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      To Ed, who taught me and my friends how to fire a lever-action repeater.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Keep one thing in mind as I tell you this story: the tale comes second-hand. It’s not my own. I wasn’t there. It was passed down to me like an older brother’s tatty jumper, or perhaps a better simile would be a novel read once, quickly, so that its pages haven’t yellowed but the spine is starting to show its first wrinkle.

      It came a long way to reach me, this story, and I came a long way to bring it to you. It’s taken some knocks along the way. No doubt some details lie discarded along the path it took to get here, and for that I can only apologise. My best will have to be enough. I am no expert in matters of the multiverse and yet I will endeavour to make sense of it all, to put each and every piece back in its proper place.

      Infinite branches stretching out across infinite universes.

      Another door, another story.
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        * * *

      

      Business at Le Petit Monde was a little slower during the months that followed the apparent suicide in room 628, but it was not a lot slower. The police had been called, the unfortunate man had been identified as a Mr. George Webber - middle-aged widower from Littlewick Green - and despite a few journalists poking around the next morning his death hadn’t even made the front page. Most wrote him off as just another city suit who couldn’t bear his financial troubles any longer.

      Nobody thought to study the Peruvian soil stamped into the carpet, or to question why poor deceased Mr. Webber was decked out in an altogether different outfit to the one he’d been witnessed wearing only minutes before.

      High profile customers still passed through the hotel’s doors. A famous British comedian booked his room the same day that word of the suicide spread online. A week later, a foreign ambassador was rather enthralled by her two-night stay. She would have slept at her embassy quarters but they were, alas, being renovated, she’d said with a wink. Social media was a godsend; for every three guests who cancelled because of the mysterious death, there were two guests booking a room because of it.

      Of course, scrutiny didn’t come only from the public and the police. The Council of Keys (which go by a great many different names in a great many different universes, but regulate inter-dimensional travel in each) were not so easily fooled by what was not only quite clearly not a suicide but not even the right Mr. George Webber lying on the carpet, and had slapped down some hefty travel restrictions in retribution.

      Not everyone saw this as a bad thing.

      ‘You would not believe how relaxing it is not having to chase that goddamn pig out of the corridors anymore,’ sighed Pierre. ‘What was his name? Oh yeah. Bai Ze. Sure, the guests are more likely to have nightmares without him here to gobble all the bad dreams up. But at least I don’t have to worry about any of them catching a glimpse of him and having nightmares once they get home.’

      ‘That’s great, Pierre,’ said the hotel barman. ‘But it’s your turn to bet.’

      Four of them sat around a table in the bar, which that night Pierre had ‘officially’ set as off-limits to guests. It was approaching two in the morning - they could tell from the old-fashioned grandfather clock ticking away next to the door that led back to the lobby. The lights had been brought down to a mysterious low. The table was as scuffed as their deck of cards.

      ‘I’ll tell you what else, Wesker,’ continued Pierre, accompanied by a collective groan from the rest of the table. ‘I’m glad to see the back of those Romans. I’m not being xenophobic when I say that they simply refused to adapt to our way of doing things. Did I tell you I once walked in on one of them brandishing a sword at a masseuse? A bloody sword!’

      He picked up a couple of chips from his rather mediocre pile and threw them into the middle of the table.

      ‘Thank the Lord,’ said Wesker, in that gravelly voice of his. He sounded like a character borrowed from an old Western film. More likely than not he’d been borrowed from the real thing. ‘I’ll match that. I’m just glad the powers-that-be didn’t put a ban on all those golden-era Hollywood types coming through. Half of my tips come from them alone.’

      ‘How come you landed on your feet so easily, anyway?’ came the voice to Pierre’s right. It was gruff, but not as gruff as Wesker’s. It belonged to Viola, the Victorian gangster. She was wearing her favourite pinstripe suit and the white shirt that plunged down in a V. ‘You let that idiot friend of yours kill his double from another universe and run off with your set of keys. And what happens? Le Petit Monde becomes an immigration no-go zone for ninety percent of the multiverse and you’re the one checking people off at the border!’

      ‘What can I say?’ Pierre shrugged and flashed her a sarcastic smile. ‘Must be mon charisme. Anyway, don’t complain. I let you through when you needed somewhere to go after your factory got blown up, didn’t I? The Council would throw a fit if they knew you were here.’

      ‘You’re my little hero,’ laughed Viola, reaching over and pinching his cheek. His face went red, but he wasn’t sure if it was because he was embarrassed or bruised. He glanced down at his cards.

      He didn’t have a good hand. Pair of twos. He wondered in how many other worlds he had a royal flush.

      ‘Hey, Pierre?’ said the fourth voice from the other side of the table. It was Simon, the bell-boy. He was still wearing his stupid red hat. Pierre wondered if the kid ever took it off. Or if he even could. Perhaps somewhere out there in the multiverse there was an entire species of humans born with skulls shaped like little crimson caps. He was so disturbed by this thought that he quite forgot Simon was still talking to him.

      ‘Sorry, I lost you for a second there. What were you saying?’

      ‘I was wondering who was minding the front desk, given that we’re both in here,’ replied Simon, reaching out and hovering his hand over the rim of his glass. Wesker was trying to pour more whiskey in it.

      ‘Oh. Ashley’s on there. Ashley Wilson.’

      ‘Isn’t she a bit young?’ asked Wesker. ‘Or am I thinking of someone else?’

      ‘She’s twenty-three,’ replied Pierre, brusquely. ‘Besides, she’s more than capable of answering the odd phone call and making sure the lobby doesn’t set itself on fire. It’s not like anyone’s coming through the doors at this hour anyway.’

      ‘He’s got a point,’ Viola interjected. ‘It used to be that Le Petit Monde operated within every time zone in the multiverse. Now check-in really is only after two.’

      ‘At least it means I can catch up on my sleep,’ said Pierre. He glanced at the clock again, then his glass of whiskey. ‘On a regular night, I mean,’ he added. ‘It’s nice dealing with guests that go to bed at the same sort of hour as the rest of us. Or go to sleep at all, for that matter. Have you tried explaining to a Glardon General what “regular office hours” means?’

      ‘Here he goes again…’ groaned Wesker. ‘Go on, Simon. Play the river before dawn breaks, will ya? I must say though, it’ll be nice no longer having to scrub down the bar each time one of those slimy bastards pops in for a mojito. They leave one hell of a snail trail.’

      ‘I don’t think I want to know,’ laughed Viola, tapping her fingers against the table in nervous triplets. ‘Go on, Simon. We haven’t got all night.’

      ‘Sorry guys,’ said Simon. He burned a card from the deck and then added one to the three already face-up on the table. It was a seven of hearts. Pierre had to summon all the restraint he had to keep from groaning. Out loud, at least.

      Viola pushed about half of her already considerable stack of chips towards the centre of the table. ‘I bet you sixty-five,’ she said, winking in Pierre’s direction. He glanced down at the pair of cards he was half-peeling up from the table.

      ‘I fold,’ he sighed, and tossed them forward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      ‘I don’t know what I can tell you that I haven’t already said, Mr. Boyle. We’re having problems with our wine supplier right now. At least until we can source a new supplier, we’ll be out of the Chappellet Signature Cabernet Sauvignon for the foreseeable future. Can I perhaps interest you in an alternative this evening?’

      ‘No you may bloody well not,’ grumbled Mr. Boyle, looking like a vulture whose carrion has just been carried off by a garrison of army ants. ‘I have a very specific palate and if you can’t meet its needs, well, I suppose I’ll just have to go somewhere else.’

      Mr. Boyle marched away from the reception desk, casting a reprimanding look over his shoulder that was clearly meant to remind Pierre that wherever Mr. Boyle’s palate went, his wallet soon followed.

      ‘See you later, Mr. Boyle,’ shouted Pierre, waving him off with a forced smile. ‘Same time tomorrow, different complaint,’ he added, muttering through his grin.

      If only he could explain to guests such as Mr. Boyle that without access to cross-universe trade routes, it was going to be a long time before the hotel could afford to stock the sort of wines and spirits to which their more libation-liberal visitors were accustomed. If only he could do that without the added effort of mopping their brains off the recently polished marble floor.

      He looked out across the lobby and smiled. This smile was genuine. Every now and then the dual front doors would open - pulled apart by the two doormen, Davis and Brown, their black bowler hats pulled down over waves of distinguished silver - and another fresh couple of family would step through with awe-filled faces as if they were stepped off the goddamn Mayflower. Eyes sparkling like the big centrepiece chandelier hanging over the coffee tables, smiles as wide as the Thames. Simon the bell-boy would hurry over to take their suitcases like some sort of red-capped trapdoor spider scurrying out of its burrow, nothing to suggest he was nursing half as bad a hangover as he deserved.

      Businessmen sat in the lounge just past the lobby, sipping their espressos, rifling through the broadsheets delivered fresh and crisp that morning. Trying to finish their breakfast java before the inevitable 9am surge of small children arriving alongside their overwhelmed parents, all with the sole apparent purpose of kicking the underside of their leather booths with their small, velcro-strapped boots. Waiters as thin as stalks of corn drifted between the tables and the air smelled of coffee beans and croissants.

      The elevator was tucked away in the far corner. An antique, Art Deco floor indicator hung above its doors, its spear of a hand pointing at G for Ground. Another bell-boy stood inside the car, his white gloves ready to push the buttons so the guests wouldn’t have to share the precious grime of their fingertips with anyone else. A wooden stool sat in the corner but was never itself sat upon; it was simply for appearances, for old times’ sake.

      Just out of Pierre’s sight were the stairs; one set led upwards to the suites, another led down to the baths, saunas and spas (and beyond that, maintenance). Busy during the day, the staff were now on strict orders to keep them locked come nightfall. Back on the ground floor, a corridor at the back of the hall (almost but not quite adjacent to the elevator) lead to the hotel restaurant; now, at forty-five minutes past eight in the morning, they would be serving a choice of Continental or traditional English breakfasts accompanied by a buffet of cereals, juices, teas, coffees and a pyramid of chocolate-infused baked goods that anyone but a European would identify exclusively as a dessert. To the right of the reception desk was another corridor. This one was shorter and led to the bar. For the sake of both the hotel’s reputation and the livers of guests such as Mr. Boyle, the bar didn’t re-open until midday.

      That, and so Wesker could have a lie-in. He could be a right grumpy old bastard otherwise.

      So yes, Pierre was smiling. The hotel was running like clockwork, and everything was going how it should. He always said that the best hotel was a hotel with no guests, but this was the next best thing.

      The peace was never going to last for long.

      ‘Excuse me,’ came a mousey voice from somewhere beneath his eyeline. ‘Can I speak to the manager, please?’

      Pierre looked down to find a small, middle-aged woman peering up at him from the other side of his reception desk. He didn’t recognise her as a guest. She fell about an inch or two short of five foot and her hair was a pigeon nest of auburn curls. On top of a small, fat nose was perched a pair of huge, round, thick rimmed glasses that swallowed the upper half of her face and made her rheumy eyes look like brown jellyfish swimming in a bowl. A white pearl necklace matched her earrings. She wore a smart, tight black cardigan over a frilly, flowery red and yellow top, and a similarly black skirt that draped to a little past her knees. Her perfume was doing all it could to permanently sabotage his nostrils.

      Under her arm she carried that most dangerous of hotel impedimenta: a clipboard.

      ‘Hello, madam,’ he said, trying to keep his eyes trained on her own and not the worrisome article she had clasped in her pink-nailed hand. ‘My name is Pierre and I am the Head Concierge at Le Petit Monde. Is there anything I can help you with today?’

      ‘I should certainly hope so, Mr. Pierre,’ she said, beaming him a smile normally employed only by game show hosts and the mentally unhinged. It looked about as genuine as a Monet painting hanging in a downstairs bathroom. ‘My name is Tabitha Rundleford, and I’m here on behalf of R.A.S.H. - the Regulatory Association for Services in Hospitality. This is an impromptu inspection.’

      ‘Inspection?’ Pierre blinked at her as if she’d just asked him where she could find the nearest brothel. ‘That can’t be right. We’re not expecting an inspection for, let’s see…’

      He bent down behind the reception desk and retrieved a massive, leather-bound tome. Dropping it on the desk with a dusty thud, he opened it to where its long, red bookmark stuck out like a snake’s tongue and hurriedly flicked forward through the pages. Tabitha Rundleford waited, saying nothing.

      ‘Here!’ he exclaimed, pointing a thin and indignant finger at the incriminating page of his ledger. ‘It’s booked in for the eighth of December, plain as day. And who the hell are R.A.S.H., anyway? Our inspections have always been performed by, well… other agencies.’

      ‘I assume you’re aware of what the word impromptu means, Mr. Pierre?’ Once again Ms. Rundleford flashed him that fake smile of hers. She reminded Pierre of a sarcastic pit bull terrier. ‘It means unscheduled. Unexpected. Sprung upon you to make sure you’re not just painting over the cracks and brushing the cockroaches under the carpet for the one day each year we come to take a look. And I told you only a second ago, Mr. Pierre. I’m from the Regulatory Association for Services in Hospitality, and quite frankly we don’t give two hoots who normally runs a finger along the pots in your kitchen.’ She tapped the front of her clipboard with a long, irritated nail. ‘You’re going to let us inspect your hotel, just like everyone else does.’

      Pierre swallowed, hard. This was bad. It wasn’t as if Le Petit Monde didn’t get inspected - there really was a note in his ledger under December 8th, scrawled in red ink and underlined with three angry strokes. But it was always done through the Council of Keys, not some backward government outfit that didn’t know its Ansibles from its Alpha Centauri. One glimpse of a tentacle slithering out from the kitchens and this Tabitha woman would be straight on the phone to the Food Standards Agency, screaming for the hotel’s restaurant license to be revoked. She wouldn’t even stop to think that it might just be the Head Chef popping out for a smoke break.

      But what if she had been sent by the Council of Keys? They’d certainly been pulling in the reins since George had killed his double and gone galavanting across the multiverse. Outsourcing an inspection to a group of “normals” in order to check all their new rules and restrictions were being enforced - risky as it could be, it wasn’t completely out of character for them. And if they hadn’t authorised the inspection, wouldn’t the Council have already put a stop to it?

      Tabitha Rundleford’s fingers had taken a break; now it was an impatient pen’s turn to tap against her clipboard.

      ‘So what’s it going to be?’ she asked, tilting her head to the side. ‘Do I need to mark you down as “uncooperative”? I will, you know. I can’t imagine that’ll look good on the review.’

      ‘Come now, Ms. Rundleford,’ replied Pierre, quickly, snapping a smile back onto his face. He picked the ledger up from the counter and slid it back under the desk. ‘I don’t think there’s any need for that. Give me five minutes to find someone to cover the reception and I’ll be right with you.’

      ‘Oh come now, that won’t be necessary,’ she said, smiling. The clipboard got tucked back under her arm. ‘I wouldn’t want to drag you away from your work. Besides, I do a much better job without an entourage following me around. Nobody to steer me away from what they don’t want me to see, if you catch my meaning,’ she said, casting him a wink. ‘You have a good day now, Mr. Pierre.’

      ‘It would be no trouble…’ whimpered Pierre, but the irksome, pink-nailed woman known as Tabitha Rundleford had already pottered halfway across the lobby without so much as a glance back in his direction. He gripped the edge of the desk and chewed the corner of his bottom lip as he watched her go.

      A happy, young fellow with bright red hair and a hiker’s backpack large enough to carry a pygmy hippo came through the front doors and marched jovially up to the front desk. ‘Hello there,’ he said with a smile. ‘I’ve got a room booked under…’

      ‘Oh, not now,’ muttered Pierre, wandering off.

      He found Ashley a couple of seconds later, walking up the corridor that linked the hotel bar with the lobby. She seemed pleased to run into him, which was rarely a good sign. Wesker was right. She was young. She still had bloody freckles, for crying out loud.

      ‘Hey, Ashley,’ he said, beckoning her over. ‘Could you take over on front desk for a little while? An inspector’s turned up and I want to make sure she doesn’t get any funny ideas. Or eaten.’

      ‘An inspector?’ Ashley’s face dropped. ‘Oh no, that’s not good. I thought you said we had months until the next one. Does Viola know? I mean, seeing as she’s not supposed to even be here and all.’

      Pierre groaned. He hadn’t even thought of Viola. Hopefully she was still up in her room, sleeping off her drinks from the night before.

      ‘Never mind all that,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Just look after reception, will you? She’s probably already bumped into the Neptunian druids by now. God knows how I’ll go about explaining that.’

      ‘Who’ll bump into the druids? Viola?’

      ‘No! The inspector!’

      ‘Why are there druids here in the first place? I thought there was a ban.’

      ‘Because they booked their rooms six months in advance, that’s why,’ hissed Pierre. ‘We could hardly cancel on them, could we?’

      The old rotary telephone behind the front desk began to ring.

      ‘Okay. And yeah, sure, I’ll cover the front.’ Big enthusiastic grin, lots of white teeth. Pierre was surprised to see she didn’t still wear braces. ‘But speaking of strange men in robes, we might have a bit of a problem on our hands. That’s actually why I was coming to see you.’

      ‘Oh God,’ sighed Pierre. ‘What is it now?’

      ‘Tibetan monks.’

      ‘Eh? How on Earth are they causing a problem? Wait a second. Isn’t their whole existence based around not letting anything piss them off?’

      ‘Yes, but they’re saying that you borrowed a goat from them a couple hundred years ago and never brought it back. Or that you’re supposed to borrow it from them at some point in the future, but they won’t be able to lend it to you on account that you haven’t returned it yet. The gist is, they want their goat. I don’t know, they seemed just as confused as I am.’

      The telephone kept ringing. The queue at the front desk kept growing. The carrot-topped backpacker kept smiling and waiting.

      ‘Good grief,’ groaned Pierre. ‘I don’t even remember a bloody goat. Well, I’ll go square it with them. Just get on that reception before we have more guests waiting in the lobby than we do filling our rooms.’

      ‘And who’s getting that phone, then?’

      Pierre looked over at Tabitha Rundleford, who at that moment in time appeared to be taking note of how many currants each of their breakfast buns could boast. Then he looked back at the old rotary phone, which looked about ready to hurl its receiver halfway across the lobby.

      He sighed, walked back to the desk with Ashley, and raised its speaker to his ear just as she started taking down people’s reservations.

      ‘Le Petit Monde, good morning, this is Pierre, how may I help you?’ he said in a breathless vocal brush stroke. He watched as Ashley clicked through the various windows of their hotel’s computer operating system, checking the backpacker in. She was young, but she was good. Pierre, on the other hand, didn’t know why they couldn’t just keep writing everybody’s comings and going in the ledger.

      ‘Wait, what?’ he said suddenly, sticking a finger in his ear not currently pressed against the receiver. ‘How in God’s name did you get there? For that matter, how did you even get this number?’

      He nodded impatiently, turning his back on the queue and with it the various guests trying to catch his attention. One of them had started coughing, deliberately.

      ‘Yes, I’ll come and get you when I get a chance,’ he eventually said, sighing. A few seconds of listening passed and then Pierre’s face turned sharp. ‘Well I’ve got a lot on my own plate to deal with, alright? Try showing some gratitude, eh? Besides, it makes no difference to you. I could wait two decades before setting out and I’d still arrive about six seconds after you hang up the phone. Idiot!’

      He hung up the phone and turned around. Half a dozen couples and their children were looking at him with expressions of bemused concern.

      He ignored them. ‘Hey, Ashley,’ he whispered, standing behind her. ‘When you’re done with everybody here, could you maybe give the Council a call? I’d like to know what they think sending a run-of-the-mill inspector without warning is going to accomplish. Other than giving me an aneurysm.’

      ‘Sure thing, boss,’ she replied, weaving the words seamlessly around those of her conversation with Backpacker Man. Pierre hovered for a second, collected his thoughts, and then set off towards the belly of the hotel.

      This was not going to be a good day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      He couldn’t find Ms. Tabitha Rundleford anywhere he looked. She wasn’t in the laundry rooms, full as they were of housekeeping staff preparing to make up the rooms. He even checked under some of the bed linen to make sure she hadn’t got herself lost under their white tundra. Simon said he thought he saw her making a beeline towards the in-hotel florist, but unless she’d very recently taken to self-identifying as a geranium she wasn’t in there either.

      What he had discovered, however, was that such a search could lead to some particularly awkward conversations with certain members of staff.

      ‘Of course this isn’t reflective of your performance, Mahieu,’ he said, trying to placate the agitated chef. His fishy barbels were threatening to spill loose from his disguise. Mahieu wasn’t his real name, of course; he only took on the appearance of a man, moniker and all, whilst working his shifts. That was the problem - his shift was due to finish five minutes after breakfast. ‘You know how hard I argued to keep you around after the regulations came in. You’re the best cook this hotel’s ever had.’

      ‘Well, what is it then?’ he blustered, his jowls wobbling.

      ‘I just need you to, erm, keep on keeping up appearances, that’s all,’ said Pierre. He was paying an abnormal amount of attention to the ladle on the counter beside him. ‘On and off duty. Only while the inspector is here, of course. I’ve no idea when and where she might pop up, and imagine the surprise she’ll have if you’re not… Well, you know. Keeping up appearances.’

      ‘Seems a bit discriminatory, if you ask me.’

      ‘Eh? In what way?’

      ‘I don’t imagine you have to wear all those fancy buttons when you’re just having a drink at the bar,’ grumbled Mahieu, pointing at Pierre’s uniform. ‘Or even while you’re taking a nap.’

      ‘No, but that’s because I’m human.’

      ‘That’s what I’m talking about.’

      Pierre grumbled. If there was ever a time he wanted to discuss social justice for abyssal refugees that specialised in mammalian cuisine, this really wasn’t it.

      ‘I’ll give you an extra day’s vacation,’ he offered, turning his attention away from the ladle and towards his tentacled friend. ‘And if you took your naps in your room with the door locked instead of in the pantry, like you’re supposed to, you wouldn’t even have to keep the suit on.’

      ‘Done,’ said Mahieu, beaming and sticking out his hand. Pierre shook it. ‘I think I saw your lady inspector a few minutes ago, by the way. She stuck her head in through the door and prodded one of the saucepans our Derek had just finished cleaning. He was well miffed, he was. I’d check the guest floors next if I were you. Won’t be long before she starts knocking on doors, by the looks of her. Nosey type.’

      Pierre’s ears pricked up. ‘The guest floors? You saw her go up there already?’ He scarpered off towards the flappy double doors of the kitchen. ‘Oh no. I assumed she’d work her way through the amenities first…’

      ‘But then again, what do I know?’ Mahieu muttered to himself, going back to chopping the last of the morning’s onions. ‘I’m just a fish.’
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        * * *

      

      There was no sign of Ms. Rundleford on either the second or the third floor. Pierre knew this because he’d gone sprinting down the lengths of their corridors like a greyhound chasing after a flung sausage. There was enough sweat running off him to sail a ship on.

      One of the older guests had nervously cracked open her door, no doubt thinking it was a bunch of unruly teens making all the noise. She’d been quite surprised to instead find a somewhat dishevelled Frenchman standing hunched over with his hands on his knees.

      ‘Are you quite alright there, sir?’ she asked, her head poking out from around the door like a bemused tortoise. ‘I heard one heck of a thundering racket. Has housekeeping come round yet?’

      ‘Nothing to worry about, Mrs. Armstrong,’ he rasped, waving her back inside. ‘Just chasing a mouse. No, not a mouse,’ he quickly corrected himself when he saw the look on Mrs. Armstrong’s face. ‘A list. A list of all the suppliers I need to call today. I’ve lost it somewhere. Now, please go back inside. And don’t worry. Housekeeping will be along in no more than an hour or so.’

      ‘I don’t want them knocking on my door,’ she grumbled. ‘I’ll be sleeping. I’m supposed to be sleeping now.’

      ‘Then make sure you hang the little sign saying as much on the front of your door,’ sighed Pierre. She shut her door and ignored his advice. He shook his head. ‘Have a good nap, Mrs. Armstrong.’

      He jogged back towards the stairwell and ran into Viola halfway up to the fourth floor. She’d been coming down the other way, yawning.

      ‘A woman,’ he wheezed, holding onto the bannister. ‘Short. Big glasses. Haughty demeanour. Clipboard. Have you seen her?’

      ‘Blouse like a forest fire?’ she replied, raising a groggy, overslept eyebrow. She pointed her thumb back over her shoulder. ‘Yeah, she’s just up there. Any reason why she’s taking notes on all of the doors?’

      ‘She’s a bloody inspector!’ hissed Pierre, looking around for any guests that might be listening.

      ‘What?’ snapped Viola, grabbing him by the shoulders. ‘Why is there a goddamn inspector here? She’s not looking for me, is she? You told me nobody would find out!’

      ‘She’s not here for you,’ he reassured her. ‘Or at least, I don’t think she is. She’s a… she’s a regular person, Viola. I don’t think she’s travelled further out than Slough, let alone Cygnus X-1.’

      ‘Jesus Christ. What were the Council thinking? You might want to get up there before she runs into the twins. You know how they can be around strangers.’

      ‘The twins? For the love of… Okay. Do me a favour, will you? Go knock on Wesker’s door and let him know what’s going on. Then the two of you are to go down to the bar and stay there until I’ve sorted all this out, okay? Try to act like everything is normal. Blend in.’

      ‘Everything is normal,’ she replied, sulkily descending the stairs. ‘Everything save for that bloody woman! And we’re from the nineteenth century, not the nineteenth dimension. How much blending do you think we need to do?’

      She had a point. For all their anachronisms, Viola and Wesker were as on-trend as any of their guests from Shoreditch. Not that they had many of those, mind. Pierre was more concerned about Viola threatening to knock Ms. Rundleford’s teeth out if the inspector happened to look at her funny.

      ‘Thank you, Viola,’ Pierre called after her. She waved a resigned hand over her shoulder in return.

      He spotted Tabitha Rundleford the moment he breached the top of the stairs. She was about halfway down the corridor ahead of him, paying excruciating attention to the bronze numbers on the door of room 415. Pierre found himself wondering how recently they’d been polished. If they’d ever been polished, come to think of it.

      He straightened his uniform, slicked his hair down to one side and then strode along the corridor with a big plastic smile plastered across his face.

      ‘Ms. Rundleford!’ he exclaimed, waving at her. She looked up at him through spectacles like two magnifying glasses taped together. ‘So glad I could find-’

      Suddenly the door to his right was flung open and a saffron cloud of robed monks came spilling out. Pierre came to a quick and unexpected stop, surrounded by stern and upturned faces.

      ‘-you.’

      ‘So glad we could finally find you, Pierre,’ said the monk directly in front of him. He was bald and wrinkled. A shifty guy beside him was carrying what looked like a long flute. ‘Not a single visit in six generations. Six. And you never answered our calls.’

      Pierre could see Ms. Rundleford over the top of the bald monk’s head. She was squinting and shaking her head. Even worse, she was taking notes.

      ‘Just some important foreign dignitaries on a trade visit from the mountains, Ms. Rundleford,’ he shouted to her, wishing he could read what she was writing down. ‘Nothing to be concerned over!’

      A meek bleating noise came from Pierre’s left. He turned his head and found himself looking at a small boy holding a sheep.

      ‘Emotional support animal,’ Pierre added, but the inspector was already waltzing away.

      ‘You’re not dodging us any longer,’ continued the Head Monk. ‘We want our goat back.’

      ‘Plus interest,’ interjected another monk, who then looked a little embarrassed with himself.

      ‘I’m sorry, do I know you?’ Pierre sighed. ‘I really feel like I’d remember if we’d met. Are you sure it was me you lent a goat to? Not a different me from another universe? Hard thing to forget, a goat.’

      ‘Erm, we haven’t lent it to you yet,’ said the monk with the flute, scrunching his face up as he tried to remember his lines. ‘But we know we’re going to. Soon. That’s what you told us when you came before, anyway. You were adamant that it was of the utmost importance. And that’s why we need the goat from you first.’

      ‘Because we don’t actually keep any goats,’ explained the Head Monk.

      ‘We need one though,’ sniggered another monk, before his friend could jab an elbow into his ribs.

      ‘We have a sheep,’ said the small boy with a fluffy friend. He held it out towards Pierre. ‘You can borrow a sheep, if you need it for milk or something. But we need that goat, please.’

      ‘So that we can give it to you,’ continued the Head Monk. ‘But the only way we can do that is if you give us back the goat we lend you in the future first. Otherwise we won’t have a goat to lend you, you see? And you don’t want to be left empty-handed in your time of goat-need, do you?’

      He smiled, satisfied he’d done a good job of explaining the situation.

      Pierre gave it some thought.

      ‘I hate to say it, but it doesn’t sound as if there is a goat,’ he replied, slowly and delicately. ‘You wouldn’t be trying to pull a fast one on me, would you?’

      The monks looked at each other uneasily. The young boy refused to make eye contact.

      ‘Wait… you are, aren’t you? What is this, some sort of livestock racket? Are any of you actually monks? Is that even a real flute?’

      The monks put on their best show of looking aghast. Somebody’s performance stretched all the way to an audible gasp.

      ‘Look,’ Pierre said, squeezing his way out of the circle. ‘I really don’t have time for this nonsense. Either go back to your mountain or speak to Ashley at reception. You’ve wasted some of her time already if I’m not mistaken. Maybe she can help you find out which universe you’re supposed to be in. Or which prison. But any more funny business and I’ll see to it you’re all barred from this hotel, you hear me?’

      He jogged away from them as professionally as a concierge in full uniform can. The monks shuffled off towards the elevator, grumbling and bleating.

      Several shades more irritable than when he’d set out, he found Ms. Rundleford down the next corridor on the right. She was peering at the numbers of yet another door - 427 - and jotting something down.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ he said, catching up to her. ‘Never a quiet moment in this business, am I right?’

      She looked at him as if he were a splash of gravy on a white shirt.

      ‘So…’ he continued, ‘is there anything I can help you with? Show you into some of the rooms, maybe? Give you a tour of where we keep all our records and accounts? I’m sure ours isn’t the only hotel on your to-do list today.’ He scratched the back of his neck. ‘Is it?’

      Ms. Rundleford largely ignored his questions, but was suddenly paying a great deal of unnerving attention to the space about four or five inches to the left of his crotch. Pierre looked down and laughed, dryly.

      ‘Ah. These beauties,’ he said, unclipping the keyring from his belt and dangling it between the two of them, ‘are the master keys for every door and lock in the hotel.’

      And a great many doors beyond that, he might have added. Though most of the keys were of the traditional silver and bronze variety (plus a fob, because the times kept a-changing), one particularly gold and shiny key stood out as more… influential than all the rest.

      ‘Impressive, eh? But I bet you get to see all kinds of nice keyrings in your line of work.’

      The reflection of the keys swam alongside her pupils in the goldfish bowls that were her lenses. One of her pink-nailed hands reached out for them. ‘May I…?’ she asked.

      ‘Nope,’ said Pierre, pulling them back towards him. ‘No can do, I’m afraid. Trade rules. I’m the only one allowed to handle them when they’re out of the safe, unless somebody authorised signs them out. And it takes a lot to get somebody authorised, let me tell you. You’ll have to look but not touch. Sorry.’

      ‘Oh, come on,’ said Ms. Rundleford, batting her heavy and half-obscured eyelashes. They succeeded at wafting her pungent perfume towards him if nothing else. ‘Who’s going to tell? You? Me? It’ll be our little secret. And who knows - maybe it’ll get me out of your hair a little sooner. How does that sound?’

      It did sound tempting. And it wasn’t as if any of the guests would know she wasn’t supposed to be in possession of them.

      But, rules are rules.

      But…

      But maybe it was a test. Maybe this was exactly the sort of mistake the damn Council wanted to catch him out on!

      He was about to proudly rebut her request for a second time when something caught his eye. No, it wasn’t the dust building up over the tulip lamp growing out from the wall beside his head. And no, it wasn’t the way the edge of the carpet peeled up against the side of room 425’s door.

      Oh, no. It was nothing so welcomingly trivial as that.

      It was a goddamn Mongolian horde, charging down the corridor.

      Well, not quite a Mongolian horde, perhaps. More of a drunken Mongolian entourage. And they didn’t so much charge down the corridor as they did rush down it, driven forward more by a lack of vertical balance than by any sort of furiousness. Their flappy, furry helmets weren’t doing them any favours in regard to walking in a straight line. Instead of a sword, one of them was brandishing an orange traffic cone.

      Against Pierre’s strict and very clear curfew instructions, it appeared the trio of time-displaced Khan-dynasty acolytes had only just got in after a particularly eventful night on the streets of Soho.

      ‘You know what?’ he said, rifling through the keys for the master set that could unlock all of the guest rooms. He jabbed one of them towards the keyhole of room 427’s door. Ms. Rundleford had been turning to look at the three drunken warriors but the sound of jangling metal returned her attention to his hand. Her eyes shimmered in shades of silver and gold. ‘Let’s use one of them now, shall we? I’m sure this will be an interesting room. Full of lots of very normal hotel room things, no doubt. Fresh bed linen and complimentary chocolates on the pillows. And no guests, with any luck.’

      Ms. Rundleford reached out for the keyring as if in a trance, the way a cat might paw at a shiny thing dangled in front of its face.

      ‘Much more interesting than anything going on our here,’ laughed Pierre, nervously, oblivious to the inspector’s fascination. His mind was preoccupied with getting the key to go into the lock, and with the sight and sound of one of the Mongolian warriors trying to drunkenly dislodge one of the paintings from the wall.

      The key turned in the lock, and he threw the door open.

      ‘In you go, Ms. Rundleford,’ he said, pushing her into the room. She stumbled forwards with a surprised yelp. All the while Pierre kept his eyes on the three semi-armoured men, who were turning back on themselves having come to the realisation that they weren’t even staying on the fourth floor. Breathing a sigh of relief, he turned back to the inspector. ‘As you can see, we maintain all of our guest rooms to the highest possible…’

      Well, this was a problem.

      Where should have been a classic Le Petit Monde hotel room with a double bed, modest walk-in wardrobe and rain shower, was not one. Pierre didn’t think that even in a multiverse of infinite possibilities and permutations, there was ever a universe where a Le Petit Monde room looked like the one into which he was staring.

      He glanced down at the keys in his hand… and at the special, golden key he’d mistakenly used to unlock the door.

      ‘Oh bugger,’ he said.

      Ms. Rundleford was still in front of him, at least. And alive, too. That was a start. But there wasn’t a chaise longue to speak of. There wasn’t even a carpet. There was, however, a large and mostly empty hall decorated almost exclusively in concrete, save for a few stains of the dry and suspicious variety. There was an upturned wooden chair and some ropes. Oh, and half a dozen armed Asian men in smart suits standing around the bemused Tabitha, all looking at Pierre with expressions that could most accurately be described as volatile.

      The air smelled of copper and gasoline.

      Pierre cleared his throat.

      ‘Gentlemen, my deepest apologies for the interruption,’ he said. He offered his hand to the inspector. ‘Ms. Rundleford, if you would just slowly walk back towards me…’

      One of the Japanese men was quite a bit older than the others; his hair was tied back in a ponytail and his thin moustache and beard were sharp enough to cut glass. A pale scar ran down the side of his chin. He turned to his subordinates and shouted something at them in Japanese. It didn’t sound all that friendly. A lot of pistols were raised in his direction, which didn’t seem very friendly either.

      Faced with the prospect of trying to negotiate with a hail of bullets, Pierre used his outstretched hand to wrench the hotel door closed again. The latch clicked just as the first gunshot rang out on the other side. He could still smell the lingering odour of petrol, blending poorly with the hotel’s signature bergamot perfume.

      He stood there in the sudden quiet, staring at the numbers on the door. Not in the sudden silence, which would have been better, but the quiet - elsewhere, doors were being opened and closed as guests prepared to check out. As they went about their usual business.

      After a while somebody walked past him, dragging a little wheelie suitcase along the carpet.

      He was probably going to have to do something about this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      ‘Er, guys? I have some good news, and I have some bad news.’

      Wesker and Viola looked up from the bar, which was empty save for one round-faced man who sat quietly in the corner, reading his morning paper and sipping his coffee. Wesker might not have had any qualms about serving liquor before eleven in the morning, but the hotel sure did.

      Pierre had come in through the open double doors which, if one followed the subsequent corridor, led back out to the lobby (and, to Pierre’s small relief, a much shorter queue at the reception desk than when he’d left it). Viola spun around on her bar stool to greet him; Wesker stood up straight having been leaning against the counter. There were bags under his eyes.

      ‘Start with the good news,’ he said, his words coming out in even more of a tired drawl than his Wild West accent normally produced. ‘Not that the good news is ever actually that good, mind. Usually it’s just best to get it outta the way before we have to deal with whatever’s the real matter.’

      ‘Well,’ said Pierre, drawing the syllable out for as long as possible as he planted himself on the stool next to Viola’s, ‘the good news is that the inspection has come to an end and Ms. Rundleford has left the hotel.’

      ‘Thank God for that,’ laughed Viola, breaking out into a grin. She slapped the top of the counter, nearly knocking over her orange juice. ‘Oh, man. I was so sure she was here to catch me out, or something. So, go on. What’s the bad news?’

      Pierre looked down at the polished chrome bar upon which his equally polished shoes were tapping.

      ‘I may have accidentally opened one of the, you know, doors, and, erm, accidentally pushed her through it, and now she’s in the custody of the Yakuza,’ he said, not taking his eyes off his shoelaces.

      ‘What?’ shouted Viola. The man sipping his coffee in the corner looked up from his newspaper and raised a disapproving eyebrow. ‘What the bloody hell did you do that for?’

      ‘I didn’t mean to!’ hissed Pierre. ‘I already said it was an accident! I panicked, alright? There was a goddamn Mongolian horde coming down the corridor at us and I didn’t know what to do. I only meant to push her into one of the guest bedrooms, not shove her onto another continent.’

      Wesker brought down a glass from the shelf overhead, filled it with a dram of whiskey, and plonked it down in front of Pierre. Rules be damned.

      ‘Well, is she okay?’ asked Wesker.

      Pierre shrugged and downed his drink in one. ‘Who knows? She was alive when I shut the door on her, but that might have only been because they were all too busy pointing their guns at me.’

      ‘Oh this is not going to look good on our hotel rating, is it?’ groaned Wesker, pouring a drink first for Viola and then himself. ‘The Council is going to have our license for sure.’

      ‘Might have to do a runner,’ Pierre suggested. He pushed his glass forward and Wesker pushed it back, just as empty. ‘I wonder if there’s anywhere they couldn’t track me down. There probably is, right? Surely they can’t canvass the entire multiverse.’

      ‘Find a nice beach somewhere,’ mused Wesker, putting the bottle of whiskey back on its shelf. ‘Or a whole planet of beaches.’

      ‘Don’t know why I didn’t become a fugitive sooner, to be honest.’

      ‘Oh, come on,’ laughed Viola, giving Pierre’s shoulder a brutal squeeze. ‘Don’t be so melodramatic. Shit happens, right? I mean, what’s the worst the Council will do if they find out?’

      Pierre and Wesker shared a knowing glance.

      ‘They could send me to the Space Between Worlds,’ said Pierre, leaning on the bar with his head buried in his hands.

      Viola looked at Wesker, whose face looked no more optimistic than Pierre’s. ‘Erm, sorry. What the hell is the Space Between Worlds?’

      ‘Easier to say what it’s not,’ groaned Pierre. ‘Which is everything. I mean, what does it sound like? It’s the space in between the universes. There’s nothing there. Just an empty, spaceless stretch of infinite nothingness. Better to plead for death, if the option’s on the table.’

      ‘It won’t come to that,’ said Wesker, in a scolding but unsure tone. He turned to Viola. ‘But Pierre’s right. It ain’t a nice place. Well it’s not even really a place at all, technically.’

      ‘The Council of Keys has been sending delinquents there ever since the beginning,’ continued Pierre. ‘Not your run of the mill bad guys, mind. They don’t get involved in anything so trivial as bike-theft, for example. But tie a knot in the space-time continuum, or set up a dictatorship in a universe that isn’t your own, or, say, push a run-of-the-mill hotel inspector through an Einstein-Rosen bridge into the arms of an international crime syndicate, and boy, are you in trouble.’

      ‘They come down particularly hard on anyone to whom they’ve entrusted a set of keys,’ added Wesker, speaking out the side of his mouth even though Pierre could clearly hear every word that he spoke. ‘They’ve always had a stick up their ass about that sort of thing. Makes them look bad, putting their trust in the wrong person.’

      ‘Particularly if that person has recently allowed a guest to become an inter-universe fugitive after killing a parallel version of himself,’ Pierre sighed.

      ‘And to think,’ mused Viola, ‘that George seemed like such a nice, quiet man.’

      ‘It’s not even the endless nothingness that’s the worst part, from what I’ve heard,’ said Wesker, breaking the silence before it even had a chance to build up. ‘It’s who you’d have to spend it with. Way back in the early days - not all that long after it first started meeting, in fact - the Council banished an entire species there. Right, Pierre?’

      ‘That’s how the story goes,’ he mumbled.

      ‘Imagine being a species so awful that you have to be shut away from the rest of the multiverse,’ continued Wesker, shaking his head. ‘Legend has it they were these vicious, monstrous creatures that spread from one world to another like the Black Death. Only way to stop them from eradicating everything was to send them someplace from which nothing could escape. Nothing save for someone with a door and a set of those keys, at least. Or an untangled octowürm, but those things get everywhere.

      ‘Great bloody company,’ moaned Pierre, dragging his hands down his face. ‘And an eternity in which to enjoy it.’

      ‘I imagine they had a proper name, once,’ said Wesker, thinking out loud. ‘Now they’re only known as the Gatecrashers. On account of overrunning planets and ruining everyone’s fun.’

      ‘Well I’m no expert on the matter,’ said Viola, pulling Pierre’s hands away from his face, ‘but it doesn’t sound like the sort of place I want you going to. I’m not done with you quite yet. Come on, boys. Surely there’s something we can do?’

      ‘We could try to get her back,’ said Wesker, reluctantly. ‘Or a version of her, at least. There must be at least one universe where all the Japanese gangsters dropped dead from surprise upon Ms. Rundleford’s arrival. Or one in which you pushed her into an all-inclusive tropical resort instead.’

      ‘Yeah, and what happens when we bring her back?’ asked Pierre, rolling his eyes. ‘Let’s say we manage to convince this new Tabitha Rundleford that she’s been in the hotel all along - which I seriously doubt she’ll believe, even for a woman with her eyesight. What if our universe is different from her own? How do we explain the lack of flying cars, or whatever?’

      ‘Okay, so we rescue the original,’ replied Viola, getting down from her bar stool. ‘We bring her back, we either explain what happened or make up some bullshit story, and then we deal with whatever aftermath comes, well, after. A confused or mind-frazzled inspector must be worth more than a dead one, at least.’

      ‘I mean, what did the Council expect would happen?’ Wesker added, shrugging. ‘Sending a normal to take a look at the hotel of all things.’

      ‘Oh no.’ Pierre shook his head. ‘Not this again. You didn’t see those henchmen, guys. You didn’t see how quick they were to pull their triggers in my direction. Nope. Too dangerous. Nope. Not doing it. That woman wasn’t even very nice towards me.’

      ‘I thought you said a death sentence was better than being sent to the Space Between Worlds?’ said Viola, already waiting in the doorway. Wesker walked around the side of the bar to join them.

      Pierre sagged as he let out a resigned sigh.

      ‘Yes,’ he grumbled, sliding off his stool, ‘but at least with certain death you know what you’re in for. It’s uncertain death that scares me.’
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        * * *

      

      The three of them stood before the door to room 427, none of them saying very much. Even though they knew that to open it would lead them nowhere further than an empty and mundane (though impeccably tasteful) hotel room, they couldn’t help but feel the power emanating from the door’s wood.

      Well, Wesker and Viola perhaps. Pierre mostly just felt guilty.

      ‘I’ve never been to Japan before,’ said Viola, after a while. ‘Is it different?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Will I like it?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Pierre glanced up at her. ‘Probably. We don’t have to do this, you know.’

      ‘Yeah we do,’ said Wesker, slapping him on the back. ‘We can’t just sit back and wait for the Council to tear you a new one. And even if we come back empty handed, at least we can say we tried.’

      ‘Can we at least wait for a bit?’ asked Pierre, scratching the back of his neck. ‘You know that booze and portals don’t mix well.’

      ‘Oh, shut up,’ laughed Viola. ‘You only had the one drink. And the sooner we go, the sooner nobody else finds out what happened. Get your keys ready.’

      ‘I need to find out where we’re going first,’ said Pierre, approaching the door. He placed a hand on its surface and felt for the space-time vibrations that are left behind by all forms of multiverse travel. Each time and place carries its own unique frequency; if he could find it, then with any luck he could get a bearing on where the door had last opened. It was kind of like trying to trace a phone call.

      ‘I’ve narrowed it down to a district in Tokyo,’ he said glumly, taking a step back. ‘Hard to be exact, especially given they must have shot the original door on their end to pieces. At least the timing should be about right, plus or minus a few minutes.’

      He slipped the keyring off his belt and from its many keys picked out the incriminating, golden one.

      ‘Why don’t we…?’

      ‘Get on with it, for crying out loud,’ snapped Viola, shoving him back to the door.

      Pierre took another moment to read the door’s vibrations, then slipped the key into the lock and turned it.

      ‘Excuse me? Pierre?’ came a young and urgent voice from the other end of the corridor.

      All three of them looked up to see Ashley hurrying over from the elevator. Viola sighed and rolled her eyes.

      ‘What is it, Ashley?’ asked Pierre.

      ‘So, I got hold of the Council like you asked,’ she started, out of breath. ‘And I… er… well, I think they want a word with you. On the phone. Like, now.’

      Wesker and Pierre looked at one another.

      ‘Sounds like they already know, Pierre,’ said Wesker, pushing open the door to room 427. ‘Better get a move on.’

      ‘Tell them I’m with a guest and I’ll call them right back,’ said Pierre, smiling weakly as Wesker ushered him through the doorway.

      ‘But sir, it concerns the inspector, Ms. Rundleford…’

      ‘All the more reason why it can wait,’ said Viola, glaring. It was just the two of them left in the corridor. ‘Now run along and keep them busy until we get back, will you, dear?’

      Viola had the sort of smile to which it was difficult to say no. Not because you didn’t want to, but because you were scared she might use it to bite your face off if you did.

      ‘Yes, Miss Kadwell,’ squeaked Ashley, looking at her shoes.

      Viola spun around and followed Pierre and Wesker through the open door, slamming it shut behind her. Ashley was left all alone in the hall. She waited ten seconds, then twenty. When they still hadn’t returned after a full minute she gave up, and began the long walk back down to reception, pausing only to wonder where all the lamps in the hall had gone.

      And that is when things started to get really weird.
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      It was the beginning of a dark storm under which a thousand umbrellas unfolded. Wet strips of stark neon glared through the downpour and tween music videos screamed out from billboards upon the dozens of storeys above. Steam rose up from the grates beneath people’s feet. The air was full with the sweet smell of candy floss.

      Not that Pierre, Viola or Wesker had noticed any of this yet.

      As Pierre had alluded to when opening the door to Japan a second time, travelling with a golden key is not an exact science. It can be done with pinpoint accuracy, if one is a.) experienced enough and b.) extremely familiar with wherever it is he or she wants to end up. Pierre rarely ever had trouble getting back to Le Petit Monde, for example (though he did once find himself on the wrong side of one of the kitchen’s freezers). But arriving in the exact right time and place is like trying to BASE jump into the passenger seat of a speeding convertible… with its roof up.

      Which is why instead of emerging through another door in the same warehouse, the trio found themselves stumbling out into a particularly cramped storage closet.

      ‘Wow, I can’t imagine how you’d go about squeezing half a dozen gangsters in here,’ Viola said with a deadpan face, coming to an abrupt stop behind Pierre. ‘Must have been very cosy.’

      ‘Very funny,’ Pierre winced through gritted teeth. He was hunched over, clutching at his stomach. The whiskey was threatening to travel to a whole new dimension of its own. ‘I got us halfway around the planet, didn’t I?’

      ‘Yeah, but which way?’ asked Wesker. He was sandwiched between a broom and a battered filing cabinet, and looked about as stiff as both.

      ‘It wouldn’t matter which way you went, if you stopped halfway round,’ grumbled Pierre, standing up straight. He looked around at the small room in which they found themselves. Everything was labelled in Japanese, which was promising if a little confusing. Cardboard boxes were piled up into walls to either side of them; plastic bags full of sweets like rainbow marbles spilled out from their open tops. An old and empty postcard rack lay dormant in the corner. A poster for a Shinto shrine somewhere in the city was taped onto the back of the door behind them.

      ‘Come on,’ he said, squeezing past Viola and stepping over a box that had toppled over in the wake of their arrival. ‘Let’s find out which ward we’re in.’

      He cracked the door open as quietly as he could. All three of their heads peeked through the gap.

      It was a shop. A convenience store, to be precise. Uncomfortable white light buzzed out from strips in the ceiling whilst darkness leaked through the wet windows from the street outside. Saccharine J-pop tinkled quietly from somewhere towards the checkout. A refrigerator full of soft drinks and bottles of water hummed. On the shelves nearest to them were an assortment of little tuna rice triangles in green wrappers and a mountain of matcha Baumkuchen, all priced in Yen.

      ‘I think we’re safe to go,’ whispered Viola. They stepped back so Pierre could pull the door open further, then all three of them walked into the store with as much casual nonchalance as they could muster.

      An elderly Japanese man looked up at them from behind the counter. He glanced over to the front door of his shop. It was closed; the bell hadn’t rung. He looked back at the three strange, foreign individuals walking down the aisle between the shelves. They looked lost. They certainly hadn’t entered his store before leaving, like most customers did. His mind debated becoming seriously confused but decided it wasn’t worth the headache, so he welcomed them with a smiling nod instead.

      ‘Konnichiwa,’ said Pierre, exhausting his grasp of the local language. The three of them stood aside whilst a woman and her five-year-old son came plodding through the door, then filed out quickly.

      The sound of the rain almost drowned out the honking of the traffic and the rumble of a thousand shoes hammering upon the pavement. At least the air was warm.

      They lingered under the shop’s awning. Pierre waited for Viola and Wesker to get everything out of their respective systems.

      ‘You told me we were going to another country,’ said Viola, staring up at the garish neon logos flashing on top of the building across the street from them. ‘You didn’t tell me we were going to another time.’

      ‘Well, technically we’re about twenty minutes in the past,’ replied Pierre.

      A troupe of teenage boys were dancing and singing on a giant screen a little ways down the street, but their song could be heard as clearly as if it were playing out of the shop’s stereo. Each kid had been exploded up to the size of a double-decker bus.

      Pierre did not like the song. Viola was tapping her foot along to its beat.

      ‘It’s very… busy,’ grumbled Wesker.

      ‘Very astute,’ replied Pierre. ‘Any other observations?’

      ‘It’s very loud.’

      He wasn’t wrong. It wasn’t just the heavy rain or the foot traffic or even the band playing on the giant television screen - everything seemed to scream with a luminous enthusiasm. There were other billboards with voiceovers that advertised department stores and deodorants. Jingly arcade soundtracks drifted out from some buildings; jangly anime themes blasted out from others. A young woman in a frilly pink maid’s uniform was handing out leaflets to passers-by, shouting out the same Japanese slogan time and time again.

      ‘Wait, why is it so dark?’ asked Viola, her eyes devouring every inch of the world in front of her.

      ‘Because Japan’s eight or nine hours ahead,’ said Pierre, absent-mindedly. He was looking up and down the street for any sign of a warehouse, and not having much luck. ‘It’s dinner-time here.’

      ‘But I didn’t even get a chance to eat breakfast,’ sighed Viola. ‘Look, there’s a place selling chocolate fish right over there.’

      ‘We don’t have any money,’ snapped Pierre. Viola stopped pointing. ‘Nor do we have the time! We need to find out where that damn warehouse is before the Yakuza gun that poor Ms. Rundleford down. Or did you forget why we came here?’

      ‘Watch your tongue before I cut it out, boy,’ snapped Viola, folding her arms. ‘Just thought we could have some fun in the meantime. Besides, rescuing is hard on an empty stomach.’

      ‘Well the good news,’ replied Pierre, choosing to ignore her, ‘is that it looks to me like we’re in Akihabara. That’s where we wanted to end up,’ he added, catching Wesker’s furrowed brow. ‘It’s one of Tokyo’s city districts. Now we just need to work out where to go from here.’

      He stood there, under the sound of rain hammering against the plastic awning, thinking.

      ‘I know somewhere where we might find some help,’ he said, eventually. ‘And maybe even some food, too. It’s close. Follow me.’

      ‘We don’t have umbrellas,’ said Wesker.

      ‘I suppose that means we’ll get wet,’ laughed Viola, following Pierre out into the rain.
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        * * *

      

      ‘What, in God’s holy name, is that?’

      It hadn’t taken long for the questions to start.

      ‘That, Viola,’ sighed Pierre, stopping outside yet another shop window, ‘is a poster of a cartoon girl.’

      ‘She isn’t wearing many clothes.’

      ‘No, she isn’t.’

      ‘And she doesn’t seem to be very happy about it.’

      ‘I can’t imagine she is.’

      One of the shop’s assistants had come out to the front and was excitedly beckoning them all inside. Wesker was tapping at his watch. At least someone had a sense of urgency.

      ‘Come on, Viola,’ said Pierre, taking her hand and pulling her away from the window. ‘There’s a lot here that’s going to confuse you if you think too hard about it. Just over there is a tombola full of fruit-themed hats for cats. They’ve got robots that can walk up stairs. And that man there’s got a stall full of battered squid on sticks.’

      ‘Squid on a stick?’ Viola’s eyes lit up. ‘Reminds me of jellied eels. Damn, I miss home sometimes.’

      ‘It’s not far to where we’re headed,’ said Pierre, leading her towards Wesker, whose moustache was being laughed at by a bunch of passing school children. ‘We’ll find you something to eat that isn’t still wriggling.’

      ‘Are you sure we’re not lost?’ asked Wesker. The rain had plastered his hair to his forehead and his shirt clung to him like film. ‘It’s just I could have sworn we passed the exact same giant, flashy video game advert a couple of minutes back.’

      ‘Nope, not lost,’ reiterated Pierre. ‘I’ve just taken us the long way around, that’s all. The direct route would have meant going straight through the market, and there’s no way we would have managed that without either getting separated or coming out at the completely wrong end of town. It’s enough of a maze in the daytime as it is.’

      They came to a four-way crossing. Crowds were building up on each side, waiting for the lights to change.

      ‘This way,’ said Pierre, taking them away from the canopy of umbrellas and down a quieter street to the right. ‘A minute more, tops.’

      ‘Don’t see why we couldn’t have just used another door,’ grumbled Wesker. ‘Would have saved us from getting so goddamn wet.’

      ‘And risk me accidentally taking us somewhere even further from where we’re trying to go? No thanks. Better to be safe than sorry.’

      ‘Pfft.’ Viola blew a raspberry. ‘I’ve always found living dangerously with no regrets to be a far more, let us say… profitable approach.’

      This new street was far more subdued than the last. The buildings were shorter, and built more from brick than steel and glass. Skinny bicycles with baskets in front of their handlebars were chained to railings and street lamps. A young couple stood outside a hole in the wall, chatting and eating steaming bowls of noodles. Something was sizzling in a pan. The smell was strong enough to make Pierre’s stomach grumble.

      It was a modest street. One building stood out, however.

      It was taller than the rest - eight storeys - and it stretched as far in width as it did in height. One had to assume it ran even deeper back from the street than first appeared to the eye; being but homes and garages and small businesses, the neighbouring houses were much smaller. The walls were made up of hundreds of rectangular tiles. Glass windows ran along its front like a visor. Above its automatic front doors was a concrete overhang, onto which were bolted the polished, golden words:

      Chiisana Sekai.

      ‘It’s a hotel,’ beamed Pierre. ‘One of our hotels.’

      ‘Do they have a particularly awful warehouse for a basement?’ asked Viola, her eyebrows drawing closer together. ‘Or a strong connection to the Yakuza?’

      ‘No, but their concierge should have a pretty good grasp of the local area,’ Pierre replied, throwing her a look. ‘An excellent grasp, one would hope. It’s part of the job. With any luck, he or she will know what we’re looking for.’

      ‘Why couldn’t you have just brought us here in the first place?’ said Wesker, turning around slowly, looking as if somebody had dumped a bucket of water over his head.

      ‘I didn’t think about it, alright? It’s not like I’ve ever been here before. I only remembered it was in the area when we were back at the shop, wondering where to look.’

      ‘How do you even know about this place?’ asked Viola, looking up at the hotel through the rain. ‘It’s not exactly a piece of prime real estate.’

      ‘When Mahieu first joined Le Petit Monde he went on a tour of all the different branches. He loved the Mexico City hotel. Didn’t last so long at this one.’

      ‘Uh oh. What happened?’

      ‘He saw them preparing calamari. Said it was a crime against hu… well, not humanity, but against whatever his species is.’

      Pierre looked around.

      ‘Where’s Wesker?’ he asked.

      They caught sight of him standing half-inside the front door of the hotel, waving to them.

      ‘If we’re going to stand around chatting instead of getting on with the job at hand, do you care to do it inside?’ he shouted. ‘I’m starting to feel fairly aquatic myself.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      Classical music tinkled down from the high ceiling like the first snowflakes of winter, melting under the fresh, warm air that billowed over them like a soft blanket the second they crossed the threshold of the front door. The latter carried the faintest hint of jasmine. The lights were bright enough so that the golds and bronzes of the lobby shined, but low and soft enough to appear appropriately romantic.

      A thin, helix staircase rose up from the centre of the hall, for what seemed to be no reason beyond a sense of class. Nobody seemed to be using it, in any case. Arranged around it was a restaurant’s worth of tables, at which six dozen guests from all around the world sat and dined. And loved, and laughed. Waiters and waitresses fluttered from table to table with all the welcome intrusiveness of butterflies at a picnic. There when they were needed, blending into the background as soon as they weren’t.

      There was an enormous buffet in the far corner of the hall, beyond all the tables. Half a dozen chefs worked the counters, frying eggs into omelettes and roasting meats. There were deep, spherical, metal bowls of fish and chicken and pork, the kind you have to lift a lid to get at. In square trays could be found sausages and potatoes and mixed, steamed vegetables, along with more familiar Japanese cuisines such as salmon nigiri and shrimps. There was a whole self-serve station dedicated just to tonkatsu, another for juices, teas and wines, and yet another for desserts.

      To the right of the entrance was a wide, ramped corridor that promised various in-hotel shops and stores to anyone who wandered down it. To the left were a couple of bell-boys looking after an avalanche of suitcases and other luggage, all left in their care by guests who were already checked out but dead-set on making the most of their dwindling time left in the city.

      The reception desk was long, sleek and situated towards the back of the hall, on the opposite side of the restaurant tables to the buffet. The counter matched the floor - it was made of black and polished stone. Its top had a golden, reflective finish.

      Viola whistled once all three of them were inside, rainwater pouring off them like sweat off a marathon runner. Pierre felt a firework of jealousy go off inside his stomach. Then he just felt stupid, mostly; it was a building, for crying out loud. Viola was hardly likely to run off with it.

      ‘Not a bad setup they’ve got going on here,’ said Wesker, one soggy step away from wringing out his moustache. ‘Reckon we should push for a refurb of our own?’

      ‘Fat chance of that happening. Every branch of the chain is furnished according to local culture and taste. Besides, I’m sure if anyone from Chiisana Sekai came to Le Petit Monde they’d be just as impressed with our hotel as we are with theirs.’

      ‘You keep telling yourself that.’

      The bell-boys smiled and bowed as Pierre, Viola and Wesker walked out from under the over-door heater.

      ‘Seems a bit much,’ Pierre grumbled under his breath. ‘Wouldn’t catch Simon doing that.’

      They crossed the lobby, unashamedly dripping a line of water in their wake. More administrators and desk clerks and bell-boys with baggage carts rushed past them, each nodding and smiling at the dishevelled trio. A stern-looking Asian couple in sleek, ankle-length dresses stepped out from one of the hall’s three elevators and swanned towards a black limousine that had pulled up out front.

      There were three receptionists on the front desk, all female. Their uniforms were immaculate and as black as onyx. They wore cravats as white and crisp as morning snow. Two businessmen wielding umbrellas and briefcases stood ahead of Pierre in the queue. Viola and Wesker loitered beside an eight-foot potted plant.

      One of the businessmen glanced around at Pierre. He tutted audibly at Pierre’s sodden state, and then turned back around to face the desk.

      Pierre grumbled some more.

      A minute of Pierre tapping his foot passed before he reached the front of the line. One of the receptionists invited him to come up to the desk.

      ‘Good evening, sir,’ she said in perfect English. ‘How may I help you today?’

      ‘Oh, er, hello,’ said Pierre, his grumpiness falling apart like a castle built out of dry sand. ‘I’d like to speak to your manager, please. The Head Concierge, I imagine. Please.’

      ‘Do you wish to make a complaint, sir?’ Her face fell. ‘Have you checked in already - is something the matter with your room?’

      ‘No, listen, I’m not a guest,’ sighed Pierre, leaning forward on the desk. ‘I’m a fellow concierge, from the London branch. You know…’

      He held up his keyring, the golden key hanging down at the front.

      ‘…one of those kinds of colleagues.’

      The receptionist looked over Pierre’s shoulder to where Wesker and Viola were standing with their arms crossed and two overwhelmed expressions plastered across their faces.

      ‘Oh!’ said the receptionist, breaking out into a smile. She gave Pierre a conspiratorial wink. ‘I see. Welcome to Chiisana Sekai, Mr…?’

      ‘Just Pierre will be fine, thank you.’

      ‘…Mr. Pierre. I’ll be just one moment.’

      She turned and hurried out through a private door behind the reception, leaving Pierre alone at the desk. Neither of the other two receptionists so much as looked over in his direction.

      ‘How’s it going?’ came Wesker’s voice from an inch behind his ear. Pierre jumped. He spun around to find both of his companions right behind him, queue be damned.

      ‘Just waiting for the manager to come out,’ Pierre sighed. ‘God, I hate feeling like a guest. I don’t know how people do it. Feels so… so…’

      ‘Out of your control?’ suggested Wesker.

      ‘Yes, exactly that. Out of my control. If this were my hotel I’d already have spoken to me by now. Viola, what is that in your hand?’

      Viola stopped chewing and smiled. She unclenched her fist.

      ‘Tuna roll,’ she said, popping another one into her mouth. ‘Palmed it from that tray over there.’

      ‘Heads up,’ said Wesker, nodding towards the door marked as private behind the desk. ‘Your friend’s coming.’

      A small, slight man in a well-brushed, well-fitting suit emerged from the back room. His hair was cut short and slicked to the side, like Pierre’s. He wore a pair of small, circular glasses. He smiled a beaming smile at Pierre, and then hurried around the side of the reception desk. Pierre left the front of the queue to meet him.

      ‘So lovely to meet you,’ said the man, bowing quickly. Pierre found himself mirroring this action without meaning to. The man’s charm was contagious. ‘Sorry, my colleague didn’t quite catch your name.’

      ‘Pierre,’ he replied, shaking the man’s hand. ‘Just Pierre.’

      ‘Well good evening, Pierre,’ beamed the concierge. ‘My name is Mr. Kim. It’s not my real name, of course. But it’s what my friends call me. Everybody else, too. To which branch do you belong, may I ask?’

      ‘London,’ replied Pierre. ‘Le Petit Monde. This guy,’ he added, gesturing towards Wesker, ‘works the bar there. And this here’s Viola. She’s an, erm… guest.’

      ‘Lovely, quite lovely,’ said Mr. Kim, taking them all in. ‘I’ve never had the chance to visit London. A pity. Perhaps I shall have to drop in next time I take a vacation. So how may I help you, lady and gentlemen?’

      Pierre felt himself visibly squirm. The sensation wasn’t wholly unlike being a water balloon looking out from the inside of a tumbling slinky whilst being boiled under the glare of a heat lamp. The last thing he wanted that day was to have to explain to somebody - particularly a somebody who was quite clearly more responsible and trusted by the Council of Keys than himself - that he’d accidentally-on-purpose shoved a nosey hotel inspector through a portal and into the arms of the criminal enterprise operating within this nice man’s city.

      He was a nice man, though. He didn’t want to have to lie to him.

      ‘We were wondering if you could give us a quick rundown on the local geography,’ he said, speaking as if choosing the wrong word would have the same repercussion as taking the wrong step in a minefield. ‘Viola and I were doing some, erm, spring cleaning, when by mistake I knocked a, erm, a…’

      ‘A feather duster,’ suggested Viola, barely managing to suppress a smirk.

      ‘Yes, a feather duster,’ continued Pierre, trying hard not to talk through gritted teeth. ‘I accidentally knocked a feather duster through an open doorway. Very silly of me. From what I could tell it rolled into a warehouse in the Akihabara district, but I must have left a window open because a breeze on our end slammed the door shut before I could tiptoe through and grab it. It sounds daft but I don’t want any loose ends, you know?’

      ‘Ah,’ laughed Mr. Kim. ‘I think I understand. A “feather duster,” of course,’ he added, even going so far as to make the quotation marks with his fingers. ‘But no warehouses are springing to mind, unfortunately. Tell you what. Come upstairs to the Jūyō Lounge with me, and you can have a rummage through my brains.’

      Pierre sucked air in through his teeth. He could see Wesker tapping at his watch again.

      ‘I mean, I’d really love to,’ he said, ‘but we’re running behind schedule as it is…’

      ‘And let’s look into getting some food inside your friends,’ said Mr. Kim, clapping his hands. ‘They look absolutely famished.’

      Wesker stopped tapping and raised an intrigued eyebrow. Viola’s grin stretched from ear to ear.

      Pierre sighed and gave up.

      ‘Lead the way,’ he said, with a plastic smile.
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        * * *

      

      Pierre forced himself to admit it, even if the admission was only to himself. The Jūyō Lounge was much nicer than anything of which Le Petit Monde could boast.

      It was big, for one thing. Pierre didn’t know how the hotel managed it. From the outside, it couldn’t have been even a quarter the size of the London branch. His branch. And yet on the sixth floor was a lounge at least as wide as the entire floor should have been, if not more. A baker’s dozen of dozens milled and mingled. There was a bottomless bar stocked with more bottles of liquor than even a dehydrated Mr. Boyle could have got through, all laid out like a glass city on top of a table that was probably more expensive than the average family car.

      There was a buffet, too. Pierre could spot tiny cubes of cheesecake and little sausages on sticks.

      ‘Help yourself,’ said Mr. Kim, following Pierre’s eyeline. Viola was off like a guard dog after a postman, piling food onto a small, delicate plate as if otherwise it might slither off to hide under a table somewhere. Wesker followed in a slightly more dignified manner. Pierre smiled but stayed seated.

      ‘This is the recreational area for our more… travelled guests,’ said Mr. Kim, beckoning for one of the lingering waiters to bring over a bottle of sparkling wine. ‘Of course, I’m sure a man of your experience noticed the diversity as soon as we walked in.’

      He sure had. It was like a menagerie of time gone by in there. Modern businessmen rubbed shoulders with silver-clad stockbrokers from the century ahead, whilst a tribe of Norse oarsmen sat around a coffee table sharing a pitcher of mead. Tall men as thin as lamp-posts, as white as winter and as bald as billiard balls, stood in a circle of three, each swilling a glass of red wine and muttering in a language a thousand years forgotten. They wore heavy black eyeliner and white cloaks that draped the lounge’s carpet. Around their necks hung bronze medallions. Something decidedly non-human-shaped stood hunched over in the corner by itself, shrouded in a heavy, dusty brown shawl. And…

      ‘That bartender is serving a Glardon General,’ said Wesker, returning to the ring of cosy, red armchairs in which Pierre and Mr. Kim sat, ‘and he’s doing it while smiling!’

      ‘Yes, it’s a very, erm, eclectic mix you have here,’ said Pierre, as the waiter came back with a tray bearing a bottle and four champagne flutes. ‘Don’t you have a lot of trouble with the… regulars?’

      ‘No, not at all,’ replied Mr. Kim, dismissing his employee with a smile and pouring the sparkling wine himself. He did so impeccably, Pierre noticed. ‘Our travellers always adhere to the hotel’s policy of bi-universal segregation. Those who come to us via the ‘doors’ must remain in their rooms or this lounge. Unless they have a satisfactory disguise, of course,’ he added. ‘Then they’re free to move about as they please. We wouldn’t want any of our regular guests getting unsettled now, would we?’

      Something slithered across the floor behind him.

      ‘No, of course not,’ mumbled Pierre, taking the flute that was being offered to him.

      It wasn’t that Pierre didn’t like Mr. Kim. It was just that Mr. Kim was so very clearly brilliant at his job, and that made Pierre uncomfortable. Half of the species and cultures present in the lounge were on Le Petit Monde’s no-travel list - a list he’d thought had applied to all the hotels under the management of the Council of Keys.

      It appeared that the Council had even less trust in him than he thought.

      Not the best time to have misplaced an inspector, then.

      ‘So, this warehouse you saw,’ continued Mr. Kim, toasting their little group (sans Viola, who was still darting in and out of the buffet like a conga eel slipping through holes in a coral reef). Pierre found himself mirroring Mr. Kim again, not wishing to offend. The man was so damn pleasant he was making Pierre polite, too. ‘I don’t suppose you have any more details I can work with?’

      Pierre thought back to the half-dozen gangsters, the shell-shocked inspector and the suspicious stain caked onto the concrete floor.

      ‘There was a lot of bright, waxy lighting?’ he offered.

      ‘Sounds like a warehouse to me.’

      ‘Very tall ceilings,’ he suggested. ‘Probably one and a half storeys… maybe two storeys in height?’

      ‘You’re sure narrowing it down, aren’t you?’

      Pierre closed his eyes and tried to recall some of the smaller details within his memory, ones which weren’t a load of sidearms being pointed in his direction. At some point before he opened them again Viola returned to her seat, carrying a plate of finger-food piled so high into a mountain that Pierre could have sworn he saw dwarfs mining away in it.

      ‘There was another set of doors to the left,’ he managed. ‘The sort of doors that flap back and forth, as if designed for people who’ll have to push them open with their backs because their hands are full. There were a lot of cardboard boxes and plastic crates, though they were all stacked up against the walls so there was plenty of space in the middle of the hall. There was a wooden chair, though I’m not sure if that helps much. The ceiling was… concrete, not tin. As if there were more floors above. I think there was twinkly music coming from somewhere… not the warehouse itself, but somewhere nearby… and…’

      ‘And?’ prompted Mr. Kim.

      ‘And there were these great big lumps in the far corner, covered with what looked like bed sheets,’ he finished. ‘Odd, wonky, geometric shapes that were wider at their bottom than at their top. I’m guessing they were made of some kind of metal. The sheet on one of them had slipped off enough that I could make out some writing underneath. I’ll be damned if I remember what that writing was, though. Something… something like… Alley Puncher? Road Bully?’

      Mr. Kim smiled and snapped his fingers.

      ‘I think I know where it is your “feather duster” went,’ he laughed. ‘You might have even passed it on your way here. Did you come via the Main Street?’

      ‘The one with all the lights and television screens and curious posters?’ asked Viola, speaking out the side of her mouth. The rest of it was full of tiramisu. ‘Yeah, we came that way.’

      ‘Well the main attraction of that street, if you didn’t notice, is the arcades. Them and the vertical superstores, I guess. Every other building is a multi-storey gaming heaven. You can find everything there, from claw-crane grabbing machines and coin slots to retro classics and virtual reality experiences. Maybe that was the twinkly music you heard off in the background. It certainly goes some way to explain why there were arcade cabinets in that warehouse you saw, though like I said, this is a popular area for that sort of thing.’

      Mr. Kim took another sip from his flute and then relaxed further into his armchair.

      ‘There’s probably only one place big enough to warrant a warehouse of the size you’re talking about,’ he said after a moment’s consideration. ‘Most of the machines stay where they’re put on the arcade floor until they break down, you see. Then they get fixed. Pretty much any game can be popular around here. I’ve not been there myself, mind, but you might want to check out Press Start Tokyo. That’s probably as much use as I can be to you, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Press Start Tokyo?’ repeated Pierre, rising from his chair. He briefly and erratically pumped Mr. Kim’s hand up and down. Wesker left his plate on the coffee table and did the same. ‘No, that’s fantastic! Come on, Viola. Stop eating and let’s get this over with.’

      ‘Off so soon?’ asked Mr. Kim, looking bemused as he watched Pierre and Wesker hurriedly depart. ‘Are you sure you haven’t got time for a tour?’

      Viola looked up, having paid the conversation considerably less attention than she had her plate. The mountain of food had already been reduced down to a small hill. She wiped her mouth with a napkin and tossed it aside.

      ‘Where are we going?’ she asked Wesker, catching up to him once she’d downed the rest of her sparkling wine. ‘What’s happening?’

      ‘We’re going to the arcades,’ said Wesker, following Pierre out through the lounge doors and towards the hotel elevators. ‘Whatever the hell that is.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      At least the rain had stopped. The smell of wet tarmac fought with the odour of pork ramen wafting towards them from the hole-in-the-wall vendor down the street. Water gurgled into drains and gathered in thick puddles. The moon looked down from a night sky that had only recently begun to shift its clouds.

      ‘Which way, boss?’ asked Wesker, stepping out into the cooling evening air. The front doors of the hotel closed and their over-door heater was cut off from them. ‘Can’t say I’d remember the way back from here.’

      ‘Oh man, I can’t wait,’ said Viola, grinning. ‘Let’s go show these Yakuza what a real criminal looks like.’

      She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her trousers and Pierre caught sight of an old-fashioned handgun.

      ‘Jesus Christ!’ he shouted. Somebody down the street almost dropped their bowl of noodles in surprise. ‘No guns, Viola! We go in, we grab the inspector, and we get out - nothing more. Put that thing away before somebody sees it, for crying out loud!’

      Viola grumbled and hid the gun with her jacket.

      Pierre glanced at his watch out of habit. It was useless pretty much anywhere but home, of course. Whenever he travelled to another universe, his actions there had no impact on the space-time fabric of his own. And even if it did, or if he were in his own universe, it would make little difference. No matter how long he stayed somewhere, no matter how far the hands on that clock turned, he could always travel back to the exact same moment he’d left. Or before, if he chose to.

      Still, just glancing at his watch told him everything he needed to know. He was in serious risk of running out of time.

      ‘It’ll take too long to go all the way around again,’ he said, knotting his fingers together so much that his hands looked as if they were doing the tango. ‘We might have to try our luck cutting through the market.’

      ‘I thought you said it was like a labyrinth?’ said Wesker. ‘That we’d get lost trying to find the other side?’

      They looked over at the other side of the street. There were all manner of alleys and crooked roads spreading out like roots from an old and gnarly tree. Some of them were so narrow it would have been difficult to walk in anything but single file; none were wide enough for a car to pass down without clipping off its wing mirrors, that was for sure. There were dozens of wires and cables hanging over the low tin rooftops, and the only light came from the neon signs sticking out from the craggy walls.

      ‘We could just use the keys,’ suggested Viola, shrugging. ‘I mean, we know where we’re going now, don’t we?’

      Pierre shook his head. ‘But none of us have ever been to the arcade before. We could still come out someplace else and be just as lost as when we first got here.’

      ‘We might be closer though. I can’t imagine it would be hard to get our bearings once we’re near.’

      They continued to look at the lanes and backstreet passages.

      ‘We’re going to take our chances going through the market,’ said Wesker, suddenly. He crossed the street and beckoned for Pierre and Viola to follow. ‘Come on. If we stand out here deliberating all night we’ll miss our window for sure.’

      Viola shrugged at Pierre again, and then they traipsed through the puddles after him.

      They chose to take the alleyway closest to the middle; it was the least cramped and most illuminated. Generators on the walls of the ramshackle buildings to either side of them hummed and grumbled. Pigeons perched on the spluttering gutters and cooed at the trio as they passed. What rain remained floating in the air made the bright lights streak across their vision in thick brush strokes. The shadows pooled as much as the water.

      ‘These are all bars,’ said Viola, as they passed door after door. She was peering into the windows of some of them. ‘But they’re tiny. Like, this one only has space for three people. And one of them’s the bartender!’

      Pierre poked his head into the open door of the bar across the alley from him. Viola was right - they were tiny. This one was modelled after an Irish pub, complete with stereotype-oblivious shamrock hanging above the bar. The whole place was about two metres wide and three deep. There was a cassette player singing sorrowful folk tunes and two old men - Westerners, at a glance - were sat on wooden stools, nursing pints. Neither of them looked up at Pierre’s intrusion.

      ‘There’s them cartoons again,’ sighed Viola, disapprovingly. She was peering through the window of the next bar along. Six dozen or more pairs of enormous anime eyes stared back. ‘They’ve got posters of them plastered up like bloody wallpaper!’

      Pierre squeezed past a yellow sandwich board offering him a range of things he didn’t understand, and took a look into the next bar along. It had almost as many themes as it did seats - Heavy Metal and Horror Movies. Very niche, he thought. Most of the window embedded in the top half of the front door had been painted black, and he didn’t fancy knocking.

      ‘I thought you said this place was a maze,’ said Wesker, pushing forwards. Pierre couldn’t tell if Wesker was impressed or disappointed by the hundreds of micro-bars and pocket-sized pubs around them. His moustache was giving nothing away. ‘Doesn’t seem all that tricky to navigate. Everything’s built in straight lines.’

      ‘That’s because this isn’t the market,’ replied Pierre, picking up his pace as well. ‘Not yet, at least. The market comes after, I think.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ asked Viola, coming up behind. ‘That place back there was selling tiny wooden racehorses. Come on, let’s get a move on. This place is confusing me, and that’s saying something.’

      The three of them swapped their walk for a jog, their footsteps splashing through the cramped, deserted alleyway. Passing the last of the bars, Pierre wondered how many of them counted Chiisana Sekai’s more unusual guests amongst their regulars. There sure were a lot of closed doors, and a lot of very specific tastes.

      By the lane’s end it had tapered to such a narrow point that they had to squeeze themselves sideways between the shanty buildings leaning over from either side. Pierre almost lost a button off the front of his uniform. Steam was rising from a vent in the rickety lane beyond, obscuring the way ahead. A cat mewed somewhere in the darkness; Pierre hoped that meant there weren’t any rats about. He followed Wesker through the steam, pushing aside a thin metal fence and inhaling the creeping scent of fish.

      They emerged into what at first looked like a single, giant hall, with a low-lying ceiling and a horrendously cluttered floor. But as the steam cleared Pierre saw the space before him for what it really was - a mad, sprawling, structurally unstable, half-derelict marketplace. What he’d thought was a ceiling did indeed hang low - sagging a mere seven or so feet above the ground - but it was in fact a collection of overlapping rooftops made of tin and corrugated steel. Rain water dripped through the cracks, as did spots of moonlight. There were stalls and stands stretching out as far as the eye could see - as far as Pierre’s could, at any rate. Some of those stands were the lengths of buses. Others were little more than a stool beside a fold-out jewellery board. Some were made of sturdy material, such as plaster and metal refrigerators. Others were built from wood that had long ago turned rotten.

      The whole market was deserted. Trading hours had come to a close about an hour and a half earlier.

      Something crunched underneath Pierre’s shoe. He lifted his foot to see, amongst the moss and weeds growing out from the cracks between the concrete, a discarded and soggy paper bag.

      ‘And Japan is normally so astonishingly clean,’ he said to himself, shaking his head. ‘It’s like we’re in a whole other world to the glitzy streets out there.’

      ‘You mean that figuratively, right?’ asked Viola, emerging from the steam behind them and taking a look around. ‘It’s hard to tell with you sometimes.’

      They pushed forward, following one of the plethora of paths between the stalls. Here and there the gaps between roofs would open up, allowing more moonlight in and giving them all a better view of the dazzling skyscrapers beyond. Pierre would have preferred the canopy of corrugated sheets to overlap completely; he was hoping his eyes would acclimatise to the dark.

      Though at times he wished they wouldn’t.

      As markets went, it was no Borough Market. It wasn’t, to use a word, glamorous. Or all that pleasant, to use another. It wasn’t just the smell that was the problem. It was what was making the smell.

      The market appeared to be, predominantly at least, a fish market. It made sense - Tokyo was known for them the world over. Take the Tsukiji market, for example - it’s the largest wholesale fish and seafood market on the planet. But Tsukiji market this was not. What this grimy little competitor couldn’t boast in either size of standards it more than made up for in sheer odour. It was a fleshy, salty assault that clogged the nostrils and built up a white, sticky residue on one’s tongue.

      Not all of the day’s catch had been sold. From the look of some of them, Pierre had no trouble imagining why. Octopi lay on chopping boards, missing limbs. Eels hung from metal hooks on the beams above stalls, dangling like wind socks. Big plastic vats were overflowing with rejected fish and crabs and other aquatic beasties, ready to be sent to the incinerator, or the landfill, or to wherever it was that the unsold seafood got sent. And flies swarmed over all of it like a black poison, fighting to buzz and nibble.

      It was a miracle the vendors managed to make the place look even remotely presentable for when the market opened up each morning. Pierre wondered how few of the market’s customers had ever bothered to take a look at the place after hours, and how many would dare come back to buy if they did.

      Somewhere a chain rattled in the breeze, because the market wasn’t already foreboding enough without one.

      ‘Do you still know which way we should be going?’ whispered Viola, as the three of them pushed forward down what could only loosely be described as a path. The stalls didn’t so much follow a grid pattern as simply crop up wherever there was a square inch of space (and sometimes, much to the other vendors’ chagrin, even where there wasn’t).

      Pierre looked over his shoulder at the way they’d come. Or the way he thought they’d come, at least. There was no sign of the steaming vent or chain-link fence from before. And all the stalls looked the same. It wasn’t as if he had any signs to go by.

      ‘Pretty sure,’ he replied, withering under the gaze of Wesker’s doubtful eyebrows. ‘It feels right, and that’s usually worked out okay. Always been good at orienteering. Helps with using the doors.’

      ‘I’m starting to think it would have been quicker to go the long way round,’ sighed Wesker, raising his hands and taking responsibility. A bucket of fish heads was blocking his way. He kicked it aside. ‘Or to have used the doors like Viola suggested, for that matter. If this ain’t a maze, it’s a goddamn obstacle course.’

      ‘Well, if the warehouse is at the back of the arcades, then it’ll probably be closer to…’

      ‘Quiet!’ hissed Viola, ducking down behind the wooden counter nearest to them. ‘There’s somebody over there!’

      Pierre and Wesker darted into cover beside her. Their three heads poked over the top as one.

      A figure stood in what amounted to a clearing, at least by the market’s standards. At first they were masked by the shadow laid by the tin rooftops, and outlined only in streaks of silver. But then the moon crept out from behind a passing cloud, and the figure turned to look around herself, and Pierre caught a glimpse of a sleek and ankle-length dress.

      ‘Hold on a moment,’ he said, his voice low. ‘I recognise that woman. She was leaving the hotel with her friend just as we arrived.’

      ‘She doesn’t seem to have gotten very far,’ whispered Wesker. ‘What do you suppose she’s doing out here? It hardly seems the right sort of place for a woman of her, y’know, calibre.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’ said Viola, shooting him a look as sharp as a javelin. ‘And what calibre of woman are you saying would be seen sneaking around here, pray tell?’

      ‘None!’ hissed Wesker, throwing his metaphorical shovel away before he could dig a hole more than a few inches deep. ‘It’s not a place for men, either!’

      ‘Will you both be quiet?’ snapped a jittery Pierre. He desperately wanted to get moving. ‘Somebody else is coming!’

      The woman in the dress looked in the direction of the noise, too. It wasn’t just one somebody that was approaching but half a dozen, all in suits as dark and starless as the Tokyo night sky. Six stern faces emerged from the gloom around her.

      One of the men stepped forward into the meagre light. He was an older gentleman, with his hair tied back into a ponytail and the thinnest of moustaches marching across his upper lip. A pale scar ran down the side of his chin, curved like a smile… like the smile he was most certainly not wearing upon his face.

      ‘I recognise that man as well!’ whispered Pierre, ducking back down to look at Wesker and Viola. ‘He was the boss or whatever of the Yakuza who shot at me! It doesn’t look as if they have Ms. Rundleford with them though.’

      ‘Could be that you haven’t pushed her through the door yet,’ replied Viola, risking another peek over the top. ‘I mean, they don’t look like people who’ve just witnessed an act of inter-dimensional assault.’

      ‘It was an accident,’ grumbled Pierre.

      ‘Why isn’t the woman running away?’ Wesker asked.

      Pierre popped his head up again. It was a good question. Why wasn’t the woman running for her life? She simply stood there, silently, her hands clasped behind her back, even as the old gangster approached. When he stood only a few feet from her, he bowed slightly. She did the same in return.

      ‘Oh, this is not a place I think we want to be…’ whispered Wesker.

      The old gangster clicked his fingers and two of his younger underlings disappeared back into the darkness of the seemingly infinite market. A couple of awkward, silent moments passed before they returned, moving a little slower than when they’d left, dragging a slumped and groaning something between them.

      Their boss stepped aside and the woman in the dress took a nervous step back. The bruised and bloody something was thrown to the floor between them.

      ‘Oh I don’t know, Wesker,’ replied Viola, enthralled. ‘I think this is very interesting.’

      ‘I’m not sure I want to see this,’ moaned Pierre. That being said, he kept watching. He couldn’t help it.

      The boss grabbed a chunk of the beaten man’s hair and pulled his head back so that the moonlight splashed across the man’s face. The woman flinched. It was subtle and she tried hard to hide it, but Pierre caught it all the same. The gangster asked a question in Japanese. The woman nodded. Another click of the boss’ fingers and the two henchmen dragged the protesting man back into the darkness outside their circle.

      Pierre strained his eyes. It looked as if the woman was rummaging inside a handbag or a purse of some kind. He felt a chill run down his spine. What if the woman pulled out a gun?

      But she didn’t. Of course she didn’t. She retrieved from the purse something almost as dangerous, however - a thick envelope, stuffed with cash - and with a grateful nod passed it over to the old gangster. He took it from her with a slow and ancient smile.

      ‘What in the multiverse did we just witness?’ asked Pierre.

      ‘God knows what that stupid bugger did to that girl,’ said Viola, ‘but I think he’s about to get what’s coming to him.’

      ‘Yep,’ agreed Wesker, watching as the woman walked one way into the shadows and the gangsters all walked the other. ‘I’m pretty sure they call that conspiracy to commit murder. Light bit of contract killing.

      ‘Jesus. When did things get so bleak, eh?’

      Pierre stood up. Blood rushed to his head… but so did an idea.

      ‘When I got a glimpse of the warehouse through the door, there was an upturned chair and a lot of dry blood,’ he said. Wesker and Viola rose to their feet also, peering into the darkness. Viola’s hand was resting on the grip of her gun. ‘That must be where they’re taking that man they were dragging!’ His face fell. ‘Oh. That probably isn’t great news for Ms. Rundleford, is it?’

      ‘I can’t imagine the Yakuza are huge fans of witnesses, no,’ said Wesker. ‘But the gangsters haven’t got to the warehouse yet, and that means your inspector hasn’t got there either.’

      ‘We’ve still got time,’ said Viola, squeezing his shoulder.

      ‘Yeah, well, maybe not as much of it as we’d like,’ said Pierre, climbing over the stand behind which they’d been hiding. ‘They’ve already got that woman’s cash, remember? It doesn’t leave them much incentive to charge by the hour.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      ‘Did we miss the warehouse? I feel like we missed the warehouse.’

      Pierre, Viola and Wesker had emerged from the market into a busy, neon street - the same busy, neon street that they’d first walked down upon appearing in the city. Pierre recognised the anime schoolgirls dancing on the twenty-foot screen above the video game paraphernalia store, and the poor girl in her pink maid’s outfit still handing out flyers further down the road.

      ‘Of course we missed it,’ said Pierre, hurriedly looking up and down the street. ‘How would we have even known if we’d found it? I dare say the front’s going to be more eye-catching than any sign nailed above a loading bay door.’

      ‘What did you say this place was called?’ asked Wesker.

      ‘Press Start Tokyo,’ replied Pierre. He sighed. ‘God, I hope the sign is in English.’

      There was more bustle and noise down the path to the trio’s left than to their right, and the way to the right led - eventually, after some turns - back to the hotel, so they headed towards where the lights were busiest. The pavement was as cluttered with people as ever, but at least most of the umbrellas had been retired. Wesker was no longer at risk of losing an eye to the wandering tips of their canopies. A couple stumbled out of a store that somehow consisted solely of those hat-for-your-cat tombola machines and bumped into Viola. She stood glaring at them until they shuffled away.

      ‘This one’s named after a potato,’ said Wesker, looking up at a sign that would have given even the most flamboyant Broadway musical an inferiority complex. ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘I’m not sure you’re supposed to, old friend,’ said Pierre, pushing forward through the crowd. His eyes resembled those of a man sitting in a busy train carriage, convinced he’s the only one who can hear the ticking of a bomb. ‘Just keep looking, okay?’

      ‘Is this an arcade?’ asked Viola. She was standing beside a rotating candy-floss machine, looking optimistic. And hungry, somehow.

      ‘Not quite,’ sighed Pierre, deflating. ‘Good effort though.’

      They carried on down the street, ignoring the cries of the billboard screens and the tooting of the traffic and the enthusiastic pedlars of discount tickets into hedgehog cafes. Every now and then Wesker or Viola would point out a flashy, jingly-jangly establishment on the opposite side of the road, and Pierre would have to make a snap judgement on whether a.) the Japanese characters of its sign sufficiently translated into something resembling the concept of ‘pressing start’, and b.) that it was indeed an arcade, and not a love hotel or matcha ice-cream parlour.

      Time, as infinite as it technically was, was most definitely running out.

      ‘What about this one?’ suggested Viola, gesturing towards a massive sign towering over their latest portion of pavement. Pierre turned around wearily.

      ‘No,’ he sighed, ‘that’s…’

      He found himself staring up at a row of letters five feet high, each painted in a different style and colour to the one before. One S was in lower-case and sky blue; one T was jagged like a lightning bolt and twice as yellow. The Os were both doughnuts, for some reason - one chocolate, the other pink with sprinkles. To the left of all the letters was a blocky, cabled oblong adorned with numerous buttons and joysticks.

      PRESS START TOKYO, said the sign.

      ‘…exactly it. You’re a life-saver, Viola!’

      He wrapped his arms around her in a move that surprised even him. Viola gave him a gentle pat on the head in return.

      ‘Shall we go in?’ said Wesker, standing in the open doorway, waiting. People were staring and laughing at him as they walked in and out. ‘Or do you two need a moment?’

      Viola rolled her eyes and marched past him into the arcade. Pierre shook his head and Wesker laughed.

      ‘Come on,’ said Wesker, giving him a slap on the back. ‘Not long now. We’ll be back home before you can say…’

      ‘Banished to the Space Between Worlds?’

      ‘Yeah, that. Chin up.’

      They followed Viola inside. If Wesker had thought the street was loud, nothing could have prepared him for the noise within the arcade. From every direction - including the six storeys above their heads - came bubbly eight-bit melodies, midi-guitar riffs and slap-bass jazz interludes that interrupted and danced with one another, creating what was best described as the aural equivalent of a spicy enema. Not that any of the gamers seemed to mind. Few were standing around trying to hold a conversation; near enough everyone was attached to one of the hundreds of machines - their fingers hammering away at the buttons, their eyes glued on the twitching pixels.

      ‘So an arcade is like a really boring carnival,’ said Wesker, looking around at the seated zombies. He sniffed. ‘Smells about as bad as one, too. Don’t see any horses though.’

      Viola had wandered off to a row of old crane machines, and was eyeing up the plump, fluffy toys inside. Climactic, pomp-filled music was pumping out from behind them. Lights flashed around the glass cabinets in time to the beat. Every now and then Viola would prod a button, but the crane just dangled there.

      ‘I wouldn’t bother,’ said Pierre, trying in vain to pull her away. ‘Nobody ever wins those things anyway. They’re rigged.’

      ‘Never been a rigged game I couldn’t win,’ grumbled Viola, and prodded the buttons a little harder.

      ‘Over there,’ said Wesker, nodding towards the darkest and most dingy corner of the arcade. ‘There’s a door with an Employees Only sign on it. I bet that’s the way to the warehouse.’

      ‘Good work,’ said Pierre, biting his lip and going back to tying his fingers into knots. ‘Come on, Viola.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah. I’ll catch you up,’ she replied, never taking her eyes off the cuddly prizes.

      Pierre and Wesker walked across the sticky carpet towards the far wall, passing a couple of racing pods (the seats and pedals turned on a gyroscope) and a pair of bongo drums connected by ropes to another pair of nunchuck-like sticks. Everyone seemed to be giving that game a wide berth. A couple of spotty teenagers were squatting in the corner, wordlessly thrashing one another at a beat ‘em up.

      They paused at the door and looked around in as subtle a manner as a hotel concierge and cowboy bartender can. Nobody was paying them any attention, and there didn’t appear to be anyone supervising the floor. Unless they were busy playing one of the games, that is.

      ‘I’m gonna say it,’ whispered Pierre. ‘I’ve got a really bad feeling about this.’

      ‘Don’t sweat it. No confrontation, no putting ourselves at risk. We’re just going to see how things play out, and bring Ms. Rundleford back home with us - if we can get to her.’

      ‘And if we can’t?’

      ‘Then you’ll be in no worse a situation than you already are. Look on the bright side. It hasn’t even happened yet.’

      Pierre sighed. It was a wonder he had any air left in him at all. It was all well and good being told that every action he took (or didn’t take) would spawn an infinite number of new universes, where every possible outcome would play out in its own little story. The problem with being a time-traveller of sorts was that he already knew how his story ended up - with the inspector stumbling through the hotel door and into the well-armed arms of the Yakuza. No matter what was happening in the warehouse right that very moment, that accident was going to happen. It had already happened, just from a different perspective in time. The only variable in this universe was what would happen next.

      He pushed open the door.

      There was a dull, grey corridor on the other side. Gone were the flashing lights of the video games, though closing the door behind them hardly muted their noise at all - it floated through the metal air vents that ran along the ceiling. There was a notice board on one wall and a wooden door labelled OFFICE on the right. Other than that the corridor was plain; it went on straight ahead for about ten metres before making a ninety degree turn to the right.

      Pierre gave Wesker an anxious glance. Wesker gave him a gentle shove forward in return.

      Step by step they advanced. By the time they reached the corner, they could hear the groaning.

      They peered around, their heads poking out with a pace that even a garden snail would have considered sluggish. First they saw the big double doors to the warehouse - they looked just the same as they had from the other side and Pierre’s heart began to hammer double-time. Through their small windows he could see violent shadows flickering on and off, as if the warehouse lights were on the blink.

      Then they saw the man slumped up against the wall beside it.

      He was in a black suit, and Pierre instantly recognised him as one of the Yakuza from both the warehouse and the secret market rendezvous. His jacket was torn and scuffed, and one of its sleeves had been torn straight out of its stitching. He was holding one hand against his side as if he’d been shot, but aside from a dripping cut on his forehead Pierre couldn’t see any blood on the man. He was the source of the groaning, however, and in enough pain that his eyes were shut tight.

      When he did finally open them, they grew as wide as star systems.

      ‘Kisama!’ he shouted, which Pierre guessed wasn’t a term of endearment. The recognition was mutual, it seemed. The man struggled to his feet, one hand on the wall and the other still clutching his side, and Pierre and Wesker both jerked their heads backwards. They needn’t have. Far from pulling a gun on them, the gangster hurried the other way down the short corridor as fast as his wounded body would carry him, letting a fire exit door slam shut in his wake.

      ‘That wasn’t anger in his eyes,’ muttered Wesker, concerned. ‘That was fear.’

      ‘What’s going on, guys?’ came a bright and airy voice from behind them. Pierre near enough had a heart attack and Wesker spun around with his fists clenched. ‘What’s the hold up?’

      ‘Something’s wrong,’ Pierre replied, trying not to choke on the heart which had lodged itself in his throat. ‘Something’s really wrong, I mean. By the sound of whatever’s going on in there, I think we’re too late.’

      ‘Well let’s go find out, shall we?’ said Viola, marching past them. Wesker followed. Pierre hesitated until they’d both gone through the doors, took a deep breath, and then forced himself to do the same.

      His heart sank which meant, given it had already made an unexpected trip up into his throat, that it ended up roughly where it should have been in the first place. It was safe to say that the warehouse didn’t look how he’d left it. There was a distinct lack of Ms. Rundleford, for one thing. On the other hand, there were about the same number of Japanese gangsters. They just weren’t all in the same shape, or place, or even order.

      Blood had sprayed all across the floor and walls, and over a great deal of stock, merchandise and retired arcade machines too. Some of it had even made it as far up as the concrete ceiling, though most of that was making quite an effort to get back down. The air was thick with that familiar, coppery smell. Strangely, the least grizzly part of the whole scene was in the far corner, beside a door that had been shredded with bullets. The man the trio had seen being dragged away from the secret market meeting was tied to a wooden chair, sporting a dashing bullet hole in the centre of his forehead. He was the only dead person in the warehouse who could at least boast of still being in one piece.

      Viola was standing in the centre of the room, staring around at the severed limbs and lumps of bone in stunned silence. Eventually she spluttered out, ‘What in God’s name happened here?’

      Wesker had his back pinned to the wall beside the double doors, keeping his shoes as far from the conjoining pools of blood as possible. ‘You swear you didn’t see anything like this when you looked through the door, Pierre?’

      ‘I swear,’ said Pierre, covering his mouth with the back of his hand. He coughed and fought to keep the contents of his admittedly rather empty stomach from coming up. ‘Everyone looked very much alive when I saw them before. Except him, maybe,’ he added, gesturing to the man with a bullet in his skull. ‘Jesus Christ. We can’t have turned up more than thirty or forty seconds after I pushed her through the door, either.’

      ‘Well something happened in that time, didn’t it?’ Viola crouched down. ‘What’s that?’

      ‘What’s what?’ groaned Pierre. He was trying not to look at a dismembered leg that had flopped itself over a hanging light strip.

      ‘That,’ she repeated, pointing towards something in the middle of all the offal. It was square and, for the most part, still white.

      Pierre stepped across where the blood was thinnest, gagging a little as it rippled underfoot, and pulled a clipboard out of the mess.

      ‘This was hers,’ he said, making a quick retreat towards drier land. ‘Ms. Rundleford’s, I mean. Ouch!’

      He dropped the clipboard and sucked on his fingers.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Wesker, sidling along the wall towards him. ‘Oh, I hope that thing didn’t cut you. This is not the sort of place where you want an open wound.’

      ‘No, it didn’t even hurt. Not really. But it… it vibrated.’ Pierre looked up as Viola walked over to join them. ‘You know… the same way the doors do after someone’s gone through them.’

      For the first time since entering the warehouse, Pierre made himself really look at the carnage. He took in all the flesh and the brains and the gristle, and he mentally ticked off every body part he could see in a suit sleeve or trouser leg. There were grooves in the concrete floor, carved by something in a furious rage. He looked around for a pair of spectacles with thick lenses, or even a strip of a blouse, and found nothing.

      He bent down to pick up the clipboard, and this time he let its vibrations tremble through him, pulsing like sonar.

      ‘I think… I think I know what happened,’ he said, cautiously. ‘But you’re not going to like it.’

      ‘Oh, no,’ said Wesker, his eyes growing wide. He shook his head. ‘Oh, no…’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ cried Viola. ‘Will somebody tell me what the hell is going on?’

      ‘Please don’t tell me you think it’s an untangled octowürm,’ groaned Wesker, burying his head in his hands.

      ‘Do you know anything else that can tear apart half a dozen Yakuza gangsters before vanishing into thin air?’ replied Pierre, shrugging. ‘Besides, the clipboard’s still vibrating. Something tore a hole between worlds right next to it.’

      Viola punched him in the shoulder. ‘Explain!’ she shouted.

      ‘The untangled octowürm is a rare and vicious creature,’ said Pierre, rubbing his shoulder. ‘Crazy rare, actually. Unique in its ability to jump between universes like an eight-armed electron on a sugar high. Any time, any place - it can get there like that. Very smart. Completely untangled at a molecular level too, which means they can take the shape of whatever they want. Anything living, that is. Not like a toaster or something.’

      ‘You can’t blame them for shapeshifting,’ said Wesker, shuddering. ‘Considering what they’re rumoured to look like when they’re… normal. There hasn’t been a reported sighting for centuries though, has there? I’m sure I heard they’d all been wiped out.’

      ‘With a species like a time-travelling disguise kit, who knows? That’s what made hunting them down so tricky in the first place. How do you win a fight against something that can provide its own backup five minutes before you even fire the first shot? Or has suddenly taken on the appearance of your grandmother, for that matter?’

      ‘But why would this worm thing come here?’ asked Viola.

      ‘That is a billion dollar question, Viola,’ replied Pierre. ‘But here’s an even better one: why did it take the inspector with it when it left?’

      They all looked around at the mess of the warehouse.

      ‘Aside from the clipboard, there’s nothing left of her,’ he continued. ‘And not in an eviscerated way like everyone else. In an abducted sort of way.’

      ‘Well, we’re not going after it,’ laughed Wesker, crossing his arms. ‘No goddamn way. So don’t you go getting any funny ideas.’

      ‘Oh, come on,’ replied Viola. ‘Aren’t you at all interested in seeing what one of those things actually looks like? And we can’t give up now, just as things are getting interesting! What if… what if this thing eats poor Ms. Rundleford? How’s that going to reflect on our Pierre, eh?’

      ‘I know where it’s taken her,’ said Pierre.

      ‘Badly!’ replied Wesker, ignoring him. ‘But are you seriously suggesting we go chasing after a homicidal monster? We said we weren’t going to put ourselves at risk. This is the definition of the word!’

      ‘Oh, grow a pair!’ shouted Viola. ‘I’m not going to give up and let Pierre get banished to that… that Gap Between Worlds…’

      ‘Space…’

      ‘…or whatever it’s called! We’re not abandoning our friend just because things are getting a bit hairy. Pierre didn’t turn his back when I needed help, did he? You’re better than that Wesker. And besides, you’ve no way home without Pierre and his keys. So we’ll find out where they went, somehow…’

      ‘I know where it’s taken her,’ repeated Pierre, a little bit louder.

      They snapped their mouths shut and turned to look at him.

      ‘What?’ asked Wesker. ‘How?’

      ‘The vibrations,’ he replied, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. ‘Same way I can tell where someone’s headed if I’m quick enough in getting to the door they’ve used. And the vibrations the octowürm left behind in this clipboard are strong. Really strong. I’m pretty sure I could open a door to the same place it went. Or pretty close to where it’ll end up, at least.’

      ‘See!’ said Viola. ‘Pierre’s a genius. We’ll get the jump on them and snatch the inspector back before this worm thing even knows what’s happening. It’s a worm - it can’t be that smart. And if something goes wrong, we’ll shoot it. Simple as that. Pierre, you ready?’

      ‘Yeah,’ he said, reading over Ms. Rundleford’s notes. ‘Just give me a second, will you? I’ll meet you over at those doors.’

      ‘You sure you want to keep going?’ whispered Wesker, as Viola made her way back over to the entrance of the warehouse. ‘A few gangsters is one thing, but this… There’s nothing stopping us from heading back to the hotel, you know. We’ll explain everything to the Council. They’ll see reason, I’m sure of it.’

      ‘I wish I had your optimism, Wesker,’ sighed Pierre, ‘but the Council seems to want my head on their chopping block as it is. When they find out about this they’re going to have to blame somebody. And they can hardly put the octowürm on trial, can they?’

      ‘If you say so, man. I’ll be over with Viola when you’re ready.’

      As Wesker left, Pierre looked down at Ms. Rundleford’s notes again. There was something very curious about them.

      161. 271. 314. 628.

      What was she doing, taking down room numbers? And why those ones in particular? Where were her notes on Le Petit Monde’s impeccably clean staff uniforms, allergy-friendly menus and noticeable lack of cockroaches in its kitchen?

      He checked the frequency of the vibrations one last time, placed the clipboard down on one of the warehouse’s few remaining dry arcade cabinets, and dragged his feet over to where his friends stood waiting.

      Something didn’t feel right. Something didn’t feel right at all.
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      Two things hit Pierre as soon as he opened the door. The first was an intense dry heat, not unlike the rowdy blast of air that rushes out of an oven when its door is opened. It was the sort of heat one would expect when kneeling on the cracked earth of an alien planet, staring up at a huge and vengeful red sun.

      The second thing that hit Pierre was that dry, cracked earth. It hit him with a thump.

      He coughed up a lungful of sandy dirt and pushed himself back onto his feet, blinking his eyes clean of grit and wiping his hands on the legs of his trousers. Two dull thumps had followed his own, and once his eyes had cleared he could make out the shapes of Wesker and Viola as they rolled along the ground about ten metres apart from one another.

      About five or six metres further along than Viola was a fancy horse-drawn stagecoach. It had come to a rather confused stop along the side of the road.

      ‘Er… you fellows alright down there?’ came a cautious voice from towards its front. The head from which the voice emanated was cast in shadow beneath a wide-brimmed hat. ‘Only I wasn’t aware I had quite so many passengers…’

      Pierre took stock of his surroundings. It was hard to tell if they’d ended up in the right place or not. There was a sun high up in the sky, and it was definitely one that belonged to the Earth. All else under that blue and cloudless sky was a pale, sandy brown. Big bits of brown; small bits of brown. The few clumps of anaemic green and lumps of grey speckled across the landscape only succeeded in making the brown stand out all the more.

      It looked as if they were still on track. As was the coach from which they’d fallen, just about.

      ‘Sorry about that, sir,’ Pierre replied, raising his hand to shield his eyes from the sun. ‘Didn’t mean to cause you any alarm. I think we’re all okay, aren’t we? Guys?’

      Viola groaned. Wesker gave a non-committal thumbs up.

      ‘Say, could you tell us where the nearest town is?’ Pierre asked, starting to walk towards the coach. The figure behind the reins twitched. Pierre stopped his approach.

      ‘It’s about five miles further that way,’ replied the coachman, pointing further down the dirt road. His other hand was hovering near something suspiciously gun-shaped buckled to his belt. ‘Take a left at the next turnin’, else you’ll be wanderin’ the plains for hours.’

      ‘Don’t suppose there’s much chance of a lift, is there?’ sighed Pierre.

      ‘No can do, buddy. Can’t be too careful with strangers these days, and these hills ain’t no place to be hangin’ around in. Besides, we ain’t headed that way. You and your friends ought to think twice about goin’ that direction yourselves.’

      He tipped his hat to Viola.

      ‘Y’all have yourselves a good day now,’ he said as he got his horses moving again. The wheels of his coach kicked up stones and dust as they spun back onto the road, and soon enough it was nothing but a dot growing ever smaller on the horizon.

      A fly landed on Wesker’s moustache. He swatted it away.

      ‘Looks like we’re walking then,’ he grumbled.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Does anyone have any water on them?’

      Pierre’s request went unanswered. Wesker and Viola weren’t all too pleased with him. If it wasn’t bad enough that he’d brought them to a dry, hot desert landscape completely devoid of civilisation or water fountains, the only door through which they could have potentially gone home had rolled its rickety way out of sight. They were stuck with the choice of either walking until they reached the nearest town (or collapsed, whichever came first), or sitting in the dirt and waiting to become carrion.

      They’d settled on the first option, but not enthusiastically. That had been almost two hours ago.

      ‘Come on, guys. It’s hardly my fault. I was working off a damn clipboard, for crying out loud.’ He hurried past Wesker to where Viola was striding ahead. ‘Hey, Viola. I don’t suppose you… What the hell is that?’

      ‘This?’ She held up something pink, round and fluffy. ‘It’s mine. I got it back at the arcade. Didn’t you notice?’

      It was a pig with eyes like mug coasters and a little plastic snout. Other than that and a curly rubber tail it was predominantly a ball of fluff.

      ‘No, I can’t say that I did.’

      ‘Well, it’s mine. Just like my drink would be, if I had one. Which I don’t. You could have told us we were going to be stuck in the middle of nowhere, you know.’

      ‘Oh, don’t be like that. How was I supposed to know where we’d end up? Besides, I’m sure somebody will be along any minute now.’

      ‘You said that ages ago. Haven’t seen so much as a bloody horse since.’

      ‘Plenty of birds though,’ came a gruff voice from behind them. There were dust marks all up the side of Wesker’s trousers. ‘Look. That there’s a vulture. Always a good sign, a vulture.’

      Pierre tried looking up into the sweltering sky and felt another trickle of sweat run into his eye. He tried blinking it away. It stung.

      ‘Hey, what’s that?’ he said, pointing further down the road. They were approaching the crest of a craggy hill. ‘The thing sticking up between the big, brown rock and the bigger, browner rock.’

      ‘It’s a sign, isn’t it?’ Viola squinted with her hand over her eyes. ‘No, wait. It’s a church spire!’

      Wesker’s eyes grew wide. He looked around at the desert as if he’d only just noticed it was there.

      ‘Oh, you bastards! I thought I recognised that buffalo skull we passed earlier!’

      ‘What on Earth are you on about?’ asked Viola. ‘Wait. Are you saying we’ve been going round in a circle or something?’

      A scorpion scuttled away as they reached the top of the hill, and the spire became a rickety church, and around the rickety church grew a smattering of saloons, trading posts and Old West wooden houses…

      ‘Oh, now I know where we are,’ said Pierre, in mock surprise.

      ‘Yeah,’ grumbled Wesker, crossing his arms. ‘Home.’
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        * * *

      

      Now you must remember, dear reader, that I was not present when Pierre, Viola and Wesker approached the small, wild-west town, nor indeed have I ever been there myself. All I know of it is what Pierre went on to tell me, so forgive me if some of the details are missing or a little incorrect.

      New Havant was not a prosperous town, but it was a prospecting one. Established during a gold rush sometime around the year 1813, it wasn’t until a couple of decades later that the settlement found its true (though ultimately short-lived) purpose: lode mining. None of that shallow panning nonsense. Big shafts all the way.

      Things were looking up. There’d been talk of building a proper schoolhouse with desks and everything. But it hadn’t taken long for the mines to grow exhausted, and anyone still young and hungry enough to hold a taste for the digging business had fled for the promise of work in California, in the second gold rush of 1849.

      Our trio arrived, tired and sweaty, in the August of 1850.
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        * * *

      

      Nobody came out to greet them, save for the mandatory tumbleweed that rolled across the town’s one and only road (which was called Main Street, of course). A sign’s hinges creaked in the welcome breeze. Somewhere a chicken clucked.

      ‘Should we knock or something?’ whispered Viola.

      ‘How long has it been since you left this place?’ asked Pierre, out the corner of his mouth.

      ‘About ten years,’ grumbled Wesker, standing beside him. His hands were stuffed into his pockets. ‘Give or take.’

      ‘How old were you when you left?’

      Wesker clenched his teeth. ‘About twenty-four, twenty-five, I think.’

      ‘Wait, you’re thirty-five?’ laughed Viola. ‘What? How come you look so…’

      Pierre shot her a look.

      ‘…gruff?’ she finished.

      ‘Life here wasn’t easy,’ he huffed. ‘People grew up fast.’

      Viola snorted. ‘Please. My old life was hardly a walk in the park and you don’t see me looking like the skin from an overcooked jacket potato.’

      ‘Stop it, both of you,’ said Pierre, sensing the temperature rise to either side of him. He ushered them down the empty street and, turning to Wesker, asked, ‘Is it always this quiet?’

      ‘No,’ he replied. He looked uneasy, his eyes flickering from storefront to storefront. ‘It’s never been a busy town, but this is… this is wrong. Something must have happened.’

      ‘I’m sure everyone is okay,’ said Pierre, his words about as strong as candy floss in a puddle.

      ‘Then where are they?’ Viola pondered.

      They wandered down the dusty Main Street, listening to the crunch of dirt under their shoes and the cries of birds circling high above. The first building on their right was the town stable, similar to a barn in structure. No stablehand could be seen sweeping its floor, but a pitchfork had been stabbed into what looked like a freshly turned mound of hay. Bales of it were piled outside the stable’s twin doors and a single gelded horse was reined to a post belonging to one of the stalls inside. It was pacing impatiently.

      ‘That’s the undertaker’s place over there,’ said Wesker, nodding towards a dark and gloomy building across the street from the stable. There was a range of coffins reclining on its wooden porch. One was made of simple, unmarked pine; another was painted in golds and blacks. The one at the end of their short row was only a few feet in length, designed for a child.

      ‘Old Mr. Bonnetide was the undertaker when I left,’ he continued, craning his neck in an attempt to see through the slits in the window’s shutters. ‘Always nice to me, he was. Gave me a biscuit once after the other children trapped me in one of his display coffins. I wonder if he’s still shuffling about…’

      ‘Doesn’t seem to be doing a lot of business,’ said Viola. ‘I guess we should see that as a good thing?’

      ‘You don’t think the octowürm has already been through here, do you?’ asked Wesker, suddenly turning stiff and timid.

      Pierre quickly shook his head. ‘If it had, we’d see the mess. Remember the state of the warehouse? I doubt there’d be much more than a splinter of this town left.’

      A cockerel weathervane swung lazily atop a chemist’s roof. CAMPBELL’S CHEMIST was printed on its window; through it Pierre could make out a polished bronze cash register and glass bottles in all sorts of shapes and sizes. Some were small and full of tonic. Others were as large as bell jars and full to the brim with soda crackers and ginger drops. Nothing appeared to have been looted in the people’s absence. The same could be said of the cobbler and the general store further down the street.

      ‘If there are two places people in this town would be,’ said Wesker, after stopping to peer into the smithy’s open doorway, ‘it’s the church or the saloon. I’m sure they’d try to say it’s mostly the former, but it ain’t. Best chance we’ve got of finding someone is in there.’

      So he led Pierre and Viola towards the saloon, with its flapping twin doors and its cobbled-together balcony on the second floor, and its hitching posts and water troughs standing guard before its porch, and not towards the church down the far end of the street, whose spire towered above all the other buildings.

      Wesker’s boots stomped up the wooden steps that led up to the door, and planks creaked beneath him. Viola followed but Pierre paused at the bottom. Something was bothering him.

      He looked back across the dust-swept town and saw a goat, tethered to a stump of a post by a thin piece of rope. It was staring at him and chewing.

      We want our goat back, drifted a choir of ghostly voices from the recesses of his mind. He recognised them as belonging to the dodgy monks back at the hotel. You don’t want to be left empty-handed in your time of goat-need, do you?

      ‘Load of bloody nonsense,’ Pierre muttered to himself, rolling his eyes. He climbed the steps and pushed open the doors of the saloon.

      The goat kept staring and chewing, quite uninterested.

      It was just as Pierre had expected: the inside looked as deserted as the rest of the town. Nobody sat laughing or playing cards around the five round, battered tables. Nobody was stumbling and spilling their drinks onto the floor (which was in desperate need of a good sweep, Pierre couldn’t help noticing). No barman stood behind the bar; no wenches sold their wares to drunk gentlemen; no old man sat tinkling the ivory keys.

      ‘It’s like being on a movie set,’ said Pierre, taken aback by how loud his voice sounded amongst the quiet.

      Wesker managed a laugh, but it was a short and nervous breed. ‘It’s exactly how I remember it,’ he said. ‘Minus all the people bustling about, and the awful din, and the risk of losing a finger. Look,’ he added, pointing to a gash in one of the tables. ‘That’s where Mad Mendelson once stabbed a knife through a card he accused of cheating.’

      ‘You mean he thought the other player was cheating?’ asked Viola.

      ‘No. The card.’

      Stairs led up to a landing that doubled as a sort of balcony above. Pierre took a mental note that all the doors to the guest rooms were closed. Deliberately so, it seemed. And if there was anyone who knew the potential connotations of doors and guest rooms, it was Pierre.

      He pushed his way through the throng of tables and chairs to the bar itself. Much like the chemist’s apothecary, the bottles were untouched. Un-looted. The mirror on the back wall had been polished only recently. Leaning forwards, he could even see a glass left behind the bar, half-full of whiskey, as if somebody had poured it and then quickly hidden it out of sight.

      As if…

      Pierre had another look at all the chairs he’d squeezed past. If the saloon staff had planned on leaving, they would have stacked the chairs and stools on top of the tables. Standard practice when closing shop. But none of the chairs were overturned, and there were no smashed glasses on the floor either. The town’s population may have vanished, but if so it must have been in a calm and quiet manner…

      ‘Put your hands in the air where I can see ‘em,’ came a thunderous voice from the door.

      All three of them turned around, slowly, doing as the man had said. Pierre kept an eye on Viola - or rather, the gun she had stuffed into the waistband of her trousers.

      The man in the doorway was hard to make out beyond his silhouette - the sun followed him through the door in a brilliant halo. He presented a short but stocky figure, bolstered by a tall and wide-brimmed hat. His heavy boots were set just as wide apart. The only part of him not cast in stark monochrome was the revolver he had pointed at Pierre. Its muzzle glistened a tarnished silver colour.

      ‘I don’t know what trouble you folks are plannin’ to do in this ‘ere town,’ said the man, his voice not wavering an inch. ‘But I won’t be havin’ none of it. How many of you are there?’

      ‘Erm… it’s just the three of us,’ said Viola. One of her hands - her shooting hand - was starting to descend, millimetre by millimetre. ‘Who else were you expecting?’

      ‘Don’t lie to me, woman,’ snapped the man, spitting out the last word as if it were an insult. ‘And keep your hands where they are, goddammit. I’ve seen that six-shooter stuck down the back of your pants, so don’t go tryin’ nothin’.’

      ‘We’re not interested in any trouble, sir,’ said Pierre. The man’s gun flashed back towards him. Pierre’s raised arms felt very heavy all of a sudden. ‘We were tracking something through here, and we wondered where…’

      The man in the doorway cocked his revolver and took a step forward, away from the light. The immediate silence was deafening.

      ‘This town’s full of good and godly people, you hear?’ he hissed. ‘Good and…’

      ‘Sheriff Ketchum?’ said Wesker, interrupting. ‘Is that you?’

      The man kept his gun raised, but his expression softened. Now he looked more confused than anything else.

      ‘Wait, you’re not… you’re not old Wesker’s boy, are you? Henry?’

      Wesker and Sheriff Ketchum slowly broke into a nervous laughter, and then Wesker grabbed Ketchum’s free hand and shook it. Stuffing his revolver back into its holster, the sheriff gave Wesker a hearty slap on the back in return.

      Pierre and Viola looked at one another in disbelief.

      ‘Henry?’ they said, together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    

    
      Ketchum sat the three of them down in his sheriff’s office and pulled open one of the drawers of his desk. Now in better lighting, Pierre could see he was a slightly older gentleman - probably approaching the end of middle-age - and one prone to a great deal of sweating. He’d been dabbing at his forehead with a handkerchief ever since they left the saloon.

      His bulbous red nose gave away the contents of the drawer before his hand did. He slammed a bottle of unlabelled whiskey onto the top of the desk and then let himself drop into his poor, protesting chair.

      ‘Fetch us four glasses, Derricks, will you?’ he shouted. The sound of hurried footsteps approached, and then a young, nervous and spotty face peered around the corner.

      ‘Y-yes, sir. Right away,’ he spluttered, then scarpered off.

      Pierre looked around at the sheriff’s office. He’d seen its kind before in a dozen old movies, but never up close and in person. The walls at the front of the building were made of the same wood as the rest of the town, but the back walls - in particular, round the corner where the cells were - had been built with bricks and mortar. There was a gun rack in which a few rifles were stored. There was a table, and on it a hand-carved chess set. There wasn’t much in the way of decoration, but a stag’s head had been mounted on the wall.

      ‘Sorry ‘bout all that back there in the saloon,’ said Ketchum, leaning back in his chair and steepling his fingers. ‘Just never can be too careful these days. Had we known one of yous was a local, well…’ He sat forwards and studied Wesker. ‘Man, is it good to see you. What’s it been - a year, year and a half since you left? Though you look like a man gone for a lot longer, if you’ll pardon me sayin’.’

      Viola turned to Wesker and grinned. Wesker ignored her and offered Sheriff Ketchum a pleasant smile instead.

      ‘It’s that hard California sun,’ he replied. ‘It’s hell for your skin.’

      ‘I’ll believe it,’ said Ketchum, nodding, which frankly Pierre found quite astonishing. Wesker looked twice the age of the sheriff thought him to be. ‘I suppose you twos both know the story of how our Henry here upped and left us, eh?’

      Pierre and Viola shot each other a curious glance and shook their heads. Wesker sighed.

      ‘Can’t blame him, not really,’ the sheriff continued. ‘This town’s a shadow of what it once was, and even then it never shined as bright as the gold we were supposed to find here. The mine’s been shut… what? Ten, twelve years now? Not much work goin’ round for a young man, at any rate.’

      Young man. With questioning eyebrows, Pierre and Viola turned to look at the gruff, grizzled man sitting beside them. Wesker gave them a subtle shrug.

      ‘Offered to make him a deputy, but that wouldn’t have stemmed the boredom much,’ said Ketchum. ‘No, Henry here went off to seek his fortune in the gold mines of the west coast, ain’t that right?’

      Wesker huffed in good humour. ‘Don’t know about fortune, but I sure found something.’

      A door, Pierre guessed. With a pang of guilt he realised he’d never actually asked Wesker how he’d come to work at Le Petit Monde. Most people passing through did so deliberately, but Wesker must have stumbled across a doorway by mistake.

      ‘Well, it’s sure great to see you again. What did you say you were doin’ now…?’

      ‘Tracking,’ said Viola, quickly. ‘We’re tracking down rare beasts. And people, sometimes. When they’re in need of being found.’

      Sheriff Ketchum looked each one of them over, then nodded. ‘Good money for good work,’ he said, approvingly. ‘As much as anyone out here can ask for, I suppose.’

      Pierre looked out of the window to his right. The town had returned to normal, now that its sheriff had confirmed that the three of them weren’t bandits. Women in frilly dresses were returning to hang their washing on clotheslines. Dogs had been let out to sniff various wooden posts and mud puddles in the street. Men in stained vests were working at the smithy and the butcher’s, often interchangeably.

      ‘Got you those glasses, sir,’ said the young man, returning from the rear of the building. He was barely more than a boy, and scrawny like a stray cat. His waistcoat hung loose from his chest. A pistol was strapped to his hip. He laid out the four whiskey glasses in a line beside the bottle.

      ‘Good lad,’ replied Sheriff Ketchum. He picked up the bottle but paused before pouring. ‘Well? What are you waitin’ around for, lad? It’s not like you’re gettin’ any. Get back to cleanin’ the cells.’

      ‘Yessir,’ snapped the boy. He scurried away in a hurry as Ketchum dealt each of the glasses a fair share of drink. The sheriff pushed one glass to each of them and lifted one from the table for himself.

      ‘To old friends arrivin’ in times of need,’ he said, in the voice of somebody toasting a funeral.

      They all drank - or at least, Viola and Wesker did. Ketchum swigged, and Pierre sipped.

      ‘Wait a second,’ said Wesker, putting down his glass. ‘What do you mean, times of need?’

      Sheriff Ketchum paused whilst reaching for the bottle again. ‘You ain’t seriously tellin’ me you guys don’t know, are ya? What kind of trackers are you supposed to be?’ He shook his head. ‘Christ almighty.’

      ‘What sort of trouble are you in?’ asked Viola, angling for a refill. ‘Not something involving a big, angry space worm, by any chance?’

      Pierre elbowed her in the ribs.

      The sheriff looked at her and scrunched up his face. It looked like a rotten apple.

      ‘No, why would you…?’ he started, before shaking his head in disbelief. ‘Haven’t you fools ever heard of the Bowder Boys?’

      Once more Viola and Pierre turned to look at Wesker. He shrugged his shoulders.

      ‘Should we have?’ he asked.

      ‘Of course you should ‘ave! You’ve been in California, not under a goddamn rock! Jesus. Well if you don’t know, you’re gonna find out soon enough. Word has it they’re on their way here this very moment. That’s why we all were hidin’ when you fellas strolled into town. And you, ma’am. There’s lasses in with those Bowder Boys, too.’

      ‘Too right,’ replied Viola, swatting a particularly persistent fly off her shoulder. ‘But what on Earth do these Bowder Boys have against New Havant?’

      ‘Nothin’,’ said the sheriff, ‘and everythin’! We ain’t got nothin’ they want or need, that’s for sure. Nobody’s worked the mines since Henry here were a boy. We don’t have much to trade, and what we grow we keep for ourselves. That’s alright for most folks like us. We keep to ourselves. We like the quiet. Things tick along just fine. But it makes us an easy target for bands of outlaws, and those Bowder Boys are headed this way. Or so we’ve heard. In the past couple of weeks they’ve hit Little Brook and Franklin. Both are only a few days’ ride south from here.’

      ‘Could be they’ve already moved on,’ said Wesker. ‘New Havant is barely big enough to earn a spot on a map. Maybe they didn’t think it was worth their time.’

      ‘Well they took out Little Brook, didn’t they?’ laughed Ketchum, nervously. He poured himself another glass of whiskey, and Pierre noticed that his hand was shaking. ‘And they’ve hardly got three houses and a chicken to their name.’

      ‘Took out?’ Wesker put down his glass. ‘What do you mean, took out?’

      Ketchum threw his own glass of whiskey down his throat before replying. ‘Not sure this is a conversation suitable for present company, gentlemen.’

      They all turned to Viola, who had already crossed her arms.

      ‘Try me,’ she said.

      ‘Well…’ the sheriff began, clearing his throat, ‘the men got away with their lives, though they beat old Mr. Turrell pretty bad when he first tried to stop them comin’ into town. Gonna need new spectacles and his knee won’t ever bend the same. He got lucky. They came for the wives and daughters, mostly. And whatever meats and skins the townsfolk had stored away… but that ain’t so great a concern.’

      ‘And the wives and daughters?’ asked Viola.

      ‘Alive,’ said Ketchum, nodding slowly. ‘Not feelin’ all that much better for it though, can’t imagine. Franklin was much worse. Nobody told ‘em the Boys were comin’. Half of the men were shot down tryin’ to get their little ones into cubby holes and the like. And the women… Well. Some lived, and some were carried off when the Boys left town. Nobody ain’t seen them again, and I dare say we can all guess why.’

      ‘Jesus,’ whispered Pierre. He went to say something, stopped himself, and then asked anyway. ‘Has anyone thought of rounding up all the sheriffs and deputies and able-bodied men in the county and putting a stop to them?’

      Sheriff Ketchum stared at Pierre for a moment, then burst into sharp laughter. He took his handkerchief and dabbed at the corner of his eye, which made a change from his sweaty forehead.

      ‘Sure,’ he managed to say once his laughter dried up. ‘We’re all gunslingers and sharpshooters out here in New Havant. Why, our teacher, Miss Haversham, she can hit a bottle from a hundred yards! Hell, maybe some of her kiddies can join in our outlaw-huntin’ party too. I’ll go grab the Remingtons.’

      ‘Okay, okay, I get it,’ said Pierre, holding up his hands. ‘Not an option. I wouldn’t want to do it either.’

      ‘Not a case of wantin’ or not, son. Even if we could gather everyone, it still likely wouldn’t be enough. When I say the Bowder Boys, I ain’t talkin’ bout a couple of brothers. Not even a family. There’s damn near two dozen of the bastards out there. Might as well pick a fight with a pack of mountain lions for all the good it would do us.’

      He went to pour himself a third drink, hesitated, and then threw the bottle back inside the drawer instead.

      ‘Well you can’t just let them ride into town and take what they want!’ said Viola, slamming her own glass down. ‘What kind of sheriff are you?’

      ‘The kind that wants to live,’ he snapped, before adding, ‘And the kind that wants to see the good people of this here town live, too. Besides, we ain’t lettin’ them do nothin’. If they come through here they’ll find nothin’ but a ghost town, just like you did.’

      ‘That’s your plan?’ asked Pierre, squirming in his seat. ‘To hide?’

      ‘Not under a goddamn table, if that’s what you’re imaginin’. We’ve got someone keepin’ watch in the hills, and if they see anyone comin’ this way then they flash the mirrors and we get everybody down the mines. Everyone knows they’ve been empty for years; no-one’s gonna go lookin’. And anyone who does is gonna end up more lost than a monk in a whorehouse - pardon the expression, ma’am. Only ones who know the ways in and out are us older folks.’

      ‘Aren’t you worried about what they’ll do to the town?’ asked Wesker.

      Sheriff Ketchum shrugged. ‘Sure. But I’d rather sleep under the stars and build a new town than live in one full of ghosts. People are a lot harder to replace than houses. Though tell that to Mrs. McWaters - she’s just about popping out a new person every other Thursday.’

      He politely raised his hand at a heavily pregnant woman walking down the street outside his window. She beamed a hearty smile and waved back.

      ‘I swear half the kids in Miss Haversham’s classes are hers,’ he said, turning back to them. He nodded to himself. ‘Everyone here’s a good man or woman, or so close to good it makes no difference. Hell, I don’t need to tell you, Henry. This town near enough raised you after your ma and pa succumbed to the cholera. I expect you’ll be wantin’ to pay a visit to some of your old neighbours before you move on, yes?’

      Wesker leaned back in his chair and puffed out his cheeks.

      ‘Yes, of course,’ he said, scratching the back of his head. ‘How are old Mr. and Mrs. Bonnetide?’

      ‘Mr. Bonnetide’s still tickin’ along, but we had to bury his wife back in February. Harsh winter. Come on, you can go ask how everyone’s doin’ yourself.’

      Sheriff Ketchum pulled himself up out of his seat, pried his hat from off the hatstand beside his desk, and wrestled it down over his ears. Pierre and Viola rose from their chairs also; Wesker sat for a second longer, sighed quietly to himself, and then followed.

      Outside the sun had dipped in the sky a little, and some of its angry heat had gone down with it. The town was full of noise again. Pierre was surprised by how many people there were for such a small and unassuming town, and how hurried everyone seemed to be. The only people not rushing from chore to chore were the few old people sitting out on their porches… or on the dry mud where their porches would have been, had their houses not been little more than wooden shacks.

      Though Pierre couldn’t imagine himself suffering the hardship of a life out in untamed, nineteenth-century America, he couldn’t help but marvel at the beauty of it all. The endless, uncaring deserts and prairies; the blue skies unmarked by smoke and smog; the grand mountains that rose up all around. The simplicity and the soil.

      ‘Henry? Henry, is that you?’

      A young woman in a large bustle dress that spilled all the way past her ankles rushed over, carrying a parasol and bearing an enormous, curious grin. She climbed the short steps of the sheriff’s office and stopped under the shade of its overhang.

      Wesker smirked despite himself. ‘Sure is, Isabella. Great to see you.’

      ‘Why, you look just the same as I remember you - just as handsome as ever.’

      Pierre and Viola looked at one another.

      ‘Is everyone apart from us unable to see that Wesker is clearly a middle-aged man and not a young boy?’ Pierre whispered.

      ‘And one who looks like a pair of well-worn leather slip-ons you’d find gathering dust under an attic window at that?’ replied Viola. ‘Apparently so.’

      ‘What brings you back our way?’ continued the frilly woman known as Isabella, twirling her parasol over her shoulder. ‘Did you miss me? No, don’t tell me. I’m late to help Mrs. Browning redecorate the town hall as it is. It’s ever such a bother having to stop and start every time that blasted mirror flashes. Do come by before you leave town, won’t you? We’ve so much to catch up on.’

      She stood on the toes of her shoes to give Wesker a peck on the cheek, giggled, and then pranced off towards the far end of town. A couple of the townsfolk waved to a blushing Wesker as they walked in the same direction.

      ‘Unbelievable,’ mused Pierre.

      Ketchum led the three of them out of the shade and down the creaky steps, effortlessly slipping back into the habit of dabbing his forehead free of sweat. But no sooner had they stepped into the dusty dirt street than they heard the approaching galloping of hooves.

      A lone horseman was riding into town, kicking up a thick dust cloud in his wake. Isabella darted aside to let him through, and everyone in the town froze in the middle of what they were doing to watch. Despite the pervasive heat, Pierre felt the tone of the whole community drop to near freezing.

      The man came to such a rough and abrupt stop that the rider was forced to turn the chestnut horse around in a circle to keep it from bucking him off. He wore a ragged shawl that billowed down his whole body, a hat with a brim even wider than Sheriff Ketchum’s, and an expression of utter morbid panic.

      ‘They’re comin’, Sheriff,’ he gasped, coughing into his bandana. ‘I’m sorry, I got here as fast as I could…’

      The sheriff’s hand shot to his revolver. ‘The Bowder Boys?’ he shouted. People in the street started to shriek and panic. ‘How long have we got? And why in blazes didn’t Cassidy use the mirrors?’

      The man on the horse shook his head and looked back at the desert behind him. ‘I’m guessin’ they got to him, Sheriff. And about five minutes, I reckon. Maybe less. They’re ridin’ like lightnin’, boss. Wasn’t sure I’d even make it back ‘ere before ‘em.’

      ‘Sweet Jesus,’ muttered Ketchum, taking off his hat and running a hand through his thinning hair. ‘That probably ain’t enough time,’ he added in a hushed voice. ‘Joe - you knock on every door you see and get as many people down the mines as you can, ya here? The rest of us will have to buy y’all some time.’

      ‘Sure thing, Sheriff,’ said Joe, jumping down from his horse and tethering it to a hitching post. He sprinted down the length of the street. Word travels fast in a small town; most of its citizens were already doing the same.

      ‘The rest of us?’ asked Wesker. ‘What do you mean, the rest of us?’

      ‘Derricks?’ shouted Sheriff Ketchum, ignoring him. ‘Derricks! Get out here, boy!’

      The door to the sheriff’s office flew open and the young man who’d served them glasses stepped out onto the porch, eyes wide and ready.

      ‘Go fetch us the guns, kid,’ continued Ketchum. ‘And then get yourself down the mines with the rest of them.’

      Derricks ran back into the office and, after a lot of clattering and clunking, emerged with an armful of bolt-action rifles. He staggered down the steps and handed them over to the sheriff.

      ‘I can help, if you want?’ he said, eagerly. ‘I am the deputy, after all.’

      ‘Don’t be daft,’ snapped Ketchum. ‘I ain’t explainin’ to your ma how you got your head shot off tryin’ to be a hero. Go with everyone else and make sure they’re all safe. You’re the law while you’re down there, got it?’

      ‘Got it,’ nodded Billy. He rushed off to join Joe in rounding up the leftover townsfolk.

      Wesker patiently tapped Sheriff Ketchum on the shoulder.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘The rest of us?’

      ‘Well you’re trackers, ain’t you?’ the sheriff replied, passing out a rifle to each of them in turn. ‘Should all know your way around a gun. Like I said… here’s to old friends arrivin’ in times of need.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    

    
      There was only the billowing of the dust and the roar of thunder. The cool, sharp breeze swept their hair back as if they were headed for a hurricane.

      The Bowder Boys were riding into town.

      James - or “Jimmy”, which was his preferred moniker - rode a horse’s length ahead of the others, just as he’d emerged from his mother a slick fifteen minutes before his brother those twenty-one years before. Samuel “Sammy” Bowder, the younger of the two brothers and James’ closest friend since the womb, galloped close behind alongside Jimmy’s squeeze, Polly “Snapjaw” Wright.

      Fifteen or sixteen horsemen (and one other horsewoman) rode behind them in a great and furious herd, piercing through the desert like an arrow. There was Rabid Rogers; there was Mickey Jones; there was Harry “The Hammer” Grayson.

      But Jimmy only saw what lay ahead of him - a small and unassuming town called New Havant, ringed as if with a halo by a setting sun that hung just above the line of the horizon.

      Carnage. Tonight there would be carnage.

      The two brothers had been nine when they’d first identified the hunger that plagued them both. They’d been walking along the trail back from a neighbour’s farm with their mother when a band of convicts, on their way to the gallows in an iron cell of a stagecoach, broke free from their constraints and murdered their captors. Marie Bowder had tried to stop her children from watching but it was no use; they were entranced by the furious way the convicts had squeezed the spark from out the eyes of the lawmen, by the way the crack of the guns broke the silence of the empty hills. And when one of those prisoners came lustily for their mother, they felt not fear but a thrill. Perhaps their story would have ended there, had one of the smarter convicts not insisted they move on from the grizzly scene as quickly as possible.

      Instead that hunger had only grown, until first the Bowder Boys had taken a knife to their family dog, and second taken that same knife to their mother’s belly, when it had started to swell with a third child - that of Rufus Higgins, that same willowy farmer from Tumbleweed from whose farm they’d been returning that fateful evening.

      Ever since then they’d been riding, and their tribe had only grown. From town to sorry town they’d spread from coast to coast, taking what they wanted, taking whomever they needed, leaving behind what they didn’t and what was ruined.

      And still the hunger remained.

      But it wasn’t a hunger that they dreamt to quench. Oh, no.

      It was a hunger they fed to grow.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Can somebody please explain to me why we’re hiding in the rafters of a barn house, waiting to give our lives to save this soon-forgotten town in the middle of sorry nowhere?’

      Viola glared at Pierre, only to realise that it was actually Wesker who had asked the question.

      ‘Isn’t this your town, Wesker?’ she replied, keeping her voice low. ‘Isn’t this where you grew up, for Christ’s sake?’

      ‘Yes, but it was awful! There was never anything to do! Why do you think I was so keen to leave this place? Why do you think I was so keen to leave this entire when?’

      Wesker stopped and took a deep breath.

      ‘I’m not saying I want anyone here to get hurt, or that I don’t want to help,’ he continued. ‘I’m just saying that I don’t want me to get hurt, either. Or die, which seems much more likely.’

      Pierre looked around at the quiet barn. They were camped inside the upper floor of the stables, which gave the three of them a good vantage point over the entrance to the town and the bulk of Main Street. There were three “windows” of sorts - wooden panels that lifted up like skylights to allow access to the roof. It was through these that they would watch - and shoot, if need be. Their only other companion was the lone horse munching on hay down below. The sheriff had elected to stay on the ground, on the off-chance the outlaws could be reasoned with.

      Pierre thought this was mighty stupid, but no amount of mad gesticulating had convinced the sweaty man otherwise.

      ‘Sheriff Ketchum said we’re to only start shooting if it looks like the riders are going to search the town,’ Pierre said, peering out of the window closest to him. ‘The entrance to the mines in particular.’

      ‘Or if they start shooting at him,’ added Viola. ‘He was particularly adamant about that last point.’

      ‘We should have told him we were Mormons,’ moaned Wesker, fiddling with his rifle. ‘Saying we were trackers may have given him unrealistic expectations.’

      ‘We’ll be fine,’ said Viola, rolling her eyes. ‘We’ve got the high ground and the element of surprise. Can’t ask for much more than that.’

      ‘Are you kidding? Of course I can! I can ask to be back at home - proper home, that is - serving wines and sherries to ungrateful bastards. Or drinking them myself, for that matter.’

      ‘Quiet,’ whispered Pierre, crouching even further down than he already was. ‘Somebody’s coming.’

      They could feel it in the very wood of the barn - a trembling that grew alongside the roar of near-eighty hooves on dry earth. Figures on horseback breached the top of the hill over which Pierre, Viola and Wesker had trekked earlier that very day and cascaded down the other side. In less than a minute a whole herd of riders - just shy of twenty, Pierre reckoned - came to a slow trot under the sign that welcomed visitors to the town.

      Visitors they may have been, but they sure didn’t look very welcome.

      The man at the front of their group dropped down from his horse, as did the man and woman immediately behind him. It was clear to anyone whose eyes fell upon them that the two men were brothers - they shared the same slightly crooked nose, the same piercing, unhinged eyes - but the man up front had a chin full of stubble and long, brown hair. The marginally younger of the two had long hair also, but it was a sandy-blonde colour and the rest of his face was shaven clean. The woman was younger than both of them - perhaps only seventeen, eighteen at a push - and was grinning.

      ‘I don’t like the look of her,’ muttered Viola. ‘She looks… abrasive.’

      Wesker and Pierre swapped a look behind her back and said nothing.

      Some of the other riders got off their horses and spread out between the buildings, whilst those that remained in their saddles stood watch over the town’s entrance. The three known as Jimmy, Sammy and Polly took a few steps further down the street.

      ‘That there hitchin’ post is far enough,’ came a booming voice from somewhere towards the street’s other end. ‘You folks don’t need to be comin’ no closer than that.’

      Sheriff Ketchum came marching out from his office with his rifle in hand, his hat sitting square upon his head. His shadow stretched out thirty feet in front of him. By the time he came to a stop, it was lapping at the Bowder brothers’ shoes.

      ‘There ain’t nobody left for you in New Havant,’ he continued, his fingers tapping the neck of his rifle. ‘Nobody save for me and my friend here. And we don’t want no trouble. Everyone else cleared out a year back. All that’s left is the bare essentials I get by on. You take it if y’all need it but then you get on your way, ya here?’

      Jimmy Bowder stood watching the sheriff with his hands on his hips. A smile crept across his face.

      ‘If that’s the case, good sir,’ sneered the outlaw in his sleazy, gritty drawl, ‘then why have you hung all them dresses out to dry? Or are you gonna tell me they’re yours?’

      A knot grew in Pierre’s stomach. He leant out of the window and peered down the street. There was a line of wire tied between two wooden posts in one of the houses’ barren yards, and sure enough a dress hung from it, drying fast under the setting sun. The owner must not have had the time to bring it inside before running for the mines. Perhaps she simply forgot.

      At least Ketchum had the good sense not to turn around and check.

      ‘I won’t tell you again,’ he said, tightening his grip on his gun. There was a noticeable wavering in his voice. ‘Leave this town now and we won’t have no trouble.’

      Jimmy Bowder’s grin didn’t shift an inch. Neither did the rest of him.

      ‘Well that’s the problem, see,’ he said, through his frozen grin. ‘Trouble is all we came for.’

      His hand moved faster than even Viola could have expected; one second it was resting on his hip, the next it was pointing the six-shooter from his holster out in front of him.

      There was a tremendous bang. Sheriff Ketchum went tumbling backwards into the dirt.

      ‘Ketchum!’ shouted Wesker, readying his rifle against the lip of the skylight. There was a sudden crack as he fired, and a small explosion of dust erupted a couple of inches from Jimmy’s shoes. He looked up at them with mad and murderous eyes, but that same grin was still drawn across his face as if with permanent marker.

      ‘Up there!’ he screamed, pointing straight at Wesker’s bemused face. ‘They’re hidin’ in the damn barn!’

      Pierre threw himself to the wooden floor. The air was filled with gunfire and the walls of the barn began to pop and splinter. He crawled past Viola, who was the only one of them firing back.

      ‘What was all that about not wanting to die, eh?’ he hissed at Wesker. ‘We’re really out of harm’s way now, aren’t we?’

      Viola kept on shooting. Pierre poked his head out of Wesker’s skylight panel and saw at least three men sprawled on the ground, one of whom had been crushed by his own horse. The others were doing a combination of running for cover and blasting more holes in the side of the barn. He looked up at Viola. She seemed to be enjoying herself, at least.

      ‘Take that, ya bastards!’ she screamed, firing off a couple more rounds.

      A plank of wood beside Pierre erupted into a thousand pieces. One of those pieces smacked him clean across the nose.

      ‘Do you think we ought to move?’ asked Wesker, chancing another look outside. He ducked as another bullet went whistling over his head.

      Pierre looked over the edge of the balcony, down into the centre of the barn. There were plenty of mounds of straw and hay. And probably no sharp pitchforks lying in wait inside them.

      ‘Viola?’ he shouted. She kept firing. Whether she ignored him or couldn’t hear him was unclear.

      ‘Viola!’ he shouted again, grabbing her shoulder. She turned to look at him, startled.

      ‘Jump!’

      It may have been the wrong word to use. Jump usually implies a brief period of going up before heading more permanently down. In this case the correct verb should have probably have been drop.

      The three of them dropped, quick and clumsily, into the hay below, just as a fresh section of the wall upstairs was blown into pieces as fine as sawdust. Pierre rolled out of his respective bale, picking blades of hay out of his ear holes.

      He looked around at the disintegrating mess of a barn. The horse was in the stall opposite him, cowering. He’d never seen a horse cower before. He hadn’t known they were capable of it.

      The big barn doors facing the front of the town were bolted shut - the three of them had made sure of that before the outlaws had arrived. Nobody was going to sneak round and flank them that way. There was another pair of doors at the opposite end of the barn, and those ones were cracked open just enough for Pierre, Wesker and Viola to escape through in the case that the Bowder Boys tried burning the stables down.

      ‘What’s the plan, then?’ hissed Wesker, crawling up to Pierre. He clasped his hands over his head. ‘How do we stop them?’

      ‘We?’ snapped Viola, joining them. ‘We? You couldn’t shoot an elephant if it were standing two feet from your face! You’re not stopping anything!’

      A bullet smashed through the wall and ricocheted off a rusty tin bath with a dire clang. Pierre searched the stable for a suitable door through which they might escape, but all he could spot was the broken wheel of an old wagon and a pretty ragged (and now very porous) saddle hanging from a rafter.

      ‘I say we try our luck running to the nearest door in a spot where we won’t be shot dead,’ said Pierre, ducking. ‘And then we go home. Or at least somewhere that isn’t here. Happy with that?’

      ‘Sounds grand to me,’ replied Viola, shooting him a thumbs-up. ‘This party’s getting a bit stale anyway.’

      ‘What, and just leave everyone here to die?’ shouted Wesker. ‘What’s wrong with you both?’

      ‘Oh, look who’s changed his tune!’ replied Viola. ‘Weren’t you asking why we were even here a moment ago? I seem to remember you being really adamant about the whole “not dying” thing.’

      ‘That was before they shot Sheriff Ketchum!’

      ‘What difference does it really make, in the end?’ Pierre asked, already crawling towards the enormous barn doors. ‘If we save your town folk here, it only condemns a duplicate universe’s version of your town to death. If they die here, the other version of the town lives. It all works out much the same eventually, you know that.’

      ‘Then why does it matter if we die doing the right thing?’ snapped Wesker, crawling after Pierre and Viola.

      ‘Because we’re us,’ replied Viola. ‘I don’t care if all the other versions of me die, so long as I don’t!’

      They kept crawling, even when the shooting turned from a storm into a drizzle and then stopped completely. When they reached the barn doors they rose to their knees and peered outside.

      The Bowder Boys who hadn’t been gunned down by Viola (and there were still a great deal too many of them) were patrolling the street. There was a lot of shouting, some of which Pierre recognised as instructions from Jimmy to storm the barn. Something across the street caught Pierre’s eye.

      ‘Look, Wesker! The sheriff’s still alive!’

      In all the commotion, Sheriff Ketchum had dragged himself down the dark side alley that ran between the cobbler and blacksmith’s workshops. He was bleeding from a wound in his shoulder.

      There was no sign of the older Bowder brother, but they watched as the younger marched up to the door of Mr. Bonnetide’s coffin shop and kicked it open. The lock smashed and the wood splintered. Sammy strode inside and started knocking things over. Something glass got smashed.

      The barn doors behind them started to shake and rattle, held shut only by the thick bar of wood pulled down across them.

      ‘Wesker, what’s that building over there?’ Pierre asked, nodding towards the squat, square, wooden box of a shop in front of them. There were old barrels piled up beside a rickety, crooked back door. There was an outhouse about twenty feet beyond, towards the untamed brush and desert.

      ‘That’s the chemist store, owned and run by Mr. Campbell,’ Wesker replied. His words tumbled out all at once.

      The other set of barn doors began to heave and crack. Sammy Bowder emerged from the undertaker’s building and stormed into the cobbler’s store next door. Sheriff Ketchum kept quiet, crawling further backwards into the shadows.

      ‘Okay. There’s about ten metres between us and that pharmacy,’ said Pierre. ‘We need to get round to the back of it and unlock that door before our friends out there turn it into Swiss cheese. It’s probably too much to hope we can get to the other side without any of them spotting us.’

      ‘What do we do if they see us?’ asked Wesker.

      ‘Die, probably,’ smiled Viola.

      The doors buckled on their hinges. Some of their planks were smashed inwards; laughter crept in from the other side.

      ‘On the count of three?’ suggested Pierre.

      ‘One,’ said Viola, biting her lip.

      - snap -

      ‘Two,’ said Pierre, readying himself.

      - crack -

      ‘Wait!’ yelled Wesker, starting to panic.

      ‘Three!’

      Pierre and Viola sprinted across the open yard towards the back of the chemist’s shop. Pierre kept his eyes shut, just about keeping a scream at bay. Wesker hesitated for a second before chasing after them… which he soon came to regret.

      Viola and Pierre were about two-thirds of the way across the patch of plain and empty dirt when they heard Polly Wright scream in rapturous surprise.

      ‘There they are! They’s runnin’!’

      Suddenly the air was full with the sound of firecrackers - all bangs and cracks and whistles. Pierre felt the air beside his ear wobble as something whooshed by. Each time Viola lifted her foot, the ground where it had been burst up like a Yellowstone geyser. One of the rounds was wayward enough to burst a hole in the stacked barrels beside the pharmacy.

      Viola reached the pharmacy first. She took cover behind its rear wall and fired back at the outlaws with her pistol. Pierre dove into safety a split second afterwards, narrowly avoiding decorating the building’s wooden panels with his brains. He spun around, expecting Wesker to be right behind.

      He wasn’t. And no sooner did Pierre turn to see him, did he see him twist around in wide-eyed shock as a bullet dug a tunnel through his upper arm.

      ‘Wesker!’ screamed Pierre as his bartender fell to the earth. He quickly threw himself back behind cover before the subsequent entourage of bullets could do it for him. Viola continued to return fire, each colossal boom of her Victorian pistol sending a high-pitched ringing through Pierre’s skull. She caught one of the grimy men in the gut, and another in the shin. Both went down screaming - not that either of them could be heard over the smokey din.

      Pierre unfolded his arms from over his head and looked at Wesker. He was lying on the ground and groaning, clutching his arm. The blood ran out from between his fingers and stained the dust beneath him.

      ‘Don’t move!’ Pierre shouted. ‘Stay where you are!’

      A stray bullet decimated a wooden hitching post about five feet from Wesker’s head.

      ‘Sod that for a sandwich,’ Pierre muttered. ‘Scratch that. Crawl over here, goddammit!’

      Viola swung back into cover to reload, summoning another handful of rounds from somewhere in the recesses of her trousers. She flinched as yet another part of the wall exploded beside her.

      ‘Make yourself useful,’ she said, nodding towards the pharmacy’s back door. ‘Get that open, will you?’

      ‘Not until Wesker’s over here with us!’

      They looked at Wesker. He was crawling towards them with all the grace of a reanimated corpse struggling to get out of a body-bag.

      ‘Oh, beardsplitter,’ sighed Viola. She turned to start shooting again, only to hesitate. It was odd. Nobody was shooting at her anymore.

      ‘Er… Pierre?’ she said, beckoning him over. ‘What the bloody hell is that?’

      ‘What’s what?’ yelled Pierre, his fingers in his ears. Viola grabbed his arm and yanked him over.

      ‘That?’

      In the middle of the street was a thin, rippling line. It hung about three feet in the air and stretched for a good ten feet or more above that. The line was as thin as a finger but as dark and final as Death’s cloak. The very fabric of reality around it shimmered like a heat haze. Every surviving member of the Bowder Boys gang was standing around it, staring up at it, their guns lowered. They looked like baseball fans watching the other team’s ball go sailing out over the bleachers.

      ‘Oh no,’ whimpered Pierre. ‘Not now.’

      He tugged on Viola’s arm. ‘Quick. Help me drag Wesker over here while nobody’s looking.’

      ‘What’s happening?’

      ‘If I’m right you’ll see soon enough, Now, come on!’

      They rushed out into the dusty yard, certain that at any moment a hailstorm of bullets would come raining their way. But it didn’t. With Wesker’s arms hooked around their shoulders they carried him back to the relative safety of the pharmacy’s rear wall.

      ‘Thanks guys,’ wheezed Wesker, really making a four-course meal out of his injury. ‘I was certain I’d… Jesus. What is that?’

      A high-pitched ultrasonic whine grew stronger and stronger, digging into their ear drums like a gnawing maggot. The three of them covered their ears with their hands and winced. Sammy Bowder, on the other hand, approached the floating, shimmering line with an expression of almost reverential fervour, reaching out to it…

      ‘Here… it… comes!’ Pierre shouted.

      There was a colossal supersonic boom as the amorphous blur of the untangled octowürm burst through the tear between worlds, whipping about like an octopus trapped in a tumble dryer. One of its tentacles sliced Sammy’s hand off at the wrist. The spell was broken; Sammy fell to the floor, clutching his stump and screaming.

      Something was thrown in Pierre’s direction; it landed in the dirt beside him with a sullen thump.

      It was a Japanese gangster’s head.

      Sammy’s screaming broke everyone out of their stupor. Gunfire became the town’s soundtrack once more. The octowürm was so quick and so vicious in its movements that nobody had a chance to truly see it. One second the outlaws were firing at what looked like a colour being blown about in a breeze, the next they found their torso a good ten metres from where they were sure their legs used to be. Heads were launched like mortar shells. Blood was turning the soil of the street dark red.

      Polly “Snapjaw” Wright thought she had the mettle to take it down. A tentacle stabbed through her belly with the efficiency of a hole-punch, and then all her intestines spilled out onto her shoes.

      Viola was watching it all happen with gleeful fascination. Pierre asked her why she was squinting.

      ‘The inspector, what was the colour of her top?’ asked Viola.

      Pierre tapped his finger against his chin. ‘Red and yellow, in a kind of flowery pattern,’ he replied. ‘Black cardigan over the top, I think.’

      ‘Thought so,’ said Viola. She grinned. ‘It’s hard to make out any shapes in that cloud of violence, but I could have sworn I saw flashes of red and yellow in the middle of it all. I reckon your Ms. Rundleford is in there somewhere.’

      ‘Really?’ Pierre looked back at the ongoing carnage. The octowürm - if it even was an octowürm, of course - was no more clearly visible than the whizzing spokes of a bicycle wheel. It was like trying to catch sight of a ricocheting bullet.

      Another outlaw was torn in half. His legs were thrown over the roof of the sheriff’s office.

      ‘Doesn’t mean she’s alive, though,’ Viola conceded.

      Only a few members of the Bowder Boys gang remained. This number included Jimmy, who upon seeing his brother lose a hand and his girlfriend disemboweled had decided New Havant wasn’t really worth all the bother. He ran out into the desert alongside the other two survivors, chasing after horses that had long since bolted.

      The chaotic blur that was the octowürm rocketed down the street in the opposite direction… straight towards the rickety scaffolding around the rocky hills, straight down the entrance of the mine shaft.

      All was silent. All was calm. Hanging signs stopped swinging. Weather waves turned slowly in the wind. A few more pieces of the pharmacy wall fell away.

      A tumbleweed skipped down the street, out of habit.

      ‘You folks still breathin’?’ came a voice from the dark alley on the other side.

      ‘Just about,’ shouted Pierre. He looked at Wesker. Viola was tying a strip of cloth around Wesker’s arm. She’d borrowed it from his shirt, much to Wesker’s irritation. It was tied round tight, and though the makeshift bandage was soaked through the bleeding appeared to be slowing down.

      Sheriff Ketchum came shuffling into the street, holding onto his shoulder. His arm didn’t look that great either. It hung limp by his side. Still, he’d faced down the Bowder Boys and lived. That was more than most could say.

      Pierre and Viola helped Wesker back onto his feet and the three of them met Ketchum halfway across the street. There was no sign of the surviving outlaws in the desert… but nobody was coming back out of the mines yet, either.

      ‘That… that thing,’ said Ketchum, leaning on one of the saloon’s hitching posts. ‘What was that? No, that ain’t what’s important,’ he said, waving the question away before any of them could answer it. ‘Y’all saw where it went, right?’

      They all turned to look down the street, past the church and its towering spire, past the general store and the sheriff’s office, to the dark maw in the rocks, surrounded by rotten supports and old, overturned mine carts that had rusted from the rain.

      ‘Could be that people don’t know it’s safe to come out yet,’ said Wesker, hopefully.

      ‘Could be. Or could be that whatever did all this,’ the sheriff snapped, gesturing at the sea of offal sloshing about in the street, ‘is about to do the same to the good folk down there. Don’t tell me that monster ain’t what you three were trackin’. You saw what it did. We gotta get down there, right now.’

      He went as if to walk down the street but couldn’t even muster the strength to push himself off the hitching post. Fresh blood oozed out of his shoulder.

      ‘Sheriff, I think it’s best if you stay here and act as lookout in case any of those maniacs come back,’ said Viola, helping him sit down on the steps of the saloon. ‘God, I can’t believe I’m saying this. Don’t worry. We’ll go down there and make sure everyone’s alright.’

      ‘Will we?’ asked Pierre.

      ‘Yes,’ said Viola, glaring at him. ‘It’s our fault the octo… that thing… came here in the first place. Well it’s yours, actually. And I know what I saw back then. Your inspector was there. We find her alive, and maybe the Council of Keys will go easy on you. We find her dead…’

      ‘Then at least we can blame everything on an octowürm attack and not Pierre’s stupidity,’ Wesker said in a hushed voice, nodding. ‘But can we take a moment to think this over? If we go into those mines, I really don’t see much chance of us getting back out. I don’t want to die down there anymore than I wanted to die up here, thank you very much.’

      ‘Then it’s a good thing you’re not going down there, isn’t it?’ said Viola. She and Pierre turned Wesker away from the sheriff so he couldn’t eavesdrop on them. ‘Look at your arm. It’s nothing a good doctor back home couldn’t fix in five minutes, but in this world you’re about as useful as a paraplegic shire horse. Plus it’ll end up infected if you don’t get it looked at.’

      ‘She’s got a point, buddy,’ said Pierre, getting his keyring out. ‘It’s my fault we’re all in this mess, and now I’ve gone and got you shot. Besides, you said you didn’t want to go any further. I should have listened to you back at the warehouse. The least I can do is make sure you get home without further injury.’

      Wesker went to speak, then shut his mouth. When he opened it again the words came out slow and hopeful.

      ‘Really? Are you sure?’

      ‘Absolutely,’ said Pierre, leading him back to the door behind the pharmacy where the sheriff couldn’t see. ‘Get yourself patched up and make sure the hotel doesn’t burn itself to the ground under Ashley’s watch. And if the Council asks any questions, tell them everything is under control.’

      ‘Yeah, because that sounds believable.’

      This time reaching the right destination took no effort at all. As soon as Pierre turned the golden key, the door swung open to reveal a small room overflowing with suitcases and backpacks with colourful stickers plastered all over their sides. Simon the bell-boy turned around halfway through sorting their labels and almost had a heart attack.

      ‘Pierre, sir?’ he spluttered, catching his breath. ‘Wesker? Viola? What the hell are you doing in a bloody desert? Why is Wesker’s arm bleeding?’

      ‘He’s been shot. Nothing too bad. Make sure a doctor takes a look at it, won’t you?’

      Wesker walked through the door, shivering as the heat of the desert was swapped for Le Petit Monde’s cool air-conditioning. He gave Simon a pat on the back with his good arm.

      ‘Er… yes, sir. Are you not coming too?’

      ‘Got some business here to sort out first. Everything okay back at the hotel?’

      ‘One of the guests has misplaced their trans-dimensional duffel bag and there are some odd monks standing by the front desk.’ Simon shrugged. ‘Nothing we can’t handle.’

      ‘Good to hear, Simon. Keep up the good work.’

      He shut the door.

      ‘Don’t suppose there’s any chance we could go find us a nice, quiet beach somewhere instead?’ he asked, pocketing the keys again.

      ‘Oh shut up,’ laughed Viola. ‘Let’s go get your inspector back.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    

    
      With Wesker back at Le Petit Monde and Sheriff Ketchum reclining against the steps of the saloon porch, Pierre and Viola wandered through the hollow tunnel of the mine alone. The shaft sloped down at a slight and gradual angle. The only light came from the old oil lantern they’d borrowed from outside the entrance.

      Ketchum had recited the route they’d need to take to find the hidden townsfolk, which of course the two of them had almost immediately forgotten.

      ‘How stable do you think this place is?’ Pierre asked, casting the lantern’s light over the wooden supports and scaffolding. Some of them were wet with damp; other parts had given way entirely. The grey rocks trapped behind looked ready to bolt from their pens at any moment.

      ‘Stable enough,’ Viola replied. She shrugged. ‘I saw my share of mines back in my where and when. Used a fair bit of coal to power the factory machines, you see. Most were a bit more advanced than this, sure, but not a hell of a lot safer. It’ll hold, so long as we don’t go hacking at the walls or anything. Or set off any dynamite.’

      ‘I’ll keep that in mind. Why are you doing that?’

      Viola was tying a black bandana around her head so that it covered her nose and mouth.

      ‘Dust mask,’ she said, her voice muffled by the cloth. ‘All sorts of lung diseases down here. Tuberculosis, silica exposure, that sort of thing. Want one?’

      ‘Yes please.’

      They continued down the tunnel in silence. All along its middle ran a set of rails, on which miners would have once pushed carts full of stone or, if they were lucky, gold. Tin, more likely. Every now and then they passed a weathered, cobweb-strewn crate. Their lids were crowbarred open, their guts scooped out, and a pickaxe or a helmet would invariably lie beside them.

      ‘These tunnels must go on for miles,’ Pierre whispered, after a while. ‘How long do you think they kept digging before they conceded that there wasn’t actually much here to mine?’

      ‘Much, much too long. Like this tunnel. Idiots should have built an elevator shaft first, would have saved them a lot of trouble.’

      She sighed.

      ‘I guess there’s not a lot to hold onto out here ‘cept hope. That and a pickaxe. Sometimes that hope’s enough to keep a man going even when his heart tells him he shouldn’t. And why not? It’s not like those miners would have had any better prospects, if you’ll pardon the pun. Might as well keep digging.’

      ‘Even if there’s nothing to dig up but more soil?’

      ‘You don’t know that until you’ve dug the hole.’

      They came to a split in the path. Pierre held out the lantern. One set of rails led off to the left, and another to the right. A rusty railroad switch-lever stuck out from the side of the tracks. Viola gave it a cursory tug. It wouldn’t budge.

      ‘Which way do you think that thing went with the inspector?’ Pierre asked.

      ‘Which way do you think all those people from the town went to hide?’ Viola replied.

      Both tunnels were dark, and both tunnels were silent.

      ‘Hopefully not the same way,’ said Pierre. ‘I think Sheriff Ketchum told us to go left at the fork…’

      ‘Well I don’t hear screaming,’ replied Viola, patting him on the back. ‘In most cases that’s a good sign. Let’s check the tunnel to the right first then. The scaffolding looks like it’s recently had a bit of a hard time.’

      Pierre raised the lantern again. A few of the wooden supports to the side were cracked inwards; another had collapsed completely. Some of the rocks had spilled down from the walls and blocked the track.

      ‘Still sure this is a good idea?’ he asked.

      Viola sighed.

      ‘You can be a coward and take the left path if you want,’ she said, shrugging. ‘Go join the cowering children. I’ll come back and get you once I have the inspector, promise.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘No! Now get a bloody move on!’

      They walked down the tunnel to the right, which wasn’t all that much different to the tunnel to the left, or the tunnel they’d just been walking down, or any other tunnel in that damn mine. Still it sloped, degree by degree. Still it resembled the dead bowels of the earth. And still the only light was that of their lantern, which seemed to grow more dim with every minute and metre they descended.

      Something scurried past them, squeaking. Pierre shrieked into his bandana. His echo shrieked back - once, twice, three times. Viola took a deep breath.

      ‘Honestly, do you even want…’

      She was cut off by the sound of something much, much bigger crashing through the tunnel below.

      Viola pulled out her revolver.

      ‘Did you bring your rifle?’ she whispered.

      ‘No?’

      ‘Why in God’s name not?’

      ‘Because I’m not any good with it!’

      They stepped forward no faster than a crawling pace, Viola with her gun at the ready and Pierre wielding the flickering lantern as if it were some all-powerful Eye of Providence that could dispel more than just the darkness. From further along the tunnel came the sound of clumps of dirt spilling down from the ceiling.

      The air grew hotter and hotter. Something tapped a wet rhythm on the shoulder of Pierre’s uniform. He wasn’t sure if it was the leak of an underground stream running overhead or the sweat dripping off his hair.

      He looked to Viola, his heart thudding like the knocking at a heavy door. The look on her face told him she felt no better - like a condemned man walking the long corridor towards the electric chair waiting for him at its end, knowing he can drag that walk out for as long as he likes but the sentence at the end stays the same.

      The tunnel turned left and then right, right and then left. Once they came across yet another fork in the path, only to find one way blocked by a cave-in, forcing them down the other. Eventually the tunnel stopped descending and levelled out into a hollow clearing. Not far after that the mine cart tracks came to a stop too.

      So this is the point at which the town’s hope broke, Pierre thought to himself. Even if their axes kept swinging for a little while longer…

      ‘Keep your breaths short and turn off that lantern,’ whispered Viola. ‘There’s gas.’

      Pierre sniffed as he hurriedly killed the light, casting them both into sudden darkness. ‘My lungs feel a little tight but I don’t smell anything.’

      ‘It’s odourless, you idiot,’ replied Viola’s disembodied voice. ‘The miners used to call it blackdamp. Or stythe. Just keep calm, will you? We’ve no way of knowing how bad it is. As yellow bellied as you are, you’re still a piss-poor substitute for a canary. Get your phone out.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Your phone. I know you’ve got one. Everyone does these days.’

      Pierre tucked the bottom of his bandana into the collar of his jacket and put the lantern on the ground. Then he pulled out his smartphone and unlocked it. Its screen cast the tunnel in a pale and eerie light. With his free hand he held up a finger to ask for one more minute of searching before they turned back. With a nod, Viola agreed.

      They had taken no more than a single step forwards when they heard her voice.

      ‘Mr. Pierre?’ asked Ms. Rundleford, her words fluttering about as confused as butterflies in a hurricane. ‘Mr. Pierre, is that you?’

      ‘Ms. Rundleford?’ replied Pierre, coughing. The gas was thicker than he’d thought. ‘Where are you? Thank God you’re alright. We thought you’d… well, we thought you’d been eaten, to be honest.’

      He waved his phone around, sweeping the clearing. A great many shadows were banished before Pierre managed to direct its gaze in the inspector’s direction.

      She shuffled towards them, her fingers tangled so tight together their combined mass resembled the tumbleweeds rolling about above ground. The blueish light of the phone danced across the thick, round lenses of her spectacles.

      ‘Thank goodness you found me,’ she said, peering around at the crumbling walls as if seeing them for the first time. Without a lantern or phone of her own, perhaps she was. ‘Where… Where are we? How did I even get here?’

      ‘That is a long, long story.’ Pierre’s lungs were starting to feel as if somebody had tied a noose around them. ‘Come with us. We’ll get you home, don’t worry.’

      Viola sidled over to him. She was trying to look everywhere at once.

      ‘Pierre. If she’s here, then…’

      ‘So is the octowürm,’ replied Pierre, nodding and coughing.

      ‘Let’s make this quick, okay? I’m starting to get a real bad feeling.’

      ‘The last thing I remember,’ continued Ms. Rundleford, gibbering away to herself, ‘was some sort of grubby, smokey meeting room full of Japanese businessmen. Definitely against hotel regulation. You’ll be losing at least a star on your rating for that, I’m afraid.’

      Viola stared around at the relics left behind by the despondent (and in some cases probably dying) miners. A cage hung from a nail hammered into one of the wooden beams; the skeleton of a little bird had fallen through its iron bars and smashed across the floor. The miners had had the sense to watch for gas, at least. Next to it, hanging from another rusty nail, was a coil of rope - twenty or thirty feet in length when unwound. Against a different wall were two derailed carts, their wheels covered in cobwebs, their bellies full of nothing but the last mine’s shipment of worthless rocks.

      She felt the hairs on the back of her neck crawl upright.

      What had Pierre said, back in the arcade warehouse? What was it he’d said about those… those untangled octowürm things?

      They can take the shape of whatever they want…

      She aimed her gun at the coil of rope, which seemed plenty worm-shaped enough already. Then she swung around and levelled its barrel at the mine carts, which remained just as inert as ever. Nothing stirred. Nothing transformed into a horrid, intergalactic beast. The only sounds were the echoes of the inspector’s shocked nattering and Pierre’s hushed assurances…

      …anything living, that is.

      ‘Oh, shit.’

      Viola spun around to see Pierre standing within a few feet of Ms. Rundleford, his open hand stretched out towards her.

      He couldn’t see it, but Viola did. It was impossible to miss, if you were looking.

      The inspector’s eyes - they didn’t match her voice. They weren’t afraid.

      They were hungry.

      ‘Pierre, look out!’ she screamed, rushing towards him.

      It was too late. Ms. Rundleford began to shift. Slowly at first, her flowery top stretching and blurring like different colours of fresh paint running into one another down a canvas, her figure growing taller, her mouth elongating like a scream. But then the change was as quick as it was violent.

      Each of her arms and legs tore itself in two, dividing like fleshy zippers. Her flat shoes sunk into her skin as if fading from reality. The fingers on each of her hands glued together until they became single, meaty points. Her head snapped back with the force of someone falling from the gallows, leaving nothing above her fattening neck but a screaming yawn.

      For Viola, time flowed like a glacier. And in that time Pierre didn’t move. He only stared, as if frozen within it.

      Before him stood the untangled octowürm. The rumours were true. It was ugly. Nothing remained of what had been Ms. Rundleford except for her white pearl necklace, which now circled a fatter, pink-grey neck… though “neck” may have been a little too generous a word. The creature was either all neck, or all body. Splayed across the dirt like the arms of an octopus were eight long, wriggling limbs, each as thick as Pierre’s chest. They fattened as they came together into a single semi-gelatinous worm, and at the end of this worm, towering a good four or five feet above Pierre’s height, was a round and bulbous head, wielding a round and sharp-toothed smile.

      One of its eight legs whipped out and coiled itself around Pierre’s arm.

      Viola leapt and grabbed his other one just in time.

      There was a rushing, sucking sound, and then all three of them were gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      Hotels often don’t have a thirteenth floor. It’s seen as unlucky. Triskaidekaphobia, that’s what it is. Once I would have labelled it irrational superstition. Now, I’m not so sure.

      Every building above twelve storeys does have a thirteenth floor, of course. It’s just called something else, usually fourteen. Thank goodness Le Petit Monde never had to concern itself with all that pretend numbering malarky. It had enough madness on its plate as it was.

      All those thirteenth floors… perhaps there was a better reason for their omission than dodging a bit of bad luck.

      But let’s not dwell on that just yet.

      Back to the story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    

    
      Everything went white. Everything appeared to freeze. Not in temperature - though in comparison to the stuffy mine shaft the air was a terrible, bitter shade of cold - but in time. The universe took on a static quality, all of a sudden.

      The universe is never static. For the past thirteen or fourteen billion years, the universe has defined itself by being anything but.

      Then they arrived, and everything went black.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The first thing Pierre noticed when he came to was the taste of iron in his mouth. He rubbed his tongue around the inside of his gums. No, he wasn’t bleeding. He’d just been lying down with his face pressed against a cold and metal floor.

      His head was swirling. Unless it was everything else in the world that was spinning, he wondered. He sat himself up, found a wall for his back to lean against, and waited for his eyes to clear.

      ‘Ah, so you’re awake then. Good.’

      The shape of Viola came into focus. She was leaning against the wall perpendicular to his own, but she was standing. With her arms crossed. And a very concerned expression upon her face.

      ‘We’re in a bit of a predicament.’

      Pierre cast his groggy eyes around the predicament in question. Their room was small but tall. The walls were made of tin sheets, much like the roofs of the stalls in the Japanese market. But they weren’t fitted together in a neat and orderly fashion, no. Sheets of different shapes and sizes were bolted on top of one another in whatever way smothered any leftover gaps. They looked more like the makeshift barriers in a zombie apocalypse than they did the walls of any room.

      He looked around for a light but couldn’t see one anywhere. Yet still the room was illuminated. Given the state of the walls, Pierre doubted it was because of some alien technology he didn’t understand yet. A more natural, more… primitive solution seemed likely.

      He raised his arm and let it drop. It fell to his side like a body sinking down to the bottom of a lake - not heavily, as such, but slowly, with the grace of a conductor’s arm as he guides an orchestra during a slow waltz. Nothing was pushing against it exactly. It had just become, as both he and Viola had become… displaced.

      His watch had stopped. It never stopped. He made sure of it. It may have sometimes shown the wrong time for whichever universe Pierre happened to be in, but it was always, always ticking.

      That meant he was outside of time. Most likely outside of space, too.

      ‘Oh God,’ he said, running his hands through his still slickly-parted hair. ‘No, we shouldn’t be here. We should not be here. Have you tried the door?’

      ‘What, that thing?’ Viola replied, pointing at two pieces of sturdy, misshapen metal which, if it weren’t for their handle, would have been indistinguishable from the rest of the wall. ‘Yeah, I gave it a yank. It’s bolted shut from the other side. Pierre, you’re freaking me out. Where the bloody hell are we?’

      ‘I think we’re… Hold on. Do you hear that?’

      Pierre rose to his feet. Viola edged towards him; they met in the corner furthest from the makeshift door.

      ‘Someone’s coming.’

      Clanging footsteps grew louder on the other side of the wall. It sounded as if somebody was swatting a pipe with a wrench as they walked. No sooner had the footsteps come to a stop, did a screeching, grating, ear-splitting sound begin - someone was turning a crank-handle on the other side of the door.

      With a rusty creak the door swung open.

      One by one, three men stepped through. They wore cloaks and sandals, and each stood about seven feet tall. Their heads were shaved. Their eyes were black. Their skin was a deep ocean blue. The first two flanked the door through which they’d entered, holding spears that looked as if they’d been fashioned from recycled railings. The last of them came to a stop in the centre of the room. This one wore a chain of gold around his neck. There were empty, broken links hanging along its length, as if something had been removed from it by force.

      The blue man smiled. It wasn’t a very friendly smile.

      ‘Welcome, guests,’ he said, in a voice that sounded like the low end of a piano, all echoing and thudding, haloed by a bright ring. ‘Are you comfortable? Of course you’re not. I’d offer you something to eat or drink, but unfortunately there isn’t anything to eat or drink, not here. At least there’s no thirst or hunger, either. You do come to miss it, though. You come to miss everything. Can I assume from your expression that you know where you are, hmm?’

      Pierre realised that the question was being aimed at him. He stopped squeezing Viola’s arm and nodded.

      ‘The Space Between Worlds,’ he said.

      ‘The Space Between Worlds,’ repeated the strange, blue man. He rapped his long, slender fingers against the knuckles of his other hand. When he blinked his eyelids closed from the left and right, not above and below.

      ‘And do you know who we are?’ he asked, once a suitably dramatic pause had passed.

      Viola cleared her throat before Pierre could summon a diplomatic answer.

      ‘Are you… Are you the Gatecrashers?’ she asked. Pierre winced.

      The blue man’s expression froze.

      ‘Gatecrashers?’ he said, baring his teeth. ‘Gatecrashers? Is that what they call us? Those lying, backstabbing control-freaks, forever feeding off their sycophants, divvying up reality for everyone else one piece at a time… Of course they wouldn’t… of course…’

      He drew himself up to his full height and puffed out his chest.

      ‘We are the Torri-Tau, a people imprisoned for a crime we did not commit,’ he said. ‘My name is Makka-Soj. I am the leader of my people, in as much as it’s possible to lead in a place as empty and forsaken as this.’

      ‘Right. Well I’m Pierre and this is Viola, and now we’d really like to leave. Someone seems to have made a terrible mistake. We’re not criminals, you see. I’m…’

      ‘The concierge at Le Petit Monde, correct? And no, Pierre. Your presence here is no mistake, I assure you.’

      Pierre felt the air in his lungs turn cold.

      ‘How do you know where I work?’ he asked.

      Makka-Soj’s smile returned, no warmer than before.

      ‘Here’s a question for you, Pierre,’ he said. ‘What stories does the Council tell of my people? What horrors does it say we committed, to deserve being locked away in such a lifeless dimension for all eternity? Hmm?’

      Pierre swallowed hard. His mouth felt like sandpaper.

      ‘Well, it’s been such a long time,’ he replied, looking down at his shoes. ‘They hardly even mention you anymore.’

      ‘But you have heard tales, yes?’

      ‘They say you are - were - a race of monsters,’ said Pierre, looking up into the man’s jet-black eyes. ‘They say you swarmed from planet to planet like a plague, turning the earth to ash and the seas to mud. You left a universe of dried-out husks in your wake and the only way to make sure your kind didn’t hop over into another universe and do the same there - do the same to all the universes - was to banish you somewhere from which you could never escape. Somewhere you could do no harm, because there was nothing to harm. Not even yourselves.’

      In the silence that followed Pierre could hear Makka-Soj grinding his teeth. The blue man stepped forward and peered down at him.

      ‘And do we look like we swarm, Pierre?’

      Pierre couldn’t meet his gaze. ‘Not right now, sir, no,’ he muttered.

      ‘Not ever. The Council lied to you, boy. It’s been lying to all of you, ever since it began. I should know. I was invited to join it not long after it first formed.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ interjected Viola. ‘You were around when the Council was formed? But wasn’t that, like, ten billion years ago, or something?’

      Makka-Soj sighed. ‘Apparently so. Time doesn’t work the same way here as it does out in the multiverse. There’s no space-fabric for it to be weaved through, so it doesn’t really… work. Everybody here was alive the day we were sentenced. Nobody dies here… but nobody has been born here, either. And nobody truly lives, not really. There’s nothing to do here but wait for more nothingness. There’s nothing here…’

      His mind appeared to drift away for a moment, only to return with a sudden clarity.

      ‘That’s why we have to leave,’ he continued. ‘We must be set free. Our children must have the chance to grow old. The old must have a chance to die. And the Council… the Council must answer for what it did that day. Not just to the Torri-Tau, but to every species in the multiverse. The past must be put right.’

      ‘Right.’ Pierre nodded as if milling the prospect over in his head. ‘Well, I’m not really the best person to speak to about all that. I don’t know much about it one way or the other. Good luck to you, all the same. Can Viola and I go now? I mean, our species didn’t even exist when you got banished here. Plus I’m already in enough trouble with the Council as it is, without getting myself involved in somebody else’s appeal process. Sorry.’

      ‘Ah, but you are the best person to speak to,’ laughed Makka-Soj. ‘After all, you’ve already given me everything I need.’

      From the recesses of his robe he brought out a single, golden key.

      Pierre’s hand darted to the ring of keys hanging from his belt. As soon as he touched it he knew the one bestowed upon him by the Council - the only key in his possession that was truly unique - was missing. It was a feeling Pierre would go on to describe as like waking up to discover one of your minor organs is missing, like an appendix or a kidney.

      ‘You have to give that back,’ he said, rushing forwards. Viola pulled him back. The two guards at the door stepped forwards and lowered their makeshift spears. ‘You don’t have the right to use it.’

      ‘I am the only one here with the right to use it!’ Makka-Soj shouted. Pierre shrunk back against the wall and the guards relaxed their stance.

      ‘No, that’s not true,’ he said in a quieter, gentler voice, ‘and once upon an age I knew that not to be true. I argued that case harder than any other, and yet… Well, things have changed. Needs have changed.’

      ‘Please. You don’t understand. There’s an inspector out there adrift in the multiverse - lost, probably eaten…’

      Viola groaned and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      ‘Oh, Pierre,’ smiled the big, blue man. ‘Haven’t you worked it out yet? My word. There never was an inspector, you poor man.’

      ‘But Ms. Rundleford…’

      ‘Never existed. We made her up. She certainly didn’t get munched on by anything, so relax. Your inspector was the untangled octowürm the whole time.’

      ‘The Council never sent anyone to check up on you,’ said Viola, sighing. ‘These blue guys just needed someone to steal your key for them.’

      ‘To be honest, it’s you that deserves all the credit for bringing it here,’ said Makka-Soj. ‘The octowürm was only supposed to grab your keys and choose the most suitable doors at your hotel for our return. From what she tells me, it all got a bit out of hand when you pushed her through one of them. If you hadn’t made such an effort to go after her, well… she probably would have returned to us empty-handed. You brought the key right to us. Though I dare say we would have got hold of it by other means eventually.’

      Pierre screamed into the palms of his hands.

      ‘If you can send an octowürm back and forth from the Space Between Worlds, why do you even need the key?’ he asked. ‘Why not escape that way?’

      ‘Oh, we could,’ nodded Makka-Soj. ‘We could. And we’d certainly have the time to do it, wouldn’t we? An eternity in which to teleport out, one by one, with the last person leaving a thousand years after the first. Scattered across the multiverse like grains of sand on different shores, destined to die alone, and gradually grow extinct, so it’ll be as if we never even existed at all. Just how the Council would like it, I’m sure.’

      ‘Is freedom not better than a cage, no matter the cost?’ asked Viola.

      ‘Maybe. Maybe not. But one thing’s for sure: it wouldn’t put anything right. And it wouldn’t work, for another. Time might not be a concern here, but it is on the other side. Even if we kept her here whenever she wasn’t carrying us back and forth, the octowürm would be dead long before we managed to get everyone across. That wouldn’t be fair on her. She’s done enough for my people as it is.’

      ‘Yeah, wait a second.’ Pierre removed his hands from his face. ‘Why on Earth is an octowürm helping you?’

      ‘Do you really think the Torri-Tau are the only species the Council has ever gone after? Not all of them were - huh - lucky enough to be sent here. For no greater crime than having a natural ability to teleport from universe to universe, the octowürm were hunted to extinction. Or near enough. There are probably fewer than half a dozen of them left across the entire multiverse, including the one that brought you both here. She was looking for a place to hide when she found us, actually. We thank the stars she did. Everything you see here - every wall, every weapon - she brought us the materials to build. Without her, most of us would still be standing in a sea of white.’

      ‘And what a bang-up job you’ve done,’ said Pierre, pursing his lips and looking around the cell. ‘Really made the place feel homely.’

      Makka-Soj laughed, which sounded like a piano being dropped out of a third-storey window.

      ‘Good thing it’s only temporary.’

      One of the guards stepped forward and whispered in Makka-Soj’s ear.

      ‘It is time, if there can be said to be such a thing here,’ Makka-Soj said. He turned to approach the door but paused. ‘Bring these two along,’ he said, speaking to the guard who’d done the whispering. ‘It’s only fair they bear witness.’

      He faced Pierre and Viola. ‘No harm will come to you, I promise you that.’

      They were escorted out of their rickety metal cell and into a corridor that was no better put together. It was then that Pierre realised everything really had been built out of scrap - that which the octowürm could pilfer and steal from markets and favelas and scrapyards. Good thing she’d had so many arms with which to carry all of it. Smothered amongst the lopsided sheets of corrugated iron were a red STOP sign and a blue plaque memorialising Charles Dickens’ birthplace.

      Viola and Pierre followed Makka-Soj down the long length of the hallway, kept in pace by the two guards behind them. There was a lot of clanging involved.

      ‘Don’t tell me you built a whole city out of this,’ Viola said, gawping at the walls.

      ‘Not a whole city, no,’ smiled Makka-Soj, with little humour. ‘But perhaps the semblance of one.’

      There were doors running all along their left. None had keyholes. Instead they each had the sort of circular handle common to the hatches of ships and submarines. Halfway down on the right was a window. Pierre and Viola froze when they passed it.

      ‘Ah, yes,’ said Makka-Soj, holding out a hand to stop the guards from shoving their prisoners forward. ‘It’s okay. I forget how few have ever seen this view.’

      It was immediate and it was endless. It was white. It had no shape or scale. Here and there, members of the Torri-Tau species floated through the blank void, accompanied by specks of interstellar garbage and debris. There was no up, no down. Nobody and nothing seemed to be doing very much of anything.

      ‘It’s a breathtaking view for the first hundred years or so,’ said Makka-Soj, standing beside them. ‘Then it grows a little old. Come on. People are waiting.’

      ‘How did you not go mad?’ asked Viola, staying put. ‘How did you not just… stop?’

      ‘By holding onto hope,’ said the big, blue face looming beside her. ‘Now - keep moving, if you will.’

      One of the guards hurried past them to wrench open another door with a round handle at the end of the corridor. They were ushered towards it.

      On the other side was a grand hall like a senate chamber. The curved walls were panelled with polished oak and divided by rotund marble columns. Though no light burst from its diamond, teardrop candles, a chandelier as splendid as any Le Petit Monde had ever boasted hung suspended from the centre of the domed ceiling, which was painted in gold leaf. Or at least, Pierre assumed it was only gold leaf.

      Ringed around the chamber in the shape of a horseshoe were four staggered rows of benches. Each was higher up than the last, like the seats of an ancient amphitheatre. There was space for two hundred spectators, maybe more. A sea of tranquil blue stood up to greet them as they entered, its voices dropping from an excited buzz to an anxious hush.

      In the very centre of the hall, beneath all the rows of benches, was a circle of fabulous golden chairs, all facing towards one another. And in their centre was…

      ‘A door,’ whispered Viola. Even with her voice low, in the solemn silence it was barely masked by the sound of their footsteps. ‘Look, Pierre - they stole themselves a door!’

      He could see that. And not just any door - a door from Le Petit Monde. His hotel. He knew each one like he knew the teeth inside his own head… and besides, it still had its room number attached. 271. He was certain that room had still possessed its door when he’d left the hotel that morning.

      They hadn’t even kept it in its original frame. It was squeezed into a fixture of the same makeshift garbage that made up everything outside of the chamber, and that fixture was bolted down hard into the otherwise pristine marble floor. It was not a particularly elegant solution.

      Makka-Soj marched into the centre of the hall with all the bombast of a ringmaster addressing a mesmerised circus audience. Pierre and Viola were directed to the side of the chamber, beside the very end of the benches, where they were flanked by the two guards.

      ‘Friends,’ came his booming, piano-key voice. ‘For too long - for much too long - we have been confined to this prison. For too long - for much too long - we have been denied the most basic of rights. Not just food, or water, or a place to lay our heads at night, but the right to feel hunger and thirst, to feel ourselves grow tired… or to even see the sun in the sky turn to stars. The right to die, when our time comes. The right to live until it does.

      ‘And for what did we pay this price? Daring to go against the will of the Council, that’s what. Daring to stand up for what is right. For what is everyone’s right! I’ll tell you why we’re here, friends. They cast us into this madness to justify their own! Well, no longer. The time has come, at long last, for us to take our rightful place in the worlds from which they banished us. And we shall take it from them, take it, not as we would have done back then but as they said we would - whether they like it or not.’

      He withdrew the key from his sleeve, just as he had done back in the cell. The crowd roared with deafening excitement - not just in the chamber, but from someplace outside as well. Makka-Soj let everyone celebrate for a few seconds before raising his hand for silence. The noise dropped back down to a murmur.

      ‘Is this bad?’ whispered Viola. ‘Because this all feels very, very bad.’

      ‘Yes, it is. This makes pushing an inspector into the arms of the Yakuza seem like fetching an old lady’s cat out of a tree in comparison. It’s that sort of bad.’

      ‘When we go through this door,’ Makka-Soj continued, ‘we are free. We are free to travel across the multiverse as we should have always been free to do. The Council wants to tell our story as if we were parasites, sucking worlds dry? So be it. We’ll go through this door, and then we’ll go through every door - to every time and every place there is and will ever be - and we will show them what a plague looks like. There won’t be an inch of the multiverse we haven’t touched. Want to erase us from existence? Just try and erase us now.’

      The cheering rose back to deafening proportions as Makka-Soj stepped towards the door, key in hand.

      ‘Aren’t you going to do something?’ hissed Viola.

      ‘Like what?’ Pierre hissed back. ‘Do you really think either one of us can stop an entire species from opening a bloody door?’

      ‘Maybe if we work together?’

      ‘Two against two billion. How do you think that one’s going to play out?’

      Makka-Soj put the key into the door and turned it. Pierre could see the blue man sag with relief when the lock clicked free. He pushed the door open and a burst of warm light came flowing through from the other side. It wasn’t until that moment that Pierre realised how cold and washed-out the colours in the Space Between Worlds were.

      ‘Open the doors,’ shouted Makka-Soj, beaming. His words could barely be heard above the rapturous applause, but the guards on the other side of the chamber knew their orders. Putting their spears aside - and with a great deal of effort - they pulled apart the great scrap-metal doors that had been assembled opposite the benches.

      Outside was an endless river of blue, standing and cheering on a bridge of scrap and salvage, stretching out and away into the endless white nothingness.

      ‘Last one out, turn off the lights,’ laughed Makka-Soj. He beckoned the queue forwards.

      They rushed ahead with all the eagerness of teenage girls at a boy-band concert. Nobody was pushed out of the way or trampled underfoot, however. They charged as one, like a surge wave crashing through a small crack in a cliff wall. A wave that kept crashing long after impact, without ever drawing back.

      It should have taken weeks for all of the Torri-Tau to pass through the doorway. Months, even. And perhaps it did, but the peculiar way that time worked (or didn’t work, for that matter) in the Space Between Worlds meant that it felt to Pierre and Viola as if no more than a minute had passed - a long, exhausting, immeasurable minute - before the last of the blue men, women and children disappeared, slamming the door shut behind them.

      Pierre and Viola looked around at the empty chamber. Makka-Soj was gone. All the aliens on the benches were gone. The bridge was empty and even the guards were nowhere to be seen.

      All around them hung an awful, infinite silence.

      ‘What do we do now, Pierre?’ asked Viola, her voice dry and tiny. She had her arms crossed and her foot was tapping a rapid beat on the floor. ‘You do have a plan, right?’

      Pierre dropped himself onto the nearest bench and buried his face in his hands. Viola yanked them away again. Before he could protest she grabbed him roughly by the shoulders and pulled his face to within an inch of her own.

      ‘How are we getting home, Pierre? How are we getting home?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    

    
      ‘What are you saying? That we’re trapped here forever?’

      Viola kept hammering on the door of room 271 as if she expected someone on the other side to come answer it… as if she expected the door to open onto anything other than the back of the empty hall. Pierre had promoted himself from a position groaning on the benches to one sitting cross-legged in front of the open chamber doors, staring out at the endless white void.

      ‘Well, we are in an inescapable prison outside of space and time,’ he replied, not turning around. ‘I imagine not being able to leave was a pretty big part of the design brief.’

      ‘Come on,’ she muttered, giving the door handle another tug. ‘Would it have been so hard for them to leave it open for us?’

      Pierre looked out at the nothingness. Well, the almost nothingness. The odd bit of waste and miscellanea spoiled the perfect, ivory ocean by daring to drift across it. The door of a refrigerator. The millstone from a Dutch windmill. An old, gas-lit street lamp. And here and there a tiny speck of blue - those of the Torri-Tau too lost, mad or forgotten to make the trip back into the multiverse, Pierre hazarded a guess.

      There was little point in pondering how far the Space Between Worlds stretched, but Pierre couldn’t help but wonder how many poor souls were out there wandering it.

      Like him and Viola, now.

      ‘Goddammit!’ shouted Viola, giving the door an almighty kick. Pierre winced. The door might have been bastardised into something better suited for a dump, but that didn’t stop it from belonging to Le Petit Monde.

      He didn’t stop staring out into the void even as Viola marched up, huffed in a heavy and deliberate manner, and then plonked herself down beside him.

      ‘Don’t suppose you were carrying a spare key, were you?’

      Pierre shook his head. ‘Ever since George took the spare and went after an alternate dimension’s version of his wife and kid, the Council haven’t been so keen on my carrying an extra on my person. It’s in a lockbox back at the hotel, under the desk.

      ‘Oh. Really useful in that lockbox, is it?’

      Pierre shrugged. ‘Don’t suppose it would have mattered. Could you imagine the look on that blue guy’s face if I’d brought him two keys instead of one?’

      ‘Is there any way to reach anyone back home? Get someone to come to us?’

      ‘Cross-universe communication is possible, but not without the right equipment,’ sighed Pierre. ‘Besides, we’re outside of traditional space here. The signal simply wouldn’t work.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘No wavelengths, you see.’

      ‘Ah.’

      They sat in silence and watched as a plastic carrier bag floated past the scrap-metal bridge.

      ‘You know,’ said Viola, taking the sort of deep breath that precedes all unpopular opinions, ‘maybe it was just the way Wesker told it, but the Torri-towels…’

      ‘Torri-Tau,’ Pierre corrected.

      ‘…the Torri-Tau didn’t seem all that bad. Aside from leaving us trapped here for all eternity, I mean. That was a dick move.’

      Pierre’s brow furrowed and he turned his head towards her.

      ‘Now that you mention it,’ he said, ‘I was imagining them to be something more… well, monstrous. Like giant, interstellar cockroaches, or a sentient cloud of anthrax. Not… not blue people, I guess. Still, I suppose it’s what’s inside that counts. And deep down they might be proper horrid.’

      ‘Maybe. But do you honestly think that?’

      ‘No… No, I suppose I don’t. They didn’t seem bad, not really, just…’

      ‘Desperate?’

      ‘Yeah. Desperate. That’s it. Like they had no other choice. Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the Council has been keeping secrets from everyone. And maybe keeping those secrets was for the best. It wouldn’t be the first time. No wonder they wanted to leave though. I mean, look at this place. Look at it. There’s literally nothing here.’

      ‘Nothing apart from your own thoughts, and nothing to keep them at bay. Christ. How long does it take for someone to go mad in a world like this, do you think?’

      ‘Oh, not long. Everyone’s just one quiet day away from going over the edge. Out here there’s nobody to talk you down.’

      Viola stood up and, before Pierre could transform himself into a two-tonne anvil of grumpiness, pulled him up onto his feet.

      ‘Come on then. Either there is a way out or there isn’t, but we won’t find out by sitting and staring out the door. This might be our home for the next few hundred billion years. We might as well get a feel for the place.’
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        * * *

      

      The structure built around the chamber was much bigger than Pierre or Viola had guessed. Or so they concluded from the endless corridors and hallways, at least; it wasn’t as if either one of them was willing to step outside and take a proper look.

      All of it was assembled from the same metal (and occasionally wooden) scrap as their original cell. No inch of it appeared to require natural or electric light in order to be illuminated. One “wing” appeared more consistent and complete than the others, until Pierre realised that an entire rusty, spacefaring frigate had been teleported in and bolted to the side.

      They hadn’t run into anybody else, which came as little surprise.

      ‘We’ll need to find a couple of bedrooms, or something,’ said Viola, peering into yet another empty storage room. ‘Surely all those people used something more comfy than the girders of a bulkhead to sleep on.’

      ‘Bedrooms?’ replied Pierre, drumming his knuckles against the hollow shell of the corridor. It was all rivets and bolts. ‘Doubt it. There’s no need to sleep, not here. I suppose you could try, but why bother? No space and no time, remember. You won’t get tired because you’re not spending energy, and you’ll wake up at the same time you went to bed. Just imagine what the Torri-Tau could have achieved here if there’d been any bloody point.’

      ‘Christ almighty. Well I’ll need somewhere private for myself. I’m not having you follow me around for eternity. What about showers?’

      Pierre shrugged.

      ‘But I was sweaty before I even got here, thanks to our little trip to Wesker’s hometown,’ she said, throwing her hands into the air. ‘I don’t want to stay sweaty forever!’

      Pierre turned the crank of another dilapidated door and pulled it open with a grunt.

      ‘Hey,’ he said, peering into the room beyond. ‘Come take a look at all this.’

      Viola poked her head around the doorframe and whistled.

      ‘Boy, we’ve got ourselves a hoarder.’

      They were looking into a hall - though perhaps it was more of a hull - packed full to every wall and corner with relics and antiques and misplaced valuables. Vases and candelabra were precariously balanced on top of desks and chairs and drawers (and more than one mountain of glistening, golden coins). Viola didn’t recognise some of the alien devices stored in there. Of others even Pierre was ignorant.

      ‘This is insane,’ muttered Pierre, squeezing between two original and identical copies of Rembrandt’s The Storm on the Sea of Galilee. ‘Look at this vase. It’s from Athens, circa five hundred B.C. And that there,’ he added, pointing at a round, silver and spiky ball about the size of a bull, ‘is a Crytellian quantum engine. They don’t go on to invent those for another twenty-six years!’

      ‘Looks like somebody didn’t want to miss out on how the universe was doing,’ said Viola, rifling through a pile of newspapers and journals. Some of them were in English. Others weren’t written in languages fit for the human eye. ‘Or how all of the universes were doing, actually. See here.’ She held two of the papers up. ‘In this edition, man landed on the Moon in 1969. In this one, we reached it in 1902!’

      ‘Must be hard to accept the world is carrying on without you,’ said Pierre, blowing the dust off a fossil. ‘Let alone that all of the past, present and future is happening someplace else entirely.’

      He jumped all of a sudden, almost knocking the fossil off its stand.

      ‘Did you hear that?’ he whispered.

      ‘Hear what?’ replied Viola, putting the newspapers back on their pile.

      A faint and delicate melody was drifting down the corridor outside as quietly as a mouse would scuttle along the wall of a pantry. It was a folk song, and hidden amongst the crackles and pops was a woman’s voice, singing in French.

      ‘There’s someone else here,’ said Pierre.

      They left the storage hall and followed the corridor further, taking care to muffle their footsteps as much as possible. Both were sure that if there were any other prisoners, those prisoners must have heard the two of them talking already, but neither wanted to take any chances.

      The recording kept playing all the while they approached, growing slowly louder, occasionally skipping a bar and sometimes rewinding. Pierre and Viola came to a stop outside another chunky iron door. It was cracked open wide enough for them to peer through.

      The octowürm was on the other side, gliding from one end of her room to the other, arranging pictures on shelves with one tentacle and putting Viola’s fluffy toy pig on top of a dresser with another. One a small, wooden table sat a phonograph, playing the song they’d heard. It looked like a miniature beer-barrel being roasted on a spit above a sewing loom. The rest of the room was far more cosy than the rest of the Torri-Tau’s makeshift home; there were bookshelves and armchairs, and even a few ceramic plates.

      ‘Hey!’ hissed Viola, pointing at the pig. ‘I was wondering where that had got to!’

      Pierre held a finger to his lips and pulled Viola over to the other side of the doorway.

      ‘This is not good,’ he whispered, wringing his hands together. ‘There’s only one other creature in this entire dimension and it’s a goddamn octowürm! I suppose we don’t need to worry about never growing old here - we’ll be torn to bloody shreds sooner or later!’

      ‘Or we can use the worm to get out of here,’ Viola suggested, shaking Pierre until all of his nerves rolled out. ‘There are only two ways in or out, right? Using one of the Council’s keys, or…’

      They peered back into the room. The octowürm was trying to hum along to the old song, which, in its invertebrate form, appeared to be a struggle.

      ‘So what, we grab hold of a leg each and hope it teleports us back home? It could send us to a tundra planet, Viola. It could drop us off in the heart of a sun!’

      Viola tapped her finger against her chin. ‘You said these creatures are smart right? Or was that Wesker?’

      ‘Yeah, they’re not stupid. And this one was clever enough to impersonate a hotel inspector, remember?’

      ‘Then we threaten it. We make it take us home. I saw a pretty sharp-looking lamp inside that room. I’ll skewer it if it tries anything funny.’

      ‘You saw what it did back in New Havant, and in Tokyo before that! You really think a poke with a lamp is going to scare it?’

      Viola shrugged. ‘It’s that or wait here forever. Maybe help will come. But how long do you think it’ll take before you get so desperate that we go through with my plan anyway?’

      Pierre groaned. ‘This is not a good idea. I just want you to know that, for these last few seconds we spend alive. Not a good idea.’

      The gap in the door was almost too narrow to slip through. Viola went first and immediately disappeared out of sight towards the right. Pierre followed, clutching the door frame as tight as he could, dragging his chest across the metal, certain that he would bump the door and send its ancient hinges groaning… but in the end he was just as silent as Viola.

      He looked around the room. The octowürm was still busying herself with chores. Viola was lifting the cream-coloured lampshade off the end of the lamp’s long, wooden pole, preparing it into the world’s most embarrassing spear.

      Pierre scoured his immediate vicinity for a weapon of his own. In a choice between a potted peace lily and the unrolled note of a fortune cookie, he opted for neither.

      Viola counted down from three to one with her fingers. Pierre raised his fists and tried to look threatening. It was hard, knowing that death was only one bad and imminent decision away.

      Three.

      Two.

      One…

      The octowürm glanced over what would have been her shoulder if she’d had any, in the midst of rearranging the contents of an umbrella stand.

      ‘Oh, hello there! I thought everyone had left already.’

      Pierre’s fists deflated. Viola’s makeshift spear dipped in her hands. She began to look more like a lost oarsman than an enraged warrior.

      ‘I’m sorry, what?’ Viola spluttered.

      ‘Hasn’t everyone gone through the door yet? I would have thought they’d be in a rush to leave, what with having been here for a near-eternity. Are you going to put that lamp down, miss?’

      Pierre shot a questioning eyebrow at Viola. Neither of them seemed quite sure how to handle the situation. Viola reinforced her grip on the spear and tried again.

      ‘If I put this down, you’ll try to kill us! Or eat us!’

      ‘And why in all the multiverse would I do that?’ replied the octowürm, going back to her painted clay pot of umbrellas.

      ‘Because you’re a giant monster worm from space and that’s the sort of thing you do!’

      The octowürm hesitated, then shook her head and carried on. ‘By the seventy-nine moons of Jupiter. I should rip you in half for a comment like that. Now put that thing down before you knock something over.’

      Viola brandished the lamp for another couple of seconds before giving up. She put it back in the corner of the room with a laboured sigh. She left the lampshade off, out of principle.

      It was almost funny. The octowürm might have been the one opening and closing her mouth, but it was Ms. Rundleford Pierre could hear speaking. It was her voice coming from someplace inside, just with a fleshier accent and punctuated with a lot of clacking teeth.

      ‘What about all the Yakuza?’ asked Pierre, taking a step back towards the door. ‘You slaughtered them!’

      ‘Well of course,’ chuckled the octowürm. ‘They were going to shoot you, silly.’

      ‘What about all the outlaws in that dusty old town?’ asked Viola, crossing her arms.

      The octowürm paused.

      ‘They were going to shoot me,’ she replied, stopping what she was doing and turning around to face them. She filled an unnerving percentage of the room. ‘What else was I supposed to do?’

      Viola shrugged her shoulders. Turning to Pierre, she added, ‘The girl’s got a point.’

      The octowürm wriggled into an armchair. She didn’t sit in it so much as engulf the poor thing.

      ‘Oh, I get it. You’re annoyed about all that kidnapping business, aren’t you?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s part of it,’ snapped Pierre. ‘That and impersonating an inspector so you could steal my keys from me. I’m pretty sure that’s a criminal offence, you know.’

      The octowürm nodded. ‘Yes, I suppose I do owe you both an apology. I only meant to snatch the keys when you weren’t looking, but it all turned into a bit of a mess, didn’t it? Oh! Where are my manners? I’m not Ms. Rundleford, if you’re still wondering. My name is Doxym’awron. Call me Doxy. And sorry, madam, but I don’t think I caught your name…?’

      ‘Viola. Viola Kadwell.’

      ‘A pleasure to meet you, Miss Kadwell. And you too, Mr. Pierre. You run a very nice hotel.’

      Despite himself, Pierre felt a blush rush to his cheeks.

      ‘I hope I didn’t disrupt your business too much,’ Doxy added, ‘but I had to do it, see? My friends here, well, they’re so desperate to get out of this… empty nothingness. And they let me stay here for as long as I wanted, and let me have a place to put all my things…’

      Doxy drifted away in thought for a second, then carried on.

      ‘It isn’t right, all those good people being trapped here forever. I guess I thought one concierge’s inconvenience was worth a few billion people’s freedom. Have they gone yet?’

      ‘Yes, and they left us here to rot in their stead,’ said Viola. ‘Those friends of yours shut the bloody door on us!’

      ‘Oh, they never!’ said Doxy, standing up on the armchair. ‘Well, that is rude. I’m sure it was a mistake, though. They’re good people. You didn’t see them when they first arrived in this place - oh, they were so scared, they were. They were probably just very excited to get back to the multiverse and everything. I daren’t say they’ll be coming back any time soon though - want me to give you a lift?’

      Pierre and Viola looked at one another.

      ‘If that wouldn’t be too much trouble?’ asked Pierre.

      ‘Oh, not at all, not at all,’ said Doxy, spilling off the armchair and into the centre of the room. Fully extended, her tentacles were long enough to touch all four walls at once. ‘I mean, it is somewhat my fault you’re here in the first place. And it’s not like any of my things are going anywhere, is it? Grab a leg each, my dears.’

      They stepped forwards and did as she said. It was like holding a joint of raw ham. She could have worn mittens, Pierre found himself thinking.

      ‘Anywhere in particular you want to go?’ asked Doxy.

      ‘Le Petit Monde, please,’ said Pierre, getting ready for another rushing, sucking sensation. ‘My Le Petit Monde. And as soon as possible after I… ahem… accidentally pushed you through that door, if that’s possible?’

      ‘Of course! Just so long as I don’t see the past version of myself. Always gives me a terrible nosebleed.’

      Pierre looked up at the nematode’s fleshy, noseless lump of teeth… which smiled, encouragingly.

      ‘And three, two, one…’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    

    
      The octowürm leapt from the shimmering tear she’d carved in the fabric between universes, one fleshy leg still coiled around each of her fellow travellers, and landed just outside the door through which Pierre had pushed her only minutes before. Of course, for the three of them it had felt like a hell of a lot longer than that.

      The tear vanished with a sound like an explosion running in reverse. Doxy checked on her two passengers.

      ‘Oh good. Neither of you blacked out this time.’

      Pierre rather wished he had.

      It he hadn’t known it better than he did his own face in the mirror, Pierre wouldn’t have believed the corridor in front of him belonged to Le Petit Monde. Not his Le Petit Monde, at any rate. The doors were all busted open. The wallpaper was peeling off the walls… wherever the plaster of those walls hadn’t already crumbled away. The lights had been smashed. The lamps… were simply gone. Someone - or something - had torn up all the carpets.

      It shouldn’t have been so silent. Even on the graveyard shift, the hotel was never that quiet.

      ‘We’re in the wrong world,’ whispered Viola, untangling herself from Doxy’s leg.

      ‘No, we’re not,’ replied Pierre. He wandered away from them down the length of the corridor like a farmer returning to find his homestead burnt to the ground. ‘We’re in the right one, it’s just… everything’s so wrong.’

      He spun around and marched back to Doxy.

      ‘Did you know about this?’ he asked, staring her in the teeth. ‘Did you know what they were… what they planned to do?’

      Doxy squirmed the way only an eight-legged worm can.

      ‘They never told me the specifics,’ she replied. ‘They only ever said they wanted to put things right. To put things how they ought to have been in the first place.’

      ‘Oh no,’ muttered Pierre, scratching at the back of his neck. He paced back and forth. ‘They couldn’t have… could they?’

      ‘Couldn’t what, Pierre?’ asked Viola, but Pierre was already hurrying down towards the elevators.

      ‘I suppose I’ll leave you to it, then,’ said Doxy, edging away. ‘Best of luck!’

      She slipped out of reality like the last bit of bathwater gurgling down the drain. Viola shook her head in disbelief and then jogged to catch up with Pierre. He was coming back towards her, ranting that the power was out. The only way down was the stairs.

      ‘It shouldn’t be possible…’ he was rambling, jumping down two steps at a time. ‘Gatecrashers… huh… should have been a giveaway…’

      ‘Pierre!’ shouted Viola, chasing after him. The stairs were in just as poor a state as the corridors, as if they’d been left abandoned for decades. ‘What in God’s name are you talking about?’

      ‘You’ll see,’ he replied, out of breath. ‘If I’m right, we’ll all see soon enough.’

      Pierre reached the foot of the stairs and ran ahead into the lobby. Viola tried to follow but found herself frozen by the scene before her, as if Medusa herself was staring back. The place was deserted. She knew from Pierre’s almost romanticised monologues about the hotel that Le Petit Monde had never been empty - not in Pierre’s lifetime, at least. Worst of all, the grand chandelier - not just the hotel’s centrepiece, but its heart - had dropped and smashed against the floor, decimating what remained of the breakfast lounge. The delicate wooden tables lay in splinters beneath. They looked like the skeletal remains of a shipwreck.

      The fact that Pierre hadn’t stopped and broken down in tears at the sight of this scared Viola all the more.

      She found him standing by the front doors. Like all the others they’d been smashed wide open, their hinges snapped and the glass of their windows shattered into shards.

      ‘Take a look,’ said Pierre, sweeping his hand across the vista before them. ‘They did it, Viola. They put the past right. And they changed everything.’

      London was unrecognisable. The Thames had been dragged dry, its channel nothing but a cracked fissure in the earth. There were no plastic bags, or needles, or shopping trolleys on its bed, only rocks and moss. The city itself was no ruin, unlike the hotel, but it was… different. Impossibly different. Skyscrapers of a hundred storeys or more rose into the sky like glass needles. The Palace of Westminster remained, as did the clock tower of Big Ben, but both were now built from an alien metal that shimmered a cool and abyssal blue. Instead of clouds and commercial airliners, the sky was occupied by floating battleships and stations. They hovered over the empty city like chrome sea urchins, coloured that same shimmering blue.

      Well, almost empty. A regiment of armoured Torri-Tau was marching over Westminster Bridge.

      ‘This can’t be possible,’ said Viola, her words barely audible above the hum of the spaceships’ antimatter engines above. ‘You told me this wasn’t possible. The past cannot be changed because it’s already happened. That’s what you told me!’

      Pierre nodded. ‘And I meant it. Nobody can change something that’s already happened - that’s a paradox. If you went back in time to, say, invent the first electric fan, then the future version of you would have no need to travel back and do so. Why would you? In the future, where you came from, you’ve already invented it. But by not going back - because you no longer need to - you wouldn’t end up inventing it, and so the future version of yourself would have to go back in time to invent it… you following?’

      ‘I think so. That’s why the very act of travelling back in time forces the multiverse to create a new universe in which your actions can take place. Your own future remains as you left it, but you forge a new timeline going forward. Right? Just like how every action we take results in a billion new, duplicate universes, a different outcome playing out in each one. But you said this is our world, Pierre. Well, your world, at least. All… this… didn’t happen in the last minute or two. What the hell is going on?’

      ‘No, this is a systemic overhaul of history. A complete rewrite, like… like a second draft. That’s why the hotel looks like it does. It hasn’t been used in years. It’s a wonder it’s even still here at all…’

      ‘Pierre?’

      ‘What was it Makka-Soj said, before the Torri-Tau went through the door?’ said Pierre, turning to look at her. ‘That they would spread “to every time and every place there is and will ever be,” just like the Council said they would. Now, Makka-Soj would have known that wasn’t possible…’

      ‘…because for every universe they invaded and tried to “put right”,’ continued Viola, ‘another universe would be created in which they never arrived. They’d only ever be able to invade half of the multiverse at best.’

      ‘Exactly. But what if…’

      ‘…yes?’

      ‘What if the Torri-Tau don’t leave the same sort of… I don’t know… footprint, as the rest of us? Maybe when they come here from another world… that’s it. They change the past, and the future has to, sort of, stitch itself back together? What if… Oh, I don’t know. What if the Council didn’t hide anything from us? What if the Torri-Tau were nicknamed the Gatecrashers for good reason?’

      ‘It would go some way in explaining why the Council locked them away in the first place,’ replied Viola. ‘But I guess right now isn’t the time for wondering why it’s happened. We need to round up the gang and fight back. Where’s Wesker?’

      Pierre laid a hand on her shoulder. ‘Viola… If the Torri-Tau are rewriting history, then Wesker probably doesn’t exist. As in, he was never born in the first place. Humans are probably an endangered species… if we ever evolved from apes in the first place, that is.’

      There was an almighty quaking and part of the Thames began to pave itself over.

      ‘But if humans never existed… how are we still here?’

      ‘Well, we were in the Space Between Worlds when it all happened,’ said Pierre, absent-mindedly stepping back into the lobby of Le Petit Monde. ‘Maybe that’s why. Maybe we’re nothing but a couple of loose footnotes. I dare say there are a few of our kind off in the future somewhere, where the rewrite hasn’t caught up yet…’

      Pierre clicked his fingers and ran off towards the decrepit reception desk. In the latest draft of the universe something large and feathered had been using it as a toilet. One by one the steps of the hotel’s main staircase popped out of existence.

      ‘What in the world are you doing?’ asked Viola, following him as far as the centre of the entrance hall.

      ‘If I can get far enough ahead of the Torri-Tau’s changes,’ rose the voice of Pierre from somewhere underneath the desk, ‘then I might be able to go far enough back to stop them.’

      He emerged holding an old, rusty, rectangular safe, and dropped it with a bang against the top of the counter. If it weren’t for the electronic keypad on its front, it wouldn’t have looked out of place amongst the battlefields of the American Civil War.

      ‘Er… Pierre?’

      He entered the sixteen digit code into the keypad and the safe’s clunky metal door popped open with a creak. He reached inside and let out a sigh.

      There it was. Cold and alone and covered in a blanket of dust, but there it was.

      The spare key.

      ‘Okay,’ he said, looking up. ‘Viola, see if you can…’

      He looked around the ruins of the lobby.

      ‘Viola?’

      She wasn’t there. Neither were the front doors, or the cursive nameplate that was supposed to hang above them. The steps of the staircase had vanished entirely and the diamonds of the crashed chandelier were disappearing like bubbles popping on the surface of champagne.

      He looked back down at the desk just in time to see the safe plop out of reality.

      ‘Viola!’ he screamed, running into the middle of the hall. ‘Get out here, quick!’

      She didn’t come. He checked back outside, he checked the devastated corridor leading to Wesker’s bar, but she didn’t come. Even as the last of the electric candles vanished from the chandelier and the fragments of wooden tables first splintered and then broke down into dust… she didn’t come.

      The past kept rewriting itself. The walls of Le Petit Monde began to buckle and crack.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Pierre whispered. Viola was gone. He was sure of it. To the universe it was as if she never existed at all. ‘I’ll put everything back how it was, I promise.’

      The front wall of the hotel crumpled like a piece of waste paper, showering Pierre in rubble. He turned and fled deeper into the building.

      He needed a door.

      The problem was, they’d all been smashed off their hinges. Their locks were all buckled and bent. It was if something had come through the hotel a great many years ago, trashing them one by one the way a jealous partner might systematically tear up all the photographs of their ex. There wasn’t a single one of them left he could use.

      And still the hotel erased itself behind him.

      ‘Come on, come on, come on,’ he ranted to himself, running down the corridor towards the restaurant. He could see all the tables. They were covered in blankets of dust, not cloth. Each door he passed on the way there was as broken as the last.

      He glanced inside the men’s bathroom and almost went sprawling onto the floor trying to apply the brakes.

      The doors to all the stalls were busted, and wouldn’t have worked anyway. They didn’t have keyholes, for obvious reasons. But there was a cabinet beneath the sinks - a locked cabinet. Aside from access to the bathroom plumbing it only contained rolls of toilet paper and bottles of bleach, but you could never be too careful. It wasn’t just bathrobes and bars of soap that guests had a habit of pilfering.

      More importantly, its twin doors were intact… and just about big enough for a man to crawl through.

      Pierre skidded across the old linoleum, fumbling with his key. It fell from his hands and slid towards the row of urinals. He caught it before it could slide into the suspicious-looking mould growing beneath them.

      The mirrors above the sinks shattered in unison, then immediately vanished with a pop.

      He could hear the corridor rearranging itself outside the bathroom. He rammed the key into the cabinet’s lock (it fit, of course - no matter the size of the keyhole, that key would always fit) and turned it.

      ‘Have to get ahead of their changes,’ he wheezed to himself, crossing his fingers. ‘God, I hope this is far enough.’

      From inside the cabinet came the clunk of a tumbler relinquishing its hold on the lock. Pierre threw open the doors and was met by a blinding light.

      He looked back at his beloved hotel as it disappeared all around him, brick by brick, lampshade by lampshade, chocolate mint by chocolate mint.

      ‘I’ll put everything back how it was,’ he repeated, this time as much to the building as to Viola.

      He crawled through the doorway and was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    

    
      And that’s as far as Pierre got… when it came to telling me his story, at least. As I said before, the tale took more than a few knocks on its way to get to me and I dare say it’s taken a good few more on its way from me to you. I’m no intergalactic encyclopaedia. I’ve pieced it together as best I can; if you spot the glue seeping through the cracks then I can only apologise.

      I’m sure Pierre will forgive me for taking a few liberties here and there. It’s not as if he has much of a monopoly on the narrative, after all.

      So there I was, nursing a Fuzzy Quasar, which I’d been told was a local favourite but for all I know was the engine grease off a Mark VI Bi-Cerulian Speeder. Whatever the hell that is - I’d heard some of the other patrons talking about buying one. Maybe it’s a hover-bike. Maybe it’s another type of drink. The Fuzzy Quasar didn’t taste all that good, but it wasn’t revolting either. It reminded me of a thick martini, blended with some kind of tangy blue fruit.

      I was sat at the bar of some space-dive on a stool designed for all manner of buttocks except my own. A name had been above the bar’s entrance but there’s no way in hell I’ll ever be able to tell you what it said. The letters looked like the offspring from an ill-judged fling between the Greek alphabet and a ringworm. There hadn’t been a great many other drinkers in there. In a port as busy as the one into which I’d stumbled, that had been one of my primary reasons for choosing it.

      Somebody was sat to my left. At least, I think it was a body. It could have just as easily been a thing. Whatever it was, it was nursing a tankard twice the size of my head and simpering quietly to itself. Every few minutes the bartender would pass by and top up its drink with more sizzling, milky liquid. My neighbour would nod its leathery, horned block of a head, grunt, then go back to its nursing and simpering.

      I checked my watch. Three minutes had passed since I’d made the call on the bar’s inter-dimensional payphone, the one down by the three sets of washrooms. That’s the thing about technology, see. It doesn’t matter how complicated whatever you imagine is; go far enough into the future and you’ll find that everyone’s got one.

      Where in the goddamn multiverse was he?

      Over in the corner, a customer with more eyes than sense stumbled as he got up from his chair. He knocked over his drinking buddy as he fell. Their various antennae got tangled together as they scrambled about on the floor, much to the amusement of a third friend, whose slow laughter sounded like a dripping faucet.

      I looked back at my watch.

      Three minutes and eight seconds.

      Jesus wept.

      Somebody tapped me on the shoulder. I spun around on my bar stool, ready to either run or throw my Fuzzy Quasar over them, depending on how big a mouth I found myself staring into.

      It was Pierre. He looked… stressed.

      ‘Good to see you, George,’ he sighed, climbing up onto the stool to my right. Gesturing for the bartender’s attention, he asked me, ‘What are you having?’

      I should have known then that we weren’t headed back home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [The story continues…]
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      Not bad, eh?

      

      Sign up today at www.twmashford.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Enjoy this book? You can make a big difference.

      

      

      

      Reviews are the most powerful tool in my arsenal when it comes to getting attention for my books. As an indie author, I don’t have quite the same financial muscle as a New York publisher. But what I do have is something even more effective:

      

      A committed and loyal bunch of readers.

      

      Honest reviews of my books help bring them to the attention of other readers.

      

      If you’ve enjoyed this book I would be very grateful if you could spend just five minutes leaving a review (it can be as short as you like) on the book’s Amazon page.

      

      Thank you very much.
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      Tom (T.W.M.) Ashford is a British novelist. He lives in London with his American wife, not far from where he was born. He has moved in that time, he promises.

      

      He's written hundreds of scripts and copy for some of the biggest companies in the world, and previously published articles on games and films. He has been known to play a bass guitar on more than one occasion, and sometimes well.

      

      But, of course, his main passion is writing fiction. His books include the Blackwater trilogy, the Checking Out series and numerous standalone adventures.

      

      Send him an email at tom@twmashford.com. He'll enjoy the attention.
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