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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      I was two drinks down by the time Pierre finished telling me his story. His own mug was left half empty and the froth had hardened to a white crust around its rim. He can’t have lifted it to his lips more than twice the whole forty minutes he’d been talking.

      Oh, that’s something I probably forgot to mention before. I wasn’t entirely sober while he spoke.

      ‘…and then I threw myself into the washroom cabinet,’ he finished, propping his tired head up on the bar with his elbow. ‘Damn near lost my leg when the hotel got written out of existence. I was lucky I overshot no further than the mech boutique round the corner. Could have gone as far as the Big Crunch.’

      ‘Big Crunch?’ I asked, wondering how I could go about ordering a glass of tap water. ‘Isn’t that the end of the universe, when everything runs backwards?’

      ‘Don’t be an idiot, George. It’s a salad joint down on Dagger Alley, all the way on the other side of the city. Would have taken me hours to walk here.’

      Wherever “here” was.

      The bar was emptier than when Pierre had made his entrance, though in fairness it hadn’t been all that full before he’d arrived, either. The bartender was down the other end of the bar, tossing the dirty mugs and glasses into one end of a crusher unit and snatching up clean, freshly-constructed replicas from the other. My rhinoceros-hided counter companion, who had been slurping and simpering through his or her woes beside me, had moved onto new pastures of libation, as had the three gangly-eyed drunks from the table opposite. The only other patron was a black-cloaked insectoid that reminded me of a praying mantis.

      Perhaps it was three in the morning, wherever we were. It was hard to tell without clocks. Or a sun.

      Outside the bar’s panoramic windows lived the city to which Pierre was referring. Giant frigates and sleek, silver starships came and went from the docks; it was a port city, a trading post and refuelling stop at the edge of some distant galaxy, not locked to any single solar system. Already a bulky, grey asteroid refinery to begin with, it had since been expanded to such a colossal point that the industrial structure now easily rivalled the size and scale of London. When I first looked out of the windows upon my arrival, I hadn’t been able to see how high or how low the storeys rose and fell. I could see the great blackness of space, however. There must have been stars out there, but I couldn’t see them. The neon lights of the space-port were much too bright.

      ‘George?’

      ‘Hmm?’ I responded, tearing my eyes from the view outside. My head had started to pound.

      ‘I asked you, how did you come to be in Port Iridium anyway?’ said Pierre. ‘You’re a few trillion miles and about six thousand years off-course, by my reckoning.’

      I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose.

      ‘How long has it been since I left the hotel?’ I asked. ‘For you, I mean.’

      Pierre gave this question due thought. ‘A couple of months,’ he replied. ‘Maybe a little more. How long for you?’

      ‘Three days,’ I said, laughing. ‘I tried calling you at a time closer to the day I left, but clearly I’m not as good with inter-dimensional payphones as I hoped. Oh well. You’re here now.’

      ‘So what happened after you left Le Petit Monde?’

      ‘I found them,’ I said, bowing my head and playing with the tassels of my black scarf. All of a sudden I found it terribly hard to swallow. ‘I… well, I found them. After everything that happened at the hotel, after… after accidentally killing that other version of me instead of myself… well, I went after my wife and son. I knew that my Chloe and my Sam were dead. But I also knew that another version of them was just another world away.

      ‘I went to the Scottish service station we stopped at, back on the night they died. The night they died, and I didn’t. Stopping for Chloe’s nicotine patches and Sam’s chocolate buttons was the last thing we did before the car spun out on that damn black ice. I don’t know if that version of Chloe and Sam would have died in the accident. I don’t know if the accident would have happened at all. It didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to let it happen to them too.

      ‘Another version of me - their version of me - came into the garage. I managed to get across the forecourt and into the car without being seen, and… and I took his place. I reset my life from that point onwards. Their reality was close enough to my own that neither Chloe or Sam could tell the difference. I put their car in gear and drove away, leaving their George back in the service station.’

      ‘Jesus, George,’ said Pierre, grimacing. ‘That’s awful. I’m sorry, but it really is. It’s terrible. It’s… well, it’s kidnapping.’

      ‘I know. And it didn’t take me long to work that out myself, either. At first I couldn’t get over the fact that my wife and child were alive - actually alive! To talk to them, to hear their voices… to reach out and actually touch them. I couldn’t believe it. Even after everything I’ve now seen, I still can’t. Not really. And that’s probably because it’s not really true, is it? They weren’t mine. They were copies. Flawless copies, but copies all the same.

      ‘I realised as much when we got to the hotel. I kept them alive down those icy roads - when I think back on what I did, of that much I can be proud at least. The first pang of guilt - real, deep guilt - came when I was checking in, giving my name. George Webber. Even as I said it out loud I knew it wasn’t mine. It was his. His name wrapped in the fleece of my own. I was an imposter, you know? Like… like an actor, performing on a stage made of mirrors. But I was swallowed that guilt down. It was a price worth paying… or so I made myself believe.

      ‘Still, it didn’t take long for that guilt to creep back up. It came back hot and sticky and rank. And the second time there was no stopping it. Literally.

      ‘That was after I carried our bags up the staircase to our room. Chloe kissed me. The first time I’d kissed her was when I got into the car on the garage forecourt - the first time I’d kissed my wife since they day she died. It was indescribable. It was perfect. But that second time, when she kissed me… God, it wasn’t right. It wasn’t just like tricking a woman into cheating on her husband - which is precisely what I then realised I was doing - but it was like cheating on my own wife, too. I know, Pierre. I know. My Chloe is gone. But that’s just it - it was like cheating on the memory of her. Like I was tarnishing it, somehow. Scribbling over an old, cherished photograph in permanent marker. I kept my smile up long enough to make it to the bathroom, long enough to lock the door behind me, and then I threw up. The bleak reality of what I’d done came flooding in.’

      ‘So you left?’ asked Pierre.

      ‘You’re damn right I did. I didn’t even come out of the bathroom before I jumped universe. I was scared that if I dared open the door, if I chanced a look upon their pair of beautiful, happy faces, I might never walk away. I might bury that guilt deeper than my soul could ever reach. The key you gave me still sat heavy in my pocket, and I savoured its weight in my hand for a long while before I could muster the courage to slip it into the keyhole of the bathroom door. All the while Chloe’s voice was asking if I was okay from the other side, like a siren beckoning me toward the rocks. I didn’t stop to decide where I wanted to go - I just knew I had to go somewhere, anywhere but there. Somewhere that at least approached the truth. I turned the key, opened the door, and stepped through.’

      ‘And you came here?’

      ‘Are you kidding?’ I laughed. ‘If only I’d been so lucky. No, I had to hop between quite a few universes before I came to anywhere safe enough to stop. Or one that had advanced enough technology for me to get hold of you, at least. I spent quite an eventful afternoon in the Italian Renaissance, if you must know.’

      Pierre leant forward and took a swig from his drink. I could hear it fizz on the way down his gullet.

      ‘What do you think happened to them?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The other Chloe and Sam. The ones you stole from that world’s George.’

      I let that question sit with me for a moment, swishing it about my head as if it were a fine wine.

      ‘I don’t know,’ I admitted, eventually. ‘I’d like to think that their universe’s George went on to the hotel, on the chance they might have gone there. Or that he’d have called the police to report a kidnapping and then they would have checked the hotel, and found them safe and sound. I hope I didn’t do too much damage.’

      ‘Going to be hard for Chloe to explain how her husband managed to get from behind the locked door of their hotel bathroom to back at the service station in just a matter of minutes,’ mused Pierre. ‘Or George, for that matter. One of them’s getting institutionalised by the other, if you ask me.’

      Behind them, in the corner of the bar, the cloaked insectoid made a series of sharp snapping noises with his mandibles. The bartender hurried over with a small bowl of crisps.

      ‘Come on then,’ I said, trying and failing to get off my barstool with some semblance of dignity. I could feel the hangover kicking in before I’d even had the chance to get drunk. ‘It’s about time you got me home.’

      ‘Wait, haven’t you listened to a word I’ve said?’ Pierre spun around on his stool and gave me a withering look. ‘What home do you think you’d be going back to, exactly? Everything’s gone, George. Gone! I doubt Littlewick Green even exists anymore, let alone a house with your name on the letterbox. The Torri-Tau are rewriting everything, everywhere, in their own image. All we can do is try to stay ahead of their cosmic eraser long enough to work out a way of stopping them. And who knows how long we’ve got before…’

      ‘Before what? Before what, Pierre?’

      ‘Before all this is erased too,’ replied Pierre, distracted. ‘Look over there. Was that other hooded fellow here when you came in?’

      I followed his line of sight so that I too was facing the inside of the bar, and beyond that the vast blackness of space outside the windows. The first “hooded fellow”, as Pierre had so quaintly put it, was currently gnawing through his bowl of crisps like a pneumatically-powered beaver. But behind him… behind him sat another anonymous figure in a dark, billowing cloak. There were no drinks on the table in front of him, but the man appeared to be making up for this by resting his ramshackle spear against the side of it instead.

      ‘No, I didn’t,’ I replied, keeping my voice down. ‘Does it matter?’

      ‘Maybe, maybe not.’ Pierre hopped off his stool and left the rest of his drink to sizzle by itself. ‘Either way, we ought to get moving.’

      ‘But we’re not going home?’ I groaned.

      The man in the far corner slowly reached across his table and gripped the handle of his spear with a calloused blue hand.

      ‘Not yet, at least,’ said Pierre, grabbing my arm and hurrying me out of the bar. ‘Now stay close and whatever you do - don’t touch anything.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Though I’d been hopping from universe to universe for the best part of three days by that point, I hadn’t actually seen all that much of Port Iridium. In fact, I’d emerged through a door not far from where Pierre had himself come, out the back of some dingy android repair shop. I’d chosen to wait in the bar because a.) it was the most quiet, least dangerous-looking of all the neighbouring establishments, and b.) every bar in the multiverse has a payphone. I’d spent much more time listening to Pierre’s story than I had waiting for him.

      Now that I was getting the all-access tour, I was confident that staying put had been the right choice.

      We took a right turn immediately outside the bar. I didn’t question if Pierre knew where we were going or not. Almost a dozen passageways led away in every direction - including, for those less encumbered by the space station’s artificial gravity, up. Every metal inch of every metal corridor was a storefront of some sort or another. I looked up at one of the more vertical alleyways and saw the glistening lights of bars and stalls up there, too.

      Thick clouds of steam hissed like snakes from rusty pipes and vents. The air - or the turgid gas that tried to pass for it - was filled with a mad din of noises. Food crackling as it fried; the clanging of scrap metalwork; generators belching and conveyor belts buckling. A thousand alien languages were spoken by as many different species. If I hadn’t already stumbled through some weird worlds on my journey to the port, I imagine I would have gone quite mad.

      I happened to look down at my feet as we walked. There I saw a tiny hole in the wall, through which a small beetle in a spacesuit was selling black market computer chips. A queue of her own species, half a dozen long, was lined up along the wall beside it.

      Shaking my head in disbelief, I did as Pierre had advised. I stayed close.

      Well, I tried.

      ‘What seems to be the problem, sir?’ came a robotic voice from my left.

      I stopped and turned my head, but the question wasn’t meant for me. We had passed the same android repair shop through which I’d first arrived - I recognised it from the binary code printed on the sign above its metal shutters. Inside, robotic limbs hung morbidly from rails running along the ceiling. Spare parts overflowed from plastic crates. Everything smelled of oil. This was no high-end establishment.

      Its owner stood about six feet tall, and was thinner than me. He was also a brown, rust-coated robot - all nuts and bolts and chains. His head was round and stout, about the size and shape of a curling stone, and his eyes - or rather, the six or seven lights stretching like a band across the front of his “face” - flashed a welcoming yellow. He was stood beside what looked to me like a dentist’s chair, which another robot was now climbing onto.

      ‘Was loading one of them new X-13A--3 proton regulators down at the docks and forgot to reinforce my suspension,’ bleated the second robot. This one was bulkier, sturdier… better designed for a life in a loading bay. ‘One of my clamps got crushed when the regulator dropped. Lucky not to lose both, my line manager said. You got any of the same model?’

      He waggled and twirled his remaining clamp. The other was a mangled mess of shrapnel and wires. I winced. I don’t know if the android could feel pain, but it sure looked painful.

      ‘Pretty common piece, that,’ said the robot repairman, nodding. He rummaged through the scrap mountains at the back of his shop. ‘No offence meant. They going to dock your pay for the accident, do you think?’

      ‘Not unless they’re gonna cut me off from my allocated refuelling bay,’ moaned the patient. ‘You don’t reckon they’ll do that, do you? It was an accident! They know that! Oh, switches. I don’t want to end up like one of them unplugged scrap-dwellers…’

      ‘Oh, I’m sure it won’t come to that,’ bleeped the repairman, returning with a replacement hand. ‘Now lie back and let me take a look at that clamp, eh?’

      ‘There something I can help you with, boy?’ came a deep, raspy voice from behind me.

      I turned around, feeling the sense of unwarranted guilt to which anyone who’s ever been orbited by a department store security guard can relate. Behind me, standing upright, was a seven foot reptilian in a sleek, stylish, armour-plated combat suit. His scales were a deep shade of green; his eyes flashed a poisonous yellow. His head was long like a crocodile’s and sported just as many teeth. Protruding from his sleeves were claws as long as each of my fingers.

      Pierre was nowhere to be seen, I suddenly realised.

      ‘Looking for something?’ said the space-crocodile. All I could look at as he spoke were those enormous teeth of his. ‘Something a little… off-the-menu, perchance?’

      He stepped towards me, grinning. As I took a step back I felt my spine bump against the cold, corrugated metal wall. Was I off-the-menu? Was that worse than being on it?

      ‘Roasted pterosaur?’ he suggested, examining the scarf around my neck. ‘Illegal in six star systems, of course. Very rare. For a price, I can get you whatever species you like. Sentient creatures cost double. Just point out who you fancy tasting, yes?’

      ‘No,’ said Pierre, suddenly at our side. He gently pushed the reptile away from me. ‘He’s not hungry. Come on, George. I told you to stay close, not go off galavanting with bounty hunters.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, hurrying away. ‘I got distracted. There was a robot repair shop, but the repairman was a robot too. Androids fixing androids - it just seems a bit strange.’

      ‘Hmm. Must be how God feels when he looks at doctors. Now come on, we’ve got a long way to go and no money for a shuttle. Do I need to hold your hand or are you going to keep up this time?’

      I grumbled something unintelligible… but kept pace all the same. I didn’t fancy being turned into some other alien’s sandwich.

      For a long while the market didn’t seem to end, and we were long past the point of being able to look out through a window at the comings and goings of the various docks and ports. There were a lot more bars, of course. Some were open to everyone, others were designed around the unique requirements of very specific (and in some cases, very segregated) groups of species. One set of mammalian aliens were drinking (and cheering) from a communal trough. In another pub, gelatinous slugs were “drinking” by injecting feeding tubes directly into their space suits. Their happy smiles said it all.

      Twice Pierre and I stood aside to allow huge, lumbering beasts to pass down the alleys we were following. They looked like woolly mammoths to me, but Pierre assured me that they were just as smart and spacefaring as anyone else. I guess a middle-aged man from Littlewick Green isn’t really one to judge.

      We passed more cramped and dingy workshops operated by cephalopods. Tentacled engineers were cutting up androids and stitching new ones together. Although there were plenty of robots perusing the stalls - and a good few cyborgs too, if my eyes didn’t deceive me - none seemed particularly perplexed by the widespread buying and selling of their own kind. There were whole crates of them in some cases, standing inert until their serial numbers were called out, at which point they’d walk out onto stage and be bid upon by buyers. They reminded me of slaves, but, as with the mammoths, what do I know?

      And there was food. Plenty of food. All kinds of food - just none that I recognised. Except ramen. No matter where in the universe you go, there is always ramen.

      ‘Not everything here seems all that savoury,’ I whispered to Pierre, watching a tattooed humanoid use a crowbar to open a crate of cybernetics and laser rifles. ‘Is all this… legal?’

      ‘Er… well none of it is illegal,’ replied Pierre, edging his way past two tall, floating aliens as thin as shoelaces. ‘I mean, three-quarters of it is probably illegal somewhere or another, but not here.’

      ‘So Port Iridium’s like a duty free, only in regard to the law instead of tax?’ I asked.

      ‘That’s one way of looking at it,’ said Pierre, barking a single laugh. ‘Another way is that we’re far outside of any legal jurisdiction. There’s nothing illegal in Port Iridium because despite how immoral things get, there’s no law to be upheld. I’d keep my eye on my valuables if I were you.’

      We walked past a row of rose-tinted windows behind which were displayed a wide variety of female “entertainment”. Some were humanoid in an uncanny valley kind of way. One might even have been my own species. She wore a pair of dark, smouldering eyes and nothing else. Beside her floated a fluffy, glowing orb beneath which draped tentacles a couple of feet in length. At first I thought it was some kind of communication device, but then I saw a matching sphere floating on my side of the glass, flashing warm pink and orange hues. It turned out the orb was on offer too, and doing much better business than the rest of her colleagues.

      ‘Noted,’ I replied, stuffing my hands inside my pockets and hurrying on.
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        * * *

      

      Eventually the market did come to an end, as all things inside the multiverse must, and as the suspect stalls and rowdy bars petered out we emerged into an enormous hanger. Thick, industrial doors slowly closed behind us, accompanied by the grinding and rattling of oily gears and then a deep, echoing clunk. I was glad to find that much of the market’s din was lost behind it, as were its smells.

      ‘Woah,’ was about all I could manage, staring ahead.

      I’d visited the back lines of a World War; I’d explored the uncharted jungles of Peru. I’d even seen versions of myself from two alternate realities - not to mention killed one of them by mistake. If I had to describe my mental fortitude, I’d call it pretty robust - especially after witnessing the kaleidoscope of aliens that was the market’s demographic. But I’d never before seen anything with such scale.

      Locked in suspension by two rows of colossal docking clamps was a frigate, one which must have run to at least a kilometre in length. It was rectangular, and as old and industrial as the hanger in which it was docked. Only the tip - what I imagined was the cockpit - was in any way round. It looked sort of like an egg that had been sharpened at one end. The whole thing somewhat resembled an arrow. Tiny, round windows ran along its length in rows, the way portholes run along the side of a cruise ship. You could have flown a fighter jet through any one of its twelve engine boosters, they were so wide. There were a great, great many gun turrets.

      Offline, it rested like an ancient archeological find.

      ‘Impressive, isn’t it?’ asked Pierre. He nodded as way of indication for me to keep walking. I guess the hanger wasn’t a particularly pedestrian-friendly part of the port. I wonder if anywhere was. ‘That’s the Roaming Havoc. Bit of a relic, that one. Four hundred years old or thereabouts. First saw action during the sixteenth Glardon war, I think. Last I heard it was owned by the Skrelliks. Nasty lot. Wouldn’t think twice about burning a whole planet to ash if it meant they could swoop down and grab the wedding ring off one charred grandma.’

      I looked up and saw tiny specks wandering about on top of the spacecraft. They looked like engineers. There were more hurrying about beneath the ship’s undercarriage, too. As we followed the gangway around it, I started to recognise them as androids similar if not identical to the one who was having his clamp replaced back in the market. They were plugging massive cables into the ship - cables which looked like thick, ribbed worms. Who knows what they were for. Could have been for refuelling. Could have been for extracting the shit.

      ‘What do you think they’re doing here?’ I asked, as a crane carried a shipping container over our heads.

      ‘Probably just picking up supplies,’ replied Pierre. ‘Not many places the Skrelliks can dock without their ship getting impounded within five minutes. Don’t worry, they won’t be looking to make trouble. Not much of it, anyway. One of the best things about a port full of criminals is they know everyone else can give as good as they get. This way.’

      He led me down a new gangway towards another industrial set of doors. Enormous white letters were painted on the concrete wall around them. Gang signs had been sprayed over the top of them in yellow and red paint. I looked over my shoulder in time to see a shimmering, black ship shaped like a manta ray come gliding into an open bay. I watched it disappear from sight as the doors before us opened with the same reluctant, clanging groan as the ones before.

      Pierre stopped me before we could step through.

      ‘Do you still have the spare key?’ he asked.

      ‘Sure.’ I fished it out from the depths of my pocket. ‘Needed it to get here, didn’t I?’

      Pierre grabbed my arm before I could pull the key out. I jerked back from him, surprised.

      ‘Don’t let anyone see it,’ he whispered. I let the key drop back to the bottom of my pocket. ‘Where we’re going, people would kill for one of those keys. They’re worth more than your life, or mine. It’s a way off this goddamn station and into whatever world, whatever life they can imagine. Keep hold of it. We might need it later to buy our own tickets out of here.’

      ‘Can’t we just use one of the keys ourselves?’

      Pierre shook his head. ‘Not if I don’t know where we’re going,’ he added with a shrug. ‘Could end up anywhere. Can I ask you a question?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘Why didn’t you use that key to get home? Why did you need to call me?’

      I sighed. This was a little embarrassing.

      ‘I was jumping from universe to universe, trying to do just that. Get home. I kept getting it wrong. Very wrong. And then I had a horrible thought… What if I think I’m in the right world, and I set up a life there… I get attached to the place… only to find out that it’s no more my world than all the rest? There’s only one person I know who can take me back home for sure, and that’s you.’

      Pierre smiled. ‘And how do you know I’m the right me, eh?’

      ‘I guess I don’t,’ I replied, laughing nervously. ‘But I trust my gut. You’re the same Pierre I knew. Besides, the bartender told me the payphone automatically works out which universe you’re trying to call. All you need is the phone number as well as a rough time and date - the dimensional quantiser fills in the rest. Apparently.’

      ‘Thumb prick test?’

      ‘Yes…?’

      Pierre turned my hand over and looked at the three tiny dots on my right thumb.

      ‘Yeah, thought as much. They’ve got you on file now. Good thing I came when I did.’

      ‘What do you mean, they?’

      ‘The gangsters who run this port, of course. The Na’riim. Little lost human, far from home? You’re prime ransom material, you idiot. There’s probably a bounty hunter out looking for you right this minute. Come on. We’d better get a move on before you’re bundled into a sack.’

      ‘Where are we going?’ I asked.

      Pierre stopped in the doorway and smiled.

      ‘To go see the Na’riim, of course.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      The stench was unbearable. It was the smell of mould growing in the damp, of dodgy meat turning rancid, of a hundred thousand overdue showers. Worst of all, it was the smell of ruin and neglect.

      Pierre was leading me through a favela slum of sorts, and if I’d thought the market was as bad as Port Iridium could get, I couldn’t have been more wrong. At least the market had been organised, albeit in a mad and scattered sort of way. And whether smiling or frowning, the customers of the market had been in an ever-shifting ebb and flow of motion. The slums, they were… static. Static like a corpse festering on the side of a road.

      There was barely a path left to walk down, and that path was unhygienic, to say the least. Corrugated shacks and tents with holes torn in their fabric were piled up over one another in a bid to make more room. Crates and storage containers had been stacked up sometimes three storeys high. The only light came from the metal trash barrels that had been set alight every twenty metres or so along the narrow path. Their flames flickered in oranges, greens and blues, casting grotesque shadow puppets across the graffiti on the high walls.

      Curious, greedy and sometimes fearful eyes watched us pass from the darkness. Some of them belonged to humans, or a close enough species that to the observer it made no difference. They wore ragged cloaks over their bodies and engine oil in their hair. Others were all matter of shapes, colours and sizes. Something with a head like an elk’s was cowering behind one of the fire barrels, holding out its four-fingered hands to catch the heat. Another alien kept to the cold shadows; the glistening of her dark eyes and black scales were all that told me she was even there. But one thing united them. They were all without a home.

      ‘What are we doing here?’ I asked Pierre, trying not to move my lips. A couple of the vagrants were following us along the path - slowly, and keeping a safe distance, but following all the same. ‘And who are these people?’

      My stomach tied itself into a knot. Nobody else was coming or going this way. Despite the crowd building up all around us, we were very much alone.

      ‘We’re going to see the Na’riim, like I said,’ replied Pierre. He was smiling at the aliens around us but he too kept his voice to a whisper. ‘And these poor ladies and gentlemen - not to mention non-gendered asexual reproducers, of course,’ he added, nodding towards what looked to me like a rose flower in a spacesuit, ‘are the various unfortunates left behind by the lovely state of Port Iridium. Some came here to score big and ended up losing it all, including their ride home. Others were brought here as workers or slaves… or worse. They’ve no way off this hunk of junk. They’re stuck here.’

      ‘Well that’s awful,’ I said, out the side of my mouth. ‘But isn’t there another way in to meet these… Na’riim people? Like, one that’s a little less secluded? And a little more sanitary?’

      ‘Oh sure,’ replied Pierre, ‘we could go in through the front. That would mean taking a shuttle up to the command deck and explaining to a squadron of faceless mercenaries why we, over everyone else in this damn port, should be granted a private audience with their boss. Great idea. If we were lucky we’d be kicked off the space station. If not, we’d be airlocked out.’

      He waved at a pair of twins peeking out from behind a stack of engine parts. I assume they were twins because their faces were identical - both azure and heart-shaped, both a little translucent, both with the black iris-less eyes of an eel - but perhaps I’m just showing my ignorance. They promptly vanished without waving back.

      ‘No, I think trying the backdoor might be a softer, safer approach,’ he continued. ‘Especially once they hear how little we want… and what we’re willing to offer in return. There, just up ahead. That’s what we’re looking for.’

      I looked down the path before us and saw nothing… nothing but a giant crack in the wall through which trash had spilled. It took me a second to put the pieces together. This was where the bad smell was coming from - or most of it, at least.

      ‘Oh, come on. We’re not going in there, are we?’

      ‘Oh yes we are. On the other side of that wall is the trash compactor for the Na’riim quarters. It’s way past optimal capacity, always is. Can’t jettison it all into space - there’s too much rubbish floating underneath the station already. There’s probably a mountain of it in there. We’ll climb up it no problem, and hey presto - we’re inside.’

      ‘And how do you know all this, exactly?’

      Pierre scratched the back of his neck. ‘I may have come here for a short spell with some colleagues of mine, not too long ago,’ he replied. ‘There was some trouble in the casino, and… we may have been brought in to see the leader of the Na’riim as a result.’

      ‘And you were brought in via the trash heap?’

      ‘No, but we left that way. Not entirely by our own choosing, I should add.’

      ‘Good grief. And we want to go see these people, do we?’

      ‘Not at all. We want to see the person they’re protecting.’

      I glanced over my shoulder at the slum behind us. We’d drawn quite the crowd. More than a dozen sets of eyes watched us deliberate, and now they were filled with more a morbid hope than the fear I’d witnessed earlier. I wasn’t sure which was worse. I noticed that the fishy twins were back, hiding behind that same stack of engine parts, and I couldn’t help but wonder if their parents were around. Or maybe they were fully grown. Who knows?

      ‘Need I remind you, George, that this universe is rewriting itself from the ground up?’ whispered Pierre. ‘Pretty soon, smelling like a trash bag is going to be the least of your worries. You wish you could help them, right? Me too. But we can’t. Not if they’re erased from reality, that’s for sure.’

      ‘And climbing up a mountain of waste is going to stop that from happening, is it?’

      ‘In a roundabout sort of eventual way, yes.’

      I nodded and sighed. I didn’t think we stood all that much better a chance walking back through the throngs of unwashed hopefuls anyway. The buttons on Pierre’s uniform were very shiny.

      ‘Lead the way,’ I said. ‘But if I get killed smelling like a used nappy, I’m going to be pissed.’
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        * * *

      

      What followed was not the proudest, most dignified moment of my life.

      The Na’riim, it transpired, were not a particularly environmentally-conscious bunch. There I’d been expecting separate piles for perishables, glass, plastics and paper, but no. It was just as Pierre had described. Everything - and I mean everything - had been thrown together into one enormous pit, until the waste had amassed into a miniature Mount Fuji, almost as tall as it was wide.

      I saw some weird stuff in there. Weird stuff. I still can’t decide whether some of the instruments dumped in there were designed for pain or pleasure. There was a metal prosthetic wing, large enough for an albatross. A bookcase (why anyone would have cause to throw such a lovely thing away, I have no idea). A large, circular, chrome device that reminded me of a sea mine. This last one kept beeping. Pierre told me to keep away from it.

      Not that I can be sure, but I think I saw a dead body in there too. I definitely saw a tentacle sticking out from amongst the detritus, but given the population of Port Iridium it was hard to tell if it belonged to a patron or somebody’s unwanted lunch.

      Could have been both.

      ‘So what’s the plan now?’ I asked, once Pierre and I had squeezed through the crack in the wall and started stomping through the rubbish. I was trying not to breathe through my nose, but opening my mouth was just as bad. The smell had a taste. ‘I’m guessing there isn’t a door we’re supposed to knock on?’

      Pierre pointed up towards the top of the trash mountain. The room itself - more of a cavern, really - was walled entirely by thick metal, through which strips of anaemic and white electric light shined. The ceiling was no different - just solid blocks of industrial steel and iron bolted together. Each block had a smaller, darker square in its centre, criss-crossed by a fine grate.

      It took me a second to realise what Pierre was pointing at. High up, only a few inches above the mountain’s peak, was a steel block that stood out from all the rest. If I squinted I could make out a fine line running down its middle. No grate darkened its centre. Unlike the rest, this panel was not a panel, but a door.

      ‘There’s a control panel just to the left of it,’ said Pierre, once it was clear I’d caught up. ‘For emergencies, that sort of thing. If this place weren’t full of trash you’d be able to see a maintenance ladder on the far wall leading up there. Or you would if it hadn’t rusted off. I’m guessing it was there so engineers could shut everything down and get back out if the crushing process kicked off while they were going about their checks.’

      ‘Which would make sense back when Port Iridium was actually a mining station,’ I replied, swatting a fly away from my face. ‘But by the sounds of things the Na’riim use it as a prison as much as they do a tip. You sure they wouldn’t have had the buttons disabled?’

      Pierre was unusually quiet for a moment.

      ‘Well there’s only one way to find out,’ he said, stomping up the slope of the mountain like an indignant explorer.

      I tried to sigh without drawing breath and failed. Coughing and gagging, I followed Pierre through the groove he’d left carved in the trash behind him.

      Gaining perspective, I realised I was wrong to describe it as a mountain. It was no more a mountain than it was a pyramid, or a tower, or even a hill. What it was, was a ramp. It started as only a few sodden inches where we’d passed through the crack and rose steadily to the point where it could lap the bottom of the door on the opposite side, nearly one hundred metres higher. It looked like the aftermath of a particularly rotten avalanche.

      It wasn’t an easy climb. With each step my shoes would plunge so deep into the muck that I could feel the trash tickling the inside of my trousers. I’d fall and scratch my palms against charred scraps of plastic. At one point Pierre slipped on a pile of papers that had melded into a wet mush, and a globule of it splattered against the side of my face. I didn’t bring it up. I just shivered, wiped it off and carried on.

      When I was about halfway up, an entire section of the slope crumbled away. Again I was reminded of an avalanche crashing down a mountainside, demolishing the trees in its way. A terrible rumbling accompanied it. I stood there, frozen, my arms stretched out wide for balance, sure that the ground beneath my own feet would give way.

      It didn’t. But the rumbling didn’t stop, either.

      ‘Er… Pierre?’ I said, nervously resuming my trek after him. ‘Do you feel that?’

      ‘Just keep climbing,’ he replied, out of breath.

      I hurried after him. ‘You bloody idiot!’ I shouted. ‘You told me they never bother to empty the trash. Now look what’s going to happen. We’re going to get crushed!’

      ‘Nobody’s getting crushed,’ snapped Pierre, scampering up towards the door. He was pulling away from me. ‘Just hurry up and, er… don’t look down.’

      What did he expect me to do?

      The walls weren’t closing in, and neither were the floor and ceiling. Everything around us looked very static, in fact - even the ramp, save for a few pieces of scrap that tumbled down as a result of the vibrations. But there was something about those grates in each of the panels that perturbed me - the way the trash around them twitched and danced away as if blown by a summer breeze…

      I felt a drop of sweat trickle down the inside of my arm.

      ‘This isn’t a trash compactor, you moron,’ I shouted. ‘It’s a goddamn furnace!’

      Fire roared out from the grates on the panels closest to the ground. The air in the room immediately jumped by five, maybe ten degrees. The trash nearest the grates curled to a flaming crisp before disintegrating into ash.

      ‘Okay, maybe this wasn’t my smartest idea,’ yelled Pierre from near the top of the slope. ‘Run!’

      Considering that I was closer to its top than its bottom, and more importantly the bottom was where all the flames were, I had no choice but to climb further up the very mountain which was beginning to set alight. Pierre was up at the door now. One hand was holding onto the broken, rusty ladder, the other was beckoning for me to hurry. But the faster I tried to climb, the deeper my feet sunk into the trash and the quicker I seemed to slip.

      Fire burst from the second tier of grates. The temperature leapt another half-dozen degrees.

      Definitely no going back down now. The whole floor was in flames, and through them I could see the floor beneath the rubbish. More grates. And through those grates the cinders fell. The mountain was shaking, sinking. With every second more of the trash was consumed by the fire and with every second the door drew an inch further from the trash’s peak.

      I pushed myself onwards, scrambling for purchase. I grabbed hold of things the feel of which I wish I could forget. Pierre’s hand wasn’t beckoning me on anymore; it was stretched as far out towards me as he could manage without falling off the ladder.

      ‘For crying out loud, jump!’ shouted Pierre, as the third row of panels started warming up.

      I don’t know what my foot found, but it was solid. Maybe it was a mannequin head, maybe it was a refrigerator door. Whatever it was, I launched off it like a flea (albeit one that’s middle-aged and ripening around the waistline).

      Pierre caught me roughly by the arm. With a laboured expletive he pulled me over to the ladder. I clung to it the way a baby koala clings to its mother.

      ‘Thank you,’ I gasped, watching as the trash mountain burned and sank further into the pit. The air was so hot it singed my throat. ‘Now get us out of here.’

      ‘Yeah, that’s where we might have a problem.’ Pierre’s face glistened with sweat. ‘The emergency controls aren’t working.’

      I watched him hammer at the various dials, knobs and burnt-out buttons in stunned disbelief. Nothing was happening.

      ‘So what do we do now, then?’ I shouted, wrapping my arms tighter around the ladder’s rungs. ‘I mean, you wouldn’t have brought us into a giant trash inferno without some sort of Plan B, would you?’

      ‘Of course not,’ he muttered. More buttons were pressed and dials turned without much effect. ‘Just give me a moment, okay…?’

      Even the top half of the rubbish was on fire now. I could smell burning rubber. I’m pretty sure the soles of my shoes were dripping away from my feet.

      ‘Do something, Pierre!’

      Suddenly the roar of the generator died and the fires were sucked back into the furnace grates. Everything came to a spluttering stop. What little trash remained was left in a smouldering, sizzling heap below us. Most of the floor was exposed as a fine grill through which ash continued to fall like rain.

      ‘What happened?’ I asked, hanging onto the ladder and looking up at a bemused Pierre. ‘Did you stop it? What did you press?’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ replied Pierre, each of his words doused in doubt, ‘but I don’t think it was me…’

      The door beside us shot open with a brief hiss. Standing in front of the sudden square of light was a dark and angry silhouette, pointing a big and angrier-looking rifle right at us. The silhouette grunted.

      ‘Why, what good timing!’ said Pierre, beaming a nervous smile at the figure. ‘Now that you’re here, I don’t suppose you’d like to take us to see Kellogg Durant?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      The first guard kept a solemn watch on us by the grubby furnace doors while he waited for his colleague to come and assist. Pierre and I stood in silence, our hands clasped in front of us, trying to avoid his stare.

      The Na’riim weren’t half as ugly as I’d expected. I know that sounds kind of harsh, and not really the sort of prejudice one should adopt before entering into any sort of inter-species dialogue, but after venturing through the market I’d come to assume that near enough every alien had skin like a scarab beetle and eyes like dinner plates. There was a certain grace to the Na’riim, even when they were covered in rusty armour and holding plasma rifles with barrels big enough to take my head off.

      This one had skin of a perfect, shimmering silver. The irises of his eyes - only a little larger and more beautiful than a human’s - were an equally idyllic shade of blue. His build was slim and elegant, and his height would probably have been similar to my own if he hadn’t had a neck about twelve inches in length. As such, he towered above me at a little over seven feet tall. He had a pair of tiny nostrils but no real nose of which to speak. His ears were in the usual places, but his were only slits a couple of inches long. He had no hair on his head - the armour made it hard to tell, but if I had to hazard a guess I’d say members of his species were bald all over - but along his skull ran two parallel ridges of bone. These rows of stumpy, skin-covered lumps looked like a pair of modest crests to me, and at the back of the creature’s head they developed into dangling, fleshy tendrils that reached all the way down to his shoulders. As one might style one’s hair, these two tendrils had been decorated with beads and feathers.

      Would I be surprised to discover his species had evolved along the shallows of some picturesque ocean planet? Not in the slightest.

      His colleague arrived about a minute or so after we’d clambered out of Pierre’s fiery shortcut. The two aliens spoke in their own language for a bit. Their snappy words seemed to include a lot of chiks and chaks. Then they turned their attention back to us.

      ‘Come this way,’ said the first guard, in English.

      We followed him down corridor after corridor. The other guard followed behind us. The walls seemed familiar and yet utterly different, if that makes any sense at all. They were built using the same tarnished and uncomfortable metalwork as the rest of the space station, but the furious, hissing pipes were hidden out of sight and efforts had been made to spruce up the place, as challenging a task as that must have been for the designer. There were a series of scuffed red carpets running beneath our feet, and here and there wooden planks had been installed along the walls. The closer we got to where our guards were leading us, the nicer the attempts at decor became.

      It was hard to believe we were only a few walls away from where all those poor homeless and hopeless souls had built their shacks and tents. Then I remembered that we’d climbed up a good few storeys on that trash pile. A lot can happen between floors.

      Just before we arrived at a large, electronically-sealed security door, we passed a window on our right. It looked into a small and brightly lit room. There was barely enough space inside for a table, but neither of the room’s two occupants seemed to care all that much. They were absorbed in some sort of card game (the cards seemed to vary in size and shape - one was a square, another a dodecahedron), only lifting their eyes from their hands in order to pour themselves a drink from a brown bottle sitting on the table beside them.

      I recognised one of the species - she also belonged to the Na’riim. The feathered tendrils on the back of her head grew much longer and in greater number than those of her male counterparts. They billowed down the length of her spine and over the swell of her breasts like the tentacles of a jellyfish swaying in the ocean current. Her dark eyes were even more mesmerising than those of our guards. Her armour was much the same.

      The other species was a mystery to me, and quite a frightening mystery at that. It was shorter than the Na’riim by a couple of feet, and wore a thick, battered spacesuit that gave it a somewhat stout but muscular appearance. I presumed it to be a he, but admittedly I didn’t have a lot to base that assumption on. He had three claws of scarred ivory on each weathered, leather hand. What I first guessed was a terrifying war mask I quickly realised was the creature’s actual face. It was a bony carapace, sort of like the skull of a ram only with a flatter, more human shape. Two white horns curled upwards from his temples. He had eyes but they were dark and hidden by the shadows of his haunting sockets. As faces went, it was like looking at a living skeleton.

      ‘That’s a Skrellik warrior,’ whispered Pierre as we came to a stop outside the security door. The guard behind us grunted for quiet.

      The first guard pressed a code into the control panel beside the door. A grainy, static outline of a face burst onto the cathode-ray tube screen above it.

      ‘Two guests for Ty-Ren Yoop,’ our guard announced, turning around to face us. The picture crackled and rolled. ‘Found them crawling up the inside of the dump.’

      ‘I thought we were going to see that Kellogg Durant guy?’ I whispered to Pierre. He shrugged, resigned.

      A series of snappy clicking sounds came from the face in the screen. The guard turned around to face us once more, and sniffed.

      ‘No, they could smell worse,’ he said.

      With a sudden whirr the metal door split diagonally down the middle, and each half slid apart. There was a large hall waiting for us on the other side, along with three more Na’riim blocking our path, and three more behind them.

      They looked angry. But as our guards led us forward, they stepped aside.

      If the corridors outside looked as if they belonged with the rest of Port Iridium, the Na’riim central chamber didn’t. What metalwork there was had been hidden behind columns of marble stone, rows upon rows of oak panelling, and silk banners as blue as their species’ irises. The floor was carpeted with a soft, white, high-tech plastic that left no echo under our feet, and from the wooden ceiling - a good two storeys above our heads - hung orbs of a strangely tranquil light, which sent sky blue shadows dancing across our path the way light shimmers in patterns across the ocean floor.

      When I saw the figure sitting before us at the hall’s end I gulped, and it felt like swallowing sandpaper.

      She was Na’riim - that much I could tell from a quick and nervous glance. She was a beautiful silver like the rest of them, and just as slender, and just as tall. But to think I’d considered the rest of her species magnificent! This one wore more beads around her tendrils than you’d find on one of those annoying curtains in hippie emporiums, and from her crests bloomed a display of feathers that would have made a peacock blush. She wore armour, like everyone else… but hers was pristine, polished, as good a fit as a tailored suit and adorned with tiny, exquisite detailing. A tight, metal collar was wrapped around her neck; it changed colour as the light moved across it. The throne on which she sat looked as if it had been lifted straight from a medieval fantasy, only updated for the fashionable warlord of the eighty-first century BC.

      To either side of her stood a guard, each armed with an even bigger and more imposing rifle than all the rest.

      Ty-Ren Yoop leaned forwards in her chair and glared at us. Looking into her eyes was like trying to out-stare the sun; if you didn’t look away sooner or later, you were going to do yourself a mischief.

      ‘I know you,’ she sneered, pointing at Pierre.

      Pierre stayed respectfully silent until one of the guards shoved him in the shoulder and commanded that he answer.

      ‘Erm, yes, Your Greatness,’ said Pierre. ‘You had me brought up here not too long ago, after some trouble down on the casino deck. You had me thrown into the trash pit.’

      ‘Ah, yes. And how, pray tell, did you find your way back into my chamber?’

      ‘By climbing up the trash pit, Your Greatness.’

      There was a moment of silent contemplation from the Na’riim ruler.

      ‘Been there the whole time, have you?’ she eventually asked.

      ‘No, Your Greatness.’

      ‘Are you sure? Because I’d have great use for someone fireproof.’ She swivelled away from them in her throne. ‘Oh well. Throw them back into the pit, and make sure the furnace is already on this time.’

      ‘Wait! Wait!’ shouted Pierre as the numerous guards flanking us closed in, rifles at the ready. ‘We need to speak to Kellogg Durant - it’s a matter of universal importance! We’ll… we’ll trade for it!’

      Ty-Ren Yoop held up a hand and the guards froze where they were standing - even those who hadn’t been looking at her. She turned back around to face us.

      ‘If speaking to him is so important,’ she said slowly, ‘then I expect you have something equally important to trade, correct?’

      Pierre nodded to me and I reached into my trouser pocket. Every plasma rifle was suddenly pointed towards my face.

      ‘Slowly,’ commanded Ty-Ren Yoop, raising her head in cautious curiosity.

      Centimetre by nervous centimetre I pulled the golden key out from my pocket. I couldn’t keep a good grip on it, my palm was so sweaty. It twinkled and sparkled under the swirling light of the orbs above.

      ‘A golden key bestowed only to those ordained by the Council,’ Pierre declared, describing it the way an auctioneer would introduce a priceless work of art. ‘I expect Your Greatness already knows its value.’

      ‘Oh, she does,’ Ty-Ren Yoop whispered in awe. She was leaning so far forward she was in danger of slipping off her throne. Her big blue eyes swam and glistened. ‘I haven’t seen one of those in a long, long time. The power to step from universe to universe not just in those rare places where they overlap, but through any door one wishes…’

      She eyed Pierre carefully.

      ‘These are all but impossible to come by these days, and to give one away to someone not approved by the Council of Keys carries a severe penalty indeed. You must have one hell of a price on your head.’

      Pierre shook the head in question. ‘Not at all, Your Greatness. We simply don’t need it where we’re going. And besides, I think the Council have bigger things to worry about.’

      I suppressed an anxious smirk. If the story Pierre told me back in the bar was true, the value of the key was depreciating with every second that passed. Unless Ty-Ren Yoop fancied vacationing in worlds under Torri-Tau occupation, that is.

      ‘I wouldn’t know about that anymore,’ replied Ty-Ren, nodding to one of her guards. He stepped forward and snatched the key out of my hand. ‘But we have a deal, humans. You may speak to Kellogg Durant, if you wish… though I know not why you’d want to. The past has already happened, and the future… well, he seems to have grown awfully quiet about that as of late.’

      She gestured towards the two guards who had brought us in.

      ‘Take them to Durant’s quarters,’ she said. As they led us back out of the chamber hall, she added, ‘I’ll be having this authenticated, of course. If I find out you’ve sold me a fake, you’ll be begging me to put you back in that furnace. Begging me.’
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        * * *

      

      Our Na’riim guards weren’t any more talkative the second time around, but at least their hostility had been reduced to a wariness of sorts. I quite liked the idea of them thinking I was a dangerous, inter-dimensional fugitive. It it meant they were less inclined to shoot my head off, that was fine with me.

      ‘Why is it so important that we speak to this Kellogg guy?’ I asked, as we were led down yet another industrial and characterless metal corridor. ‘In a space station this big, surely we could have found somebody else to help us? And for a cheaper price, I bet.’

      Pierre laughed. One of our guards shot us an irritated look.

      ‘I somehow doubt that,’ Pierre replied. ‘You’ll see why when we meet him. He’s… different. There aren’t many of his people left… and even fewer people like him. And we’re not just looking for answers. We’re looking for solutions. If he doesn’t have one then I don’t know what we’re going to do.’

      ‘If he knows how to stop the Torri-Tau from rewriting the entire multiverse, why doesn’t he do something about it?’

      ‘Erm… it’s not that easy. You’ll see.’

      The Na’riim shepherded us away from the corridors and up some rickety, rusty steps that looked as if they might give way at any moment, then along a narrow walkway that was in just as bad a need of repair. The metal creaked and shifted underfoot. It struck me that unlike the rest of Port Iridium, which seemed almost as old and unchanging as the universe itself, this section had long ago been restructured, haphazardly, with some other purpose in mind. Around some other purpose. In fact, we were ascending a giant frame of scaffolding, one which had been constructed around a titanic, iron cube of a cell erected in the gutted hollow of the space station’s belly. Strings of humming lights illuminated our path. When I peered over the side, I couldn’t see the ground below.

      ‘And he chooses to live here, does he?’ I whispered.

      ‘Choice is a tricky subject with Kellogg,’ replied Pierre. ‘I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be difficult. Honest. It really is hard to answer these questions. You’re thinking too three-dimensionally, you see. Too human.’

      ‘Oh, okay. I’ll stop doing that, shall I?’

      After a minute or so we reached a door embedded in the iron cube - the same type of large, imposing, electronically-locked door that had protected Ty-Ren Yoop’s chamber. There was no screen on this one, however - only an analogue keypad, into which one of our guards proceeded to enter a code.

      Twelve careful digits later and the door hissed open - slower and more staggered this time, like an old man trying to stand up after a long nap.

      ‘In you go,’ said the first guard, gesturing towards the dark, open doorway with his rifle. ‘We’ll be back to get you when your time is up.’

      ‘And when will our time be up?’ asked Pierre, raising an eyebrow.

      ‘When we come back to get you,’ grunted the second guard, shoving him forwards.

      Pierre and I shuffled through the doorway and soon we were lost to the darkness. Only the small, trapezoid shape of the door behind us provided any light, and then even that was snuffed out as its two halves jerked shut again.

      All was black and all was silent… save for a gentle, quiet groaning, like the moaning of a ship’s hull under immense pressure. When I spoke it sounded as if I was yelling into a megaphone.

      ‘I think this might be a trap,’ were my words.

      ‘No, my friend,’ came an enormous voice from somewhere deep in the darkness. ‘No trap. At least, not for either of you.’

      With a dull whirring and a lot of blinking on and off, a hundred strips of harsh fluorescent light crackled into life. Their path followed a single wire, starting above the doorway through which we’d entered and winding up and around, up and around, filling the colossal cavern from every angle, one by one, until the last light winked on in the centre of the ceiling, hanging about a hundred feet above our heads.

      Below this, floating in the middle of the hall, was a gigantic interstellar worm.

      ‘Pleased to meet you, Kellogg,’ said Pierre, stepping forward. ‘The universe really needs your help.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know why I bothered to be surprised anymore.

      Every time I thought I’d seen the oddest, most conscious-altering, incomprehensible thing the universe could throw at me, I had to realign my expectations of reality all over again. And I don’t know why I found this new situation any more surprising than the last. I mean, why wouldn’t a near-suicidal middle-aged widower from Littlewick Green be conversing with a giant galactic earthworm on the other side of the universe, far in the distant future? Why wouldn’t he be?

      I’m not sure how else to identify Kellogg Durant other than how I just did: a giant galactic earthworm. Or maybe more of a grub - he was a bit on the portly side. He was twenty-five, maybe thirty metres in length. About eight metres tall (not counting the space between his floating body and the floor, of course) and roughly the same in width. As far as I could tell he was a sort of peach colour (the harsh fluorescent lights made everything look a little washed out), and as he spoke spheres of ambers and blues would blossom beneath his skin. He had no face to speak of - no eyes, no ears, no mouth - but he seemed to see and hear us just fine, and his kind but confident voice reminded me of Mr. Basil Pembleton’s, the headmaster of Sam’s old school… for the short time Sam was enrolled there.

      And unlike most everyone in Port Iridium, he was perfectly pleasant. Not immediately helpful, but pleasant.

      ‘I’m flattered that you’d come all this way to ask for my help,’ he said, glowing a light pink. ‘Really, I am. But I’m not sure what use I am to you. I’m not one for travelling and as I’m sure you know, my kind aren’t the type to go meddling in current affairs.’

      ‘The past, present and future are all being rewritten!’ exclaimed Pierre.

      ‘All seems pretty current to me,’ Kellogg replied. I imagine he would have shrugged if he could.

      A wave of bright red washed over the giant worm, and in the air he wriggled in discomfort. His tone faded back to its usual peach colour.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ he grumbled. ‘Been getting these sharp aches all day.’

      ‘Stomach ache?’ I suggested, in an attempt to contribute something to the conversation.

      ‘Maybe if my species ever ate anything,’ came the worm’s surprised reply. He hesitated, then spoke to Pierre. ‘Poor George is still a bit new to all this, isn’t he?’

      ‘How do you know my name?’ I asked, feeling a cold hand tickle my spine.

      ‘Because Pierre here ends up saying it,’ replied the worm.

      ‘You’re still thinking very three-dimensionally, George,’ Pierre said with a wink.

      ‘And there you go,’ said the worm, cheerfully.

      ‘Oh, I’m very confused,’ I sighed. I felt an insatiable urge to curl up into a ball, disappear from existence and then wake up in my bed back home, with no more pressing a responsibility than to go down to the corner shop for some fresh milk.

      ‘Dear George, you needn’t be,’ said the worm, and I must say I found myself reassured by his headmasterly tone. ‘It’s all quite simple once you know. I am a Great Perdurantic Worm, probably the last of my kind. It’s quite hard for any of us to meet up and find out who’s left, you see, as we don’t make a habit of travelling through the first three dimensions. And it’s quite hard to avoid being eaten by thirteen billion years worth of predators at once when you’re stuck in one place.’

      ‘Kellogg is a four-dimensional being,’ explained Pierre.

      ‘Quite right. Try to think of it this way, George. A table has two ends - a start and a finish, whichever way you choose to measure it. You can chop it up or add bits on but at any given moment the table is just… there, stamped into existence. Well, time works in much the same way as space: it’s a flat plain. At one end is the beginning of the universe. At the other end, the universe’s end. Your life, just like mine or Pierre’s or anyone else’s, is like a worm wriggling across that plain. Sure, your life has a start, a middle and an end - if you look at it from outside the fourth dimension. But look at it from inside, and your life - your whole physical existence - is like that table. Past, present and future - it’s happening all at once. It’s all one piece… you just experience it a bit at a time.’

      ‘You know what?’ I replied. ‘That actually makes a kind of sense. It’s like a road. When you’re driving along it, you only see one bit of the tarmac at a time. But if you were to look at the road from above…’

      ‘Then the whole road is already there whether you’ve travelled down it yet or not,’ laughed Pierre. ‘Not bad, George.’

      ‘But how does that work, if we’re jumping from time period to time period?’ I asked.

      ‘Well, sometimes the worm gets snipped in two and scattered across the table,’ replied Kellogg, a note of discomfort in his voice. ‘It’s not a perfect metaphor. The point is, I experience my existence from a fourth-dimensional perspective, which means my past, present and future happen all at once. For me there is only a sort of perma-present. It’s alright. Makes me very popular with gamblers, if nothing else.’

      ‘And with people who need answers to questions nobody else has even thought to ask yet,’ added Pierre, testily. ‘Come on, Kellogg. Help us. You know something is wrong. If those sharp aches you’re getting were normal, you’d already know why you were having them. But you don’t, do you? It’s because the universe is being rewritten, and you’re being written out of it. They’re erasing you from the past up, Kellogg. You’re going to end up on the cutting room floor if you don’t help. For us it’ll be painless, at least. One minute here, the next… poof. But for you…’

      The huge worm was silent, but even without a mouth I could tell it was smiling.

      ‘You realise that for me this conversation has already happened, right?’ said Kellogg. ‘The outcome can’t be changed. But stop your worrying. Of course I’m going to help you. I already have, just not yet.’

      ‘Then why didn’t you say that at the start?’ cried Pierre.

      ‘Because then the conversation would never have happened,’ replied Kellogg, speaking slowly. ‘Besides, people don’t like feeling like there’s no point to what they’re saying. It’s quite sweet really. So go on, ask me that question about how to get to the Council of Keys meeting in the Space Between Worlds.’

      ‘How can we get back to the very first Council of Keys meeting in the Space Between Worlds?’ asked Pierre. ‘The one where they… Wait, what?’

      ‘Disconcerting, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yeah, just a little. I see your point.’

      ‘Everyone slow down a second, will you?’ I asked, waving my hands. I took Pierre to one side. ‘You said we needed to come speak to this Kellogg guy, and I went along with it. Now you’re saying we’re headed to the Space Between Worlds, a prison outside of time and space? Jesus Christ. You hardly sold that place to me the last time you brought it up in conversation. Why on Earth do you want to go back?’

      ‘When the Torri-Tau escaped they rewrote the multiverse,’ whispered Pierre. ‘Their actions don’t echo out across the multiverse like ours do, right? If they pick up a coffee cup in one universe, no alternate reality emerges where they don’t. They only pick up the cup, which is why it’s such a problem when they visit a universe that isn’t their own. That’s why the Council called them the Gatecrashers, I think. And that means the only way to make any kind of course correction is if they do it themselves. Just trust me, alright? I have a plan.’

      ‘If it makes things easier for you, George,’ interjected Kellogg from behind us, ‘you end up going along with this plan too.’

      ‘Fine,’ I sighed. ‘It’s not like I’ve got much of a choice anyway, have I?’

      ‘That’s the spirit,’ said Pierre, patting me on the back and turning around to face Kellogg again.

      ‘And those special keys of yours won’t do the job?’ asked Kellogg. ‘You know, the ones the Council gave you?’

      Pierre pulled his own golden key out of his pocket and rolled it around in his hand.

      ‘Nope,’ he sighed. ‘I don’t know if they’d work that way, and even if they do - where am I going? I might have been to the Space Between Worlds before, but I don’t know where it is. I don’t know how to get there. And I can’t find the vibrations if I don’t know which frequency I’m supposed to be listening out for.’

      ‘You sound unsure of yourself, Pierre. Like the ground on which your reality stands has been shattered.’

      ‘It’s… it’s strange. I’ve always been able to find a universe’s wavelength and just… go. Any time, any place. Now all those times and places are disappearing, and I feel boxed in. Trapped. I’m scared to use the key, if I’m honest. For the first time in a long while, I’m scared of where I might end up.’

      He stuffed the key back in his pocket and straightened his concierge jacket.

      ‘So no, the keys aren’t of any use to us. Not for taking us where we’re going. But the doors aren’t the only way of going from world to world… are they?’

      ‘Of course not. People were travelling across the multiverse long before the Council commissioned the first of their keys to be forged. But those ways are mostly lost now.’

      ‘Mostly?’ asked Pierre.

      ‘If you’re hoping I’ll bestow upon you some ancient incantations, magic runes and smelly candles, you’ve got another thing coming,’ chuckled Kellogg. ‘But yes, there might be a way. It’s… possible. Not guaranteed, or safe, and certainly not comfortable… but possible. Have you ever heard of a cosmic crack?’

      ‘Pretty sure the kids sell that behind the clock tower in the village centre,’ I joked. Nobody laughed.

      ‘When the first ever universe exploded into existence during the Big Bang,’ continued Kellogg, ignoring me, ‘things went from very cold to very hot, very quickly. Ever since then the universe has been getting steadily cooler again, as the fabric of spacetime expands and everything draws further apart. Now, the universe is elastic… but it’s not that elastic. You know the way that ice cubes crack in warmer water? It’s sort of like that. They were tiny fissures at first - one dimensional, no more than a proton thick - but it’s been a long time, and the universe is a much bigger place than it once was. Those cracks can be traced right back to the beginning… and what do you think one would find behind those cracks in spacetime?’

      ‘The Space Between Worlds,’ Pierre answered. He scratched his head. ‘How come the Torri-Tau never escaped that way, then?’

      ‘It’s a crack in the fabric of the universe, not a National Trust nature trail,’ replied Kellogg. ‘I won’t lie to you - your chances of survival aren’t brilliant. Nobody, to the best of my knowledge, has dared travel inside before. And there’s no coming back the other way. That’s the thing about an infinite void; you can walk and walk forever, but you’re never going to stumble across a way out.

      ‘But in theory this would work?’ asked Pierre, ignoring my bout of surprised coughing. ‘Following the fissure back to its source would lead us to that very first Council meeting?’

      ‘Come on, guys, let’s get our thinking caps on,’ I said to an audience of none. ‘There’s got to be a way that doesn’t involve a string-theory suicide run. I mean, I’ve only just decided to enjoy life.’

      ‘In theory,’ continued Kellogg. ‘But in practice, arriving at the exact right time might be tricky - the Space Between Worlds doesn’t actually have time, after all - and whether or not the human body could even withstand the pressure of the journey is another thing…’

      ‘How about we try our luck using the keys anyway?’ I asked with dwindling enthusiasm. ‘For all we know, the Torri-Tau might have forgotten to rewrite the events immediately before and after the Council meeting, and maybe we could… No, that’s probably unlikely…’

      ‘But in theory?’ repeated Pierre.

      ‘In theory, yes,’ confirmed Kellogg, flashing a satisfied shade of flamingo pink.

      ‘That settles it then,’ declared Pierre, clapping his hands together. In truth, his face didn’t look half as optimistic as his voice sounded. A quartet of worry lines had dug their way across his forehead. ‘Where can we find one of these cracks in spacetime?’

      ‘Well, they’re not exactly the sort of thing you come across in a promotional packet of crisps. Even in a universe this size and this fragile, they’re rare. And that makes them valuable - even more valuable than me, I dare say. It’s from those cracks that mining companies extract antimatter energy - you know, antiprotons and antiquarks, that sort of thing. Expensive stuff. Profitable stuff. I’d say the chances of you finding one that hasn’t already been claimed by one enterprise or another is next to none, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Well, where’s the nearest one then?’

      ‘Nearest one? To here? Hmm. That would probably be the one just off Ophenia Four, over in the Gelapito cluster. You can’t miss it, apparently. Got a digital journal to hand?’

      ‘Erm, no.’

      ‘Pen and paper?’

      Pierre patted his various pockets. ‘Nope, not got them either,’ he said.

      ‘Ah well. No problem. Put Ophenia Four into any half-decent ship’s navigation system and it’ll know where to take you. Good luck.’

      ‘Oh, is that it?’ I asked, surprised by his abruptness.

      ‘I wish it weren’t,’ replied Kellogg, radiating bursts of mellow purple, ‘but I’m afraid your time is up.’

      There came a sudden but familiar chugging sound and behind our backs the two halves of the door jerked open. Our Na’riim guards from before stood in the opening, the comparative darkness of the ship’s belly looking out from behind them, their rifles resting in their arms.

      ‘Goddammit,’ Pierre grumbled under his breath, as we were escorted out of the worm’s cell. ‘I guess we’ll see you around, Kellogg.’

      ‘No you won’t,’ sighed Kellogg, ‘but that’s alright. It’s been nice talking to new people.’
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      ‘Sneak your way into our sector again and you’re going out the airlock,’ were the last words I heard before my ribs hit the plate metal floor. I suppose I should have been grateful. They could have thrown us back into the furnace.

      The two Na’riim shut the maglock door behind them, leaving me and Pierre to unglue ourselves from the cold, grime-coated deck. Residents and tourists of Port Iridium hurried around us as if we weren’t there. I got to my feet and tried to brush the muck off my shirt, but gave up. I seemed to be wearing more trash than clothes by that point.

      ‘So what now?’ I asked as Pierre narrowly avoided being trampled under a particularly belligerent commuter. ‘Do we scrape together enough change for a bus ride to this Ophenia Four? Or do we have to stow away somewhere?’

      ‘Something like that,’ replied Pierre, in a way that made it evident his plan was nothing like that in the slightest. ‘We need to get to the docks, that’s for sure.’

      ‘Where are we now?’ I asked, looking around us. The busy corridor looked much the same as all the other chaotic, metallic and black-market corridors we’d walked down before, which meant I was totally and utterly lost. To my immediate right was a kitchen, in which a centipede the size of a buffalo was tossing a wok. Off to my left was a wide set of what looked like rails. Robots built like train carriages were zipping along them back and forth, carrying tanks and canisters in their cargo beds.

      Pierre spun himself around in a circle, trying to decipher the rune-like writing plastered all over the space station’s signs. Much to both my satisfaction and irritation, he wasn’t having much more success than if I’d tried my luck.

      ‘Well, we’re not at the docks,’ Pierre deduced. He pointed to a streak of white etchings along the ceiling. Beside an arrow pointing due west was what looked, if you were to squint a little, a bit like a starship. His eyes did a double-take towards the other side of the hallway. ‘But we’re not far off,’ he added. ‘Quick, follow me.’

      We hurried through the crowds toward the tracks, dancing around a herd of dog-sized cockroaches pulling plastic cases. Somewhere in the distance a bell had started to ring. It reminded me of the bell that used to ring out whenever a train was about to pass through my village, bellowing just before the barriers would descend to stop cars from driving over the tracks in the road.’

      ‘Erm, Pierre?’ I asked, already out of breath. ‘Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to play near railway tracks?’

      ‘She did not, actually,’ replied Pierre, absent-mindedly. He was busy peering down at the railings, hopping from foot to foot. ‘But then, I wasn’t the sort of idiotic child who would need such an obvious thing explained to them. Hold your hand out.’

      ‘I’m not holding my bloody hand out!’ I shouted. The bell had grown a lot louder.

      ‘Oh, you’d rather walk there, would you? Fine, we’ll do it another way. But you’ll be the one paying these guys back if it doesn’t stop. I hope you realise that.’

      ‘Paying who back?’

      Pierre marched back across the path and snatched one of the plastic cases from the cockroaches. They screeched and whipped their antennae towards him. A few people turned around to look but nobody bothered to stop.

      ‘What was that for?’ I yelled.

      The bell now sounded as if it was ringing inside my skull, the bellringers bouncing up and down on my tonsils. The tracks were quaking like dandelions in a cold wind.

      ‘Here it comes,’ murmured Pierre. He held the case out at arm’s length, right above the rail.

      It came like a bullet train. At first I didn’t even see it coming - I was craning my neck, but it was impossible to make anything out besides the jostling of the crowds and the hissing steam of the pipes and vents. Then, far in the distance, I saw a streak of grey go whistling along the rail, and I realised why everyone else was shuffling out of the way.

      Pierre remained in place. I could see his legs were shaking.

      Closer and closer it rocketed towards us…

      ‘Pierre, what are you doing?’ I screamed, running around to stand in front of him. His face was scrunched up, his eyes closed. A whine escaped his lips, but he didn’t budge. Even the cockroaches had backed away.

      My own eyes darted back to the track. Whatever was coming was only a second away. I turned back around and covered my face. The last thing I wanted was any of Pierre’s blood getting in my mouth.

      I waited for the sounds of screaming and flesh being ripped in two. Neither came. There was a shocked sort of insectoid chattering from behind me, but otherwise everything carried on exactly as before.

      I lowered my forearm from my eyes.

      Pierre was standing in the exact same position, all of his limbs intact. His hand, and with it the cockroach’s case, was still stretched out across the track. And parked just in front of him was an enormous robot the size and shape of a shipping container, humming patiently, hovering a few inches above the rail.

      ‘Come on, make yourself useful,’ he snapped at me. A nervous bead of sweat was rolling down his temple. ‘What does it say on its side?’

      I looked down the robot’s metal flank. ‘How am I supposed to know?’ I shouted. ‘It’s all in alien!’

      ‘Well, are there any pictures?’

      ‘No!’

      ‘Climb up the ladder and see what it’s transporting.’

      I hesitated. It already looked like we were holding up a train. Was climbing into its cargo bed really the smartest move? With no law around, it wasn’t being arrested I was worried about. No, what worried me was knowing there were no police to stop the owners of said robot from shooting my thieving hands off.

      The strained look on Pierre’s face made me reconsider opening the debate.

      The ladder to which Pierre was referring was near the front, though it was more a series of staggered, extraneous steps than anything one might find in their local gardening store. I clambered up the eight or so feet, ignoring the beeps and whirrs coming from the flashing panels up front. I presume that was the robot’s face. It was hard to tell how sentient that particular model was. It seemed content enough.

      ‘Anything?’ groaned Pierre, once I reached the top. I figured holding the case out across the track was beginning to take a toll on his arm. ‘What do you see?’

      I wasn’t exactly sure what I was supposed to see. ‘There are loads of see-through boxes. Made of plastic or glass, or something. Stacks of them. Each one has weird blobs of blue and black, erm, ink, floating around inside. Does that sound like anything to you?’

      ‘Sounds like some sort of fuel,’ yelled Pierre from below. ‘I think this guy’s heading the same way we are. Climb on in and, well, don’t touch anything. I’m being serious, okay?’

      I did as Pierre said, dropping down into the cargo bed and trying not to break anything. I squeezed past the stacks of what I assume was a volatile but hopefully not radioactive material and squatted down in an empty corner towards the back.

      Pierre used his free hand to grab one of the ladder’s steps and followed after me. He chucked the case back in the direction of the cockroaches, who scattered and screeched as it clattered across the busy floor towards them. The space above the rail now clear, the robot started to pick up speed. By the time Pierre joined me in the back of the cargo bed the ceiling of the corridor had become a vicious grey blur.

      ‘I’m surprised a place like this even has the safety protocols in place to stop their trains from hitting people,’ I said, trying not to throw up. The ride was gentle. The spinning view around us was not.

      ‘They don’t,’ replied Pierre, leaning against the wall and catching his breath. ‘They have protocols in place to stop their product from getting damaged, that’s all.’

      ‘Jesus, Pierre. You’re mad. How the hell do you know all this stuff, anyway?’

      Pierre shrugged and closed his eyes.

      ‘I’m a concierge, George. Knowing things is what I was born to do.’
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      We arrived about ten stomach-churning minutes later. Neither of us had thrown up, which was good. Neither of us had sprouted any radioactive boils either, which was better.

      As our ride had slowed, the ceiling had grown more distant. A lot more distant. The streaks of pipes flashing only metres above our heads had been replaced by an engulfing, yawning chasm. Rickety cranes were rotating. Crates were being whisked along roller-coaster rails high above. Drones flittered and fluttered about, scanning random shipping codes before buzzing off again.

      ‘Yep, we’re in the docks,’ said Pierre, peering over the lip of the cargo bed. ‘Which dock I have no idea, but one of them at least. Come on. Let’s get out of here before the workers come to offload.’

      We climbed out of the robot and dropped to the concrete floor. The robot beeped innocently as we landed. It was parked in a herd of identical models, about two dozen strong. They all hovered a couple of inches above the end of their rails, each emitting that same patient humming sound.

      Pierre led me to a handrail at the edge of their group, where we crouched. Not for the first time that day, my words got caught in my throat.

      This was no private hanger like the one in which we’d seen the Roaming Havoc. This was practically a port city in its own right. Well over a hundred starships were moored in the hollow cavern’s various docks and jetties. Some of the smaller models were hovering and tied to bollards with chains. Larger ships were clamped to the ground, where they were repaired and refuelled by androids. Some of their designs confused me. Sure, some were as sleek as eels and built for speed. Others were flying tanks with swivelling gun turrets. Those I understood. But one was a perfect floating sphere without windows or doors, and another was long and thin, and stood on its end so that it resembled Nelson’s Column. I couldn’t nail down the point of them.

      Beyond all of this was the exit from the docks: a wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling window looking out on the great expanse of space. Ships came and went. There must have been some sort of forcefield up, because nobody was being sucked out into the cold cosmos.

      ‘Okay, we’re here,’ whispered Pierre. ‘Now we just have to steal one of them.’

      I turned and stared at him. ‘Steal one?’ I said. ‘What do you mean, steal one? I’ve never stolen anything in my life - I’m not going to start with some bloody space-criminal’s ship! Isn’t there a shuttle we can hitch a ride on, or something?’

      ‘Maybe, but we don’t have the time to find out. Do you think I have a history of grand theft auto either? We’re talking about the fate of the whole multiverse, George. Think of the big picture for a moment. Whichever pilot we steal a ship from is going to be a hell of a lot worse off if we don’t, right?’

      I couldn’t argue with that logic. Better to have no ship than to have never existed at all.

      ‘So which one do you like the look of?’ he asked me.

      I felt like a man ordering flowers for his wife out of a catalogue. ‘I don’t know what I’m looking for,’ I said. ‘Which ones are the fastest? Or do we want the strongest, in case the owner comes after us? Does colour matter?’

      Pierre sighed. ‘I suppose we’re getting ahead of ourselves. We should just take whichever is the easiest to get out the door without being noticed. Let’s head down there. Try to act like you know where you are, alright?’

      ‘Sure. I may look like your run-of-the-mill perfume rep, but I’m actually a cut-throat space-pirate.’

      We stood up and walked over to the long, metal gangway that connected the delivery depot to the docking platforms, pausing to let a robot on tank tracks pass. I recognised the robot’s model as identical to the poor fellow whose hand-clamp was being replaced back in the android repair shop. This one was carrying an iron box similar to the see-through ones we’d travelled down with.

      ‘One of your crew dropped a damn proton regulator down the side of my ship,’ said a bug-eyed alien beside the ramp. ‘Scratched it right up. What are you going to do about that, eh?’

      He was shouting at a robot administrator. It was more gangly than the other androids I’d seen, stood about seven feet tall, and had a head shaped a bit like a wine bottle. It shrugged its battered, grey shoulders.

      ‘All pilots park their vehicles at their own risk,’ it replied in a bleeping, binary voice, pointing at a sign to its left.

      ‘I was paying you for a full restock and inspection service!’ yelled the alien. ‘Wasn’t cheap, either! Don’t tell me that was at my own risk too!’

      Pierre tapped me on the shoulder. ‘Now’s our chance,’ he said. ‘Let’s slip by while the guard’s distracted.’

      We strolled towards the gangway, trying our hardest to look as if we were returning to our own ship. For me, this just meant not staring at my shoes the whole time. I concentrated on the giant open window on the far side of the cavernous hall. With any luck we would soon be out there, shooting through the stars. Absolute madness.

      ‘Excuse me,’ came the robot administrator’s voice the second we touched the ramp’s handrail. I froze. ‘Stop right there, please. Ship model and reference number, please.’

      ‘Erm…’ said Pierre.

      ‘Erk…’ came the unexpected noise from my mouth.

      ‘Hey, we’re not finished yet!’ shouted the alien, startling the robot. ‘I know what your kind are like. You won’t be palming me off to some complaints department on the upper decks. I want a refund. Oh, and hey. You guys.’ He waved to Pierre and me. ‘You’d better give your ship a good check before you take off. The idiots running this place have probably pranged it.’

      ‘There’ll be hell to pay if they have,’ laughed Pierre, shaking his head. ‘Good luck, buddy.’

      We hurried down the ramp as quickly as we could. The robot grew flustered behind us, bleating out a half-hearted command for us to wait. It sighed and turned back to the complainant.

      ‘We can offer you a discounted rate on our polish and paint service…’

      As we approached the end of the gangway I wanted to stop and marvel at all the spaceships, at their rumbling rockets and spluttering engines, at their alien exteriors, at their plasma rifles and rail guns…

      …but Pierre pulled me off the main promenade of the dock as soon as we stepped foot on it. He dragged me behind a large, copper oil tank. I went to say something but Pierre put his finger to his lips. I nodded, crouched down lower and tried to breathe as quietly as possible.

      Through the bustling crowd of aliens, androids and stowaways, three figures walked down the path towards the spot where we’d stood. The sound of their marching echoed off the metal and stone, each commanding step so… so final, somehow. A wooden tapping accompanied every other beat. I cast a nervous glance at Pierre. He patted the air lightly, gesturing for me to stay put. They drew close, then closer still.

      From behind the oil tank I watched as the three figures came to a stop at the foot of the gangway, sweeping their obsidian gaze around the port. Pierre grew tense beside me. Each of the black-eyed men wore the same dark, flowing cloak as the figure who had been sat in the corner of the bar when we left. Like him, each carried a rickety spear in his right hand, and under the shadowed folds of their cloaks I glimpsed skin the same deep shade of azure.

      I didn’t need Pierre to tell me who they were.

      The Torri-Tau had arrived in Port Iridium.

      ‘What are they doing here?’ I whispered. ‘Do you think they’re looking for you?’

      They were saying something to one another, but I couldn’t make out the words. Whatever they were saying, it sounded angry. One of them cast their eyes in our general direction and we ducked out of sight. By the time Pierre dared peek out again they’d moved on, nothing but cloaked blips disappearing over the ramp’s horizon.

      ‘I’m not sure if their being here means they’re buying themselves some time, or if this universe is fast running out of it,’ said Pierre. ‘Either way it’s not a good sign. We’d better find a way off this station before they come back.’

      We sneaked around the other side of the oil tank and continued past what looked to me like a fighter jet, only with its beautiful wings and tail fin streaking out backwards like wax that’s melted and then grown hard again. It struck me as very fancy and expensive, but probably not big enough for both Pierre and me to fit inside. Also, its underbelly looked like it had picked a fight with a rocket launcher. Miniature, metallic insects were swarming over the ruptured hull like ants, blasting at it with tiny repair torches.

      The next ship along was much larger. It was also in much better condition. It looked like the sort of flying saucer that belongs in a grainy photograph taken above a farm in Oregon in the 1950s. Like it was a toy that had been blown up to ridiculous size. Much like the giant sphere I’d spotted earlier, however, it had no discernible door that either one of us could see, and it was only when a slippery, armoured cephalopod slithered up to it that a portal opened up along its flank. That ship wouldn’t have worked either. Even if we’d somehow managed to stow away inside, we’d have had a hard time piloting the thing without so much as a tentacle between us.

      ‘How about that one?’ suggested Pierre, nodding towards one of the more modest models on display. ‘Doesn’t seem to be anybody tending to it.’

      It looked decent enough - not that my opinion was really much to go by. It was all in one piece, unlike some of them. It was big - perhaps big enough to hold four or five crew members - but not so large that I could see it attracting unwanted attention. It was grey, chunky and industrial, and it probably had quite a few light years on the clock, but it was nowhere near as scorched or scratched as many of the other vehicles we’d passed. And Pierre was right - nobody was working on it, not even any of the androids buzzing to and fro around the rest of the port.

      ‘Works for me,’ I said, shrugging. ‘You know how to fly that one?’

      ‘Well, I don’t know how to fly any of them exactly,’ said Pierre, chewing his lip. ‘But that one looks like it was designed for a mammal at least.’

      Pierre and I hurried across the central walkway, raising our eyes only to make sure the Torri-Tau weren’t making a sudden descent back down the ramp. They weren’t. In fact, nobody was paying us any attention at all. I guess few people in Port Iridium wanted to attract much attention, so few were in much of a mood to pay it either. A pair of tall, thin aliens with skin as pale as snow walked past us, deep in diplomatic conversation, and neither acknowledged us in the slightest as we stepped over the meagre security chain surrounding the ship.

      I hung back and kept watch while Pierre jogged ahead between the ship’s rear landing gear. There was a small loading ramp set evenly between them, but it had been retracted. Pierre fiddled around with something loose for a few seconds before slamming it back against the ship’s underbelly.

      ‘Goddammit,’ he hissed, stomping back to me. ‘They haven’t just closed the ramp, they’ve padlocked it shut. With a chain an inch thick, no less. We’re not getting into this one with anything short of a circular saw.’

      My heart fluttered as I glanced over at the ship opposite. ‘What about that one?’ I asked.

      I recognised it from back at the Roaming Havoc, when it had flown overhead moments before we entered the favela slums and climbed the trash mountain. It looked even more gorgeous and black and dramatic up close. It still resembled a manta ray, but standing near to it felt akin to being in the showroom of the world’s most expensive supercar. It exuded wealth and power. Literal power. Its sleek body sparkled and glistened under the lights of the port. Hovering in place before us, whatever engines kept it afloat were utterly silent.

      And above all else, its entrance ramp was open.

      ‘Yeah,’ gawped Pierre. ‘That’ll do nicely.’

      We scurried back across the path, keeping our heads down once more. Even the sound of our crossing was masked. A long, craggy ship shaped like a cigar went rocketing through the exit, leaving a trail of smouldering cinders in the air behind it. The forcefield rippled as it passed through.

      At the side of the ship’s bay was a tall, tree-like construction light. We stood underneath it with all the subtlety of two teenagers looking to score some weed.

      ‘I don’t see any guards, do you?’ I asked, peering around the lamp post like a meerkat and tying my fingers into knots. I half expected some space-troll with tusks to come along and throw me into a ship’s thruster for trespassing. ‘Or is that what they are?’

      The “they” to which I was referring were a squad of skittish, waist-high, neon-yellow robots scurrying in and out of the spaceship. One of them was desperately polishing the floor of the ramp after itself, wiping away its tracks. Another was disconnecting a hose from the ship’s fuel receptacle with slow and delicate care.

      ‘Them? No, they’re servicing bots, I think. That gives me an idea though. Follow me.’

      We walked towards the spaceship, ducking under the imposing metal barrier that surrounded it. I followed a step behind Pierre. The supernova excitement of spotting the vehicle had suddenly evolved into a neutron star sitting in the pit of my stomach.

      ‘Woah there,’ said Pierre, raising his hand and jogging over. The little yellow robot who’d been polishing the ramp was now beside a small control panel, ready to retract it. ‘Not so fast, please.’

      The robot emitted a note not dissimilar to the wrong answer sound on a gameshow. ‘This area is strictly off-limits to everyone except registered port personnel,’ it bleated. ‘Please vacate before we alert the authorities.’

      At the word authorities the image of a boar-tusked troll in a spacesuit came lumbering back into my mind. Giving it a policeman’s helmet and a baton for a club did little to relieve my nerves.

      ‘Er, exactly?’ replied Pierre. ‘We’re here to, ahem, check the upholstery and, erm, test the facilities. Do a final inspection, that sort of thing.’

      Another wrong answer noise. ‘All procedures are carried out by registered port personnel, and there are no port personnel on file that match your make or model,’ the robot replied. ‘Besides, you’re both covered in garbage. Contacting the authorities. Please remain where you stand.’

      ‘That’s because we just got back from cleaning out a ship over in the next dock along,’ said Pierre, speaking slowly as if the robot was a bit dim. ‘Damn filthy it was. And I know that only androids work this bay, but the owner asked specially for us. You know his type. Do you really think he’d let something silicone decide if his ship was ready to fly or not? His words, not mine.’

      The little yellow robot paused for a moment, computing its reply.

      ‘Yeah, he seemed the sort,’ it grumbled, wheeling away. ‘Whatever. I don’t get paid enough for that sort of abuse.’

      The rest of the maintenance robots followed, leaving Pierre and me alone with the ship.

      ‘It worked, I said, starting to chuckle. ‘I can’t believe that actually worked!’

      ‘Neither can I,’ said Pierre, just as shocked. ‘Now let’s get this baby in the air before they think to check whether the next dock along is run by robots too.’

      We ran up the boarding ramp into a small, dark room, in which a square meeting table was surrounded by a long, plush, crescent-shaped couch. A pair of corridors leading to the rest of the ship beckoned from the back of the room, and an expensive and heavily-polished hover-bike was resting in the corner. To either side of the open ramp were metal ladders leading to an alcove above.

      ‘I’m standing in a spaceship,’ I whispered, staring at the swanky, metal interior in awe. ‘I’m standing in a bloody spaceship, of all things.’

      Pierre anxiously tapped at the buttons of a control panel on the wall. ‘Nope,’ he said, when nothing happened. ‘Not that,’ he said, when success failed to materialise. He eventually got round to a big red switch on the side. He pressed it and the ramp started to rise. ‘Sure, that’ll do it,’ he said with a wild shrug.

      ‘Shall we check the rest of the ship?’ I asked suddenly, every sci-fi horror movie I’d ever seen choosing that very moment to replay itself behind my eyes. ‘There could be all kinds of monstrous stowaways on board. Besides us, I mean.’

      ‘No time,’ said Pierre, starting to climb up the right-hand ladder. ‘If there’s anyone else here, we’ll deal with them later. Right now we need to get out of this place before someone tries blowing us up.’

      He disappeared over the top of the ladder. Not wanting to risk being left alone with anything which might mistake my chest for an incubator, I followed him up to the floor above.

      Pierre was already strapped into the pilot’s chair. It was leather, and an extremely expensive sort of beige. There was a matching one on the other side of the cockpit, which I reluctantly sank into. I felt like a butternut squash put in charge of a large hadron collider. The dashboard in front of us (and above us, and to each side of us, and in some cases below our feet) was mad. Utterly mad. It was as if the engineer had based the design on a nebula, and added a button for every star. The only thing not twinkling at us was a small, blank screen in the dashboard’s centre.

      ‘And you reckon you can fly this thing?’ I asked, peering through the windscreen. Maintenance bots scarpered up and down the promenade outside, but nobody was paying our ship any attention. Yet.

      ‘Fly this thing? Good grief, no.’ Pierre repeated his previous tactic of pressing buttons at random. ‘Never flown a ship in my life. But get it to fly? Maybe. I hope. Perhaps.’

      He flicked a switch and an awful grinding sound came from somewhere in the back of the ship. He flicked it back again and the grinding stopped.

      ‘Possibly,’ he added, grimacing.

      I went to prod the blank screen but Pierre swatted my hand away.

      ‘You don’t know what it does!’ he snapped.

      I looked at all the buttons he’d pressed and switches he’d flicked, all to no avail.

      ‘And you do?’ I replied, prodding it anyway.

      The screen turned a beautiful sky blue colour. A simple, pretty four-note melody came twinkling out from unseen speakers all around us.

      ‘Hello, new passengers,’ said a happy, breathy, female voice. A white wavelength line wobbled along the screen in time to her words. ‘Where would you like to go today?’

      ‘Aaaay!’ Pierre and I cheered, throwing our hands in the air in surprise and celebration.

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that,’ responded the voice of the dashboard.

      ‘Ah, right.’ Pierre leaned forwards towards the screen and cleared his throat. ‘Ahem. Could you take us to Ophenia Four, please?’

      Another twinkling four-note melody.

      ‘Do you mean: Ophenia Four, Gelapito cluster?’ it replied.

      ‘Yes!’ we both shouted.

      ‘Now setting a course for Ophenia Four in the Gelapito cluster,’ sang the voice. ‘Please secure yourself for departure.’

      I hurriedly pulled two seat belts over my chest and a third across my waist. The engines, once silent as they kept the ship in place, now hummed as they prepared to move off. I could feel their vibrations building through my chair. My view of the dock fell as we rose in height.

      ‘Here we go,’ laughed Pierre. ‘God, the pilot must be super dumb to leave a ship like this unlocked.’

      ‘Yeah,’ I groaned. ‘Or so powerful that he doesn’t think anyone else would be dumb enough to steal it. Jesus Christ, I really hope this thing has collision detection.’

      Luckily enough, it did. With a slow and careful grace the ship stopped ascending and instead began to rotate, pausing once it faced the wide, open, shimmering forcefield… and the infinite interstellar expanse beyond.

      ‘Port departure protocols checked and approved,’ said the computer. ‘Prepare for launch.’

      ‘Is this going to hurt?’ I asked, turning my head to look at Pierre. He was clutching the arms of his seat just as tight as I was.

      ‘Hurt?’ He shook his head a little but kept his eyes on the window in front of him. ‘I shouldn’t think so. But I can’t promise this won’t be an… uncomfortable experience. You know. First time flyers, and all.’

      The thrusters built up power with a sudden roar. I don’t know if anyone came running down the docks to stop us. I don’t know if anyone even noticed we were leaving. But if anyone did they were too late. A split second later we were launching out of the dock, out of Port Iridium, and fast on our way into the cold depths of space.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      The G-force subsided about thirty or forty seconds after we departed Port Iridium. The ship had reduced its acceleration and reached cruising speed… or so I guessed. We could have stopped for all I knew. My stomach felt like a tumble dryer so I stayed in my seat until it finished its cycle, staring out the window at the millions of static, mesmerising stars. I concentrated on them, and on the ins and outs of my breathing, rather than on the pressing possibility that I might throw up all over the expensive dashboard.

      The nausea subsided. The sense of wonder did not.

      I turned to look at Pierre. He was out cold, which made me laugh. It was a sharp and unexpected sound, and one which was rather unnerving amongst the silence of the ship. I didn’t wake him. I could see his chest rising and falling, even with the belts strapping him into his seat. There was nothing we could do until we reached our destination - a nap was as good a use of the time as anything else. After the day he’d had, he probably needed it.

      The screen in the centre of the dashboard was still a reassuring sky-blue colour.

      ‘Computer, how long until we reach our destination?’

      Those familiar, happy notes drifted through the speakers, though I noticed their volume had been significantly dampened out of respect for Pierre’s slumber.

      ‘At our current velocity and making no unscheduled stops, we should enter the orbit of Ophenia Four in approximately two hours, thirteen minutes and forty-eight seconds,’ replied the female voice. ‘Would you like me to call ahead and make reservations?’

      ‘Probably best you don’t,’ I replied, unclipping my three seat belts. ‘I’m going to take a look around, if that’s alright?’

      ‘Of course. Enjoy. I’ll notify you upon arrival.’

      Aside from a digital navigation chart and a screen displaying the ship’s vital signs, I’d seen pretty much all the cockpit had to offer. I climbed back down the ladder and for a moment stood feeling slightly overwhelmed in the room with the couch, the table and the hover-bike. Then I wandered down one of the corridors leading towards the rear of the ship.

      I had previously compared the spaceship to a supercar, but I was wrong. Supercars are fast, and sure, so was the spaceship we’d stolen. But they’re also quite often cramped, with minimal extras beyond all the extra horsepower. This ship wasn’t a supercar. It was a goddamn royal penthouse suite.

      Halfway along the corridor I arrived at two doors. One of them opened onto a bedroom. This surprised me, but then it started to make sense. You can pay for beds on expensive overnight airplane flights - why not have one on your own private spaceship, when it might take days to fly from solar system to solar system? Whoever he was, the owner of this ship had gone all out. The bed wasn’t a four-poster, but its wood looked just as knotted and grand. It wasn’t queen-size. It wasn’t king-size. It might have been emperor-size, but I reckon it was still a few sizes larger than that. Either the usual pilot of the ship was as big as an elephant, or they had a real issue with people hogging the covers.

      There was a whole dresser of drinks, though I didn’t dare try any of them. My stomach was still reeling and besides, that would have been stealing. Nicking his ship was one thing - that had been necessary. Draining the poor guy’s liquor cabinet was just rubbing salt into the wound. It was for that same reason I didn’t go rummaging through the various drawers and closets that extended from the walls upon my touch, or swipe through the electronic data pad on the desk. I even avoided treading muck into his furry, cream rug.

      A large bay window made up much of the left-hand wall. I stood beside it, unable to bring myself to touch the glass, as if doing so might reveal there to be no glass at all and send me spiralling out into the great suffocating vacuum.

      I thought of home, for a while. Was the home in my memory still there, back on Earth? Or was what Pierre told me true - that everything was being written anew… that in this new universe, as in every other, my home, my family, my… me, had never even existed at all?

      Between that and the sense of insignificance brought on by the view of the cosmos, a light tide of sadness washed over me. I tore myself from the window before my spirits could sink any further.

      I left the bedroom and stood in the corridor as the door closed automatically behind me. I wasn’t quite ready to go back to the cockpit yet. Whether Pierre was asleep or not, I wanted to be alone in case another mellow wave came sweeping in. The second of the two doors was immediately opposite the bedroom, so I pressed the button beside it.

      Boy, was I glad I did.

      The room before me was large, mostly empty, and lit by a ceiling of soft, hazy light. A wide, square nozzle descended from the centre of that ceiling, and a tiny, circular grate was built into the floor right below it. It was a sole dot of black amongst a room of pure white.

      ‘What is this?’ I muttered to myself.

      ‘This is the washroom,’ replied the pleasant voice of the computer, making me jump. ‘The space before you is for showers, and there is a facility for excretion behind the door to your right.’

      A rectangular space in the white wall to my right glowed orange to illuminate where the (apparently secret) toilet was. I guessed it wouldn’t be designed with my species’ specifications in mind.

      ‘Am I…?’ I paused and looked around. I still couldn’t see any speakers. ‘Am I allowed a shower?’

      ‘Of course,’ replied the computer. ‘Would you like me to wash your clothes at the same time? They are currently in sub-optimal condition.’

      ‘Erm, sure, I guess? How?’

      A large, square box whirred out from the wall beside the hidden toilet door.

      ‘Please deposit all items of clothing in the cleaning receptacle,’ said the computer. ‘Your shower will then begin shortly.’

      I took off my jacket, scarf, shirt and trousers, folding and stacking them in a neat pile on the floor (which was considerably cleaner than any of my clothes). I was about to remove my boxer shorts when I had a thought.

      ‘You can’t see me, can you?’ I asked the computer.

      Another random twinkly four-note melody played.

      ‘Not exactly,’ the computer replied. ‘Using a sophisticated array of sensors I can monitor guests’ vital signs, as well as track their movements within the ship to best serve their needs, but no, I cannot see you. I have no equivalent of a visual cortex. And I don’t make recordings, if that’s what you’re asking.’

      ‘Good enough,’ I sighed, removing the last of my clothing. I dumped the lot into the cleaning receptacle, which retracted into the wall with a sigh. I stepped into the middle of the empty room.

      And down the rain fell.

      I could have been standing in a monsoon, I was drenched so quickly. The ghost-white steam rose and filled the room. And like a ghost the memory of standing in the rainforest shower of my modest room in Le Petit Monde, and the memories of all that followed that fateful evening, came channeling back to haunt me. Though only a few days had passed for me since then, I felt like I’d lived a dozen lifetimes. Deep breath. Release. I let those memories run off me. I watched them be carried down the drain.

      I tried doing the same with the images of Sam and Chloe that were stuck in my head - their smiles as I climbed into the car on the garage forecourt, the disappointment in Chloe’s voice as I refused to come out from the hotel bathroom - but I couldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Pierre was conscious by the time I returned to the cockpit. Woozy, but conscious. He made a groggy remark towards my pristine and freshly-pressed appearance, so I directed him to the bathroom. When he came back his buttons were sparkling once again, as was his demeanour. He was carrying food.

      ‘Try some, it’s good,’ he said, talking through a heavy mouthful.

      ‘What is it?’ I asked, taking what was being offered. I can tell you what it looked like. It looked like a ball of unidentifiable meat paste wrapped in the most bland, brown, crispy leaf imaginable. ‘Is it… safe?’

      ‘Should be,’ replied Pierre, brushing a crumb off his lip with his thumb. ‘Computer made it down in the kitchen. Did you know there was a kitchen?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘Well, it’s not much of a kitchen to be honest. Nothing down there except for a couple of serving pods and some cutlery. But the computer can generate pretty much anything, from what I gather. Providing the ingredients have been stocked correctly, of course. I’m thinking about requesting one for the hotel, if we ever get it back.’

      I looked at the ball of leafy meat in my hand.

      ‘And you asked for this?’

      ‘I analysed your biological makeup and ran it against records of your species, Homo sapiens,’ said the pleasant voice of the computer, joining the conversation as if she were sat with us. ‘I don’t have many of the ingredients your kind are used to in storage, so I synthesised something optimised for a human’s wellbeing. It’s quite safe to consume, I assure you.’

      Pierre nodded. I took a bite out of the ball.

      It was pretty good, actually. Had a nice kick to it.

      ‘So come on,’ I said, once I’d polished off my snack (and reluctantly decided against asking for seconds), ‘what’s the plan here? I know, I know. We’re going to Ophenia Four to find the cosmic crack, or cosmic string, or cosmic whatever-the-hell-it-is, and then we’re going to risk being atomically obliterated by flying into it in the hope of getting back to the Space Between Worlds, an inter-dimensional prison outside of time and space. But why is going back there so important? With everything going as it has, I need to know what’ll be worse: following your plan, or sitting on some asteroid and waiting to be wiped out of existence.’

      Pierre leaned back in his pilot’s chair and sighed.

      ‘Okay. Here’s what I’m thinking. The Torri-Tau are nicknamed the Gatecrashers for a reason. Not the reason the Council told everyone, of that I’m fairly sure. They’re not monsters, and they’re only spreading like a plague now to make up for being imprisoned for billions of years. But a reason nonetheless. They don’t leave their mark on a universe the same way we do, you see. When they do something, their actions don’t spawn new universes to allow for every possibility to play out. If they came into your universe and, say, smashed your favourite teapot, there’s no alternate universe where it stayed intact. It’s smashed, and that’s it.’

      ‘I get all that, I think. Maybe. But that still doesn’t explain why we need to go back to the Space Between Worlds.’

      ‘I’m getting to that. You asked me what my plan was, remember?’

      I mumbled and got into a more comfortable position in my co-pilot chair.

      ‘Well now the Torri-Tau are smashing everyone’s teapots, right from the very beginning,’ Pierre continued. ‘They’re not content to simply rejoin the multiverse, oh no. From what I can tell, they’re rejoining it from pretty much the moment they were banished from it, all those years ago. That’s why history is rewriting itself. There was never a history that included the Torri-Tau - not since their banishment, at least. Now there won’t be a single one that doesn’t feature them at the forefront.

      ‘So. My plan. Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do to put things right. But nothing that happens in the Space Between Worlds affects the multiverse, because it exists outside of space and time. Still following?’

      I nodded, tentatively.

      ‘What that means,’ Pierre continued, leaning forwards, ‘is that if we can put a stop to them before they’re even imprisoned, then no version of them ever leaves the Space Between Worlds, and therefore no version of them ever starts smashing teapots. Or, you know, trying to occupy the entire multiverse.’

      ‘And if they aren’t there to rewrite history…’

      ‘…then history never gets rewritten,’ nodded Pierre. ‘With any luck, everything will revert back to the way it was before.’

      ‘Because we’ll have removed that one variable. Got it. But, Pierre… what do you mean when you say, “put a stop to them”? It sounds very, well, final, doesn’t it?’

      Pierre leaned back in his chair and contemplated this for a moment.

      ‘If the Council agrees, then it might have to be,’ he replied, shrugging.

      ‘But that would be genocide, wouldn’t it? That’s worse than locking them away!’

      ‘Oh, it’s awful. I’m in complete agreement. But look at the bigger picture, George. How many trillions of trillions have been killed or erased by the hand of the Torri-Tau? When you weigh all that against one species, and the species causing the calamity at that, it seems pretty black and white to me.’

      ‘I don’t know if it should,’ I said, rubbing my hand over my mouth in disbelief. ‘What if…’

      We never got to finish our conversation. All of a sudden a loud horn blasted out from the ship’s speakers, and the lights in the cockpit turned a frightful red. I came very close to falling out of my seat.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ said the calm and radiant voice of the computer, ‘but it appears we are being chased. Please fasten your seatbelts.’
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      Pierre and I scrambled to pull the belts across our chests as our seats automatically rotated to face the windscreen. The deafening horn sound had been a one-off, at least. It had been replaced by its younger and more irritating cousin; a shrill and persistent beeping noise, like a smoke detector with an empty battery. I don’t know if the ship’s computer thought that without such a noise chipping away at our sanity we might forget about our predicament and go back to eating leafy meatballs, but I would have thought the pulsing, nightmarish red lighting was enough of a reminder. It was like being strapped inside a giant, high-velocity heart.

      ‘Are we going to get blown up, Pierre?’ I asked, glancing up from my fumbling attempts to clip the buckles of my seat belts together. I was hoping he would look more confident than I felt. He didn’t.

      ‘Well that probably depends on whether whatever’s chasing us has guns or not, doesn’t it?’ he replied. ‘Computer, what’s happening out there?’

      ‘My sensors have picked up three small entities approaching from the rear,’ replied the ship, no sign of terror in her voice. ‘Their velocity is quite high.’

      My eyes grew wide. ‘Oh God,’ I blurted. ‘They sound like missiles. Has somebody fired missiles at us?’

      ‘I’m still trying to determine their exact nature,’ replied the computer. ‘Would you like me to deploy evasive manoeuvres as a precaution? Warning: should our visitors come in peace, evasion may be seen as impolite.’

      ‘Yes, evade!’ shouted Pierre, gripping the arms of his chair. ‘Of course you should evade!’

      The ship boosted and lurched sideways. A flash of pain shot through my skull as my head hit the back of my chair, and all the stars in the otherwise empty panoramic of space began to spin. Whether this experience was the result of the ship performing a barrel-roll or the onset of a mild concussion was hard to tell.

      ‘George, are you alright?’ came the sound of Pierre’s voice. It seemed to take a long, foggy route before reaching my ears.

      ‘Yeah,’ I said, nodding. ‘Yeah, I’m alright. Did we lose them?’

      ‘Erm, well we’re in the middle of empty space,’ he replied. ‘I’m not sure where we can lose them, to be honest.’

      ‘Alert: collision imminent,’ said the relaxed computer. ‘Please brace for impact. Five, four, three…’

      ‘Jesus Christ!’ I yelped, covering my head with my hands. I caught a glimpse of Pierre doing the same.

      But as the computer reached zero, no explosion came. The hull didn’t twist and break, the window didn’t shatter, and neither of us were sucked out into the terrible vacuum. We opened our eyes, lowered our hands from the top of our heads, and looked at one another.

      ‘Did the-’

      And that’s when they shot past us - three silver-black devices, round like beach balls. They weren’t much larger than a family-size suitcase, maybe as big as a postbox. Each had a thruster firing out from its back and a thin antenna dangling underneath. On the end of each antennas was a blinking red light. They missed the ship by only a fraction - one to either side, and another below - and carried on ahead of us.

      When they were almost so far away we could no longer see them, they looped around and came back at us.

      ‘They’re coming round for another pass!’ I shouted. I felt a desperate urge to unbuckle my seat belts and run to the back of the spaceship - not because I thought it would do me any good, just so I wouldn’t have to watch those rockets come rocketing towards me. ‘Doesn’t this ship have any guns, or flares, or something? Can’t we shoot them down?’

      ‘This is a luxury-class yacht, and as such the installation of any sort of energy, kinetic or explosive-based weaponry is strictly prohibited,’ the computer answered. ‘However, for the sake of my continued existence as anything other than a smouldering black box, please pull the lever under the dashboard to your right.’

      Pierre and I peeked under the dashboard in front of us. There was nothing under my side, but a handle dangled down in front of where Pierre was sitting. Luckily for us, it was designed for someone with only slightly smaller hands than a human. Pierre stretched forwards as far as his seat belts would allow and yanked it down hard.

      For the first time since Pierre had been pressing random buttons prior to takeoff, there came a grunting, grinding sound from somewhere in the bowels of the ship. Then a panel slid aside on the front of the ship’s hood and a colossal gun rose up from the opening. It had two barrels like the sort of anti-aircraft guns found on battleships; each was nearly as long as I am tall. It swivelled up and down as it calibrated itself.

      ‘Christ almighty!’ I shouted. ‘That’s a bloody cannon!’

      The cannon swung to the left as the first of the three objects came hurtling back towards us. It fired off two shots. Both lasers covered the great distance in a second. The first tore through the object, the second turned it into a microscopic, quickly-snuffed fireball.

      The other two objects were still making a beeline for the ship.

      ‘Oh, God…’ I groaned, clasping at my temples. ‘There aren’t any people in these things, are there? Like, teeny tiny people?’

      ‘That is unlikely,’ replied the computer as the gun swivelled round to the right. ‘The scenario with the greatest probability is that these are drone scouts sent to track us down, perhaps even deactivate my thruster engines. Still, you never can be too careful.’

      Another two shots, and the second drone was reduced to shrapnel.

      ‘I guess somebody really wants their ship back,’ said Pierre.

      The last of the three drones was still coming towards us… right towards us, with no sign of slowing or altering its course.

      ‘Or really doesn’t want us to have it, at any rate,’ I moaned. ‘I mean, what sort of person has an AA gun hidden in their vehicle? Who in the multiverse did we rob, Pierre?’

      The gun fired twice more, but one laser missed and the other did nothing more than cleave off the drone’s antenna. The drone lost its balance a little, rolling the way a bullet rolls out of the barrel of a gun as it’s fired, but it maintained its perfect trajectory, close enough to us by that point that I could see the blinking red light of its antenna as it spiralled away.

      A hundred metres, ninety, eighty…

      Pierre was fishing his key out of his pocket, presumably with the idea that if all else failed he could abandon ship and take a door to somewhere else in the same universe. I’d like to think he would have taken me with him, if it had come to that.

      Luckily it didn’t. The gun turned to face the drone head-on and decimated the silver-black orb with two final shots. I winced as fragments of metal bounced off the hull and windscreen.

      Pierre and I sighed, sinking into our seats as the gun retreated back into its secret compartment under the hood. With another, lighter burst of acceleration the ship boosted onwards once more, and the red lights of the cabin faded away.

      ‘Unfortunately, that diversion has added two minutes to our journey,’ said the computer, as if nothing had happened. ‘I apologise for any inconvenience this may have caused.’
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        * * *

      

      We saw it through the window a good seven or so minutes before our arrival. Pierre and I had stayed in the cockpit following our ordeal with the drones - we didn’t fancy being blown into space without at least seeing what was going to do it first. It grew from a dull speck amongst the stars to something the size of an asteroid, and then finally to a grand, grand planet.

      Ophenia Four.

      ‘Ooooh,’ I said, sitting up in my seat.

      I’d say it was the colour of dusty bricks, but that doesn’t sum up the sheer sense of majesty and awe the planet conjured. Perhaps… perhaps it was the colour of the great Terracotta Army instead. It was hard to gauge without something against which it could be measured, but it looked bigger than the Earth. A lot bigger. It was a giant, I later found out, but made of earth and water rather than its breed’s usual gas. A large and purple storm swam peacefully across its cloudy surface. Far to its left shone a small, distant sun.

      ‘Almost makes you forget everything else that’s going on, right?’ said Pierre, rising from his chair so he could lean against the dashboard and admire the view. There was a sad smile on his lips. ‘Almost. And to think - nobody down there suspects a thing.’

      He snapped his fingers and looked up at the ceiling as if searching for something.

      ‘Computer?’ he said. ‘Don’t take us into Ophenia Four’s orbit. Is there, erm, one of those cosmic crack things around here?’

      A pause.

      ‘Do you mean the WeiKing-Co Fissure?’ replied the computer. ‘That syphon station lies beyond the dark side of the planet. Would you like me to designate a suitable landing point?’

      ‘Yes, please.’

      ‘Plotting a course now.’

      The ship listed to the right, giving the planet a wider berth than I would have thought necessary. Perhaps it was avoiding its gravitational pull to conserve fuel. Perhaps Ophenia Four wasn’t all that safe a place to fly unless you really had to. I looked out at it as we swept past. Little twinkles marked the position of orbiting satellites and space stations. The surface of the planet went by so quickly. How fast we must have been going, and yet from up there it was like we were the only ones standing still.

      ‘Woah,’ whispered Pierre from beside me. ‘I’m guessing that’s it then.’

      Out from behind the planet it loomed, this snake of perfect, depthless white. Longer than any human eye could see, the crack stretched from a point of nothingness to a conclusion the size of a moon - a gaping maw, pulsing with energy. It wore a clumsy, deformed exoskeleton of scaffolding and construction; it resembled a dragon chained to the earth. Ships buzzed around it like flies in the African heat. But despite all that it shone; it shone like a beam of light passing through a prism of a thousand diamonds.

      ‘A crack from the birth of the universe,’ I said, my legs trembling. ‘Splitting both time and space.’

      ‘A source of limitless energy,’ replied Pierre, unable to tear his eyes away from it as we continued our approach. ‘And a backdoor to the Space Between Worlds. I’d recognise that endlessly empty shade of white anywhere.’

      ‘Just to be clear: we’re planning to fly into that thing? Will this ship survive that sort of journey? More importantly… will we?’

      ‘Well let’s find out, shall we? Computer, have you found somewhere safe to set us down?’

      ‘Without prior clearance by the WeiKing company, there is nowhere on the station approved for us to dock,’ replied the computer. ‘However, there is a vacant landing pad on the starboard side of the station. Will this suffice?’

      ‘It’ll have to,’ replied Pierre. He put his hand on my shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, George. I’ve got a really good plan. You’re going to like it.’
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      I wasn’t a great fan of the plan.

      We settled down on one of the various starboard landing pads without incident. The ship wished us well and reverted back its - or was it her? - silent hovering mode as we descended the ramp. I started to panic when, with no spacesuit on my person, I saw no barrier between me and the vacuum of space. I even began to gasp for air before realising that some sort of invisible forcefield had been erected around the mining station.

      ‘The ship’s computer told me there was an artificial atmosphere around the facility before we left,’ laughed Pierre. ‘Don’t worry. I’d be feeling just as embarrassed as you if she hadn’t.’

      ‘I’m not embarrassed,’ I croaked, rubbing my throat. ‘I’m just relieved.’

      It was hard to look at the fissure up close. It was too bright - not as bright as the sun (or at least not as damaging to one’s retinas, I hope), but more like the bulb of a high-intensity desk lamp. It ramped up the contrast on everything. Shadows were as black as night, yet the spaces around them where the crack’s light fell were sparkling and brilliant… even if every surface was as industrial and grey as those back in Port Iridium.

      Little spacefaring forklifts chugged by overhead, transporting crates of syphoned antimatter from the great cosmic tear to what I presumed were storage warehouses towards the far end of the station. Each of the three warehouses looked like a cross between a grain silo and a mushroom head. There was a floating, cuboid office not too far from the mouth of the fissure, suspended about fifty metres above the rest of the mining platform. Through its windows I saw workers typing away at computers. Now we were closer, I could also see that the exoskeleton-like construction around the fissure was actually a great many clamps, holding the syphoning equipment in place. Engineers of all shapes and sizes were clambering around them, inspecting them or switching out one tube of rubber piping for another.

      We paused at the end of our landing pad to let another forklift go by. It was carrying a nest of old tubes and wires on a wooden pallet. The driver looked like an amphibian in a hard hat; she also looked too bored to notice us.

      ‘Okay, first step of the plan,’ whispered Pierre as we descended the steps connecting the landing pad to the rest of the facility. ‘We attract as little attention as possible, we find out the best way of getting into that crack thing, and then we do it. Hopefully all without having to move on to step two.’

      ‘God, I hope so. Where do we start?’

      Pierre shrugged. ‘How about over there?’

      He pointed to a domed structure at the far end of the station, half obscured by large excavation lights. Tankers were being carried back and forth along rails that linked it to the storage warehouses. Some sort of on-site processing facility, I assumed. The energy had been extracted; it needed to be bottled somewhere, too.

      ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Good a place as any.’

      We followed the open gangway in front of us. Each step on the metal grating rang out with enough gusto to give the game away, and likely would have if it hadn’t been for the incessant din of motors and drills emanating from everywhere else. Despite the air being artificial, nobody had discovered a way to remove from it the smell of oil and copper. It mixed poorly with the nervous bile rising in my throat. I fiddled with the hem of my jacket and tried to concentrate on how wonderfully clean it felt, rather than on the nagging dread of being caught.

      Not that I needed to worry - not then, at least. The funny thing is, if you act like you’re supposed to be somewhere - even if you stand out like an orangutan in a snowstorm - most people assume you’re supposed to be there. It’s one of the few instances in life in which anyone is willing to acknowledge the possibility of their own ignorance. And the few remaining people are usually too busy to worry themselves about it. It’s someone else’s problem. It always is.

      ‘Mornin’,’ said another toad-faced worker as we passed, tipping his helmet and proving my point. Was it morning? I suppose it could have been.

      ‘Good morning to you too,’ replied Pierre, and the worker went right back to tightening a random bolt.

      There was a whine and a crackle as a loudspeaker atop a tall pole to our right kicked into life. ‘Will Milty Bootka please report to the sanatorium for a code Three Dash Two,’ announced the nasally voice on the other end. ‘I repeat, Milty Bootka to report to the sanatorium for a code Three Dash Two. Thank you.’

      ‘Oops, that’s me,’ chuckled the bolt-tightener, picking up his toolbox. ‘Better run.’

      ‘Hey, before you go,’ said Pierre, hurrying round to the front of the poor engineer, ‘I don’t suppose you could tell us where we’d find the depot with all the syphoning equipment, could you? You know the hazmat suits, the maintenance crafts - that sort of thing?’

      The engineer wrinkled his podgy green nose and eyed Pierre with a skeptical sort of confusion… and then broke into a smile.

      ‘Sure, you mean the equipment depot over by the energy silos,’ he said, nodding and carrying on down the path away from us. ‘It’s only a hop, skip and a jump from here but the gravity lifts can give people trouble. I can give you a ride, if you’d like?’

      ‘A ride?’ Pierre turned to me and grinned. ‘Why, that would be fantastic. If it doesn’t put you out too much, that is.’

      ‘Oh, not at all,’ replied Milty, beckoning us to follow. ‘I’m going past the depot anyway. No skin off my nose, right? Here it is. Best if you two climb in the back there.’

      He’d brought us to a banged-up buggy parked behind some tarpaulin-covered boxes. It looked like one of NASA’s moon rovers. It also looked cramped. There was a seat up front for the driver and a shallow bay in the back, like the type you’d expect to find on a pickup truck, only much, much shorter. I guess it was usually used for ferrying tools from one job to another. I suppose not a lot was about to change.

      ‘Go on, in you get,’ said Milty, clambering into the driver’s seat. He set his toolbox down in the footwell between his legs. ‘It’s a bit of a squeeze I’m sure, but it’s not like you’re a pair of mastorhinos. And I cleaned all the grease off only yesterday.’

      I don’t know what a mastorhino is, but Pierre and I wrestled our way into the back of his buggy all the same. I hoped Milty Bootka wasn’t lying about giving his vehicle a scrub-down. After days on the lam, I was still enjoying how clean all my clothes felt.

      ‘Hold onto something,’ Milty grumbled over his shoulder as he turned a key in the ignition. ‘This lady can’t go fast but she sure loves to put up a fight all the same.’

      With a splutter the engine roared into life. It was the sort of roar that could only come from an old-fashioned Diesel engine, the sort of roar born from red cans of gasoline. All those years and all that technology, and yet the universe hadn’t moved on an inch. I guess oil was still cheap. It’s certainly easy.

      The buggy rose into the air with a jerk, coughing out from its exhaust a few times, and then proceeded to fly about five or so metres above the floor of the station. Every now and then Milty would have to weave around a pylon or a forklift driver, but otherwise it was a pretty straight flight towards the silos.

      ‘Easy to get lost round here when you’re new,’ he said, shouting to be heard above the noise of the engine. ‘You guys are new, right?’

      My stomach clenched. We were getting dangerously close to entering the second and preferably avoidable second stage of Pierre’s plan.

      ‘Yeah, you could say that,’ replied Pierre, glancing in my direction. ‘It’s our first day, that’s for sure. How do you find working here?’

      Milty Bootka bobbed his head from side to side.

      ‘It’s decent enough, I guess,’ he replied. ‘Yeah, can’t complain. It’s regular work. The pay is pretty decent. And the healthcare plan covers my wife too, which she’s happy about. There you go, we’re here. Careful as you get out.’

      The station must have had a surplus of crates covered in plastic sheets, because Milty brought the uncomfortable shuttle to a loud, belching stop behind yet another stack of them. Pierre and I wasted no time removing ourselves from the vehicle.

      ‘That’s the equipment depot right over there,’ said Milty as the engine continued to rumble along. He pointed towards a squat, square and wholly unremarkable metal structure that teetered on the absolute edge of the space station. ‘If it’s your first day you’ll probably want to report to Stephen at reception. That’s the door on your right. Okay, I’d best be off before they put out another call. See you around, guys.’

      The buggy rose back up into the air with another guttural hiccup and blast, and soon enough the amphibious engineer was gone.

      ‘Well, he seemed nice,’ I said.

      ‘You wouldn’t find him in the backroom of any Port Iridium opium den, that’s for sure,’ replied Pierre, already marching towards the depot. ‘Hurry up. Sooner or later someone will start asking questions if they see us standing out here like a couple of lost lemons.’

      I caught up with him, but instead of approaching the reception doors Pierre veered off towards the side of the building. The alley down there was much too close to the edge of the facility for my liking. I started to feel a bit queasy. Stars should lie above me, not below.

      There was a row of narrow windows lining the side of the depot’s ground floor. Pierre was standing on top of a pile of pallets and peering through their glass.

      ‘Dumpsters drowning in dirty uniforms, workbenches with silhouettes where the tools should be, cantankerous old administrators holding clipboards…’ muttered Pierre, squinting.

      ‘See anything useful?’ I whispered.

      ‘Ahem,’ came the loud and heavy sound of a throat being cleared behind us.

      Pierre and I turned to face a cross-armed, leather-faced security guard whose torso appeared to eclipse the entirety of Ophenia Four.

      ‘What I see is a pair of unregistered intruders whom I ought to throw into space,’ he added.

      Pierre hopped down from the pile of pallets and stood beside me, arms raised.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ he whispered to me, trying to hide a confident smile. ‘Part two of the plan is going to work, I guarantee it.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘So you’re inspectors, then. Funny. Nobody called ahead to tell me about any inspectors.

      We were sitting in a pair of uncomfortable, plastic chairs in front of an uncomfortable, plastic desk, listening to the man sitting opposite us talk. In some ways the foreman, a Mr. Percival Green, resembled the furniture of his office - not just uncomfortable and plastic, but thin and ready to fall apart as well. He reclined in his chair and stroked the point of his chin whilst the security guard who’d found us waited outside the office door.

      ‘Well, it’s not like Head Office to tell me much about anything these days,’ he laughed, shaking his head. He leaned forwards and the front two legs of his chair returned to the floor with a snap. ‘It’s not like I’m running a syphon mine for them here or anything!’

      ‘Oh, don’t get me started on the poor communication skills plaguing WeiKing-Co at the moment,’ replied Pierre, leaning forwards to mirror the foreman’s body language. He clasped his hands together in his lap. ‘The company didn’t even tell me and Mr. Webber that we had this job until last Tuesday. My oh my. It’s as if they want to make our jobs more difficult, am I right?’

      I must say, I was impressed. When Pierre talked me through the plan, no part of me had thought that the second stage would work. But Pierre had been right, or just plain lucky - though with Pierre the two usually seemed to amount to much the same thing.

      History does repeat itself, though considering the universe was undergoing something of a second draft, I suppose in this case history was happening for the first time. Pierre’s great plan was to do to this poor foreman exactly what Ms. Rundleford - sorry, Doxy the octowürm - had done to him: pose as an inspector. His logic? If it was good enough to fool him, it was good enough to fool everyone else too.

      Not that I’m complaining, of course. Pierre being proven right once again was much better than being ejected out into space without a helmet.

      ‘So, what can I help the two of you with?’ asked Percival, as he typed away at his computer, rearranged his glasses and continued to stroke his chin. He looked quite human, if you overlooked the four arms. ‘Anything, erm, particular you wanted to check while you’re here? I can pull up some records, if you’d like?’

      ‘No, no,’ said Pierre, waving the suggestion away. ‘We were hoping to be in and out before you even realised we were here. It’s best that way with impromptu inspections, you see. No chance for anyone to sweep all the hazards under the industrial carpet. Everything’s looking great so far though,’ he added, noticing how pale the poor foreman’s face had become.

      ‘Oh thank goodness,’ Percival sighed. ‘Not that everything isn’t always great, of course,’ he hurriedly added, dabbing a handkerchief at his sweaty brow. ‘I run a tight ship here, I do.’

      ‘Oh, we’re sure,’ smiled Pierre, looking to me. I added some reassuring nodding. ‘Though I suppose while we’re here…’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘The fissure, that one,’ Pierre said, pointing out the window as if there was any other fissure he could have meant. ‘Could you recap the safety protocols for me? I mean, nobody’s ever fallen into it, have they?’

      Percival laughed and clutched one of his many hands to his chest. ‘Heavens, no. Nobody’s allowed near that thing without two dozen safety checks and a harness tethered to a supervisor’s security station. If an engineer gets within even a molecule’s width of that blinding monstrosity they get reeled back faster than you can pluck a moulting gnarleck. We haven’t had so much as a single accident in the sixty-two years I’ve been working here. Not regarding the crack, at least. Somebody stepped onto a gravity lift once, but that was an unfortunate accident. And the company knows that!’

      ‘Yes, yes, that’s fine,’ said Pierre, smiling through gritted teeth. I could almost see the metaphorical rope with which he was pulling the conversation along. ‘Of course, I know that nobody’s ever gone inside. That goes without saying. But tell me - has there never been a situation when a technician has needed to venture further in? How did you install all those clamps holding the syphoning equipment in place, for example?’

      ‘Oh! The clamps?’ Percival Green craned his neck to look out of the window behind him. ‘Nobody installed them. Well, that’s not true. Nobody had to go up there to put them in, is what I mean. We have a modified exploratory vessel that we pilot remotely. It’s got room for a couple of technicians, but there’s no way I’d be crazy enough to send it up there with anyone riding in it.’

      My heart fell. That was hardly the news I’d been hoping for. I was going to end up in that fissure whether it was good for me or not. Couldn’t I at least be given some glimmer of hope beforehand? A reply something along the lines of, ‘Oh, one person went in. He came back in one piece, it was only his mind that got scrambled.’

      ‘Of course, of course,’ said Pierre, not giving up. ‘But what about the vessel? That goes inside the fissure. How much repair work needs doing on it once it’s back out?’

      ‘Why, none,’ replied Percival, looking nonplussed. ‘It comes out in the exact same state as it goes in. We give it a scrubbing down as a precaution, but otherwise… No. Good as new each time. I guess it’s because it’s all metal and stuff, just like the syphon cables that suck up all the antimatter. Non-organic, you know what I mean?’

      Pierre straightened his uniform and adopted as authoritative and snooty expression as he could muster. ‘We’d like to see this vehicle,’ he said, looking down his nose, ‘and see it up and running, if possible. Where would we find it?’

      ‘Oh, of course,’ replied Percival, jumping up from his seat. His face grew apologetic. ‘It’s back at the equipment depot, I’m afraid. I’ll have one of my security team take you over there right away. Again, I’m awfully sorry about the inconvenience, if there’s…’

      An enormous horn rang out across the facility, deep and angry. It was so loud we could hear it even from inside the foreman’s office.

      ‘What was that?’ I asked, getting to my feet. ‘Please tell me it was just the whistle for lunch.’

      ‘I’m afraid I don’t know,’ replied Percival, his brow furrowing and the fingers of his four hands wringing together into a ball of worms. ‘Whatever it was, I don’t think it was us.’

      ‘Erm, George?’ said Pierre. He was standing beside the windows and trying his hardest to remain professional, but his eyes were too wide and his legs were starting to wobble. ‘Mr. Webber, I mean? Would you kindly come take a look at something for me?’

      I hurried over whilst Percival Green tried contacting his receptionist through his intercom.

      ‘Do you recognise that?’ asked Pierre, pointing in the direction from which we’d first approached in our stolen spaceship. ‘You know, the big one?’

      My eyes followed his finger and my stomach shrunk the way an apple does as it turns rotten.

      ‘Ah.’

      ‘I think,’ Pierre whispered under his breath, ‘that we might be in a bigger spot of trouble than we thought.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    

    
      The Roaming Havoc floated above the mining facility, blocking what little of the sun’s light still shone from behind Ophenia Four. A great many searchlights beamed up in its direction. A great many artillery cannons were being pointed back in ours.

      ‘What in God’s name are they doing here?’ I snapped at Pierre. ‘You said they were probably just picking up supplies back at Port Iridium. Supplies with which to attack a mining facility?’

      ‘How am I supposed to know what they’re here for?’ hissed Pierre. ‘They might be here to steal the energy, sure. But maybe they’re here to buy it, you know? Save some money by cutting out the middle-man?’

      I peered out of the window again. Some of the engineers had stopped working and were staring up at the ship, bemused. Others were running for cover.

      ‘Something tells me they didn’t make an appointment,’ I groaned.

      ‘Hey, you know what?’ said Pierre, grabbing me lightly by the arm. ‘Doesn’t matter. None of it does. Maybe it’s even a good thing. Maybe with everyone distracted by those guys we can grab the vessel and head for the fissure without anyone trying to stop us.’

      We were edging towards the door of the foreman’s office when the screen in the corner of the room burst into life… as did every screen and every speaker across the whole facility, apparently. The picture showed an angry alien with a bony skull mask for a face, whose teeth had been filed into points. I recognised his kind. He was one of the Skrelliks on board the Roaming Havoc.

      ‘Workers of this WeiKing-Co cosmic crack syphon mine,’ came the snarling voice of the man on the screen, ‘please stop what you are doing. It has come to our attention that you are harbouring a pair of thieves. Someone amongst you stole a ship belonging to our leader. We tracked it to this facility. Deliver the thieves to us within five minutes or we shall come down and take them by force. Consider this ultimatum quickly. The ship will be recovered regardless of your decision.’

      The screens all around the facility switched off with a crackling whine.

      ‘Oh no,’ I whispered.

      We turned to face the foreman who was, quite without realising, still holding down the button of his intercom. He raised one of his four hands to his open mouth.

      ‘Mr. Green,’ said Pierre, raising his hands. ‘Listen. We can…’

      ‘Don’t stand there talking, you idiots!’ shrieked Percival, tapping away at his computer. A hologram of a phone’s dial-pad appeared in the air in front of him. ‘Get out there and find those thieves before the Skrelliks blow us all up! Oh dear, oh dear…’

      Pierre and I looked at each other, not quite believing our luck.

      ‘Who are you calling?’ I asked, as Pierre tugged me towards the door. ‘The, erm, law?’

      ‘The law?’ laughed Percival, madness bubbling up in his voice. ‘There’s no law this far out, and it’s not like they’d go toe-to-toe with the Skrelliks anyway. No, I’m phoning Head Office. They’ll know what to do, right? Right?’

      We left him to his panicked phone call and darted out into the corridor. Percival’s security guard was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘What do we do?’ I snapped, once we’d closed the door to Percival’s office behind us. ‘They’re going to blow up the whole station, Pierre! Should we give ourselves up? Or do you think they might be bluffing?’

      I remembered the sheer amount of weaponry that adorned the exterior of the Roaming Havoc and almost laughed at myself. Nobody bothers to bluff when they’ve got more cannons than the British navy.

      ‘We are not giving ourselves up!’ hissed Pierre. ‘Aside from the fact that the fate of the entire multiverse rests on our shoulders, do you have any idea what the Skrellik troops would do to us if we got caught?’

      ‘No…’

      ‘Question: do you know how long the average human’s intestines are?’

      ‘What? No?’

      ‘Would you like to find out?’

      We heard screaming from outside. Pierre and I rushed past the corridor’s holographic potted plants and pressed our faces against the window at its end. Down below, engineers were fleeing down the narrow, metal walkways. A crowd of Skrelliks had debarked a rectangular landing craft and were firing plasma rifles and throwing spears that sparked with electricity. The five minute countdown to total annihilation wasn’t up yet, but apparently our assailants weren’t against some mild terror in the meantime.

      ‘Okay then. You might have a point. What do we do?’

      ‘We stick to the plan,’ said Pierre, his eyes darting around the corridor. ‘The foreman said that the remote mining vessel had room for two engineers and always came back intact. He also told us we could find it in the equipment depot. We make our way back over to that building using all the chaos out there as cover, and then fly the vessel inside the fissure. Simple. Never been simpler. Where are the damn stairs?’

      I pointed at the stairwell to our left.

      ‘Ah. Right. Hurry up then.’

      I followed a frantic Pierre down the dozen or so flights of stairs that connected the suspended, square office building to the rest of the mining facility. ‘The foreman didn’t seem all that sure anything organic could survive the journey into the crack, Pierre. I’m really not sure how happy I am with the idea of dying in the next few minutes.’

      ‘Well go and surrender yourself to the Skrelliks then,’ said a breathless Pierre. ‘See how much better you are with them. Or stay here and get yourself blown up. Right now your best chance of survival is going inside that fissure, quite frankly. Though I suppose if you surrendered, it might buy me some time…’

      ‘Can we at least talk about it?’

      ‘No, we can’t,’ snapped Pierre, stopping halfway down the last set of stairs. He grabbed me by the shoulders. ‘There is nothing to talk about. Nothing. We might die if we go in there, but we will die if we stay here. And then everything will. Viola doesn’t exist anymore, George. She’s gone. My hotel is gone. Everything you shared with your wife and child - it might be in your head but that’s all gone too. And every alternate version of them has been erased as well. Do you understand, George? There isn’t a chance we might die if we go in that fissure. There’s a chance we might live.’

      ‘Sam and Chloe never… they never existed?’

      ‘They did, in your history,’ continued Pierre, tapping my temple with his finger. ‘But that’s a history that dies with you and me. So we’re doing this, alright? No more questions, no more quibbling. Never has everything or nothing been more applicable to a goddamn situation.’

      An awkward silence hung between us, punctuated only by the sobering sound of screaming and rifle fire outside.

      ‘Okay,’ I sighed, nodding. ‘I’m all in. Lead the way.’

      We cracked open the door of the emergency exit and crept outside.
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        * * *

      

      I wouldn’t describe the mining platform as a war zone. That would probably do a disservice to all those who have served in actual wars. But to a middle-aged widower from Littlewick Green who found himself at the arse-end of time and space, it sure as hell looked like one. Pallets and crates had transformed into billowing bonfires. Tarpaulin fluttered in the artificial wind like tattered flags on a Civil War battlefield. I saw the body of a toad-like engineer lying face down in a pool of engine oil, and hoped it wasn’t that nice old Milty Bootka.

      It was somebody though. Maybe someone’s husband or father, too. And their death was all our fault.

      Well… a bit our fault, for stealing the spaceship. Mostly the Skrelliks’ fault for shooting a burning plasma hole through the poor guy’s back.

      ‘Stick close, and keep your head down,’ whispered Pierre, crouching as soon as we left the stairwell. ‘We don’t want your brain removed by some stray shot or eager sniper. Heh. It’s just like being back in Viola’s factory again, right?’

      ‘Oh yeah. Exactly the same. Swap out the mad aliens for Victorian criminals and you could hardly tell the difference.’

      We sprinted forward, hunched over with our heads tucked between our shoulders. The view above was still dominated by that architectural monstrosity, the Roaming Havoc, though around it little ships were fleeing the station like flies being wafted away from sandwiches at a picnic. Some of them made it out. Others were shot down by the frigate.

      A small explosion went off in the direction of the energy silos. I ducked behind cover, even though they were still quite some distance away.

      ‘Just one of the Skrellik soldiers getting excited,’ said Pierre, tugging at my arm. ‘We should keep moving. Those silos will go up like an atom bomb if they aren’t careful. That amount of energy would go for a small fortune, but something tells me the Skrelliks aren’t that smart. Come on.’

      There was a thin gangway connecting our platform to the next, on which the square block that was the equipment depot was situated. The infinite depths of space loomed up from either side and underneath, as did a sudden and unprecedented case of vertigo.

      To keep my legs from collapsing under me, I cast my eyes away from the gangway and over to our original landing pad. The sleek, black body of our stolen manta-ray ship glistened under the broken, flickering lights. Half a dozen silver-black orbs with blinking red antennas floated around the ship, scanning it with green, holographic matrix grids. An equal number of bone-faced aliens were standing back from it, rifles at the ready.

      I hoped the onboard computer wasn’t going to get in any trouble for helping us.

      ‘George! Hurry up!’

      I snapped my head back towards the direction of Pierre’s voice. He was already nearing the other end of the gangway, and had a desperate and annoyed look on his face. I gripped the handrails, pretended that the endless space to either side was nothing but an incredibly detailed oil painting, and hurried over to him. I managed not to get shot, which was nice.

      We took cover behind the same stack of crates that Milty Bootka had parked his buggy beside when he dropped us off. By some miracle they weren’t on fire or in pieces. Neither was the depot, much to our mutual relief.

      We were about to make a dash for the reception doors when all the screens and speakers around the facility burst into life again. I looked back over my shoulder and saw the manta-ray ship rise up from its landing pad. The temperature of my blood dropped by a few degrees.

      The face on the screens grinned and took far too much pleasure in the two words that followed.

      ‘Time’s up.’

      Pierre and I ducked down and wrapped our hands around our heads, expecting the facility to erupt in a series of scorching (and quite possibly nuclear) explosions. But it didn’t. In fact, the only bang we heard at all came from above… and that was more of a rippling, ripping noise. I cracked open an eyelid and peered upwards. Pierre groaned beside me.

      ‘What are they doing here?’ he cried.

      A galactic battleship was emerging from a wormhole above the mining station. It was easily twice the size of the Roaming Havoc and boasted about the same magnitude of firepower. Its metalwork was a glorious, shimmering blue chrome, and its shape that of an angry, armoured sea urchin.

      ‘Who’s “they”?’ I asked. ‘Is that the security team the foreman was requesting?’

      ‘Oh no, much worse,’ replied Pierre, his voice wavering. ‘It’s the goddamn Torri-Tau again, only this time with a few millennia’s worth of military might behind them.’

      The battleship came to a slow stop beside the Roaming Havoc. Being the shape of a sea urchin, it was capable of aiming its plethora of gun turrets at the Roaming Havoc and the mining facility at the same time.

      With a piercing screech the screens all switched channel. The bone-faced alien was replaced by a very blue man with cold, black eyes. He wore a cloak and there was a chain of gold hanging around his neck. From the middle of that chain hung a golden key.

      ‘Whatever it is you’re thinking of doing, Pierre,’ said the blue man on the screen, ‘I would strongly advise that you don’t. You should have stayed where we left you, you silly man. You would have been safe there. Your friend would have been safe there. Give up now and no harm will come to you. You have my word.’

      ‘That’s Makka-Soj, the Torri-Tau leader I was telling you about,’ whispered Pierre. He glanced over the top of the crates we were hiding behind. Everyone was watching the screens, even the Skrelliks still terrorising the station. ‘I should have known they’d catch up to us sooner or later. Goddammit.’

      ‘Does it matter?’ I asked, pulling him back into cover. ‘Can they stop us?’

      Pierre grinned. ‘Not if we’re quick, maybe. Besides, how much worse than one warship can two really be?’
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        * * *

      

      Nobody saw us sprint across the gap between our hiding place and the depot - or at least, nobody bothered firing at us if they did. We passed through the reception without administrative incident; the whole building was as deserted and lifeless as a hollow grave. Pierre and I stood on the balcony just inside the warehouse doors, looking down at all the abandoned equipment.

      ‘There,’ said Pierre, suddenly pointing across the hall. ‘Does that look like a mining vessel to you?’

      In the back corner, behind a row of busy shelves, next to the type of wall-to-wall shutters you expect to find in a loading bay, was a vehicle. It looked like one of those little two man helicopters, the sort with snub-nosed fronts that are more window than frame, only without a propellor on the top or tail. It had a couple of small thrusters on its back instead.

      ‘If it’s between that and the flying forklifts then yeah, I’d say so.’

      We hurried down a set of metal stairs and ran across the floor of the warehouse. I was already out of breath by the time we reached the mining craft.

      ‘You reckon you can fly this thing?’ I pulled open the door on the passenger side and studied the controls. ‘I mean, you needed a fair bit of help with the last spaceship we were in.’

      ‘Well, this isn’t a spaceship,’ replied Pierre, climbing into his seat. They were leather and looked as if they’d never been sat on. ‘It’s a converted exploratory vessel and the controls are way simpler. Look. Levers for up and down, left and right, forwards and backwards, and turning. Couldn’t be more easy.’

      I shrugged. ‘I suppose it’s no harder than a video game.’

      ‘Wouldn’t know. Never played one. Get that door, will you? Looks like there’s an automatic button on the wall to the right there.’

      I hopped off the vessel and jogged across to the red button to the right of the shutters. I paused, my hand hovering in front of it.

      ‘There isn’t going to be a vacuum of space on the other side of this door, is there?’ I shouted. ‘Because I’m not, erm, wearing a helmet.’

      Pierre looked around at the warehouse.

      ‘Shouldn’t be,’ he yelled back. ‘Otherwise everything in the warehouse would get sucked out too, wouldn’t it?’

      I punched my palm into the button and ran back to the vehicle. The shutters rose to reveal the great expanse of space outside… but the air stayed in place. I climbed into the vessel and slammed the door shut behind me, just in case.

      ‘Ready?’ asked Pierre.

      ‘Nope. Should we be wearing seat belts?’

      ‘Is there really much point?’

      Pierre pressed the button for ignition and the vessel hummed into life. We looked at one another.

      ‘Well, it’s a good start,’ I said, encouragingly.

      Taking longer than either one of us would have liked, Pierre managed to get the vessel to hover a few inches off the ground and turn it so that it faced the open bay door. Dust was billowing down from the ceiling as explosions and rifle fire continued outside. Pebbles of concrete pitter-pattered against the glass of the vessel’s windows. Everything felt muted from inside.

      We each took a deep breath, and then Pierre rammed one of the levers forwards and launched us outside.

      Things had not improved in our short absence. The Skrellik forces hadn’t blown up the entire facility as they’d threatened, but they were well on their way to getting there. They’d been joined on the ground by a sizeable squadron of Torri-Tau warriors - armoured blue men who weren’t afraid to bring a poisoned javelin to a rifle fight. Dead bodies lay on both sides. The airspace surrounding the station fared little better. Shimmering blue fighter jets chased down their industrial Skrellik counterparts, dancing around the shuttles of engineers still trying to escape. Each battleship was firing its cannons at the other, though both were protected by magnetic shields that glowed whenever they took a hit.

      Pierre rose our vessel’s altitude as quickly as he could. I just sat there in our tiny, defenceless shell, praying that neither side would notice us. Soon enough we were directly level with the centre of the cosmic fissure. It was a straight shot, so long as we avoided crashing into the foreman’s office.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ I whimpered, staring at the glowing circle of white. ‘It looks like a solid wall from this angle.’

      ‘There’s still time to get out, if you want,’ said Pierre. He was smiling but there wasn’t much humour in it. You know where the door is.’

      ‘Very funny. Let’s get this over with.’

      Pierre slammed the lever down. Once more we launched forwards, picking up more and more speed as we went. Ships whizzed around us. Rockets missed our hull by mere feet and inches. Everything became little more than a blur of black and orange hues.

      We were halfway to the fissure when I made the mistake of glancing back over my shoulder.

      The Torri-Tau’s battleship had launched a missile… and it was heading right for us.

      ‘Faster!’ I screamed, making Pierre flinch in his chair. ‘Your blue friends have fired a bloody rocket at us!’

      Pierre slammed the lever forward again but it was already as far as it would go. ‘Come on, goddammit. Come on!’

      ‘Oh God,’ I moaned, digging my fingernails into the leather of my seat. ‘I knew getting past without them noticing us was too much to hope for.’

      ‘We’ve just got to get to the fissure before the rocket does,’ said Pierre, leaning so far forward in his chair he was practically standing. ‘How close is it?’

      ‘It’s a rocket - any distance is too close!’

      ‘How close is it?’

      ‘Fifty metres, maybe? No, forty… thirty… Jesus Christ, we’re going to die out here…’

      ‘We’re almost there,’ snapped Pierre, staring straight into the fissure. ‘Just a few seconds more.’

      I could quite clearly see the red tip of the missile behind us. ‘Pierre, it’s getting closer… Pierre!’

      ‘Three, two, one…’

      With a silent blink we disappeared into the white fissure…

      …and the rocket disappeared after us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    

    
      Everything went white. Everything appeared to freeze. Not in temperature, but in time. The universe took on a static quality all of a sudden.

      Which is odd, because the universe is never static. It marches forwards, it sometimes repeats itself and, according to information that only recently came to light, it can even rewrite itself… but it is never, ever static.

      It was not an experience I much appreciated.

      ‘Pierre, I don’t feel so good,’ I said, the words falling out of my mouth like a bag of marbles made of treacle. Somebody had taken a blender to my brain and turned it into mashed potato.

      With great effort I turned my head away from the rushing whiteness beyond the windscreen and looked at Pierre. I wished I hadn’t. He was alive, and he was intact, but… but it was as if no part of him seemed to fit. Like he’d been painted by Picasso or something, but the oils were still running down the canvas.

      I wondered if the same thing was happening to me. I tried to look at my hands, but I didn’t seem to have any. None that I could lift in front of my eyes, anyhow.

      ‘Kcis eb ot gniog m’I knight I,’ I tried to say, but all the words ran back inside my mouth instead, like milkshake sucked through a straw.

      Pierre was moving. He was trying to raise his hand - he still had hands, at least - and point towards the back of the vessel. He was saying something but I couldn’t understand the words. I could hear them, and I could recognise them, but I could not understand them. I dragged my head further around to look where he was pointing.

      Instead of shock or horror, I felt a sharp and violent pain in my temples. Only a few metres behind our mining vessel was the missile, still doggedly pursuing us, its metal shell showering apart.

      It could have been a millisecond; it could have taken me a thousand years. In that timeless, spaceless fissure they were one and the same. I turned back to the controls and jammed the accelerator level forwards. But it was no use; whether set forwards or back, our speed - or lack thereof - remained the same.

      ‘George,’ came Pierre’s voice. His lungs were under six feet of salt water. ‘I think we’re going to…’

      There was an explosion, or rather an implosion - the rear half of our vehicle was torn away into nothingness. An alarm went off in what was left of our cramped little cabin… but that could have been my imagination. For all I knew, the alarm could have been coming from everywhere else.

      We were spinning, spinning through a gap between universes, spinning through a space where there was no up or down, no left or right, no right or wrong way round.

      There was a horrible cracking noise, like the sound of a taut and frayed climbing rope snapping in two.

      Then suddenly the white was replaced by blues and greens and silver chromes, tumbling in a kaleidoscope of colours and tones and blurred, shapeless streaks, and our screams turned loud and immediate as if they were actually coming from our own mouths, and the nothingness vacuum was swapped for a sharp, cold air, an air that whistled a shrill melody as we fell…

      And we were introduced to the ground with a crash.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      For a while I assumed I was dead, which should probably have been a pretty good indicator that I wasn’t. That’s about all I remember doing - assuming the worst. I couldn’t see anything, or hear anything, or even think all that much. Everything felt a painful sort of numb.

      I didn’t know what state Pierre was in. I had no way of finding out.

      I think I blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      When I came to again, I’d regained my sense of touch. Sound was making a sluggish, reluctant return as well. Grass was brushing against my face, fresh with morning dew. I could hear it rustling. I could hear footsteps stamping it down. I could feel a weight pulling at my arms and legs - not towards the earth, but away from it.

      People were talking. Well, they were exchanging grunts. Whether it was an actual form of language was impossible to tell.

      I tried talking but only gurgles came out of my mouth. Nobody replied. But as far as I can tell, nobody hit me to make me stop.

      There was blood in my mouth anyway. I tried to spit it out, but it stuck to my lips. It was easier to swallow it.

      Somewhere through the grass, I blacked out again.
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        * * *

      

      ‘George. George. Wake up.’

      I woke into a grey-green haze of a headache, my eyes all out of focus, feeling as if someone had injected glue into all of my joints. There was a faint ringing in my ears and my mouth tasted of copper and two-day hangovers. I blinked heavily as I cast my eyes in the direction of the voice.

      It belonged to Pierre. I expected to feel relieved to hear his voice but instead I found looking upon his face to be surprisingly sobering; there was a long, wide, bloody gash across his forehead and a purple bruise was blossoming on the side of his neck. The stitching of his uniform had come loose and one of its arms was hanging off at the shoulder. I wondered if I’d fared any better in the crash. I lifted my hand to my face but it wasn’t my face that stung. My right arm throbbed something terrible.

      ‘Eurgh,’ I groaned, rubbing my right arm with my left hand. ‘What happened?’

      ‘The rocket hit us, I guess,’ replied Pierre. ‘We must have been catapulted outside of the fissure by the blast. God knows which universe we’re in right now. Well, I have a rough idea, but…’

      For the first time since coming around, I took in our surroundings. We were in a cave, and a particularly damp one at that. Fields of moss and mould grew over the tall, damp walls. A crack in the rocks above us let in a small sliver of light; more flowed softly, muted and stale, from somewhere deeper in the cave. Water, either from rainfall or a subterranean stream, dripped from the ceiling into a shallow, brown pool a few feet long and wide. Pierre was sitting up against a stalagmite pillar. I was lying down, propping myself up on my elbows. Below me, and beside Pierre, were two sets of rudimentary bedding - blankets of straw and grass.

      ‘Wait a second,’ I said, pushing myself up into a sitting position. ‘Where’s the wreckage? How on Earth did we get here?’

      ‘Woah there, George. Stay calm. Everything’s fine. Well, we’ve lost our one way of getting into the Space Between Worlds and putting everything right so everything is most certainly not fine, but…’

      ‘We should get moving.’ I tried getting to my feet, but I slipped on the wet stones and landed on my ribs. ‘Argh. Whoever brought us here could be back at any second.’

      ‘What, them?’ said Pierre, nodding towards the space behind me.

      I spun around on my bed of straw, expecting some hulking, armoured alien beast to be lurching towards me. What I saw shocked me even more. A trio of small pink faces with wide, curious eyes and brown hair that fell in messy ringlets, peering out at us from behind another mossy wall of rock. As my own eyes grew wide with surprise they scarpered back into the depths of the cave.

      ‘Pierre, they were…’ I spun back around and glared at him. ‘They were human, weren’t they? Where are we?’

      Pierre sighed. ‘Can you walk?’

      ‘What? Erm, I think so. Why?’

      ‘It might be easier to show you.’

      Pierre helped me to my feet, which was a rougher ordeal than I anticipated. I must still have been in shock from the crash. The knee on one of my trouser legs was split open and my shoes looked as if someone had polished them with sandpaper. With my arm around Pierre’s shoulders we set off into the caves. It didn’t feel like a very safe move, but I suppose there weren’t many other moves we could make.

      My heart caught in my throat as soon as we rounded the first corner.

      A dozen humans sat huddled together, dressed in furs. There were men and women, there were children, there were grandparents; all of them with mud and fear upon their faces. The adults pulled the young ones behind them as we approached, but the oldest of the women surprised me by taking a step towards us. She spoke calm words to Pierre, though I doubted he could understand them any better than I did.

      I looked around at these people’s home. There was a rug on the floor where they’d been sitting; it was bear skin, the head still intact. Freshly skinned rabbits were hanging from stalactites where the air was cooler. There were sticks impaled into the earth; scavenged pieces of metal armour hung from them, making them resemble macabre scarecrows. Primitive spears and bows were leant against the wall beside them. Light crept in through the mouth of the cave, which was further ahead. A pile of ash sat within a ring of stones towards the entrance. It must have housed fires come the nights.

      I tried smiling at one of the children, who can’t have been older than four, but he hid his face behind his father’s back. His father did not smile back.

      Pierre made a simple motion of pointing at first his eyes and then the mouth of the cave. ‘We just want to take a look.’

      The old woman shook her head, more concerned than angry.

      Pierre patted his heart then pointed to the ground, then repeated his original gesture. ‘We won’t leave. We just want to take a look.’

      The old woman paused, looked at me, and then nodded. Much to my surprise, she was walked with us to the entrance. Even with a hunched back and a knotted walking stick she made lighter work of the short distance than Pierre or I could.

      A cool but pleasant breeze wafted into the cave as we approached its end, and the light turned first from white to colour, and then from colour to shapes… shapes I found hard to believe.

      ‘Oh my God,’ I whispered.

      I was looking out at a world with two disparate identities. To the right were rolling hills of lush grass and rocky outcrops - specks of grey and white. Forests rose up like an ocean shore, starting shallow and sparse and growing so deep you could drown in them. Birds called out to one another as they crossed over the clouds above. But to the left grew a forest of an altogether different sort. Great towers of shimmering blue glass and chrome rose up and through those same clouds, glinting in the bright sunlight. Shuttles orbited them like electrons around a nucleus, and a familiar-looking battleship hovered above its outskirts like a small and angry moon.

      But it was the real moon that gave the game away, peeking through the peaceful blue of the sky. Small, grey. A familiar face. This wasn’t just a planet similar to my own; this planet was my own. This was Earth.

      ‘What have the Torri-Tau done to the place?’ I asked, flabbergasted.

      ‘Reshaped our planet in their own image,’ replied Pierre. He shook his head. ‘Take any of the great empires of the human race. The Egyptians, the Mesopotamians, the Chinese dynasties, the Greeks and the Romans. Hell, the British Empire. Any of them. They never happened. Or never will happen. It’s impossible to tell if we’re far in the future or the past anymore.’

      He tipped his head in the direction of our wrinkly escort.

      ‘All I can tell is the human race never got the chance to develop much past the Stone Age. It’s better than nothing, I suppose. When I saw London getting replaced bit by bit, I assumed we’d been made extinct.’

      ‘Well, this isn’t good.’

      ‘Nope. And it’s probably only a matter of time before the multiverse catches up with us and rewrites us out of existence too.’

      We stood in silence for a moment, soaking the new reality in.

      ‘They’ve done a better job with the planet than we ever did, to be fair,’ I said, nursing my arm. I smiled at the old woman. ‘I assume these people found us when we crashed.’

      ‘Hmm? Oh, yes. Can you see the smoke over there? Past the tree-line.’

      I looked as far to the right as the hillsides would allow. Just over the top of the highest mound, above the dense tree canopies, was a thin, dark, rising plume of smoke.

      ‘That’s where we, erm, landed,’ said Pierre, pinching the bridge of his nose. ‘The impact threw us clear of the wreckage. We’re lucky we weren’t both killed. Huh. Lucky. I was conscious for long enough to see you were still in one piece, but I couldn’t get up. Next thing I know I’m being dragged through the grass by our friends back there. God knows what they thought was happening.’

      ‘Same here. I thought I was in the afterlife or something.’

      ‘Well, it’s a good thing they came. There’s no way the Torri-Tau didn’t see us tearing through the sky like a bloody asteroid. The crash site is probably crawling with their soldiers. Not that it really matters, even if they know it was us. We failed. We didn’t get into the Space Between Worlds, and that’s that.’

      Pierre wandered back into the cave, and the old woman followed. I went to say something, but what would have been the point? He was right. There was no putting the multiverse right, not anymore.

      I lingered in the mouth of the cave a few seconds longer before a cold wind encouraged me to venture back into shelter. Something along the inside wall stopped me short.

      ‘Pierre?’ I called out into the cave. He turned around, tired. ‘Come take a look at this.’

      He trudged back to where I stood, not in a mood to do much but mope. ‘Take a look at what?’

      I pointed to the cave paintings on the wall. They were crude but clear… and fresh, in striking reds and blues.

      ‘Yes, they’re beautiful works of art,’ Pierre sighed. ‘What about them, George?’

      ‘Don’t be like that. Try again. What does that look like to you?’

      Etched across the stone in simple strokes was a red square, and from out that square walked three rudimentary figures. They were coloured completely blue. And ahead of those figures were three tall, thin, upright streaks, also blue.

      I watched with hope as Pierre’s eyes grew wide.

      ‘This is the door,’ he said. His voice was low, weighed down with awe and anticipation. ‘This is the door the Torri-Tau came through when they first occupied this world. There they are, right there, walking through it. Hey, you. Yes, you.’

      He waved erratically at the old woman, who came hobbling back our way. Behind her the rest of her family still cowered away from us, arms around one another.

      ‘Did you see this?’ he asked her, pointing to his eyes and then to the image of the Torri-Tau marching through the door. ‘Did you see this happen?’

      She placed her hand on her heart and said something we couldn’t understand.

      I shrugged. ‘I think that’s a yes?’

      ‘These lines,’ continued Pierre, pointing at the three thin streaks of paint and then out the mouth of the cave. ‘Do they represent the skyscrapers out there? They do, don’t they?’

      She tapped her heart and then pointed outside, just as Pierre had done. Then suddenly she was throwing her hands to the ground, only to raise them back up to the ceiling, over and over again.

      ‘You saw them build everything?’ I asked. She couldn’t have understood English - especially given that England never did and likely never would exist - but she stopped her gestures all the same. Her eyes were old and sad. I’m not surprised. To see aliens arrive on her doorstep and start tearing up the world she knew must have been terrifying.

      ‘Of course, of course,’ said Pierre, pacing back and forth. ‘It makes sense now. It makes perfect sense.’

      ‘Erm, does it?’

      ‘Of course it does! The octowürm stole a door from Le Petit Monde so that the Torri-Tau could escape the Space Between Worlds, right? But she must have stolen another door from the hotel - a door for them to come through on the other side. Think about it: why would they have wanted to escape to what we consider the modern day, when everything before that point would have stayed the same? That’s just making more work for themselves! They must have got Doxy to set up a door as far back in time as she could. The simple act of arriving here changed everything that came after it…’

      ‘Erm, okay? But why would they choose Earth of all places?’

      ‘Because the door came from Earth, of course! Not just that: the same Earth! The wavelengths had to match otherwise they wouldn’t have known where they were going. No wonder she was making a note of all those door numbers…’

      ‘So you’re saying the city over there is where the Torri-Tau came out when they escaped from the prison?’ I asked, keeping up with Pierre’s rambling with all the success of a paraplegic trying to ride a bicycle. ‘All of them?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Pierre, grabbing hold of my arms and beaming into my face. ‘All of them. And that means the door is down in that city too. A door that might lead us straight back to the Space Between Worlds.’

      ‘A door that…? Jesus Christ, Pierre. Even if what you’re saying is true, how do you know the door is still there? Or that you’ll be able to decipher its… whatchamacallits… wavelengths correctly?’

      ‘I’ll be able to do it,’ said Pierre, nodding confidently. ‘I know I can. I just know. And of course the door’s still down there. If you’d escaped through it, would you throw it into a shredder? No. You’d build a shrine around it, that’s what you’d do.’

      I threw my hands into the air. ‘Say you’re right. Say you’re right about everything. None of it matters. A Torri-Tau battleship just hunted us down and blew us out of a cosmic fissure. Do you really think they’re not going to notice us if we stroll right into their flagship city?’

      ‘So what? Maybe we’ll be killed if we go down there, but we’ll definitely die if we sit in this cave and do nothing. I’d rather die trying.’

      ‘Sure. But between possible torture and being painlessly erased from existence, I know which one I’d choose.’

      Another silence fell. Even the old cavewoman looked awkward as she shuffled away again. Pierre scratched the back of his neck and looked around the cave, shaking his head. He froze on the spot as his eyes fell upon the makeshift scarecrows.

      ‘Now, don’t get too worked up,’ he said, turning back to face me, ‘but I think I have another plan.'

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    

    
      This was ridiculous. Utterly, utterly ridiculous. I couldn’t believe that with everything we’d been through since reuniting at the bar in Port Iridium, this was the most stupid plan yet.

      Pierre and I were walking down the wooded hills towards the outskirts of the city, dressed in the Torri-Tau armour we’d “borrowed” from the cave people. They hadn’t objected to us dismantling their scarecrows - in fact, they were eager to see us put them on. We must have looked to them like gods that had crashed down from the heavens. I wish they could have told me how they came about having the armour in the first place. I assumed they’d ambushed a wayward patrol at some point.

      Still, it was nice to be rambling through the countryside again. Crisp leaves cracking underfoot, crisp air in my tired, aching lungs.

      ‘It’s not the weight that bothers me the most,’ I said, rearranging my blue chest plate for what must have been the thirteenth time. ‘It’s how poorly the armour fits me. I can’t bend my elbows or knees properly and my shoulders keep nudging my helmet up.’

      ‘Take it off then,’ said Pierre, walking the way a cat does when it’s been dressed up and doesn’t know what to do with its limbs. ‘See how far you get without it.’

      He had a point. As uncomfortable as the ramshackle sets of armour were, they went quite some way in disguising our true identities as rebels against the Torri-Tau cause. Our arms and legs were already covered by our jackets and trousers, and our feet by our shoes. The helmets covered all but a sliver of our faces; there was just enough of a gap, about one inch by four, for us to peek through. The only parts of our noticeably not-blue bodies that weren’t disguised were our pasty white hands, but our pockets solved that problem… for now.

      ‘Aren’t we… erm… a little short to be Torri-Tau?’ I asked.

      ‘Do you stop and notice every short person you walk past?’

      ‘Good point.’

      The trees started to grow thin and the grass grew drier. We were much closer to the city now. I could hear the hum of their shuttles and the rattling of construction as chrome girders were winched up the sides of skyscrapers. The nearer we got, the more silent the wildlife became. We crouched down behind a fruit-bearing bush and considered our approach.

      ‘The city’s a hell of a lot smaller up close,’ said Pierre, using his hand to shield his eyes from the midday sun. ‘They’ve definitely concentrated on growing it upwards rather than outwards. It’s hardly any bigger than a city block. That should make things a little easier.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘The door was here before any of the buildings were built, so it should be on the ground floor somewhere. We’ve just got to find out whether it’s on display in the middle of the town square, or if it’s in one of these buildings.’

      ‘Yeah, we “just” have to do that.’ I lifted my helmet up so I could see better. ‘There don’t seem to be many guards around, at least. Just one or two dotted about.’

      There wasn’t a great deal in the way of anyone, thinking about it. Down on streets that went no further than the modest boundaries of the city, men and women frequented the single grocery store, all of them with skin the same azure blue, all of them wearing fine outfits a far cry from the robes and rags Pierre had described before. Children ran and laughed in the playground of the city’s only school. Through the windows of the building closest to us, I could make out the shapes and shadows of people working at desks. But it all reminded me of a model village. Nine out of ten buildings looked empty. It was like they were trying to recapture what they once had, but were going about it all too quickly. Faking it before they could make it.

      ‘Guards are probably out securing the local area,’ whispered Pierre. ‘Or off in those battleships, colonising other worlds and universes. God, they must be spread thin. I doubt they see much point in guarding a city when there aren’t any real threats to speak of yet.’

      ‘Aside from our ship crashing through the sky, you mean?’ I looked over my shoulder at the distant plume of smoke. ‘I imagine they’re still out looking for survivors. Wait. What’s going on down there?’

      A shuttle came gliding down from the battleship and parked on the edge of town, spraying the pavement with the white steam of its descending thrusters. The door on the side slid open and a well-dressed member of the Torri-Tau species strolled out, holding a clipboard. A crowd of assorted aliens wandered out after him, gossiping and staring around in excitement.

      ‘I don’t know…’ said Pierre, squinting. ‘Is that some sort of political delegation? Or a tour group, or something?’

      I tried and failed to scratch my nose. ‘Seems like the Torri-Tau really want the new multiverse to know they’re Top Dog. I guess I can see why this would be a popular tourist destination. “Come see where your New World Order began.” It has a sort of macabre appeal.’

      ‘You thinking what I’m thinking?’

      ‘For once, I think I actually am.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ announced the guide, shooting everyone his friendliest grin. ‘If you’d like to follow me, your all-access tour is about to begin. I hope you’re looking forward to exploring New Norwich - the birthplace of civilisation!’

      He craned his blue neck and the brow above his black eyes grew furrowed.

      ‘It appears we have a couple of servicemen joining us today,’ he said. Everyone in the group turned around. ‘I wasn’t informed of any extra attendees. Everything’s alright, isn’t it?’

      One of the armoured guards raised his hand… before quickly stuffing it back into his pocket.

      ‘Oh, good,’ sighed the guide. ‘The more the merrier, eh? On with the tour!’

      ‘Christ, that was close,’ Pierre whispered to me. ‘Whatever you do, don’t say a word to anyone. Except me, of course. Their voices are the flashy grand pianos to our out-of-tune violins. We’d give the game away in a second.’

      ‘I can’t believe nobody’s worked it out already. Your bloody sleeve is hanging off.’

      We were escorted around the corner and along what was supposed to be the city’s Main Street. There were lamp posts of Victorian design, only with blue orbs on their end instead of the more traditional lanterns. The streets and pavements looked like they’d been lifted straight from 1950s Americana. Every other store had either a wooden sandwich board out the front or an awning stretching over our heads. I mostly kept my head down in case I made eye contact with anyone, but through the visor of my helmet I noticed happy shopkeepers waving at our group as we walked past their windows. Often there weren’t any actual customers inside their stores.

      ‘This is weird,’ I whispered to Pierre, as our guide described the promenade. ‘This whole town feels like a piece of immersive theatre. It’s like they’re trying to reassemble the picture of their old lives before they were trapped in the Space Between Worlds, regardless of whether the pieces still fit together anymore. Or is this really just some elaborate show designed to convince everyone else in the multiverse of how great they are?’

      One of the tourists in front swivelled their eye-stalk around to glare at me, then grumbled something that was universally recognisable as meaning “shut up”. Pierre slapped me on the arm.

      ‘You forget how good the hearing of some of these guests might be,’ hissed Pierre. ‘I don’t care how weird things look or feel - from now until we get through that door you keep your thoughts to yourself. The Torri-Tau empire is great, all hail the Torri-Tau. Keep to that sort of thing, alright?’

      A pair of guards raised their hands in greeting as they walked down the opposite side of the street to us. In their other hands they held spears. We nodded solemnly and they continued on their way.

      ‘I do wish I had a weapon though,’ he added. ‘At least we had a grenade that time in Viola’s factory.’

      ‘Oh, yes. That really helped move our situation along, didn’t it? Thank you so much for that experience.’

      ‘And to your right, esteemed guests,’ said the tour guide, coming to an abrupt stop, ‘you’ll find the local picture house. Here the good people of New Norwich can unwind with the latest piece of Torritian cinema. Don’t worry - we’ll be bringing all the new releases to your worlds soon enough!’

      Everyone nattered excitedly as the tour continued onwards. I glanced up at the marquee.

      ‘Coming Soon. For crying out loud. They’re building cinemas before they’ve even invented the film industry!’

      ‘What did I say about keeping quiet?’ Pierre whisked me along. ‘Stay alert. That building up ahead looks promising.’

      It did. As Pierre had pointed out, the “city” of New Norwich was little more than a New York block in size, and much of that was occupied by the wide (and for the most part, desolate) Main Street down which we’d walked. But there were a dozen skyscrapers that circled the community - great triumphs of shimmering blue architecture - and a thirteenth which stood at the very end of Main Street, more concrete and serious than the rest. Flags fluttered outside its doors like the entrance to an embassy, but the flags outside this building were all the same deep blue.

      ‘Now this, ladies and gentlemen and asexual gastropods,’ said our grinning guide, ‘is the United Torri-Tau Nations consulate for the city of New Norwich! It’s from this very building that society itself was formed, and so it’s only fitting that our consuls here are responsible for delivering that message of peace and culture to every corner of the multiverse!’

      Pierre nudged me in the ribs with his elbow. I nodded.

      ‘So who wants to take a look inside?’ said the guide. ‘Follow me.’

      We climbed the steps up to the big, brass double doors, always a few steps behind the rest of the crowd. The guide entered first and held the door open so everyone else could pass through.

      ‘Oh, are you coming in as well?’ he asked as we reached the entrance, doing a double-take. ‘Okay then.’

      The tour group gathered by a wide reception desk in the centre of the consulate’s grand hall. Its marble floors and pillars were so shiny I could see my reflection in them. There was an old fashioned elevator at the back of the hall that reminded me of the one I’d used to get to my room back in Le Petit Monde - Art Deco in design and with a metal gate that had to be manually pulled across the doors. There were stairs winding upwards to the side of it; their railings were made of sparkling copper and bronze. I looked up and saw no ceiling, but rather an endless sequence of square balconies - one for every floor. Blue men in suits hurried from one room to another. An enormous clock hung above the elevator but did not tell the time. Instead, it was counting years.

      ‘Twenty-Four AA,’ said the guide, rushing back to join the crowd. ‘That’s twenty-four years After Arrival. Hard to believe all that’s happened since, isn’t it? Feels like a lot longer. And of course, for some worlds it has been a lot longer. Time is no obstacle to progress!’

      ‘Twenty-four years,’ I hissed. ‘You still think you can read that door’s wavelengths, Pierre?’

      ‘If nobody has used it to go anywhere else since, then yes. Have a little faith, won’t you?’

      The tour guide wandered over to the reception desk. A blue woman with pearl earrings was sat behind it, tapping away at an old typewriter that almost certainly hadn’t been invented yet.

      ‘Hello, dear. Tour group again, is it?’

      ‘Yes, indeed.’ He detached a sheet of paper from his clipboard and passed it over the desk. ‘Names and home-worlds on the left. Oh, and a couple of guards are tagging along. Apparently.’

      The receptionist peered over the tour guide’s shoulder.

      ‘You two,’ she said, beckoning us over with her finger. ‘Over here.’

      I glanced at Pierre and he glanced at me. There wasn’t much else we could do except wander over in as least a clumsy manner as possible. Sweat trickled down the back of my helmet. I feared my hammering heart would burst right through my breastplate.

      ‘You’re here to replace those two fools from the eighth floor, I assume,’ she said, before turning her head to address the tour guide again. ‘Rushed off to help when they heard about that meteorite crash a few hills over,’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘If Makka-Soj were here he’d have their heads. Running off at the first sign of excitement, I don’t know. Anyway. You two. Head up there and make sure those archives aren’t left unattended any longer. And sort out your uniforms, will you? Your sleeve practically looks like it’s hanging off.’

      We nodded and strolled towards the elevator, keeping an eye on the tour group as it was led out of the hall and down a corridor to the right. I don’t know about Pierre, but I fought hard to suppress the urge to run after them.

      ‘Don’t take that one,’ sighed the receptionist, not even looking up from her typewriter. ‘The lift round the back drops you off right outside the door to the archives. No need to wander through Accounting on your way there. You’ll only put them off their work.’

      We nodded again - not that she would have noticed - and hurried through the nearest door.

      ‘We’ve got to catch up to that tour group,’ whispered Pierre, as soon as we were out of earshot. ‘They’re definitely being taken to see the door, I’m sure of it.’

      ‘Yes, well…’

      My words fizzled out as we slowly turned our heads to look at the wall of the corridor in which we found ourselves. Or rather, the window of the corridor. A window behind which a dozen or so Torri-Tau men in suits were sitting at desks with chunky headphones over their ears, listening to reels of tape through cassette players and scribbling down notes on lined paper pads. A few of them were throwing curious expressions in our direction. We hurried out the other end of the corridor.

      ‘Yes, well they went in this direction… or thereabouts,’ I continued, as we marched through another large and thankfully empty hall. There were paintings of regal-looking Torri-Tau hanging on all the walls. ‘If we keep going I’m sure we’ll bump into them soon enough.’

      Pierre stopped and looked around at all the hall’s exits. ‘They could have gone anywhere though. Goddammit.’

      I waddled over to the nearest door. My metal greaves were digging into my shins. ‘There are signs,’ I whispered. ‘Most of them I can’t read, but here: English. Why do they even have it listed?’

      ‘Universal language, isn’t it?’ said Pierre, shrugging. ‘Didn’t you notice the tour guide speaking it? Oh God. Sales. We don’t want to go that way.’

      ‘Let’s try the next door along then.’

      We walked the fifteen or so metres to the next door and studied the white plaque to its right. I ran my finger down its length until I found something familiar.

      ‘Acquisitions. Something tells me it’s not businesses the Torri-Tau are acquiring.’

      ‘A whole governmental department dedicated to finding worlds and universes to rewrite.’ Pierre shook his head. ‘Why does that not surprise me? Next.’

      ‘How about that one?’

      We should have known then, really. Unlike the others, this last set of double doors was framed by its own marble pillars which grew out from the wall around it. An aura of history and prestige radiated from its dark, varnished wood.

      ‘Museum,’ read Pierre. ‘Museum! That’s got to be it, right? Where else would they…’

      We quickly hushed as a group of Torri-Tau men walked through the doors marked Acquisitions, and stood up straight for appearance’s sake. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to stop us from being noticed.

      ‘Narra-Doh?’ One of the suited men had called out to us and was diverting from his group. ‘Narra-Doh, is that you? Oh, man. It’s been months! Where’ve you been?’

      From inside my heavy helmet I shot a look at Pierre, but all I could make out were his own panicked eyes. How on Earth was I supposed to respond without giving the game away?

      ‘I’d recognise that breastplate anywhere.’ He was halfway across the hall to us now. ‘Still got that groove across the ribs, I see. Added a few more from the looks of it. You remember me, don’t you? Sojja-Ni, from Acquisitions. My niece used to babysit your daughter before she went off-world.’

      I nodded. I didn’t know what else to do.

      The man known as Sojja-Ni stuck out his hand. As much as every fibre of my person was screaming at me not to, I felt myself compelled to shake it. British manners. My own hand was halfway out of my pocket before I knew it.

      Somebody from his group whistled. ‘What are you doing, Sojja? They’ll start the meeting without you, and you know what the boss does to those who turn up late.’

      Sojja-Ni rolled his eyes and dropped his hand. ‘We’ll catch up later,’ he called out as he jogged back towards his colleagues. ‘Boy, are the guys back home gonna be buzzed to hear about this. We all thought you were dead!’

      I let out a sigh of relief so big I’m surprised my legs didn’t buckle from under me. My shirt was drenched in sweat and to make matters worse, my armour was squashing its soggy cloth against my chest. Pierre patted me on the shoulder and pushed open the door to the museum.

      The hall beyond carried a dimmer, more artificial light - not surprising, given the way that sunlight can damage what is old and valuable. The floor was wooden, as were the panels on the walls and the beams and rafters running overhead. There was a long, blue carpet leading from the doorway all the way to the opposite side of the hall, and at its end…

      …was the door, surrounded by a familiar crowd of tourists.

      ‘Wait!’ I said, holding my arm in front of Pierre as he went to dart forwards. ‘What was all that about keeping in character earlier? We’re supposed to be upstairs, guarding the archives. Have a little patience. They’ll move on before long.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Pierre sighed. ‘But let’s get a little closer anyway. I want to hear what that guide is saying…’

      A row of glass cases and stone plinths flanked each side of the blue carpet. We scampered past the first few and hunkered down behind a particularly large diorama of a battleship - hunkered down as much as our armour would allow, at least.

      ‘Look at all this,’ I laughed, shaking my head. ‘As if an empire of twenty-four years has any history to speak of. I mean, take that book over there. It’s in mint condition. Hardly the Magna Carta, is it?’

      ‘Shh!’

      ‘And the spears on that rack. They’ve never been used!’

      ‘Quiet!’

      I peered out from behind the diorama. The tour guide was addressing his group from in front of a large glass case that itself stood on an elevated, carpeted platform. Inside was a door that I recognised all too well as belonging to Le Petit Monde. Surrounded by a delicate, wooden frame, it had all the familiar markings; a royal redness to its otherwise earthy colour, a polished gold handle, a keyhole where most other hotels would have adopted a contactless keycard reader, and, most importantly, a room number.

      314.

      I could feel Pierre seething beside me.

      ‘It is through this very door,’ said the tour guide, ‘that the great men and women of the Torri-Tau first entered the multiverse…’

      ‘- no it bloody wasn’t -’

      ‘…and that’s why we carry the burden of helping lift up all other species - because we’re the only ones to have been blessed by our Creator with seeing the other side. Nobody knows how this door came to be…’

      ‘- yes they bloody do, I signed the invoice for it -’

      ‘…only that through it came not just the Torri-Tau people, but a unique and proper understanding of art and culture as well. Marvellous, is it not? Okay, time’s up for photos. Yes, that includes sketches I’m afraid. If you’ll kindly follow me, I’ll take you through to the gift shop and then, a spot of lunch…’

      The group followed him out of the hall through another set of heavy double doors to our right. They closed with an old, sullen slam.

      ‘Now that’s what I call an alternative fact,’ snapped Pierre, stomping towards the door. ‘There you are getting annoyed that their history isn’t old enough, and it turns out their history isn’t even true! They’re making it up to suit them! Blessed by our Creator, my word. I happen to know that door was built by a very nice father-and-son company in Slough, actually.’

      ‘Okay, bigger problem. How are we getting to it when it’s protected behind a case of glass? There’s no way of opening it. No latch that I can see.’

      Pierre pulled his helmet off and dropped it onto the soft carpet. He scratched his head and studied the display, whilst I unbuckled each piece of cumbersome armour from my aching, pleading torso.

      ‘Keep looking for a lock or something,’ he said, stepping back from it. ‘I might have an idea.’

      I studied the case from every angle - front to back and top to bottom. There was no lock; there were no hinges. Hell, there didn’t even seem to be a point where one sheet of glass met the other. Whoever built the display sure hadn’t expected anyone to want to get the door back out.

      ‘Hey, Pierre?’ I called out. ‘I really don’t think we can… Jesus Christ!’

      I dived out of the way as Pierre came running towards the case, holding one of the spears from the museum out in front of him like a lance. I landed with a thud against the hard, cold wood of the floor at almost the exact same time as Pierre’s spear pierced the glass. Rather than deflect the spear away - as the British pessimist in me was sure it would - the glass shattered in an instant, showering the podium with a hundred thousand dazzling diamonds.

      ‘Why couldn’t you have warned me, at least?’ I cried out, picking myself up off the floor.

      ‘You might have tried to stop me,’ replied Pierre, giving me a sheepish shrug of his shoulders.

      An alarm began to wail throughout the building. Pierre dropped the spear to the floor and ran up the steps of the podium.

      ‘Get that door open, Pierre,’ I said skittishly, waiting for the set of double doors to burst open and a hundred angry guards to come rushing into the museum hall. I didn’t know what to do with myself. ‘Any time now would be great.’

      ‘Quiet, please,’ said Pierre, apparently concerned more about my few words than the ear-piercing siren blasting out of speakers left, right and centre. ‘I need to concentrate.’

      He placed the palm of his hand on the surface of the door, bowed his head, and closed his eyes.

      There were footsteps coming. I was sure of it. A steady rumble that underpinned the alarm like a walking bass line. Any second now, the doors were going to open and a plasma bolt was going to take my head off. I looked to my battered helmet on the floor. Could I… Could I put it back on? Could I convince them that I was the first guard on the scene and that Pierre was the only intruder?

      And live the rest of my meagre life never taking that helmet off again in fear of being found out?

      On second thought, probably not worth it.

      ‘Hurry up, Pierre!’

      He waved me away with his other hand. ‘I’m working on it. It’s not… It’s not easy. The wavelengths are small. So small they’re barely there anymore. Give me some time.’

      ‘The universe hasn’t got any time left! How on Earth do you expect me to find you some more of it? You said you could do this!’

      ‘I can do it…’

      ‘Then just open the bloody door!’

      Pierre snapped open his eyes and stepped away from the door. He stuck his hand into his pocket and fished out the gold key. Even in the dim light of the museum it shimmered and gleamed.

      ‘I can do this,’ he whispered to himself. ‘Just match the vibrations and then…’

      The doors behind us were bashed open. I jumped like a cat that’s just spotted its own tail. Pierre didn’t. He slipped the key into the keyhole of door 314 and took a deep breath.

      ‘…and then go back a bit.’

      He turned the key and the lock clicked free.

      ‘There they are!’ somebody yelled from the doorway. It was the same man who’d tried to shake hands with me in the hall outside. He was surrounded by guards with notably pointy spears. ‘I knew it wasn’t Narra-Doh! That monster must have killed him, and now they’re stealing the door!’

      ‘Neither of those things are true!’ I yelled back. ‘Technically,’ I mumbled as an afterthought.

      Pierre turned the handle and threw open the hotel door…

      …and a brilliant, perfect wall of white greeted us from the other side.

      ‘I did it!’ laughed Pierre, an ecstatic grin plastered across his face. ‘I actually did-’

      One of those notably pointy spears rocketed past our faces and plunged into the timeless, spaceless void that was our destination. The void rippled like jelly after a stone’s been thrown through it.

      ‘Best we hurry,’ said a much more subdued Pierre, gesturing to the open door. ‘After you.’

      I glanced back at the charging, armoured throng of blue men and women, their spears pulled back at the ready, their eyes black and blood-hungry, their teeth bared and mouths full of screams, as they made short work of the carpet that divided us, and decided that eternity in a prison outside of space and time suddenly didn’t seem all that bad a gamble.

      I shut my eyes, held my breath, and took a step into the infinite white.

      Pierre followed and shut the door behind us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    

    
      The Space Between Worlds didn’t seem so bad. Very white and very empty, but not so bad. A lot better than whatever I experienced in that cosmic crack, that’s for sure. Given how hectic my last few days had been, it didn’t feel so much like a prison to me as it did a solitary retreat.

      I spun around when I heard the door slam behind me, and relaxed a little when I saw it was only Pierre that had followed me through. He rested his back against the door and dropped the key back into his pocket.

      The door on our side looked different. Of course it did. Though we’d passed through a door stolen from Le Petit Monde, the one through which we’d emerged had been brought to the Space Between Worlds by the Council of Keys ahead of their fateful meeting. This door was hard and black and cold.

      ‘Do you think the Torri-Tau will follow us here?’ I asked.

      That made Pierre stand up straight. ‘I wouldn’t think so. Can’t imagine any of them would want to come back to this place. Probably best to make sure they can’t, all the same.’

      Pierre pulled open the door and left it there. I peeked through the gap. There was nothing but more endless whiteness on the other side.

      ‘There we go,’ said Pierre, puffing out his chest. ‘Even if they try to follow us, it doesn’t matter. You can’t open an open door. Hmm. There’s probably a lesson to be learned in that.’

      I looked in every direction - first only to my left and right, and and then up and down, once I realised that I wasn’t actually standing on anything and that the angle of my person had no real bearing on any concept of “above” or “below”. I’m sure there were a fair few directions and dimensions I was missing, but everywhere I looked there was only nothing.

      ‘Where are we supposed to go?’ I asked. The sound in the Space Between Worlds was so dry that as soon as I stopped talking I was unsure if I’d ever spoken at all. ‘Did we arrive too early?’

      ‘No, I think we’re right on time.’ Pierre pondered towards the far distance. ‘If we were too early or too late then the door wouldn’t be here. We’re exactly where we ought to be. Well, when we ought to be at least.’

      He returned to the door and stood with his back perfectly parallel to its frame. Then he stuck his hand out dead-straight in front of himself.

      ‘In an infinite, empty space, why bother with a winding path? If we go this way I reckon we’ll get there soon enough.’

      I shrugged. ‘Suits me.’

      We walked in a pleasant but apprehensive silence for what could have been a few minutes or a few centuries. It felt like the former, but I remembered from Pierre’s story that time in the Space Between Worlds didn’t so much flow as spill, or freeze, or simply turn into a gas and float away. But after what I can only describe as a brief and palatable experience of the fourth dimension, something appeared on what I had loosely designated my horizon.

      It looked like the shell of a tortoise.

      Pierre squinted and held his hand above his eyes, which was utterly pointless as there was no source of light from which to shield them. He broke into a run.

      ‘That’s it,’ he shouted, as I raced to catch up with him. ‘That’s got to be it!’

      As we ran (though with no resistance beneath my feet, I suppose it was more like paddling) the tortoise shell grew steadily larger. Once a tiny speck, it began to resemble what it did in fact turn out to be: a grand, domed building, not unlike the Royal Albert Hall in shape and scale, alone in a blank ocean. Great marble pillars lined its circular circumference, holding its sweeping, stone, gold-trimmed roof over an inner chamber made of oak. We came to a stop in front of the thirteen steps leading up to a dark and doorless entrance.

      ‘An actual meeting of the Council of Keys,’ said Pierre. He stood with his hands on his hips, looking up at the building in awe. ‘Are you ready to witness some real history, George?’

      ‘It’ll sure beat witnessing all this white space,’ I sighed. ‘I’ve got to say, sneaking into a council chamber does sound like a nice change of pace. This is the first time in a while when nobody’s been trying to kill us.’

      Yeah, but don’t get too comfortable, Georgie-boy, came a voice from the back of my head. This is the end, remember. This sense of quiet… it might just be the calm before the storm.

      We climbed the thirteen steps.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    

    
      So this was the beginning, where it all began… not just the beginning, but the end.

      It turned out that the beginning was quite poorly lit, like an Elizabethan castle after dark. The entrance to the inner chamber was drenched in shadow and our path became only a little better illuminated once we were inside. Flaming torches lined the oak walls, one every ten metres, held aloft by iron grips. Their fires did not dance. They burned without the need for air, and so they burned eternal.

      Now I know that the Space Between Worlds had no temperature to speak of, but even with all those torches lining our way I swear I felt the not-air drop by a few degrees. My arms broke out in goosebumps.

      Neither of us spoke, and each step we took with care. We couldn’t afford to let anyone know we were coming.

      Before long the light of the torches fell behind us, only to be replaced by a new light - a colder light, one which dazzled and shined. We had reached the assembly, and with this new light came a plethora of voices. Pierre put his finger to his lips and we hurried behind one of the hall’s many marble pillars.

      ‘This is it,’ he whispered, his words rushed and barely audible. ‘This is the hall from which the Torri-Tau escaped! Or will escape, I guess. I wonder if they chose the Space Between Worlds because it was neutral ground over which no species could claim dominion, or if the Council already knew they were going to banish them here…’

      I peeked around our hiding place as far as I dared. The chamber was just how Pierre had described. The walls were curved and panelled with the same oak that lined the corridor. Columns, like the one we were hiding behind, reached up towards a domed ceiling decorated with intricate sculpturing and gold leaf. And from that ceiling hung a grand chandelier even greater than that which had hung in the lobby of Le Petit Monde. Unlike when Pierre had visited before, every one of its thousand diamond, teardrop candles twinkled with glorious bombast.

      But that wasn’t what really caught my attention.

      Ringed around the chamber - in the shape, as Pierre had said, of a horseshoe - were four rows of wooden benches, and on those benches sat every manner of species I could have ever imagined. Humanoids, from little green men to towering giants. Reptilian spacefarers. Mammoths dressed in rags and robes. Balls of gas, glowing different shades. Aquatic beings who kept themselves hydrated with body suits sloshing with water. There was even, sitting at the back and so bored by proceedings that he was picking at his bony skull of a face, a member of the Skrellik species.

      In the very centre of the chamber was a circle of thirteen chairs, each made of solid, velveted gold. And on those chairs sat the thirteen members of the Council. Everyone, whether they were as weary as the Skrellik or as enraptured as the small echidnas sitting at the very foot of the benches, was watching and listening to them.

      The one closest to me looked like a six-foot, sentient dandelion, its roots tapping at the marble floor for water and the red petals of its head naturally arching towards the light of the chandelier. Coiled up on the next seat along was an anaconda, only it wore a mech-suit with six fully-dextrous arms. It was tapping one of its many fingers against the side of the chair. Then there was an obese, gelatinous creature that warbled and sagged and thus perfectly fit his role as a politician. It was unfortunate perhaps that the creature that followed him was so delicate and graceful. Tall and thin and with a bulb of a head atop a neck the length of a giraffe’s, she looked as if she’d blow away in a strong wind. After her came a fluffy, floating orb, just like the one I’d seen behind the brothel window back in Port Iridium. Then there was, well… a goat. A talking goat. In the seventh seat sat what could have been a human, if there was ever a human who had beetles that scurried in and out of holes in their flesh. Beside that man sat a female Na’riim, who I swear could have been a younger and more civilised Ty-Ren Yoop. Perhaps it was her great-great-grandmother. There was an aquatic being of the same species as the one I’d seen in the audience, only this one required a larger helmet to support its enormous fish-head. Next along was a shelled insect the size of a buffalo; every now and then its wings would vibrate fast enough to emit a low humming noise. Then there was a two-headed mammal with leathery skin, and beside them sat a large ogre made of stunning crystal. And finally, in the thirteenth chair, sat someone that I recognised.

      Makka-Soj, the delegate for the Torri-Tau.

      Each member of the Council of Keys wore resplendent clothing appropriate to his, her or its species. The only thing that matched them to one another was the gold chain that hung around each member’s neck. And what dangled from that chain? A single golden key.

      Pierre yanked me back into cover.

      ‘What was that for?’ I asked. ‘This place is so crowded, we could probably go sit on one of the benches and nobody would notice us.’

      ‘Don’t be so sure,’ he replied. ‘This might seem like a mishmash menagerie of species but a pair of dishevelled humans would stick out like, well… like rodents in a restaurant. Trust me. Anyway, quiet. I want to hear what the Council are saying.’

      I peered back out from cover a little more cautiously than before. The alien who looked like a ram was clearing his throat.

      ‘So we are in agreement that, following the unfortunate incident at Proxi-Nero One, we must bring to a halt the Untangled Octowürm outbreak?’ he asked. Everyone sitting in the circle nodded. ‘Good. They’ve bred too quickly since their escape. Will you take care of this, Rando Llo?’

      The insect buzzed its wings and clicked its mandibles.

      ‘Perhaps they could be brought back into our service,’ suggested Makka-Soj. ‘We still have some use for them, yes? Or maybe we should consider some form of isolated sterilisation to bring their numbers down. A full eradication should only be a last resort.’

      The gelatinous blob snorted. ‘Rando Llo will be the one to decide what happens to them, Soj.’ He spat the name like an insult.

      Makka-Soj kept his face frozen in a grin. ‘Of course. And I’m sure he’ll make the right choice. Was that the last item on the agenda?’

      A few of the council members turned to look at one another. The rest shifted uncomfortably in their seats.

      ‘Well, that brings us to the last matter we must discuss tonight,’ sneered the goat. ‘I wish to table an additional motion, as agreed to by my honourable fellow councilpersons. Do you all still wish to continue?’

      Everyone other than Makka-Soj nodded, their faces as cold as stone. Only the man with beetles scuttling through his person had the decency to look hesitant, though he ended up nodding all the same.

      ‘What do you mean, an additional motion?’ Makka-Soj asked, gripping the arms of his chair and glaring around at the group. ‘And why were you discussing matters without me? What’s going on?’

      Pierre nudged me in the ribs. ‘Oh boy. This must be it! The Council are going to try the Torri-Tau for their crimes.’

      The goat leant forwards in his chair. ‘Don’t play the fool with us, Makka-Soj. You must be aware of the problem. We’ve tried accommodating your kind, but it’s been long enough. When we first brought the Torri-Tau into our fold we weren’t fully aware of the… ramifications. We believe we made a mistake.’

      Everyone around the circle nodded. So did quite a few of those sitting on the benches behind.

      ‘Oh, you’ve been accommodating us, have you?’ Makka-Soj laughed in disbelief. ‘The absolute cheek of you, of all of you. We’ve a right to make the most of the multiverse, just like anyone else. Our “unique” footprint isn’t ideal, I’ll grant you that. But neither is the fact that the Ilicic disperse spores that leave Ratheroid Bambertots in a catatonic state, or that his species,’ he added, nodding to the blob opposite him, ‘mined their way through six solar systems before anyone thought it was worth telling them to stop. And did anyone bat an eyelid over that robot refugee crisis? Nothing is ideal. We have to make the best of it, that’s all.’

      The alien who looked like a giant, red-petalled sunflower rearranged itself in its chair. The fat blob grunted.

      ‘All that might be true,’ continued the goat, ‘but we simply cannot tolerate the consequences of your condition, your… unique footprint, as you call it… any longer. Do you understand the damage you’re doing? Do you? Sari belongs to an empire dating back over three thousand years. One of your people travelled back to its very foundations and tried setting up a kebab stand. That idiot erased everything. It took all of our resources to put things right again and we’re still seeing the effects today. No other species could have done that, Makka-Soj. No. Other.’

      Sari, the thin, giraffe-necked, bulb-headed alien, crossed her arms and glared. ‘Many of our holy sites are ruined,’ she snapped. ‘Some will never be restored.’

      ‘And it was my species that invented the kebab, goddammit,’ sneered the leathery, two-headed beast. ‘Us and the Hst-Tuu clan, may their souls rest peacefully. Your kind can’t just go back and claim they did it first. That’s our culture we’re talking about.’

      ‘Sod your culture,’ hissed the snake with mechanical arms. ‘We’ve always had a system of trade between our universes. When one of my brethren finds a fortune in the desert, they share it with a version of themselves who found nothing but salt and sand. But what happens when one of the Torri-Tau pays us a visit, eh? I’ll tell you what: the other versions of us cease to exist! That’s not just bad business. That’s murder!’

      The goat raised a hoof before the assembly could descend into chaos. ‘You’ll be hard pressed to find anyone in this hall who doesn’t have their own tale of woe. Something drastic must be done before any more harm befalls us.’

      I ducked back behind cover to check on Pierre. He was being uncharacteristically quiet.

      ‘This isn’t how I thought things were going to go,’ he whispered, staring at an empty spot on the floor about three feet away. ‘After everything the Council told us, the stories that were passed down from generation to generation and species to species, and after all we’ve seen the Torri-Tau do since they escaped prison… this all seems a little… unfair. No wonder they went so mental when they got out. All they ever wanted was the same freedom as everyone else.’

      ‘Something drastic?’ yelled Makka-Soj, standing up from his chair. ‘What in the multiverse are you talking about?’

      ‘We’re talking about solving a problem, Soj,’ replied the blob. ‘We’re correcting a mistake. Putting things right.’

      ‘You’re not suggesting what I think you are.’ Makka-Soj took a step backwards and collapsed into his chair. His eyes were wide, his forehead sweating. ‘No, you can’t be. You introduced us to the multiverse. This isn’t our fault. You can’t wipe us out like… like… like you’re going to wipe out the octowürms. We’re people, for crying out loud. We have rights!’

      ‘I’m sorry, Makka-Soj,’ bleated the goat. ‘But it’s for the greater good. Deep down, I’m sure you appreciate our position.’

      ‘No, no. No. There has to be another way. My people will understand if we have to change. I’ll make sure they understand, I swear.’

      ‘The committee will vote on the exact nature of the solution after a brief recess,’ sighed the goat. ‘I’m sorry, Makka-Soj. I truly am. Guards, please make sure the Torri-Tau delegate does not leave this room.’

      Two black-clad guards with featureless masks over their faces marched forward. They crossed their electrically-charged pikes in front of Makka-Soj’s chair. He stared at them in blank shock.

      ‘You can’t do this!’ he screamed as the members of the Council rose from their seats and the rest of the crowd turned to talk to one another. ‘You bastards! You hypocrites! Inter-universal travel is a gift to be given to all, not kept hidden for use only by those few you deem worthy. You cannot punish me for being what I am!’
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        * * *

      

      ‘I don’t know about you, George, but I am seriously starting to question where we go from here.’

      Pierre was pacing back and forth in our little secluded area of the chamber. All the aliens were chatting amongst themselves so the risk of us being noticed was pretty slim, but his pacing was making me anxious all the same.

      ‘I mean, it was all so much simpler when the Torri-Tau were just the Gatecrashers, the cosmic boogeyman spreading from planet to planet and consuming everything,’ he continued, running a hand through his hair. ‘They were a virus before, now they’re an empire, we’ve got to get rid of them - that was what I was going to say before. I was going to argue that the Council should show them less compassion. But now… it seems as if everything the Council ever told us…’

      ‘Was a load of bollocks?’ I said, wishing Pierre would at least have his crisis in the cover of our pillar. ‘Yeah, sure seems that way. Not the nicest crowd, if I’m honest.’

      ‘It’s not even like they were doing anything out of malice.’ Much to my relief, Pierre came and leant against the shadowed marble. ‘Hell, they weren’t doing anything wrong, not really! They made a few mistakes because they were brought into the Council too early and they had an unfortunate… condition, that’s all. Oh, God. I don’t know what we’re supposed to do. They don’t deserve to be imprisoned, but…’

      ‘But if we do nothing, the multiverse is forever shaped in their image. Everything we cared about will be lost.’

      ‘So we’ve got to do something. And something tells me it would have been easier to convince the Council to wipe the Torri-Tau out than it will be to set them free.’

      I felt a dawning heaviness wash over me. ‘Nothing’s going to go back to how it was, will it?’

      Pierre stopped biting his nails and glanced up at me. He looked sad. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. I guess going back to how things were was never all that likely an outcome. But we can still try to do the right thing. Right?’

      ‘I suppose we might as well,’ I said, shrugging. ‘Doing nothing will only keep the multiverse on its current, Torri-centric path. Never mind. It’s not like I had much to go back to anyway.’

      Pierre shot me a sorry look and went to say something, but didn’t. Not for another few seconds at least, and when he did he was back to biting his nails.

      ‘So what are we going to do?’

      I couldn’t answer that question, so instead I looked out at the assembly crowd. Few of the groups looked as if they had any debate left in them, had they any to start with. Nobody was arguing; nobody spat vitriol. They were like friends waiting for the doors to their cinema screen to open. Catching up. Filling time.

      All whilst Makka-Soj simply sat there in his golden chair, eyes swimming and disbelieving, waiting for his sentence, and the sentence of each and every one of his people, to be delivered. The two guards had not moved in all that time, their lances buzzing and sparking only inches from his robed chest.

      The members of the Council had not yet reconvened.

      ‘We’ll have to try and explain the situation to them, I guess,’ I replied.

      ‘Explain it to them? Yeah, like that’ll work. No, we need to find a way to change their decision without them even realising it. Somehow, we need to make them think it’s their idea…’

      As Pierre rambled on, I caught a glimpse of the council members re-entering the chamber. Everybody returned to their seats and a hushed quiet returned to the hall. I pulled Pierre back into our hiding spot.

      ‘I’ve got it,’ he said, his mouth hanging open.

      ‘Got what?’

      ‘A plan! And it’s a good one. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner. It’s been staring me in the face this whole time!’

      The members of the Council sat, slithered, crept and dolloped themselves into their seats. Makka-Soj was pleading with them again. Nobody was answering.

      ‘Those monks back in the hotel,’ continued Pierre. ‘They told me I’d need a goat. They said I needed to give them one in order for them to give it back to me, when I’d need it. It all makes sense now. Maybe it wasn’t a scam after all! If I can find them - if they still exist, of course - I might be able to get hold of that goat. If a different version of me ever gave them one, that is. But still. I can find a goat and bring it here, and we’ll swap out the head of the Council for that goat, and then when they vote, they won’t be able to. Because the head of the Council will be an actual goat. See?’

      I looked at him in silence.

      ‘Pierre,’ I replied, spacing each new word so far apart from the last that there could be no confusion as to what I was saying, ‘that is the worst plan I have ever heard in my life. Literally the worst. We don’t need a goat, or any more damn plans involving trans-dimensional doors or alternate realities. We need a bloody argument.’

      Pierre shook his head and started rubbing his chin. ‘No, you’re wrong. I could get back to the door out there in only a few…’

      I stopped listening to him. The Council of Keys were delivering their sentence.

      ‘Makka-Soj, delegate for the Torri-Tau people, we have deliberated and we have reached a decision,’ said the alien who really did look like a goat. ‘For your species’ numerous crimes against the intergalactic community of the multiverse…’

      ‘Crimes?’ yelled Makka-Soj, nearly electrocuting himself against the lances locked in front of him. ‘Crimes? What are you talking about? We’ve made a few mistakes, that’s all!’

      ‘…we sentence you to eternity in the Space Between Worlds. You should use that time to think about what you’ve done.’

      ‘Pierre.’ I shook his shoulder. ‘We need to do something, and we need to do it now.’

      ‘What?’ screamed Makka-Soj. Again he went to stand up; this time the electric lance scorched the front of his robe, jolting him back into his seat. ‘No, you can’t do this! This is monstrous! This is absurd! There’s nothing but infinite nothingness out here. That’s worse than death! You might as well wipe us out, goddammit!’

      The crystallised ogre grunted and scratched his ear. ‘Perhaps we should reconsider the severity of…’

      ‘We’ve done all the reconsidering we need,’ the fat blob snapped. ‘The sentence is the sentence, end of discussion.’

      ‘Come on, Pierre!’ I hissed. ‘Ah, to hell with it.’

      With my hands raised high, I stepped out from behind the pillar and walked towards the circle.

      ‘Guys,’ I said, edging my way between the seats belonging to the thin alien and the fluffy, floating orb, ‘you’re making a really big mistake.’

      ‘Oh and you’d know, would you?’ grumbled the leathery, two-headed rhino-thing. ‘How dare you approach us. I don’t even recognise your species.’

      ‘That’s because we don’t exist yet, and yes, I do know, actually. I know much better than I’d like, thank you very much.’

      ‘And what is it that you know, exactly?’ asked the fish, its bubbly voice coming out of a speaker on the front of its spherical helmet. ‘What do you think will happen if we sentence this bothersome man’s species to eternal exile? A decline in knock-off kebabs, perhaps?’

      A few of the council members chuckled… but I was encouraged to see that more than a few looked concerned.

      ‘Oh, at first it seems like a great idea. Certainly if that’s what you’re already used to, I’ll give you that. I never even saw a Torri-Tau until today, you see, so I wasn’t all that concerned by them not existing anymore. Probably could have gone on like that for, oh I don’t know… forever? There are loads of things I don’t know about and I don’t lose any sleep over them. But then, a long, long time from now, the Torri-Tau will escape. They’ll get out. And as you can imagine, they will be royally, royally pissed.’

      The human-looking man with a beetle scurrying out of his ear-hole leant forward. ‘Yes? And what happens after that?’

      ‘Stop humouring this madman,’ snapped the fish. ‘He’s not even doing a very good job of defending Makka-Soj here anyway.’

      ‘No, let him speak,’ said the Na’riim. ‘I want to hear what the hairless ape has to say.’

      ‘Thank you… I think,’ I said. ‘Well, livid that they’ve been trapped in a timeless vacuum for longer than any living being ought to exist, they systematically rewrite the entire multiverse to reflect their own image. Because of their, you know… special condition. Thanks to you, thanks to the decision that you just made, everything that everyone in this chamber holds dear is now gone. So well done, guys.’

      The goat bleated. ‘So if what you’re saying is true, locking them up not only doesn’t work, it actually makes the situation worse. Seems like all you’re doing is presenting us with a pretty compelling argument as to why we should wipe them all out right here and now.’

      ‘Who cares? It’s irrelevant,’ warbled the gelatinous goo. ‘We already sent somebody forward to see what the future holds. It’s a lot better without these clumsy cretins mucking up the fabric of spacetime.’

      ‘Oh, I dare say things have changed a bit since then,’ I laughed. ‘Go on. Send somebody now that the Torri-Tau have broken free. I dare you.’

      Nobody in the circle moved… and then the ogre unclipped the key from off the chain around its neck and lobbed it to a vaguely amphibious creature sitting in the front row of benches.

      ‘Go take a look,’ he grumbled. ‘Be quick. In and out, no dawdling.’

      The toad nodded and sprinted down the dark corridor towards the exit. As he did, Pierre came out from behind the pillar to join me.

      ‘It’s all true, you know,’ he said, his arms raised just as mine had been. ‘Every word of it. It’s a right disaster out there.’

      ‘Oh God, there’s another one,’ groaned the snake. ‘And who might you be?’

      ‘I’m Pierre, Your Greatness,’ he said, bowing. With his arms still raised it looked a bit more like a curtsy. ‘I’m the, erm, concierge. At Le Petit Monde, one of the Council’s hotels. You go on to build them on hotspots where universes more closely overlap. We get people from all over the multiverse passing through. It’s one of Earth’s most popular cross-road points, actually.’

      ‘Is it? I’ll have to take your word on that.’

      The goat peered at the two of us with his weird eyes. ‘How do the Torri-Tau escape, if you don’t mind me asking?’

      ‘Erm, I’m not sure the particulars are all that important, really…’ said Pierre, adjusting his collar.

      A flappy, splatting sound grew louder as the toad-alien came running back into the chamber. ‘They’re telling the truth,’ he gasped. ‘Hell, it’s madness out there. It’s all gone, even the Council headquarters. They’ve put a big blue block in its place. It’s horrible!’

      ‘Is this true?’ asked the thin, bulb-headed alien, turning to face Makka-Soj.

      Makka-Soj barked a desperate laugh. ‘How should I know? If it is, I haven’t done it yet.’

      All the aliens on the benches started to gossip amongst themselves. The noise quickly rose to a deafening, panicking din.

      ‘Okay, everybody settle down,’ shouted the goat. ‘I said settle down!’

      A murmuring, not-quite-silence descended over the hall. Those who had angrily risen to their feet returned to their seats.

      ‘I think we’re all in agreement that something needs to be done about this,’ he continued. ‘Something which will stop the Torri-Tau from coming back to wipe our cultures off the star-map. Clearly sending them into exile wasn’t enough.’ He sighed. ‘A full eradication is the only way to be sure.’

      ‘Woah!’ I cried, waving my hands about. ‘That is not the answer I was looking for!’

      ‘Why not?’ spluttered the blob. ‘It would work, wouldn’t it?’

      ‘It’s not about whether it works or not! It’s about doing what’s right, for crying out loud! Jesus Christ, sometimes I feel like I’m the only sane person in this whole bloody universe!’

      Now the hall was silent. Everyone kept on staring at me, their eyes boring through me, even Pierre.

      I cleared my throat. ‘Look. The only two people who’ve witnessed both the world you created by exiling the Torri-Tau and the world created by their escape from this white hellhole, are standing right in front of you. Maybe you ought to listen to what we think, eh? Maybe we have a somewhat unique and valuable perspective on this whole damn mess.’

      ‘Go on,’ grumbled the ogre, refastening the key to the chain around its neck.

      ‘Thank you! So can we start by agreeing that the Torri-Tau haven’t actually done anything wrong? Not really. They’re just disrupting what you consider the norm. And sure, it’s annoying - but is slaughtering them for escaping a prison you shouldn’t have ever put them in to begin with really the best plan you can come up with, do you think? Because let’s be honest - that’s not the full reason why you’re doing it, is it?’

      All the council members suddenly looked very uncomfortable… even the sunflower.

      ‘Oh yeah,’ said Pierre, looking like a man who’s only just noticed he’s been slapped across the face. ‘The Torri-Tau believe that inter-universal travel should be available to everyone, not restricted only to those you deem worthy to hold a key or who happen to stumble across an overlapping point in spacetime by accident. You just want to keep all those privileges to yourselves, don’t you? You’re not punishing a crime… you’re removing a dissenting voice!’

      There was a lot of shocked grumbling from the benches all around the Council. Even the guards holding the lances in front of Makka-Soj’s chest looked unsure of themselves.

      ‘Okay, okay,’ said the goat. ‘Unlike us, you actually do have the benefit of hindsight. What do you suggest we do?’

      ‘Let the Torri-Tau return to their home universe,’ I said, exasperated. ‘Establish a trade agreement or something. Work together. Keep an open dialogue and always be prepared to discuss the possibility of them coming back to the wider intergalactic community.’

      ‘And that’ll work, will it? That’s how we all win?’

      Pierre and I glanced at each other. We shrugged.

      ‘Nobody ever wins,’ replied Pierre. ‘But believe me. It’s the only way which works.’

      The blob shot the goat an exasperated look, which quickly turned into one of disbelief. It rolled its bulbous eyes and groaned.

      The goat nodded to the guards. ‘Let him go,’ he ordered. The guards switched their lances off and took a sharp step backwards. There were gasps from all around the hall.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ sighed the two-headed rhino-thing, rubbing a knuckle into one of his temples.

      ‘It’s a probationary measure,’ the goat lectured, calming everyone down. ‘It’s not like they’re getting off scot-free.’ He stared a much relieved Makka-Soj in the eye. ‘You and your people have forty-eight hours to return to your home universe, where we know you can’t do any more harm. Anyone caught loitering after that deadline will be dealt with swiftly and severely, is that understood?’

      ‘I will ensure that it happens,’ nodded Makka-Soj, rubbing his hands around his wrists. ‘Thank you. Thank all of you. The Torri-Tau will not forget this.’

      ‘Let’s just hope they forgive it,’ Pierre whispered into my ear.

      The giant beetle buzzed aggressively and the blob slid off his chair with a guttural grunt. ‘This had better not be a mistake.’

      ‘Meeting adjourned, everyone. We’ll be in touch in due course, Makka-Soj,’ bleated the goat, trotting off his own chair. To my surprise he walked upright on his hind legs. ‘To set up trade agreements, legal treaties, that sort of thing.’ As he unclipped the key from the chain around Makka-Soj’s neck, he quietly added, ‘Please don’t make me regret this.’

      The whole assembly began to file out of the hall; first the aliens on the benches, then the members of the Council. Only a few stayed behind to make sure everyone departed the Space Between Worlds safely.

      Before the goat left the meeting for good, he turned back to where Pierre, Makka-Soj and I were standing.

      ‘Forty-eight hours, no more,’ he said. ‘Boy oh boy. The world I’m going back to had better look the same as when I left it, for all your sakes.’

      ‘Well they were a bag of sunshine and pear drops, weren’t they?’ I said as Makka-Soj, Pierre and I were escorted out of the chamber and down the torch-lit corridor by the guards. ‘Real stand-up group of guys.’

      ‘As much as I disagree with them, now more than ever,’ replied a much more reserved Makka-Soj than the one I’d seen over the mining facility’s television screens, ‘things are hard for them right now. The multiverse is still a relatively new discovery and already it’s in a bit of a shambles. They’re just trying to set some order to things.’

      ‘They’re not doing a very good job of it,’ said Pierre, as we emerged from the dark corridor into the infinite brilliance of white. Far in the distance I could make out a squiggly black speck. It was the door, and beside it a queue of alien delegates waiting to leave.

      ‘No, they’re not,’ agreed Makka-Soj. ‘But I have my doubts that anyone else would, either. I suppose I should be thankful to the both of you. Would they really have left us to rot in this place for all eternity?’

      ‘Oh yep,’ I replied.

      ‘And did I really try to reshape the entire multiverse to suit the Torri-Tau in revenge?’

      ‘That too,’ I said, nodding. ‘Though I can’t say I completely blame you. You were stuck in this place for a very long time and they did start some pretty nasty rumours about you.’

      ‘I’ve got to say, you’re a lot nicer than the Makka-Soj I met in the Space Between Worlds,’ interjected Pierre. ‘The one I met before, I mean. You’ve got a much saner head on your shoulders.’

      ‘Well, I’ll try to keep it that way,’ he replied, as we arrived at the door. It had been a much quicker journey than walking in the opposite direction, and yet the queue was gone. ‘If what all you said is true, you’ve both done the multiverse a great favour. Now if you don’t mind, I’d better get going. Three billion Torri-Tau aren’t going to banish themselves…’

      ‘You’re going to leave, then? You’re going to do as they asked?’

      Makka-Soj shrugged. ‘Don’t see what choice I have, really. But it’s fine. Our universe contains the same rocks and stars as any other. And maybe the Council are right to introduce regulations. One universe should be enough for anyone. Every other is just a mirror, a replica. They’re fascinating and they’re tempting to stare into… but in the end they’re still only a reflection. Then again, what do I know? Apparently, my people haven’t got one.’

      One of the guards used a key to open the door for Makka-Soj. He paused in the doorway.

      ‘I hope it wasn’t too much trouble for you to get here,’ he said, ‘but I’m sure glad you came. Thank you, again.’

      And with that he was gone. The door was closed, and reset, behind him.

      ‘Where to?’ asked one of the guards.

      Pierre fished out his own key. ‘Don’t worry, we’re good.’

      The guards looks at each other and shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’ They departed the Space Between Worlds together, leaving Pierre and me alone in the great, empty expanse.

      ‘So that’s it,’ I said. ‘It’s all over. We actually did it.’

      ‘Yeah. We actually did it.’

      ‘And now we have to go back.’

      ‘Well, I suppose we don’t have to. But yeah.’

      We stood there in silence, staring at the door.

      ‘I think I’m scared to go,’ I said, my voice soft and low. ‘I’m afraid that the world won’t be as I left it. I’m afraid everything will have changed, that in this new timeline Chloe and I will never have been married and Sam will never have been born.’

      ‘You don’t know that. For all you know, everything will be exactly the same as before.’

      ‘Yeah. And going back to that almost scares me more.’

      Pierre put his arm around my shoulders and led me to the door. Before I even knew it the key had been turned in its lock and Pierre’s other hand was resting on the handle.

      ‘No matter how the world looks, we’ve got to face it sooner or later,’ he said. ‘It’s reality. We can’t run from it forever.’

      He opened the door, and home we went.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    

    
      It’s been almost three months since we came back from the Space Between Worlds, and I am having a barbecue.

      I suppose I ought to fill you in on a few things.

      To Pierre, the whole Torri-Tau debacle now seems like nothing but a tiresome speed bump in the road of relative normality. And of course it would; three months is the same length of time that bridged my disappearance into the multiverse with my sudden reappearance at the bar in Port Iridium. Pierre’s fine. He snapped back to his old self within minutes of stepping through that door. But for me, it had only been a few days since I’d accidentally shot my doppelgänger and become an inter-dimensional fugitive. The idea of returning home was terrifying, and I’m still not altogether quite used to it.

      I’d also presumed my return would be problematic. I was supposed to be dead, after all.

      We had discussed that matter, Pierre and I, as we walked along the Thames back towards Le Petit Monde. We would make an appointment with the Council and remind them of our not-insignificant contribution to maintaining peace throughout the multiverse, and see if they couldn’t fiddle with some official records regarding my apparent suicide. Or at least get me my driver’s licence and National Insurance number back.

      It turns out we didn’t need to. Although Earth now looked much the same as it was supposed to, our act of talking to the Council and letting the Torri-Tau go free had had some minor consequences. Chief of which was that I’d never died. Or rather, I’d never killed that other (happier, more handsome) version of myself.

      We checked the hotel records, once Pierre had gotten over his near-hysterical elation that Le Petit Monde was not only still standing but that he remained registered as its Head Concierge. There was no record of any suicide. There was no record of me ever checking in, for that matter.

      Both of those facts filled my veins with a curious cocktail of anxious fear and blissful relief.

      Pierre’s emotions were, well, at least a little easier to read. He won’t admit it if you ever ask him, but I swear I saw him shed more than a few tears when Viola and Wesker came wandering out into the hotel lobby to meet him. They didn’t look ecstatic, only confused. Nothing had been out of the ordinary, as far as they were concerned. Neither of them recognised me at all, which saddened me more than I expected it would. Pierre escorted them both back to the bar and explained to them everything that had happened the past day or so over a couple of whiskeys. They were both amazed and appalled by our story, but neither doubted it for a second.

      Once that was over, and with the whiskeys having somewhat settled my nerves of coming back to my own reality, I climbed into a taxi headed back to Littlewick Green - all paid for in advance by Le Petit Monde, of course. It wasn’t as if I had a wallet on me anyway. As we pulled away from the kerb I caught sight of a grumpy Mr. Boyle lingering on the hotel steps, much to my dry amusement.

      A lot of things about that car ride back to my cosy cottage were solemn. The weather, for one. The rain pelted against the windows so hard that the London skyline appeared to melt like a Salvador Dali painting. The ride, for another. It was as if the driver deliberately chose the most cobbled streets to drive down. I leant my elbow against the door and my chin against the palm of my hand, staring out at the city, dreading each mile that drew me closer to my empty home.

      ‘That Le Petit Monde, right?’ the taxi driver had laughed, not long after we set off. I paid him little attention, but he had a Polish accent. That much I remember. ‘God, the stories I could tell you about that place. I’d sell my right arm to spend a couple of nights in there, I’m telling you.’

      I offered him a dry smile and we spent the rest of that long journey in silence…

      …until suddenly we were stopped outside my cottage. The rain was still relentless, and I still hadn’t an umbrella to hand. The second I shut the door of the taxi behind me it pulled away through the oceanic puddles, leaving me standing alone by the gate outside my garden, contemplating my cold front door.

      Sam. Chloe. So many happy memories locked inside, diluted by all those years of mourning until nothing remained but trace amounts. Only someone with a blithe allergy would ever find them.

      Will their ghosts be gone, I remember wondering, as I stood there getting soaked, now that I’ve had a chance to see them - to save them - one last time? Or have I only made things worse, the way watching a video cassette too many times can make the picture distort and warp?

      And with that worry reeling about inside my mind, I pushed open the sodden, wooden gate and walked towards that cold and empty door, sure as sure can be that behind that door lay a cold and empty-’

      ‘Are you going to turn that sausage over, George?’

      Pierre’s voice snaps two things: me out of my daydream, and my head up from the smoking grill. He’s standing on the other side of the barbecue with a cold bottle of beer in each hand. They’re still wet from the cooler. He’s wearing summer clothes - shorts and a Hawaiian shirt - which I still find utterly disconcerting over an hour and a half after his arrival.

      ‘Come on, George. Flip it. It’s starting to look like a fossil. The pig hasn’t been dead that long.’

      I grip the sausage in question with my tongs and turn it over. It doesn’t come easily. Some of it remains charred against the metal bars of the grill.

      ‘If you wanted gourmet dining, you should have brought your chef along,’ I reply, relieving Pierre of one of his beers.

      ‘What, Mahieu? From the hotel? In this weather? I wager he’d cook faster than the meats.’

      ‘Is Pierre being mean to you, George?’ Viola steps out from the house and saunters up to where Pierre and I are standing. She glares at him affectionately. ‘Don’t listen to him. He’s just irritable because he doesn’t like leaving that Ashley girl in charge of reception. He’s worried she’ll do a better job than him.’

      ‘Very funny,’ he says with a sarcastic smile. Viola plants a kiss on his cheek, snatches a carrot baton out of the Tupperware box on the table beside my grill, and wanders in the direction of Wesker at the bottom of the garden. He’s lounging in an old deckchair I rescued from the shed. Unlike Pierre, Wesker’s summer wardrobe only constitutes rolling up the sleeves of his shirts.

      I airlift the burnt sausage off the barbecue and drop it into a bun for Pierre, then repeat the motion for my burger. With a little ketchup it doesn’t taste half bad, even if I do say so myself.

      ‘At least sausages still taste the same,’ Pierre muses. ‘Have you tried eating a pineapple since we got back?’

      I think about this for a moment, then shake my head.

      ‘Absolutely ruined,’ Pierre declares. ‘Way too sweet. Everyone else still seems to like them though. I guess I never really ate them much except when they came on gammon, but still. Shame to miss out.’

      ‘How’s the wider multiverse?’ I ask. ‘Any big changes I ought to know about?’

      Pierre shrugs and takes another bite from his hotdog. ‘Nothing I’ve noticed. It’s not as if I can exactly ask anyone. Nobody’s any the wiser for what happened… except for us, that is. I imagine it’s just the small things, same as here.’

      I nod. It is the small things, mostly. The mailbox out in front of my neighbour’s house has changed from a sky blue shade to that of a blushing flamingo. The number 641 bus boasts another stop along its route. The price of a 400g box of strawberries down my local supermarket has gone up by 27p, though it’s possible that I simply hadn’t noticed the difference in cost before.

      ‘Haven’t managed to burn the whole garden down yet, I see,’ comes a sweet, mocking voice from behind me.

      I turn around, still with half a bite of burger in my mouth, and smile. My wife is leaning out from the kitchen doorway in a knee-length dress, one foot down on the stone step outside, smirking. She looks both innocent and mischievous at the same time, and it makes my heart beat something terrible. It’s been three months, but each time I see her it’s like I’m getting her back for the first time.

      Before I can swallow my mouthful and come up with a witty retort, a small and fluffy-haired shape goes barrelling past Chloe’s legs and across the patio, nearly toppling Pierre over in the process.

      ‘Sam, be careful,’ Chloe cries out after him. ‘You’ll hurt yourself running like that. No, I don’t think Mr. Wesker wants to look at your action figures right now, honey…’

      ‘Oh, it’s fine,’ I say, watching my son as he races down the garden towards a rather bemused Viola. ‘He just wants to play while the sun’s out. Let him have his fun, he won’t be any trouble.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Chloe,’ Pierre says, plucking his beer off the table. ‘We’ll make sure Sam doesn’t come to any harm. Viola’s quite good with kids, promise.’

      ‘If you say so,’ laughs Chloe. ‘I’ll be back out in a minute, I’m just finishing up the cheesecake.’ She shoots me a wink and retreats back into the quiet, shaded sanctity of the house. I watch her dress swish behind her as she leaves. It’s hard to watch her go, even for a moment. I’m afraid each time she does, in case she never comes back again. I’m scared to blink in case I wake up from this dream.

      Sam cries out and my attention snaps back to the garden, but it’s a false alarm. He’s laughing at Wesker’s moustache. Now Viola is laughing too. I don’t blame them; he looks like a Shoreditch hipster who never grew out of his suspender phase. I wish I could walk over and join them but then everything on the grill would burn, so instead I just hand my tongs on the rack, let a proud smile spread across my face, and watch. I have all the time in the world.

      And you know what?

      For the first time in quite a long while, I’m happy.

      Okay. So maybe not all the changes in the multiverse were quite so small after all.

      

      
        
        THE END
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