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      Life is a journey, but don’t worry, you’ll find a parking spot at the end.


    

    
      — Isaac Asimov
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“Finally!” Alex spat from the back seat. 

“Yeah, Buddy. We’re here,” I pulled the car in through the barrier. It lifted before I’d even stopped. Another car came tearing around the corner in front of us, too fast. Its horn blaring, blinding me with its high beams as it flashed wildly. It passed so close to us I flinched, almost crashing into the parking attendant’s cubicle.

“Slow down, Jerk!” I screamed through the window, my hand shaking.

The car didn’t slow. Didn’t even react. Just charged through the barrier and was gone.

“Who was that, Daddy?” Mia strained forward in her booster seat, trying to see over the dashboard.

“Some idiot,” I muttered.

Grace nudged me with her elbow. “Don’t teach the kids road rage.”

“I don’t know, darling,” I used my softer Daddy voice. “But their driving was very dangerous.”

“Jerk!” Alex said.

“Yeah, Jerk.” Mia agreed.

I could feel Grace staring at me. I kept my eyes on the road. Just trying to find a space.

“It’s busy,” Grace pointed out. We had passed five full rows of cars already. Ahead of us, the carpark stretched on further than I could see.

“I hope you’ve got your walking boots on, guys,” I said, passing another completely full row.

The through road curved gently to the right. The signs changed colour as we moved into the next section. Grace hummed.

“What a strange naming system,” she pointed at one of the new pale blue signs. It was emblazoned with a large O0. “We were just in L4.”

“Maybe there was another section on the other side?” I shrugged. Barely looking at it. I wasn’t really paying attention to the signs. I just wanted to find a free space.

* * *

I turned the radio down till it was barely audible.

“Shh, kids, I’m trying to concentrate.”

The kids didn’t listen. They never do. 

“Why do you need to hear better?” Alex laughed to himself. 

“When you’re old enough to drive, you’ll do the same,” I laughed too. It was silly but universal. I think.

“Is that a space?” Grace pointed down the row we had just passed. I slammed on the brakes, the kids jolted forward in their seats. I checked my mirrors a bit late. Luckily, there weren’t any cars following us. Shifting the car into reverse, I backed up to peer down the row my lovely wife had just pointed out.

Every space was filled.

“Nope,” I huffed, pulling off again.

We drove on.

Another row. Full.

Another. Full.

The car park stretched ahead of us in long, identical lines.

“Try the next one,” Grace said. I nodded, turning in. Halfway down, I slowed. There was a blue hatchback parked three spaces in, eyelashes stuck to its headlights.

“Mia, look at that car?” Grace pointed towards it.

“It’s got makeup on,” she giggled. We rolled past it and back out onto the through road on the other side.

“Dad, I’m bored,” Alex had begun kicking the back of his mother’s chair a few minutes ago. She never told him to stop. That’s why he sat behind her.

“Same, mate,” I said lightly. “Let’s not kick mummy’s chair though, yeah?”

He stopped. For a moment. We had only passed another three rows before he started again.

* * *

The signs were green now. Section S4, apparently. It really was a weird system.

“Surely someone will be leaving,” I said. “Keep an eye out for someone walking back to their car.” The kids both sat up straighter, surveying the rows out of their own windows. Grace checked the side mirror, then looked back at me. 

“I haven’t seen a single person,” her voice was lower than usual. Not quite a whisper.

I didn’t answer. I cut back across another row, trying to loop back toward where we’d been.

“Twin cars!” Mia called from behind me. 

I glanced down the row as we passed. Every car was the same. White saloons. Same make. Same model. Parked in perfect alignment, all facing the same direction.

“Do you think they planned it?” I asked. This time, Grace didn’t answer.

I started weaving up and down the rows, hoping to find a space just out of sight from the main through road. The motion turned slow and winding, back and forth, back and forth. Alex’s face had gone green. He hadn’t been travel sick in years, but seasick? That never left. Even watching a video filmed on a boat was enough to turn his stomach.

“You okay, buddy?” I said, watching him in my rear-view mirror.

I nudged Grace and pointed to the bowl by her feet.

Alex nodded slowly, reaching for it as she passed it back.

“We should try a different car park,” Grace said. “This one is obviously full.”

We turned another corner, veering left into the pink section. T0. 

As far as I could see were cars.

Only cars.

Not a single person walking to or from them. No parking attendants. Not even a pigeon.

“Yeah, let’s try down the road,” I flicked on the indicator to loop us back around. It felt pointless; somehow in this endless ocean of parked cars, we were the only one moving.

Still, I checked each row as we passed, just in case. 

God knows how far the next car park was; we were here now. Might as well try.

Four cars in on my side, something caught my eye. An old car. Not a classic or restored or anything. Just… left. Its tyres had collapsed completely. Flat to the ground. Rust bloomed behind the plastic hubcaps, spreading out in rough brown circles. The windscreen was opaque with dust.

I slowed as we passed it. I recognised the model. It wasn’t old at all. The car was new. Last year’s model.

Rows slid by. Full. Still. Identical.

I couldn’t see a sign.

What section were we in now?

I slowed… then stopped in the middle of the road.

Looking around to get my bearings.

It was no use. No signs, no barriers, just cars.

“What are you doing?” Grace grabbed my arm as I unbuckled my seat belt.

“One sec,” I said, pulling my arm loose and stepping out the door. 

Cars.

That was all there was.

All I’d done was give myself a better view of them.

I still couldn’t work out what section we were in. I couldn’t see the barrier. The main road. I couldn’t even see the attendants’ cubicle.

“That’s it,” I muttered, climbing onto the bonnet.

Beneath me, the kids erupted.

“Daddy’s on the car!”

The suspension rocked as I pulled myself up, gripping the edge of the roof, hauling myself to my feet.

The metal dipped under my weight as I steadied myself.

Rows in every direction.

Perfect lines stretching out under the flat white light of the street lamps. I hadn’t even realised how dark it was.

No gaps.

No movement.

No edges.

I turned, scanning behind us and saw the blue hatchback with the eyelashes. 

“Okay,” I said with an exhale. “We’re close to where we came in.”

I turned around to look in the direction we were headed but nothing. Just cars rolling out endlessly into the horizon.

No entrance, no exit.

It had to be that way though.

I climbed down, dropped back into the driver’s seat.

Grace was staring at me. Wide-eyed.

“Well?” she asked.

I didn’t answer straight away.

“I think…” I said, slipping the car into gear, “…it’s this way.” Then pulled off.

* * *

My fingers held tight to the steering wheel. I’d counted the rows since the blue car. We were up to fifteen. It can’t have been that many before.

Why had we not gone past another sign? Were we still in section… section… fuck. What section were we in?

Seventeen rows. Eighteen. Nineteen…

“A space!” I shouted. The kids jumped, Grace jolted a little in her seat. 

I wrenched the steering wheel to the left and rounded my corner. Lining the nose up clean to pull straight in.

I slammed on the brakes. It wasn’t a space. The car was just set back from the line, tucked behind its neighbour. I couldn’t see it from the road.

“Oh my—” Grace slapped a hand to her mouth. Her eyes wide.

My hand slapped my mouth too, holding in something a lot worse.

I didn’t see it from the road because there was barely anything left of it. 

The windows were blackened. The bodywork hung loose, melted, and warped around the frame. In the soot across the windscreen, a handprint dragged downward… and stopped.

Grace turned away, pulling the kids’ attention with her, her voice soft and urgent.

I leaned forward.

Inside, faint embers flickered.

A thin thread of smoke curled out through the seams of the door. I fumbled with my seatbelt and shoved the door open.

“Wait—” Grace started.

I was already out.

Running over to the door. The air felt close. Still.

Like I was inside a small room. Not standing in a desert of cars.

The handle was cold. No heat. No smell. As I pulled the door open, a small puff of smoke drifted out and vanished.

Empty.

The embers inside were dead.

It hadn’t been burning. Not for a long time.

I straightened up slowly and looked around.

Rows of cars.

Unmoving. Endless. 

How had this been left here?

Where was everyone?

“Hello,” my voice sounded smaller than I expected.

Nothing. Then I yelled.

I shouted again, louder this time.

Still nothing.

I screamed. At the top of my lungs. I screamed. 

Hoping, begging, for anything to answer.

Silence swallowed it.

Not even a breeze. The lamps above me didn’t hum or rattle. No birds, no bats, or insects. My voice didn’t even echo. The only sound was my own heavy breath and the rumble of our engine.

* * *

It was dark now.

* * *

I kept driving. Up and down the rows.

Or, I think I did. I may have never turned around. The roads never changed. Driving one way, you’d pass specific cars, but when you turned back one row later, they were gone. 

Was our car even moving?

Or was the lot moving beneath us?

The kids had fallen asleep hours ago. Grace sat silent beside me. Every now and then, she’d whimper.

I held my silence between my teeth. Chewing it. Keeping it inside before I screamed. 

The car won’t last much longer.

We filled up the tank two days ago. The drive was long, and we’d been circling this hell for… I don’t even know how long. The clock on the dashboard hadn’t worked for years. Our phones were long dead. Grace’s ran out fast. After the burned car, she tried calling the emergency services. It didn’t even ring.

Mine died differently, the moment I handed it to her. The screen flared bright pinks and blues, then nothing. 

We were alone.

I drove on.

Infinite cars lined the rows beside us. Silently. Motionlessly. Sleeping. Or maybe not asleep. Maybe they were watching us. Laughing. Mocking us as we continued to drive.

I’d accept a space now. I’d pull in. Handbrake on. Kill the engine, and weep.

* * *

The engine coughed.

A stuttering shudder ran through the wheel and into my hands.

The fuel light had been blinking for… I don’t know how long. Long enough to be a problem.

“Please…” Grace whispered beside me.

I didn’t know if she meant the car or something else. The engine dipped again. A hollow, choking sound. The speed dropped.

“No, no, no—”

I pressed the accelerator harder.

Nothing.

Then I saw it.

A break in the rows up ahead. It was faint. It seemed impossible now, after all this time. Our headlights washed over it as we crested a slight incline.

Two poles. Red and white stripes.

A barrier arm.

It was starting to rise.

“The exit.”

I didn’t think. I didn’t even question it.

I slammed my foot down.

The engine screamed in protest, spluttering as it inhaled the last murky gunk of the petrol tank.

The car lurched forward.

“Hold on!” I shouted.

We surged toward it. Faster than we’d gone in hours. The rows blurred past us. The barrier grew closer.

Closer.

“Dad—” Alex’s voice, small, from the back.

Headlights.

Coming straight at us.

A car on the other side of the barrier. Just pulling in. Not knowing what this place was. Not knowing what they were arriving to.

My stomach dropped.

I flashed my headlights at them. Hit the horn.

Again and again.

“TURN AROUND!” I screamed, leaning over the wheel. “DON’T COME IN!”

The cars didn’t slow.

I drove close enough that I could have reached out and touched the glass.

The driver shouted as he swerved just out of the way.

“Slow down, jerk!” 

And I looked.

I shouldn’t have.

But I did.

Hands on the wheel. White-knuckled. They were my hands.

Grace in the passenger seat. Eyes wide and confused.

The kids in the back. Alex leaning forward while Mia craned her neck, trying to see past him.

We were just arriving.

I thought I knew that car.

Then they were gone.

We shot through the barrier.

Out.

I didn’t slow. Didn’t breathe. Didn’t think.

The road stretched out ahead of us. Normal. Cars passed. People stood on street corners. Shop signs buzzed.

Behind us, the car park shrank into the distance.

Just another entrance.

Just another lot.

In the rearview mirror, I watched it.

Rows of cars.

Endless.

And there, moving between them, headlights.

My headlights. 
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            Restart Required is a chilling, thought-provoking anthology of sci-fi short stories exploring the eerie, intimate intersections of human emotion and artificial intelligence, technology dependence, and the quiet unravelling of the modern world. Perfect for fans of Black Mirror, Ted Chiang, and Ray Bradbury, this collection blends psychological science fiction with moments of unexpected tenderness, satire, and dread.


          

        
      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            [image: The Watchmaker]
          

        

        
        
          The Watchmaker
        

        

        
          
            
              https://www.amazon.co.uk/Watchmaker-Tom-Dineen-ebook/dp/B0FH52HDZY?ref_=ast_author_mpb
            
          

        

        
          
            A story about hands, time, and everything we hold onto.




As the hands of his craft begin to betray him, an ageing watchmaker reflects on the moments that defined his life.

Love, loss, fatherhood, and the slow erosion of control. Each delicate gear he once mastered now trembles between fingers that no longer obey. But even in his struggle, there is memory. There is meaning.


          

        
      

    

  




OEBPS/images/2b61064bfed8d5e2e0f4b77a7423e400_smallRaw.png
RESTART
REQUIRED

TECHNO-THRILLERS AND DIGITAL NIGHTMARES WHERE HUMANITY
GLITCHES AND MACHINES EVOLVE.

T0M
DINEEN







OEBPS/images/ab023923a6311a734477398a36252594_smallRaw.jpg







OEBPS/images/47e97d0dea9dd37d3bedfc80e1175645_smallRaw.jpg
1 N D INCE N










