
Excerpt from Is death really necessary? 

 

Gates Hanford had been out to get milk, that most prosaic of errands. It was pretty 
much the only thing he couldn’t e-get. At around half past seven on a dank April 

evening he was sitting on his bicycle at the top of  Highgate Hill. You could see the 

whole of north London from here. Usually the view was clogged with traffic, which 

infuriated him and made the stop more pain than pleasure. Tonight he had other 

things on his mind. 

He had only gone to bed a couple of hours before being woken by his 
neighbours leaving for work. There had been much banging of car doors, boots and 

bonnets, some agitated shouting and swearing and, finally, a lot of revving: he 

gathered (this hadn’t been difficult because of the volume at which the problem had 

been discussed) that one of the disgusting, polluting, petrol-based vehicles that 

cluttered up what used to be the front garden of the house his flat was in had 

refused to start. He’d felt disorientated and restless because of the disturbance. 
Unable to get back to sleep he’d decided to sort through the previous day’s net-

gathers, and had come across a crumb trail. 

Nobody left net-crumbs for him any more. They’d used crumb trails in the 

nano-tech fraternity occasionally back in the day when there used to be such a 

thing and someone was being head-hunted. It was a curiously old-fashioned thing 

to come across now. 

When he saw which site the posting led to he was even more curious. He 
followed the trail to the retro ‘Girls just wanna have fun’ chatroom and picked up an 

encrypted message from ‘Goldie’ to ‘Beauty’, which was in a vaguely familiar 

cipher. It had taken him an hour to find the right protocol (there were enough 

clues, but it had been over a year since he’d needed that cryptogram), load and 

launch it. Then he’d  studied what little there was of the message and had spent 

another couple of hours thinking about it while he did other things. He remembered 
Dr Sara Prosser. She’d worked for a small but well-funded group up in Scotland 

somewhere. They’d had some interesting exchanges way back when.  

Gates had never been good with women. It was a bit easier if they were 

colleagues. Actually, he recalled, he wasn’t particularly good with colleagues either, 

of any gender. And it had been a long, long time since he had had any colleagues.  

Prosser wanted something quite extraordinary. And she wanted him to go to 

Edinburgh.  
What she wanted had given him an idea. 

Finally he’d composed a reply, encrypted and sent it. She’d come back 

immediately – she must have been sitting by her machine. The way she’d contacted 

him made it very likely that whatever she wanted from him wasn’t particularly 

legal. The whole thing had appealed immensely to both his pride and his curiosity.  

 


