
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Science Fiction Stories

        

        
        
          Eamonn Murphy

        

        
          Published by Eamonn Murphy, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SCIENCE FICTION STORIES

    

    
      First edition. January 17, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Eamonn Murphy.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201586485

    

    
    
      Written by Eamonn Murphy.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Dedicated to all the small press editors who kindly bought my stories, and to small press editors everywhere. 

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Science Fiction Stories

[image: ]




by

Eamonn Murphy 

––––––––

[image: ]


Cover art by Laura Givens. Visit her website:http://www.lauragivens-artist.com/

––––––––

[image: ]


This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places or events are entirely coincidental. 
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​Here are some short stories. I’ve divided them into four sections starting with dystopian and finishing with humour so you end on a happy note. All have been previously published by editors of magazines and anthologies who paid real money, so someone else likes them apart from me. Hopefully, you will too! 

​

​

Dystopian

‘Expiry Date’ first appeared in Strange Economics anthology (2018) from tdotspecInc 

‘All You Need is Yesterday’ first appeared in Kzine #11 January 2015

‘Pee Pees’ first appeared in Shelter of Daylight June 2020

‘Cyberlink’ first appeared in Outposts of Beyond January 2018

‘Bump’ first appeared in Sounds of the Night anthology (2019) from Alban Lake Publishing

‘Poe Faced’ first appeared in Perihelion SF November 2016

Time Travel

‘Ten Minutes’ first appeared in Perihelion SF January 2014

‘By His Jockstrap’ first appeared in Perihelion SF September 2015

‘A Matter of Time’ first appeared in Frostfire Worlds November 2019

Aliens

‘The Predators’ first appeared in Spring Into Sci-Fi anthology from Cloaked Press

‘With Hostile Intent’ first appeared in Perihelion SF May 2016

Robots

‘The Robot Strikes’ first appeared in Perihelion SF in 2014

‘Clanky’ first appeared in Perihelion SF in November 2017

‘Android Pay’ was accepted for Perihelion SF but sadly the magazine ceased to be. 

Humour

‘Consarn Christmas’ first appeared in Perihelion SF December 2014

‘A Chip Off the Old Block’ first appeared in Perihelion SF July 2016

‘Pluck It Out’ first appeared in Trysts of Fate Feb 2017

‘The Irish Luddites’ first appeared in A Quiet Afternoon 2 from Grace and Victory Publications

‘Brickworm’ first appeared in Empyreome # 2 April 2017
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​Expiry Date


[image: ]




Nick Borden was at the bus stop early and found the other eleven passengers there ahead of him. No one wanted to pay the heavy fines inflicted for missing an appointment. A chill wind from the north plucked at his clothing. The bus shelter was modern, stylish, all sweeping curves of clear plastic. But the gaps let the wind straight through. Nick remembered plain box-shaped bus shelters, the ones that actually sheltered you. Still, cursing everything modern was just a sign he was getting old, wasn’t it?

A sudden gust tugged at his trilby hat, which he grabbed. 

Reflexes still good, he thought.

“At least it’s not raining,” said the man next to him, a bent, skinny figure huddled into a blue anorak. The man wore no hat and was bald. 

Nick nodded and watched a bus pull out. It wasn’t theirs, just a normal town service full of commuters off to a busy day at the office. He turned to survey his fellow passengers: three men and eight women. Women still lived longer. No equalities legislation to cover that, he thought ruefully. All of them looked either ill or at death’s door. 

They all were at death’s door, including him. A month to go. 

“The doddery dozen,” he muttered, remembering an old war film, and chuckled. Then a minibus pulled in to the stop. It was old and battered and dirty but good enough for them. The driver was a stocky young man with short hair. His manner was gentle enough, and he helped the frail passengers aboard with a kind word and a smile. 

Nick was last and brushed aside the proffered arm. “The NHS would have picked us up from home.”

The driver grinned, but his eyes were hard. “Ah, the good old days.”

The journey took forty-five minutes in the heavy rush-hour traffic. They drove straight to the drop-off and pick-up area of the super hospital. It had been new in the first decade of the twenty-first century but was looking well used now. The driver handed his charges over to a young man in a dark blue suit, who led them down a long corridor. The new escort looked smart: clean-shaven, polished shoes, and trousers with knife-edge creases. 

“Are you a doctor?” asked one of the old ladies as the group crowded into a lift. 

“No, madam. Just non-medical staff. My name’s Malcolm. I’m here to take you to the Terminal Ward and explain what will happen next month.”

“You’re getting near your sell-by date, miss,” said the man in the blue anorak, cackling cheerfully. 

The blue suit frowned at him. As a man who sold euthanasia, he didn’t like unpleasant truths voiced out loud and looked lost for words. When the lift reached their floor, a bell pinged, saving him from having to make a reply. 

He ushered them out into a reception area. Ahead of them was a door leading to the ward. Others led to store cupboards and mysterious medical rooms. The whole place had the antiseptic smell of hospitals and pharmacies. 

Their guide turned to address them. “We’ll go along to the Terminal Ward soon, but first, we have to give you a little talk in the lecture room. As you must know, all of you reach your expiry dates in a month, at which point health coverage will finish. The day after that, life insurance coverage ends, and if you hang around, your heirs lose out.” When he said “hang around,” he raised both hands and used the first two fingers to indicate inverted commas. It was a gesture Nick had always hated. 

He interrupted. “When you say ‘hang around,’”—he made an exaggerated mocking imitation of Malcolm’s gesture—“you mean have the bare-faced cheek to keep on living.” Nick dropped his arms and held them slightly away from his hips, fists clenched. His stance was that of a man ready for a fight, and he knew his face was flushed. 

Malcolm smiled. “Watch the blood pressure, old man.”

Nick took a step forwards. “You smarmy little...”

The bent old man in the blue anorak stepped in front of him, both hands raised in a placating gesture. 

“Hold it, mate. I know how you feel, but belting this monkey won’t do you any good, and the organ grinders are out of reach.”

“I’ll call security,” said Malcolm. 

Nick looked into the eyes of the man in front of him and saw a kindred soul. They were of the same generation. The only difference was that Nick had not been so physically debilitated by age. 

He let out a long sigh. “Okay. I’m calm. No need for security.”

A nurse came over from the nearby reception desk. “Everything okay?” she said. 

Malcolm looked sideways at Nick. “Okay now.” He turned. “Follow me, please.”

The bent old man shook Nick’s hand. “I’m Kevin.” He smiled. “I wanted to let you deck him, but it wouldn’t help. Come on.”

They followed the rest of the group but hung back a little. Kevin said, “You’re spry for a man so near his expiry date.”

Nick laughed. “I kept fit. I was doing 10K runs into my seventies and hit the gym three times a week.” He gripped the other man’s arm as if to reassure him. “You’re not so bad yourself. Most people this close to their date are already gone or ill in hospital. This doddery dozen are the exceptions who prove that the rule is crap.”

Kevin gave a wheezy laugh. “Doddery dozen, I like it.” He rubbed his head. “I must be Telly Savalas. You’re Lee Marvin, our leader.”

Nick nodded towards the group in front. “Hardly a leader if I have no followers.”

“Oh, I’m sure we’re all with you, old chap. Even the women. But smiting smug blue suit won’t change anything. Come on. Let’s hear what he has to say.”

They entered the room. There were a dozen seats and a place at the front for a speaker to stand. Malcolm invited them to sit and then turned to face them. 

“When we get to the Terminal Ward,” he said, “you will see that all the patients are calm and relaxed.”

“Sedatives,” said Nick. “They’re drugged.”

Malcolm chuckled indulgently and looked him over. “Mister Borden, isn’t it? Served twenty years in the Parachute Regiment and then worked in security, mostly abroad. They warned me you might be a difficult customer.”

“They dope the patients, too,” said Nick. 

Malcolm exhaled. “Time for a history lesson. Most of you know this already but Mister Borden doesn’t seem to have accepted it. So, we’ll start in 2016 with the referendum on the European Union...” He droned on for about half an hour. Nick didn’t listen. He knew the story.

#
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When Nick was growing up, the National Health Service promised universal care free at the point of delivery. Despite the inefficiency that was an inevitable part of any large government organization, it worked well.

Demographics and new technology changed that, along with falling tax receipts, as billionaires became more powerful than nation states and the politicians in their pockets let them keep their money. Better healthcare meant that more people were living longer lives but not healthier lives, and they needed a lot of looking after. Expensive new treatments came in for various conditions, and everyone wanted them. Treating everyone cost too much. The system collapsed, and private medical insurance replaced it, mostly from American companies who had been in the business for generations. 

Meanwhile, medical technology advanced in other directions. Members of the public were scanned, tested, and genetically assessed. By the time a man or woman reached middle age, it was possible to give them an estimate for when they would die: their expiry date. Once that was known, life insurance companies used it to work out premiums. Some people not destined for long life took up dangerous sports, drank too much, or found other ways to make their lives even shorter. A few impolite patients lived beyond their due date. Parliament, full of MPs who needed campaign funds, agreed with the insurance industry that these people were no longer covered and would receive no payment if they died after their expiry date. This judgement pleased the next generation, who wanted money, not some old coot hanging around too long and being a nuisance. Most old people used up all their medical insurance coverage during their steady decline, and the withdrawal of medical care at the same time was inevitable. You could pay extra for coverage beyond your expiry date—every market has a supplier—although it cost a fortune. 

#
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“So, regrettably, if you go on past your estimated expiry date, the life insurance companies will no longer pay out on your death.” Malcolm had explained it all in a pleasant way. For him, the NHS had been a vast, inefficient bureaucracy and medical practice was much more efficient once privatized. The life insurance industry was most benevolent, investing your money wisely so that there was a good payout for your heirs when your last day came. 

The audience looked doleful but accepting. They all knew the truth of their circumstances, but now it had been set out plainly for them, clarified like a good white wine. Malcolm moved to the door and opened it. 

“For the last part of the tour, we take you around the Terminal Ward to talk to the patients. They can tell you how easy it all is.”

Malcolm led them across the corridor and into the ward. Nick had listened to the lecture with his teeth clenched. Now, he looked down the long room, six beds on either side, and wondered if he could go so tamely to his demise. Then he saw a face he recognized. 

Could it be? There was a white dry-wipe board on the wall with the names of the patients written in black. Sam Billings—Bed 12. It was him. 

Nick hurried forwards. 

The pale, skeletal figure under the thin grey blanket did not much resemble Sergeant Sam Billings of 2 Para, Winner of the Victoria Cross and hero of the Afghanistan campaign. Sam Billings had been a six-foot tower of strength: a disciplinarian, sure, but smart and funny, too. A natural leader. 

He’d won his medal for charging across a battlefield under fire, picking up wounded men and carrying them back to safety. Three men in all. 

One of them had been Nick Borden.

“Sam?” Nick hesitated. It could be another man with the same name. 

The person in the bed shifted. He looked Nick straight in the face. His eyes widened in surprise, and he struggled into a more upright position. 

“I know that ugly mug. Nick Borden, isn’t it?”

Nick wanted to help him sit up but knew Sam would resent it. “Yeah, it’s me.”

Sam coughed, which led to a retching fit lasting a minute. His eyes were streaming by the time he finished. He rubbed them with his fists and smiled. “Sorry about that. What are you doing here?”

Nick pointed to the rest of the group, moving around the ward and asking quiet questions of the patients. “I’m on the tour. We’re all due for expiry next month, so they brought us in to show how easy it is.”

Sam didn’t reply for a few seconds, and when he spoke it was barely a whisper. “I’m due today.” He waved a hand to indicate the others in the ward. “We’re all due today.”

Nick gripped his arm. “Fight them, Sam.”

The frail old man in the bed laughed. “My fighting days are over.”

“You want to die?”

“Hell, no. In the good old days, someone in my condition would be in a care home eating rubbish food and boring the other wrecks with war stories. I can still move about. I’m not incontinent. Oh, I take loads of pills and sleep a lot, but that’s how old people used to be, damn it. We still took care of them.”

Another coughing fit ensued. 

“Ah, the good old days.”

The smug voice came from behind Nick. He glanced over his shoulder and saw blue-suited Malcolm with a security guard in tow, a soft, tubby, middle-aged man who was grimacing to look tough. A male nurse in a white coat stood just behind them. He held a small bottle of serum and a syringe.

The man in the bed chuckled. “Have you been causing trouble again, Nick?”

“Not much.”

Sam sat up. He reached out and took his friend’s hand. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Nick gripped Sam’s fingers too tightly. “Don’t let them do it. We can fight!”

The security guard interrupted. “Now, now, sir. Let’s not have any trouble.”

Sam threw back his head and laughed. “Trouble? Nick Borden could put you down in two seconds, fatty, and kill you in three. But he won’t.” He looked his old comrade right in the eye. “You can’t fight it, Nick. The accountants have taken over the world. If I don’t go today, my life insurance is invalid and my family will lose the money. They’ll have to pay for a private burial, too, and these bastards have rigged the system so that costs a fortune.”

Nick’s lips tightened. “It’s not fair.”

“No. Stay with me, old friend.” Sam looked up at the so-called nurse, a carer with the hard face of a concentration camp guard. “Do it.”

The man in the white coat stepped warily around Nick and moved to the other side of the bed. He wrapped an elasticized tourniquet around Sam’s upper arm and put the point of the needle on a thin vein. 

Sam turned his head so he was looking at Nick when the needle slid in. 

Nick stared at the plunger going down, the fluid disappearing into his friend. He looked back at Sam’s face. 

“Tata, mate.” The eyes closed. The last breath whistled out of the old soldier’s body. 

“Just like putting a dog to sleep,” said Malcolm.

He screamed when Nick grabbed his crotch and squeezed. He spluttered and whimpered when Nick’s fist slammed twice into his nose and mouth. Five seconds after his smart remark, he was on all fours on the tiled floor of the ward, dripping blood and spitting fragments of teeth. 

Nick turned. The nurse executioner had fled. The tubby little security guard backed away, hands held up in front of him. 

“I don’t want no trouble, mate.”

Nick turned and stalked out of the ward. There was no point in staying now. The purpose of the visit was to find out about Termination Day, and he had done that. 

#
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There was remarkably little fuss. The story didn’t make the news at all. The government wanted no negative feelings being aroused about Termination Day. After all, ninety-nine percent of the population didn’t even reach it, so, like all minorities, the remaining one percent was ignored. 

Nick didn’t know if similar things had happened before. Like Sam, most Terminals were far too weak to put up a fight. Their friends were already dead, and their relatives surrendered to the inevitable. The state disposed of them, and the grieving relatives received a small urn of ashes that may or may not have been their loved one. 

Nick’s phone rang three days after the hospital incident. He didn’t recognize the number but answered it, anyway. If it was an unwanted call, he could get satisfaction from being rude to a stranger. 

There were few moments of satisfaction in his life. 

“Hello?”

“Mister Borden?” On confirmation, the speaker continued. “My name’s Brett Tucker, and I’m calling from the Crown Prosecution Service.”

Nick grunted. “What can I do for you, Brett?”

“I’m ringing about the... um... the incident at the hospital.”

Nick grinned. “Oh, yes. That was when some smug cunt called my dead comrade a dog. As I recall, I crushed the bastard’s nuts and smashed his face in. Is there a problem, Brett?”

There was a short pause. “That was a crime,” said Brett. “Actual bodily harm. However, after reviewing the evidence, the department has decided that you were reacting to extreme provocation while the balance of your mind was disturbed.”

“Really?”

Brett seemed unruffled by the sarcasm. “Really. We recognize, Mister Borden, that it was stressful for you to see a friend die and that the remark by Malcolm Foster was totally unacceptable.”

“I’m happy to go to court,” said Nick. “I’ll be glad to stand up in the dock and tell the public how you treat old soldiers today.”

“The nearest court date would be in forty days and... well, you know.”

“You’re killing me in twenty-seven, anyway, so why bother?”

Another pause. “You’ve summed it up, Mister Borden, if crudely. Anyway, I’m ringing to tell you that the C.P.S. won’t be prosecuting the case.”

“What if I go to the press with it?” said Nick. 

Printing presses had long gone the way of the dodo and most of the so-called newspapers online served only to distract the public with tits and celebrities, but there were three serious papers left. 

“They wouldn’t print the story, Mister Borden. They have plenty of violent news already with the various terrorist activities.”

That was true. There was a group calling themselves Dylanists, after the poet who said refused to go gentle into the dark night of death. There were few Dylanists—most people didn’t worry about the issue until they were too old and feeble to frighten a kitten. But they hit soft targets and made trouble. Combined with the ongoing Islamic terrorism, it all made England a dangerous place unless you lived in a gated community with security guards, but only the rich could afford that. 

Nick sighed. “I’m sure you’re right, Brett. Well, thanks for the heads up. You’ve been very polite. I’ll see you in Hell.”

He ended the call and made another cup of tea. Sipping it, he checked the calendar. Twenty-seven days left. What does an old bachelor do, he wondered, with less than a month to live? Drink? Whores? Why not have a good time and use up what little money he had left? Nick had no heirs except some spoilt middle-class nephews he couldn’t stand. They would get his life insurance payout if all went well. 

What if it didn’t? How many nurse executioners could he take out before they got him?

He suddenly realized the answer. None. He was a marked man, now. When his Termination Day came, they might send an armed escort to take him to the hospital. They could even do it at home the night before to catch him by surprise.

Nick considered joining the Dylanists, but he was an old soldier and a patriot. Becoming a terrorist was not in his make-up, and what was the point, anyway? The system wouldn’t change. 

Well, he had a few weeks to mull it over. 

#
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Nick’s expiry date was October the second. On the Tuesday before that, he met an old acquaintance and did some unusual shopping. On Wednesday, he did his usual shopping: fresh fruit, fresh meat, and plenty of fresh vegetables. 

As he munched an apple for breakfast, it occurred to him that his good health had caused the current crisis. Had he stopped exercising and eaten takeaway food meals while sitting potato-like before the television all day, he would have died long ago like millions of others. 

Many years before, there had been a few half-hearted government initiatives to get people fit, but they hadn’t worked and were soon dropped after being deemed bad for business. The government allowed nothing that might be bad for business. Corporations made good profits selling sugar, salt, and fat to the masses. They made more from mad diet plans and expensive gym memberships that fell into disuse by February. When the last possible profit had been extracted and the fat suckers dropped dead of whatever condition their lifestyles had caused, the government saved money on pensions, as did the private pension holders. It was all good for business. 

Nick turned on the television. There was much excitement among the presenters over some breaking news. Terrorists had launched an attack at Manchester Airport, gunning down waiting passengers indiscriminately. 

Nick turned it off. Guns were easier to get than ever, and even the children carried knives. He put Marvin Gaye on the CD player. “Mercy Mercy Me.”

Ol’ Marv was right. Things were not what they used to be. 

#
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​Nick awoke on the first of October to a cold, clear weekday morning. He rose as usual at 6 a.m. and ran his three miles around the park. On the way back, he stopped at a café and ordered a full English breakfast: sausages, bacon, beans, fried bread, tomatoes, eggs, mushrooms—the works. He went back home and performed his ablutions. Refreshed, he dressed to go out, smart as usual in an ironed shirt, sharply creased trousers, and shiny black shoes. His warm woollen jacket suited the weather. 

The offices of the Anglo-American Insurance Company were in Bond Street downtown. Nick splashed out on a taxi to get there. His insurance policies were with the Anglo-American. They received his payments every month and their actuarial calculators had worked out his expiry date many years before. Obviously, it was incorrect. He was still in good health and could keep on living well for years. He would have a word with the top brass about it. As Sam had said, there was no point in arguing with the monkeys. Nick would see the organ grinders.

The building that housed the Anglo-American Insurance Company was the tallest and most impressive in town, a towering, forty-storey spire of steel, glass, and brick. Nick paused at the large glass revolving door entrance to look up and admire it. A teacher once told him that the buildings of any age showed where the power lay. Before Henry VIII, there had been the vast, beautiful cathedrals and abbeys of the Catholic Church. When he confiscated that wealth, England became festooned with palaces and those stately homes soldiers fought for. Now the financiers had the biggest buildings. 

Nick went through the revolving door and entered a spacious lobby. The floor was of light-green tiles, the distant walls a delicate pastel shade. There were potted plants scattered about, and at either side of the door were low coffee tables and soft chairs for visitors to wait in comfort. An elderly couple sat to his right, drinking coffee. 

The back wall had two lifts. In between was a large, polished mahogany reception desk with three decorative openings in the front, staffed by three decorative girls wearing neat blue trouser suits: a blonde in the middle balanced with a brunette to the right and a redhead on the left. Three security guards stood against the wall, one beside the desk, the other two near the lift doors. 

Nick approached the receptionist on the right. “I’m here to see Mister Carter,” he said. “Mister Howard Carter. The boss.” Nick had searched the company website and discovered that Carter was the highest ranked executive in this building. 

The pretty brunette frowned and pursed her lips. She looked him up and down as if measuring him for a suit or weighing up his value at auction. Her expression told Nick he had been found wanting. 

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No, but it’s urgent. He’ll see me.” 

Then the glass of the revolving door shattered noisily in a hail of gunfire. The receptionist to his left screamed.

Nick vaulted over the reception desk and dragged the brunette to the floor in the same motion. Holding her down with one arm, he peered through the gap in the front of the desk, though the deafening fire of machine guns told him what had happened well enough. 

Five men stood just inside the lobby on shards of broken glass, the shattered remains of the revolving door. They were holding their machine guns as if posing for a photograph in the eerie silence after the bedlam they’d caused, the calm after the storm. Each man had a bold, red letter D emblazoned on the left pocket of his camouflage jacket. They seemed almost surprised by their success. 

Nick grimaced as he spotted the elderly couple now lying in an expanding pool of blood. The two security guards posted by the lift doors were both dead. The blonde receptionist was a few feet away, sprawled like a child’s discarded rag doll with her face a bloody mess and her brains decorating the wall. Beyond her, the redhead was in the same state. That was the trouble with terrorism: it killed the innocent.

The surviving guard crouched behind the desk, like Nick, peering through the opening. He drew his weapon. 

The tallest of the men punched the air in triumph. “Rage! Rage!” he shouted.

One of his comrades pointed. “There are people behind the desk.”

“Watch them, Dan.” The tall man was clearly the leader. “The rest of you, follow me.” He headed for the lift to his right. Nick watched as the doors opened and the four men entered. Outside, in the distance, he could hear sirens. 

He scuttled across to the security guard, a thin-lipped, tough-looking man with a two-millimetre haircut. 

The terrorist left to guard them was moving sideways, eyes and gun still trained on the desk. 

Nick spoke. “If I distract him can you take him out?”

The guard raised both eyebrows. “You up for that?”

“Twenty years in the Paras, mate. I’m up for anything.”

The man grinned. “Okay. Do it.”

Nick stayed low and dived forwards into the tiled reception area, yodelling like Johnny Weissmuller. When he landed, he rolled over and over, a moving target. 

The move caught Dan off guard. He fired one burst. It hit the floor where Nick had been half a second earlier. 

A bullet in the guts stopped him in his tracks. Another in the head put paid to him altogether. 

Nick stood up. “Good shooting.”

The guard was already running for the lift. The indicator light above the doors was on one. Faintly, they could hear the rattle of machine guns firing from the floor above. 

Killing all the monkeys, thought Nick.

He turned to the other man. “Call reinforcements then take the stairs.”

The guard ran off, shouting into his radio. Nick pressed the button to summon the lift. It arrived seconds later. Inside, he pressed the number for the floor he wanted. 

The lift rose. The doors opened. As he stepped out into a long corridor, he checked the big number on the wall opposite. Forty. 

There were large windows looking out over the town. From this high up, the people looked small and unimportant. 

Nick ran down the corridor. There was no sound of gunfire. It didn’t carry up this far. The top brass was undoubtedly gliding about their business with unruffled calm. He figured the terrorists would come up through the building shooting as many workers as they could.

A door opened a few feet away, and a short man in a dark suit came out. Nick stopped him.

“Where’s Howard Carter’s office? It’s an emergency.”

The man looked confused. “What?”

Nick grabbed his collar and shook him. “Tell me!”

The other pointed. “Carter’s office is down there, but he’s in an executive meeting at the moment. That way.”

“Thanks.” Nick sprinted down the corridor. At the end was a brown door with a neat sign: “Conference Room.” He burst in without ceremony. 

A dozen well-dressed, middle-aged men sat at a large, oblong oak table. They jumped to their feet as he entered. 

“Who the fuck are you?” barked a tall man with a crewcut and a short, neatly clipped beard. Nick recognized Carter from the company’s promotional literature. 

He stood to attention and saluted. “Sir. A gang of five Dylanists just attacked the ground floor and shot all the reception staff. They are now on the first floor killing everyone in sight. I think they mean to come up through the building and murder you all, sir.”

“We have to get out of here!” said one of the other men. 

Nick stood blocking the doorway. “I’m one of your customers, Mister Carter. My expiry date is tomorrow. I came to chat about that.”

He pulled a Glock 19 semi-automatic pistol from his pocket. The men backed away. 

“I’m an old soldier, sir. I won’t let the terrorists get you.”

“Good man!”

Nick opened the front of his anorak to reveal the explosives packed around his torso. 

“I want that pleasure for myself.”

He pulled the cord. 
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​All You Need is Yesterday
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'Get off!'

Tanya grabbed the mutant by his tangled mop of black hair and yanked as hard as she could. The boy screamed as she pulled him upright. Tanya’s father was on his back on the floor, and now his feet scrabbled as he desperately backed away from the mutant's wildly kicking legs. He put a hand to the red marks on his throat where the boy had just been trying to strangle him. 

Tanya pulled a six-inch blade from the sheath in her belt and plunged it into the boy's chest. Her aim was good, and he died instantly, his heart pierced. Still gripping his hair, she dragged him outside and threw him to the ground. 

'You!' she called to a passing soldier. 'Dispose of this scum.'

Tanya had a fierce reputation, so the soldier trotted over hastily, but he frowned when he looked down at the corpse. 'It's just a kid. Maybe ten years old, if that.'

Tanya spat on the corpse. 'It's a mutie. How the Hell did it get so far into the camp? Never mind. Just get rid of it.'

She strode back into the Medical Centre, a neat brick building that had been a doctors surgery before the Cataclysm. 'Are you alright, Dad?'

'I'll live.' Still holding his throat, he limped to a nearby swivel chair and sat down. He was only fifty, but his hair was white, and he had the stooped, defeated air of a very old man. Years of struggle in difficult circumstances had taken their toll. 

Tanya curled her lithe, muscular body into an armchair opposite. Her life had been almost as hard as his, but she was strong. The struggle had not yet ground her down. She was aggressive but optimistic, and as she whipped off her headband, freeing a mass of red curls, she managed a smile.  'I'm glad my arrival was so timely, but I came with exciting news.'

The old man's eyes widened slightly. Tanya was not given to exaggeration, and if she said the news was exciting, it had to be something important. 'So?'

'We have found the Tomb of the Ancients.'

#
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'Dad?'

Tanya's father had stood up and gone to the sink and poured himself a cup of water. He dropped a sterilising tablet into it and took a sip. 

'Didn't you hear? We have located the Tomb of the Ancients. It's in central London, as we always suspected, deep underground.'

He grunted in annoyance. 'Don't call it by that silly name. It's not a tomb. It’s a Cryogenic Preservation Facility. It's only called the Tomb of the Ancients in half-baked melodramatic legends spread by bards.'

Tanya shrugged. 'In any case, some of the greatest men and women of the twenty-first century are preserved there, father. I suppose it’s called a tomb because it’s underground.' She stood up and moved over to the window, looked out at the rubble around their small Greenwich settlement. Most of London had been reduced to ruins by the Cataclysm generations before when the Age of Waste had given way to the Age of Chaos. 'One of the patrols has found it at last in the old ruins. The legendary building where the greatest minds of the ancient world are preserved, frozen.'

The old man shuffled over to the stove and began to stir the thin gruel in the pot. 'Food is getting scarce. The mutants from the badlands are getting bolder in their raids. We need some way to fight them off, some way to grow more food, some way to build better shelters. Most of all, we need medical knowledge.' 

Tanya refused to let his pessimism deflate her. 'The ancients will know how to do all this, father. Their wisdom is legendary. They conquered the elements. They flew in the air and moved along the ground at incredible speeds. They dug tunnels under the sea and built vast bridges that spanned the mightiest rivers.' She rose from the chair and looked out of the window at their home, the Greenwich settlement. Most of London had been laid waste by the Holocaust, and the survivors had settled in the parks or by the river to be near water and grow food.  Tanya scanned the towers in the distance. 'We see the ruins of their greatness all about us. They could do anything.'

'Including destroy the world,' said the old man bitterly. 'They lived in the Age of Waste and left their heirs nothing.'

‘That is the past, dad. Now they can save us.’

He sighed. ‘I hope there are doctors among them. Disease kills most of our children, and half of the survivors are mutants. We need men with real medical knowledge, or we will die out soon. Only the muties will be left.’

She gripped his shoulder reassuringly. ‘There must be doctors, and scientists, and technicians. Only the best would have been preserved so, for the future. All we need, we can get from these ancients. I’m sure of it.’

‘I hope so.’ He did not sound convinced. 

Tanya was not deterred. 'I’m leading a well-armed rescue party to the city tomorrow morning, father. Now that our team has finally located the legendary tomb, we shall lose no time. Soon the ancients will be awakened. They will help us with their wisdom.'

His father sighed. 'There is so much to do.'

Tanya put a reassuring hand on the old man's shoulder. 'Soon, father, you shall have all you need.
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‘This is dangerous’, said Lieutenant Cromby. ‘And unprecedented. We always go back to the settlement at night. Always.’ He scanned the area warily. They had camped overnight in a square paved area with roads circumnavigating it on all four sides. Rusting old cars filled most of the road, immobile and useless now with their silly stickers saying ‘Baby on Board’ and ‘Little Princess On Board.‘ The babies, the princesses and even the cheeky monkeys had not had the bright future expected for them. The square itself was clear except for a few trees. It was lined with crumbling red brick houses that had once been expensive and desirable residences for the well-off middle class. 

‘We don’t have a choice,’ said Tanya. ‘The tomb is more than a day’s march into London. Are the guards posted?’

He nodded. ‘Posted and armed to the teeth, but a circle of men is no substitute for a strong wall, ditches and palisades. I wish we were home.’

‘Couriers stay out at night.’

‘A courier is one person and can hide somewhere. We are a band of twenty. We’re bound to be noticed.’

Tanya nodded absently and looked at the car stickers.  Ghosts on board, she thought and shrugged. Her father was bitter about the people of the past. Still, she had a feeling that the majority had been powerless, trying to get by, duped and misled by financial and political power brokers until the day it had all gone wrong. She allowed Cromby one of her rare smiles. 

’I don’t suppose you play any musical instruments, Lieutenant? Or sing? 

He gave her a puzzled look and shook his head. 

Tanya sighed. ‘We haven’t had any music around Greenwich for a while now. There are a few instruments, but no one can play them.’

Cromby didn’t seem very interested. ‘What happened to that saxophone player...Baker, was it? He used to liven up parties, as I recall.’

‘Dead. Muties got him.’

‘Muties!’ As if in echo, the cry went up nearby. 

It came from a soldier who had been squatting on the ground eating his meagre rations. A gurgle followed it as a serrated six-inch blade cut his throat. 

Tanya dropped to her knees, drew her pistol and fired in one swift motion. The gun kicked in her hand, and the knife-wielding mutie grew a new hole in his forehead. Tanya turned quickly and saw Cromby wrestling with a four-armed monster with huge misshapen feet. Another carefully placed shot blew this one’s head off.  Another cry to her left made her spin again, just in time to see a smaller mutie being stabbed efficiently through the eye by Sergeant Riley. 

The skirmish was over. 

’Riley, report!’

He trotted over, a big man with broad shoulders and arms like a gorilla, rumoured to be the toughest son-of-a-bitch in England. 

’Just five of them, Captain. They attacked recklessly. Must have thought we were a much smaller group.’

‘How the devil did they get through the perimeter?’

He saluted. ‘I’ll find out.’

He was not long in doing so. He returned minutes later accompanied by a sheepish looking young soldier, one of the perimeter guards who had fallen asleep, tired after the day’s march, no doubt. No excuse as far as Tanya was concerned. 

‘Ten lashes!’ she barked. ‘I’ll do it myself, right now.’

Sergeant Riley adopted a stoical expression. ‘Aye, Captain.’ He touched the young soldier gently on the shoulder. ‘Take your shirt off, son. Lie on the ground.’

Tanya pointed at another soldier standing quietly nearby. ‘Get my whip in the pack over there.’

She knew that her father disliked lashes as punishment and would complain when he heard about it. She knew, too, that it was rumoured among the men that she got a thrill from administering them, especially to the younger soldiers. 

Rumours are not always wrong, she thought, smiling grimly.

Tanya had no husband or partner. She occasionally slept with a comrade, but it took rough, almost violent sex to satisfy her physical needs, eschewing any romance or sentiment. She had to be tough. She had always repelled any intimacy or gentleness, except from her father. All her life, she had projected a hard exterior to the world. 

By now, it felt like her real skin. 

She was sweating a little, and her fingers trembled slightly as she grasped the whip. The erring guard was stripped to the waist displaying a well-muscled torso. He lay spread-eagled face down on the concrete, and two other soldiers grasped his wrists. 

Tanya flicked the whip.

‘Captain!’ Cromby called out. ‘A courier from the settlement!’

She bit her lip. No one would have sent a courier on the perilous journey after them unless something important had happened. The courier had to take precedence over a routine punishment. Duty first.

‘Sergeant Riley, take over.’ She handed him the whip, aware that he would use it far more leniently than she would have. Riley could take on any three men and win and had killed muties by the score, but he was essentially a gentle giant. Concealing her disappointment, Tanya walked across to the courier. 

He was a tall, lean, long-legged individual with an unruly mop of black hair. His shirt was torn, and the knees of his trousers were ripped. There was a red gash on his right cheek.’

Tanya looked him up and down. ‘What happened?’

He shrugged. ‘Muties chased me, but I got away. Luckily there were no fast ones’

She nodded. The muties came in a variety of shapes and sizes. Some were huge and strong. Some were small and quick. Many were essentially disabled, so deformed as to be useless for anything. 

‘News?’

‘Bad. The muties intercepted the courier we sent to the west. They left his body on the M4. He was carrying a message about the tomb of the ancients, so now they know about it too. Your dad thinks they’ll send a party there immediately.’

‘So, it’s a race.’ Tanya turned to Cromby. ‘Give the order to break camp. We’re pressing on right away.’

He was openly incredulous. ‘At night?’

‘We have no choice. If the muties get the knowledge of the ancients, we are doomed.’

‘Is the knowledge of the ancients so wonderful?’

She almost stamped her foot but controlled the impulse. ‘Yes,’ she growled. ‘I believe that with their know-how, we can get all we need to survive, to beat the muties, to prosper. All we need, Cromby. Now move.’
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The full moon didn’t help, not only because it made them easier to see but also because London’s crumbling towers cast long, strange shadows that spooked even the toughest soldier and could conceal muties. 

‘We’re being watched,’ whispered Cromby.  

Tanya shivered. ‘I feel it too, though I can’t see anyone. Why don’t they attack?’

‘I don’t know.’

Sergeant Riley was on point duty, and now he stopped and trotted back to his Captain, leaving another man crouched behind a rusting car surveying the dark street ahead of them. 

‘This is it, Captain. The building we want is that tall glass tower on the left. The so-called tomb is in its basement, apparently.’

Tanya grimaced. ‘There’s a lot of wide open ground between us and that glass tower, Riley. How do you think we should play it?’

‘We think we’re being watched,’ said Cromby.

Riley grinned. ‘I’m sure of it. Felt mutie eyes drilling into my back for the last few miles and was waiting for mutie arrows to follow.’

‘Why do you think they’re waiting, sergeant?’ said Tanya.

‘Maybe they want us to go in and open it up before they strike. Opening it might be beyond their technical capabilities, which are even worse than ours. No point in killing us all and then being left with a closed tomb, or vault, or whatever it is.’

She grinned. ’Well, if that theory is correct, we should be able to get to the building safely. Even so, I think we’ll be cautious. What do you suggest?’

‘Charge.’

Cromby laughed. ‘Charge. Is that your brilliant tactical mind at work, Riley?’

‘Charge very fast. It’s open ground, sir. We can’t defend it, and there’s no point in going cautiously because we’re still in view. We should get there as quickly as possible.’

‘We may lose a few men,’ said Tanya grimly. 

Riley shook his head sadly. ‘You and I have lost men before, Captain...Lieutenant. It comes with the territory.’

‘Then let’s get across this bit of territory smartly. Pass the word to the men on your way back, sergeant, and then we’ll go on your signal.’ Tanya drew her pistol with her right hand and her dagger with her left. 

Seconds later, Riley was at the front of the group. He raised his right arm. 

‘Charge!’
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Five minutes later, Tanya stood in a large foyer with a tiled floor and walls of frosted glass. A colossal desk took up most of one wall with the word ‘Reception’ written across the front of it in red letters two feet high. There was assorted litter in the corners: used paper cups, meal cartons, less pleasant things. Tanya had a knife cut on her left arm, not deep, and mutie bite marks on one ankle that made her limp. She turned to Riley.

‘How many did we lose?’

‘Ten. Including Cromby, Captain, I’m sorry. He had one mutie on his back and another one hanging onto his legs, both stabbing at him. I tried to get to him, but there were too many.’ He turned to the entrance of the building. ‘I’ve got four rifles covering the door. They haven’t tried to follow us in.’

Tanya was grim. ‘Why should they? They can get us when we come out. Ten gone. Half our force. And whatever happens here, we have to get back to Greenwich through a horde of muties afterwards.’ She looked the sergeant straight in the eye. ‘This could be it, Riley.’

‘Yes, Captain.’

Tanya laughed. ‘Don’t you ever worry?’

The big man smiled faintly. ‘Captain...Tanya, I’ve been a soldier since I was fifteen, and I’m probably the only survivor from that time. I’m tough, I’m careful, but I live with death every day. I always knew the muties were going to get me one day.’

Tanya pointed to a sign on the wall to their left. ‘Stairs. Let’s see what’s in the basement, Riley. Maybe the ancients will have some ideas on how to get out of here.’

Tanya descended the stairwell with Riley and three other men, leaving four guarding the doorway. At the bottom, there was a short corridor that led to a large, grey metal door. The plastic sign on the door read ‘Cryogenic Preservation Facility’. On the wall beside it was an obvious red button to push with another sign below it. ‘Open.’

‘The ancestors have made it surprisingly easy for us.’ said Riley. 

‘Maybe not surprising,’ mused Tanya. ‘They would have known that human history is full of wars and disasters that have wiped out previous knowledge. Think of how bad the dark ages were compared to the heights of Roman civilisation. It must have occurred to them that one day people with no technical skills or specialised tools would be trying to open this place up. They planned to seal it for a hundred years or so. The people inside paid a lot of money to see what the future would be like.’

The sergeant laughed. ‘I reckon they’re going to be disappointed, Captain.’ He pushed the red button, and the door slid open. 

The room was large, about twenty metres across by thirty metres long. There were banks of machinery along the wall on their left. Translucent pods fitted into circular steel bases lined the long wall on the right. Each pod was about two metres tall and perhaps one metre in circumference. They looked like egg-shaped coffins. The room was slightly cool but not freezing. Obviously, the insides of the pods were frozen. 

The last soldier shut the door behind him. There was a loud click, and the machinery on the left-hand wall hummed into life. Red lights came on at the round metal base of each of the pods on the right-hand wall. Tanya walked along them, counting. There were thirty. 

She grinned and punched Riley in the shoulder. ‘Thirty pods, sergeant. Thirty of the best people from humanity’s Golden Age of science and discovery will be with us shortly. 

They went to the moon, you know? They were planning a trip to Mars. This is our hope for the future! This could get us all we need.’ She could not contain her enthusiasm. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





