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The Greediest Clock of All

Darkness fell on a world far away. A world in which nobody dreams but for a few powerful children.

A hooded woman rode a creature, its hooves clattering up the streets of a ruined city through a thick cloud of smoke, before coming to an abrupt halt at the entrance to a fort. She raised her lantern to illuminate her finely wrinkled face, and the heavy iron gate screeched open before her.

The woman slid from her saddle and used a crooked stick to hobble inside, past a group of armed men, to the foot of a marble staircase which was surrounded by tiny black dragons, hissing at each other and blowing sparks from their razor-sharp beaks.

With her lantern still shining by her face, the old woman looked up to the top of the staircase, where a masked figure stood waiting. ‘The lights!’ the woman screamed. ‘The lights have aligned!’

The figure at the top of the stairs shook with fury.

The woman gagged, and continued. ‘Just as the Book said. A Ninth Dreamer is coming—’

‘But I am the Ninth!’ the figure cried, pointing down at one of the dragons, who squealed, then in a bright white flash of light, it turned into a computer.

The other dragons scattered to the shadows to avoid a similar fate. They’d seen too many creatures here magically swapped with objects from the Earth World.

The figure laughed, and stretched its hand out, and the woman hobbled up the stairs to retrieve a purple monocle.

‘Make a thousand more of these for our Agents. Any sign of that light from Earth – we must see it first. We must find the child Dreamer before they do.’

‘Yes,’ the woman grinned, cradling the purple monocle in her palm. ‘And we will bring the child here alive. We must take its power.’

The figure broke into a cackle, then raised both arms, and used a force to throw the other dragons to the windows, smashing the glass with shrieks of terror.

Somewhere else in the same world, a sleeping boy in a yellow room stirred.
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In London, in the Earth World, Ben Thomson was having a nightmare. He’d had this one before.

It always starts in a dark cave filled with shadows and screams. Ben can hear rasping breath, and the heavy footsteps of a monster. He can’t see the monster, but he knows he can’t escape.

Usually, the dream carries on this way – Ben hunting for a way to escape and never finding it. But tonight, the dream is different. This time, Ben can see a way out of the cave. A shaft of light up ahead. He hurries towards it. The monster behind him hurries too, its footsteps lighten as it moves towards Ben, but he’s almost at the light—

BRRRRRRRRRRRRR!

Ben woke to an ear-splitting siren.

‘Ugh! Already?’ he groaned, hushing his alarm clock with his fist. The time was 5:47am.

He turned his head and something crinkled against his cheek. A piece of paper: on one side was a photocopied checklist and on the other a muddle of scribbles and sketches, an explosion of ideas, drawn freely.

Ben sat up to find more pages scattered around his pillow and duvet. His bedside lamp was on, illuminating a sketch he’d started before he had fallen asleep. He stared at the lines on the page, trying to remember what he’d been drawing. It was a rough sort of pentagon. The front of a house, perhaps? He knew he’d been excited because the lines were light and thin as if he’d sketched in a passionate hurry, but try as he might, nothing came to him.

He felt a strange tingle in his hands and feet, like pins and needles. The clock seemed to be getting louder. ‘Shush!’ he huffed at his clock, struggling to concentrate through its ticking. Then there was a fainter but much more alarming, yet familiar sound.

‘Bone idle!’ snarled a voice beneath the floorboards. ‘If you’re one second late to help me this morning . . .’

Samantha. Ben’s aunt and guardian. Ben had been living with her for the past six years. He had only been six when he’d been brought here. He couldn’t remember life before he’d been taken into her care, if you could even call it care. He didn’t remember his parents or why they had disappeared one day. He just knew that they had. He couldn’t remember why Samantha resented him so much. He just knew that she did. Something else he knew for certain was that he’d suffered a brain injury six years ago; and that was the reason for his memory problems.

His aunt seemed determined to keep Ben in the dark about his past. There were no family pictures or keepsakes in the house. Ben longed to find out more, but there was nothing he could do – except eavesdrop or snoop at messages on Samantha’s phone, on the rare occasions she put it down unattended. But he was yet to find out anything of interest.

He knew he should get ready for school, especially since Samantha was also his form teacher at Milgrove Manor School, but he was desperate to remember the idea behind his drawing. Surely it was some kind of building – perhaps he had drawn it before. He rolled back on to the bed, reached behind his bedside table, and pulled a wedge of older crumpled drawings of buildings from their hiding place, hoping one might jog his memory.

Ben was fascinated by buildings. For as long as he could remember, he had been bursting with designs for houses, hotels and skyscrapers, though never the boring sort with symmetrical grids of rectangular windows. He loved buildings with lopsided doors, odd-shaped windows, and roofs that looked like they were melting. All of them were functional, in spite of their flaws.

What Ben loved most about his designs was that he could make them complete. They made sense, unlike his life. Until earlier this year, Ben had kept his ideas safe in the one place in the world that belonged to him – his head. He could remember his pictures and redraw them whenever he needed to. But not any more. About a year ago he’d started to have seizures, brought on by his brain injury, the doctor had said. Ben’s memory was becoming more and more unreliable. Sometimes he’d find his lunchbox empty at lunchtime but have no memory of eating his sandwich. Often at school he’d forget which classroom he was meant to be in. And now he was frightened of losing his ideas. They had to be drawn on paper and kept hidden somewhere safe.

Flipping through the wedge of paper, Ben found his most precious possession: a postcard that had been handled so often over the years, it had fallen to pieces and been sellotaped back together. On the front was a photograph of Barcelona, four spectacular buildings designed by the famous architect Antoni Gaudi. They had scaly, curvy, dragon-like roofs, wavy-framed windows and colossal towers.

Ben had found the postcard in the bin when he was nine. Before then he’d never imagined there were buildings so similar to the ones in his mind. Ever since then, he knew he wanted to be an architect when he was older. But that wasn’t the reason the postcard was so precious. He flipped it over.

Dear Ben,

Hello from Barcelona! We cannot wait to bring you here next holiday – you will love it! The buildings are out of this world! Just like the ones you come up with. Dad and I have had a lovely anniversary but we can’t wait to get home and see you. Be a good boy for Granny. See you soon.

Love from Mum and Dad x

Until he’d found the card three years ago, Ben knew nothing about his parents. It had been posted to him six years ago, when he was six, before he could remember. It was sent the year of his brain injury, the year his parents had disappeared – the year he had moved in with Samantha.

To see some evidence of a happy childhood, of being special to someone – it gave him hope. Maybe he could be special to someone again one day. Maybe he could be happy again.

He’d hidden the card from Samantha right away. But he had felt brave enough to ask her if they could one day visit Barcelona. She had laughed in his face. When Ben thought of her reaction now, he felt a burning rage bubble up from deep inside. His school friend Emma had invited him to Spain with her family last year, but Samantha wouldn’t allow it.

Samantha called from downstairs. ‘Do you want to lose your lunch as well as breakfast today?’

Ben glanced at the clock in dismay. It was 5:57am.

He hated clocks. To him they didn’t tell the time, they stole it. They made him late. He hated their greedy faces, especially his alarm clock, the greediest clock of all.

He gathered his drawings and the postcard, stashing the half-started sketch in his pocket, and stuffing the rest behind the bedside table.

‘Sorry!’ he shouted. ‘Down in a minute!’

He rolled out of his small, hard bed, still feeling strangely heavy, then whipped off his grey pyjamas and crammed them into a drawer in the middle of his tiny bedroom. There wasn’t a single toy on his shelf and no posters on the dark blue walls, only cracks and a patch of mould for decoration.

He hopped with anxiety while pulling on his charcoal school trousers, his arms and legs still tingling, the bedside clock ticking away. Tick tick tick. It grew louder still, and the tingles spread to his arms and legs. It was starting to bother him.

What is that? he thought, rubbing his arm. But there was no time.

He combed his short coppery hair, straightened his navy-blue tie into his navy-blue sweater, twisted the handle of his door and sighed a long, heavy sigh. This would be a difficult day, like any other.

Almost certainly.
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The Storm in the Kitchen

Samantha: an imposingly tall, thin tower of a woman, with tightly pinned black hair, piercing green eyes, and a sallow, frowning face. She stood at the bottom of the stairs, tapping her squeaky leather boots.

‘Morning!’ Ben said with a brave smile, trying to imagine being eighteen one day, free to stand up for himself and leave.

‘What time do you call this?’ she said. ‘I can already hear those birds twittering out there, and you haven’t even begun sorting my books for school!’

‘Sorry,’ he sighed, his bubble of courage bursting. He was only eleven. Eighteen and freedom was another seven years away. Seven long years. ‘I’m sorry, I—’

‘The time is now 6:03.’ She held her wristwatch next to her phone, checking they had precisely the same time. ‘You are a person – albeit a pitiful excuse for one – but a person nonetheless, and people work to the clock.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he pleaded. ‘I really am—’

He stopped at the sound of someone coming out of the bathroom. It was Marcus, Samantha’s boyfriend, his hair glistening with fresh hair gel. He was tall, dark and handsome in a gross kind of way, but most notably he shared her contempt for Ben.

‘I’ll text you later,’ said Marcus, pushing past Ben as if he didn’t exist.

Samantha pecked him on the cheek. ‘Take out the recycling, would you?’

‘This it? No paper today?’ asked Marcus, grabbing a near-empty bag of recycling.

Ben froze.

‘That’s odd,’ said Samantha, ‘there was lots in there yesterday.’ She turned to Ben with a look of derision. ‘You know, when I throw something away, that doesn’t make it yours. You are a child; nothing belongs to you, and nothing gives you the right to waste my ink on those moronic doodles of yours.’

‘Don’t let him bug you, Sams,’ Marcus scoffed as he opened the front door. ‘It’s just Ben. He’s not worth it.’ He slammed the door and got into his silver sports car, bearing the logo of a company called Lipworth Lettings.

Ben plodded into the kitchen. He was tired of being ‘Just Ben’. He had been special once; his parents had cared about his happiness, the postcard was proof of that. One day he would be special again – he’d be successful, travel, go to places beyond his wildest dreams – he’d show them. He’d never be ‘Just Ben’ again.

He glanced at the clock above the oven, its big face eating up the minutes as if it was starving. Tick tick tick. 6:05am. He’d never heard it tick so loudly. The tingles now seemed to be spreading to his chest.

Why can’t you count down to something useful, instead of getting me into trouble all the time? he thought. Why can’t you count down to when something good is going to happen? Count down to when I can finally get out of here, and—

Something stopped his train of thought. A cool, white light shone gently from the window. It was the full moon, peeking for a moment through a narrow break in the otherwise cloudy dawn sky. But the beam of light was distorted, dancing through a stream of rainwater running down the glass, pouring through the glass like it was too vast to be contained. Ben suddenly had the weirdest feeling. Like he had seen this before, somehow, like déjà vu – or like he was dreaming. Or like he had seen this same light in a dream.

The ticking stopped. The tingling rushed to his head, and the moon disappeared behind a cloud.

What was that? And for how long had he been standing there?

He looked at the kitchen clock and felt goosebumps all over. It really had stopped ticking. He turned to the mantel clock in the sitting room, and the grandfather clock in the hall. They had all stopped.

‘For hell’s sake!’ Samantha snapped. ‘Get a move on! If you’re quick, you can have that last burnt piece of toast!’

But Ben was starting to worry about the tingling sensation. He sometimes felt like this before a seizure. ‘I don’t feel good,’ he said. ‘My head isn’t—’

‘Nice try,’ Samantha tutted, heading upstairs with her breakfast to watch TV in bed, like every morning. ‘You won’t get a day off that easily.’

Ben sat at the kitchen table chewing a charred piece of cold toast, which even the birds outside would have refused. He loved watching animals through the window. He felt a sort of kinship with them, especially the local fox who refused to quit raiding the outside bins no matter how much Samantha tried to scare it away.

He looked up at the clocks again. Still nothing. He wondered when Samantha would notice.

Then he saw something else odd, on the kitchen counter, by the plug sockets: a rock the size of an apple – glowing green. It was exactly where Samantha usually kept her tablet. In fact, he was certain he had seen the tablet there, charging, the night before. Now, in its place, was a green rock. Perhaps it was a weird present from Marcus.

But there was no time to think about it. Ben had to organise four bags of Samantha’s school books in less than an hour.

He choked down the crust and turned to a mound of grey exercise books and a stack of small, violently orange detention cards for ‘bad children’.

Samantha, known as Ms Vaughan to Ben’s classmates, did not believe there was any such thing as a good child, but she did believe in success and failure. Her students were not encouraged to try their best; they were required to succeed, and success was not easy in Ms Vaughan’s class. She considered any test score below 100% to be a dismal failure.

Ben sighed as he started organising the books. He desperately wanted to do well at school, so he could get a good job one day and get out of here. But over the past year it didn’t seem to matter how many hours he spent reading or how carefully he listened in class. He couldn’t concentrate. Nothing he learnt seemed to stay in his head.

He flicked open the first page of the top notebook, and noticed his aunt’s handwriting labelled with today’s date: 15th September. Ben’s twelfth birthday. His stomach dropped.

It was his birthday and he hadn’t even noticed.

The date did not evoke happy memories of cakes and candles. In fact, Ben only knew it was his birthday because he had seen it on a letter from his doctor a few years ago. He’d found it in the recycling while rummaging for paper to draw on. Samantha didn’t do birthdays. Each year, Ben had to pretend it wasn’t his birthday at all.

He reached for a second book, his own. There wasn’t a single tick from Samantha’s green pen of approval. Reluctantly, he flipped through every disappointing page, then he saw a handwritten comment on the last page. Samantha had written in bold red ink:

Benjamin Thomson,
you are HOPELESS!

What a birthday! Ben slammed his book shut. His life here was . . . hopeless. Samantha called him lots of unpleasant things, but ‘hopeless’ was the worst.

Nothing meant more to Ben than hope; hope that a memory of his parents would come back, or that he would recall something of his previous life. Hope that his brain would stop emptying, so he could study and one day build a life – one with a career, and hobbies, and friends, maybe even a family – far away from this lonely, miserable place.

‘I’m not!’ he muttered through gritted teeth. ‘I’m not hopeless! I don’t belong here. Maybe I’ll go, and – maybe I – maybe—’

He stopped, and that’s when it started.

Every noise in the house became louder. Every light was too bright.

A storm was coming.

Ben could hear Samantha clonking down the stairs. She marched through to the kitchen, clutching her phone, her watch and a tiny screwdriver. ‘What did you do to the clocks,’ she hissed.

‘What?’ said Ben, standing up. ‘I never—’

A sharp pain shot through Ben’s tingling head. He gripped the kitchen counter, teeth clenched. Looking down at his reflection in the sink, his jaw tightened with pain. He let out a cry.

‘You can cut that out,’ she said, switching on the radio. ‘It won’t work on me. Oh and I found this.’

Ben looked up. She had found one of his sketches.

‘These stupid drawings won’t get you anywhere,’ she smirked, ripping it into tiny pieces. ‘You are hopeless.’

Hopeless.

He wanted to answer back but he couldn’t concentrate through the pain and the noise and the bright lights.

‘Hopeless,’ she tutted.

Suddenly he could hear the irritating tick of the kitchen clock again. Tick tick tick. But it sounded different somehow, sharper and deeper. He looked up. The clock hands were running backwards.

Then he heard the mantel clock in the sitting room, and the grandfather clock from the hall. All of the clocks. All of them ticking and tocking, from every corner of the house. He looked around to the hallway, breathing fast, and then to the living room. They were turning the wrong way.

‘For hell’s sake!’ Samantha shouted. ‘What did you do now?’

Samantha’s watch sprang back to life too. In an awful chorus of clanging, the grandfather clock and the alarm clocks upstairs began furiously hammering their bells.

The radio screeched like the squeal of a car’s brakes.

The tap dripped like falling hail.

‘Enough!’ she cried. Was that . . . fear in her eyes? ‘Whatever you’re doing – stop it. This instant!’

‘I didn’t do anything. Please, I’m sorry, I—’

‘So am I!’ she snarled, grabbing him by the arm. ‘I’m sorry you were ever born! I’m sorry your parents spoilt you rotten! I’m sorry that you’re still here, poisoning my life! I’m sorry that every single day I have no choice but to . . .’

Ben could no longer make out the words. Not over the tinny screech of the radio and the dripping of the tap and the wild ticking of all those clocks. Tick tick tick. He shut his eyes tight, trying to separate out the sounds, but the noises were locking together, swirling around and attracting yet more sounds. A car alarm wailed across the street, a dog barked in next door’s garden, a plane passed groaning overhead, and a train rattled over its tracks.

He cupped his hands over his ears, but he couldn’t block the noise out. Then he smelt it. The room reeked as if the leftovers inside the fridge were rotting. Now he could taste it. It was stinging the back of his throat.

He tried moving a hand from his ear to hold his nose, but his arm wouldn’t move. The tingling sensation was like electricity buzzing around his body, and he could feel his heart beating hard.

Thud thud.

Tick tick.

Behind his tightly shut eyelids came pink and yellow dots. They flashed like tiny fireworks in his head, and just when he felt as though he would burst, his arms thrashed out and he fell to the floor. Down and down, as if the ground had opened beneath him. Down he fell, until suddenly, with a loud crack, everything stopped.

There was no sound and no smell here, only stillness and darkness. His heart stopped racing, his breathing slowed. Every muscle in his body was still.

The storm in the kitchen had taken Ben’s mind to a world far away.
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