back with an old mug filled with a pale green, thin liquid. He put it
between us and fell back into his chair wheezing. “There. That is what I am
selling you.”


“What is it?”


“Like I said, call it ‘fulfilment’.”


“How much?”


He scribbled on a piece of paper and slid it across
the table. I glanced at it and made a cry of protest. 


He spread his hands in a weak shrug. “You talk about
the money like you care. You have nothing left, you know. All that money in the
bank is someone else’s now. You only ever borrowed it.”


“But … it’s more than the money …”


“It will be either mine or the worms’.”


“But what do you plan to do?”


He puffed an ungracious ball of smoke. I shuddered.
Ashcroft had said it would be like this, but he had also said this man was
genuine, and Ashcroft was a reliable sort. The stress of this conversation brought
back the mortal pain in my side and I took two of my pills. “You're asking
quite a lot you know. I’m not sure.”


“It is your last chance to roll the dice. It is up
to you, my friend.”


The only hope was that the dirty little cup
contained some happiness. The little man saw how my thoughts turned. He slid
out a sheet from a pile of photocopies, pushed it across to me, and I signed
it. “Don’t we need witnesses?” I asked. 


“I will handle everything.”


I picked up the cup. I reminded myself of so many
past risks never taken. I swallowed the liquid in one go. “To be honest, it
tastes like apple juice to me.”


“You would not have drunk it otherwise.”


“Umm, I see. So what now?”


“Go out into the street and touch someone.”


“That’s it?”


“You will not be disappointed.”


“Shake my hand?” I said, extending it.


“No, no,” he said, shrinking away. “That would be
inappropriate.”


His genuine fear gave me confidence. “Well, you can
be sure I’ll be back if there is any problem.”


“I am sure of that. Oh, and one more thing … you
have less time than you think. Enjoy it and do not worry. My advice is to go
down to this address. It is a little bonus for you.” He scribbled on another
scrap of paper and pushed it towards me. 


I climbed the stairs, out of the macabre dream world
the little pedlar inhabited and back into the busy slums. Out in the shabby
side-street the world was full of sunshine, life and health. On the road people
chatted, rushed, strolled and relaxed in the full swing of life’s prizes and
problems.


I intentionally brushed past an older, well-dressed
woman. Within just a moment a lifetime’s worth of memories ran through me: I
experienced Fran’s whole life in an instant as if it had been my own. I
experienced her joyful childhood, her unfulfilled loves, her domineering
motherhood and her liberating grievances. I hated her misery and loved her
delight. I understood Fran as I did myself – and she hurried past me never
knowing who I was. 


After the astonishment of the experience receded, I
found it as fulfilling as the pedlar had promised. I desired more life. I found
excuses to make contact with more people. My personality went through several
lifetimes’ worth of change. I understood every bit of anger in these strangers.
I knew every wrong done against them and done by them. I realised their
motivation for everything they did and empathised even with their evil and
ignorance. I saw every little embarrassing and bizarre thought of a person, but
I understood rather than mocked. The joys of their abstinence and the joys of
indulgence were both mine. 


Some people had gone through such horror and
misfortune that I almost wept for them. I cursed myself for all the apathetic
unkindness I had meted out to people in the past. As well as the pain, there
were many joys and I lapped them all up. The experience of every kind of
pleasure was mine. No matter what the memories contained, they were all
valuable to me. I returned home a man with many lives’ worth of wisdom.


The next few days I spent collecting many more
lifetimes in my mind. I became a philanthropist. I decided I would feel the
same love for any person in the world if only I could touch them. I warmed to
the collective consciousness of humanity and I wanted to help it. I knew all
these people’s flaws and instantly forgave them because they were now my
failings too. I wanted to discipline every evil that I saw in people, but never
through vengeance, only for the better cause.


The knowledge brought by so many memories gave me
obvious advantages that allowed me to fulfil my charitable impulses: I gave
wise advice to those who needed it; revealed wrongdoing; gave away the remains
of my fortune; spent time with the friendless and brought lonely people
together.


Eventually all this activity inflamed my side with
so much pain that I had to return home; yet I was satisfied with the
accumulated delight of my hundreds of unsuspecting donors. I sought to spend
the remainder of my life helping all my brothers and sisters around the world.
All I had done before counted for nothing; now I was putting together my true
legacy.


I visited my friends and eavesdropped on their
innermost lives. As with the others I gained more of a connection with them
than I ever had before.


I learned of the cruel price Ashcroft had paid to
the pedlar for the life of his son.








At last I ventured to the address
the pedlar had given me on the fragment of paper: my “bonus” as he called it.
The address led me to an old abandoned house in a decaying part of town. I
found the door ajar and the smell of rot, excrement and waste poured out as I
entered. All the windows were boarded up and I had difficulty seeing through
the gloom. This house, this festering hole, was where the pedlar had sent me to
as a bonus, but perhaps some magic treasure still waited ahead. I searched
through the decay and at first discovered only refuse everywhere I looked. 


I heard unhealthy wheezing from a bedroom and there
I found a haggard, ancient woman. She looked fixedly towards the boarded
window, not noticing me. Even when I approached her she did not respond. It was
clear she had lost her mind. The details of her bones were visible through her
skin; her hair had fallen out; she was covered with her own filth and she
babbled faintly and unintelligibly. With my new-found compassion I touched her
hand. 


All the things I had experienced were nothing next
to this. I was overwhelmed by the waves of bliss: the ecstasy of intense
happiness.


Jackie had gone to the pedlar and given him
everything for her happiness. He had given it to her in such an intense form
that she sought nothing else. No love or joy could surpass it. She revelled
within herself with no desire to do anything. Neither pain, nor hunger had any
hold over her and all fear was cast aside. She was entirely dependent on the
people that the pedlar sent to her, but no one had come for weeks. 


I went to find her food and, on returning, I held
her hand again to repeat the experience of all that happiness. I released and
grasped it over and over. I could not seem to hold the permanent state of bliss
she was in, but the memory of it was enough to partially satisfy me. I cleaned
her and fed her, more for my benefit than hers.


The growing pain in my side brought me back to
reality. There was nothing I could do as my body rotted. Why was the pedlar so
cruel as to hide his gifts from humanity? What if every person understood? I
was not angry with the pedlar. I was beyond that now, but he must have some
greater knowledge than me. How come he did not have this empathy with the rest
of humanity? I left the decaying house and the luxury of Jackie’s happiness to
find him and try to convince him to help the people. 


My side churned with pain and I wondered if I would
make my destination. It was searing outside and the sun’s fierce strength
sucked out my energy, until at last I stumbled down the little pedlar’s
stairway, barely able to stand. Inside, the incense and the smoke choked the
air and there was a moment where I thought I would black out. The pedlar sat
contemplating me with that uncaring expression on his face.


“I need your help. I really need it.”
Light-headedness came over me and, despite my new-found wisdom, I could not
think straight. “You're the only one who can help me. Please, I’m a believer in
you. I’ll do anything to set these things right.” 


“What seems to be the problem?”


“These things you gave to me, and to Jackie, they’re
fantastic! Thank you! Thank you so much. But I have come to ask you to give
these things to more people. People will give you whatever you want for your
powers.”


“They do not have anything I want.”


“What I gave you?”


“I did not need it. That was merely your price.”


I paused, struggling to collect my thoughts. “My head
is swimming … I need your help … I’m sorry …” I realised I was babbling. I was
not the same person I was a day ago; I had been reborn but this witch had
somehow stolen my clarity of thought. “What have you done to me?”


“The doctor told you. Your brain is lacking blood.
It is dying just like the rest of you. It does not matter what you put into it.
If it rots, then everything you are is broken.”


“Please, I don’t care about myself. Just help the
people. I saw so much suffering.”


He smiled contemptuously. “These are not your
problems anymore. They belong to the world of the living.”


“But I am the living and I care. I saw all their
misery and you must know and … you just sit there! They are good people. They
deserve better.”


“And so?”


“What? You want them to be in pain? You get off on
it? You get a power high? You freak! What do you want?” All I had learnt about
people crumbled in front of the pedlar.


“I am not interested in creating or eliminating
pain. I just follow the rules. All these worries are soon to be taken away. Sit
and relax.” 


The pain in my side made the room hazy. “Help—” I
ended the sentence in a coughing fit.


 “Unfortunately you do not have anything left
to trade. I told you there is much less time than you think. Here, take a seat
and have a cigarette.” I fell into the chair he gestured towards and I doubled
up in pain. “Just enjoy the time. There is nothing more we can do. I suppose we
have time to make you some tea …” 


He lit a cigarette and, with animal speed, leant
across the table and put it in my mouth. “Here, let us have a look through this.”
He opened a book of photo portraits, placed it in front of me, and flipped
through slowly, showing little interest. I reached up to remove the cigarette;
I had almost no strength left to move my arm.


“You don’t understand. Why don’t you help? You don’t
know what the pain feels like …”


“But these things are so far beyond the power of
tiny little people like you and me. I am just an engineer you know. Is it my
doing that holds back their empathy? But all this aside, the most important
question is: why should I care?”


The haze around the room deepened. “Help me! I’m
going to die.”


“Yes, yes, I know. We have known this for a while,
have we not?”


I pulled together the last of my feeble strength and
reached out. “Touch my hand.”


“No, I do not think I will actually.” He did not
shrink back.


“Please, I want to live one more time.”


“I do not think you would like it.” 


I could not think straight and I felt overpowering
tiredness. “Give me something …”


“Would you like another hour or another millennium?
You think this time will not come in the end?”


“Please, please touch my hand.” My left arm fell
limp on the table.


“Very well,” said the pedlar, seizing my lower arm
with both hands in a fierce grip. His palms were dead cold like a corpse, his
skin like rubber. I knew that this was not right. It was not the usual set of
life experiences that were trickling into my mind. 


 I felt a
vacuum seep into my soul, not the set of visions of life, like vibrant clear
water, that had come into my mind with the others. This was like some cold,
dark liquid that poured into me. It was not a set of experiences I saw, but a
motionless, eternal void. It was like looking into a black scar on reality. I
could see nothing but these visions compounding themselves in my psyche.


 “There you
go, there you go!” said the pedlar in a mock soothing tone. I felt his hands
leave me, but the lifelessness of his touch still ebbed its empty death into my
consciousness, its roots finding their way deeper, like a fungus of the mind. I
was paralysed as the soulless fluid filled my heart and took away my life force.


“Last chance for that tea, my friend …” 


Despite the darkness and cold of this place I was
warmed by the memory of the achievements I had left behind, and it was all I
had left behind. I wondered why I had started on that inheritance so late. 


I heard the pedlar exhale another self-satisfied
puff of smoke and from then on I could not tell if I had lost my hearing or if
the pedlar was just sitting in indifferent silence.






























THE
LOTUS DEVICE








“You haven’t
said what job your friend has for me.”


Tom hesitated
and with a glance at his watch, admitted his contact’s delay. “Well, that’s the
thing. It’s not actually a job, so much. He’s just going to help.”


“That’s weird,
I’m sure I remember you telling me he had a job. It would have been damn stupid
for me to come out all this way otherwise. I was pretty sure I remember you
saying that.”


“He can help.
He can really help.”


“So I’ll be
back at the corpses on Monday? Mate, I’ve got to get out of this. You think I
like my work? It makes me hate myself. I’m suicidal. There! I said it.”


I turned away
from him towards the backstreet we stood in. A pasty morning sky ebbed over the
characterless houses and gave me little optimism for the future. We were
waiting outside this dealer’s industrial steel door and I felt a spot of rain.
I made sure Tom heard my groan.


Tom glared at
me and said, “You know, I have a tough job too. You think it’s easy looking
after those zombies. Old people can be shits.”


“Make friends.
You might inherit something nice one day.”


“And they
stink!”


“I wear
industrial-strength rubber gloves and my hands still smell of blood,
twenty-four seven.”


“Better than
smelling of old people’s faeces.”


“Well, you do
have a point there. You stink of shit.”


Something over
my shoulder caught his anxious eye. “I see him coming. I’ll talk to you later.”


“Where are you
going? He’s your friend.”


“No, no, I
don’t want to talk to him. I owe him money. See you later. Listen to him. He
knows what’s going on.” 


Tom sulked off
in a trot, putting up his hood against the drizzle. I turned towards the
approaching businessman. A man in an old suit shambled forward with a trail of
cigarette smoke dispersing after his trudge. I leant against the wall as he
made his sluggish approach to the door. His malformed stance and his callous,
shadowed features made him instantly unlikeable. He paid me no heed as he undid
the locks.


“Alright?” I
said.


 At my question, the decrepit trader turned and his melted face shot out a surly
puff of smoke. His half-closed eyes looked past me towards some more
interesting future. It was hard to put an age on him, but I could tell he was
disgustingly unhealthy and fragile.


“Sorry. You
were saying?” He barely had the liveliness to separate his teeth. “You are one
of Mister Thomas Pace’s friends, are you not? This is my warehouse. Tell me
about your problems then?”


“So, you have
a job for me?”


“You have a
job.”


“I hate it.”


“Quit.”


I laughed. “I
could quit in the same way I could stop eating, but I can’t really, can I?” He
had undone many locks and gone inside, without giving invitation, but leaving
the door wide open. I looked in after him. “Dark enough, isn’t it?”


“What is the
matter with your job?” his diminishing voice replied. I followed the mole-like
trader down a spiral staircase to his “warehouse”.


 “Well, I’ve been at the abattoir a few years
now, and at first it didn’t bother me a bit. Killing things, it gets to some
people, but not to others. And I guess it’s just got to me. Cutting throats and
corpse splitting – all that takes a toll. You would have thought it would have
hardened me, but it wore me down.” 


“Your stomach
gave way?” 


The distance
of the little trader’s voice surprised me. I had no idea how he had descended
so speedily. I quickened my pace.


“Yeah mate,
I’m not work-shy. Just the smell, you know? It says with you for days; makes
everything disgusting. I don’t have a moral problem with it or nothing.”


At the base of
the stairs I entered into a murky basement room, filled with spiritualist junk.
Portentous smells filled the air and the collection was off-set by the thin
layer of grime that coated every piece of tourist-trap sorcery. On the walls
African masks relaxed with sleepy contempt next to grinning, golden idols and
dwarfish South American gods. The room was filled with a thin, aromatic vapour
that slithered close to the floor in ribbons. Shadows lay across everything and
quivered to the whims of candles.


He was
slouching at the other end of the room, almost lying down in a wicker chair.
“You know, people come to me and beg and grovel for me to pull the cancer out of
their only child’s brain. You come to me whining about your job.”


“If they want
that from you then … well, they’re a bit thick to be honest, aren’t they?”


 “The point being, your quality of life is
better than that of nine out of ten people.” 


“Well, as long
as everyone else’s life is atrocious, then that’s fine, isn’t it? My ‘life
quality’ is worse than anyone I talk to.”


“Apart from
your work, how is the rest of your life?”


“The rest of
my life is middling. So the work part takes down the average. It takes it down
to being worse than dead.” 


Recent despair
had turned my thoughts in that direction much more than the throwaway comment
indicated. If only I could believe in the statistical superstition of the pools.


“Maybe you do
not need to kill yourself, my friend. Maybe you could just kill the part of you
that has to work.”


“I and he are
somewhat close.”


The flabby
occultist sighed. “Well, I have got something that might help you, but it is
very expensive.”


“I’m telling
you to stop right there, mate.”


“We can talk
about something other than money. Here, just have a look. What can it hurt? Let
me see. I have it somewhere … ah, yes, here we are. It is very beautiful, is it
not? Be careful now. You will regret it if you drop it.”


The device he
handed me looked like a bulky pocket watch, but closer inspection revealed it
as a much more intricate clockwork machine. It had many dials each within the
other, all engraved with an unknown alphabet. The centre dial had pictures that
reminded me of those on a tarot card. At its core was a lock and within it a
flower-shaped key. Its archaic beauty was completely ruined by flaking rust and
oil seeping from unseen cracks. The gummy substance covered my hands from the
first touch.


“Cute! Looks
expensive, mate. Three quid?”


“I will show
you how it works.” He said it wearied by pre-empted questions. “Hold it like
this. It is very important you hold it properly. No one else can do it for you.
Turning these dials you can choose a time to the very second. See: years, days,
hours and seconds. Select a time at any point in the past that you were holding
the device … holding it properly that is; otherwise nothing happens. Turning
this key erases your memory between the chosen past time and the present.” I
gave him the look and he gave me one back. “Well, it is up to you, really. I am
doing you a favour, you know.”


“I’m still
here, aren’t I? Show me then.”


“Well … hold
it like I showed you.”


There was a
sensation like abruptly waking from a daydream, as if reality had faded away
and back again within one instant. Everything slid sideways, without feeling.
There was no sense of disconnection; it all seemed natural. My position in the
room jolted and the occultist disappeared and reappeared across the room. He
shrugged and disgorged endless smoke from his bottomless lungs. “You see … effortless.”



I stared down
at the device, open mouthed. Out of curiosity I held it again, to repeat the
taste of the experience. The room rotated hazily around me and the occultist
appeared sitting next to me. I laughed.


“Now look,
here is what you need to do. Every morning you can hold it; every evening you
can erase your memory. As far as you are concerned, you will face a string of
evenings and weekends.”


“So I’m living
a half-life?”


He got up and
absent-mindedly put his kettle on. “You are living less than a full life now.
Want to wade through the gore and intestines again? You were the one about to
kill yourself. Besides, you’re what, twenty? You have plenty of life left to
halve.”


“Twenty-five,
mate. So what’s the price for this thing?”


The occultist
sighed, as if the cost was his burden. “It is expensive … but it can be very
cheap …”


“Thanks for
not answering. What’s the price?”


“Well, it is
something you will not miss, not unless you go looking for it of course … I am
almost embarrassed to say …” 


He dropped the
cigarette on his own carpet and crushed it. His face was livelier than when I
first met him, though with no less condescension. From the walls of his chamber
behind him, many misshapen images of mythology glared towards me.


“What is the
price?”


“Actually, it
is sort of funny. Do you not feel a little tired? Do you not feel a little
hungry? The receipt is in your pocket.”


I reached in
and pulled out a handwritten slip: “One Lotus Device paid in full”.


“What is this?
There is no cost on here. What just happened?”


“Actually, I
did put the cost on there … just there, where it has been scribbled out. It is
all done. Congratulations, the device is yours.”


“What … what
did you do?” 


“I think our
business is done.” He turned away so I ran up to him.


“What did you
do?” He did not respond. “Answer me, what just happened?”


He shook his
head dismissively. “The subject is closed, ‘mate’. Just enjoy yourself. You
will never notice the price. Why bother me? Do you think I was the one who
erased your memory? Do you think I scribble out prices I cannot bear to look
at? You agreed with me you would never worry about it if you did not know.”


“I’m worrying
about it right now! What did you take? I’m getting really angry real quick.”


“Self-pitying
tires me.”


“Tell me!”


“Your attitude
needs changing, my friend.”


“This one
suits me.”


“Are you not
even curious how many times we have been at this very scene?” I stood stunned,
then looked at my watch to see how many hours had passed since I walked down
those stairs. “You are in the driver’s seat now. Do not worry; you will have a
much happier life for years to come. You should treasure it, but do not waste
it.” 


“But …”


“We can do
this again, but every time we do, you get a little more tired. Here, put your
hand on the device one last time. You have the power to make me and the job go
away.”


I was home in
an instant, again with the device in my hands. Dusk was giving out its last
light and my clothes were damp from rain. Home-grown dullness replaced the
threatening gloom of the salesman’s warehouse.


I took the
receipt out of my pocket and tried to read the price, but I could not see through
the scribbling of many different pens. Inspecting the Lotus Device, it looked
back at me with its numerous irises, weeping the oily, shadowy liquid onto my
hand. I played with it for a little while; I am not sure how long. 


“So you
thought you’d just leave bin night up to me, did you?” said Natalia, from
behind me.


“Hmm? Oh
sorry, I forgot?”


“Again? What’s
wrong with you today? You’ve been wandering round like a druggy zombie.” She
had the bin bag in one hand and her compulsory glass of dry white wine in the
other. 


I looked out
the window, past the rain, towards the industrial chimneys framing the sky.
“Just thinking about work, that’s all.”


She put down
both the items and put her arms around me. “Sweetheart, you know that doesn’t
make it any better.”


“No, no, I
have a good feeling about tomorrow. I’m just thinking about it, that’s all.”








On Mondays I
see the future through a pessimistic veil, knowing I have a miserable life five
days out of seven. I suppose half of the problem is that the weekends are mediocre;
passable weekends and terrible weekdays are the only two ingredients of my
life. All Friday’s freedoms are forgotten as future academic problems become
present, practical struggles. 


This Monday
before I left for work I held the Lotus Device. The world jumped around in the
now familiar way. I found myself exactly where I had been, but more wearied.
Each clock jumped forward by ten hours. I had done my day’s work and without
any effort.


For a short
period I was reluctant to use the device; when I came home from work its memory
did not pain me. However, the future thought of work caused distress and only
by promising myself that I would erase those memories could I get rid of my
anguish for the future. I used the Lotus Device with a view to making a happier
future, rather than removing an offensive history. 


The days with
the device were the best since work began. Now I was in an early retirement.
The weekdays were mostly sleep, but dotted with pubs and newspapers, after
which came a weekend, only noticeable by the lesser proportion of slumber. The
device had completely amputated the gangrenous part of me. I was still being
tortured, but could not feel it.


I used the
device to bypass other unfortunate things. If I was ill, the time would flash
by in less than a moment. If my wife prepared the leftover stew, I only had to
deal with the aftertaste and I never had to sit through commercials. Although
it had taken chunks out of my life, it was the poisonous chunks, allowing me to
lose all those little tumours that blotted my existence. 


I viewed those
past selves as someone different from myself. My life, as I knew it, was a
continuous series of memories, of which they had no part. I imagined those
people as a string of twin brothers, similar, but distinctly separate. They had
to face the malicious slice of life.


I was careful
to keep a record of details I might erase. Occasionally, I found in my pocket
disorganised notes of things to remember. I must admit, it was frustrating when
I would lose a few extra hours and the notes gave no clue as to why. The
strangest thing I found was a gun in my drawer with a note from myself, “Keep
me safe!”. I confess I sometimes found those past selves creepy. This and the
eternal sticky oil were the only downsides to my new life. The oil was not of
common sort, it sank deep into the skin and no amount of washing would purify
the blotchy hands. However, its greasy odour covered up the stink of the old
blood, removing the last reminder to the lost gruesome labour. 


For a while I
kept a sharp lookout for whatever this costly thing was worth. Predictably, no
money came out of my account and for an extra five pounds a tarot reader
confirmed I still had a soul. I decided, whatever the price, it was non-existent
as far as I was concerned, much like work. That goblin trader knew what he was
talking about. 


I told no one
about the device, save my wife, who was not so keen on it. I put this down to
jealousy; experimentation proved it useless to anyone but me. A few months
after I received the machine, she interrupted my meal to give me her charming
standpoint on the philosophy of mind.


“You’re
killing yourself, you know?” 


“No, I’m
killing the miserable bastard. I’m the happy, unemployed layabout.”


“What do you
think you do between those hours?” I considered, if someone caused me the most
hideous pain in that time, it may be morally neutral.


“Be
miserable.”


She snorted.
“You could be a rent boy for all you know.”


“Would I
care?”


“I am so fed
up of having to repeat myself over and over!”


I opened my
mouth, but realised for any witty put-down there was a well prepared counter.
She began to rant on about the preciousness of time and I concluded I could do
without this. Memory wiping the wife’s self-satisfying speeches was a guilty
pleasure. Under the table I held the device, to miss a few extra pointless
moments.


This break in
time was painful and when I looked down, I saw an elderly hand holding the
device, almost black with the everlasting oil stains. Ashen hairs covered the
claw’s quivering slack fingers that were crowned with rotten nails. I felt my
body wither within an instant, while the skin tightened and dried across the
wasting muscles. I felt every joint within me become rigid and my vision turned
cloudy. A substantial permanent fatigue weighed heavy over every limb. My wife
and my house were replaced by a house I did not know.


Fear hit me as
if I had swallowed poison. I shambled painfully to a mirror and I saw in the
image the cavernous wrinkles of many years’ experience unknown. The eyes were
bereft of all energy; fallen deep and sad within their sockets. The head was
ugly with baldness and warped proportions; its skin was diseased and flaking.
This man was maybe fifty years my senior. Disbelief forced me to seek any delusional
hope. I looked down with panic at the device, as if it could give me some
comfort. The realisation slowly trickled into me of the full extent of this
moment's loss, like fifty years was a mere penny falling between the
floorboards. 


“Why would I
do this?”


I looked in my
pocket for some precious notes or guidance. I found money, the gun and a piece
of notepaper. With horrid expectation I unfolded it, wishing it would give me a
hope that this process could be reversed, or provide some pittance of
consolation. I opened it with painful, clumsy, wooden fingers and it gave its
message clearly and without pity, in a warped version of my own writing: “DON’T
LOOK FOR WHY!”. 


For a while I
stared at the merciless order and then I began to cry in self-pity at my
incurable illness. I had infected myself with death and infirmity out of
foolishness. I spent hours coming to terms with my loss before I could think of
anything practical.


Through my
tears, I looked about the unknown house I found myself in. It was lifeless,
abandoned and decayed. The hollow, old silence left me with little doubt the
house was unoccupied. No light shone, except a weak glow from beyond the
curtains, which illuminated the photographs of smiling strangers on the walls.
Newspapers and cardboard boxes took the majority of the space and dust
blanketed everything.


I wondered if
I owned this dead, vacant house. Was this was my life’s achievement? Perhaps
what drove me to erase my memory was not far away and I began a search for some
clue. Within the boxes I discovered peculiar gadgets of the future and
recognised myself as a cursed time traveller. The frailty of my body made every
task painful and time hungry. I had to sit down to rest after the work proved
fruitless and I was incapacitated for a few minutes.


When I
regained strength, I went to the door and stepped into a busy town street of
half a century away. The sun proved powerful and the air parched so that I
wondered if this was my native country, but familiarity with the newspapers
left me assured. The atmosphere had an artificial smell of some foreign
chemical and I suspect this was what occasionally warped the light when looking
into the distance. In front of whitewashed sterile houses miserable people
walked past in the latest fashions, made from the most popular, cheap
synthetics.


I decided to
make the journey to my home town. Perhaps my wife still lived there, or I had
kept a diary to gain something back. But the resolution did not last long. My
misery sucked away all my vigour, and coupled with my age, the vindictive sun
and lack of a plan, I was crippled within a few moments. I knew I may have a
few hours' journey ahead. With every step my frail body took, my willpower
crumbled. Giving way to weariness, I made my way to an unsightly skyscraper
which displayed the glowing words “hotel” with obnoxious pride.


I entered the
hotel’s shiny, plastic world of inexpensive functionality and as I checked in
at the lobby the new technologies of currency and etiquette caused some
embarrassment. I realised how my ragged clothes portrayed me as one of those
lost, mindless elderly who wander the streets. The camp receptionist shot me a
patronising grin as he handed me the “key card”.


I bought a map
and made my way to my room. I discovered it at least had some homeliness and
allowed me the privacy to collapse and think out my situation. On the map my
town had swollen across the page into a city, the abattoir had vanished into
suburbia, but my home street remained, and so I planned my journey. I spent the
rest of the night watching the news, but I needed a maid’s help to get the
gadget to work. I tried to piece together the last few decades from the quick
slice format of the information, but I found it impossible. It confirmed the
time I had been away: fifty-five years. Without undressing I fell asleep in my
chair, pondering that missed existence.








Waking was
unpleasant and made clear that the previous day’s shock had given me a boost of
vitality, now exhausted. It was five in the morning, but the desire for answers
trumped that of sleep. I saw only the day’s trek ahead of me.


Out of habit,
I took the device out of my pocket. I turned the life-devouring device over in
my polluted hands. I felt the temptation to break it, but it seemed futile to
vent my fury on the knife I used to put out my eyes. Perhaps the machine had
saved me from a worse fate; after all, the past self’s instruction was to not
look for truth, he did not blame the machine. 


My mind and
body withered with exhaustion from the thought of the trek, but I could cheat
it all just by touching the device. Did I trust myself enough? How would I know
another precious year would not pass? I reflected on what I could lose now;
suppose I discovered myself on my deathbed, in many ways I would count it as a
blessing.


I held the
device again and I was outside my house. I looked at my apparently new watch
and some days had passed. Whereas this street had once been empty of motor
vehicles, now obnoxious traffic choked the road, fettered only by the numerous
glossy signs and lights. The terrace houses seemed well preserved under their
coats of timid paint and skyscrapers had eaten up the stout industrial chimneys
that once monopolised the horizon. The unnatural sun remained intense, even
through the outlandish smog. The residence of well-built working men had been
overrun by feeble insects in suits, walking hunchbacked to and from their
occupations. Illuminated, animated billboards exhibited grinning perfection
while the people displayed miserable drudgery.


I hobbled up
to the door and rang the bell. A cartoon-like woman with hair curlers opened
the door and gave me a glance of recognition. 


“Is—?”


She stopped
me, for her well-recited speech. “Yes! This was your old house. No! I don’t
know anything about you. No! I don’t know where your wife has gone. Yes! You do
come here over and over talking the same claptrap for the past decade. No! You
can’t come in. I don’t know! I don’t know! I don’t know! See you in a few
months’ time, you senile moron!”


She slammed
the door. The men of the future shambled past me, while I stood wrestling with
the inevitable. I saw in my destiny only repeats of the past. I must either
give up or go on forever. Although I longed to know what had made me erase my
memory over and over, perhaps I should just abandon the cause.


Maybe I had
finally murdered the bitch, perhaps the price was finally realised or maybe it
was just the awareness I had been wasting my existence with this grotesque
device, which had ground my life into dust. I held up the device, ready to
smash it, but it was folly. I had never done so before and I knew I could not
now. I had chosen this damned, eternal hell above knowing the secret. Whatever
this hellish loop was, why would I do anything but what had been done before?


I travelled
down the street in a dazed wonder until I saw a phone booth with its insides
painted with florescent graffiti and its glass spattered across the floor. To
my surprise it worked and I asked directory enquires for my wife, but no one of
that name was any longer listed in the town. I was about to hang up but then I
asked for Thomas Pace. 


“Yes, there is
one listed. Shall I put you through?”


“Please.”


“… Retirement
Village. Peg speaking. How can I help?”


“I want to
speak to Mr Pace, please.”


“I afraid he’s
asleep at the moment, sir.”


“Then wake
him.”


“Who may I say
is calling?”


“Family.”


“May I have
your name?”


“Can I talk to
him?”


“Well, I guess
you must be distant family, sir. Mr Pace has been unable to speak for the last
eighteen months.” I hung up, called the directory again and got the address. 


I hailed a
taxi out of the creep of traffic. The old town gave way to glass and metal as
we made our way through the skyscrapers. On arrival at Retirement Village I
made more convincing excuses so that the nurse gave me access to the spartan
bedroom. There was a repulsively dilapidated man lying in the bed. I turned to
seek assurance from the nurse that this was indeed Tom, as there was no way to
recognise him. She confirmed – and smiled as she shut the door. On approaching
I think I awakened him because he jolted and an awful smile spread across his
countenance, but his eyes remained closed, as if he was forcing them shut with
determination. Fleshy scabs hung from his face. His hair descended from the
sides of his head, but in stringy, tangled curtains.


I sat close to
him. “You’re looking well, Tom.”


He made some
feeble hand gestures at his throat, I guess to indicate he could not speak. I
realised the smile was involuntary; in age, his skin had tightened, to give way
to the grinning skull. I paused at the thought that this blind mute was only
ten years my senior.


“You owe me,
Tom. You owe me fifty years. Where is my wife?”


He flailed his
hands until he hit on the cabinet of drawers next to him. I opened the first
drawer. “What am I looking for, Tom?” He wheezed and tapped the chest with all
his feeble force until I found the note addressed to me.








“I am sorry,
but I am a victim too. We are both to blame. I sold you to him, and you sold
yourself to him. I gave you to him to fulfil part of what I owed, but I don’t
know what he took from you.


Every
time you go on this journey, to find out why you deleted your memory over and
over, you find the secret. And knowing that secret is what drives you to erase
your memory. And you will run this circle till you die and I will help you. 


Go
visit him where you first met. That’s what you always do, do it again. Leave
this note here. You will burn it if you take it.


Do
not blame me. All I have done to you, you have also done to yourself.”








Underneath the
note was my own writing. “He wrote this
years ago. Now he is insane.”


“What is this,
Tom? It doesn’t make any sense. You had fifty years to write this. Couldn’t you
have managed something a little less cryptic? Where’s my wife, Tom?” He
answered with heavy gasping.


“Where is
she?” I gave him a pen. “Write it down. Write!”


He scrawled
something, but it was not even words. “I can’t read this. Is she alive? Grunt
once for yes, twice for no.” The wicked, sightless grimace was silent. I could
get nothing from him. 


The nurse
returned. “Time’s up. It’s best not to tire him out.”


“He knows
something important. How do I talk to him?”


“He’s not all
there, sir. It won’t do any good. Time’s up.”


I got up and
walked out. “I’m taking this letter, Tom. You may not be here next time.”


The nurse
whispered to me. “You may want to say goodbye, sir. Never leave without saying
goodbye properly.”


“Ok. But I
don’t think the sentiment will do either of us much good.” I turned and shouted
into the room, “You still smell of old people’s shit, Tom!” and laughed loudly.



As the nurse
began her retributions, I held the device and I was at the doorway of the
“warehouse” of that wretched occultist. It was in a grubby, neon-lit backstreet
now, and the sun had given way to darkness and thick rain. Some days had passed
according to my watch. I heard laughing and saw a collection of tramps eyeing
me in the darkness. I could not help but feel that the knowledge of their
superiority to me fuelled their humour.


 The door was unlocked and I descended the
staircase to that basement darkness. I needed some comfort, so feeling in my
pocket I found a prepared torch which lit the way with a sharp beam. In my
other pocket was the gun and a note, “KILL HIM”, but in honesty, I believed the
chance was slim that the esoteric trader was still alive. 


The damp, cold
and dark of the place made it clear I would find no-one here. Cockroaches
infested the floor and mould dressed the walls. I climbed deep down the throat
of that dead giant until my bones complained and all sounds from the outside
were blocked. I came to the door where I had sold my life. 


Upon entering,
my torch slashed through the darkness, revealing that all his magical
paraphernalia had been removed and the naked stone floor’s tomb-like feel. I
saw no wall, for it was covered in thousands of notes, maps and pictures, all
messages from me to me. Varieties of paper and media were jumbled in no order.
Spray painted across it all in three-foot high letters were the words, “TURN
BACK”. 


I approached
the insane, babbling wall. Each was an entreaty from the past selves. All had tried
desperate and different tactics to get me to give up my quest. Some tried
simple scare tactics; others attempted large, cryptic essays on the horror of
what I was pursuing and logged my continued voluntary tour of hell. If these
notes were, indeed, written by the various past selves, they had not worked
prior to this; so only the newest note could be of value, but there was no
system to find it.


My torch
darted over the madness of these leads, to find out why I had cannibalised my
life and why I was in the same position again. Many of them gave advice on how
to avoid leaving a trail for the next cycle: “You left your receipts in the bin
last time. Burn them”. “Don’t use the device here”. “You have given yourself
false trails; do not even try to follow them”. “The secret didn’t eat up your
family, knowing the secret did”. 


Photos showed
conflicting and impossible information about the demonic trader, some showed
nonsense about my wife, some testified to the mad things I had done. This
jumbled, self-deceptive nightmare was my rancid, lost memory, now found. 


I fell
painfully to my knees, in front of the testament to a wasted and unhappy life.
I could see many pointless leads all heading to dead ends. I wept, twice over,
for myself. 


I crossed the
threshold. Maybe this time my back was stiffer, Tom’s decay too deep, the notes
were one too many, or the sun was just too hot. I had always managed to find
out the secret and had repeatedly erased it. But this time I would destroy the
device, before I found the truth, and thus force myself to keep that knowledge.


With my
pathetic strength I threw the device against the wall and smashed its oily,
black organs over the hateful gibberish. Like a burst damn, all the memories
the device had horded gushed into me uninvited. The terror I had tried to
repeatedly forget filled up every space in my consciousness and the pain and
self-hatred returned, blotting out everything else from my mind.


I screamed,
out of my dry, wasted lungs. With broken fingers, I clawed
at the smashed metal on the floor, trying to piece together my precious
ignorance. I could do nothing with it. The innocence was lost. I was bound to a
wasted life and a grotesque vision of the knowledge. I dug my yellow split
fingernails into my skull, hoping I could dig out those facts with brute force.
As I gouged out grooves in my flesh, the physical pain numbed the guilt. My
self-hatred felt the satisfaction of the old blood running down my temples. The
smell of the forgotten blood filled up the room, pungent and suffocating. I
closed my eyes to the world and a blessing came: I remembered I had brought
with me one more forgetting device of a more permanent quality.
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