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What people are saying about


The Malaise


David Turton has entered the realm of post-apocalyptic horror in a big way with The Malaise. Technology has been engineered to give us what is believed to be nearly a perfect society. Only, not everyone agrees it is perfect, and mistakes bring it all crashing down around us in a tale that could easily fall into the wide net of near-future horror in works such as Netflix’s Black Mirror. A thrilling and gripping mix of science fiction and horror which will have your eyes glued to the page from start to finish!


Stuart Conover, HorrorTree.Com


The Malaise is a cautionary tale with all of the shocking and chilling moments you expect from a proper horror story. Fiction with a futuristic bent, it provides a “what if” that is both fascinating and disturbing. It will have you gripping your chair as you read and provides an ending that leaves you wanting more.


Chantal Boudreau, author, the Fervor series


David Turton’s The Malaise is a smoothly flowing, well thought out dystopian novel that kept me engaged throughout.


Ed Ahern, author of The Witch Made Me Do It


David Turton has proved again and again that he is not only one of the most riveting new voices working today, but that his work bears a unique quality that is seldom seen. His ability to transform his style of writing, work within varying genres, be it Lovecraftian fiction or literary horror, separates Turton from the pack.


C.P. Dunphey, Gehenna and Hinnom Books


The Malaise is a world I don’t want to enter, but one I think we might be heading to. A techno class that knows how our world should work, and is determined to give us exactly what they think we want. Only, like with all false gods, mistakes are made … and death ensues.


Turton shows a world destroyed, but encapsulates the human spirit in the tiny group that bands together. He writes vivid horror scenes, and touching moments of humanity at its best. The Malaise will keep you turning page after page, racing to get to the ending, and all the while hoping the technology giants of today don’t throw us into his horror of tomorrow.


David Beers, Best selling author


One day the world falls apart. That’s the set-up for David Turton’s thrill-ride post-apocalyptic novel The Malaise, but also a reoccurring theme behind each event in the story. All the glittering promise of our bleeding-edge present disintegrates in a single day of terror and blood. The Malaise pulls the reader in from the first signs of onrushing disaster to the somber but still dangerous aftermath. In terms of genre, Turton flows smoothly through a variety of styles, mixing zombie horror, near-future technological speculation, to a coming-of-age story set in a haunted landscape of Britain shorn of most of its population. While evoking the pleasantly meandering digressions of Earth Abides and the gruesome terror of World War Z, Turton finds his own solemn, ruminative voice for this story. Recommended for fans of near-future dystopia literature and zombie survival novels.


Morgan Crooks, author of Speculative Fiction
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Prologue




Razor Interview #1


Technology Magazine, Man of the Year 2035.


By Paul Miller





It’s not often you find yourself in the presence of the man who changed the world.


I look out of the window down from the lavish top-floor office of RazorTower. The people walking at ground level could be ants dressed in tiny suits, circling, bustling their way through their busy lives. Nothing overlooks RazorTower. The glass structure overtook the Shard as the tallest building in Europe when it was built in 2033. It towers over London, jutting over the skyline with its impressive crown, a giant red “R” nestled on a huge diamond-shape which imposes itself on the city below, a magnificent symbol of power. Much the same could be said of its creator and namesake, Rick Razor, Technology Magazine Man of the Year 2035.


Everyone has heard the Razor story. Just when a select few technology giants looked like they were running the show, Razor came along and blew them all out of the way. Razor cut them down, if you will excuse the pun. While they were competing on social platforms and the World Wide Web, Razor came from a different angle and connected everything together. The social network they created was only a small part of their plan. Soon your fridge was connected to your online shopping. Your bed talked to you about your sleep quality and the position of your body. Your chair told you about pressure on your spine. And your car began driving itself with only the most basic instruction from you. RazorVision even introduced the ability to create messages and emails using the user’s thoughts. In short, Razor changed the world, almost overnight.


I take my seat and look at Rick Razor. He’s not what you might expect. Rick is modest and shy. No wonder he doesn’t give many interviews, I think to myself. He almost seems embarrassed by his success. He is a striking, handsome man, with slick, black hair combed into a neat side parting. He has an endearing habit of running his fingers through it when answering my questions, a nervous tic that highlights his modest approach. He’s dressed sharply in a designer suit and a white collarless shirt.


“It was simple, really.” He smiles from across the desk. “I wanted to connect the world. It sounds ambitious, egotistical even. It had already been achieved with Bluetooth speakers and cars connecting with phones. But I wanted this connectivity to tell a story to the user. I put myself in their shoes. Tell me about my health. Tell me if I’m stressed. Save me time. Save me money. Add up the stats and tell me the best way to live my life. Join up the devices around me so they all dance to the same tune. Read my mind and tell me what I need. And that was my plan, really.”


He makes it sound so simple. Technology that literally changed the world and Rick Razor says that it was just telling people a story about themselves. I decide to ask him about his pricing strategy.


“Yeah, it was a risk, making all the products free to consumers,” he replies. “But I didn’t want it to be an elitist thing. For this to work, as many people as possible should use this technology. So, all of our revenue comes from advertising and donations.”


Ah the advertising. It’s the one sticking point that comes up when Razor technology is part of the conversation. The invasion of privacy that enraged people in the 2010s, with the big social networks and search engines mining personal data, was an even bigger issue when every aspect of people’s daily lives could be made available to advertisers via Razor’s technology. Got back problems? Change your mattress! Dehydrated? Come to the store on your way to work and buy our spring water! Need to relax? Book a night away in our five-star spa hotel this weekend!


“Privacy is a fluid concept,” Razor replies. His smile is still there, but it’s slightly wilted at the edges with this line of questioning. “Advertisers see data that helps them sell to people. The advertisers solve the problem around the same time that the consumer realizes they have one. Remember, people can block advertising they don’t want at any time. And one other thing. How do you define “privacy”? Are these things really private? Is your face private? If so then why do you go outside and show it to hundreds, thousands of people every time you walk down the street?” Razor gestures outside the window at the tiny ant-size specks in dark suits. “We know the data. We sell your stats. The feelings you have? The reasons you have the emotions you do? Your raison d’etre? They’re all yours to keep and we have no interest or no reason to see them. Your device might be able to read your thoughts when you send messages, but we can’t unlock your innermost feelings. Now that’s privacy.”


His smile broadens as he finishes his point. It’s a convincing argument and one he makes well. This is not his first rodeo when it comes to this subject, I realize.


I decide to get personal and ask about his relationship status. As we know, outside his work, Razor is a mystery. In this day and age of 24/7 news content that pries into the most dark and secretive parts of anyone in the public eye, Razor’s history is a blank slate. Given his views on privacy, maybe this shouldn’t be a surprise. He has lived out his own philosophy. If he can keep himself to himself, maybe we can trust our private details with him.


“I’m not in a relationship at the moment,” he laughs. “I had a couple of girlfriends a few years back and I’ve been on a couple of dates recently, but nothing’s on the cards.”


He really is an enigma. At 27, most billionaires would throw themselves at the latest Miss World or glamorous Hollywood actresses. Razor is good looking in a classic way, like a young Sean Connery; his face full of intensity but also humor and a not-so-insignificant touch of mischief. This is underlined by his smile, which turns up comically at either side of his mouth.


I decide not to press him. If the day comes when he falls out of a nightclub or rocks up to an LA premiere with a girl on his arm, this reporter will write an article on it. But that’s not for today. Today I congratulate him on his achievement as Technology Magazine Man of the Year. He is visibly elated by the accolade, the mischievous smile broadening into a bright, wide grin when I mention it.


On my way out of the door I turn and ask him, “What’s next then, Rick?” He flashes that trademark wry smile and replies.


“Oh, Paul, I could never tell you that, could I? But I will say this. I’ve got a few irons in the fire.”


I turn and take a look out of the window. From this position I can no longer see down onto the street, but I gaze over at the sky. On the top floor I can’t see any other building – it’s like looking out of an airplane window as it soars a mile in the sky. I smile back at Razor. He’s soaring indeed. The question is, how much higher can he go?








Part I


The Time Before
14 April 2038
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Professor Mike Pilkington stepped into the RazorShower unit and allowed the water, specially mixed with all the vitamins and minerals suited to his skin type, to wash his body. It was a good job the washing and drying process only took fifteen seconds. Mike was running late.


Clean and refreshed, he dressed himself and grabbed his packed lunch from the kitchen bench. As he opened the front door he heard a loud and throaty “Ah-hem” from behind him.


“You forgetting something, Professor P?” It was Charlotte, holding their baby, Zara. They were both peering at him, two sets of large and lovely brown eyes. Mike grinned, walked over to his wife and child and gave them big, exaggerated kisses on the lips.


“My two favorite girls,” he said. “Of course I didn’t forget. I’ll see you tonight, Charlie.”


“Don’t stay too late,” she called after him, but Mike had left the cottage and was heading down the path, expanding his RazorBike and setting off on his three-mile trip to work.


Cycling was a refreshing way to dust off the haze after a sleep interrupted by a baby’s cries, and the off-road route to Windermere University was a scenic one, untroubled by the noise and smog that used to plague his London commute. London, Mike’s mind considered the word as he gazed across Lake Windermere, whose ripples were glimmering with the light of the morning sun. The shades of blue and green from the water moved delicately against the green and grey backdrops of the hills and mountains, giving the impression of a deliberate work of art. No, I don’t miss London at all.


As part of his daily routine, Mike used the morning commute to organize his thoughts and prepare for the coming day. Today, he had three lectures and a seminar to deliver. The first lecture was to a group of around 200 undergraduates, studying various courses relating to digital technology, marketing and media.


His calves throbbed as he pushed his way up a steep hill. The first time he cycled the route from his house to the campus, he had to dismount halfway up, covered in sweat with burning legs, and push the bike the rest of the way. He saw two versions of his adult self. The first, the fun-loving and hard drinking London scholar who pioneered several studies and had ground-breaking papers published, receiving praise and building a brilliant reputation. He viewed this version, in his early 20s, as a romantic version, leading a life-style that could not be sustained. The first version was extremely unhealthy; with bad skin, the beginnings of a paunch and the inability to carry out even the most basic physical exercise, Mike 1.0 was a flawed genius.


The new Mike, the one who found himself effortlessly pedaling across the rolling green hills of the Lake District on a sunny day in May, was version two. At 32 he was older but healthier, with a flat stomach and muscular arms. He had a fulfilling job, a beautiful wife and a baby daughter, the most precious thing that had ever entered his life. But deep down he knew there was a payoff. He had dulled his genius. Although he was still seen as a leader in his field, his choice of a quieter life had slowed down his output. His role was now purely in the teaching of others and the occasional opportunity to give his opinion via national news broadcasts. Maybe he could have been Rick Razor, an ultra-rich entrepreneur using his talents to push the boundaries of digital technology. Maybe a family life and a dynamic career are mutually exclusive, he wondered. With another breezy blast that blew his hair right back against the top of his head, he shook away the thought. His life in the Lake District had delivered his daughter to him and this was a better reward than any work could have given him. And as he looked to his right at the shimmering lake and then to his left at the distant snow-topped peaks, he confirmed to himself that he certainly didn’t miss London. He breathed in deeply; the air was cool and fragrant with nature. He could feel the moisture of the lake, the crisp and sharp oxygen-rich output of the luscious green trees and plants.


He arrived at the campus and his RazorVision glasses flashed a big ‘thumbs up” in the right-hand corner of his vision. He’d beaten his average speed by 47 seconds and it was his fastest time of the month. He’d burned 278 calories in the process, too.


The campus buildings were all made of reflective glass, which gave a strange watery quality to the area, with Lake Windermere’s ripples visible on some of the walls when viewed from the campus entrance. The buildings were not tall, but they had a curved appearance, looking like space-age igloos. The paths around each building were beautifully landscaped with borders of shrubs and trees. Several benches dotted the path, with students reading and using RazorVision before their classes.


He gazed at the campus with pride. Windermere University would never be Oxford or Cambridge. Most of its courses were vocational in nature and the University was outside the top 50 in the UK in all the respectable league tables. But it would be bottom of the league tables if Mike wasn’t there. His presence ensured that Digital Technology Studies was the best course of its kind in the United Kingdom, something he was immensely proud of.


He pushed the “fold” button on his bike and it reduced to a carry-case for him to take into the University. Walking through the door he was greeted by the RazorCom in its mellow, female tone.


“Welcome Professor Pilkington. Please enjoy your day. Your lecture room is ready.”


“Thank you,” he told the invisible voice and headed to the theatre, his RazorVision reminding him that it was 8.25 a.m., 35 minutes before his lecture was due to start.


“Where would we be without technology?” he thought to himself and grinned.





2


Mike found his lecture room and walked in. It was a large, circular room, the biggest lecture hall in the university. All seats were made from translucent glass, making the room feel even bigger than it was. The automatic lights illuminated the room and he was welcomed by the RazorCom voice once more.


“Project file please. Digital Sociology 117 – the History of Social Media,” he told the system.


“Presentation loaded, Professor Pilkington,” replied the voice.


Mike stood in the center of the room and looked at the shimmer of the holographic projection. He recalled his own University experience and the days of whiteboards, chalkboards and slide-based presentations. He had to pinch himself at times at the progression of technology. He still appreciated it. Not like many of his students who would barely remember the days without Razor’s magical touch on the world. For that reason, this was a lecture Mike most enjoyed delivering. Students were wowed about the early versions of social media and the various stages of internet communications. The disparate, disconnected technologies seemed more laughable the more time passed on.


Mike looked up to see the first few dozen of his students streaming in to the seats, each one engrossed in their RazorVision glasses. This was going to be a receptive audience indeed. As the auditorium filled and his own RazorVision told him the time had passed 9.00 a.m., he looked to the back to see Simon Churchill closing the door and taking his seat.


Simon was Mike’s best student. Not just out of the current crop but over his entire academic career. Although Simon’s quiet, unconfident manner gave him an unassuming presence, his passion, enthusiasm and drive were awe-inspiring but even more impressive was the genuine decency and belief that his talents would make the world a better place. Simon was a year into his PhD, studying how the effect of the Western advances in technology could have an impact on aid work, charity donations and healthcare provision, and could eventually benefit the Third World. With the average life expectancy in the West over 100, the life expectancy in the Third World could be as low as 40 and was worsening. The question of how to push the wealth to the Third World had been a topic for many years. Maybe Simon, Mike’s very own protégé, would be the one to crack it. Certainly, Rick Razor himself had publicly declared his intentions to fix this particular issue, although things had gone quiet on that front in the last few months.


The lecture began with rudimentary social media experiments in the 1980s: instant messaging, discussion forums and message boards. The explosion of dating sites and how they actually progressed social networking sites in the early 2000s. The use of social media by world leaders to influence public opinion and wield more power.


“Power. Power is an operative word when we talk about this form of communication. Barack Obama realized that when he became president. The power of social media can make someone a king amongst men. It can help groups of people rise. It can make institutions fall. It can bring down governments and destroy individuals. And it has. History shows us that the media aspect of social media is transient. It can change. Platforms can come and go in a short space of time. Some can dominate, plateau, change or disappear. But social? Social never changes. Social is society. A society of human beings who have been communicating since man learned to make fire and draw paintings on cavern walls.”


Mike went on to discuss the Internet of Things. He enjoyed the laughter that burst across the room like a wave. The Internet of Things. That rudimentary phrase that was coined in the 2010s to describe the connectivity that was possible across devices and appliances. What began with simple exercising wristbands developed at breakneck speed to include self-ordering fridges, self-driving cars and devices that measured every element of body health to the point that an “obesity crisis” in Western countries was effectively flattened within a year. The fact that the audience found the phrase hilarious was symptomatic of how much the students took this technology for granted. They had no word for it because it existed beyond their knowledge. Much how an unscientific mind can process the logistics of a simple telephone call or the chain of events that led to television being broadcast across homes in the 20th century. You don’t question how; you just know it works.


Then Mike came to the final third of his lecture, the part that the students had been waiting for. The rise of Razor Incorporated and the enigmatic founder, Rick Razor. The company that took the Internet of Things to the next level. The pioneer of the first mass market driverless car. The first company to make wearable technology a practical, useful and now essential element of daily life with RazorVision. The revelation by the company that, due to an amazing and ground-breaking deal with advertising companies who bought the resulting customer data, the technology was completely free to users. Soon all major buildings and streets were fitted with RazorCom technology, an artificial intelligence solution that interacted with people’s own Razor Technologies. It could immediately identify someone within its walls and know their health, history, purpose and needs.


“And where can we go now?” he asked his awe-struck audience. “What possibly could be invented that could be useful now? What new strides could we make in technology that haven’t yet been made? Well – I’ll leave you with this quote that will make you think about the exponential progression of technology.”


The quote, projected in the center of the room in a heavy, dramatic 3D font simply read: “Everything that can be invented has been invented.”


“Ladies and gentleman, that quote is from the year 1899.” The audience gasped and then giggled as Mike let it sink in. As always, Mike finished by asking for questions.


There were a few standard questions from the students that Mike expected. But then he spotted Simon Churchill’s name flashing on his RazorVision. He enabled Simon’s microphone via RazorCom.


“Dr. Pilkington, I was wondering what you thought of the anti-movement to Razor Incorporated. Those who think that the technology has led to a huge decrease in privacy. That the “Big Brother Nanny State” fears have steadily increased since social technology and huge corporations got their hands on it. The fact that RazorVision is capable of reading the very thoughts of users. The underground group who refuse to use the technology, as the price paid is too high. Those who recognize that the power, a word you yourself use throughout this lecture, and quite rightly, is something so dangerous in the wrong hands that they don’t trust any one corporation with it. And what does anyone really know about Rick Razor? What are his intentions?”


You bastard, thought Mike. He had blindsided him in his own lecture, after everything Mike had done to help him. Simon’s research must have taken a new turn.


“Well …” said Mike, unsteadily. “That’s quite a set of questions, Simon.” There was more laughter and Mike sensed a small element of disdain in the room towards Simon, which pleased him. This was Mike’s stage, not Simon’s. He could have any manner of heated discussions in seminars or small groups but there were a lot of people here, including several academic colleagues and even some students from other Universities. This had put Mike under pressure that he could have done without.


“There are measures that Razor is under. Strict measures employed by the government. Measures that I personally sat on an advisory committee to pass. And in that respect, I can whole-heartedly say that there is nothing untoward. Advertisers get data to advertise to exactly the right people and people get exactly the right adverts. No one uses their data for anything but advertising and research. There are strict protocols in place to ensure that personal data can never get in the wrong hands. It is completely impossible. These rebel groups would rise up against oppression on a desert island if they could!”


Mike’s earlier feeling that the room was in his favor was correct. The whole auditorium stood and applauded. They whooped and they grinned. He could see several live reactions on his RazorVision, with dozens of people posting on their public network how it was the best lecture they’d seen.


He looked at the back of the room and Simon’s seat was empty.
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Wrapping up the lecture, Mike spotted a group of excited Malaysian students heading towards him. Feeling buoyed by his handling of Simon’s questions, if slightly disturbed by the way his protégé had tried to trip him up, Mike welcomed the opportunity to bask in his popularity.


“Hello. Hope you enjoyed the lecture. What w—,” he was cut short by the group all trying to talk at once.


“Have you seen it, Professor? Have you watched it yet? What do you think, Dr. P? What does it mean?”


“One at a time, please!” Mike pleaded. “What on earth are you talking about?”


He had, as he always did, turned off all notifications on RazorVision that didn’t concern his lecture. He switched them on and saw that several people had shared the same video to his network.


“Okay, I think I’ve got it,” he told the excited students and turned away to watch it without distraction.


It was the strangest thing Mike had ever seen, and in all the years of analyzing content shared over digital platforms, he had seen plenty of unfathomable, strange stuff, ranging from the downright weird to the truly sickening.


But something about this was different. The video was 94 seconds long. It started with a black screen and had a strange humming sound. The humming sounded like nothing he’d heard before. It sounded alive, like a throbbing that had begun as a hum on the video and then reverberated around his head, in his body, even through his own bloodstream.


But that wasn’t even the strangest thing, and it wasn’t the most disturbing thing. The visuals seemed to match what he was hearing, what he was feeling. Patterns swirled in front of his eyes. Flowers morphed into buildings, buildings morphed into cats, cats morphed into birds, birds morphed into knives, knives into eyeballs and it went on seemingly forever. The colors morphed from green and purple to yellow and red to deep red to bright pink. The screen seemed to pulse and swell as the changes occurred. The changes themselves were like liquid. Just as Mike’s brain was trying to process the visual and auditory experience of the video, a high-pitched scream entered his head. He felt the scream at the base of his spine as a tingle which built and progressed up his backbone towards his head. The scream seemed to whoosh past both his ears, like a train rushing past a platform. Then it reached its peak around his brain before he felt it leaving his body with a sharp, sickening pain. Darkness followed, which made Mike feel like he was staring into an horrific abyss, a void of unlimited nothingness. The video ended.


Mike put his hand on his forehead. It was cold and clammy. His temples were throbbing. He removed his RazorVision and looked up at the ceiling. He was thankful it was over. But what was it? What had he just experienced? He’d had the displeasure of watching all sorts online in the past and RazorVision certainly made it an immersive experience, whether it was pornographic, violent or emotional, you felt like you were there. But this experience seemed to overwhelm his entire body. His entire nervous system was shaken.


Mike turned back to the students, who were still excited. It felt like hours since he’d turned away from them rather than the two minutes it had actually been. When they saw Mike’s face their expressions changed.


“Professor. You don’t look well, dude. It get to you? I got such a buzz!” said Liam Chen, Mike’s 2nd year BA Social Technology student.


“A buzz?” replied Mike. “Wow. Yeah it got me. It got me good.”


“Whoah, I never saw anyone go bad off it, Prof! Most people get a buzz off it, like a line of coke!” Liam put his hand to his mouth, embarrassed. “Not that I’d know about that,” he added.


“That was like no line of coke I ever heard of,” Mike replied. “Not that I’d know that either,” he added and winked. His down-to-earth nature and good humor was one of the reasons the students liked Mike and he knew it. He tried to talk to them on the same level as much as he could.


The students all laughed with him. “So, what do you think it is?” asked Susie Kam, Liam Chen’s girlfriend and a second-year psychology student. Not one of Mike’s students but then his lectures did tend to attract a wide range of people.


Mike placed his RazorVision back on and, ensuring he avoided re-watching the video itself, searched around the Razor network. It had been viewed 13.7 million times and the first instance of the video was only at 9 a.m. from what looked like a normal account.


He turned to the group. “I really have no idea. You see a clever thing like this from time-to-time, using age-old hypnotic techniques but taking advantage of newer technology to exacerbate its effects. A great prank and if people get a buzz out of it, then, why not? But take my word for it, I wouldn’t watch it again if I were you.”


“Why not, Prof?” asked Liam. “I’ve seen it about six times and get the same buzz every time. Amazing!” He high-fived his friend.


“Well it’s up to you. Let me know if you find out any more. Drop me an email if you like. It’s an interesting piece of content, but by this time next week we’ll have moved on to something new no doubt.”


He bid his goodbyes to the group and headed to his next seminar feeling hazy and unable to shake off a nagging feeling of uncertainty and confusion. As he walked he put his hand to his head. It felt cool and damp. His throat was dry and prickly, like he’d swallowed a rotten cactus. But much worse than that, a feeling of foreboding and dread hung over him, like something dark on the horizon that he just couldn’t shake off.


 




Rick Razor Interview #2


Rick Razor Official Network Channel


Video – posted 23 June 2035. Views 1.3 billion.





[Rick Razor, wearing a polo shirt, sits in his office on the top floor of RazorTower in Canary Wharf, London. He faces the camera. He has sunglasses on top of his head and has five o’clock shadow.]


“Hi guys. Rick here. Okay then, this is a new thing for me. As some of you know and some of you have commented, I don’t do many interviews. And I definitely don’t do stuff about my private life. Well, lots of you have commented and I get a mad amount of journos asking me what I do in my own time, what makes Razor tick,” [Razor counts the questions off on his fingers] “who am I seeing, am I gay, will I ever have kids, what’s my favorite color, all sorts. I can’t believe what people are interested in. Now, let me make this clear. I’m not a celebrity. You won’t catch me acting like one and you’ll never see me trying to use my fame [Razor uses his fingers to display air quotes] to get me anywhere faster. But at the same time, I don’t want to shut you guys out. I suppose you guys that love the products, especially you guys that bought into our stuff in the early days. I guess I owe you one. And as much as I can’t understand why you wanna know all this crap about me, why you should care, I want you to be happy. Just ‘cause I don’t understand why doesn’t mean I can’t help you out. Now, I’m not comparing myself for one second to him, but when I was little I wrote to Daniel Radcliffe asking him about what it was like to act in the Harry Potter films, ‘cause he was my age when he filmed the first one. Jeeeee-sus I loved Harry Potter. The magic of those films, man. They blew my mind. I think I’ve watched the Harry Potter films about twelve times over. Now there’s a snippet of myself I’ve given you there by accident, without even planning to. Anyway, I’m getting away from my point. In fact, no, that is part of my point. I’ve told you about something I love. Now I’m gonna go in the other direction. Do you know what I really don’t like? It’s when people treat other people bad. Bullying. I was bullied at school, you know? Bullies are weak. They prey on people they think are weak ‘cause it makes them feel stronger. But no one is weaker than a bully. Here’s some advice. If you’re a kid at school or an adult at work being bullied – don’t stand for it. Push it back. Someone told me that there has been a rise in bullying after Razor Technology was launched. Now I can’t have that. I refuse to use my technology for that. So, here’s a little announcement for you. I’ve worked with my tech team and my HR team and we’ve created a new role here at Razor. I’ve got someone working with me now who’s the head of anti-bullying. We’ve got a team scouring the network for any sign of bullying. And I can tell you, if we find someone who’s been bullying someone over the Razor Network, they will be officially shut down. No Razor tech that you own will work anymore. We can do that, you know? No bullies will prosper out of my technology. I hope you’ll all be happy with that news. And at the same time, you’ve learned something about me. Everyone’s happy, eh?” [Razor raises both thumbs and grins cheekily into the camera].


“Rick Razor Over and Out.” [Rick Razor leans forward and switches off the camera].
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Mike’s next two lectures and seminars passed without incident but he approached them as if in a dream where he was an independent observer, without too much control or involvement.


His students were disengaged too. The seminar, usually a highly-charged debate across various viewpoints, was actually quite mundane. The topic, online consumer behavior, was an interesting one, but his digital marketing students’ minds were elsewhere, and so was Mike’s.


Between all his thoughts was the video. The humming, throbbing, morphing and screaming video. The fucking video. The video that had made his body feel like it had run a marathon only to be beaten to a pulp at the finish line. What was it? And how could a video have such a physical effect on him? The unanswered questions circled around his mind like a tornado, jumbling up his other thoughts and distancing him from any tasks in front of him.


Any normal day at work and a colleague or a student would have asked him, “Mike, what’s the matter? Why the long face?”


But today was different. Today a malaise had taken over everyone around him. Everyone seemed like they were on autopilot, their thoughts elsewhere. And not just elsewhere but somewhere dark. Somewhere positivity had no place.


Mike signed off from his final lecture and headed for the exit. On a normal day, he would stay behind in his office and watch videos, catch up on the day’s technological news. It was important to keep up-to-date with trends.


Recently he’d been following Rick Razor’s strange activity. Razor was unusual in that, as a successful global entrepreneur, the most successful that had ever lived to be more accurate, he didn’t seek out publicity. Where in the past Bill Gates and Steve Jobs had been in the public eye, Razor actively stayed away. Of course, this ultimately had the effect of making the media want more and more. In a move of genius, Razor had used his own network to show videos of intimate interviews, inspirational talks and various monologues where he shared his philosophies. The views of these videos were in the billions. And they were good. He came across as a down-to-earth man whose genius had happened to make him successful. He didn’t seek fame and in Mike’s book that made him a good guy. Paradoxically, it also meant that Mike was less likely to meet him; maybe a more fame-hungry entrepreneur would have come and delivered a guest lecture at the country’s top digital technology course, as other leading figures had done at Windermere. But not Razor, Mike had never even spoken to the man, despite his headquarters only being in London. And recently Razor had stopped doing his videos. The top of his RazorTower headquarters in Canary Wharf had been sealed off even to its own staff. Razor had been planning something huge, some sources speculated. A new product? Something that would push the boundaries of technology even further? Or maybe Simon Churchill’s dream would be realized and Razor’s next move would be an anthropological, philanthropic act? The thought of Churchill brought Mike back to the present and his current problems. Simon Churchill, his protégé. His friend? Mike had thought so but now, after his disruptive questions at the end of the lecture, he wasn’t so sure.


Mike considered the eerie video again and his mind cast back to his early 20s, full of carefree abandon, when he experienced his first, and last, LSD trip. It had been the best and the worst thing he had ever done. It was everything he had expected and anticipated: colors floating, the very fabric of his vision and his understanding of the world around him challenged in a way that he could not explain nor even recall now, 15 years later. Visual tricks such as trees bending, grass changing color like a kaleidoscope, had been mixed with physical hallucinations. At one point, he lost all feeling below his neck, like his head had been placed on someone else’s body. The emotions and thoughts he had experienced that day were wonderful. Some of the most unique feelings he had ever known. But some had been truly terrible: thoughts, worries and a feeling of utter vulnerability which had almost crippled him. The next day was one of the worst in Mike’s life. All feelings of wonder and enlightenment had been replaced by a bleak depression. A dark cloud of fear held above his head until the moment he drifted off to sleep at the end of that horrid day. A day spent in confusion and apathy of the entire life that lay ahead of him; a malaise that would not lift until he woke up the following morning wondering why he had previously felt so inconsolable about all aspects of his miserable life. A feeling almost exactly the same as he’d felt since viewing the video.
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