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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      They say there are infinite worlds out there - infinite worlds swimming in infinite universes. Every reality, every possibility, every actuality, played out because it is reality, because it is possible, because it is actually happening, or has happened, or will happen, somewhere. I’m not sure how much of that super-science holds water, but then I’m just a normal guy and the one world has always been enough for me. But if what they say is true - that there are more worlds than man can imagine and they’re all a hair’s breadth from one another - then there must surely be a place where some of them overlap. And if they start to overlap, well… where do we go from there?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Train journeys back from presentations are the worst, in my opinion. At least on the way there you’re distracted by anxiety, by the fear of how badly your meeting with the client might go. There might be relief in the return, granted, but there’s boredom, too. A sense of wasted time, of the seconds draining away as you crawl along the tracks. You’re doing nothing but being shepherded from Point A to Point B, becoming a part of the emptiness in between.

      When I pulled into Paddington Station at a half past two on the afternoon of that fateful Wednesday, I was neither coming nor going from a business trip. It was pleasure, and personal, all the way. I’d brought a book with me to lighten the ride - some epic tome about a killer clown lurking in the sewers. I couldn’t put it down, but that didn’t change the fact that I was never going to finish it. Half of a supermarket sandwich and a pocket-squashed Bounty wrestled in my stomach, punching seven shades of crap out of one another and, in good time I was sure, out of me, too. All things considered, I wonder why I hadn’t splashed out on something more appetising.

      Old habits die hard - that’s what people say, right?

      London was as cold as it always is; the consistent ten degrees above zero that feels a frightful under. I stepped off the carriage’s greasy steps, swapping its warm, regurgitated air for a lungful of the city’s turgid excuse for a counterpart. A small red suitcase lumbered onto the platform behind me, its wheels rumbling along the concrete. A smart, black briefcase swung in my other hand.

      There I was, in the navy blazer I wore to appointments, trousers to match and a grey scarf I may as well have borrowed from one of the homeless men huddled in doorways around the corner. Like an idiot I’d left my black and much warmer scarf at home, hanging impotently from a coat hook in the porch. George Webber; forties - alright, you got me, mid-forties; cut a fine figure I do not. Wifeless. Childless. I don’t wish to paint you a pathetic picture… I’m just nothing to write home about, that’s all.

      I looked up at the display hanging above my head. Yellow destinations shuffled each other off the side of the screen; towering over them were large blinking strips of light shouting out the time. I had arrived on schedule, much to my surprise. If there was ever a day for something to go wrong - a rail strike, a storm, an invasion by North Korea - that would have been the day for God’s fingers to start poking in my pies. But I guess he wasn’t paying me much attention, which was most certainly fine by me.

      So I made my way down the length of the long, long platform and fed my ticket into the machine at the barrier, forgetting for a little too long that they don’t spit them back out. Not single tickets, anyway. A young woman in her twenties with a backpack slung over one shoulder and a piercing in her frowning lip sighed from behind me.

      ‘Go ride a dick,’ I wanted to say, but of course I didn’t. I hurried out of the way of the queue forming to my rear and loitered around the rows of chairs  parallel to a pastry stand, my suitcase coming to an abrupt stop against my heel. The girl continued past me without a second look.

      A pigeon with a half-decayed foot pecked at a discarded chip, eyed me with an expression of contempt, then flapped off to irritate its friend atop the iron rafters. It was only then that I noticed what a marvel the station of Paddington is, if you’re into that sort of thing; a simple, soaring expanse. It reminded me of the belly of a great whale, gutted and hollowed aboard a ship snaking its way up the Thames. Its enormous metal ribcage, dripping its precious fat into the channels below. Only right then it wasn’t fat dripping down from the station’s ceiling but the clockwork spitting of dirty London rain.

      My suitcase bounced up and down and side to side as if I’d been holding the hand of a child in a sweet shop. It seemed to seek out every crack and bump in the pavement as I made my way towards the main exit, the huge maw yawning out at Praed Street. The smiling man on the weather forecast had predicted heavy rain for early morning.

      It had arrived mid-afternoon.

      The crowds of the station were all snapping open their umbrellas. Black, yellow, pink canopies billowed open all around me as they charged forwards into the sodden April onslaught. A small girl of six, already drenched by an oversized yellow mackintosh, bumped into me as she passed. Her matching, sickly wellington boots made light work of the lakes forming at the bottom of the road.

      I looked down at my brogues. I hadn’t even thought to bring an umbrella of my own.

      The entrance to the underground was just to my left - an empty frame in the wall which looked remarkably akin to a crack in a cliff face, leading down into a subterranean tomb. I guess there’s little difference, and the thought of cramming myself into one of those stuffy tin tubes even without my suitcase made me feel a little nauseous. People coughing and spluttering on the back of my neck. People billowing open their copies of The Daily Mail, rustling their pages against my face. People.

      A sign hanging above the entrance to the underground listed my options. To the left were another two tube lines, apparently - one the same yellow as the little girl’s coat - and as close to a miracle as God saw fit to show me: Taxi Rank.

      Following a swarm of fancier suits than my own, I traced the wall of the station, all the while wishing I’d brought a larger coat to keep warm. I shivered as a pleasant female voice boomed out from the speakers up high, announcing that the two-twenty-seven service to Reading had been delayed due to bad weather. The temperature didn’t improve as I rode the slow escalator up and out of the station, the wind rushing in for a hug.

      God, it’s Scotland all over again, I remember thinking.

      Hunching my shoulders, I ran for the overhang round the corner. Rain plummeted down in a great wet wall and even though it took only a couple of seconds I was half-drenched before I reached the shelter. Had I ever seen London this wet? Surely I must have, with the amount of trips I’d made to the capital for work. Like a greedy weed it seemed to need watering every other day. But this hard, this fast, this… vicious, I dare to say? I could barely see ten metres ahead of me. The torrent seemed eternal, pounding every square inch from the towering offices of Kingdom Street before me and the rail tracks behind, to the stations and boroughs beyond. The hum of its attack filled my ears. The sweet aroma as it hit the cobbles reminded me - for some strange, untraceable reason - of a living room’s open fire. Perhaps I just wanted to go home.

      There came a rising panic, a hammering heartbeat.

      Too late now, Georgie-boy. It’s far too late for that now.

      Back when I used to catch taxis more regularly, the ranks and lay-bys would be a blur with commuters climbing in car after car like some sort of macabre assembly line. Climb in, locked shut, sent away. Now it seemed a sad, hollow place. A line of black cab husks, their headlights morose and grills hungry. Hungry for a ride they suspect will never come. I guess everybody gets picked up through their phones these days, which is fine. When the tide of progress comes in the old sand has a choice: get pushed up, or get washed away.

      The rain pelted their roofs in the rhythm of a marching band’s snare-drum. I wondered if it was angling for a promotion to hail. There was always something about hail that I liked; it felt like the rain had pulled off its gloves and decided to start fighting with its teeth. I guess we’re lucky in little old England that our storms never get angry enough to hurt us… unless you’re the dear old lady who always seems to get hit by a falling tree.

      One of the taxis circled back on itself, surfing through the rising surface runoff and sending miniature waves towards where I stood. An empty packet of cigarettes, crumpled and soaked through, had been trying to escape from the gutter but was instead swept back towards me.

      The driver leant over to the passenger side and rolled down his window. A pair of tired blue eyes peered out, shielded by a wrinkled hand speckled with white hairs.

      ‘Goin’ somewhere, or you settlin’ to stand out there in the rain all day?’ he called out.

      He didn’t have to ask me twice. The taxi had pulled in pretty close to the kerb, but my foot still went into the drink and I could feel water slosh around inside of my shoe, soaking deep into my sock. He didn’t offer to put my suitcase in the boot and I didn’t ask him to; neither of us wanted to be out in that weather a second longer than we had to. I scooted across the back seats, leaving rivers of rainwater to run down the leather. I dragged my little suitcase into the footwell beside me.

      I slammed the door shut and for a gentle second a peace hung in the car, like the pine tree air freshener which dangled from the rear-view mirror, embraced by the cheap warmth coming from the heater, in silence save for the ratter-tat-tatting upon the roof of the hackney carriage.

      ‘Where am I takin’ ya?’ said the man up front, turning those cold blue eyes so that they shone back at me through his mirror. His accent had been diluted but it still rang clear - Polish, if my thinking is correct. My knowledge of eastern European geography isn’t great but I’ve had a couple of Polish neighbours in my time. I liked them. If the worst stereotype you can concoct about somebody is that they work harder than you, they must be doing something right.

      This man’s face had a great many lines - wrinkles and crow’s feet that ran into one another to form great chasms of age. He’d seen a great many years, but by the looks of things he’d spent them smiling.

      ‘Le Petit Monde, please. Whitehall Place, just off Northumberland Avenue.’

      ‘Oh, I know the place,’ smiled the taxi driver, putting the car into gear and pressing the button to start the fare counter. I felt something inside me twinge as it instantly jumped up three pounds. The car fought its way through the water like a ship being launched for the first time. ‘And a real special place it is too, if you don’t mind me sayin’,’ he added.

      I didn’t mind at all. I’d never been poor and for that I’d always been grateful. Never been one to take for granted what luck I’d been given - though I’d not been one to turn the other cheek when it came to bad luck, either. But I’ve never been so wealthy that I could stop worrying, so wealthy that I could go to swanky hotels and not come close to fainting when the bill arrived the next morning. The fact that somebody knew I was staying somewhere nice and had remarked about it, in a sense stamping it with confirmation, well, I didn’t mind that at all.

      The driver pulled out into a worm of a road running parallel to the station and its tracks. The taxi’s wipers struggled to clear the windscreen of rain.

      ‘What’s the occasion, if I’m not being too nosey?’ asked the driver, raising the temperature of the car ever so slightly. ‘It’s just… a place as fine as that almost demands an occasion, you know? Unless you’re super rich, I guess. Anniversary?’

      ‘Hmm?’ I said, looking back towards him. I’d been watching the skyscrapers crane their necks over the skyline, marvelling at how the rivers of rain on the window made them smudge and bleed.

      ‘Is it an anniversary?’

      ‘Yes, I suppose it is,’ I answered, and went back to looking out the window.

      ‘Lucky lady,’ said the driver, chuckling to himself. The routine tick of the indicator became the only sound between us as he pulled out over a bridge and towards the centre of London. The Shard loomed in the distance. The London Eye turned a little closer.

      ‘I’m guessin’ you’re not from round here, then,’ the driver asked, doing his best to chip away at the metaphorical ice building up in the taxi. ‘Come far?’

      I’d hoped to get a quiet driver, one who could recognise somebody’s need to be left alone. But then I thought: Why not talk? I’d get to the hotel soon enough and then I’d have all the quiet I could ever ask for.

      ‘Littlewick Green,’ I said, looking into the smiling eyes of the rear-view mirror. ‘Ever heard of it?’

      ‘Can’t say I have,’ the driver replied. ‘Long way to travel?’

      ‘Ah, well it’s a lovely place; proper little village. Quaint cottages and roads without lampposts, you know? But not long, no. Just outside of Maidenhead. Got the train from there.’

      ‘God, I’d love me a little cottage out in the middle of nowhere. Not much in the way to do once you’re there though, am I right? At least you’ve got some views, I guess. I bet you’ll be longin’ for a bit of green by this time tomorrow!’

      He laughed at this, until his laugh became a cough and his cough became a choke. He retrieved a handkerchief from the map-pocket of his car door and hacked something rotten into it.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ he said, looking a little embarrassed. ‘It’s this damn weather. Turns my sinuses to shit.’

      And now it was my turn to laugh - a sharp unexpected laugh which came out more like a yap. I covered my mouth with the back of my hand and returned to looking out the window. The approaching marbled arches of Hyde Park were swimming as if in a Salvador Dali painting, and the foliage beyond had become but an emerald smear.

      ‘I’ve got a friend who’s stayed at Le Petit Monde, actually,’ said the driver, glancing over his shoulder and talking in the hushed tones of someone revealing a great conspiracy. ‘Says it’s haunted. Absolute beauty of a hotel, don’t get me wrong,’ he added, hurriedly, ‘but he’ll swear on the Bible that somethin’ strange must have happened there, once upon a time. Still, he’s probably talkin’ a load of old horsecrap. He’s the type to spin a yarn if he thinks there’s a free pint in it for him.’

      ‘Yeah, I know the type.’

      ‘Not that any hotel is without its fair share of mystery and history, of course. But I’m sure a man like you brushes up on all that before he splashes out with his cash, am I right?’

      He wasn’t. Le Petit Monde had simply looked the nicest when I’d browsed the comparison websites.

      ‘I gave it a quick skim,’ I said.

      ‘Well my friend likes to talk,’ he said, steering the conversation onto what seemed a very linear set of rails, ‘and he says that its one of the oldest hotels in London. Quite probably the oldest, in fact.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      ‘Apparently. Started off with modest beginnings - just an inn or somethin’ - and then built itself up from there. By the early nineteenth century it was hostin’ the finest of royalty from all around the world and by the late, well, it was the grand old lady we see today. The very best in Parisian hospitality, as it were.’

      ‘Sounds delightful.’

      ‘You’re telling me; I’d cut off my right arm to spend the night in a place like that, ghosts or no ghosts.’

      ‘I’m not sure I believe in any of that stuff anyway. Always struck me as just another way for people to cling on to the idea that there’s something after death. As if ghosts would be proof, or whatever.’

      ‘I guess it gives people comfort, though.’

      ‘Doesn’t make it true.’

      We pulled into a traffic jam. Way ahead of us I could see the red traffic light shine above the crowd of cars, glistening and dividing in the misty windows like the fiery eyes of a spider, blinking into view. I could just make out the glow of signs above other taxis, and their frustrated horns over the persistent hammering of the rain. In the back seats of the car beside us a couple of young boys fought over a comic book, pulling at it until the pages threatened to tear.

      ‘So why does your friend think it’s haunted?’ I asked, after a while.

      ‘Oh, I dunno. Same as most people I guess: just got spooked. Probably got drunk and then saw somebody wanderin’ the halls after people had gone to bed. Come to think of it, he’s usually too drunk to finish his story by that point, so I wouldn’t have put it past him to have passed out and dreamt the whole thing.’

      ‘Come on, there must be more to it than that.’

      The driver shrugged.

      ‘As I said, he’ll say anythin’ for a free pint.’

      We spent the next twenty minutes or so in comparative silence, our few smatterings of conversation drifting from the weather, and how it was affecting his fares, to how long he’d been working in the business. Near-enough thirty years, as it turned out. He’d come to the city looking for work and, since he loved driving above all else, the natural choice had been to become a taxi driver. I decided that I liked this wrinkled, blue-eyed man, even though I’d never asked for his name. There was an honest air about him, and in smoggy London that was all the more rare.

      Soon enough the smooth tarmac of the roads stepped aside for rough cobbles which bumped and shook the carriage. The transition must have been broadcast across my face for the taxi driver smiled to himself, even if his eyes never left the road ahead. The heavens still poured something rotten, and where the streets grew narrow gutters threw up against the drains. Over Victorian facades clambered vibrant yet violent neon signs, screaming their wares through the storm.

      I peered into one of the stores as we passed, and though their windows were piled high with books their shelves were lined with stock of a far more adult nature.

      To think that the theatre district had been my world, once upon a time.

      Not anymore.

      Before nostalgia for memories a world away could glaze my eyes over, we turned right once more, back onto the smooth and gentle tarmac, and there I saw it: the Thames. Fond memories took some digging for, as the river before me, though wide and grand, was little more than a grey expanse, a mirror of the turgid sky, shaken by the rain and clawing up its banks. Long streams of people hurried over the thin walkways of the twin Golden Jubilee bridges, their coats flapping in the river’s breeze in time with the swaying of the bridges’ supports, their umbrellas held staunchly over their windswept heads.

      And before I could do so much as glance towards the bustle of Embankment Station we were turning yet again, turning our back on all of it, running parallel to yet hidden from the river, and slowing to a stop.

      ‘Well here you are, mister,’ said the taxi driver, staring out his window with his eyes full of diamonds. ‘Le Petit Monde herself.’

      It was like waiting for a blind date, your gut telling you that you’d been stood up, and then seeing the most beautiful woman in the world walk through the doors of the bar and just knowing she was there for you. I’d looked through pictures online - or at least, I could have sworn I had - but I couldn’t have prepared for the majesty that welcomed me.

      It climbed twelve storeys, which may not sound much compared to the towers seen in the States but sure as hell stands out on a London skyline, and stretched so far wide that I could barely believe the street had room for a second let alone third address; only narrow alleys down each flank served as a reminder that Le Petit Monde had neighbours at all. It was a gorgeous titan, a glorious and decadent monolith, the ultimate tribute to all that is great and grand. A castle built for comfort. My first thought, as it is every time I see a hotel larger than a Bed and Breakfast, was: I wonder how many rooms it has?

      More than I could care to count, I was sure.

      Windows marched in row upon row like a thousand antique eyes. To their sides had been carved ornate little columns, and above a quaint Roman roof; you could almost imagine passing underneath them as you marched your way into an ancient gladiatorial arena. Higher up, the rooms seemed to have stepped back to allow their balconies a better view of the river. Higher still the chimneys, relics of the hotel’s Victorian growth, dreamt of blowing smoke into the storm.

      Adjacent to the taxi was a set of ten steps leading up to the hotel’s patterned yet clear glass doors, opened by a doorman that stood beside each. Greyed but full of smiles and sprite, they were decorated in coat-tails and top hats kept dry by the canopy of the porch. To either side of them waved a flag - to the left the Union Jack, the right the French - and above it all whispered a cursive and golden inscription: Le Petit Monde.

      ‘Friend, you have a habit of stayin’ on the same spot for too long,’ said the taxi driver, breaking my trance. I smiled and asked how much I owed him. He said twenty-five pounds, so I gave him three tenners and told him to keep the change.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said with a smile as I opened the door and bumbled my way out of the car, briefcase in one hand and disobedient suitcase in the other. ‘Now, you make the most of that place, you hear me?’

      ‘I’ll do what I can,’ I said, and shut the door. I was for the most part sheltered by the canopy but there was a steady dripping on my shoulder and a chill hammering at my bones.

      The taxi driver rolled down his window.

      ‘One more thing. Ask for a Monkey Gland.’

      You honestly wouldn’t believe how long I stood there, my face expressionless, before he continued talking.

      ‘It’s a drink. A good one. And my friend says theirs,’ - and with that he pointed to the front doors - ‘is the best. Next time I see ya, I’ll be sure to ask you how it was. See if he’s full of crap or not.’

      He rolled up his window as he pulled away from the kerb, sending another ripple of waves rolling across the puddles of Whitehall Place. He turned the corner, and that was the last I ever saw of that taxi driver.

      Still didn’t know his name. Still don’t.

      So there I was, barely noticing a sense of unusual calm wash over me as I stepped away from under the pouring rain and towards the opening arms of Le Petit Monde’s doors, towards its glamour and its history and all its secrets I was yet to discover. I was invited in as if I were the King of England. I was invited in as if it were my home.

      April 25th. That was the first night I spent at Le Petit Monde.

      That was the night I killed myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Of course, I should have known that the doors weren’t being opened on my behalf. I was only halfway up the steps when the two porters swung them aside by their golden handles - the doors, that is, not the steps - and gave a smiling nod as their priority passed between them.

      And what a priority she was. I don’t think I’d ever seen somebody so - dare I say perfect? - up close, in real life. She didn’t so much walk as waltz through the door, a glitzy beauty who swam down the steps as if they were a red carpet. In fact, she looked as if she’d been cut straight out of a movie - not one of those modern blockbusters but a classic, like Singin’ in the Rain or Some Like It Hot. A real Loren or Monroe. Eyes that could cut through fire; blonde hair that tumbled yet never fell a strand out of place. Engulfed by a Hollywood coat of velvet and furs that chased after her like a cascading waterfall, tailed by a couple of silent, sharp gentlemen.

      My ascent had been on the opposite side of the steps, and I came to realise that I’d stopped moving entirely. I was nothing more than one of the old Victorian lampposts that lined the street, and I felt about as exciting as one, too. Here was someone bound to be a celebrity of sorts, and there I was, a middle-aged man with his little tattered luggage; a second-class everyman, struck by the stars.

      And yet her head turned as she passed. Furniture or not, she’d seen me. Her eyes didn’t light up; her mouth didn’t turn at the edges. But there was a second - just a second - where I thought I was at the forefront of her mind. I was a part of her world, otherwise filled with glamour and beauty. I existed.

      But then she turned back to the street where a car had pulled up quite unbeknownst to me, and climbed into the back of it without so much as another look towards either me or the hotel. The two sharp gentlemen climbed in after her, one in the back and the other up front with the driver. I shook myself free of my stupor, embarrassed to have become like an extra who didn’t belong in the scene, and continued to climb the steps as the car pulled off and away.

      ‘Good afternoon, sir,’ said the nearest doorman, offering me as great a smile as he had the woman - the woman I had become increasingly sure I’d seen somewhere before, either in a film or on the cover of some women’s magazine. ‘May I help with your bags?’

      ‘Oh, thank you but no,’ I replied, taken aback a little. ‘Best I hold on to them for now.'

      ‘Right you are, sir,’ he said, still smiling.

      I stepped through the threshold of the doorway and my God - if I described the woman on the steps as stunning there aren’t sufficient words left to paint a picture of the hotel’s breathtaking lobby. The marble floor was so polished it was like walking on a mirror; looking down I could see another version of myself, crystal clear, longing to break through. And hanging over his head and mine was a chandelier far more resplendent than any I had seen before; it was a diamond beehive, twelve feet across; a million sparkling lights dancing above the hall. It appeared to hover, suspended from nothing, though I knew if I could get closer I’d see the magic fade away.

      The lobby was busy but not crowded. There were plenty of men and women in impeccable suits and splendid dresses, but also a wealth of guys and girls in far more casual glad rags; t-shirts and jeans and, dare I say it, even a pair of trainers. Bellboys, decked out in old-fashioned uniforms and hats, travelled in a polite rush, pushing trolleys of suitcases and bags whilst nimbly dodging guests and patrons. Fast or slow, everybody was going somewhere. Everybody except me.

      Well, I say that, but just beyond the entrance hall was a relaxing leisure lounge, filled with tea-room tables and elegant armchairs. Old men with fat moustaches sat reading their newspapers. Couples sat beside one another in silence, checking their emails on their phones. And waiters went gliding in and out to take orders for drinks, as fleeting and discreet as ghosts.

      To my left was a fountain, simple in design in contrast to everything else. A single spout of water spilled down three levels and provided the lobby’s gentle, trickling soundtrack. Another bellboy stood beside it, eager to take people’s suitcases upstairs. I gripped my briefcase ever tighter, and walked over to the reception desk to the right.

      ‘My room’s too hot. I want to be moved to another one.’

      A man was talking to the receptionist, and being British I formed an orderly queue of two behind him. He was tall, thin and old before his time. His long, hooked nose and tufts of greying hair made him resemble a plucked vulture. He wore a brown suit, much as you’d imagine a university professor would wear. A chequered red and yellow scarf wrapped once around his neck and then fell to his waist. He was leaning forward on the desk. His nose looked drippy.

      ‘I’m terribly sorry to hear that, Mr. Boyle,’ replied the receptionist, his face a flawless balance of professional smile and pseudo-concern. ‘But the temperature of each individual room is regulated by its occupant via the thermostat opposite the bathroom door. With the weather outside quite nippy we find that guests prefer to be welcomed by a mild warmth - you are free to adjust it to your liking, of course.’

      ‘Mild? It’s like I’ve stepped into the bloody Sahara in there. And do I look like an idiot? Of course I’ve tried the thermostat. Did sod all from what I can tell.’

      ‘I’ll have somebody come up to check it right away, sir. In the meantime, can I recommend opening a window?’

      ‘Open a window?’ The man looked ready to explode in a shower of spit and protestation. His thin cheeks puffed up with air, like the Big Bad Wolf’s frail old grandpa. ‘Have you seen the weather outside? What if my curtains get wet? What if a bird finds its way in, thinking it’s flown to a warmer climate?’

      ‘Sir, I can assure you that the hotel hasn’t had an issue with nesting gulls since 1908, and-’

      ‘No. I won’t have it. I want another room.’

      ‘I’m sorry, sir, but we’re fully booked this whole week. That simply won’t be possible. I’ll send somebody up to look at it immediately.’

      The vulture man grumbled and stepped back from the desk.

      ‘I’m late heading out, thanks to all this,’ he said, tapping at his watch as if expecting the hands to turn back. ‘My room had best be fixed when I return.’

      ‘Of course, Mr. Boyle.’

      The vulture swept away from the desk and stormed out the front door as if he’d just spotted a fresh carcass. He rolled his eyes at me as he passed.

      ‘What can I help you with, sir?’

      I looked back to the desk. The receptionist was smiling at me, expectant. He wore the same uniform as the bellboys but his was black, rather than beige, and considerably smarter; it almost resembled a suit, what with its buttons and breasts. He also had a good decade or two of years over them, and a thin but not unpleasant moustache over his upper lip. Instead of a hat he wore his hair slick and parted to the side. A name badge on his chest said Pierre but I was glad to hear an accent that was barely French at all. There’s authenticity, and then there’s just making things difficult.

      ‘Well he was a ray of sunshine on a rainy day, wasn’t he?’ I said.

      ‘I couldn’t say a bad word about dear Mr. Boyle,’ said the receptionist, that pleasant smile not faltering for a second. ‘But I won’t turn down hearing a few.’

      ‘Regular, is he?’

      ‘Oh, regular as they come, sir. And always a pleasure to have him here, too. Is there something I can help you with?’

      ‘I should hope so. Be a long way to come if you can’t. I should have a room booked for me under the name Webber - George Webber.’

      The receptionist brought out a giant tome from underneath the desk and opened it where its bookmark lay like a serpent’s red tongue. He ran an elegant finger down the inside of its spine, scanning the names scrawled in rows, his mouth twitching as he strained to stop himself from sounding each name out in a flurry. He came to a name he seemed satisfied by enough to slam his finger against, and resumed his welcoming grin.

      ‘Mr. Webber, found you at last. Just the one night, I see?’

      ‘Just the one night.’

      ‘Not a problem, sir. If you wish to stay for a second we simply ask you let us know before eight o’ clock this evening.’

      I looked around the hotel lobby and its whirlwind of guests.

      ‘I thought you told Mr. Boyle you were fully booked.’

      The receptionist smiled - a little knowingly, I thought. ‘Oh, we always find a way to make things work, sir. If you could sign here, sir?’

      I looked down and the ledger was facing me, accompanied by a silver and black pen bearing the hotel’s name. I hadn’t seen him turn it around, but I left my signature in the box beside my booking and shrugged it from my mind.

      ‘Perfect,’ he said, snapping the book shut and returning it to its place below the desk. It seemed awfully big and I wondered why they hadn’t digitalised their bookkeeping - to keep with their old-fashioned aesthetic, I guessed. ‘Now, there’s just a few things we have to go through before I hand over your key. First of all, smoking isn’t allowed anywhere in the hotel, even on the balconies.’

      ‘I don’t smoke.’

      ‘Good. Nasty habit. Second: checkout is by noon at the latest. Housekeeping make their rounds at ten-thirty so make sure you hang the sign on your door if you want those extra hours in bed.’

      Oh, I’ll be getting those extra hours all right, I thought, my face an immovable block of granite.

      ‘And most importantly,’ he continued, ‘our wifi code. Sign in with your room number and password: Rotterdam. Would you like me to write that down?’

      ‘Hmm? No, I should remember it. Thanks.’

      ‘Okay, well the phone in your room will have all the numbers for the front desk and other services should you need reminding. And here’s your key, sir.’

      I realised that Pierre was holding my room key between the tips of his outstretched fingers. I hadn’t seen him retrieve them from anywhere, but I assumed he must have had them in his hand all along. It was plain and silver. A little card tag hung from its loop-hole, labelled No. 628.

      ‘Will there be anything else, Mr. Webber?’

      ‘I don’t think so, thank you.’ I had almost turned away from the desk when a thought struck me. ‘Actually, is it too late to make a reservation at your restaurant?’

      Pierre somehow smiled even more welcomingly than he had before. ‘It’s never too late, sir. Shall I make a booking for seven thirty?’

      ‘Make it eight, if you can.’

      ‘For how many?’

      ‘For one.’

      He nodded as he made a note on a pad, making no comment. Passing no judgement, I hoped. It’s not that I cared, not really, I just didn’t like the idea of being the target of someone’s pity. Not on that day.

      ‘All sorted for you, Mr. Webber. Would you like anyone to assist you in finding your room?’

      I looked to the group of bellboys with eyes as bright as those of a puppy bouncing out of a box on Christmas morning. They lugged suitcases twice their size, like ants carrying leaves back to their nest.

      ‘No, I should be fine, thank you.’

      ‘Very well. The elevator and stairs are over to the back and left,’ he said, pointing across the hall towards them. ‘Do let me know if there’s anything more I can help you with, and have yourself a lovely stay.’

      I wished him similar pleasantries in return and wheeled my suitcase away from the desk, dodging a little girl who was waving a lollipop around like a swashbuckler. Her parents, looking tired and flustered, were trying to usher her out the front door. They weren’t succeeding. I left the bustle of the entrance hall and followed the carpeted ring around the sunken leisure lounge, the soft floor mercifully smothering the rumble of my luggage at last. The aroma of thick coffee and frosted cupcakes washed over me, and once again I felt a pang of regret at not making a greater effort with my lunch.

      The looming barrel of my belly didn’t fancy a trip up six flights of stairs, so I pressed the button sitting between the two lift doors. Half a second later and the set to my right were opening; above, the arrow on the antique floor indicator was reclining against the L for Lobby. I almost expected a second gate to be pulled aside before I could get in - a metal mesh, like in the old elevators of New York - but instead a bellboy just stood to the back, inviting me in, asking what floor I required.

      ‘Sixth, please,’ I said, standing in the back-left of the golden box.

      The bellboy wore the same outfit as his lobby counterparts, with white gloves for pressing the art-deco elevator buttons. I wish I could complete the image by saying that he had a little stool, but he didn’t. What he did have was a set of infinite reflections, stretching out into an endless void of glass and gold, glass and gold. And from every angle I watched myself, too, steadily rising higher and higher still.

      Ting went the lift. The doors opened and as I disembarked the bellboy wished me a pleasant stay.

      628.

      The hall stretched out over the horizon, a perfect road of maroon criss-crossed by a pattern of waves. On each cream wall hung paintings of rural, city and ocean landscapes - watercolours and oils - with tiny reading lamps hung above their frames like insect antennae. Subtle but expensive bulbs blossomed from the ceiling. Little black desks backed by mirrors tabled nothing. From down the corridors faint laughter echoed and doors locked in place.

      The elevator doors closed behind me and its hum resumed.

      628.

      I wandered down the hall, quickly noticing that the even numbered rooms ran along the left hand side. It was a very nice hall. Very splendid. I don’t know what I’d expected, really - to be wowed into silence by the immense luxury of it all, perhaps - but it was just that. Splendid. Nice. Not too unlike the corridors of any reputable hotel - pleasant but forgettable.

      I suppose that’s the point. Some normality to act as a breather between the bedrooms and the decadence below. A little shadow to help the sunlight shine.

      I hadn’t even reached number 614 when a door to my right cracked open a little and two faces peered out. They were bright and smiling, belonging to two pretty girls who can’t have been far into their twenties, if that. Blonde hair and blue eyes, not yet blunt from life’s grinding stone. They giggled nervously, and through the gap in the door I could see a man stretched across the bed, clad in a white toga and picking grapes from out a bunch with his teeth. The girls noticed me standing there, burst into a fit of hysterics and shut the door with a slam.

      Standing there a moment longer, I couldn’t help but utter a chuckle in return. Each to their own, I thought, shrugging it off. I guess the rich can afford whatever fantasies they want.

      My door looked no different from any other. A plain brown canvass; a peep-hole in its centre; its number engrained in a plaque off to the side. A bronze handle reached out from its right, its keyhole waiting underneath.

      I fished out the key from my pocket and turned it in the lock. It seemed reluctant at first, coming to a dead stop only a quarter of the way around, but then relented with a concluding clunk. I pushed the door open with my back, pulling my suitcase in behind me.

      Now, I could bore you senseless with lengthy prose about how marvellous and deluxe my room, my suite at Le Petit Monde was. I could recount every stitch of the duvet, every mote of dust there wasn’t, every shimmering surface in a symphony of splendour.

      So I will.

      Straight ahead of me and the door was a walk-in closet, quite frankly preposterous for anybody staying in a hotel. Am I weird? Do guests normally bring their entire wardrobe with them? A little stool sat in the corner, being pointless. On the inside wall of the wardrobe were stands for an umbrella I didn’t have. I hung my jacket up and left my suitcase beside its floor-to-ceiling mirror, raindrops drooling down its plastic.

      The doors to the bedroom slid open on runners.

      The back wall was padded as if to resemble curtains of a beautiful beige. Actual curtains swam down the windows, and the only light came from two lamps - one on either side of the bed, and each consisting of pale-yellow shades emerging from towers of stacked glass beads - and a miniature chandelier suspended above. It was sensual, comfortable and more than capable of convincing me that I was at home on a cozy winter’s evening, not in a hotel room and only half way through the afternoon. The bed was a pristine white, dazzling even in that low lighting, and two tiny chocolate mints had been placed on the pillows.

      One for me, and one for me.

      There was an alcove set into the wall which offered a full set of tea and coffee services, as well as some crumbly biscuits wrapped individually in cellophane. Below them a mini-fridge hid, disguised as a mahogany cupboard, housing a range of wines I didn’t have to peruse to know I could never afford. To the other side was a television set - almost as big as my own, I’m proud to say - welcoming me by name and churning out some superbly talented yet utterly forgettable piano solos.

      I unwrapped one of the chocolates and crossed over to the third and final stop on my one-man tour - the bathroom. Now let me tell you: I’ve seen some fancy bathrooms in my time. You don’t travel around in my line of work without making use of some damn fine facilities, believe me. But, whilst taking a dark bite of my delicious chocolate, I had to admit that this was by far the best bathroom I’d ever had the fortune of frequenting.

      Twin sinks, accompanied by taps that I swear looked good enough to be gold. Two enormous mirrors and a little circular one that swivelled on a stand coming out from the wall. Matching sets of dressing gowns, that same heavenly white with Le Petit Monde stencilled against their breast in pale blue thread. A spacious toilet, with its own phone. Who do they expect people to call while they’re taking a dump? It could come in handy should one run out of toilet paper, I suppose. Next to it was a rain shower that wouldn’t have struggled to host four people (and I wonder why that was, snigger snigger), with a door of delicate, frosted glass. Honestly, I’ve seen smaller second bedrooms. And opposite that was a bath, long and round, with a television set of its own.

      ‘Well I’ll be damned,’ I remember saying to myself, throwing the chocolate’s wrapper into the bathroom’s bin. ‘So this is what you get when your bank account has a haemorrhage. A bigger space to shit.’

      The attitude was deliberate, and not particularly genuine. I loved the room; I loved everything about the room. And I did so because of its very ostentatious nature. But try as I might to enjoy the experience, to make the most of the wealth and luxury open to me, I couldn’t help but be cynical. It was so… much. So far apart from what I’d grown up with, from what I’d ever achieved myself, that it felt a little ridiculous to be standing there. I didn’t belong, and even though I’d paid for my room in advance I half expected somebody to knock on my door and ask me to leave, to call me out as an impostor. How could anybody afford to spend half a grand on a hotel room… per night? How, come to mention it, could I?

      I knew the answer, even if I didn’t want to admit it to myself. An insurance payout can go a long way, even if every note and coin feels like blood money.

      But money it is, and as they say: you can’t take it with you.

      I twisted one of the left-hand sink’s unnecessarily splendid taps. Ice cold water flowed out hard and fast, with none of the choking and gurgling that old pipes seem to layer on for character. I cupped my hands together and for a second let a pool form between them before I splashed it up onto my face. I felt its chill trickle down the front of my shirt; I felt it drop from off my (now) messy hair. It speckled the mirror just like the rain pelting at the bathroom window.

      It’s funny how tired travelling can make you, even though by its nature you’re almost guaranteed to be doing very little. Perhaps it gives time a chance to catch you up.

      Who was it, in the mirror, looking back at me? He looked familiar, but I’m sure it couldn’t be me. Sure of it. I could never have gotten so old. When had the grey started to creep amongst the brown, spreading into silver streaks like a plague? When had the lines begun to tear from out under my eyes… When had my eyes faded like dying stars, like a child’s chipped and forgotten marbles left to gather dust in the attic?

      I looked down at my stomach, at the bulge of my shirt climbing out and over my belt. Was this what people meant when they talked about middle age? That all of a man seems to congregate there, in the middle, like the trunk of a tree growing wider and wider?

      I turned away from the mirror. It was starting to dampen my mood.

      Back in the bedroom I put my briefcase atop the round and wooden desk, brushing aside the branded pad and pen left for me by the staff. The black leather case squeaked and creaked atop its polished surface. It was a good briefcase - a professional briefcase - and one I’d taken with me to every client meeting I’d had since unwrapping it on my birthday eight years before. It had survived the years a hell of a lot better than I had and, unlike its owner, looked perfectly at home in our surroundings. I thumbed the two golden catches and popped open its lid.

      Nothing went into my briefcase unless it weighed with importance. Contracts, proposals… and a birth certificate, once upon a time. You’d never have found a half-eaten sandwich or a sticky tub of hair wax rolling about amongst the red and velvet lining, for example. That afternoon was no different. Everything was still in its place; nothing had inexplicably vanished into the netherworld between Littlewick Green and London. I traced the contents longingly, affectionately… and then pulled my hand away. It would be too easy to become lost inside a memory, to be overcome. It was not time.

      There was, however, time for a nap, to refresh myself before the events of the evening. I kicked off my shoes and pulled off my shirt and trousers, then slid between the cool and crisp sheets. It was a good bed. A great bed. It took less than a minute for me to slip into a calm and dreamless sleep.

      I didn’t know it then, but I needed the rest. It would be a long, long evening, and a very abrupt night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Something about the restaurant was off - wrong, somehow. Something behind the scenes… or a fleeting incorrection, like a shadow walking separate from its host.

      It was staggering, not that I expected any less. Both in size and beauty, that is; it stretched beyond sight - or at least the mirrored walls made it look as though it did - and every inch of its interior was dolled up to resemble an art deco restaurant ripped straight from 1920s Paris. Pillars of gold and marble ran in rows and columns. Simple but elegant wooden chairs flanked a hundred or more tables, each clad with overlaid squares of tablecloths and folded napkins. Wine glasses sparkled in the vibrant light. A large clock face watched from atop the far wall, its slow hands drifting in silence above the heads of the diners.

      It was brilliant, delicious, authentic. But it didn’t feel quite right. I guess things hadn’t since the evening started.

      I’d woken up about three hours after climbing into bed; if my phone hadn’t screamed out its tinny rendition of The House of the Rising Sun I may well have carried on my slumber amongst the goose down for hours still. Blinking until my eyes grew accustomed to the bedroom’s dim light, I’d crossed the room in my boxers and thrown open the curtains.

      Darkness had fallen across London, the last remnants of sun licking the rooftops across the river as it relinquished the day to another April night. Purples lay the groundwork for blacks, streaking across a sky still full of deep clouds threatening to bombard the city once more. The rain had abated, for the time being. It drizzled upon the cobbled streets and made them shine like stones on a shore, but I was confident the storm would rear its ugly head again before the witching hour.

      I don’t know what came over me, but I pulled down my boxers and stood bollock naked by the window for a moment. A long moment. I couldn’t tell you what possessed me to do it - I certainly didn’t want to be seen by anybody (though what a sorry sight that would have been, for anybody expecting a quiet evening stroll along the Thames). Perhaps I thought a brief moment of freedom, of unabashed display, might send something familiar crawling through me, that by crossing the threshold between the world within and the world without something inside me might change. I thought there’d be embarrassment, if not excitement. But there was nothing, only the same dull numbness.

      I kicked my boxers off my feet and over to where the rest of my clothes lay, then wandered into the bathroom.

      The shower had been perfect from the second I’d turned the faux-crystal faucet, a proper Goldilocks moment. Not cold, not lobster-scolding hot, but just right, as if pre-set to my personal preference. Its monsoon downpour sent clouds of steam billowing around the cubicle until I could see so poorly that I almost tripped over the complimentary bottles of shampoo at my feet. I’d stood amongst that mist for a good twenty minutes or so whilst the little boy in me imagined trudging through a tropical jungle, wary of tigers and natives. But then I remembered I was forty-two, so I snapped the tap back to its off position and walked out into the steaming bathroom, water dripping off me in ribbons.

      The enormous cotton towel left me looking like a hamster that had gone three rounds in a tumble drier. I zipped open my suitcase and got out my change of clothes, reprimanding myself for not hanging up my suit before hitting the hay. Still, it hadn’t creased. It was my good suit, black and sharp and only worn once before. That had been a funeral, and I was lucky I hadn’t put on much weight in the three years since. Pay attention, all you dieters out there: stress works wonders for your figure.

      So I’d gotten dressed in my best suit and my best tie and my best shoes, my hair looking slick and my cologne smelling good, and I’d gone down to the restaurant to claim my table for one.

      The table in question was good, small in size but in a great location. It was near enough to the reception of the restaurant that I could easily get the attention of any passing waiters, yet far enough from the stage that whatever entertainment they had planned wouldn’t burst my eardrums. It was busy and yet not crowded; every table seemed full, even as more guests were ushered through the doors by the staff. And no matter how many of those tables needed serving, there always seemed to be a well-dressed steward to hand.

      In fact, the very moment I’d put down my menu I’d found a smiling waiter beside me, pad and pen at the ready.

      I’d ordered a main of Bœuf Bourguignon washed down with a large glass of Château Beaumont Haut-Médoc, vintage 2010. Christ, when did seven years become a vintage? Sure, it might taste great, but I’ve kept fire alarm batteries longer than that. But taste good it did. It was a red with none of that ugly sharpness that adults have to pretend not to notice at dinner parties.

      I started to wish I’d bought a bottle, then remembered that it didn’t really matter.

      There was some faint piano being pumped through hidden speakers, quiet enough not to notice unless you were straining your ears yet present enough to fill up the gaps in conversation. Which was handy, given I only had myself for company. But this fortunate fact also gave me a chance to watch my fellow guests without distraction… save for the wine, of course. If my dinner hadn’t arrived not too long afterwards I fear it would have all gone straight to my head.

      On a long table a little way off to my left was a pride of businessmen, every one of them in a suit that made my jacket look like an old man’s sweater. One of them, a portly fellow with a sickly yellow tie and white moustache, cracked what apparently passed as a joke, and everybody else fell about laughing, coughing up their whiskeys and hammering the table with their fists. Only a single woman sat with them, the black sheep of the board meeting, and the fat man’s hand was climbing up the inside of her thigh.

      On the table next to that sat a nuclear family of four, and thankfully there was no under-the-table grabbing to speak of. None that I could make out, at least. Their youngest, a boy of about three, was using his spoon to flick mashed potato at his big sister - the same girl, I’m sure, that seemed so defiant in leaving the hotel earlier that afternoon. The parents looked embarrassed and frustrated.

      And off to the right was another table of four - two couples having a double-date, it seemed to me. But what struck me as odd was that neither couple looked to suit the other. I don’t mean to be disparaging of their friendship, or to suggest that one couple looked rich and the other poor; no, the neck of either woman possessed more wealth than all the money I’d accrued in my lifetime. All four of them belonged, truly, to Le Petit Monde. Rather, they looked as if they should occupy not different spaces, but different times. One couple resembled characters stolen from the pages of The Great Gatsby, the other that of Great Expectations. I swear the man from the latter couple had a top hat hanging from the nearby coat hooks.

      Nobody else seemed to bat an eyelid at their presence, however, so I guessed there was something I’d missed. Some sort of historical reenactment club’s meeting, perhaps. The hotel was open to all, at the end of the day… so long as the trenches of their wallets ran deep enough.

      My beef arrived, accompanied by its own mashed potato date. They were unfathomably delicious. The meat was tender and full of deep flavour, the gravy thick and running through the mash like volcanic rivers. Another upside for the solo eater: the chance to really appreciate one’s food, without having to think of what next to say.

      As soon as I was finished a waiter appeared to clear the table. You know a meal is good when you start to miss it.

      Damn, I thought. I should have got them to bring me another glass…

      ‘More wine, sir?’ asked a smiling waitress to my right. Her uniform consisted of a plain white shirt and black pencil skirt, and I thought she looked quite cute. More important, however, was the bottle held out towards me.

      Château Beaumont Haut-Médoc, vintage 2010.

      ‘That would be lovely, thank you,’ I replied, marvelling at their standard of service. It was quite a feat, keeping track of what everybody was drinking. A nice, personal touch.

      She smiled something radiant, and the next thing I knew my wine glass was full. I don’t even remember her pouring it. I suppose it just goes to show what you can miss when you’re distracted by a pretty face.

      ‘And there’s a dessert menu for you, if you’d like to have a browse. Our special tonight is the pear liqueur-soaked sponge pudding.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I repeated. And lo and behold, a menu lay open before me.

      Although both the apple tart and the booze-soaked sponge sounded great - and I very nearly went for the ice-cream sundae for two - I opted for the profiteroles. I like to think of myself as a man of cultured taste, after all. They arrived in a pyramid of delicate delight, and the waiter drizzled a pot of warm chocolate over them right there at my table. They didn’t last long after he’d left.

      A band started to take shape on the stage. There were five of them - a drummer, a singer and guitarist, a trumpeter, a pianist and somebody wrestling the biggest double bass I’d ever seen - and they all looked a little long in the tooth. Full of far more life than I could ever boast of, but outside they were greyed from the years. Grinning a wide set of pearly-white teeth, the drummer counted them in.

      I vaguely recognised the tune - some old swing number from the 20s or 30s - and it was pleasing to the ear. The guitarist crooned with soul and the smiles of the band were contagious. I found myself tapping my foot along to their groove, quite without intending to.

      ‘Good, aren’t they?’

      I jumped, half expecting to see a waiter standing over me, anxious to take away the brown smear that was my dessert plate. But much to my surprise it was Mr. Boyle, the irritable gentleman from down at the reception earlier that day. He was still wearing the same garish scarf, but a much more agreeable expression.

      ‘Mind if I join you?’ he asked, already pulling up a chair.

      I was about to tell him that yes, I did mind, I minded very much, but then it struck me - what was happening, that is. Here was a lonely man, dining by himself, assuming the same of me. That he’d thought to extend a hand to ease that loneliness… well, it was a touching gesture. And for all I knew he could have been standing on the edge of a very deep canyon, as a great many lonely people are, and to turn that hand away would be more than a great unkindness, it could be tantamount to a push.

      Either that or he was a foul and disagreeable old man prepared to ruin my evening.

      ‘Sure,’ I said, going back to listening to the band. ‘Be my guest.’

      ‘They play near enough every night, you know,’ he said, sitting to my left and nodding towards the band. He’d brought a wine bottle of his own and plonked both it and his rather full glass down on the table. ‘Never gets old, trust me.’

      ‘They certainly did,’ I said, and Mr. Boyle burst out laughing. It wasn’t that funny. ‘I’m George, by the way. How long have they been performing here?’

      ‘Oh, five or six years at the very least. That’s how long I’ve been coming to stay here at any rate, and I should imagine they were the house band long before that. And the name’s Boyle, Bernard Boyle. How’s the wine?’

      I told him it was good, and named it. He pulled a face that was not damning, but not one that looked entirely impressed, either.

      ‘Not bad, not bad,’ he said after a second or two. ‘Probably better than the red piss I’m drinking.’ Red piss or not, it didn’t seem to be slowing Mr. Boyle’s rate of consumption. ‘I wanted something a bit more… classical, but it seems Le Petit Monde’s cellar is growing a bit dry.’

      A silence hung between us, as did the assumption I was making of Mr. Boyle. He was clearly an alcoholic. Or a rich old man with too much time on his hands, which in this case seemed to amount to much the same thing. The band had switched gear and were now jamming out a lively rendition of Johnny B. Goode.

      ‘First time here, I’m guessing?’

      ‘Er, yeah. Got any advice, from a veteran to a rookie?’

      ‘Ha. Well the bar’s not half bad. And most of the spa facilities come included in the price of your stay, so that’s always worth taking advantage of.’

      ‘Spa? There’s a spa here?’

      Mr. Boyle looked surprised, his bushy eyebrows rushing up to where his hairline may once have been. ‘Of course there’s a spa! What do you think this is, a Holiday Inn?’ But then he shrugged. ‘I guess they don’t make a song and dance about it. But head down to the first basement and it’s all there, alright. Saunas, hot baths, the lot. Good for couples, I’d imagine, and you can book massages too. You married?’

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘Are you married? It’s just I don’t see many single men come through here. Those on business tend to choose the cheaper places, unless they can put it on an expense account. You are a businessman, right?’

      ‘Yeah. I’m in sales.’

      ‘What market?’

      ‘Ha, you’ll judge but try not to laugh. Cosmetics. Beauty products, you know?’

      ‘Really?’ Mr. Boyle stifled a laugh and his cheeks turned almost as red as his nose. ‘Like, do you go door to door or something? Isn’t that a… a…?’

      ‘A woman’s job?’ I’d heard this comment so many times before at parties and functions. I’d always smile and chuckle and imagine putting my fist into various parts of their face. And then I’d explain, like a teacher to a struggling pupil: ‘No, I didn’t sell to people. My audiences were the retailers, the supermarket chains, the sorts of places that would buy up stock in the hundreds of thousands.’

      Nine times out of ten this would make the mocker’s face drop like a bag of kittens off a bridge. But Mr. Boyle just smiled and nodded, as if putting the final piece of a jigsaw in its place.

      ‘And…?’ he asked. He looked quizzical, his nose like a vulture’s beak pointing at me. ‘Are you married? Or do you just pop the ring off when you’re out of town?’

      ‘Huh? No. Not anymore, at least.’

      ‘Ah, I see. Divorced, right? I never married, myself. Too much like hard-’

      ‘She died.’

      ‘What? Oh. Oh God, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.’

      ‘Nothing to apologise for. It was a few years ago now.’

      ‘How did she go?’ He hiccupped. ‘If it’s not too rude to ask.’

      I looked at Mr. Boyle and, for the first time since I’d first seen him at reception, there was a softness to his eyes.

      ‘Car skidded off the road,’ I said, taking a deep breath. Ever since the accident I’d found it difficult to talk about Chloe and Sam without feeling as if my lungs were filling up with water. It was as if somebody had taken my entire world and locked it away in an iron box. Everything that mattered was irretrievable, just out of arm’s reach. ‘Hit a patch of ice whilst driving up in Scotland.’

      I’d been threading my napkin between my fingers. I finished off my remaining half a glass of wine in one swift gulp.

      ‘That’s a tragedy. I’m very sorry to hear that. Did you… did you have any children together?’

      I stood up to leave, overwhelmed by a sudden urge to be alone. I could feel the backstage of my eyes growing heavy and my chest thinning. I offered Mr. Boyle what must have been a very unconvincing smile.

      ‘We did, yes. But not anymore.’

      He hung his head as if acknowledging my departure, nodding as he sipped his wine. I pushed my chair in, then navigated a path between the few tables that peppered the way towards the exit.

      The waitress at the restaurant’s reception smiled at me, like somebody seeing a close family member for the first time in years. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and I returned it in a hurry. Lucky for me that they charged any additional expenses, such as, for example, a meal in their restaurant or the bottles of beer in the mini-fridge, to my account, rather than expecting me to wait at my table to pay. Keeping face for myself was easy enough - not so much everybody else.

      Goddamn that lonely old drunk, I thought, stepping out into the hallway that led back to the main lobby. My head was throbbing something terrible. He couldn’t keep his goddamn beak out, could he? A washed-up scavenger, circling overhead, waiting to feast on the dead and dying. No, worse than that. A goddamn leech, sucking out the last of another man’s light.

      No, calm down. You’re not being fair. He’s just a lonely old drunk meaning no harm. He asked some questions; you didn’t like answering them.

      I stood in the hall, steadying myself. A beautiful middle-aged couple walked past, arms around one another, engrossed in flirty conversation, the sounds of a Bobby Darin cover drifting lazily after them. They paid me no attention at all.

      The evening isn’t ruined, far from it. Some memories were brought to the surface a little earlier than planned, that’s all. But it’s not time for tears just yet, so pick yourself up and make the most of what’s left.

      I used the bottom of my pocket square to dab at the corner of my eyes, calling a halt to the leak before the dam could burst. At least poor old Mr. Boyle had done something of use that night. He’d set me a course as to where I should head next.

      And a good thing too, because now I really needed a drink.

      So I set out towards the hotel lobby, out under the enormous chandelier like a thousand glass stars in a marble sky. And so focussed was I on where I was headed, that I didn’t notice the man sitting in the foyer, tomorrow’s newspaper open across his middle, watching only me as I passed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      ‘Let’s cut to the chase. First, you’re going to order a double whiskey, on the rocks. Then you’re going to chastise yourself for not having enough of an imagination, so you’ll ask me for a Monkey Gland. Why don’t I just pour you both now?’

      The bartender wore the traditional outfit of a white shirt under a black waistcoat, but his dusty brown hair fell past his ears and his moustache was bushy enough for him to curl it up at its ends. His face was weathered - pocked and lined. He reminded me of a grizzled barman in an old western film, rather than the polished professional one would expect. Even his voice was thick and deep, scarred by a thousand lazy smokes.

      He turned from me and poured a double shot of whiskey from one of the many bottles hanging from the wall behind the bar. In went two cubes of ice, and down it went on the counter. Then he started to build a silent concoction of gin, orange juice, grenadine and absinthe, shaking it well and straining it into a classic cocktail glass. That too was brought towards me.

      I looked at the man, my words caught in my throat.

      ‘How did you know?’ I eventually managed.

      ‘Spend enough time around people and soon enough you see the same few coming back and back again, each time with a different face. You end up knowing them better than they know themselves. Most people, anyways.’

      Even though nobody else was anxious to be served, he began to walk down towards the end of the bar.

      ‘What?’ I asked, teasing him. ‘Aren’t you supposed to ask me what’s on my mind? I thought baring my soul was part of the deal.’

      The bartender smirked and shook his head.

      ‘I had a friend called Don, once. Clever guy. You know what he said?’

      Obviously I didn’t.

      ‘He told me, “By the time a bartender knows what drink a man will have before he orders, there is little else about him worth knowing.” Like I said, clever guy.’

      He carried on to the other side of the bar and asked a young woman with a beehive barnet if she’d like another beer.

      ‘Wow,’ I said to nobody in particular. ‘Where did all the smiles go?’ Secretly I kind of liked it, though. It was nice to speak to somebody genuine within those walls, rather than face another grin from one of the copy and paste concierges. And actually, I wanted the quiet.

      That same background piano soundtrack swept through the lounge - and it was more a lounge than a bar. The actual counter was old fashioned and grand - just like its bartender, it could have been shipped straight from the Wild West - and a row of stools surrounded its horseshoe shape. But the rest of the room was full of leather armchairs and soft, sinking sofas; ancient coffee tables to sit around and mock fireplaces to warm oneself by. It wasn’t, somehow, for better or worse, stocked with the same pretence that plagued the rest of the hotel.

      What it was stocked with, on the other hand, was one of the finest collections of intoxicants known to man (or at least to me). If Mr. Boyle didn’t want to settle for his Red Piss he could surely have sourced a suitable replacement for his pallet amongst the liqueurs, spirits, wines, champagnes, meads, ciders, ales, beers and lagers, not to mention more exotic drinks ranging from sake to the quite frankly worrisome kumis. If he couldn’t find something worth his taste buds there, well I quite doubt he’ll ever die a happy man.

      Speaking of which, I was wary of dear old Bernard wandering in after me. He was a wino after all, and where else would a wino go but the bar? I hoped he’d find some darkened corner in which to drink in peace, rather than force a repeat of our earlier performance.

      Propped up on my stool, I surveyed the drinks before me. As soon as the bartender had poured them I’d known he was right. I would have started with the whiskey and then moved on to something more… elaborate. But how could he have known? Was I really that predictable?

      Well, to hell with it. I was still being spontaneous… just spontaneous in advance.

      I started with the Johnny Walker, Black Label to maximise the malts and grains. I didn’t know what the hell I was on about, but I knew from experience it tasted good. And taste good it did, slipping down smooth as satin in three slow sips. With the third the ice brushed my lips, a frost to follow the fire. I put the clear, crystalline glass back on the counter and wrapped my fingers around the stem of the cocktail.

      The grandfather clock in the corner read out half nine. Was it that early? There were still two and a half hours until midnight.

      A couple of women laughed over on the other side of the bar. The bartender smiled at them, said something which made them laugh even harder, then went back to polishing glasses with a pristine white cloth. Over in an alcove I could just about make out three guys in striped jumpers knocking their beers together, celebrating something.

      And over in the furthest corner, sitting alone at a table meant for four, sipping his mediocre wine, was Mr. Boyle, still in that bloody scarf, looking up and over every now and then with eyes that pleaded pity. Every not-so-subtle glance begged to make me feel better through drink after drink after drink.

      It would have been almost endearing, had it not also been infuriating and more than a little creepy.

      The orange-gold cocktail sat there waiting, tipping its jaunty little orange slice towards me like a gentleman would a hat. Having traced the cold and slender stem of the glass for more than a few awkward moments I picked it up and took a tentative sip. My God, the taxi driver had been right. Or his friend had, at least. This wasn’t just a good drink; it was a goddamn brilliant one. I finished it off even quicker than I had the whiskey which, if you knew me better, would say something pretty strong.

      I was about to call out to the bartender for another (and ready to ask him if he’d seen that coming) when something in my gut made me look at the clock again.

      Half past nine. It was still a half past nine.

      I was sure the clock hadn’t stopped - in fact, I could see the pendulum swinging within its glass case. And I knew that I hadn’t read the time wrong the last time I’d looked… I just knew it.

      Perhaps I’d had too much to drink, or so I thought. And with two and a half hours to go until midnight… Did I expect to spend it all here, in the bar?

      And who knew how long it might be.

      So I wondered where I else I could go at such an hour, and where I might be left alone.

      ‘Hey, barkeep,’ I said, pitching my voice loud enough for him to hear. He stopped hanging wine glasses from the rack above the bar and walked over, ready to take an order. When he was close enough, I said in words just above a whisper: ‘How do I get to the spa?’

      He looked at me with a straight face for a little over a second, and then a little smile crept into the corner of his mouth.

      ‘Bit late in the day for some pampering, but to each his own. Head back out the way you came, then turn right towards the lounge at the lobby. Hang a right past that, then take the stairs one floor down. Just the one flight mind you, otherwise you’ll end up in maintenance, and you’ll never find your way back up from that labyrinth, believe me. From there just follow the signs. It’ll be a graveyard down there, mind. Nobody covers the night shift.’

      ‘Good thing I’m not looking for a midnight massage then, isn’t it?’

      I got off my stool and walked through the exit, not needing to look back to know that Mr. Boyle wasn’t following and not daring to look at the clock in case its hands had started to crawl backwards.

      It didn’t take long for me to find the stairwell, and even less to reach the floor below. Even a single level down from the lobby - still busy with late arrivals and guests ready to taste the Soho nightlife - the subsequent corridor seemed unnatural and haunted, the way a hospital would feel without doctors or patients, or one’s old school after all the teachers and kids have gone home.

      There was a set of double doors at its end, their glass frosted and obscure. Above them was a sign; Spa it said, in cursive.

      They opened with a sucking pop, like a champagne cork being eased out of its bottle. Rich, humid air billowed out, and I stepped in.

      The bartender hadn’t been exaggerating; it really was a graveyard down there. Each step I took on the tiles was whispered right back to me by the expanse of classical pillars and arches. The sound of lapping water whipped and wound its way around me, ricocheting this way and that like an ocean in a cave.

      The whole spa had been modelled after the Roman bathhouses, with a set of three square pools - about four by four metres each - all along the left, and jacuzzis built into the floor along the right. Wooden benches circled around the marble pillars, towels piled high along them. And further to the right were wooden doors, made to look as if fashioned from thin trunks of trees roped together, leading to the male and female changing rooms, and between them to various saunas. Natural lamps were embedded into the ceiling, which curved in line with the arches between pillars and kissed shimmering light across the calm rocking of the water.

      ‘Hello?’ I called out, but only the empty echoes of ghosts replied.

      I walked over to the closest pool. The side that faced the centre of the room began as staggered steps, descending into the pool’s conservative depths - at a maximum of five feet, this was for relaxing in, not swimming. The water lapped at the toes of my shoes. I dipped my finger up to its knuckle; it was pleasantly warm, like a bath run just right.

      A shame then - though not surprising - that I hadn’t packed my swimming trunks.

      I made a quick trip up and down the length of the spa room. Nobody. And if someone was in the changing rooms they’d left no ripples on the water, and were making no sounds that I could hear.

      Go on, live a little, a tiny voice in my head told me. I wasn’t going to get many more chances, after all.

      I kicked off my shoes, not worrying if I scuffed the heels. I bundled my jacket, tie and shirt in a neat pile atop the nearest bench. Then my trousers and socks joined them. And then, checking one last time that nobody was watching, and my hammering heart insisting that somebody would come through those suctioned double doors at any second, I wrenched off my boxers and sprinted into the pool.

      That was more like it. The thrill I’d expected back at my bedroom window was not quite at its peak, but there was something. And at least something was better than that dull numbness, that dumb, hellish nothingness. What did it matter if I got caught, anyway? After that night there would be no repercussions, no consequences, no guilt or shame or reason.

      I let myself float. I was in a bathtub built for standing, in liquid heat rising up to my head. It was calming, serene. I’d been letting my hands rest atop the surface like a man overboard at sea, so I let my body rise too. And there I lay, the front of my body bobbing in and out of the water, letting the moment wash over me.

      Peace. No sound but the gentle lapping of waves at the side of the pool - waves that I alone had spread.

      This time I let the memories come, watching them climb over my defences and leave me open. I thought of Chloe, of her shoulder-length brown hair and mousey smile, of the feeling of my hand running over the slopes and curves of her body. The way her eyes turned young and bright when she’d see me cross a crowd towards her. And then I thought of Sam and felt guilty that he wasn’t the first to arrive in my mind, as if I was putting them on a stage and ranking them. My son. My only boy. I saw him as a newborn, saw him as a toddler, and saw the beginnings of the man he would have become, even at four. I saw his boyish grin, his lion’s mane of dark and ever-knotted hair, his scattergun freckles which sure as hell didn’t come from my side of the family.

      But those memories were fleeting, gone as quickly and as soon as they flashed into focus. The hourglass was empty, and something had to fill the space. A something that was as inevitable as it was torturous.

      Though I was deep in the waters of the hot bath, I felt a sudden chill. Flakes of snow drifted down around my head, settling on my shoulders. I tried to shake the memory from my mind, but the more I shook the more it dug its claws in, growing to fill its space like a toxic gas. I could see it all as clearly as if I was still there, still walking towards the car exactly three years ago to the day.

      My breath rose like smoke from a Victorian factory, reminding me of the habit I’d shaken back in my mid-twenties. My hands, clad in thick woollen gloves, held a plastic bag in which hung three bottles of water, a bag of chocolate buttons and a box of nicotine patches. I may have quit the smokes easily enough, but Chloe struggled. Over my head was plunged a deerstalker, for reasons I could not fathom. Certainly none related to fashion.

      The car watched me cross the lot. I’d parked it next to one of the pumps, and as the only patron of the petrol station I’d been spoilt for choice. Whilst all around it the snow was building into fields of white, the forecourt’s roof shielded its grey and oily concrete, so that it resembled a solitary and final full stop on a blank page. Its neon lights danced out across a lonely night sky, waving at the stars.

      Who would have thought it would snow in April? That would teach us for planning a family getaway to Scotland rather than Barcelona. And a harsh and violent lesson it would be, too.

      Drawing closer I could see Chloe going through her handbag, searching for what turned out to be tissues. Two hours into the north and she’d developed a cold. Standard. She smiled at me through the glass, though it was as much a question as it was happiness. I nodded and raised the plastic bag a little. Her grin became more natural; no more cravings for Chloe.

      Sam was in the back seat, trying to use the lights of the petrol station to read his Spider-Man comic book. He was angling it towards the window and craning his neck to make out the pictures. How ironic that I wouldn’t buy him a reading torch for the back of the car, in case it distracted me while I was driving. He looked up at me and waved as if I was returning from a stint abroad in the army rather than just popping into the shop; I reached into the bag and brought out the packet of chocolate buttons. His face lit up, an image that seems burned into my retinas for all I can do to stop remembering it.

      And as I watched myself pull the handle on the car door, all I could do was scream not to open it, not to get in, not to turn the key in the ignition… Not to drive away down that icy narrow road. Yet still I did, unheeding. Still I drove off on that cold and fateful night.

      I heard not a crash but a splash.

      I jerked myself upright, no longer standing in the icy throes of Glencoe but the warm and once-soothing soak of Le Petit Monde’s bath. All I could hear now was the gentle lapping of pool water - the ripples left after something deadly has snaked its way into the deep.

      But to my left and my surprise I saw not the tail of some underwater beast or the sinister horned spine of a crocodile lurking up from the London sewers. A head stuck out from the water two pools from mine, female and blonde and looking at me with a silent blankness.

      Perhaps it was my nerves, perhaps it was the way her hair was slicked back and down the sides of her face, but it took a good few seconds before I recognised her as the woman from out on the hotel steps. It took another few seconds for me to remember that a man staring at somebody in an otherwise deserted spa could be deemed worrisome at the best of times, let alone if said man had been lying naked on his back only moments before. I started to feel an itchy antsy feeling crawl up inside of me.

      I looked away, watching my toes shimmer in the water and putting all my energy into wishing I could dissolve into nothing like candy-floss in a puddle. Then I glanced back up at her. She was still watching me, bobbing there in the water like a beautiful sea mine, her face not moving an inch.

      Bloody hell, I thought. How on Earth am I supposed to get out without her seeing me in my birthday suit? Jesus - what if other people come in after her? And why is she just staring at me like that?

      Ah. Bugger. She had to walk past me to get to her pool, didn’t she?

      ‘Don’t do it, George.’

      I almost drowned myself in surprise.

      ‘You hear me, George?’

      Yes, believe it or not the woman from the steps was actually talking to me. Her words flowed in silky French tones, soft and slick, each syllable thrown away and forgotten.

      ‘You don’t have to do it. There are other ways… other paths. I could show you how to walk them, if you’d let me.’

      Her eyeliner was smudged and running, but it only made her all the more mesmerising. She was floating a little higher in her pool now, or perhaps standing; I could see rivers and droplets running down her bare and perfect shoulders.

      Who knows where the night would have taken me if only I’d been willing to whistle the same tune. I have my suspicions as I’m sure you will too, in time, but I guess we’ll never know for sure as the only thing I could muster as a reply was:

      ‘I’m sorry, do I know you?’

      Still no smile from the mysterious and aquatic Hollywood beauty.

      ‘Yes, you do. But perhaps you don’t, and certainly not yet.’

      I was starting to feel uncomfortable, and not just because of my temporary deficit in swimming attire. Forget her movie-star appearance; if there’s such a thing as a crazy scale, this woman was coming in on the heavy side.

      I was about to sacrifice dignity for the sake of sanity and dart over to my clothes, hands cupped strategically, when I heard more sounds of splashing from across her way.

      She was rising out of the pool, her back towards me, turning her head to look back at me one final time.

      ‘When one door closes, a window opens. Don’t forget that.’

      She walked up the steps leading from the depths of the pool and good God - I’d say she was wearing nothing but a smile, but she seemed to have left even that in the changing rooms. I felt a supernova erupt somewhere inside my stomach, felt its fire run through every nerve of my body. I watched the water run from off her like African waterfalls. I watched it rush over curves of young and flawless skin that I knew a man of my calibre had never been destined to see. But whilst my breathing grew heavy and my head started to pound, it was not lust that washed over me but a choking guilt. To be wanting someone so badly, and so totally, on that day of all days… It felt like a betrayal. And three years or not, to me it was exactly that. My eyes were glued to this naked starlet and yet all I could see was Chloe, smiling that questioning smile from the passenger side window of my Honda Civic.

      I shook my head, pinched the bridge of my nose and scrunched shut my eyes. I was sure I was imagining it; that I was alone in the spa, that no woman was trying to tempt me with riddles and skin. But when I looked up again there she was, wrapping a towel around herself, walking away without so much as a single glance back towards me. It was as if she’d been alone in the pool… as if our conversation had never taken place at all.

      She passed through the opposite set of suction-heavy doors and was gone.

      I stayed in that water for a good while longer, wondering what in the name of all things unholy was going on in that goddamn cursed hotel. Ever since I’d woken that evening things had gone from strange to stranger still. I didn’t want people to pity me, or tell me that they knew me, or even to tell me that I knew them. I just wanted to be left alone, and clearly the only place I could guarantee that was in my room.

      Looking like a wrinkled manatee with legs I climbed out of the pool and hurried my way over to my clothes. The fresh towels made light work of the wet and soon I was dry enough to check my watch. It had just gone eleven.

      Christ, have I really been down here for that long?

      Then it struck me. It had been a dream. The memories, the woman, the gap in time; I must have fallen asleep whilst floating in the water, carried by a current of my own making, carried far, far away from there or anywhere.

      Sure. You just keep on telling yourself that, Georgie-boy.

      I pulled my clothes on in a hurry. My shirt stuck to my shoulder, where I’d missed a spot when towelling off. My socks seemed to have shrunk and were fighting back against my ankles. I rustled my hands through my hair, trying to give it something that might have been mistaken as shape, in a dim room.

      And then, still standing still amongst the silence and hoping things would stay that way, I marched a path towards the twenty-eighth room on the sixth floor, the room where everything would come to an end.
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        * * *

      

      Despite all the charm of an old fashioned key, a swipe or scan keycard really is more convenient. Although all keycards are required by international law not to work until you’ve tried all four angles of approach twice over, at least you don’t look like a pillock so inept he can’t even turn a key in a door. Everyone assumes you’re either a thief, a moron, or both.

      Nobody was there to see me struggle to get back into room 628, but I was more than capable of making myself feel more worthless than a shadow in the dark.

      ‘Goddamn piece-of-rubbish idiot,’ I said, my frustration growing on a parabolic scale, not sure whether I was talking to myself or the key. It flapped uselessly in the hollow of the lock, spinning like a lame drill, the tumblers rising and falling but nothing settling into place. I’d had enough of that weird hotel, and was about two seconds from marching back downstairs to give that broom-handle of a concierge a piece of my mind when finally the lock clicked open. I took a couple of deep breaths so that my anger might subside, then walked inside.

      Immediately I slumped into the armchair, unravelling my tie and throwing it across the bedcovers. I undid the top two buttons of my shirt, opening a V. And I reached across the table, past the telephone with its neat list of hotel contacts, to my black leather briefcase, ready to pop the locks and open myself to its contents.

      My hand reached into nothingness.

      I patted the wooden face of the table where my briefcase should have been, my eyes wide with panic. I knew I’d left it there; I hadn’t touched it since before I’d taken my nap and it had been there when I’d gone downstairs for dinner. Believe me, I would have noticed. There’d never been a day when I hadn’t been aware of what was rattling around inside those leather walls, or a day when I’d not known where I’d left it, that day in Le Petit Monde least of all.

      My heart was working overtime and I felt ready to throw up. It was like waking up to find your stomach was missing. Or all of your teeth. Somebody had crept up and stolen a part of me whilst I wasn’t looking.

      ‘No, no, no,’ I wailed, jumping to my feet and pacing around the room. I checked under the table - nothing. I searched the sides of the bed - nothing. I even looked under the bedcovers - nothing. The sheets hadn’t been made, so housekeeping couldn’t have moved it by mistake.

      I was close to tears. My whole world was in that case. I could bear all the unease and oddities of the hotel; I could bear the strange visitors; I could bear nothing going how I’d imagined or planned. But everything was for nothing if I couldn’t get that briefcase back before midnight, if I couldn’t remember Chloe and Sam in the way that spoke most to me.

      With a rumble and a crack the doors to the bathroom flew open, smashing into the wall and rebounding on their tracks. A man bolted from out behind them and made for the front door, the bottom half of his face masked by a black scarf which trailed down the back of his even blacker jacket. By the time I’d clocked what he had in his hand he’d already thrown open the front door and was sprinting down the corridor.

      It was the briefcase, of course. My briefcase.

      For the first time in years I ran (if you don’t count when I almost missed the 7:40 to Manchester that one time), and I ran damn hard. I ignored the growing pain in my chest and the hoarseness that mounted in my throat as my lungs bunched tighter and tighter like a boxer’s fist. I ignored the weight of my stomach as its subtle overhang lurched up and down over my belt. I raced out the door and looked right just in time to see the thief turn left into another identical corridor.

      I picked up my pace again, not allowing my body enough time to file an official complaint. I turned the corner too and saw him halfway down, fiddling with a set of keys as if his life depended on it. Which it did. I was mad enough to kill, or at least make the bastard wish he’d never been born. The fingers around the handle of my briefcase certainly wouldn’t be doing much more gripping going forwards, that was for sure.

      I barrelled down towards him, screaming at him to stop. I was ready to rugby-tackle him to the floor if necessary, though that was largely because I hadn’t a clue how I was going to slow myself down now that I had built up speed.

      I was close enough to smell a faintly familiar waft of cologne when the culprit got his door open.

      Before it slammed shut behind him I got a glimpse of the room beyond. Only, what I saw made no sense; there was no mini hallway, like there was in my room, and no bed or bathroom or generic paintings hanging on the walls. Instead there was a blinding light and dancing shades of colour, and a great noise as if he’d disappeared into a party, a party that turned silent the moment it went out of sight.

      ‘You get your arse back out here, you little prick,’ I yelled, hammering at the door. It made no difference; it did not open and there came no sound from the other side. ‘Give me back my briefcase!’

      A less angry man might have considered how ridiculous this must have seemed to anybody peering out from their own room. But I was angry beyond thought, angry and alone standing outside the door to 608, all that mattered stolen from me, and all my best and fateful plans torn up and scattered in the wind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      ‘And you’re saying this man stole your… briefcase?’

      ‘Yes! He broke into my room, stole my briefcase and ran away to room six-oh-eight. What about this do you have trouble understanding?’

      Pierre’s eyes left me in no doubt that he was having no difficulty at all in understanding what I was saying. He just didn’t choose to believe it. His arms were crossed, his eyebrows furrowed. His thin moustache seemed to curl into a question mark.

      ‘I’m just trying to figure out why, sir. And you say you don’t know who the man was, only that he had the keys to room 608?’

      ‘No, of course I don’t know who he is,’ I replied, feeling my head grow woozy from the stress. The hands on my watch were stepping closer and closer to midnight, as were those of the clock hanging behind the reception desk. ‘And besides, he had a scarf or something wrapped around his head. What kind of man steals another man’s briefcase, anyway? A degenerate, that’s what. He’s probably a pervert, too.’

      ‘He could be, sir, but let’s not jump to any conclusions. There’s every chance your briefcase is completely unspoilt. Let me check who’s staying in that room.’

      Pierre brought out that huge book again, heaving it open to the page licked by its enormous red bookmark. I swear it spat out a cloud of dust.

      ‘This is interesting,’ he said, his finger coming to a stop at the name beside the room number. His eyes turned cold and wary. ‘This says that the room has been rented out to a single occupant, and a woman no less.’ He turned his smile back on, as if remembering that I was across the desk from him. ‘Well, I suppose she could have had a gentleman caller! Let’s go up and ask, shall we? I’m sure this has all been a terrible misunderstanding.’

      ‘The only thing that guy’ll be misunderstanding is my fist if I don’t get my case back,’ I grumbled, though Pierre’s pleasant assistance was dousing the candle of my rage somewhat.

      He left the reception desk in the capable hands of his fellow concierge, and the two of us walked to the elevators in silence. Once inside, Pierre began to hum a tune I’d heard the house band perform earlier that evening. He was wringing his fingers and playing with the hem of his uniform.

      ‘I’m terribly sorry for all the inconvenience this must have brought about,’ he said as the lift climbed to the sixth floor. ‘Particularly given how late the hour has become.’

      ‘Never mind that, it’s hardly your fault. I just want my bloody briefcase back so I can finish my evening.’

      ‘Particularly important to you, is it?’

      ‘More than you would understand. But why somebody would want to steal it, I haven’t a clue.’

      The doors opened with a polite ting and we made our way to the dastardly door of room 608. Its peep hole watched, unblinking, as we approached.

      Pierre knocked politely.

      ‘Excuse me, madam? It’s the management. I apologise for the disturbance at such a late hour, but would you mind opening the door? There’s been a…’

      He looked at my stone-cold expression of impatience.

      ‘…An incident, involving the theft of a briefcase. It would be of great help to all parties if we could get to the bottom of this as soon as possible.’

      There was a rustling behind the door and the click of a latch being taken off. The door opened a crack, then about halfway.

      ‘Of course, dear Pierre,’ came a sweet, French accent. ‘You know I’ll be happy to help in any way I can.’

      In the doorway stood a woman far unlike the man I’d seen run through it only minutes earlier. She was slender, sleek and beautiful. She wore a thin, pink nightdress which clung to her figure and left little to the imagination. Very little, in my case, for the woman before me was the very same I had watched from the steps upon my arrival - the very same I had seen getting out from the pool in what I’d half-convinced myself was a dream.

      ‘Thank you, Marie,’ said Pierre, relieved. ‘I knew I could trust you to co-operate.’

      I stared at her, lost for words. She looked at me and winked, though Pierre seemed not to notice.

      ‘Mr. Webber here has had his briefcase stolen,’ Pierre continued. ‘Now we’re not sure who took it, but whoever it was used a key to get into your room. I don’t suppose you have a man in there, do you?’

      Marie feigned offence. ‘What are you trying to suggest, monsieur?’ She put her hand to her bare chest as if his words had cut the clothes from off her.

      ‘Nothing at all, Marie, nothing at all. We’re simply trying to work out what’s happened to Mr. Webber’s briefcase before things become any more complicated. Perhaps I could take a quick look around the room, just to reassure him that it hasn’t been hidden in there?’

      ‘Of course, Pierre, by all means,’ she said, stepping to the side so that he could pass. She stepped back into the doorframe before I could follow. Behind her I could make out Pierre conducting a brisk but thorough examination of the room.

      ‘Hello again, George,’ she whispered, a kissable smirk dancing across her lips. ‘I told you you didn’t have to do it, and here we are.’

      ‘You know where it is!’ I replied, confused as to why I was also whispering. ‘Where is it? You have no idea how important it is to me. Give it back to me now and I won’t press charges, I swear.’

      ‘I don’t ‘ave it. It’s long gone from ‘ere, I’m ‘appy to say.’

      ‘Look, I don’t know what the hell is going on but you’re in on something, so cut the crap and give it back. And I swear your accent is getting thicker just to wind me up.’

      Pierre came back to the doorway, looking awkward as he brushed past Marie’s lacy nightgown. ‘Nothing in there, I’m afraid,’ he said, looking sympathetic. ‘No man and no briefcase of any description.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Marie said, pulling the door to. ‘I wish I could be of more help. Good luck finding whatever it is you’re searching for, Mr. Webber,’ she added, just before the door locked shut. The sound of the chain being dragged across was clear to hear.

      ‘Well, looks like it’s a dead end,’ said Pierre, shrugging his shoulders and making to walk off. ‘Perhaps we’ll give it another shot in the morning, aye? Fresh minds and fresh eyes. And who knows, maybe it’ll turn up in lost and found…’

      ‘Hold on a second,’ I said, grabbing him by the arm. He looked alarmed so I let go, but he stayed put. ‘I know that somebody went through that door with my briefcase earlier, and I know that woman is in on it. I also know that something very weird is going on here, and so do you. You don’t have a good poker face, trust me. But regardless of whatever shit you might be hiding I need that briefcase back tonight, so the two of us are going to find it, and pronto. Understand?’

      Pierre looked at me for a long time. I could almost hear the clockwork of his mind ticking as he mulled over the repercussions of telling me what he would, eventually, confess.

      ‘I don’t think you have the… the…’

      ‘Guts? Balls? Nerve?’

      ‘…Imagination.’

      ‘Try me. I was fun once, believe it or not.’

      ‘Okay, okay. But you’re not going to believe it. What would you say if I told you there were an infinite number of worlds, their membranes as thin as the wall of a bubble and each only a hair’s breadth from one another, stacked up and all around like building blocks?’

      ‘I’d say the reception desk isn’t keeping you busy enough.’

      ‘Of course you would. But it’s true, even if most people never notice. How could they? Most people can’t even admit to the reality they live in, let alone the infinite possibilities and permutations that lurk just a pinprick away. But they are there, and there are certain places, certain folds, where those worlds more closely overlap. Once you’re there all you need is the right set of keys, and a door.’

      ‘What an absolute crock of bollocks.’

      ‘I kid you not. Le Petit Monde is just one of those places; a cross-roads, if you will. There are a great many of them, and a great many more nobody yet knows about. But from here or there one can go anywhere - any time and any place one chooses. And from anywhere too, with enough practice… So long as there’s a door, of course.’

      ‘Jurassic period out of the question then?’ I asked, sarcastically.

      ‘Never tried, though I doubt I could push open a Brachiosaurus’ gate anyway.’

      ‘This is absolute bollocks,’ I said, pacing up and down the corridor. My watch was showing ten minutes to midnight. Everything was ruined. Ruined. An anniversary, wasted. ‘Some arsehole has made off with my briefcase and you can’t do anything except make up some bullcrap about magic doors. Jesus-H-Christ. Who do I speak to about making a complaint?’

      ‘That would be me, sir,’ said Pierre, approaching Marie’s door once again, fishing a ring of keys from out of his pocket.

      ‘And if I want to complain about you?’ I asked, testily.

      Pierre paused, having picked out a key and pushed it into the lock.

      ‘Well, that’s never happened before. I’d have to find out.’

      He turned the key.

      ‘Wait, what are you doing? That woman is in there, she could be in any state, you can’t just barge in-’

      Pierre pushed open the door.

      Dazzling sun blinded me. I had to raise my hand to shield my eyes and from beneath I could make out a great strip of golden sand, peppered with red and white striped deck chairs. An endless blue ocean crashed and retreated beyond. The quiet smell of salt drifted past my nostrils and off into the hotel corridor, and gulls spiralled round and around in the clear Jamaican sky.

      Leading down from the doorframe were weathered wooden steps, and from between them scuttled a tiny crab. I could feel myself starting to sweat, so hot was that glaring sun, when Pierre shut the door without warning.

      We stood there in silence, a few grains of sand scattered across the carpet between our feet.

      ‘Talk about a room with a view,’ said Pierre. ‘Shame we can’t put it on the brochure.’

      ‘Another,’ I said, the word slipping out from my mouth like a wet eel. My brain felt as if it were falling apart, like a soft muffin being picked away bit by bit. ‘It’s a trick. Somehow. A good one. Another. I don’t know how you did it, but another.’

      ‘Very well,’ said Pierre, using the same key again.

      And this time when the door opened, I saw not the luscious sands of the Caribbean but a city ravaged. Swirling towers of purple flames licked the sides of skyscrapers, while clouds of smoke and screams billowed into a sky as black as the void beyond the stars. And as if seeing us looking out at the ruined metropolis, a set of claws swung down from the heavens, ready to tear us asunder.

      Pierre shut the door with a slam.

      ‘Sorry. You’re probably not quite ready for that yet. Still think it’s a crock of bollocks?’

      I shook my head. Perhaps if I’d been capable of words I would have told Pierre to go screw himself, gone back to my hotel room, and rocked back and forth in the dark trying to contemplate the new reality that had opened up around me. But instead I just shook my head like an animatronic from Disneyland, and that’s probably why my evening took an even greater turn for the unusual.

      ‘Good. Because you’re going to have to get used to it, and quick, if we’re going to get your briefcase back.’

      He placed his palm to the wood of the door, then his ear, as if listening.

      ‘Got it,’ he said, and put the key in the lock a final time.

      ‘Wait a minute,’ I said, climbing out of my stupor like a mountaineer reaching the peak of Everest. ‘You mean we’ve got to go through the door? Into whatever’s out… there?’

      ‘You’re the one who wants his briefcase back so much. I would have been happy to wait until morning because as I said - you never know what might turn up in lost and found. What’s so important about it, anyway?’

      ‘It’s… it’s just very personal to me, that’s all.’

      ‘Well, I won’t have it said that the concierges of Le Petit Monde don’t go out of their way for their guests,’ he said, sarcastically, waving his hands. ‘And I can’t have a black mark beside my name, after all. Not from the renowned George Webber. So let’s get moving, before I change my mind.’

      He opened the door and the same blinding light shone out, the same dancing shades of colour that twisted and fought like the kaleidoscope I’d played with as a child. Somewhere amongst the echoes I could hear a trumpet, or a trombone. It sounded faint and forgotten, as if played from the bottom of a well.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ he added. ‘We’ll be back before midnight. Probably.’

      I stepped to the precipice, unable to see what lay beyond. My fingers crept forward, crossing the threshold and disappearing into the light. They returned intact. I was about to ask Pierre if we couldn’t give the other rooms of the hotel a quick check when a hand shoved me in the small of the back.

      Forwards I fell, spiralling and sprawling…
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      …into a street that smelled of piss and regret.

      I’d travelled far, far from the familiar. Approximately 7455 kilometres, in fact, or a little over four thousand nautical miles, or ten or eleven hours on a conventional airline, if such a direct flight were available. My head felt muddy and disjointed, and I struggled to make sense of the frivolity around me.

      Pierre stepped out to my left and I heard the unmistakeable and terminal sound of a door shutting behind us both.

      ‘Where are we?’ I asked, hunched over and rubbing my eyes. I was beginning to make out the shape of my shoes.

      ‘Bourbon Street, New Orleans,’ said Pierre with more than a hint of glee in his voice. If my eyes had been clearer I would have seen him smiling. ‘The best of a bunch of worlds, all crammed into one aquatically challenged city.’

      ‘New Orleans, Louisiana?’ I yelled, and then threw up. My vision improved just enough for me to see my dinner splash across the kerb. ‘I’ve never even been to the States.’

      ‘Well you have now. Don’t worry about that,’ he added, patting me on the back. ‘Everyone struggles the first time they travel. And you’ll fit right in with the locals.’

      Being sick seemed to have cleared my head somewhat. All around me I could see people younger than myself - though not exclusively - stumbling out from bars and clubs, laughing and crying but mostly spilling something. Most of the men wore polo-necks though a few were clad in black tee-shirts scrawled with illegible band names; the women wore strapless tops and dresses two sizes too small and were, as a result, spilling themselves in an altogether different fashion. From behind various doors drifted everything from country to jazz to pop to metal. The door across the street from us advertised ‘barely legal babes’. I’m pretty sure I contracted a venereal disease just looking at it.

      ‘Jesus Christ,’ I moaned, trying to stand up straight. It was a challenge, but despite some tentative wobbling my legs managed it. ‘Is this even the same world as we were in before?’

      Pierre nodded. ‘Yeah, I should think so. But I’d wager a fair few hours earlier.’ I hadn’t even noticed the change from night to day. How bright the American sun smiled compared to its English counterpart. ‘Come on,’ he continued, ‘there’s no use standing around. We’ve got a briefcase to recover.’

      As we turned right and walked down the sidewalk, I asked, ‘What makes you so sure that the thief came here? I mean, if there’s an infinite number of worlds then there’s an infinite number of places he could have gone, right?’

      ‘Very true,’ he replied, ‘and if you think about it, there’s an infinite number of worlds where he has your briefcase and an infinite number where he doesn’t. But that’s hardly the point. Your briefcase is here.’

      ‘But how do you know?’

      ‘Well, it’s a knack. There are echoes in the doorways, if you know how to listen for them. Takes more years to learn that trick than you could know, believe me. So I just listened to where the last person had gone - besides what I’d shown you, of course.’

      ‘That’s just ridiculous.’

      ‘You don’t know the half of it.’

      ‘So it’s kind of just a hunch?’

      ‘Well, that and I’m pretty sure I can see your culprit just over there, looking shifty outside Hurricane Joe’s.’

      About twenty metres down the road was a figure standing off from a huge crowd of people. Behind him were murky windows offering a dozen types of rum cocktail, and above hung a faded sign on which a drunk tornado had been painted. Despite the warmth of the afternoon sun the man had a black scarf pushed high up his face, and in his hand hung my briefcase.

      ‘That’s him!’ I said, ready to run him down. ‘That’s the bastard who stole my case. What are we waiting for?’

      Pierre had grabbed hold of my arm and was shaking his head. His eyes hadn’t left the thief, however.

      ‘We can’t just go charging after him. I know, I know,’ he said, seeing my frustration, ‘you want your things back. But what’s the use in making ourselves known, only to lose him again? Who knows which world he might disappear into.’

      So we didn’t chase him down, and we didn’t retrieve my briefcase. Instead we continued down the side of the road. I had to dodge an inebriated young man lunging out from a store front and two less than trustworthy fellows who seemed intent on guessing the age of my shoes. I decided quite quickly that New Orleans and I were not going to have a comfortable relationship.

      The thief was heading in and out of the thick crowd ahead, looking out of place in his black jacket. Every time I went to run after him Pierre held me back.

      ‘We don’t want him to panic. What if he darts into a world where briefcases are outlawed? Or where leather evaporates in contact with the atmosphere?’

      ‘Are there really such places?’

      ‘There must be, somewhere. Anyway, I’ve seen this type of traveller before. He’s new to all this so he’ll just hop wherever he can, hoping to lose us. He doesn’t have somewhere to end up, per se, he just wants to get far enough away that we don’t follow.’

      I held my breath as we passed a particularly fragrant part of the street. Up ahead a girl was hoisted above the revellers; her high heels pointed towards the sky.

      ‘I guess your hotel has a fair few visitors from… outside?’ I asked, thinking of the bartender, of the double-date diners… and Marie.

      Pierre nodded. ‘We’re what I like to call a ‘gathering spot’. People from all sorts of times and places come to meet one another, or disappear from their realities for a while. We have to keep some of the… stranger guests in their rooms, of course. For everyone’s sake.’

      I didn’t dare ask what constituted a strange guest but my imagination crafted something with more eyes than sense, with more tentacles than care as to where they went. I shivered.

      ‘Not that they couldn’t go anywhere, meet anywhere, of course,’ Pierre went on. ‘With an infinite number of worlds there are an infinite number of doors, so get good enough and you can pretty much go to and from anywhere you like. But I guess there’s something comforting in emerging someplace familiar, somewhere where the staff know your secrets.’

      ‘A home away from home, of sorts,’ I muttered.

      ‘Yes, I suppose that’s true. A home that’s nobody’s home, yet everyone’s.’

      ‘And do all of them steal people’s things?’

      Pierre stopped me dead in my tracks. His eyebrows were furrowed and his moustache had turned into a frown.

      ‘Le Petit Monde has an excellent reputation for the safety of both its guests and their property,’ he said, pointing his finger at me like a teacher telling off a pupil. ‘All of our guests are respectful of one another and know the rules of their stay. With one obvious exception,’ he added. ‘And we don’t even know if he was a guest. Not in my hotel, at least.’

      They looked back up the street.

      ‘Oh bugger. We lost him,’ said Pierre.

      We ran towards the crowd which heaved and staggered and stumbled from side to side, but could not make out the thief amongst the masses. A guy without a shirt on brushed past me, cheering, his sweat filling my nostrils until I gagged. Some sort of chant was raised but nobody was sober enough to keep it coherent.

      ‘There,’ I said, pointing down a narrow road that broke off from our own. Though I wasn’t sure, the silhouette of a man holding a briefcase was hurrying down its length. We sped off after him, grateful to leave behind a street that looked terrible enough in the night, let alone with its mask off come the day.

      As if we’d walked through another door, the air was clearer, the people more palatable. It reminded me of the more rustic parts of Paris, all cobbled with its walls of French architecture leaning over on either side. Sunlight streamed through the other end of the street, shimmering off the stones. On one side was a quiet restaurant, selling steak-filled subs under dim lighting, a lone waitress biding her time by sweeping the floor with an old broom. On the other was an equally dim and empty shop, its windows busy with dreamcatchers, candles and raggedy voodoo dolls. Jesus looked out, sorrowful, from an ostentatious picture frame.

      The silhouette turned left at the mouth of the street, and moments later so did we.

      A great cathedral stood before us, its grey spires and lavish neighbouring houses coming together to resemble the Disneyland castle. Amongst the lush gardens before it was a statue of Andrew Jackson riding a rearing horse; around it couples pushed prams, old men sat and smoked, and kids in shorts ran around on the grass. The cross at the top of the highest spire shimmered in the heat and its clock read a half past three.

      ‘St. Louis Cathedral,’ said Pierre. He sounded almost in awe, and his smile suggested the sight had drowned whatever urgency he’d previously felt towards finding my briefcase. ‘Oldest cathedral in the US of A, you know that? Yeah, I know, it’s like a toddler compared to anywhere else. But you know what’s important about it?’

      I said that I didn’t.

      ‘It’s a major travelling spot. Door-hopping, I mean. Has been since the first church was built here in 1718, though these days only beginners tend to use it. Why else do you think this place has such a reputation for the occult?’

      I thought back to the voodoo shop, to the tales of vampires and slave-torture that have haunted New Orleans, much to its delight.

      ‘As I was going to say earlier, those without the ‘knack’, as it were, need to find spots where the worlds overlap a little more… overtly. I think we know where our friend is going.’ He patted me on the back. ‘Now we just need to get to him before he heads off somewhere else!’

      We picked up our pace as we crossed through Jackson Square, ignoring the homeless man asking us for change. Across the old fashioned street to the right of us a jazz band played. Their trombone and trumpet and saxophone taking turns to lead their eccentric melody; a crowd of tourists and locals alike tapped their feet and tossed coins into the caps laid out on the pavement. There was nothing inherently catchy about the music they cultivated out of the air - in fact, whole sections sounded to me like a train that had skipped its rails and was ploughing its way through the countryside instead - but I found myself wanting to stop and listen all the same, lost in the beauty, in all the chaos and confusion.

      Behind us rolled a carriage drawn by two horses - one white and one black. Two parents with a young daughter sat in the back, smiling as their top-hatted coachman showed them the more pleasant of the city’s sights. Beyond them a cafe boomed, a queue stretching way out into the streets, its waiters navigating a maze of tables bursting with patrons. Piled high on all of their plates were beignets so drowned in powdered sugar one could only hope there was any dough under there at all. I looked at the sign above their door.

      Café du Monde. If I hadn’t been so worried about my briefcase perhaps I would have chuckled. It truly was a small world, after all.

      Up ahead the thief stood out like a sore thumb; his black jacket and scarf flapped out behind him as he hurried his pace. With no entrance fee to pay he slipped through the front door of the cathedral without a hitch. Pierre and I were only about fifteen metres behind him, and closing, when we too entered the Basilica.

      ‘He’s going to get away,’ I said to Pierre. ‘How do we know which door he’s going to go for?’

      ‘Shh, quiet,’ whispered Pierre, miming for me to keep my voice down. Even his hushed words sprang up as if he was shouting down a well. ‘We don’t. This isn’t exactly a regular route for me, so your guess is as good as mine. We just have to wait for him to find the one calling out to him, and then grab the briefcase back while he’s distracted.’

      ‘Oh, great plan. Sounds bulletproof. Do you really have no idea what this door will look like? Surely you’ve been through enough. Are we talking a big golden thing or what?’

      ‘Not a big Indiana Jones fan, I take it? Look, the universe doesn’t give a damn what material something is made of. It only cares about what is.’

      I couldn’t believe it. There we were, across the planet, about eight hours into the past, and my hotel concierge was paying more attention to the admittedly impressive architecture than he was to my stolen briefcase or the urgency surrounding its retrieval. He might not have been in a rush but I was most certainly anxious to get back and conclude my stay at Le Petit Monde. If my watch was anything to go by, it was considerably past midnight, and my anniversary quite ruined.

      While Pierre kept his own pace, I pushed further into the cathedral. Golden light flooded the huge hall, piercing through the arches and columns that lined the balconies above and running over the ornate and extensive murals which had been painted over every inch of the domed ceiling. I walked down the centre of the two dozen or so rows of wooden benches, trailing the man in the black scarf as his pace quickened between sporadic groups of worshippers and holidaymakers. He was making his way towards the back, towards the glorified gazebo at the aisle’s end. Jesus hung from a cross in its centre. Above him stood the organ, its pipes a shining fence of brass.

      I could see why Pierre was so distracted. So was I; so much so, in fact, that I didn’t even notice that the thief had stopped and was looking right at me.

      We were stood about ten metres apart, eyes locked together. His pupils looked a bright shade of blue beneath his buzz-cut brown hair. I felt my skin crawl and my legs stiffen. His obviously didn’t, because he bolted towards the adjacent, columned aisle with all the urgency of a cheetah at the Olympics.

      ‘Stop that man!’ I shouted, attempting to give as much chase as my belly would allow. ‘He’s stolen my briefcase!’

      Again, in moments of heightened anger and fear one tends not to think too hard about how ridiculous one’s words might sound.

      Pierre ran parallel to me, closing in on the perp. He still had time to throw a disapproving glance over at me, however. I could already feel my lungs closing up and the thief was getting away; by the time I reached the stairs leading down to the crypt I was pretty much ready to barf. Pierre and the thief had already reached the bottom and the red ‘no entry’ rope had been left dangling to the side.

      Their footsteps echoed up the narrow stairwell. I followed it down to the bottom, ignoring the curious eyes of tourists behind me.

      I was met with silence at the foot of the stairs, joined by a hall of great stone coffins. The orange glow of lanterns swam across the beds of the dead; shadows flickered, darting from one chiseled alcove to another.

      ‘Pierre?’ I called out. The air smelled old and stale, and I didn’t like the way my voice carried. ‘Pierre, did you get him? Did you get my briefcase? I think it’s really important that we clarify whether or not you got my briefcase.’

      I ventured further into the crypt, praying that Pierre was right - that we were still in the world I knew. I wasn’t the most creative of people, but it wasn’t much of a stretch to imagine zombies and skeletons rising from the graves all around me. I made a deliberate effort to steer clear of the ones with more decrepit lids. If I couldn’t defeat a one hundred metre sprint I didn’t fancy my chances against an army of the undead.

      ‘So what do you want first?’ came a voice from beside my ear. I leapt in the air and shrieked like a little girl stuck with a pin. I’d expected to see some sort of decaying freak shuffling towards me, but it was just Pierre sporting a patient and professional smile.

      ‘What on God’s green earth are you on about?’ I asked him, once I’d gotten another round of breath back.

      ‘What do you want first: the good news, or the bad?’

      ‘Whichever is more important.’

      ‘Okay. Well the bad news is that the thief got away. Sprinted right past me and got through the door. Quick with his keys, that one.’

      I groaned and pushed the palms of my hands into my eyes.

      ‘And the good news?’

      ‘I know where he’s going,’ he said, happy enough to punch, ‘and I think you’re going to like it.’

      I grabbed Pierre by the lapels of his jacket and shoved him against the nearest coffin.

      ‘Jesus wept,’ I shouted, spit flying. ‘I just wanted my goddamn briefcase back, not to go on a bloody sightseeing tour with you! Take me home, I’m done with this. I’m done with all of this.’

      ‘Take you home? And for you to file a complaint with Management? No sir, now that just wouldn’t do. Not when your precious briefcase is still at large - no, that’s far too important. Besides, if you hadn’t stormed ahead like a colossal idiot we’d already have it back by now. It’s not my fault you’re impatient.’

      ‘Excuse me?’ I asked, mouth agape. ‘How dare you speak to me like that! I’m still a guest, I’ll have you remember.’

      ‘Are you? Because I don’t recall this crypt being my hotel, and back in London you’ve not even checked yourself in yet.’

      I thought about this for a second. Time zones were hard enough to work out at the best of moments, let alone during time travel.

      ‘Fine, but I don’t like your tone. So where’s this damn door?’

      Pierre walked me over to a far corner where a thick oak door jutted out from a frame of elegantly sculpted stonework. Cherubs and crosses and intricate carvings of biblical scenes grew out from around its edge. Its handle was gold, as were its hinges.

      ‘I didn’t say that the door wouldn’t be big and golden,’ he said, tilting his head to the side. ‘Just that the universe wouldn’t care.’

      He took out his set of keys and popped one into the lock.

      ‘Are you sure you don’t want to grab a beignet first?’ he added. ‘I’m sure we’ve got time.’

      ‘Let’s just get on with it, please.’

      He held open the door and there we went - out from one world and into another with mere minutes in between.
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      We stepped out into somewhere dark, noisy and full of musk. It took a few moments of awkward fumbling and limb rearrangement before we realised we were in a utility closet. What I’d thought was Pierre’s leg had in fact turned out to be an old and splintered broom.

      Pierre turned back around and opened the door from which we had stepped through, only this time there was not a scene of a crypt within its frame but a room of wood and iron.

      It was also a room full of obnoxious clanging.

      ‘Couldn’t you have chosen a more quiet door to disembark from?’ I shouted over the din, covering my ears with my hands.

      ‘No can do,’ Pierre shouted back, wincing. ‘The doors will take you where you need to go, but not necessarily where you want to.’

      In the centre of the room swung a giant bell of tin and copper, screaming blue murder. Each toll made my teeth quiver in their gums and my eyes shake in their sockets. Even after they stopped and silence settled around us like dust I still flinched, expecting it to start up again.

      ‘Is it really this quiet or have I gone deaf?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes,’ replied Pierre, sticking his fingers in his ears and wriggling them.

      I wandered around the iron walkway, each footstep ricocheting like a bullet. I didn’t dare look between the slats in the wooden planks beneath the bell, or over the edge of the railings, for I already knew that I was at the top of a tower from the way the world tugged at my feet. That, and who ever heard of a bell ringing at ground level?

      Milky white light streamed through an enormous circular window on each side of the room. A nine foot beam of black moved slightly to my right, turning counter-clockwise. All around the window’s edge were markings like on a ruler, split into millimetres and inches.

      Looking out I could see boats chugging up a river crossed with a dozen bridges. Crowds lined its banks and over to my right I could make out what looked to be trains pulling out from Waterloo station. A way away and a little to my left was, of this I’m quite sure, the peeking rooftop of Le Petit Monde.

      ‘Wait, we’re back in London? Fantastic! So that makes this…’ I prodded the bell with a cautious finger, ‘…Big Ben, and this…’ I spun around with my arms outstretched to everything around me, ‘…the clock tower. Elizabeth Tower now, isn’t it?’

      ‘St Stephen’s Tower, I think you’ll find.’

      ‘No, it’s definitely Elizabeth’s.’

      ‘Just not yet. Come on,’ Pierre said, squeezing past me towards the steps, ‘it’s a long way down.’

      ‘You don’t have to tell me twice. Let’s wrap this up and pop back to the hotel before any of this mess even started.’

      We climbed down the three hundred and thirty four limestone steps until my stomach was ready to throw up a lunch it hadn’t even had yet. I stood at the foot of the stairs for a moment, waiting for my vision to stop spinning, and then nodded to Pierre to open the door leading out towards Westminster Bridge. It was a grand old door, thick and wooden and ingrained with class, and I would have much rather we’d arrived via that door than the one a good ninety metres above it.

      I stepped outside, ready for the honking horns and general hubbub of modern London.

      Instead I was almost knocked over by a horse and carriage, a resplendent number with large gold wheels and deep black wood. The coachman shook his head and grumbled at me as he passed down the street, and unlike the tourists in the back of its New Orleans counterpart this carriage’s passengers were the real deal - top hat and coattails for the man and ballooning corset and parasol for the lady.

      All along the Thames boats carried carcasses of whales and mountains of crates and cargo. All along the skyline chimneys spat storm clouds of smoke and dust into the air. And all along the streets people shuffled in their brown woollen waistcoats and hooded shawls, pushing their carts under street lights that would be gas-lit come sundown.

      ‘We’re not in the same time period, are we?’ I asked Pierre as he stepped out beside me.

      ‘Nah, I’d make it…’ Pierre checked the hands of his imaginary watch. ‘…about 1874. Give or take. If it makes you feel better, we’re not even in the same world, not really.’

      ‘How is that supposed to make me feel better? And what do you mean, not the same world? What’s different about this one? It looks pretty damn similar to the pictures in my old history textbooks, if you ask me.’

      ‘You know Queen Victoria?’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘She’s a bee.’

      ‘What? Really?’

      ‘No of course not, you idiot. Now come along, we’ve got somewhere to be.’

      We walked across the bridge, away from the Houses of Parliament and towards the sprawling south. A carriage swayed from the weight of its crates as it passed us, piled high with barrels of beer. Two women, arm in arm and each in explosive blue petticoats, giggled and tittered as we approached. I guess that, in my now dishevelled suit jacket and Pierre in his concierge’s uniform, we did look somewhat peculiar.

      ‘When you say we have somewhere to be,’ I said, once we’d crossed the bridge, ‘do you mean that we have something to do? Because I don’t mean to sound irate, but I haven’t the foggiest where the thief is and you seem awfully relaxed about the whole situation. I trust that you haven’t let him escape again.’

      Pierre smiled and picked a couple of apples from off a nearby stand. He tossed a coin to the gentleman standing behind it in a flat cap and overcoat, whose eyes became glassy and pleased. His expression continued long after a lowly street urchin had taken his own pick of the fruits and gone running back down a dark and neighbouring alley.

      ‘Never you worry, Mr. Webber,’ he said, taking a bite from his apple and throwing me the other. The slightest trickle of juice ran down his chin; Pierre wiped it away with the back of his hand almost instantly. ‘It became evident pretty quickly in New Orleans that, barring us entering a world where you develop an Olympic physique, there’s little point in us just following the thief from world to world. If we’re coming in behind him, we’ll always be behind him.’

      ‘Not the most flattering of statements, but go on.’

      ‘So I didn’t take us to the door he just went through. I didn’t even take us to the world he just went through. I took us to the world he entered after that - this world - and a good few hours later.’

      ‘Why on earth would you do that? Why didn’t you just take us to where he’d come out before he got there, so we could catch him by surprise?’

      ‘Because that’s a lot of wasted energy when all we have to do is walk somewhere. I know exactly where he’s going to be and trust me, everything is going to be just fine. This isn’t my first time here and let’s just say I’m not entirely without friends. It’s all been taken care of already.’

      ‘How can you know?’

      ‘Takes a bit of tuning to the wavelength of the world,’ he said, pinching his ear, ‘and then some careful listening.’ He took one look at my face, sighed, and added, ‘With infinite possibilities and permutations, it’s quite easy to see how things have played out. Even if it hasn’t happened yet. Because somewhere - and indeed, with infinite worlds, most everywhere - it already has.’

      ‘So you’re saying I already have my briefcase,’ I said, slowly. ‘I just don’t have it yet.’

      ‘Yeah. Probably.’

      ‘I feel a bit like Schrödinger’s cat,’ I said, thinking I was getting the hang of it. ‘Do I have my briefcase, do I not have my briefcase…’

      ‘No, you don’t,’ said Pierre, confused enough to stop walking. ‘I can see you - you’re right there. And you don’t have it. So it’s not like that at all.’

      He tossed his apple core in a bin and that was the last time I attempted to bring up science to understand my situation.

      I bit into my own apple as I caught up with Pierre. It was delicious - much better than anything I could ever get at my local supermarket back home. Back home. Huh. Home probably hadn’t even been built at that point.

      ‘So who do you think this guy is? The thief, I mean.’

      Pierre shrugged. ‘Haven’t a clue. I can honestly say that we’ve never had a briefcase thief before. What about you?’

      ‘Well, given the scarf around his face I first thought it was good old Mr. Boyle,’ I said, trying to keep from cracking up, ‘but then I saw him run. I’m going to go out on a limb and say it isn’t him.’

      We both laughed at that, and for the first time since losing my briefcase I felt a moment of relief. Everything would come together if only I’d give it time. I wonder if the laughter would have sprung so easily had I known how much harder my journey would become.

      ‘Yes, I think you’re safe on that one. As much as I would love the idea of Mr. Boyle being a world-hopping briefcase thief, I just can’t see it. We’ve had a few criminal types pass through our doors, mind.’

      ‘Yeah? Like who?’

      ‘Mad Frankie, The Krays. Lucky Luciano, too. Whatever happened to him…? Oh well. I doubt any of them would have cared much for a briefcase anyway. Unless you had a hundred grand stuffed in there. You didn’t, did you?’

      ‘Ha, no. I would be so lucky.’

      A couple of kids ran past us down a street lined with old terraced housing. A cat fled from them, mewling and frail. In the distance I could hear a steam train sounding its horn. London fog crept over the buildings like a sinister pervert, craning to see into people’s bedrooms. Above us clothes had been hung out to dry. It didn’t look all too different to modern day Clapham or Hammersmith, at a glance, just minus the cars.

      The further south we ventured, the worse the kerbs of the roads smelled. On the corner of one street lay a pile of horse manure almost as tall as Sam would have been, all those years ago. Or to come, as it was at that moment.

      ‘I’ve just realised something,’ I said, feeling a horror dig its talons into my brain. ‘I haven’t any free will at all, have I?’

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘Well I can’t, surely? I mean, if there are an endless number of worlds where everything plays out one way or the other, then I’ve always been destined to follow a single, predetermined path. My job, my family, my…’ I looked at Pierre’s worried face and instead decided upon, ‘my mortgage. I guess I never had any choice in the matter.’

      Pierre shook his head.

      ‘Quite the opposite. Tell me something about your life, say… your first girlfriend. What was her name?’

      ‘Lisa Roberts. Dated her when I was fifteen, I think. Blonde hair and glasses, that’s about all I can remember. Jesus, that feels like a long time ago.’

      ‘That’s because it was. But there was never any predestined path you were following when you asked her out, no hand of God or fate to guide you. You made your own choice.’

      ‘Then why the need for other worlds? Why not just have the one straightforward reality?’

      ‘Because when you made your choice to date Lisa Roberts, you also made the choice not to. And the same goes for every choice you’ve ever made. The other choice played itself out, just somewhere else. Imagine a tree with a billion branches growing off it, and each of those branches splits and splits and splits as it grows higher. You’re at the top of one of those branches - the decisions you didn’t make are the others.’

      He patted me on the back.

      ‘Don’t go having an existential crisis on me,’ he said. ‘All the other worlds were born from your choices. You occupy the world you shaped.’

      That made me feel a little better, even if I didn’t quite know why.

      ‘Of course, it’s not just you,’ he continued. ‘It’s you, me, that kid playing with a hoop and stick over there. It’s Lisa Roberts - perhaps in one of her worlds the two of you ended up married. Imagine that! It’s every possible variation starting from the Big Bang, or maybe even before then. It’s best not to think too hard about it, so let’s leave it at that.’

      We must have walked for an hour or more before I started complaining, which I thought was pretty good going under the circumstances. If I hadn’t been so fascinated by the history playing out around me I imagine I wouldn’t have been half as patient.

      ‘How much further must we walk? These cobbles are playing havoc with my heels.’

      ‘Not much,’ said Pierre. His pace was quickening. ‘In fact, we’re almost at the factories now.’

      True enough, the endless rows of identical houses had slowly given way to an industrial district, to dividing walls of brick, and chimney stacks that rose like great prophetic monoliths amongst the swirling white mists. Stocky men in braces leant against the walls and fences, smoking and tossing their fags onto the pavement. Their jaws looked like anvils.

      ‘Don’t pay anyone any attention, not with your eyes or your mouth,’ Pierre warned me. I kept my head down and my words to myself. I guessed the two of us were ripe for commenting on. Easy targets.

      We turned into an alley littered with rubbish and puddles of unidentifiable liquids. The air was full of yeast and sweat and the sounds of machines belching. Rainwater dripped from a broken roof gutter and part of a wall had caved in, though from time or a sledgehammer I couldn’t be sure.

      ‘Tell me you can get us out through a door if things turn unpleasant,’ I whispered.

      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Pierre said, dismissing me with a flutter of his hand. ‘I’ve never had any trouble here before and I don’t see us finding any now. Besides, look ahead.’

      An enormous building of dusty red bricks rose into the sky before us, nothing peering through its second-storey windows save for a decade’s worth of grime. Some of them were broken. A couple of men like barrels held together by belts were standing out on a precarious wooden balcony of sorts, guiding a box of machinery as it climbed up a rope towards them. Its pulley sweated from the weight. I could hear the angry hum of industry coming from inside the building, punctuated by bells and horns.

      Painted on the factory walls in huge capital print was HABBORLAIN COTTON & YARN.

      ‘A cotton mill?’ I asked. ‘How does this help?’

      ‘I’ve got a friend who works here. I’m hoping she can be of a certain assistance… providing I can get on her better side.’

      ‘Will she know where my briefcase is?’

      ‘Better. I’m hoping she already has it.’

      We passed through a rusty iron gate and crossed over the yard. Gravel and mud crunched and squelched underfoot. A man with the demeanour of a hungry weasel watched us from behind a wheelbarrow, and a scratchy rake of a woman sidled up to us from the factory’s corner. Her mulberry bush of black hair matched the shade of corset that ballooned down around her, layer after layer.

      ‘Fancy a spot of afternoon charm?’ she asked. One eye strained from somewhere beneath an inch of white powder and rouge. ‘Got some girls, ready and willin’.’

      ‘Not today, Madam Jay,’ replied Pierre, though he hadn’t so much as glanced towards her. ‘I’ve got business with the Boss, and you know she doesn’t like to be kept waiting. Not even when she isn’t expecting anyone.’

      ‘Two for a penny, then?’ she insisted, trailing behind us with her hands clasped to her chest. When we didn’t reply she slunk back to her usual spot, away from all but the more curious eyes.

      A few workers looked up from unloading crates in the yard, but even they carried on with their work without too much interest. Two big metal doors looked out from the factory wall. I half expected Pierre to pull his keys from his pocket and try his luck opening them, but instead he rapped the one to the right with his knuckles.

      Half a second later a small window on that very same door slid open with a metallic clang. A pair of bloodshot eyes peered out at us.

      ‘State your business,’ came a voice like a crocodile wearing a tie too tight around its neck. ‘Or you best be ready to scram.’

      ‘It’s Pierre. This is my friend George. We have an appointment with Viola, though I’m not sure if she knows it yet.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      As anyone who’s been lucky enough to visit a fully operational Victorian cotton mill and walked away with enough fingers to pick up a pen will testify, the only thing healthy in such a factory are its profits. Safety codes are “just a socialist’s way of doing less work”.

      Pierre hadn’t even taken us to a mill where the employees were trying to be safe. At one point I swear one of them swung a wrench at another, and a moment later they were laughing it off as if he hadn’t almost been decapitated. They leant against machinery that could have stapled their spines to rags and crushed them flat. And that’s another thing - where were the women? I’m not being sexist - the society of their time took care of that for me - but surely a cotton mill would need its fair share of the fairer sex. There were plenty of children though, climbing up into the mechanisms to pry things loose with their tiny, nimble fingers. I imagined Sam getting lost amongst the cogs and gears, being crushed into a paste of claret and bone, and wanted to raise a fuss; the two goons with arms like their factory’s pistons, flanking us to either side, made it evident I should not.

      We were escorted across the factory floor. It was impossible to hear anything over the intense rattling and stamping. The air was hot and humid and only seconds after entering I could feel sweat running down my sides from my armpits. That same air tasted thick and slow as it ran down my throat.

      Seven or eight rows of identical machinery lined the factory work-floor. White rolls were threaded along their length. Above each row were wheels with thin spokes, turning and turning, running leather drive belts that spun and weaved. Everything kept moving around and around, the thousands of people and pieces fitting together like the cogs in a giant clock.

      Between the aisles we were shepherded in silence. A rotund man in braces and a bowler hat watched us pass with a wary eye, then swatted a child of ten around the back of his head for doing the same.

      We reached a door at the back of the hall and went through in single file. It led to a dark and narrow stairwell, leading down into an equally dark and dank basement. The boards squeaked as we descended, the roar of the machinery having been dampened by the closing of the door behind us. A dim gas lantern hung from a chain above, casting all in an eerie glow.

      ‘I hope you know what you’re doing,’ I whispered to Pierre, who seemed not all too worried. I’m pretty sure he was even humming something under his breath. ‘Being brought down into a dingy basement by thugs with fists like ham joints doesn’t usually bode all that well.’

      ‘Nonsense. How many times have you been brought into a dingy basement?’

      ‘Come to think of it, I don’t believe I have.’

      ‘Exactly. Whereas I have, and this particular basement too, so just keep calm and let me do the talking. Unless you’re spoken to. In which case talk the right amount - no more, no less. Just follow my lead and we’ll be fine, trust me.’

      We were shown into a marginally less dark room - this one had two lanterns, one hanging from the ceiling and another that sat atop a pile of unmarked crates - and asked to sit on the two chairs that had been placed in the centre of an unswept and unfurnished floor. They felt as precarious as they looked and the dust floating around them tasted old.

      ‘Is that a blood stain on the floor?’ I asked once we’d been left to wait alone. ‘Because it looks like a blood stain is on the floor. I’m pretty sure it’s a blood stain.’

      ‘Mr. Webber, calm yourself.’

      ‘Who even is this Viola? And how on earth does a hotel concierge form a social circle with the sorts of people who hire goons and keep torture-rooms?’

      Pierre smiled. ‘She’s not that bad. Not to her friends at least. Viola’s the boss of this here cotton mill… and the boss of The Black Dogs. She’s quite pleasant unless she thinks you’re a member of The Diamond Rats.’

      ‘What the hell is a Diamond Rat?’

      ‘They’re the other gang in the area. They also happen to own the rival cotton mill down on Cobbett Street, so you can imagine things get pretty heated. No love lost there, oh no. That’s actually how I met her, incidentally. I was on my annual leave, soaking in some history, when I got mistaken for one of the rival cotton workers and brought in for questioning. And look,’ he said, wiggling all of his fingers, ‘nothing lost. She took quite some convincing though. Had to go grab her a copy of the next week’s newspaper before she’d believe me. I think she just wanted the results of the horse races, if I’m honest.’

      ‘If you could leave via a door, why didn’t you just stay away? I mean, nothing was forcing you to come back.’

      ‘Sure, sure. But it’s always good to have some favours owed, and we’ve done each other a good number. She probably owes me one. Or do I owe her?’

      Much to my gratitude, Pierre left most of the more grisly details about Viola, full name Viola Mary Kadwell, until after our introduction, in a conversation a little while from then. But for your benefit I shall share her story with you ahead of time, rather than make you wait in the manner Pierre made me.

      Viola had been born to parents who struggled through life, turning to the drink all too regularly, even when there wasn’t enough coin to keep the roof over their heads. Mary Kadwell and Chris Kadwell, never slow to blame the child for the burdens on their back, nor any slower with the belt. They lived in a one room flat above a butcher’s shop, sleeping on two mildew-ridden mattresses under a pipe which dripped something not quite clean enough to be called water.

      Nobody had shed much of a tear when Chris Kadwell had been run down by a runaway stagecoach on Christmas Eve, its horses startled by a gun going off in the alley behind old Mr. Mackenzie’s bakery round the corner. Chris had been too drunk to gauge the speed of the horses or to jump out the way fast enough. It hadn’t been a quick or clean death. Viola had been six at the time. The year that followed was twice as harsh as any that had come before, and by its end Mary Kadwell had been taken by consumption.

      And Viola had been taken to the Mount Pleasant Institute for Orphaned Children, a dark and foreboding manor estate out towards Dagenham. It had spires and towers and everything one wouldn’t associate with a friendly, inviting or… well, pleasant environment for parentless infants.

      There she had stayed for another year, working for the strict Ms. Abercrombie, stitching and sewing and working the mills to keep the orphanage afloat and Ms. Abercrombie’s purse above water. Though the work was hard and tiring, and though she once lost a fingernail to the machines, having an actual bed made it appear a palace compared to the mattress she’d had back at home. Even if she had to share it with little Alice Chambers, who smelled of old socks and earwax.

      So it had been with a confusing blend of sorrow and excitement that she had left the orphanage, having been paid for and therefore adopted into not family but service by the enigmatic Mr. Clifton Habborlain, a cotton mill factory owner in need of small hands and a good work ethic. She’d worked and lived with the other children in much the same way as she had in the orphanage, and that had been fine, even if it meant knowing that every half-penny she earned the mill went straight into the lined pockets of The Black Dog gang.

      But it only took a couple more years for Mr. Habborlain to notice that Viola was a girl. And there were ways a girl could make much more money than through tying broken threads or cleaning machines.

      She was sent to work with Madam Jay. The washed-up hag who had approached us from the corner of the cotton mill had once been a burlesque starlet, all hips and tits, with lips that could make your mouth water. But when the years took her youth they took her client list with it, until she was forced to work the streets not as a whore herself but as the pedlar for her Black Dog sisters. If a cotton mill girl could flash a pretty smile they put her to work flashing a lot more instead.

      At age ten and a half, Viola formed part of their younger selection.

      She serviced her clients as best she could, crying herself to sleep each night with her knees hugged close to her chest. It would have been hard to describe the years she’d seen before as a childhood, but whatever faint glimmer of innocence she’d held onto had been well and truly snuffed out. Madam Jay took as much care of her as she could, wiping away the morning tears and dressing the occasional wound. ‘It gets better,’ she would say in her high but calming voice. It didn’t.

      Still, she picked up a lot over those years. First, who the gang members were and what part they played in the Black Dog machine. She imagined each muscle-bound goon as a piston, and any man who resembled a string of gristle as a drive belt, keeping the cotton spinning. And second, she pieced together what their plans were - what deals were going down, when the next hit was, even what juice they’d managed to squeeze from a Diamond Rat beaten to a jawless pulp (sometimes this happened in the very same basement in which Pierre and I had been made to wait). She became near-enough an honorary Black Dog, even if nobody saw her as anything more than a pair of spread legs.

      One day, once she’d grown curves and a taste of her own, Mr. Habborlain sent for her, inviting her into his private office. It was not an invitation to refuse. She hadn’t spoken to him properly since the day he’d ‘liberated’ her from the terrible orphanage; now he had a thick moustache and a scar that ran deep down one cheek. He’d started to grey. He smelled as if he was falling apart. He’d gotten old.

      Which made it all the easier to justify to herself when she slit his throat with the switchblade she’d pick-pocketed from a client earlier that day. He was old, he was antique, he was running down to empty. He was past his time.

      When the gang members of Habborlain Cotton & Yarn kicked down the locked and bolted door of his office their grizzled boss had long bled out, his white shirt, once speckled with flakes of tobacco, soaked through to the skin with his deep and sluggish claret. His trousers were pooled around his ankles and his back sank into the recesses of his leather armchair. For a moment the thugs mistook the glassed expression in his eyes for ecstasy - then they realised the grin he sported was not, in fact, a grin, but a cut across his throat, stretching from ear to ear.

      But there was no mistaking the other figure in the room, the one standing beside the late moustachioed Mr. Habborlain. There stood a girl in silent red, a bleeding switchblade hanging loosely from her hand, wielding a creeping smile that promised to be twice as deadly. Her hair slashed lank down her cheeks. The crimson stain fell over her chest like a dripping shawl, coming to a spotted stop beneath her navel. Her clothes were scattered across the splintered, wooden floor but she made no effort to cover herself; most of the men had seen her wear less than their boss’ lifeblood, after all.

      They made no attempt to rush her, to tackle her to the floor and slice her open in return. One or two thought of worse. But that wasn’t the way things worked. Sure, girls were girls and there was no way a Black Dog could be forged from one of those moulds - flimsy little daisies, they all were, even the ones with a temper - but there was no denying the rules. New blood over old. So instead they backed out the door in silence, returning ten minutes later with a cast iron bathtub. While she bathed before them they picked Mr. Habborlain up like a sack of bad potatoes and carried him away to be dumped somewhere unseen.

      Some of the thugs went the same way in the days that followed - those who had gone too far during her time under Madam Jay’s watch, those who had struck with hands and belts. The ones who had torn and ripped. The others she had power over; the others she could shape to be her own. And true enough, none rose up to stop her - not then, and never since. Nobody could forget the story of the girl who’d climbed from orphan to whore to leader of the dreaded Black Dogs.

      Nobody could forget Viola Kadwell, the girl in silent red.

      I guess some people get it worse than having their briefcase stolen, even one as important as mine. But boy, was I glad not to know all that before the door to the vivacious Miss Kadwell’s office swung open.

      A tall figure cut a stark shape in the doorway, leaning slyly against its frame. From beneath a half-shaved head sparkled eyes like an ocean sunset and a mouth that crept into a smile.

      ‘Bourbon or brandy?’ she asked, raising a glass.
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      She poured the crystal bottle of bourbon into three identical glasses, each engraved with wintery branches that spread out like snowflakes. The drinks shimmered like gold as she brought them over, pinched together between three fingers. It was strong; I could smell them before she’d crossed even half the room.

      She was beautiful… in an unexpected, almost alien way. And I think she knew that, whether she liked the fact or not. She seemed to have crafted a weapon from her looks, disarming a man first through shock and then, after a time, attraction. Sleek like a viper; she left no sound crossing the carpet. Her smile as I took my glass appeared genuine enough, though my hands still shook once she turned and offered the other to Pierre. He, on the other hand, seemed quite at home, even if his appearance couldn’t have looked less so.

      We were sat in two chairs that felt fantastic, yet somehow didn’t feel right. I was pretty confident that I had one exactly the same back in my hotel room, which may have been the problem. Things in Miss Kadwell’s office just didn’t seem to quite… fit.

      She crossed the room and hopped up onto her desk, a great oak masterpiece with an over-abundance of drawers. Sitting on its edge, she crossed one fishtail-backed leg over the other. She rested one hand beside a quill and ink blotter, in the other she held her drink.

      ‘So,’ she asked in a gruffer voice than I would have expected, ‘what brings you back to my humble timeline, Pierre?’

      I zoned out as Pierre explained our story, about how we were chasing down the briefcase thief across a series of similar yet unfamiliar worlds. I didn’t grow so distant from the conversation that I failed to notice Viola casting curious glances towards me every few seconds, however.

      One time she winked, which didn’t make me feel any more comfortable.

      Beautiful, like a carabela portuguesa. Or perhaps a boa constrictor, descending unsuspected from a branch like a drooping vine.

      The bronze glow of her skin was underset with warm orange-red tones that glowed gold under the hanging lanterns, her eyes blackened with heavy shadow and eyeliner. She’d shaved one side of her head - or perhaps had a complete undercut, it was difficult to tell - whilst letting the other side grow out and down in a sheer, violent and purple streak. She wore the jacket of a pinstripe suit over a plain white vest that opened in a low V. Her nails were kept short and unpainted. She chewed her bottom lip as Pierre talked and I glanced around the office.

      Anachronistic. That’s what it was. Some aspects were how I expected - the cabinets, the gas lanterns, the woodlouse making its daring trek across the threadbare carpet - but others, like, for example, the vinyl player playing a scratched out rendition of The Beatles’ Hey Jude, stood out like a clown at a wake. A wine rack scaled the wall to my left, and I swear there were bottles of vintages yet to even come around - 1910s, 20s, 40s. Did they still keep their fermentation, brought back into the past? I guessed they did, and looking down at my glass I wondered if the grain for my bourbon would even be harvested that century. It tasted good. Sharp and warm. And why the hell was there a framed Gone With The Wind poster hanging on the wall behind her? Why did she even need that?

      ‘And what does any of that have to do with me?’ she asked, shattering my distraction. She’d addressed the question to Pierre but was casting a curious eye my way instead, turning her head this way and that, as if trying to figure out the answer to a question she couldn’t quite see. ‘Would you like me to get you a briefcase? I can promise you it’ll be an antique by the time you get it home.’

      ‘No, it has to be his own,’ Pierre said. ‘And I know you have it, so it would mean the world to dear Mr. Webber here if you could just hand it over and let us call it a day.’

      Viola looked at me and smiled. She reached over her desk and plucked a cocktail stick from out of a tin can, proceeding to clasp it between her teeth.

      ‘Let’s say I have it,’ she said, leaning forward towards us. ‘Or rather, that I’m in possession of the man who has it. Why should I ever give anything away for free? Besides, how am I to tell who it truly belongs to?’

      ‘Wait, can we go back a minute?’ I asked, confused. ‘Why did the thief come here? Does he work for you or something?’

      Viola giggled and clapped her hands together. ‘I like this one!’ she exclaimed. She gestured towards Pierre. ‘May I?’

      ‘Go ahead,’ Pierre replied.

      ‘No, George,’ she said, switching her toothpick from one side of her mouth to the other, ‘he doesn’t work for me. I haven’t a clue who he works for. But yesterday, at about a half past eight in the evening I reckon, one of my men came across this strange bloke trying to unlock the front door to our mill with this big set of keys. He figured he’d caught a spy from The Diamond Rats, or something. So he clubbed him one and tied him up for a spot of interrogation.’

      ‘This mill is like the St Louis Cathedral - an easy spot to hop off from,’ added Pierre. ‘When I saw which world he’d headed to I knew he’d try to come through here. He obviously didn’t do his homework, otherwise he’d have steered well clear.’

      ‘Goddamn right he would,’ continued Viola, tapping her desk with her heel. ‘We roughed him up a bit, hoping for some secrets to come spilling out. When he started talking about magic doors and all that crap, I guessed what was going on. Not the first time we’ve caught somebody trying to use our factory as a shortcut, is it?’

      Pierre smiled politely.

      ‘I’ve been expecting you to turn up since,’ she went on. ‘Besides, you mentioned you’d be stopping by again last week, when you dropped off the bourbon.’

      ‘Did I?’ asked Pierre, genuinely confused. ‘I don’t remember that.’

      ‘Huh. Must not have happened to you yet. Makes sense. Otherwise you wouldn’t have known you’d be coming, I guess.’

      I wasn’t sure how much of anything made sense, but I was starting to figure out why Viola’s office was so out of sync. Pierre sure seemed to need a lot of favours.

      Viola hopped up off the desk and walked over to a cabinet behind. She unlatched the twin doors and pulled them open to reveal an old 1950s television set, complete with bug antenna. I shot a look over towards Pierre, who shrugged.

      ‘Isn’t there some rule about messing with other people’s timelines?’ I hissed.

      ‘What’s the point?’ he said. ‘If I decide not to, then another version of me will do it anyway. So why not be the one to do it?’

      Viola twisted a knob and the television crackled into life, its picture scrolling in black and white waves before coming to a temperamental stop. There was no sound except for its popping electrics and subliminal whine.

      The screen showed a man tied to a chair, sitting in a room not all that unlike the one in which Pierre and I had waited. I recognised him as the man who had stolen my briefcase not by his face, which had been bludgeoned from the nose down, but by the torn and bloodied scarf that fell around his shoulders. His head hung low on his chest, and my jaw hurt just looking at him.

      ‘That’s him,’ Pierre said, and I nodded. ‘But how do we know you have the briefcase? How do we know he didn’t fob it off to someone else first?’

      Viola smiled and rang a bell via a rope pulley, though not before first turning the television off and hiding it from view. A few seconds later one of the thugs who had escorted us to the office appeared in her doorway.

      ‘Would you fetch our guest’s belongings from our hospitality room, please?’

      The thug nodded and disappeared again.

      ‘We haven’t met before, have we?’ Viola asked me, leaning against her desk again. ‘Not come along on any of Pierre’s other trips, have you?’

      ‘Not that I’m aware of,’ I replied, ‘but perhaps they just haven’t happened yet.’

      ‘Ha! I like you George, I really do. You’re an odd one, but aren’t we all. Perhaps I know your great-great-grandfather. Perhaps,’ and then she gave me another one of her chilling winks, ‘I know him particularly well.’

      As I tried to rinse from my mind the idea of Viola as my great-great-grandmother, the thug returned with a briefcase in hand. My briefcase. He passed it to Viola, who held it across her lap.

      ‘Now, I don’t know what’s in this here case,’ she said, drumming her fingers against its leather. ‘But I’m guessing it must be valuable for you to be chasing after it so… vigilantly.’

      ‘Valuable to me, but not to you,’ I said, holding myself back from jumping forward to snatch it from her. ‘It’s just personal to me, that’s all.’

      ‘I’ll be the judge of that, I think.’

      ‘What do you want, Viola?’ asked Pierre. ‘Next week’s race results again? Or perhaps a GameBoy? Everybody wants a GameBoy, right?’

      ‘What on earth is a game boy? Sounds perverted. I love it. But no, times are getting harder. The Diamond Rats are getting stronger, their mill spinning cotton all the faster. We’re falling behind in the markets, and on the streets. I want the next stage in cotton mill technology.’

      ‘Spoiler alert,’ said Pierre. ‘This is kind of as good as it gets.’

      ‘Goddamn it. I don’t suppose you could get me some slaves?’

      ‘Woah! No, that’s not going to happen.’

      ‘Fine then. No technology and no workers. Fat lot of use you are. Well, I’m going to need something to show the Rats that the Black Dogs can still cut it. We need to hit them before they hit us. Get me some weapons.’

      ‘What kind of weapons?’ asked Pierre. I went to protest and he raised his finger, motioning for me to keep quiet.

      ‘Big ones. Explosive ones. The biggest explosives your world can give me.’

      Pierre and I looked at each other.

      ‘Ah, you mean grenades,’ Pierre answered, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Then I realised that, although considerably smaller than a nuke, grenades don’t offer much less in the way of death for anyone in their immediate vicinity, and are often found in environments considerably more hazardous for one’s health.

      ‘Wait just a second,’ I shouted. Viola looked up from her discussion with Pierre and for just a moment looked sharp enough to cut through air. Her expression relaxed as I continued. ‘Are we seriously considering this? My briefcase is right there. Is it really worth becoming, what, arms dealers over? I mean, this is lunacy!’

      ‘Ah, you worry too much,’ said Pierre, dismissing my concern with another wave of his hand. ‘You forget: I’m a concierge. It’s my job to satisfy people’s ridiculous requests.’

      ‘I’m in a universe of idiots and maniacs,’ I muttered to myself. ‘It doesn’t matter how far you go through space and time, there’s always a moron beside you.’

      ‘So we have a deal, yes?’ asked Viola, standing up and slamming my briefcase down on her desk. I winced. ‘Your briefcase for your gunpowder.’

      ‘Agreed,’ replied Pierre, shaking her hand. I just shook my head, and that was enough for me.

      ‘What do you want me to do with our mutual friend downstairs?’

      Pierre looked towards me with a question mark for an expression. I made a sort of sighing noise and buried my head in my hands.

      ‘Whatever you feel like,’ replied Pierre. ‘Right, we’d best be off.’

      ‘What, already?’ I asked. I still had half my bourbon left. I expected I’d need whatever courage sloshed in the glass so I necked the rest in one gulp. ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘Somewhere we can help Miss Kadwell with her problem, of course,’ he said, fishing his keyring out from the depths of his pocket. ‘Or would you prefer to stay here and wait?’

      Viola blew me a kiss and smiled like a great white.

      ‘I’ll take my chances with the grenades,’ I decided.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      Preston Jones had seen quite a lot of weird things in his brief stint as a soldier in the Great War. He’d seen men stroll towards monsoons of bullets wearing smiles you’d expect to see on a man walking home for Christmas. He’d seen just as many men blow their own brains out rather than climb over the top. There was a madness buried in those trenches. Hell, his friend, Arthur Bainbridge, had had his arm blown off at the elbow and still he’d gone on running towards the Germans, trying to pull a trigger with a finger that just simply wasn’t there anymore.

      But two odd gentlemen spilling out from the passenger door of his supply truck - a supply truck that he’d just inspected and found to be completely empty of people, no less - that probably came top of the weird list.

      At least it was a weirdness that didn’t involve having to find somebody’s body part, he supposed.

      He’d spent the last of his free time that day picking lice out of his clothing, having spent a few hours of the morning on watch at the lookout post. There had been no sign of those Fritz, thank God, but he could feel them out there, looking out for him as he did them. After being relieved (and relieved he always was, for he woke each night from dreams of being shot through the eye, his brains showering his friends and brothers, having peered over the top one time too many) he’d traipsed back through the squelching and muddy duckboards to his hole in the trench wall, where he’d picked at his food with all the appetite and enthusiasm as he would the lice. Stale bread and watery pea soup. His favourite. How lucky he was to have it every damn day.

      His mum would send him a care package soon enough though, he was sure of it. A fortnight ago he’d received a letter from her, complaining about how she couldn’t get good butter anymore and had been stuck using the same butcher she’d had a row with only the week before. She had it real rough, the silly mare. But with it she’d sent a bar of chocolate and some sardines, so as far as he was concerned she could complain about all the shit she wanted.

      Just as he was settling down for a not-so-quiet nap in his not-so-comfortable hole, his commanding officer, Brendan Bamford, had asked him to run back to the camp (about a hundred or so metres behind the trenches, hidden amongst the forest to their rear) and bring back some supplies - namely .303 rounds, and .45s for their American friends. If there was any food spare then he was to grab himself some of that too. That all sounded just peachy to Preston; any excuse to get away from the front line, even if only a fraction of a mile.

      And so he’d followed the snaking trenches back, squat-running back and forth, back and forth, further and further away from the sounds of silent boredom and peppering yaps of Mauser rifles. Yet still that creeping sensation would persevere, like hands grabbing your ankle when you head upstairs with the lights out, that a sniper’s bullet would come screaming through the mist, to split his skull and send his brains scattering across the sodden floor.

      He made it past the tree line and breathed a sigh of relief. He was alive… for the next five minutes, at least.

      ‘Hello?’ he whispered as loudly as possible. ‘Captain Reynolds? Sergeant Brown? Is anyone there?’

      It was eerie for there to be nobody standing guard, watching the supplies, but not all that unusual. It was a war, after all. Most likely they’d been called to help out elsewhere down the line, for it was a stretch to think any Fritz would take it upon himself to sneak this far west. Still, Preston took his shivering rifle from around his shoulder and kept it at the ready. A couple of Taubes flew by overhead, screaming their chattering roar.

      ‘Are there any officers here at all?’ he shouted a little louder. He peered into the closest tent but aside from a rat, which scuttled away at the sight of him, it was completely deserted. ‘Anyone?’

      He was starting to freak out. It felt wrong to be out by himself, to be alone. He hadn’t been alone for, what? Three weeks now? He was always surrounded by his brothers in arms, day or night, whether standing guard or sleeping. There was a stillness in the air that made his spine curl.

      Let’s just grab the stuff and get back, he’d thought to himself, before somebody spots me and takes me for a German thief.

      Preston walked over to the supply truck stationed in the middle of the camp. Wooden crates were piled high along its flank and the flap of cloth to the rear of its cargo area had been pulled up and pinned to one side. He approached the driver’s side and rapped his knuckles against the door’s window, in case somebody was taking a cheeky nap. They weren’t. He opened the door just in case, but the keys were missing and it stank of cigarettes. An empty carton of smokes lay discarded on the mud-splattered floor.

      They must have been unloading when the call came, Preston thought. Only way to explain why all the crates haven’t been properly registered and put away. Oh well. Their problem when it comes to counting them later.

      Preston hopped back down and tried the back. Just as empty, save for all the crates yet to be unloaded. Some of them had been jimmied open, however, which made it all the easier to identify which ones he needed. A box of .303 rounds was right to the left of him, its lid splintered and slumped lazily to the side, though for the life of him he couldn’t see any bullets fit for a handgun. Tough luck for Sammy.

      He slung his rifle back over his shoulder and, after hopping out of the truck, picked up the heavy box of ammunition. God, it weighed a tonne. It snagged on his strap, which in turn dug into his neck. A wave of mud and faeces wafted through the air and made the hairs in his nostrils twinge.

      Goddammit. This war best be over soon.

      He walked back the way he came, and that was when he saw me go tumbling out of the truck’s passenger-side door.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Jesus Christ, Pierre,’ I’d said a few seconds earlier, my knee pressing against my teeth, ‘could you not have opened the door to the outside of the bloody truck?’

      Pierre tried to rearrange himself. His arm was tucked around the back of his head.

      ‘There’s only so much I can control, I’ve told you already. Mind the handbrake.’

      ‘I don’t even know where the bloody handbrake is, you cretin. Something worrying is digging into the small of my back, though. Where on God’s green earth even are we?’

      From my position below the steering wheel I could make out a grey and cloudy sky, and the tops of tall and depressing trees. A plane flew overhead, making an awful racket.

      ‘Just get your foot out of my armpit, will you?’ Pierre replied, trying to twist himself into a sitting position. ‘And if being on the outside of the truck is so important to you, the door handle is just behind your ear.’

      I scrambled, blind.

      ‘No, your other ear.’

      I grabbed hold of the handle and suddenly I was falling backwards, somersaulting through an air that smelled remarkably of sewage. Something in one shoulder decided it was a good time to snap, whilst the other slammed into the metal step leading up to the now-open door. The back of my head landed, gratefully enough, in a pile of freshly churned mud, sinking into the brown.

      I was just getting to my feet when I noticed the young man standing open-mouthed only a few metres away. Barely a man, in fact, for I wouldn’t have put his age any higher than eighteen. He was wearing a strange, old-fashioned green tunic shirt, with a whole host of belts and buckles and bags strapped around his chest. He wore brown leather boots, and straps of wool were wrapped around his lower legs. In his hands was a large wooden crate, and on top of his head was a round metal helmet.

      Over his shoulder was the strap of a rifle.

      ‘Hi,’ I said, raising my hands. ‘I’m George.’

      The young man dropped the crate with a clattering bang and grabbed hold of his rifle, pointing it straight at my chest. As an Englishman born and raised in Buckinghamshire I’d never been on either end of a gun before, and I’m quite proud to say that I didn’t wet myself. Much.

      ‘Where the hell did you come from?’ asked the boy, his eyes wide and hands shaking. I didn’t like the way the muzzle of his gun swayed. ‘You Fritz?’

      ‘No… I’m George, like I said.’

      ‘I mean, are you German?’ he shouted.

      ‘Oh right, no. No! I’m from Aylesbury, born and raised.’

      The boy lowered the rifle, bit by bit. He nodded, though his eyes didn’t grow any less wide.

      ‘I’m Preston. Preston Jones. What’s a man dressed like you doing in a place like this?’

      I looked down at myself, and groaned inside at how muddy and ruined my best suit had become. No dry cleaners in the world was going to make this mess right.

      ‘Honestly, I don’t know. And it would take more time to explain than either of us can afford. My friend is coming round the other side of the truck, by the way. Don’t be alarmed - he’s French, or maybe English. And friend is perhaps the wrong term… he’s the concierge at my hotel.’

      Pierre stepped out from behind the truck, his hands also in the air.

      ‘You’re a weird couple of guys, you know that?’ said Preston, debating whether or not to raise his gun again.

      ‘You’re telling me,’ I said. ‘Say, you got any grenades lying about?’

      ‘Hand grenades?’ Preston asked, taken aback. ‘Sure we do. Why do you want one? You joining the fight?’

      ‘Yeah, I guess you could say that. Just not quite sure which one it is I’m joining.’

      I shot Pierre a quick glance, and he rolled his eyes.

      ‘Well, I’m not sure I should be telling you this, but right there’s a crate full of hand grenades.’ Preston looked guilty somehow, shifting from foot to foot as if desperate for the toilet. ‘I guess it doesn’t matter too much - if you’re on our side, that is. Just don’t tell anyone or the administrator will have me court martialled. How many do you need?’

      ‘Oh, just one or two will do,’ Pierre said, straining to pry open one of the crates. It didn’t want to give.

      There was some rattling of gunfire in the distance, a faint boom and pattering of falling dirt.

      ‘I really should be getting back,’ said Preston hurriedly, bending down to pick up his crate of ammunition. ‘Bamford will have my guts for garters otherwise.’

      ‘Just a minute,’ I said. ‘We might need that shovel on your back, what with the success Pierre is having.’

      Pierre grunted as he tried to lift the crate’s top and then suddenly he yelled out, holding his finger upright. A trickle of red ran down its length.

      ‘Goddamn it,’ he said, his French accent coming through stronger than I remembered it ever being before. ‘Why don’t you give it a go if you think it’s so easy. Hell, it’s your briefcase we’re doing all this for.’

      I beckoned Preston over. He dutifully dropped the crate once more and got out his shovel with as much obedience as if I were his commanding officer. He stuck its edge under the lid and little by little it started to creak open.

      ‘Briefcase? Must be one hell of an important briefcase if you need grenades for it,’ said Preston, applying more pressure. ‘What’ve you got in there, if you don’t mind me asking? Wait… you’re not Intelligence, are you?’

      Pierre chuckled as he sucked his bleeding finger. ‘Yeah, George. What’s in the briefcase, anyway? Diamonds? MI6 reports of an impending terrorist attack?’

      I almost told them everything, right there and then. What I had locked in the dark leather walls of my briefcase… and why I’d checked into Le Petit Monde in the first place. But in the end I elected a half-truth - one that was honest in all that was said, but said not all of what could have been.

      ‘Just some photos,’ I admitted. Just talking about them made my throat close up and my palms sweat. ‘Photos of my wife and son. Chloe and Sam. I haven’t got many, and those I do have were in there. They’re… they’re gone.’

      Pierre’s face fell. ‘Ah, Mr. Webber, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. I… didn’t know. Don’t worry, sir, we’ll get it back for you. In fact, just a couple of those grenades will do it.’

      With a hefty push the shovel flung the crate’s lid off, splintering. A couple of nails shot off into the mud. Inside was a pile of grenades, their black heads bulging out from long, sandy sticks, surrounded and buried in a bed of straw and hay. Pierre picked two out, holding them like babies that had just soiled themselves.

      ‘Did you…’ began Preston, putting the shovel back into its harness amongst his belts and straps. ‘Did you lose them in the war?’

      ‘Sure,’ I said, looking at this scared and yet eager young man, a kid barely out of school. He hadn’t a clue how bad things would get for him over the next few years. Or maybe he did, and he was making the best of it. ‘Sure, why not.’

      Preston popped the button of one of the satchels hanging over his chest and fumbled around inside. He brought out a tiny photograph of his own, not much bigger than the goofy picture of me in my passport.

      ‘This here’s Lizzy,’ he said, tapping the image of a pretty blonde thing. She was about his age, and smiling. It was starting to crumple and go white in the corners. ‘My sweetheart back home. Well, I guess she is - I haven’t heard from her much of late. But it’s getting harder and harder for letters to make it this far, you know? I’d do anything for her, sir. And I know how important it is to hold on to the little things. Otherwise how else do you remember?’

      He tucked the photograph back into his satchel.

      ‘Now I really had better be getting back,’ he said, turning to head towards the tree-line and the trenches. ‘Otherwise they’ll start thinking I’ve run back to Doncaster.’

      I offered a quick wave goodbye and turned back to Pierre, who was fishing through his rings of keys beside the truck’s passenger-side door.

      ‘You guys really aren’t from around here, are you?’ came Preston’s voice from a little further away. He’d turned around again. ‘’Cause I know that truck was empty when I got here, and seconds later you came spilling out from inside it. I guess the world is getting a hell of a lot bigger, aye?’

      ‘It seems that way at first,’ I replied, ‘but eventually you’ll see that it’s just getting smaller and smaller. Keep yourself safe, alright?’

      ‘Chance would be a fine thing. Don’t suppose you happen to know how much longer all this stuff goes on for, do you?’

      ‘What year is it?’ asked Pierre, not looking up.

      ‘1915. September 8th, if you’re looking for the date.’

      Pierre and I looked at each other.

      ‘A little while yet,’ I said, as Pierre swung open the truck door.

      Preston watched us as we climbed up the step on the outside of the truck, as we stepped through the door and out of his world. He watched as the door closed on an utterly empty cabin. And then, alone once more, he carried his crate back to the hell and noise of the front line.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    

    
      At first I thought we’d stepped into hell, that through some galactic miscalculation Pierre had led us into some pit of eternal, roasting damnation. I suppose with infinite worlds there must be a heaven and a hell - not in the biblical sense of an afterlife, of course, but in the sense that somewhere out there is surely an Earth formed from an endlessly insufferable mound of brimstone.

      But no roasting fires consumed my physical body - or my metaphysical one, as far as I was aware - and no giant devil reared over us with an enormous trident. What did rear over us, however, was an enormous timbre beam, toppling down with all the tact of a cyclops’ club.

      Pierre pushed me to one side and then rolled towards the other, so that the beam crashed down between us and ripped the office door - the very door we’d just stepped back through - into a great many splintered pieces. He stood up quickly, cradling the two grenades to his chest (but with all the discomfort on his face of a man having to breastfeed offal). I, on the other hand, remained on the floor, wondering what the hell had happened whilst we’d been gone.

      Viola’s office was worse than a wreck - it was a wasteland. The desk was riddled with bullet holes; the wine shelf was a jigsaw puzzle of dripping juice and glass; the Gone With The Wind poster was but a charred scrap hanging in a broken frame. Viola was nowhere to be seen, but neither was my briefcase.

      ‘I may have gotten the timing slightly off,’ whimpered Pierre.

      ‘You think?’ I said, climbing to my feet. The ground was starting to feel warm, which I suspected might have had something to do with the fires spreading throughout the waiting room and across the ceiling. ‘Couldn’t you have brought us back to, say, five minutes after we left?’

      ‘I thought I did!’ shouted Pierre over the noise of crackling embers and collapsing supports. ‘How easy do you think all this is? I don’t see you organising much inter-dimensional transportation from over on your high horse.’

      ‘Whatever. Let’s just find Viola, get my briefcase and then go home, preferably before we both get crushed under the weight of the factory, okay?’

      We hopped over the shredded remains of the door and into what remained of the waiting room. Our two chairs were still there, though one was on fire and both had been kicked into opposite corners. They had been kept company by a couple of bodies - one I recognised as the thug who had brought my briefcase up from the interrogation room elsewhere in the factory. He had a hole where his eye should have been. The other I hadn’t seen before, but the insignia of a rat he’d had tattooed on his upper arm gave me a pretty clear idea as to who had been responsible for all the carnage.

      ‘The Diamond Rats,’ I said. Pierre nodded. ‘Do you think Viola is alright? Do you think the Rats have my briefcase?’

      ‘Okay,’ Pierre said, trying to calm me down. ‘First of all, Viola can survive a lot worse than this. For all we know this is her doing - she’s not exactly what one might describe as restrained and she did sent us off to get her grenades, after all. And two, what on Earth would they want your briefcase for? You have an absurdly skewed opinion on how popular your luggage is, you really do.’

      ‘Well somebody already stole it without giving any reason why, it isn’t much of a leap to suspect somebody else might do it! Think! Where might Viola have gone?’

      Pierre snapped his fingers together. ‘The safe room. It’s where your thief is being held - where she kept me captive when she thought I was a spy. The door is three inches of solid iron; if there’s anywhere she’d hole herself up, it would be there. But we’ve no way of knowing for sure.’

      ‘Yes we do,’ I said, and ran back into the burning office. Pierre shouted after me but stopped once he realised what I had in mind. I was quite chuffed with myself, I must admit.

      I made my way over the puddles of embers towards the cabinet Viola kept in the corner. It wasn’t on fire quite yet, though the handles were too hot to touch and I had to pry open its doors using their wooden corners. The television stared back out, blank and with a giant crack running through the middle of its eye.

      Covering my hand with my shirt sleeve, I twisted the television’s knobs, praying that it still held some life deep in its tubes. With a crackle and a worryingly savage pop a grainy image crept onto the screen, wobbled in static waves, then settled on a picture one might choose to loosely describe as clear.

      Viola was pacing up and down the length of her concrete torture chamber, looking more than a little frustrated. She was waving a pistol and gesticulating wildly. The thief was still in his chair, but by the look of his slumped, bruised head had been knocked out pretty soon after Viola had commandeered the room. He certainly wasn’t listening to her.

      ‘I know where they are,’ said Pierre, his words stumbling over one another in their rush to get out of his mouth. ‘Now let’s move before the ceiling comes down on us!’

      We sprinted back out the office and up the stairs, ducking under some exposed piping that bellowed a cloud of boiling steam across our path. As we reached the top the hanging gas lantern exploded behind us, showering the steps with oil and glass.

      If anything the factory floor was worse. Fire ran rampant through the aisles of machinery, which were either melting, glowing an intense red, or ablaze themselves. Great tongues of fire ran along the drive belts and they spun in the wheels above like the whips of a demon, lacerating anything - or anyone - that crossed their paths. Some of the steel girders had collapsed from the roof and walls, and most of the windows had been blown out. It seemed that The Diamond Rats had access to explosives of their own. It looked little better than whatever horror Preston had been destined to return to; bodies burned like rags on a fire; others lay slumped against walls, riddled with holes. Families of rats scuttled and scampered their way out from their nests in droves. A crow seemed content in the chaos, pecking at the eyes of a child lying in the gutter outside.

      ‘There,’ shouted Pierre, his voice barely carrying over the sound of girders clanging against one another. A barrel - presumably of oil - exploded somewhere outside. ‘The stairs on the other side. See them?’

      I confirmed that I could indeed see them, though it was hard with the rising levels of smoke. Some of it billowed out through jagged holes in the roofing, but the rest crowded like clouds above and around us.

      We scurried across the factory floor trying not to touch anything, for all the metal was scorching hot and much of the wood was aflame. The cotton, great reels of the stuff, had been completely burned to ash. My eyes stung something fierce and my lungs felt full of grime and tar. My head started to dance a waltz all to itself. But we dared not leave the confines of the crumbling walls in case any Diamond Rats were patrolling the courtyard, mopping up survivors. As if to confirm our concerns two gunshots rang out, quick and sharp. A second later a window shattered high above, showering the space a little to our left.

      It took a minute of moving slowly, walking in a painful squat, before we reached the opposite side of the room and where Pierre had been pointing. A banister still stood, though flickers of flame danced across its bronze reflection, and through its bars we could see down to where the rickety stairs met a corridor - a corridor that Pierre assured me led to Viola’s armoured interrogation room.

      We descended the flight of stairs two steps at a time, doubling back on ourselves. On the third from bottom my shoe went cracking through the step’s middle, the plank snapping in half and cutting up my ankle with its splintered teeth. I heaved my foot back out as Pierre rushed past, wincing and trying to be thankful that I’d rolled my socks up as high as I had. The cotton felt sticky; I could only hope that the cut wasn’t too bad. God knew when I’d next go to a time period with a proper doctor.

      Pierre motioned for me to be quiet as I approached the corridor. He was standing to one side of the entrance and listening in, so I did the same on the other. Now that I was concentrating on something other than my aching foot, I could hear a couple of people arguing.

      ‘On the upside, sounds like they haven’t got in yet,’ Pierre whispered. From up the corridor came the sound of a boot colliding with metal, followed by an miserable groan. ‘On the downside, most likely neither will we.’

      I dared to peek around the corner. At the end of the narrow corridor, lit only by a single lantern, which miraculously hadn’t yet smashed to pieces on the dusty concrete floor, were two men shaped like upturned pears. Each had arms capable of crushing my head like an even softer exotic fruit. And whilst one of them wielded nothing more terrifying or sinister than a lead pipe torn straight from the wall beside him, the other brandished a revolver - a six-shooter that looked almost comically similar to the ones in the old western movies my dad used to love watching so much. I had a sudden flashback of lying down on the carpet of the living room in my old family home, my father sitting on his leather couch behind me, the two of us daydreaming our way into his dusty old fantasy worlds where men were men and you wouldn’t be seen dead without a waistcoat. My mother tutting from the kitchen whenever a gunslinger blasted half the town away, yet smiling to herself all the same.

      I don’t know what Pierre was doing while I was away with the fairies, but the only thing capable of tearing me from the soft comforts of my memories was a Habborlain Cotton & Yarn sign, about six foot by four, springing free from half of its nuts and nails and coming to a swinging, crashing, screaming stop about twenty feet above us. A screw bounced off my forehead and a shower of plaster and mortar embedded itself in my hair. The sign groaned as if in warning.

      ‘I’m just going to come out and say it: I think it might be time to head home,’ said Pierre, nodding towards the two goons.

      ‘Seriously? This is when you throw in the towel?’

      ‘Well, I’m happy to wait here while you dispose of our friends down the corridor.’

      ‘Why me? You’re the one with grenades.’

      Pierre looked down at the two hand grenades bundled together in his arms. He looked at me, open mouthed.

      ‘What? You want me to kill them? Are you insane? I’m a concierge, not a soldier!’

      ‘Just to be clear - you’re the one taking me across the multiverse, sending us back - or forward, I can’t even tell anymore - to World War One to get some grenades for your homicidal Victorian lady friend, and yet you won’t even save her life with them. And you call me insane? Don’t pretend like you didn’t know what she’d use them for. At least now you can justify it to yourself as a sort of… pre-emptive self-defence.’

      Pierre looked down at his grenades as if pondering them for the first time. Then he looked back up at me.

      ‘No,’ he said.

      ‘How about…’ I tried, spacing each word out as if it would somehow change the magnetism of the dubious moral compass on which we stood, ‘…you light one of them, and then, in order to make sure we don’t blow up and die, I throw it away for you? Wherever seems the safest. For us, I mean.’

      Pierre bit his lip. ‘Well… that would just be self-preservation, wouldn’t it? Can’t have us blowing up so far from home.’

      ‘Or anywhere close to home, for that matter. But exactly. And anyone caught in the blast… well, they shouldn’t be here anyway, should they? Not our fault if they want to go around blowing things up and shooting people and then get themselves hurt in the process.’

      ‘But we wouldn’t be deliberately hurting anyone, right?’

      ‘No, of course not. I’d just throw it where it makes most sense to go. And accidents happen when you set about the destruction of a cotton mill, don’t they? Like grenades going off, I imagine.’

      This makes a twisted form of sense, doesn’t it? Doesn’t it?

      Pierre nodded, slowly. For the first time since I’d approached the reception desk of Le Petit Monde, Pierre had misplaced the confident, commanding gleam that always seemed to dance in his eyes. He looked nothing but lost, which seemed all the more wrong for a man so adept at traversing worlds. He nodded a little while longer, then suddenly pulled the pin from one of the grenades and held it out to me at arm’s length.

      I stared at it.

      ‘I don’t want it,’ I said in a squeak.

      ‘What do you mean, you don’t want it? Just throw it!’ hissed Pierre, his accent growing thicker and more French by the syllable.

      ‘But it might blow my hand off!’ I tried swatting it away. ‘Argh! Think: what would Preston do?’

      With a groan Pierre closed his eyes and, wincing heavily, threw the grenade down the corridor, if only to have nothing more to do with it. With all the bangs and clangs of the collapsing factory neither of the thugs noticed it rolling towards their feet.

      ‘Oh God, I’m a murderer,’ moaned Pierre, sliding down the side of the wall. He had one hand on his face and the other gripping the second grenade a little too tightly for my liking. ‘The Council of Keys will make sure I never step foot in a hotel again…’

      I had an idea. It wasn’t a brilliant one but it was an idea all the same, and it seemed to do the trick.

      ‘Oi, dickheads,’ I shouted. The two thugs broke from their fixation upon the impenetrable metal door and stared at me with faces more blank than untouched snow on a Christmas morning. The goon with the pipe mouthed ‘What the…’ and the one with the revolver raised its muzzle towards me. As I darted back behind cover there came a deafening boom and part of the wall, specifically the part where my head had been only half a second before, disintegrated into a thousand pieces.

      ‘See, you don’t need to feel guilty,’ I shouted to Pierre, who looked up at me from between his fingers. ‘Now it’s self-defen-’

      If I’d considered the first boom to be deafening then the explosion that followed wasn’t just loud - it swallowed all the rest of the sound around it and belched the concoction out ten-fold. It was born out of nothingness, then suddenly it was all there was; a blunt full stop of noise, a condemning punctuation. It came, it went, and all there was in between those two short moments was an almighty sullen thud. Silence did not follow it alone; it came hand in hand with a harsh, high-pitched ringing that drilled far into the depths of my brain. A great wave of dust and rubble had washed down the corridor after, and through the dissipating cloud I could see Pierre lying on his side, trying to dig the sound back out of his ears with his fingers.

      ‘Pierre, are you alright?’ I asked. My words sounded all thick and far away, as if formed of bubbles in a swimming pool. He took my hand and I pulled him to his feet. Luckily, neither of his ears were bleeding.

      ‘Are you alright?’ I repeated. ‘I mean, the corridor… the thugs?’

      Much to my surprise, Pierre swatted my concern away.

      ‘Don’t worry about it. In fact, good riddance!’

      ‘Erm… Are you sure you didn’t get hit by something in the blast?’

      ‘What?’ Pierre looked at me, confused. ‘No, of course not. Why, I just had a little think when I was rolling around on the floor, unable to hear anything. It’s a wonder what deafness can do for your contemplation, I tell you. And I realised: I made a choice. Thanks to that choice, in another world I didn’t throw the grenade and we both died. All things considered, I’d rather be in this one.’

      I let this strange perspective settle in my head.

      ‘So essentially what you’re saying, is that we can kill whoever we want, whenever we want, because we can always justify it as ensuring that it doesn’t happen elsewhere instead?’

      ‘Yeah, I think we should ditch this train of thought at the next available station,’ said Pierre, furrowing his brow. ‘It’s pretty horrible, really. Just think - somewhere out there is a world where you’ve killed everyone on the planet.’

      ‘True, but so have you.’

      ‘It probably all evens out, I suppose.’

      ‘I suppose it does.’

      A huge chunk of plaster dropped down from the roof of the corridor, sending even more dust and grime our way. Something red, sticky and gelatinous dripped after it, which Pierre and I tried not to look at.

      We climbed over the bricks and rubble, making an overt but unspoken effort to avoid anything that bore a passing resemblance to a body part. I’m pretty sure that an eye watched me from a dent in the wall, and something which may once have been an arm reached out from a pile of stones in the corner.

      At the corridor’s end stood the door, or rather, stood a jagged metal hole where once a door had been. The rest had been blown inwards, I presumed, because for the life of me I couldn’t see through all the dust and smoking metal. All except the outside door handle, which had been removed so quickly and viciously that it now occupied a position in the brickwork halfway down the hall.

      We stepped through the gap of bolts and iron shards, not knowing what mess to expect inside.

      ‘Stay back you rotten shit-bags, or I’ll shoot your dicks off,’ came the unhinged yelling of Viola. She came into focus, a wild look in her eyes and yet another pistol pointed in our direction. The interrogation room was split in half, with prison bars running down and along its middle. Viola had barricaded herself behind them.

      ‘Jesus, is that any way to greet a friend?’ asked Pierre, holding his hands up. I did the same, just to be careful. I was barely a friend, after all.

      Viola lowered her gun and laughed. It was an uncharacteristically ethereal sound, like a marshmallow angel sitting on a cloud. Then her face turned to stone.

      ‘Which one of you cretins blew up my door?’

      I pointed at Pierre. I didn’t even mean to, it just came naturally.

      ‘My hero,’ she whimpered, tilting her head and fluttering her eyelashes in a sarcastic swoon. An enormous smile spread across Pierre’s face.

      ‘Ahem,’ I said, from off to the side.

      ‘Ah yes,’ said Pierre, remembering himself. ‘As requested: one grenade. The other… has been put to good use already. May we have Mr. Webber’s briefcase?’

      Viola rolled her eyes and walked to the back of her cell. I approached the bars, my heart growing light at the thought of finally going home, finally going back to something that might resemble normality, no matter how brief that something might be, but drew my hands back quickly, discovering that the bars were coated with a blend of flaking rust and a mysterious, sticky brown glue. Pierre waited patiently, studying the remaining grenade.

      The side on which Pierre and I stood was fairly barren, or at least had been before the metal door had gone cascading through it, digging a trench through the concrete floor and cracking the wall on the opposite side. A couple of plain wooden chairs sat with their backs to the wall facing the bars, and that was about it in regards to the furniture. The cell, on the other hand, was much more interesting.

      Across the back wall were a variety of metal cabinets in a range of shapes and sizes; one of them was open, and inside I could make out thumb-screws and pliers, ice-picks and knives. A frayed rope hung from the inside of the door, and another dangled from one of the pipes running overhead. A bucket of water - or at least what I hoped was water - rested in the far right corner. There was a table to the back and left, on which sat a spanner and my briefcase - scuffed but otherwise no worse for wear. And in the centre of the cell, unspeaking and motionless, was the thief, his scarf coiled round his shoulders and his arms tied around the back of his chair. Blood had caked all down the front of his white shirt - his black jacket had been unzipped to the bottom - and his face was slumped against his chest like a drunk. There was something familiar about him… but I couldn’t put my finger on what is was. Had I passed him in the hotel somewhere - perhaps the lobby, perhaps the restaurant - and not given him a second glance?

      Viola picked up my briefcase, tapping her blunt nails against its leather as if debating whether or not to hand it over. But then she returned to the bars.

      ‘Here you go, sweetie. Time to go-’

      Before any of us could believe what was happening, the thief was up and out of the chair. His ropes dropped to the floor. Like a blur he covered the length of his cell, one hand wrapping the scarf around the lower half of his face and the other snatching at the briefcase in Viola’s hand like a viper launching a deadly strike.

      ‘Watch out!’ yelled Pierre, jumping out of his own chair and wielding his grenade like a club.

      But it was too late. The thief tore the briefcase from Viola’s complacent grip and swung it back with enough force to send her head crashing into the iron bars. She slumped to the floor, dazed and breathing faintly, a trickle of blood running from her forehead.

      He picked up her gun, which had skidded across the floor, and pointed it towards me.

      ‘What are you doing?’ he asked me, backing further away into the cell. It sounded as if he was putting on a deliberately gruff voice. A single black eye looked out from above his scarf. ‘Why in God’s name do you still follow me?’

      ‘What do you mean, what am I doing?’ I said, bewildered. ‘I’m not the one running around the multiverse with another man’s briefcase! Give it back!’

      ‘Jesus. None of the rest were as stubborn as you, you know that? Go back to your world and get on with the rest of your life, for crying out loud. Have a rest of your life, for that matter. Stop chasing after… this.’

      ‘But it’s important!’

      ‘No, it was important. Now, get away from the bars.’

      Pierre and I did as he said. The thief rummaged through his pockets, looked alarmed, and then picked a key from off the table where my briefcase had been.

      ‘There’s nowhere to go, sir,’ said Pierre. ‘There’s no door to go through. Too many holes,’ he added in a whisper, pointing at the gate of the cell.

      ‘Come on, Pierre, you know better than that,’ said the thief, and walked over to the cabinets. With an awkward, tumbling click the door to one of the cabinets swung open, and through it came a gust of dry heat and the sound of birds chirping.

      ‘Please don’t follow,’ he said, bending to fit through the cabinet’s frame. ‘Really. Just go back home - there’s a whole world waiting for you there.’

      ‘Yeah, well hell’s got a room waiting for you, you pigeon-livered wagtail,’ came a voice from the side of the cell. Viola had come around. She drew out a second pistol from the back of her trousers and swung its muzzle in the direction of the thief.

      ‘Viola, no!’ shouted Pierre, but to no avail.

      As the thief slammed the cabinet door behind him, two bullets went screeching through its thin metal. One rattled around the inside of the cabinet until it came to a morose stop; the other went rocketing out the other side and ricocheted off the concrete wall.

      Viola approached the cabinet and kicked it, for good measure.

      ‘For God’s sake, now what do we do?’ I asked, running my hands through my hair.

      ‘Buggered if I care,’ said Viola, unlocking the cell door and stepping into our half of the room. ‘I’ve got a reputation to rebuild, not to mention a factory. Grenade,’ she added, her hand outstretched.

      Pierre handed the explosive over, and then she was gone through the hole in the metal door. Pierre looked down the corridor after her, then walked into the cell with me.

      ‘Well?’ I opened the cabinet door, half expecting a new world to be waiting beyond. It wasn’t. ‘What do we do next? Where do we go from here?’

      Pierre shrugged. ‘Maybe we go home,’ he said.

      ‘Oh no, we’re not stopping here. We just blew some people up, for God’s sake. You want that to be for nothing? Or shall I send that complaint to your superiors? Maybe I’ll write a bad TripAdvisor review to go with it.’

      ‘You wouldn’t dare.’

      ‘Try me. This whole escapade was your idea, remember.’

      ‘Fine. Fine. Tell you what. This time we’ll do it your way, how about that?’

      ‘My way? What’s my way?’

      ‘Aside from moping about and forming unhealthy attachments to portable items of storage, you mean? You asked me why we didn’t just go to where the thief was going to turn up and catch him by surprise. Well, now you’ll get that chance.’

      He opened the cabinet door, watching the way the light fell through the two bullet holes.

      ‘Or at least you will if I can get this to work. We may have to use another door.’ He waggled a finger through one of the holes. ‘One of the other cabinets should do, but accuracy might take a hit.’

      I sat on the table while Pierre listened to the door. I was beginning to find the sight of a man in concierge’s uniform doing unexpected things in unusual places a little too normal for my liking.

      ‘Sorry if all this is keeping you from the front desk,’ I said, trying to repair the fraying tapestry of our tenuous relationship.

      ‘Oh, they won’t even notice I’m gone,’ he replied.

      ‘Really? I’m sure they will. You’re very… professional.’

      ‘Thank you. But really, they won’t notice. It’s still a little before midnight there, so I’ve only been gone five minutes.’

      ‘What? How? It’s been hours since we left. Yeah, look,’ I said, showing him my watch, ‘it says quarter to three in the morning.’

      ‘Sure, a few hours have passed since we left. But not there. All the time has been spent, well, here or there or elsewhere. But none of it back at home, believe me.’

      ‘I’m not sure I follow.’

      ‘Okay. How best to explain?’ He rapped at the cabinet with his knuckles, listening for the echo. ‘You know much about space-time? How time and space are kind of stitched together into a curvy four-dimensional fabric?’

      ‘I do now.’

      ‘Okay. So if you walk across this room, for example, you cross a physical distance. You also cross a time-distance - however long it takes you to get from one side to the other. You following?’

      I nodded.

      ‘But if you walk across this room, you’re not also walking across a room back in your old world, are you?’

      ‘And therefore I’m not crossing any time back there either,’ I said, sort of understanding it. I think. ‘So is everything back home just… paused?’

      Pierre contemplated this.

      ‘In a way, I guess,’ he said. ‘But only from our perspective, not theirs. Imagine a film reel stretched out from start to finish. Sure, you could take a break from watching at any point you wanted… but that doesn’t change the fact that the story still plays out in either direction.’

      Pierre stood up straight, nodded, and moved to the adjacent cabinet.

      ‘Ready to go? Just this one last time, mind you.’

      ‘Just one last time,’ I agreed, then drew in a harsh breath as I put pressure back on my ankle.

      With a swish of his keys the cabinet opened. Out from that world of dirt and violence we stepped, into one in which I finally got my briefcase.
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      The heat wrapped around me like a sandpaper fire blanket, smothering and suffocating as it crawled, sand-like, down my throat. I could feel sweat running down the length of my spine quicker than my eyes could adjust to the new world around me.

      Pierre was to my left, holding open a massive flap of grey-brown material so that I could pass through. His other hand shielded his eyes from a sun that was far brighter than any I’d experienced, and if it wasn’t for the ambient soundscape of men talking and walking about in the distance I would have believed we’d travelled to a whole other planet.

      Great trees reared up to greet a clear blue sky, a sky barely visible between gaps in the rooftop canopy. Greens and browns danced in a never-ending waltz, a kaleidoscope of shades and tones quite unimaginable, and certainly done no service by the magazines and documentaries back home. Yellow petals blossomed from vines that snaked their way up trunks as thick as Roman pillars. Actual snakes, I swear as long as a garden hose, did the same, creeping with all the hurry of a summer cloud. Leaves opened out from the undergrowth - leaves as long as my arm, as wide as my belly and as bright green as a baby’s bile. Some of them had weird antennae leering out from their stigma, like strange alien bugs hungry for a passing snack. I decided to keep my hands to myself. I didn’t want to brush something unpleasant, or barbed.

      ‘God, I wish I’d brought some aspirin,’ said Pierre, letting the fold of material flop back down. ‘I can just tell this sun is going to give me a headache.’

      I looked behind us, realising that the flap was the door to a tent. It was a great big thing, about the size of a small bungalow, and, once the door had fallen past its frame and erased the world beyond, I could see into its depths. There was a large wooden table, covered in paper maps and compasses. A bed lay in the far corner, draped in a bridal veil of mosquito nets. Before the door came to a rippling stop I caught a glimpse of an ornate globe, which I had no doubt doubled as a liquor cabinet.

      ‘I don’t know about tablets, but I’m pretty sure we could find you some medicine in there,’ I said, nodding towards the globe.

      ‘No need,’ said Pierre, fishing around in one of his pockets. In a uniform that lean, I don’t know where he had room for anything. ‘I brought my own.’ He brought out a miniature bottle of red wine, pulled out its protruding cork and took a sip. He nodded approvingly, and tossed me a bottle of my own.

      ‘Where the hell did you get these?’ I asked.

      ‘Viola’s office, while you were fiddling with the television. Seemed a shame to let good wine go to waste, what with the rest all smashed up.’

      I pocketed my bottle; it was too warm to drink red. In front of a roaring fire was one thing - under the gaze of a burning sun was another.

      ‘I hope it’s not too presumptuous of me to say, but you two gentlemen look more than a trifle lost.’

      The voice was grand, the sort you’d imagine coming from a British battle-commander of old. And the face from which it emitted fit the exact same picture; stoic, broad, determined, and with a moustache that drifted well beyond the outline of his head. Its tips curled quite deliberately. Strands of white hair crept out from his ears and nostrils. Finer threads wove their way out from under a classic pith helmet. And his outfit matched; a white shirt broke the monotony of brown - a simple tie tucked away between the buttons - and contrasted with black boots, which reached up to his knees. A belt of ammunition circled his waist and a hunting rifle clung to his back, its strap in a diagonal hug across his chest. It looked like the sort one would take down an elephant with, and it struck me that it most likely had.

      ‘Hello sir,’ said Pierre, stretching out his hand. The explorer shook it, not unwelcomely. ‘I’m Pierre and this is Mr. Webber, and lost might not be entirely incorrect an adjective. This is Peru, am I right?’

      ‘You’d be hard-pushed to be wrong; I’m surprised you got this far through the jungle if you don’t even know which country you’re in. The name’s Montgomery. Manning Montgomery. It’s my camp you’ve wandered yourselves into.’

      ‘And a lovely camp it is too, sir,’ said Pierre. He turned towards me. ‘We’re a little further from where we want to be than I intended, but only a little. We’ve got plenty of time before the thief comes through, so not to worry.’

      ‘Why would I? Everything’s gone so smoothly this far.’

      ‘I don’t know where the hell you fellows came from, but it sounds to me like you could catch a break,’ interrupted Montgomery. ‘Come with me and I’ll show you the expedition.’

      We looked at each other and shrugged. What harm could it do?

      ‘And we’ll get the doctor to take a look at your ankle.’ He seemed amused by my surprise. ‘You’re walking funny and your sock is stuck to your leg with a great deal more than sweat. You don’t want to get an infection out here, believe you me.’

      We followed him away from what I assumed was his private tent and towards the encampment in the opposite direction. I took my jacket off, realising that my shirt was completely stuck to my skin, and folded it over my right arm. Manning Montgomery must have thought our outfits to be completely ludicrous, considering the locale, but his mind must have found a way to mould itself around the strange reality that presented itself to him. A man in a suit and a man in concierge’s uniform - what else would you wear to deepest, (not so) darkest Peru?

      A path of sorts had been hacked through the foliage, the grass and fallen leaves trampled underfoot. It led to a clearing, in which a whole host of other tents had been established into a miniature village of sorts. There were small ones, big ones, one which was merely a marquee. Men of all shapes and sizes, but almost all of them dressed in similar get-up to Montgomery, were busying themselves with this or that - packing crates, unpacking crates, drawing circles on maps, checking compass bearings, dismantling hammocks, blowing on ammunition, cleaning their rifles and organising rations. A pony watched from the corner, chewing on a leaf.

      ‘You’ve caught us just as we’re about to head out from camp, unfortunately. Go on, take a crate. Sit.’

      Pierre and I perched ourselves on the crates he was gesturing towards. I thought I could hear something snuffling around inside.

      ‘We’re headed for the fabled Machu Picchu, or so our Spanish point-man tells me. Perchance we can reclaim it for the British Empire. Be a damn good cause for celebration, wouldn’t it chaps?’

      Pierre and I nodded and agreed that it would.

      ‘Though between you and me, I wouldn’t be against pushing on a little further; Tampukancha, perhaps, or even somewhere no white man has set foot before. They say there are still tribesmen stalking these here jungles, and with them tribeswomen,’ he said, knowingly. ‘Not to mention colossal temples of gold and red rubies as big as your head. There’s nothing quite like jumping into the unknown, is there boys?’

      ‘There certainly isn’t,’ I agreed. Then I drew another sharp intake of breath, as my ankle made its dislike of the heat well-known.

      ‘Jonesy? Jones? Where is that blasted doctor?’ shouted Montgomery, looking around the camp. A couple of men glanced up from their sweaty labour but none carried the look of a man of medicine.

      ‘Coming, Captain Montgomery,’ said a stout little man hurrying from around the back of a nearby tent. He looked like a normal, slim man had been neatly squashed by the hand of God, so that all his features were slightly wider than they should have been. I’d have pegged him at around fifty, maybe sliding into sixty, and he peered out at the world through rheumy eyes magnified by thick lenses. Braces strapped his trousers up over the bulge of his stomach. His sleeves had, of course, been rolled up past his elbows.

      ‘There you are, Jonesy,’ said Montgomery, slapping him on the back. Jones had to push his glasses back up his nose to keep them from falling off. ‘We have a couple of unexpected guests, and one of them seems to have had a spot of bother with his ankle. Could you take a look at it, good sir?’

      ‘I certainly can, Captain Montgomery. Come on chap,’ he said, turning to stare at me with his eyes like watery egg whites, ‘roll down your sock and take your shoe off. There’s no women here to see.’

      I did as he said, popping my brogue onto the patch of soil beside me. The sock was reluctant to quit hugging my leg, and was as hard to peel off as a fresh plaster. It too went onto the soil, where it may well still lie to this day.

      The doctor nodded and opened a little bag he’d brought with him. ‘Well, it’s not infected, at least not yet. And it’s a relatively light set of cuts, too. Just needs some attention and dressing.’

      To me, it looked like a cat had scratched my leg - albeit, a cat with two-inch claws. Three lines, almost parallel to one another, looking like a bloody roman numeral, running down towards the ball of my foot.

      Jones pulled out a little bottle of alcohol and what must have been regarded as a clean cloth around those parts, then disinfected the latter. He wiped the stray blood from around my foot and then dabbed at the cuts. I could feel the inside of my flesh burning; my muffled groans made everyone else very aware of that fact, too.

      ‘Chin up,’ said the doctor, discarding the used cloth back into his bag, ‘there’s a man over there who lost a leg to the Scarlet Itch. I don’t see him complaining.’

      There was a man laid out across a table on the far side of the clearing, the stump of his leg wrapped in blood-soaked bandages. He certainly wasn’t complaining. He wasn’t doing a great deal of breathing, either.

      The doctor pulled out a reel of bandages from his bag - as with Pierre’s pockets, I haven’t a clue how his little satchel could hold so much - and proceeded to wrap it around my ankle. ‘Round and round it goes,’ muttered the doctor. ‘Over and under and around and around.’

      He stood up, his knees popping like firecrackers.

      ‘You can put your shoe back on now,’ he said, closing the latches on his bag. ‘Your ankle might itch or even sting but leave it well alone, else it won’t heal. You shouldn’t even be left with a scar.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I said, and meant it. My shoe went back on easily enough, the girth of the bandages replacing that of my sticky, forgotten sock.

      ‘Right, we really must be off,’ said Montgomery as Jones went back to whatever ailment he’d been treating round the back of the tent. ‘Peoples to bring under the British flag, and all that. But tell you what. I can tell you two are gentlemen of honour, so why don’t you stay at the camp a while… until you’ve found your bearings, at least. A few of our group will be staying put a couple days longer.’

      ‘Actually, we have somewhere we need to be,’ said Pierre, getting to his feet. ‘Which direction are you headed?’

      Montgomery went to point in one direction, pursed his lips, then kept his finger pointing directly up.

      ‘Richard?’ he called out. ‘Richard? What’s our compass bearing going forward?’

      A slim, clean-shaven man looked up from drawing lines and circles on a map. ‘North-north west, sir. Then a more northerly route, after about forty miles.’

      ‘Perfect!’ exclaimed Pierre. ‘That’s just the way we’re going. For a bit, at least. Mind if we tag along with your expedition, Captain Manning Montgomery? The more the merrier, right?’

      The captain looked at the two ‘men’ in front of him. At least one of them was in a uniform of sorts, though a man with a bandaged ankle would hardly quicken the exploratory process.

      ‘Are you sure you can… keep up?’ asked Montgomery, pulling his best impression of a headmaster. ‘It’s tiring work, the jungle. Not for women or the faint of heart. And don’t expect it to be anything like home.’

      ‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ I said. ‘Nothing has felt like home for quite some time.’

      ‘Well, who am I to turn away a budding explorer or two? Fall in line with the other chaps and follow their lead. I’m warning you though: this isn’t your average stroll across Hampstead Heath. I take no responsibility for your safety, nor for any deaths that may arise as a result of my decisions or actions.’

      ‘Do we get rifles?’ I asked.

      ‘Did you bring one?’ he replied.

      ‘No?’

      ‘Then I imagine not. Now quickly, we’re running behind schedule as it is.’

      We hurried over to where the rest of his group were gathered, kicking mud and adjusting their helmets. Montgomery marched to the front. He shouted something he seemed to deem expected of him - ‘Onwards, lads,’ or words to that effect, I wasn’t paying much attention - and the troupe began to stomp its way through the foliage, deeper and deeper still.
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      After about an hour of walking in what would, verbally at least, be considered silence, and after a millipede with legs as big as garden worms wriggled its way around an overhanging tree branch and dangled, threatening to drop onto the top of my head, I’d had enough. I was hot, I was scratched and cut, and with the realisation that it should have been about four or five in the morning back at home came a whole tidal wave of tiredness, washing me off my raft of adrenaline and up onto a shore of grumpiness. And like sand, it was getting everywhere.

      ‘Where the bloody hell are we going?’ I asked, trying to peer ahead through the jungle. Montgomery had been carving his way through a wall of flora and trees and grasses that rose higher than my head, guided only by his cartographer, Richard. Pierre broke out from whatever waking dream he’d been enjoying and aimed a furrowed brow in my direction.

      ‘Where we’re supposed to,’ he said. He raised a flask of water he’d pilfered from the base camp and poured a little into his mouth before offering it to me. I accepted and took a couple of conservative gulps. They tasted how a massage feels after a long day.

      ‘Quiet at the rear,’ came Montgomery’s booming voice, far louder than either of ours had been. He continued to hack at leaves as big as lorry wheels, with a machete as long as my arm and the enthusiasm of a samurai on steroids. ‘There are beasts unseen in the undergrowth. You wouldn’t want to make them feel threatened.’

      No I certainly didn’t. In all our walking I hadn’t seen anything particularly dangerous, but that was all the more worrying. What if what I had seen was the danger lurking all around us? Or what if there was danger all around, but I just couldn’t see it amongst the thick jungle? There could have been velociraptors in amongst the grass, for all I knew.

      The plants at ground level grew as tall as trees back home, their petals all the colours of the rainbow and maybe a few more. At one point a hummingbird had landed on one plant’s middle, thirsty for the water that had pooled into its flute-like stem. But it clamped shut the second the bird hovered within its walls, sending a squirt of blood above the heads of our expedition and swallowing the lifeless body down to be digested. I could have watched the latter in silhouette through its thin, green membrane, but elected not to.

      Elsewhere I’d heard monkeys yapping away to one another in the treetops, and even saw one as he swung from canopy to crown. He was small, made more of arms and feet than he was body. A butterfly with the wingspan of a crow fluttered down onto a strange, spindly tree to our right, and thankfully remained uneaten. What looked like a fat relative of the mouse scampered over the feet of a few men behind us, sending up shrieks, which none could look back at with pride.

      Another millipede crawled out from a rock as we passed, sending shivers all down my spine. It had too many parts, all working in tandem yet waggling on their own accord.

      ‘You’re lucky I had a nap before dinner,’ I whispered to Pierre, ‘otherwise I’d really be in a foul mood.’

      ‘Lucky, am I?’ hissed Pierre, in more of a shout than a whisper. ‘Poor you, having a nap. I’d been working the front desk since seven a.m., so by now I’m probably approaching a twenty-four hour shift. As strange as it might seem, I would have much rather gone to bed than chase after a briefcase until my eyes grew dry enough to crumble out of my head. Lucky me, indeed.’

      ‘That’s hardly my fault. Your hotel should have better standards of security. Who knows what sort of vagabond might come bursting through any one of those doors? What if I’d been sleeping, or in the bath?’

      ‘Then perhaps I’d be wrapped up in my bed right this very moment, a half-empty cup of cocoa cooling on my bedside table. Quit your whining already, you’ll get your pictures back.’

      ‘Hey chaps,’ said one of the explorers behind us, his rifle shaking in his hands. He was squat like the doctor, not at all how the younger me had imagined the brave explorers of old. ‘Do you reckon you could keep it down a little? A couple of us guys are getting the willies.’

      ‘Getting the jitters, eh?’ I said, not giving into my irritability in the slightest. I’m ashamed to say I was mocking his accent a little, too. ‘Gone a bit shy-bladder, have you?’

      ‘Well, yes, actually,’ said his friend, an unnaturally tall and thin gentleman who seemed to be being consumed by his own clothing. ‘We have to be as quiet as possible otherwise we risk disturbing the wildlife, or worse… the locals. Timothy didn’t keep hush, and we all know how that turned out.’

      ‘No we don’t. What happened to Tim?’

      The two explorers looked at each other, uneasily.

      ‘He got dragged off by a herd of monkeys and had his skull caved in,’ said the short one in a whisper. ‘They ate his brain. Or at least, that’s what I’ve heard they do.’

      ‘A herd?’ said the tall one, his helmet hanging lopsided from his bullet-shaped head. ‘Monkeys don’t come in herds, you glocky mug! A troop, barrel or tribe, perhaps, even a cartload, but a herd? My God. You’re a right moose, you know that?’

      ‘I said quiet back there!’ boomed Captain Montgomery once more, not once taking his eyes off the wall of soon-to-be-dissected plant life ahead of him. ‘Do none of you clouts understand that even the slightest noise might-’

      From out of the brush came an almighty guttural roar, and then the grass to our left fanned apart as a beast all orange and black barrelled out towards us. Eleven feet long or more, it sprung through our group with its tail outstretched like a striped javelin, grabbing the shorter of our two explorer friends in its enormous maw and shaking him while the rest of us watched, stunned and inept. His words all bled into one another, running into a gargled scream that continued long after the monster had carried him back into the depths of the jungle, leaving nothing behind but a spray of claret, a lonely boot and a sea of terrified faces.

      ‘Tiger!’ screamed one of the explorers towards the back, turning tail. And then that was it; half of the expedition bolted back the way we had just trekked whilst the other rushed forwards in a stampede, crushing each other in a bid not to be left at the rear.

      ‘Jesus-freaking-Christ,’ I shouted to nobody except myself, and joined them. Pierre was already nearing the front, his flailing limbs hacking his own way through the foliage, so I followed his makeshift path. I saw somebody fall in the mud, toppled by the weight of the desperate men behind him, and I did not see him get up again.

      Captain Montgomery was waving his machete all the more erratically in his own attempt to escape the mad rush. He almost took Pierre’s ear off as he approached.

      ‘Montgomery!’ shouted Pierre, ducking under another swing. ‘What are we doing? You have guns, shoot the damn thing!’

      The captain looked as if he’d just had a brilliant idea, as if the first crack of dawn had emerged across the nighttime of his mind.

      ‘Men,’ he commanded, holding his machete out towards them. They stopped advancing. ‘Unsling your rifles and take aim at the beast. He can’t take all of us, and when he moves to strike we’ll cut him down. Understand?’

      The men whimpered a somewhat agreeable response and did as he said. However, they each continued trying to be the person furthest from the front, which meant the whole group resembled an amorphous blob trying to get to grips with the art of walking. Bit by bit they edged along a path they had yet to carve into the jungle, tripping up equally over vines, roots and their own feet.

      Neither of us having guns, Pierre and I kept close to Captain Montgomery, who refused to draw his own rifle for reasons I can only assume were related to rank, for anything else would have proven him remarkably stupid.

      There was silence. It was deafening.

      ‘Well, it seems like it’s-’

      And then it was back, tearing towards the front row of explorers without the slightest glint of fear in its yellow eyes, its lips rolled back to reveal rows of dazzling white fangs. Each step from its huge paws shook the ground with hollow thuds that echoed through the trees like a barrage of tribal drums.

      All of the explorers opened fire, with little success. Some had clearly never used a gun before - not that I was a particularly great judge of shooting ability, mind - for as soon as they’d let off their first shot they did nothing but pepper the leaves of the canopy above them, their eyes shut and mouths open. Those who managed to keep their rifles pointed in the right direction couldn’t say the same for their bullets, which flew into trees, soil, rocks and even a lizard that had the misfortune to wander across the path - everything except the tiger itself.

      Lucky for us, then, that the tiger had considerably more sense than any one of my dozen-strong entourage. It darted back amongst the trees before probability could insist it be hit. Slowly, like an old tap dripping to a stop, the rifles drew silent.

      ‘Keep your eyes to the sides, men,’ said Montgomery, and the whole group began to creep their way backwards again. With all their rifles pointed in every direction other than down, we now resembled a huge and lethargic hedgehog. But in the minutes that followed - minutes that dragged on like hours, mind - the tiger did not return, and, after a close call when somebody stepped on a twig and almost had his face rearranged in the ensuing panic, we edged ourselves into a clearing beside a river.

      The tree line stopped about ten metres short of the river. Dried-out grass and hay had been laid out across the mud, crossing over and over like a lattice. The river was long and wide, and flowed in its gentle rhythm, lapping around rocks and through the roots of mangroves. It was a natural brown, picking up clumps of dirt from the channel as it passed like a fat socialite snatching cocktail sausages from a buffet table.

      The expedition team hurried into the clearing, panting and holding on to their helmets.

      ‘Good work, lads,’ boomed Montgomery. He stared out across the vista with his hands on his hips and his legs spread apart. ‘A good deal of ground covered, and we faced down a tiger without so much as a scratch.’

      ‘Sir,’ said the chap with the bullet-shaped head, wringing his hands together, ‘half our team went running back to camp and Little Will got eaten.’

      ‘A minor bump in the road to discovery, my friend,’ said Montgomery, slapping the tall explorer on the back. ‘And one that won’t be forgotten when history tells our story. Now, Richard… Richard? Ah, there you are. Which way now?’

      ‘This is madness,’ I whispered to Pierre whilst the team tried to work out where they were. We’d both instinctively wandered down the riverside, further away from the trees. ‘I’m done with all this. Finished. You were right. Let’s just go home.’

      ‘Go home? What, do you see a door that I don’t? Like it or not, we’re stuck here until we find one, which just happens to be where we’re going.’

      He looked over my shoulder. His eyes grew curious.

      ‘But perhaps it won’t take us all that long,’ he said.

      He walked past me, and at first I couldn’t see what he was so intrigued by. There was just a knot of roots and rotten leaves, sinking into the river. But then it came into focus; there, amongst the trees and shades of browns and greens, was a canoe. I wandered over to Pierre and helped him wipe the mess from off of it.

      ‘Our destination is downstream,’ said Pierre, picking up a dead frog by its leg and throwing it into the river. ‘We can ditch this mad bunch and head straight there.’

      ‘Nice spot,’ I said, inspecting the canoe. It had been carved from well-worn wood, but polished nicely. Plus there weren’t any holes that I could see. ‘Whose do you think it is?’

      ‘A local’s, probably.’ Pierre started to push it into the river; the mud was greedy, but slowly and surely the canoe started to float. He pointed a thumb in the direction of Captain Montgomery and his crew. ‘Do you think we should say goodbye?’

      ‘Well if they’re angry that we’ve taken it, at least they’ll be stuck here,’ I said, climbing into the rear of the canoe. ‘And why bother? Unless we found him an ancient temple, I don’t think Montgomery would remember we were here at all.’

      Pierre splashed through the water and hopped into the other end of the canoe. I fished out a pair of oars and, taking one each, we set of down the wide and twisting river.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    

    
      If you’ve ever been stung by a horsefly, you’ll know that it feels like having a deranged nurse give you a flu jab when you’re least expecting it. At that moment in time, drifting down what could well have been the Amazon, it felt as if every unhinged medical practitioner on the planet were trying to inoculate me from whatever infectious disease they could shake a thermometer at.

      It was beautiful though, which I noticed when I wasn’t wiping the splattered remains of airborne vermin from off of my skin and suit. The river was lined with trees that fought one another in a race to the cloudless sky; the sun skimmed through their leaves and fell in ribbons across the sea of forest and flora. It shattered like diamonds across the stillness of the water and kissed our canoe a hundred shades of gold and brown. Birds sang amongst the canopies, the river rocked against its riverbanks, and at more narrow moments vines hung like welcome banners above our heads, used as rope bridges by little white-footed mice and as jungle-gyms by the monkeys.

      Pierre and I kept a good and silent pace; I paddled to the left and he to the right, always in unison unless we needed to turn from the banks and their curious, creeping and pale mangrove roots. We’d settled into a steady drift, having both built up a heavy sweat under the direct sun.

      The further down the river we went the more clearly I could see into its depths. Fish as fat as dogs went swimming beneath us in schools of a dozen or more, some a dazzling silver, others as bleak as shadows. At one point I saw a turtle, paddling its way across the riverbed. A few minutes later I saw something just as scaled and a magnitude more deadly go gliding into the river from its resting spot upon a nearby log, and thanked my lucky stars, wherever they’d hidden themselves, that it didn’t come our way.

      ‘So why the rush to get back to your room before midnight?’ asked Pierre, resting his oar across his lap so that its end dripped above the water. ‘I can understand why you’d want your pictures back; they’re your memories, your life…’

      ‘My one hold left on a world that has otherwise slipped away,’ I added.

      ‘Exactly. But why midnight? What could possibly be so important that it couldn’t wait until the morning?’

      I don’t know whether it was the afternoon heat or if I’d reached some uncharted level of exhaustion - perhaps it was something else entirely - but I couldn’t keep up a pretence any longer. The truth was truth, and like gas it’s always better out than in. At any rate, none of it seemed to matter much, not anymore.

      ‘My family - my wife and son - died, as you know. It was a car accident, and… I don’t know if it was my fault or not. Honestly, I don’t. We were up in Scotland and we hadn’t any clue it was going to snow - when does it ever, right? But it snowed and it snowed, until I don’t think I was even driving on the road any more. I guess I should have pulled over or something, I don’t know… There wasn’t anywhere to stop. Not really. Not unless you count the petrol station, but then what use was that? We’d have been stranded, and it wasn’t far to the hotel so I thought, why not? Why not keep going? The roads were empty, and of course now I understand why, even though I was going slow. I guess you can always go slower. Sorry, I’m just rambling.’

      ‘No, it’s okay. Please go on.’

      ‘So I was driving down these roads,’ I continued, feeling a constant urge to scratch my nose, ‘and some of them are getting pretty narrow. We’re not talking the M25 here, after all; these roads aren’t built for heavy traffic. It’s night now, so all I can see is what my fog lights are picking up… most of which is just snow. Snow on the ground, snow peppering the air. Trees rising up on either side, sometimes growing right there next to the road, sometimes growing from quite a distance below us. It’s difficult to tell when all you can pick out is the road right in front of you. Anything else is just… filler, you know? Incidental background noise, irrelevant to where you’re going.

      ‘Anyway, at some point or another we spun out. I wasn’t trying to avoid hitting a deer or swerving to dodge a truck that was hogging too much road, nothing like that - I just skidded on some ice. It was that simple, that unfair. The whole world went spinning… and then it stopped. We went crashing into a tree and the car near enough wrapped itself around it. When I came around… Well, I was the only one to do so.’

      ‘I’m sorry, George. I don’t…’ Pierre visibly slumped. ‘I haven’t got any family, none that I keep in touch with at least. I can’t even imagine how horrible that must have been for you.’

      ‘No,’ I said, honestly, ‘I can’t imagine you can. So that all happened three years ago. Three years ago today… or three years to the day back in our world, at least. I was… mourning them. It needed to be that day. It needed to be.’

      Pierre’s face went from sad to thoughtful, to confused, to horrified.

      ‘Wait… you weren’t planning to kill yourself, were you?’

      I sighed. ‘I don’t know.’ I put my head in my hands and shut my eyes as if that might have stopped the answer from leaking out of me. ‘Yes. Yes, I was.’

      ‘For God’s sake, why?’ shouted Pierre. A flock of exotic birds erupted from a nearby tree. ‘I mean, I completely understand how miserable you might feel, but ending it all? Jesus, Mr. Webber. There are other options.’

      ‘Like what? Counselling? Therapy? I don’t want to come to terms with losing my family, Pierre. I don’t want to wipe the slate clean and get off with nothing but the occasional bad dream. I don’t deserve that. I was the one driving the car, I was the one who kept driving. If there was anyone who should have died three years ago, it should have been me.’

      ‘It should have been nobody, George. What happened was a tragedy, but it wasn’t your fault. And killing yourself won’t bring them back, nor will it pay off some cosmic force, or karma, or whatever bullshit debt you think you need to balance. Nobody just walks away from something like that, and talking to someone won’t magically make you happy. But there’s a whole world out there that’s still waiting for you, if only you’d-’

      ‘A whole world? Pierre, there’s nothing left. The world has lost its colour. It doesn’t matter how beautiful the sights are, how friendly or interesting its people might be - this world stopped being for me the moment I lost everything I cared about. When my world died.’

      ‘Mr. Webber…’

      ‘No, Pierre. Do you understand how awful it is, to wake up each morning and know the pillow next to yours is cold? To have to remind yourself that she’s not there anymore, that she’s not in the bathroom, or fixing herself a snack, but gone? To dream of playing with your kid, going to a theme park or picking them up from school, only to wake to a reality where you don’t just not have a child, but to have had a child and seen them die? You don’t just talk your way out of having that image sewn into your mind, believe me. Every goddamn day is the exact same - wear a fake smile, walk a forced routine, push the guilt down as deep as it’ll go… rinse and repeat. Nothing has flavour, nothing has life. Nothing. I’m so goddamn tired of it. I’m done.’

      Pierre didn’t reply, he just looked down towards where my shoes were.

      ‘I just wanted to say my goodbyes,’ I added.

      ‘Do you still want to?’ Pierre asked.

      I shrugged. ‘Yes… No… I don’t know. Right now I just want to get my pictures back.’

      ‘I’ll help you do that much, Mr. Webber. There’s no harm in a man having his memories, least of all if they’re your last ones left. But not if it means you’re going to end it all.’ He shook his head, slowly. ‘And certainly not in my hotel. You want to do that, you go somewhere cheap.’

      An abrupt thud came from the side of the canoe. At first I thought we’d collided with a floating branch - and then came the cold fear that said floating branch would actually be the return of the alligator I’d seen sunbathing a few minutes before - but nothing was in the water… Nothing I could see, at least. And then I noticed a protruding stick, aptly sticking out from the side of the wood. I flicked it, and it twanged.

      ‘Tell me this was there before we got in,’ I said to Pierre, trying to keep calm. The other side of the canoe had bulged inwards, splintering from what I was coming to realise had been an impact. From the end of the stick dangled a red feather, which swayed as we drifted along. ‘Please tell me this is the canoe equivalent of a spoiler.’

      Another arrow missed my knee by less than an inch, choosing to bury itself deep in the opposite side of our primitive pirogue. This too had a red and angry feather on its end.

      ‘Row!’ shouted Pierre.

      The rest of the arrows came flying our way the second we picked up our oars. Most fell short, leaving ripples in the river like the first drops of rain in the spring, but one or two almost hit their mark. Unless their mark was the fat end of my oar, in which case they scored a perfect bullseye.

      ‘Who the hell is shooting at us?’ I screamed. I could only see where the arrows were coming from - the dense wall of trees on the other side of the river.

      ‘Who do you think?’ he yelled back, ducking under a rather fabulous-looking projectile. ‘Probably the people whose canoe we stole, if I were to hazard a guess.’

      We rowed faster and faster; I could feel the water push back against my oar as if it belonged to the tribesmen - which I guess it did, in a way - begging us to stay and be perforated. Still the arrows came flying, but gradually they fell only as far as the waters behind us and, as we rounded the next bend in the river, soon they stopped falling at all.
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        * * *

      

      About ten minutes later, when my arms felt as stiff as the oar they rowed - stiff enough to hang a coat from, as my grandmother used to say - Pierre pointed out the muddy shore onto which we were to disembark.

      I’m not sure which idea filled me with more of the jitters; winding our way along a river infested with long, snapping jaws and fish that could fillet me in under ten seconds, or venturing back into the very jungle which only moments before had been spitting feathered death towards us. But Pierre said this was where the door would be, and whichever way led to home sounded just peachy.

      I’m not an exotic man. The back of my neck felt red raw, worse even than the time I’d gone a week in Parga, Greece without suntan lotion. And this time I didn’t even had a pathetic little straw hat to hide under.

      We let the canoe drift into the mud of the bank, then jumped from its tip to avoid splashing back into the river. Pierre went first, then helped me up and over. Upon me leaving it, the canoe drifted back into the gentle current of the river, spun around in a weak goodbye, then flowed from out of sight.

      ‘Let’s hurry,’ whispered Pierre, crouching beside a thin and thorny bush. I did the same, though I’m not sure it was really necessary. ‘We’re still making good time, but I’d hate for us to miss our window.’

      We pushed through the undergrowth. A prickly leaf scratched the back of my hand. A vine, slick and oily, draped across the back of my sunburnt neck and sent a confusing mix of pain and surprise spilling out from my mouth. Pierre shot a stern look in my direction and mimed that if I didn’t shut up he’d shove my bloody bandage down my throat and string me up in a tree for the pumas to eat. Or a gesture to that effect, at least.

      There were monkeys following us overhead. Or at least I’d hoped they were following us, rather than running away from something else.

      When we eventually reached a circular clearing I was a little confused as to what I was seeing. A giant wooden watch tower had been bolted and cemented into the earth, and stretched high above the canopies of the trees that ringed around us. It looked a hell of a lot more modern than I would have expected. Sunlight blinded me as it streamed from off its glass windows and I swear that it had power cables running down its supports. Yet it had been ravaged by time and enslaved by the jungle; thick leaves clung to its sides, resembling a busy garden trellis, and vines had begun to pull away at its balcony’s railings. Planks of white painted wood lay scattered and splintered around its base.

      ‘I thought nobody had been here before?’ I asked. ‘Why else would Captain Montgomery believe he was discovering it?’

      ‘Oh, they’ve never been here before. But whenever people try to discover a new land there’s usually somebody already there, somebody who’s been discovering it for a good few millennia or so.’

      ‘Yeah, but they’re usually a less… developed society than the one that comes looking. This looks very… very…’

      ‘Impressive?’

      ‘I was going to say Westernised. It looks like the sort of fire tower you’d see out in Wyoming. Or maybe something beside an old railway station.’

      Pierre shrugged and kicked a bit of dirt. ‘Could be that someone from a later time period dropped by and built it a while ago.’

      ‘So they discovered it?’

      ‘You can’t discover something if you come from a place where everybody else already knows about it. That wouldn’t make any sense. Anyway, ignore it. The door we want isn’t up there. That’s the door we’re after.’

      I followed his pointed finger to a little hut further down the clearing. It was a simple oblong building, about seven feet tall, three feet wide and just as deep, fashioned together with cheap cuts of wood. It was also, unmistakably, a smelly outhouse.

      ‘He’s going to come out of that?’ I asked. It didn’t look sanitary.

      ‘Well, he’ll never technically be in it, will he? And coming out is much more preferable to going in. We’ve got about ten minutes, so let’s get into a good position.’

      We hurried round to the back of the silent outhouse, for which I suppose I should have been grateful. I found myself wondering whether its inside was a pit latrine - i.e. a long drop into a pit of shit - or a bucket, but then as neither sounded much better than the other I tried to think of nicer things, such as the squeaky feel of my leather briefcase in my triumphant grip.

      Behind us was another thick wall of trees and bushes and leaves wide enough for a scantily-clad servant girl to waft a pharaoh with. The outhouse had clearly been built as far from the lookout tower as possible, and for good reason, what with how hot it was. It was a lucky thing the tower looked as if it hadn’t been used for a great many years; God only knows how murderous the smell would have been had the toilet still been in service.

      ‘How much longer?’

      ‘Nine minutes.’

      ‘Eurgh.’

      And so we waited, sitting there in the sweating heat. My heart pounded double-time. It would be so close. The buzzing of insects and mosquitos and the far away calls of marmosets formed the backdrop to my anticipation; the stale stench of hot, dry earth permeated the air.

      With a creak like a hillbilly’s rocking chair, the door to the outhouse swung open.

      I went to stand up but Pierre held on to my arm. He mimed for me to stay put, so I did, reluctantly.

      A figure lunged from around the corner, looking in the direction of the lookout tower. My briefcase hung loosely from a tired-looking hand. He slammed shut the door to the outhouse, gasping for air, and flung the pistol he carried off into the undergrowth. It was then I remembered that whilst it felt like hours since Viola Kadwell had shot at her basement torture cabinet, for the thief it had been only a matter of seconds. Surely, I thought, this is the best time to strike?

      ‘Not yet,’ whispered Pierre, as if reading my mind. ‘He’s on edge, full of adrenaline. His reflexes will be like that of a cat in a dog pound. Wait until he’s calm and complacent, and then we’ll catch him unawa-’

      Without giving so much as a rustle of leaves in warning, the jungle wall behind us parted like the red sea. A dozen brown arms came darting out. Faces pierced with rings of gold stared out from amongst the cinchonas and rubber trees, their eyes glowing with a rare, raw flame. One of them sported a chain of copper and bronze, which draped from his nostril to his ear. Callused hands adorned with rings and bracelets grabbed ahold of Pierre’s uniformed shoulders and dragged him kicking and screaming into the depths of the forest.

      I turned back towards the thief and there he was, looking right at me. His scarf was brought up over his bloody nose once again and his blackened eye looked surprised, yet… gloating. He raised my briefcase up as if to entice me, like a child-catcher would tempt a toddler with candy. He was only metres from me, and yet I could hear Pierre being dragged further and further away.

      And the longer I looked directly at him, the dizzier I started to feel. At the time I put it down to heat exhaustion, though I knew damn well it wasn’t.

      Help Pierre. Get my briefcase back. Help Pierre. Get my briefcase back.

      Time seemed to have slowed to a single frame - the thief taunting me from in front and Pierre being abducted from behind. Everything crawled to a complete stop - everything save for my thoughts. A colourful bird hovered in the sky overhead. The door to the outhouse was frozen mid-swing. A water droplet, spilt from the petals growing out from a twisting vine, sat suspended in the air.

      I can finally bring this all to an end, I thought, eyeing up my briefcase. I felt irritated by the scuff marks across its corners. I could grab it right now, and then all of this nonsense will be over.

      The thief looked so pompous, so victorious. I wanted to add a few more bruises to his already extensive collection. What kind of man steals another man’s briefcase, anyway? He’d no idea what was in it, surely?

      But Pierre needs my help, and he wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for me. Well, if it weren’t for the thief standing before me, to be perfectly accurate, but the point is he’d never have come if I hadn’t needed his help. And now he’s being dragged through the mud and dirt to be sacrificed… or worse.

      All my memories, all of my goodbyes, were right there, only a few feet away. I had only to reach out and grab them.

      Sod it, I finally thought. There’s no getting back home without those magic keys of his, anyway.

      So I turned from the thief and ran into the jungle, swatting away leaves and thorns and vines and branches as they lashed out and tried to blind me. I wasn’t so strong that I could withstand the temptation to look back, and through the path I’d left behind me I could still see the thief waiting, watching me run from what I sought. That strange dizziness started to return.

      ‘George!’ screamed Pierre from up ahead. I turned back and found that I could just about see him through the thick undergrowth. He was being dragged by his arms and shoulders in such a way that his legs dug twin furrows through the earth. ‘Don’t look back, George. Whatever you do, don’t look back.’

      The tribesmen didn’t seem to consider my pursuit to be of any importance, which was lucky considering the bows and spears they had strapped across their backs. But either their pace quickened or mine slowed (let’s be honest, it was probably the latter), because bit by bit they pulled further and further away. I could hear Pierre groan as rocks and roots bashed into his back.

      ‘Why, Pierre? What happens if I look back?’

      ‘Things get messy,’ he half-yelled and half-hissed. ‘Just keep chasing,’ he added as he was dragged deeper into the brush.

      ‘How do you know I’ll find you?’ I shouted, slowing to a jog. My sides felt like someone had rattled a knife around my ribcage.

      ‘Because you already have,’ he yelled, and the jungle closed up over him. Suddenly there was silence - a silence of man, at least, for the jungle still whooped and whistled and rustled in all its natural ambience - and I was very much alone.

      ‘What the hell does that mean?’ I asked a bewildered skink. It blinked at me from atop its rock, which really wasn’t of much use at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      There was still light when I tracked Pierre’s troughs in the dirt to their conclusion, albeit a dim, orange and fierce kind. The kind that promises to turn purple before too long. Clouds drifted from the west and whispered the promise of a midnight storm.

      I’d come close to lost when the trail had crossed a stream. Its waters bubbled and churned over glossy, oily rocks. Tiny silver fish tried to fight against its current. But a little past the stepping stones I found a small, empty bottle of red wine and knew I was headed the right way.

      The temperature had cooled along with the sun, dropping to what most reasonable people would consider a warm English summer (which, by the way, is as hot as any given day away from a beach needs to be). It made me feel clammy inside my shirt, however, and did little to stop the bugs from biting.

      But back to the point: there was still light when I tracked Pierre’s troughs in the dirt to their conclusion, albeit a dim, orange and fierce kind. And when I brushed away the last of the leaves blocking my path, that syrupy light dribbled down the sides of the most impressive temple I have ever seen.

      I wouldn’t want to suggest that the temple was made of gold, but that the sand and stone of its thousand steps shimmered like the most precious of metals. It began like a pyramid - four sides growing from out a square base, perhaps forty metres or more in length along the bottom of each face - but, rather than converge at a single, heavenly point, it levelled off about three quarters of the way up. What was housed there I could not see, but it apparently warranted great, twisting pillars and numerous guards with flamboyantly decorated spears.

      From my nook amongst the trees I could make out a number of other, more modest buildings nearby. It didn’t seem to be a village as such, but rather a sacred place - a place of protection, punishment and, I’d hazard a guess most importantly, of worship. There were no women, at least none that I could see, and certainly no children. I could only assume that their settlement was nearby, a home for all their warriors. Warriors that seemed to be doing a rather good job of keeping unwanted visitors away from their temple.

      Most were naked, save for a band of ragged cloth tied around and under their genitals, and for any piercings of gold and chains, which hung from ears, noses and nipples alike. Some had shaved heads, others had long hair tied into braided ponytails. All carried either a crude but ornately carved bow, complete with leather quiver and feathered (and no doubt poisoned) arrows, or a spear that stood a good foot taller than they did. A great deal of polished flint knives hung from belts of bronze.

      None of them seemed to be smiling or having fun of any kind.

      I guess they’d carried Pierre from where I stood because the tracks ended abruptly at their territory’s edge. That’s if he was even still alive, of course. Perhaps he lay hidden in amongst the plants around me, his throat already slit and his eyes glassy and wide. I shuddered.

      But then I saw four tribesmen depart from one of the smallest buildings, and identified one of Pierre’s kidnappers among them. I’d have recognised those dangling nasal chains anywhere, though admittedly it was harder to differentiate him from his resplendent colleagues than it would have been from a crowd of shoppers at Waitrose, for example. They seemed satisfied by something, stopping just short of dusting their hands from a job well done, and were wandering off towards the steps of the temple. The building they’d left had slim windows, each only as wide as an index finger.

      They can’t have gained too much ground over the past few hours. If Pierre is still alive, I’d bet my briefcase that they’ve got him holed up in there.

      Once the tribesmen had begun their ascent of the temple steps, I sprinted across the open clearing and hugged the wall of what I assumed was their prison. Its walls were crumbling and vines crept up to its flat roof like an invasion of snakes. Given that there were no arrows in my arms, legs or head, I had to also assume that nobody saw me cover the distance.

      I peeked into the darkness beyond the chiselled hole they called a doorway. Unless somebody was lying in wait amongst the shadows, which wasn’t an entirely unreasonable suspicion, there were just as few guards inside as there were out.

      Light streamed through the windows in pencil-thin bursts, doing little to dispel the darkness. Dust danced like moths amongst what little light there was and the air smelled of old urine. There was a single corridor running the length of the building - about ten or twelve metres I’d wager - and on each side were cells, each only about two metres wide. Spears of wood and copper and lord knows what else lined their openings, embedded into the stone. Through their gaps I could see into the first cell, empty save for enough hay for a stable and an ominously lonely bone the size and shape of a femur.

      About halfway down was an occupied cell, but it wasn’t Pierre. The man inside looked like another tribesman, but his left leg was gone from the knee down and a crude tourniquet had been tied around his bloody stump. He was asleep, or at least I hoped he was.

      ‘Pierre?’ I whispered. My voice came out far more cracked and wobbly than I’d intended. The man in the cell next to me didn’t stir.

      ‘George?’ came a voice from the end of the hall. It was followed by a tuft of hair and a pair of Pierre’s eyes. They looked tired. I wondered if mine looked better or worse.

      ‘Pierre, thank God you’re still alive,’ I said, rushing over. He was slumped against the wall of his cell, and I guess he’d been fiddling with the ropes and strings that bound the wood of his door. His uniform looked ready to go on a bonfire; the stitches along his shoulder had all come loose. ‘I was sure they were going to cut out your heart to some unpronounceable twelve-armed god.’

      ‘You never know, there’s still time,’ said Pierre, rubbing his back. Who knew being dragged through a jungle would cause so much irritation? ‘We’d better go before somebody comes back to check up on me. Or carve out an organ, for that matter.’

      ‘Okay sure, well why don’t we use the keys? There must be a door with a keyhole we can use somewhere around here…’

      ‘Ah. Hmm. That’s the… ahem, problem. I don’t have them.’

      ‘What do you mean, you don’t have the one thing we need to get back home? Are we stuck here?’

      ‘No, don’t be so melodramatic,’ he said, stretching his spine and really hamming up how painful it was. ‘The locals took them, that’s all.’

      ‘What the hell do they want with them? Do they even have locks?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ dismissed Pierre. He bit his lip and seemed to be looking at something in the corner of his cell - a something that wasn’t there. ‘But they seemed… impressed by them. You’ll need to get them back.’

      ‘Don’t you have a spare?’

      ‘Well yes,’ he said, as if it was obvious. ‘But we can’t just leave the main set with them, can we? Imagine the mischief they’d get up to.’

      ‘Fine. I don’t fancy my chances much, mind. They’ve got sharp things, you realise?’

      ‘Yeah, I might have noticed. I’d check the temple first, if I were you.’

      Grumbling, I made my way back outside. There still weren’t any guards around the prison, which suggested to me that they either weren’t used to having prisoners, or they never had people turn up uninvited at all. Some warriors were sitting around a little campfire all the way on the other side of the temple and a single guard wandered the perimeter, prodding the bushes and trees with his spear, but otherwise the coast was clear once more. I rushed over to the temple, sticking to the ever-growing shadows and keeping my head as far down as I could without dragging it through the dirt.

      Each step was slightly too high and too narrow to climb comfortably. Vines and moss had started to claim the temple as their own, constricting and suffocating. Dry leaves crunched and crumbled under my feet. Crackling through the silence. As I got higher and higher I noticed the moon creep from amongst the orange and pink sky - still only a pale and ghostly face, but a face watching all the same.

      I had to wait a while at the top, hiding behind a pillar, while the two men guarding the temple’s entrance talked in a strange, deep language. Eventually they decided to head on down the steps and join their tribesmen around the fire. I don’t blame them for abandoning their posts; the aroma of their dinner was billowing up with just as much gusto as the fire’s smoke, and believe me when I say that whatever it was they were serving would have been worth giving myself up for. Roasted vegetables; the seared tang of rich meat. It certainly made me realise how much dissent my own stomach was voicing.

      Alone at the top, I made my way into the temple’s hall.

      It was much colder than even the outside’s evening chill, and despite the flaming torch lying at the base of each pillar it seemed strangely darker, too. My footsteps echoed under the arching roof. Between the flickering, golden pillars I could see out across the treetop canopies, see the leaves turn from green to grey to silhouettes, see the birds fly to their roosts.

      I almost screamed like a banshee when I saw Pierre standing between two of the columns, cast in a bronze glow by the torches and looking larger than life. But then his expression didn’t change, and neither did his dramatic and heroic stance. And he really did look larger than life, because he was about a foot and a half taller than his incarcerated counterpart. He even stood atop a podium. I knocked on his chest and yes, he was a statue.

      ‘What the hell have you been doing, Pierre?’ I whispered, the hairs on the back of my neck - and indeed, my arms and scrotum - standing on end. Sure enough, there was a similar statue in between every set of columns; not all of them looked like Pierre, but all of them shared the same concierge’s uniform.

      I hurried down the length of the hall, trying not to look any of them in the eye. I could feel them watching me as I passed, judging me as an unwelcome guest.

      How on earth did a whole club of concierges from the modern world get statues built after them in an ancient temple?

      Given the events of the past day, I now understand that it was a silly question.

      There was an altar at the end of the hall, sloped like a lectern. Two doorways led out from the wall behind it, and unlit they looked like two black rectangles painted onto the stone wall. Like a backdrop on an old movie set, nothing quite looked real. Not… authentic. I’d almost approached the altar when I heard footsteps approach, so I sprinted into cover behind the nearest pillar.

      The gentleman with the chain running from his nose to his ear came out first, accompanied by somebody I assumed had assisted in Pierre’s kidnapping. They looked cocksure. And then following them, stooping so as to fit through the doorway, came a man with a gigantic headdress. Feathers of all shapes, sizes and colours spilled up and outwards so that his head resembled a peacock’s tail. A piercing of jagged bone passed straight through his nose.

      The two warriors stepped aside so that their leader - or priest, perhaps, but certainly he occupied a position far more grandiose than their own - could approach the altar. His hands hovered over its surface for a moment, as if whatever lay upon it radiated an intense, burning heat, and then picked up the artefact before him.

      He held Pierre’s keys up above his head, marvelling at the way the light from the torches danced and glistened across its golden surfaces. He turned the ring round and around so that all the keys tumbled and fell, over and over again. He ran his fingers over the edge of their teeth, all silver and bronze, and grinned with a mouth that had none of its own.

      I thought that he would take them back to whatever chambers lay beyond those black and void-like doors, but he laid the keys back down with all the gentleness of a midwife handing over a newborn baby. He muttered some ecstatic gratitudes to the two warriors, and then the three of them retired back to wherever lay out of sight.

      I sneaked over once I was sure they weren’t coming back and, holding the keys together so that they wouldn’t jangle on the steps going down, made my way back to Pierre’s cell.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Are you sure there isn’t a rule about mucking about with other people’s timelines?’

      Pierre looked up from the floor of his cell. He was still slumped against its wall. His eyes grew back some of their old sparkle when he saw the keys in my hand.

      ‘Not particularly. I mean, it’s not exactly encouraged… but whatever can happen will happen, right? And besides, they only know the one reality. How would they know it’s been tampered with?’

      I went to give him the keys but he brushed them away. ‘Get me out of this cage first. Use the silver one, third from left. No, your other left.’

      I picked out the one he’d described; it was simple in design but the silver had been twisted and knotted in places, almost as if it had meant to be wood but gotten its elements mixed up.

      ‘There was a… erm… statue of you, up in the temple. Care to explain that?’

      Pierre shrugged and started playing with the rope around the bars of his cell. ‘A few of us - guys in my sort of business, I mean - wanted to organise a little vacation. To get away from all the busyness and fussiness of hotel-work, you know? We wanted to go somewhere where there weren’t so many… people.’

      ‘And that worked out brilliantly, did it?’

      ‘How was I to know an otherwise undiscovered tribe would be watching us come and go? It’s not as if they were in any of the history books where we’d come from. Clearly they found something wonderful in the way we vanished from door to door, though for the life of me I can’t figure out why…’

      ‘They seem to think you’re gods,’ I said, popping the key into a hole in the wood Pierre was pointing at. It looked like he’d been chipping away at it while I’d been away. I turned the key and the makeshift door swung open, even though there definitely hadn’t been any sort of lock mechanism inside. I thought it best not to ask questions by that point - the answers only seemed to lead to more confusion. ‘And they were acting as if these keys were the arc of the covenant.’

      ‘Nice way to treat their god, huh,’ said Pierre, getting to his feet. He fell back down. ‘I guess it taught us a lesson, at least. You were right. You can only stir the pot so much before it starts spilling out over the edges.’

      ‘I’m not sure what that really means, but we need to get out of here.’ I helped Pierre to his feet, putting his arm around my shoulders for support. I handed him the keys, but again he dismissed them.

      ‘You do it,’ he said. His eyelids were drooping. ‘It’s the big golden one. Yeah, that one. It’s easy, just turn.’

      Off in the distance I heard cries of frustration and the sounding of a tuneless horn. There were a great many angry voices.

      ‘But where should we go?’ I asked, suddenly feeling as if I was going to be sick. ‘What if I send us somewhere horrible?’

      ‘What, worse than this? You won’t. Just concentrate on where you want us to go, and really focus on it. Forget about everything else, and just turn.’

      I put the golden key into the makeshift lock and tried to forget about the rush of furious tribesmen running their way towards us.

      I knew exactly where I wanted to go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    

    
      Back came the light and back came the heat. You know the feeling of when it’s a devilishly cold day and you walk into a Debenhams or whatever, and that gust of warm air is blown over you from the heater above the door? It wasn’t all too unlike that. I carried Pierre through and then shut the door behind us.

      It had worked. I couldn’t believe it had actually worked. I’d been sure I was somehow going to lead us into the heart of a sun or through the door of a greengrocer’s in Hiroshima just as the bomb dropped. But we’d ended up exactly where I’d imagined.

      There was an old bed just to the right of where we’d entered, so I walked Pierre over to it and helped him lie down. The mattress was a far cry from the standard he was used to at Le Petit Monde, but at least it was soiled by age and nothing else.

      The windows were still intact, which meant that the thorns and leaves of the world outside hadn’t found their way in… at least, not too much. A vine had crept through a crack in the floorboards and tied itself around the room’s sole chair. The ceiling was sagging; I guess it hadn’t been designed with the monsoon season in mind.

      Next to the chair was a desk, which aside from a layer of dust as thick as a book’s spine was in pretty much perfect condition. It looked out across the jungle’s treescape; a pair of binoculars hung by their strap from a hook attached to the window frame. On the table was a porcelain mug - no, two, for one was hidden beneath a raggedy, faded napkin. To the right was a stove, and on it sat an old-fashioned teapot. But back to the table. There were a number of books and pamphlets scattered across its surface. I flipped through them with little interest, pausing only to smirk at one of the covers: The Do’s and Don’t’s of a Professional Concierge: Never Complain and Always Wine.

      A single light bulb hung low from the centre of the sagging ceiling, but it had long lost any enthusiasm for illumination.

      I looked out of one of the windows, and my whole world started to spin. My stomach roiled and my brain grew too big for my head.

      There I was, looking up at the tower. Not me, as such, but me a few hours earlier. I’d just emerged from the jungle with Pierre, and I was staring up at where I now stood with my hand covering my eyes. He must not have been able to see me because of the glare of the sun against the glass. And then it hit me: of course that was the case, because it was me down there, and I’d already looked and seen nothing at all. And, seeing nothing, the me from hours before walked over to the outhouse with Pierre, just as I had.

      I looked a real mess. I wondered how much worse I looked now; there was a reflection in the glass but I was doing my best to avoid its gaze.

      The sickness in my stomach lessened and the buzzing in my head grew quieter, so long as I wasn’t looking at myself. It wasn’t as weird as I had imagined it would be; it was like watching a home movie of myself, only it was happening right there in the world around me. I guess it would have been different if I’d gotten any closer - close enough to notice how perfect a copy he… it… I was. Close enough for it to become real. But I figured I’d never meet myself… after all, I’d already know about it, wouldn’t I?

      Pierre still lay on the bed. He wasn’t exactly sleeping, nor did he seem all that battered anymore. But he certainly wasn’t in any state - or any mood, at least - to move.

      I opened the rickety door and walked out onto the surrounding balcony, taking extra care not to put my foot through another plank.

      There we were, hiding behind the outhouse. How childish it looked from up there, watching unseen. I didn’t try to hide behind the broken banisters; I already knew I didn’t see myself. I guessed it had been a couple of minutes already, which meant there was still some time before the thief emerged from the door… and before the natives took Pierre as their false-god prisoner. But I’d already gone round this carousel one time too many, so I didn’t want to miss my window. Given that I couldn’t see myself appearing anywhere for a third time, I had to assume one of two things: that everything would go to plan, or that everything was about to go very wrong indeed.

      I hurried down the steps as quickly as I dared. They were damp, weak and in some places had fallen away completely. I was lucky that none snapped under my weight, for some seemed to be kept in place only by the foliage that had devoured it. Flakes of white paint scattered over my shoes, which would have bothered me had the jungle not already stripped them of all prior respectability.

      The grass surrounding the tower hadn’t been trimmed in what looked like centuries, so it was no trouble at all to crouch unseen and wait for the thief to make his entrance. The blades went up the inside of my trousers and tickled my calves.

      Wait, what if this isn’t the exact same world? I thought. What if this is a world where the thief is a giant cockroach, and for some reason I’m still chasing after him like an absolute lunatic?

      But something told me it was the same world that I’d been in before - not some alternate version of it where I’d once turned left instead of right, or where I’d sniffed my nose when I should have blown it, but the exact same. And right or wrong it made little difference. So long as I got my briefcase, I planned to be out of that world and back to my old one quicker than you could say empirical testability falsifiability.

      I was pretty sure I was going to throw up my heart when I saw the door to the outhouse open. My hands were clammy, presumably receiving all the moisture that my mouth was not. And yet despite that, I found myself needing to swallow far more often than was at all necessary.

      The thief stumbled forwards, slamming the door behind him just as I heard the sound of Viola firing her pistol - a sound that was cut off by silence so quickly it was as if two different cassettes had been stapled together by mistake. He paused to catch his breath, my briefcase hanging lazily from his hand, and threw his gun into the undergrowth.

      I saw myself go to grab the case, and found myself starting to stand up, too, as if I were nothing more than a reflection of my past self. It was lucky, then, that Pierre reached out and held me by the arm, whispering that it wasn’t the right moment, otherwise I might have blown my cover entirely. Of course, things didn’t exactly go to plan for dear old Pierre, and I had to quite literally bite down on my tongue to stop myself from warning them. Not that I needed to; I couldn’t have ever done it, of course, given that it never happened.

      I watched the natives burst out from behind us and drag Pierre away; I watched as my past self stood up and faced down the thief, only to choose to instead follow the furrowed troughs Pierre’s dragged legs had left behind.

      It was now or never. Pierre had been right; it would have been pointless to try and grab my briefcase while he’d still been on his guard from Viola’s torture room, but now he was waving it about like a flag-bearer whose team had just scored the winning touchdown at the Superbowl. He’d never see me coming.

      I crept up behind the thief, stepping heel-to-toe to not make any noise.

      Don’t look back, George. Whatever you do, don’t look back.

      That’s what Pierre had said as I’d chased after him, and once more I heard him say those words. Finally I knew why he’d said it. I looked down the path being bulldozed through the leaves and felt that sick, swirling feeling again as I saw my past self giving chase. But I also saw Pierre, who was looking not at his pursuer but at me, my present self.

      ‘How do you know I’ll find you?’ I heard my past self shouting, as Pierre disappeared further into the jungle.

      Quite without thinking I raised my hand, sending him a thumbs up. Letting him know that he’d make it out safe and sound.

      ‘Because you already have,’ I heard Pierre reply, and then he was gone. My past self disappeared after him.

      I was alone with the thief, only he didn’t know it yet.

      I lunged at the briefcase and snatched it out of his hand.

      ‘What the hell?’ came his eloquent response. But then what else did I expect from a man who steals briefcases? He swung a panicking fist, probably expecting a knife-wielding local to have crept up behind him, from which I dodged back with ease. His eyes grew wide and confused.

      ‘Did you miss me?’ I asked, stepping further back and holding up my briefcase in a mimicry of his earlier taunt. I’d almost forgotten its weight, how its cold leather felt in my hand. ‘Thanks for keeping hold of this, but I’ll be taking it from here.’

      That’s about as far as the fuel-tank of my confidence was willing to carry me. It dropped to empty the moment I realised there weren’t any more steps to my escape plan. I’d done a great job of climbing the ones available to me, but all they’d done was lead me to a top-floor landing without any doors… so to speak.

      That’s probably why the thief found it so easy to grab hold of the briefcase again, his right hand pinching down onto my own while his left yanked at the case’s bottom. To make things worse, he was putting all his not-inconsiderable weight into his shoulder, which he repeatedly rammed into my ribcage. Bright flashes of pain sparked down my side and my breathing became short.

      I could go back and try that fight a thousand times over, but it was a fight I was never going to win. Not fairly, at least.

      He still had that stupid black scarf pulled up over his nose, masking the best part of his face. He looked like one of those desperate kids in council estates, the types who think they look hard for tying bandanas over their mouths. Granted, they do. But this man’s attempt at intimidation did nothing to scare me; it just made me want to punch whatever was behind it all the harder.

      With my left hand I grabbed a big clump of black cotton and pulled. It didn’t come easily. But I yanked hard, hoping that it would burn his neck a little as it unravelled, and it came free like a shoelace pulled loose from a knot.

      I ran the cloth between my fingers; back and forth, back and forth. There was something familiar about the material, something that made me think of home. Home home - not Le Petit Monde but my cosy cottage in Littlewick Green. I had this scarf, didn’t I? Sure I did; it was hanging on one of the coat hooks just inside the front door. How did he get it? How could he have? It was mine, for sure. You know the way you can tell if something is yours by the way it smells, not just with your personal scent but something more, something ethereal, almost as if all your memories have soaked deep into its fabric? It was mine, but yet… no, it wasn’t.

      The base of my spine knotted into a cold fist, and squeezed.

      I turned to look into eyes that were also my own, and yet not. Gone was the dull greyness that plagued the irises; gone were the wrinkles that crept out from their corners like fault lines. These eyes were bright, ferocious, a sparking electric blue. They’d seen easier years go by. Silver stubble traced a not-unattractive jaw, but I knew from years past that my own would look like that, could look like that, if only my cheeks’ ever-growing jowls would care to recede. It was like staring into a funhouse mirror at a carnival, if instead of warping me into an unsettling, deformed shape it returned the most flattering portrait of all.

      He was a little older, if I had to hazard a guess, but I’d also wager he’d weathered a quieter storm. A better version of me, perhaps; one who had made the right choice at the crossroads, quite a few roads back.

      ‘No, this isn’t right,’ I muttered, feeling my stomach heave as the spinning took hold once more. My brain was trying to multiply A by B, and coming up with an answer that resembled a fish. ‘I’m me so you can’t be, else I wouldn’t be.’ A sharp ringing screamed through the centre of my brain, dissipating into echoes as quickly as it came.

      ‘Why would I be doing this?’ I added, no less addled.

      My answer came in the form of a clenched fist to the side of my mouth. A sudden explosion of pain down the side of my face later, I was stumbling backwards, still holding on to my briefcase but just about. The thief - the other me - had sacrificed his grip for a better swing. Now he was scrambling amongst the grass to find his scarf - my scarf, I wanted to shout, though I knew truly that my own still hung from the rack in the porch by my front door. I knew how precious it was to him, just as it was to me. Another gift from Chloe.

      I spat a fleshy chunk of blood out into the dirt. My tongue found a flap of skin on the inside of my mouth, and the top row of gums on my left side felt raw and coppery.

      ‘George, stop it,’ said the other version of me, holding up his hands. In one of them dangled his scarf, now covered in muck and blades of grass. God, even his voice sounded like a better version of my own. ‘This has gone far enough already. I only want what’s best for-’

      What was best for both of us was for him to shut his mouth, particularly after smashing me one in my own. I was seeing red, but I was also seeing a whole spectrum of jealous greens and blacks and angry purples. I swung my briefcase round in a quick, tight arc as I rose and caught him right across the temple. He went down in a silent slump, like a sack of spoiled potatoes.

      When he hadn’t gotten up after a few seconds, I made a tentative approach. I held my briefcase far out behind me. I could tell that he was breathing, and a right rotten bruise was forming on the side of his head. I didn’t know what to be sure of right that moment, but I was sure of that. He wasn’t pretending to be knocked out, no sir.

      ‘What the hell?’ I whispered to myself, peering down at him. Peering down at me. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. I suppose the human brain wasn’t designed with that sort of riddle in mind. I knew that I was real - the ache in my mouth was a bloody great reminder of that unfortunate fact - so who was this handsome chap in front of me? He certainly seemed no less opaque, no more ephemeral.

      This is what it’s like to have an out-of-body experience, I assumed. I’d never had one, obviously.

      ‘What the hell did you want my briefcase for?’ I asked him, though I think deep down I already knew the answer. I found myself wanting to poke his face, to see if he was solid. I didn’t. ‘Surely you had your own if you needed one that badly?’

      I had to stop looking at him. The longer I did the more my head started to throb from the inside out, growing and growing. It was like water rushing up from down a pipe - it starts as an innocent low rumble in the distance but if you don’t plug it up pronto it’s going to burst out like Old Faithful, that Yellowstone geyser. The last thing I wanted was an aneurism. It might even lead to a nose bleed.

      I hurried back to the wannabe radio tower. I couldn’t see what else there was to do.
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        * * *

      

      ‘How’d it go?’ asked Pierre as I burst through the rickety white door. He was still on the bed and looking a little worse for wear, but at least he was lucid and for the most part sitting upright.

      I shut the door behind me and raced to the windows on the opposite side of the room. Much to my relief, my other self was still out cold on the grass down below, not far from where I’d first looked up at the tower. Up at where I stood that very moment.

      ‘Hello?’ said Pierre, leaning forwards and rubbing the small of his back. ‘Did we accidentally travel to a world where manners don’t exist? Ooo, look at that! You got your briefcase. Well done. Let’s go home.’

      ‘Did you know?’ I asked, storming back across the room towards him, jabbing at him with my finger. ‘Did you know that he was… me?’

      ‘You? Who was you? What on earth are you talking about?’

      ‘The thief, Pierre, the thief,’ I said, pacing back and forth. ‘The guy who we’ve been chasing for the past… ah, God knows how long. The guy who stole this, remember?’

      ‘Okay, okay, calm down,’ said Pierre, though his words were rising like the sound of a Formula One car getting closer and closer. ‘You’re saying that the person who broke into your room and stole your briefcase… is you?’

      ‘Yes! Well, not me me, but goddamn George Webber 2.0. Slimmer, smarter, infinitely better looking.’

      ‘Oh no,’ said Pierre, burying his head in his hands. ‘Oh no, this is bad. This is very bad.’

      ‘Really? You think?’

      ‘No, you don’t understand. Boy, if you thought it was convoluted before… Things are going to get messy. Really messy.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘This guy, this you; he knows which world you’re from, so he knows which world you’re headed back to. What’s your plan, eh? Go back home and have him steal your briefcase again? Or will you disappear into the multiverse in a never-ending game of cat and mouse?’

      I looked out the window again. The other me was still sprawled out across the grass, though who knew for how much longer. I gave my briefcase a little shake and could feel the weight of its contents roll around inside. Good, the bastard hadn’t ditched it. I was desperate to look inside but no, not with Pierre present. Not until I could finally be alone once again.

      ‘You’ve got a spare key, yes?’ I asked.

      Pierre patted his front left pocket and nodded.

      I fished Pierre’s ring of keys from out of my own pocket with an encouraging tug, as one of them had decided to sink its teeth into the lining. They jangled like a tone-deaf wind-chime as I looked through them for the key I’d used before.

      ‘Wait, what do you have in mind?’ asked Pierre, trying to stand up. I walked past him to the door leading back out to the balcony.

      ‘I don’t have to outrun him for long,’ I said, turning the key in the lock. ‘I just have to get home before he does.’

      I stepped through and was gone, leaving Pierre and his spare key alone in the lookout tower. I’m not a heartless bastard. I felt bad for dragging him into all that mess and then ditching him once I’d got what I wanted. But that’s exactly why I didn’t want him coming with me; he’d already gone further in the pursuit of lost property than any other concierge in the history of the universe. In my own selfish way, I guess I was trying to make it up to him. Or so I told myself.

      All I had to do was find the right patch on the quilt, so to speak. How was I supposed to know I was following the wrong thread?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know where I went, but I can tell you it wasn’t home. It wasn’t home at all.

      Never been one for hospitals, me. Seen too many people pass before their time, and always found their smell to be too clinical… too lifeless. I’ll tell you what, though - they look a hell of a lot nicer when their pale lights aren’t flashing on and off and their halls are full of doctors rushing around trying to keep people alive.

      I stepped into a corridor devoid of any such hurry. The strip of lighting overhead hadn’t just blown out, sending shards of glass and plastic all across the linoleum floor, but come loose from half of the coiled wiring that kept it attached to the ceiling. It hung at a crooked angle, spitting blue and yellow sparks. The next light down was in better condition, but insisted on flashing on and off, on and off, banishing the world each time it blinked.

      The nearest room’s door was left wide open. I peered inside. Through the gap in its window’s curtains I could see night looking in, and the room was lit only by the light of the television screen up in the top right corner of the room. Cartoons played out in silence. The bedsheets had been thrown back and not replaced. Whatever reason people had for leaving, they’d done so in one heck of a rush.

      I could see a set of double doors past the end of the corridor, where I guessed the floor’s reception lay. One of them was squeaking back and forth on its hinge. Beside them were two elevator doors; neither’s light was on.

      I know I should have just walked back through my door, tried my luck rolling the dice once more. But curiosity got the better of me, and when I hear a question I tend to find myself listening for its answer. I walked down towards what I assumed was the lobby and, looking at the epileptic bulbs above, wondered if there was anything left in that dump still able to shed some light on whatever it was that had happened.

      The reception was just as empty as the corridor. The receiver of a phone dangled down the side of a desk. Papers fluttered off onto the floor, blown by a breeze that brushed nothing else.

      Looks as if there’s been an evacuation, I thought. There was a muffled moaning coming from somewhere further along and to the right - a private cubicle. What was it: a bomb threat? Did someone drop a vial of some obscure, flesh-eating virus? Oh God. I’ve stumbled into a zombie apocalypse, haven’t I? Just my bloody luck.

      Glass cracked under my feet. Something was making the floor vibrate in a strange, pulsing rhythm, as if there were a rave happening on the floor below. But it wasn’t a sound, just a… heartbeat. A wave that rippled through reality, each time bringing in a tide of something dark.

      ‘Psst,’ came a voice from behind the reception desk. I stepped around it, my briefcase primed for a good swing, and saw a cowering hospital porter, white scrubs and all.

      ‘What are you still doing here?’ he hissed. ‘Why didn’t you leave with the rest of them? Go on now, go!’

      ‘What on earth happened here?’ I asked, crouching down to join him. I was starting to suspect that we weren’t alone in the hospital after all.

      ‘How the hell would I know?’ replied the porter. From the look in his eyes, I may as well have asked him what the colour of the wind was. He was shaking, unable to gather up the courage to run away himself. ‘Something wrong though, man. Something that isn’t right.’

      I stood up, wondering if something terrible would come cascading through the corridors to tear us limb from limb. Nothing did. But the same muffled moaning persisted from the private room opposite us, its blinds shuttered yet skewed.

      ‘What’s going on in there?’ I asked, walking towards the door. For a second we were plunged into darkness, and then the lights flickered on again.

      ‘Are you crazy? Get away from there!’

      ‘What? Can’t you hear them? Someone needs help - this is supposed to be a hospital, isn’t it?’

      ‘Oh sod it, suit yourself,’ yelled the porter, finally getting to his feet and sprinting out through the double doors. They flung back on themselves with a slam.

      The sensible decision would have been to go back to the door I’d come through, or any other door - hell, even the door I was about to open - and use the keys to get as far from that cursed place as possible.

      Obviously that’s what I should have done. And obviously that’s not what I did.

      I turned the door handle, heard the lock give an audible click as it popped open. Nothing rushed through the gap; no cloud of gas enveloped me, burning at my skin and encouraging me to claw out my eyes.

      An elderly woman was hunched over the bed. Her handbag had fallen off her chair, and toffees and tissues had scattered out across the floor like a sea of mines. In the other chair, on the other side of the room, was a teddy bear, lying on its side and staring out at me with black glass eyes. The woman was clutching at a young boy in the bed - I’d guess nine, maybe ten years old - over whom she’d laid some strange bundle of knitting. Its thread crossed over and over like a web, and trailed down from his chest to his feet.

      There came a great shaking in the floor - another pulsing wave - and the lights ebbed and waned, casting shadows of light against an oily darkness. The old woman was crying low sobs from deep within her chest but the boy lay there in silence. Neither seemed to notice me.

      It was only as I went to leave, quite honestly confused by the whole scene, that I noticed a growing blackness beneath the boy’s bed. It wasn’t so much the absence of light as it was its opposite, its true opposite, its mortal enemy. It was as if oil had been sprung beneath the mattress, seeping out over his grandmother’s shoes like a toxic spill.

      The boy began to convulse, throwing the knitted aberration from his covers. The grandmother tried to hold him down but his back kept rearing up, bending the boy into horrible angles all whilst his face remained serenely calm. Her crying grew louder and louder, long past the point where words even mattered, the only sound apart from the steady thumping of the boy’s body against the mattress and the accelerating beeping of his heart monitor.

      Blood started to pour from his nose and ears. Little streams rolled down from the corner of each eye and stained his pillow red.

      The porter had been spot-on; this wasn’t just wrong, it belonged to a whole other universe to anything with even a passing resemblance to right. Hell, I’d have rather been on the bad-end of Viola’s torture room than stay in that world a moment longer. I went to back out of the door, only to fall over a cable and land on my arse with a painful crunch.

      I looked at what I’d tripped over and screamed an expletive I’m not proud of.

      It wasn’t a cable. It wasn’t a cable at all. Whatever it was slithered and slipped and writhed all of its own accord, wriggling and feeling and… God, it was disgusting. It was all the worse that I couldn’t see where it had come from - or what it was attached to, for that matter. It just seemed to emerge from a shadow in the corner of the room - a tentacle, prying through a hole in the very fabric of reality.

      As if that wasn’t enough to scare the living crap out of me, as I crawled backwards onto the reception’s floor I could make out the bathroom door creaking open - the toilet in the boy’s room, that is. The light inside illuminated little more than a candle at the bottom of a well, but I could see what came creeping out from within easily enough. More easily than I would have liked. Black claws, as long and spindly as the teeth of a rake or the legs of a wasp, wrapped around the door, tapping the wood like a clarinet player. The boy’s heart monitor wailed out a flatline.

      ‘Nah, sod this,’ I said, and sprinted back down the corridor.

      My keys were already in my hand by the time I reached the door through which I’d entered. I fumbled them. What in God’s name even was that in there? This world was a very distant cousin from my own, that was for sure, and one I didn’t intend to keep in contact with.

      Another pulse came through the floor. Some of the tiles came loose from the ceiling, and a fresh shower of sparks came showering down from the lighting strip above my head. I had to hold onto the wall to keep from falling over.

      I found the right key and rushed through the door. A moment later a cloud of empty black and darkness came billowing down the hallway, swallowing all the light, echoed by the sound of laughter.
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        * * *

      

      The smell of well-worn leather. Something that reminded me of Christmas, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it… Apple cider. Spiced apple cider. But faint and artificial, like the kind that gets puffed out of air fresheners. The air was full of it - that, and the faint, lingering note of a woman’s perfume.

      I’d like to say that the new world I found myself in was full of rainbows and kittens made of candy-floss, but in truth it was nearly as disconcerting as the last. At least I’d known where I stood with the last one - somewhere a million miles away from it, preferably - but this one… well, there was something too normal about it.

      I was standing in the front porch of a house I’d never seen before. The mat beneath my feet promised me a welcoming experience. Through the windows behind me shone a bright summer’s day, and its heat was building up through the glass. The house was most definitely English; it was tidy and neat, and quaint. The lights in the hall were shaped like crystalline dragon eggs and an umbrella stand stood to attention beside the door. There were three umbrellas inside - one that was plain and black, one that was white with rose petals fluttering all around its canopy, and another that was small and violently pink.

      In front of me was a short corridor and a flight of stairs, of matching cream carpet. Its bannister was of rich, deep mahogany, and in an alcove under it sat a chair and a desk. On the latter was a pile of blank paper, the sort destined to never see a drop of ink, and an old-fashioned telephone complete with rotary dial. The opposite wall was flush with framed pictures; the one nearest to the entrance was a close up photograph of a young girl, her bright smile taking up most of the shot.

      The house was quiet, the way a house tends to feel both occupied yet empty whenever its family is out in the garden. There was a kitchen at the end of the corridor and, true enough, through its window I could see a little girl amongst the grass out back, kicking a purple football around, her pigtails trailing out behind her in ribboned bunches.

      ‘Honey, is that you?’ came a woman’s voice from around the corner. I saw a reflection between the tied-back pencil pleat curtains - just a shimmer as she crossed towards the door from which I backed away. She was drying her hands on a wash cloth and throwing it onto a counter.

      ‘Sorry to disturb you, ma’am,’ I said, walking back towards the front door. It was lunacy. What must it have looked like to a complete stranger? ‘I seem to have got the wrong house.’

      ‘What on earth do you mean, George? Is something the matter?’

      The words came soft and with a hint of a French accent. I turned around to see a blonde woman materialise in the kitchen doorway. Her hair was tied back into a bun; she wore a plain white apron over a yellow summer dress. She was wearing little makeup and needed none; her smile was crooked but sweet. Her eyes questioned.

      It took a couple of seconds for me to recognise her. It was Marie. The same Marie I’d first seen descending the steps of Le Petit Monde, second in the haunting spa baths, and lastly in the hotel room I’d been so sure the thief had escaped to.

      It had to be a trick, didn’t it? Why else would she be so calm when I’d appeared from out of nowhere? It made no sense. And if it wasn’t a trick, then how in God’s name did she know who I was?

      ‘Ah, erm, sorry, Marie,’ I said, turning back to the front door of her house with my keys in hand. They were shaking. There was something about her beauty that made me feel like a teenager again, all pimples and embarrassment. Back when women weren’t women but creatures to be feared, to bring boys out in sweats and stutters. ‘I need to get back to the hotel, I’m so sorry to have troubled you…’

      ‘What do you mean, get back to the hotel?’ said Marie, following me down the hall. ‘You’ve only just been, George, and look - you got the case from him. Come sit, dear. Relax with me for a while. You can do it all over again tomorrow.’

      Do it all over again tomorrow? What the hell is she talking about?

      My eye caught another of the pictures lining the wall. It was Marie, alright - the same Marie of glitz and glam I’d seen on the steps. She was walking a red carpet in a blossoming fur coat - so I had seen her somewhere before - and a hundred hungry cameras were having their fill.

      I was just about to put the key in the lock when she put her hand over my own. Her touch was gentle and consoling - a lover’s touch. It sent goosebumps all up my arm. In that moment, I wanted to stay. It felt… it felt like home.

      Then she looked up at me, and she recoiled. Her eyes grew as wide as a fawn’s when facing down a truck’s headlights. Her sweet smile turned into a scowl.

      ‘No, you’re not him… you’re not my George,’ she said, backing away in horror. She covered her mouth with one hand whilst the other guarded her chest. Her eyes kept scanning me from head to toe and back again. ‘You’re the other one, the lost one… What are you doing here? Where’s my George?’

      ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,’ I mumbled, turning to look away from her. Ice-cold guilt was trickling down from my neck to the base of my spine. In another world, this world… Were Marie and my other self together? How the hell did that come about? ‘I didn’t mean to cause a problem…’

      ‘Cause a problem?’ she screamed, grabbing me by the shoulder. ‘Cause a problem? He was doing you a favour, you ungrateful prick! What are you worth, huh? What are any of you worth? My husband doesn’t owe you anything. Oh God, I told him something bad would happen, I told him…’

      I tried desperately to think of Le Petit Monde, to ignore the woman growing more and more distraught beside me and focus on the thought of my room - its unmade bed, the second chocolate mint I’d left on the bedside table. The harder I tried, the less the picture came into focus. It was like looking at a treasured photograph through a flood of tears.

      Oh God, I thought, what if I never get back to the hotel? What if Pierre can never find me?

      Come to think of it, why does the hotel matter? Why not anywhere, so long as it’s April 25th?

      Because that’s where it began, and that’s where it will end. A loop, closed. Back home, back to normality, back to finish the day I started, to a day I’d started to finish.

      I turned the key, felt the lock give.

      ‘What did you do to him?’ Marie asked once more, starting to beat her fists against my back. Hollywood looks she might have had, but these weren’t the flimsy punches thrown by the starlets of the ‘50s. These were solid thumps that shook the bones and left bruises of the most purple kind. ‘What did you do to him?’

      I backed up into her blows, giving myself space to open the front door. She caught me once behind the ear, and then in the shoulder. Before us the light of another world shimmered and swirled.

      ‘If you’ve hurt him I swear to God I’ll kill you,’ she shouted, still walloping me on the back as I made for the doorway. Tears ran down her cheeks, and as I crossed the threshold her voice became distant and tinny. ‘I’ll follow you back to that goddamn hotel and pull the trigger myself.’
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        * * *

      

      Tinkly ivories ran up and down their scales, a heavenly rise and fall of beauty in the background. Expensive yellow light illuminated all, leaving nothing for shadow to consume. And then a smell like the night before’s regretted curry rose up into my nostrils, and I realised I was standing in a toilet.

      A toilet cubicle, that is. I hadn’t been that unfortunate.

      I burst through its door and into the main hall of the bathroom. And yes, hall is the correct noun for such a spacious and glamourous room as that bathroom could boast; the distance between the urinals and sinks alone was greater than the length of my living room back home. And those taps; ornate crystals that sparkled and shot out water with real gusto - none of that lazy dribbling nonsense. I was alone in there, and it was impossible to avoid catching my reflection’s eye in the wall of polished mirrors. I truly looked a state, from my scruffy jacket to my clumsy stubble to the way my bandaged ankle made me hobble as I walked.

      I cupped water from the tap and splashed it over my face, trying to wash away some of the dried blood and dirt. Tired eyes looked back at me, judging me; old with flecks of grey. But at least a face in the mirror was all it was. It couldn’t reach out. It couldn’t chase me.

      I dipped my hands into the automatic dryer, leaving my briefcase on the counter next to the sinks. It felt wrong to let it out of my throttling grip, even for a second. I snatched it up as soon as I could and pulled open the bathroom door.

      My chest felt hollow all of a sudden, as if somebody had split me open and let all my sand run out. Before me was the lobby of Le Petit Monde, complete with boring old men with white moustaches and racist newspapers, waiters as silent as the ghosts of monks, parents persuading tiny nuisances to stop jumping on the expensive sofas and, of course, bellboys wearing their odd little hats, chasing after new luggage like puppies craving a treat. And above it all hung that resplendent, ridiculous chandelier, still dazzling like a thousand floating diamond candles.

      Could it really be that I’d found my way back to the only world I’d ever known before that night? That out of an infinite number of worlds all but identical to even the most astute observer, their only difference the tying of a shoe-lace, the wiping of a mouth, the stitching on a dinner jacket, I’d thrown a dart in the dark only for it to land a bullseye?

      I recognised some of the other guests; I was sure of it. There went the aesthetically perfect couple who had walked past me from out of the restaurant without a second glance. At least, I thought it was them. They were almost too perfect to be memorable in any way that mattered and after all, isn’t it the imperfections we remember? But wasn’t that the grizzled bartender, his face weathered from too many customers’ storms in teacups, making his way back to the bar from a conversation behind the reception desk?

      When I saw Mr. Boyle cross the bartender’s path and make his way towards the elevators, I could have almost cried. Never has an old drunk been a sweeter sight.

      ‘Mr. Boyle, hold up,’ I said, jogging across the lobby to meet him. He was still wearing his big musky coat and that terrible red and yellow scarf. He still walked, and looked, like a vulture searching for a corpse. I erred on the side of caution. ‘You remember me?’ I added.

      Mr. Boyle regarded me with an amused confusion.

      ‘Remember you? Of course I remember you, George,’ he said, laughing. ‘Why, it was only a couple of hours ago we sat down for dinner. Has the wine gone to your head?’

      I caught myself chuckling quite without meaning to. ‘A couple of hours? Wow. Somehow it feels a hell of a lot longer.’

      ‘Sounds like someone needs to hit the hay,’ said Mr. Boyle, making to leave. ‘Don’t burn the candle too low, George.’

      ‘Oh, before you go,’ I said, reaching into the pocket of my jacket. My fingers coiled around the mini-bottle of red wine Pierre had pilfered from Viola’s collection. It was still intact. ‘I found this and thought you might find some use in it.’

      Mr. Boyle looked at the bottle, his eyebrows furrowed and smile faltering. He did not take it.

      ‘I appreciate the offer, George; thank you. But I can’t imagine why I’d make better use of it than you.’

      ‘Oh, okay. I just thought you were looking for a better wine, that’s all. Something better than the red piss they seem to be serving around here, at least. It’s a great vintage, I promise.’

      ‘I have no doubt of that, son. But I’ve been sober for twenty-two years now, and I reckon the AA considers even a tiny bottle like that a serious no-no. You drink it for me, how about that? But best leave it for tomorrow, if I were you. Tonight seems to have taken enough of a toll on you already.’

      He patted me on the shoulder and then made for the elevators. I stood alone in the lobby, surrounded by guests heading this way and that, watching the doors close on a Mr. Boyle I’d never known.

      Mr. Boyle had been a lonely old drunk, hadn’t he? There was no mistaking that beak of a nose… but hadn’t his nose also been a little bulbous and red, too? Maybe… maybe I was going crazy. Maybe I’d fabricated a whole other world in my head, a whole other fabulous fiction, where Mr. Boyle loved to drink even more than he did ruin other people’s dinners by sticking his prominent and aforementioned snotlocker where it wasn’t welcome.

      Hell. The simplest explanation is usually the correct one, right? Let’s put it to the courts. What’s that - the jury has reached a verdict? They want me locked away in the nuthouse, made to give myself an endless white hug in my brand new jacket so strait? Well goddamn it, Broadmoor, open your doors, for Georgie Webber would like to make a reservation.

      No, that wasn’t it. I wasn’t mad. And even if I was, my madness was caused not through painting a picture for myself but rather through peeling back that painting to see what lay beneath.

      ‘Do you need some help with your luggage, sir?’

      A bellboy stood to my side, his face stuck in a glassy grin. His eyes stared at me, but seemed to see nothing. One arm was stuck out towards my briefcase, expectantly.

      ‘Some help, sir?’ he repeated.

      ‘No I’m good, thanks,’ I said, hugging my briefcase to my chest and making a quick escape. The bellboy continued to watch me as I approached the elevators, his expression not slipping an inch.

      I jabbed at the button by the lifts. They took their time.

      The same gentleman stood in the elevator as before, wearing the same white gloves and the same polite demeanour. He asked me which floor was mine - me? own a floor? I should be so lucky - and I said sixth. We travelled in an all-too familiar silence amongst a thousand reflections of ourselves, reflections that still looked back on one another as they stretched into infinity. The same two doors slid open on a corridor identical to the one I’d left a great many hours before… or a couple hours still to come.

      But it wasn’t the same, I could tell. It wasn’t all that unlike having a wallet bustling with coins, and having somebody come along and steal them all while you’re in the bathroom. The wallet still looks exactly the same when you return but you know something’s wrong the moment you pick it up. It’s all about the weight.

      Room 628. It wasn’t my 628. I suspected my room key would work, but what would I find inside? Myself, dead? Myself, stealing my other self’s briefcase? The mind boggles. Not that it mattered; it would always be a poor knock-off, the Chocolate-Covered Crispy-Rice Cereal Treats to my Coco Pops.

      I picked out the golden key and put my palm to the door, felt the echoes in its wood. It could only be a small step to the right world from there, couldn’t it? Just a little side-step. Like changing lane in a queue, or clicking a different tab on an internet browser.

      I turned the key and the world went tumbling.
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      It was my hotel room, alright. I don’t know what gave it away, but I just knew it. This was the room I’d been destined to die in.

      I shut the door behind me and felt a wave of relief come crashing down, tugging at my tear ducts. After everything I’d been through, after so much chasing and desperate hope, it had all fallen back into place. I’d left a story right at its final chapter. Now I could finally witness its end.

      The sliding door to my bathroom was still open from when the thief had burst out from behind it. I peeked my head around. It was dark, but it was also clear that there was no other version of myself waiting to jump out and set the merry-go-round spinning all over again. Nobody in the walk-in wardrobe, either.

      Given how long it had been since I’d slept within its sheets, I had expected housekeeping to make the bed. But of course it had been only a matter of minutes since I’d chased the thief from the room, and the maids wouldn’t be up for another twelve hours, give or take. So little time had passed, in fact, that my past self was probably out in the corridor that very moment, arguing with Pierre over how preposterous it was to claim that my briefcase had been stolen into the multiverse.

      It was tempting to steal a look at an element of my own history for the second time that evening, but not as tempting as what had been the catalyst for all the chaos and nonsense.

      I sat down in the bedroom chair, feeling a sense of deja vu. I checked the table to my left; my briefcase was on it. Phew. Imagine if I’d looked over and it had been missing, only for the bathroom door to go sliding across with a bang for a second time. A wheel goes around and around, repeating itself, and I just wanted the ride to stop.

      I traced the familiar leather in my hands, my heart beating a violent rhythm. This was it. A moment alone. A moment to mourn. A moment to say my goodbyes.

      I flicked the catches, which sprung open with a jump.

      I lifted the lid.

      A pile of photographs lay scattered across the bottom of the briefcase. A couple had been bent a little round their edge. There were a dozen, almost, and all of them could tell a greater story than any Chaucer or Dickens. I scooped them up in my hands and shuffled them against the table.

      If somebody had taken a rock and thrown it through a window into my past, the resulting shards would have been little different to the slideshow sitting in my palms. Each was a moment, frozen - a moment saved and savoured, but only to be consumed in meagre amounts. Too much at once and they were wont to lose their flavour.

      I stared long and hard at the first. The photograph was simple. It didn’t hide a weaving narrative; no laboured exposition was required. Chloe was sitting in the garden, crossed legged in a light blue dress. Sam was sat beside her. He must have celebrated his second birthday only two or three weeks before. We’d been out in the back garden and a white and red chequered blanket had been spread out across the grass. Even though we hadn’t left the house we’d really gone to town; a wicker hamper harboured sandwiches cut into quarters, crisps in tubes, slices of ham, turkey and salami, chocolate fingers that melted in the mild sun. Orange juice to wash it down. My woman and my boy both stared up at the camera - up at me - with grins as big as their appetites.

      I drank it all in. I smiled. I turned to the next.

      Just Sam this time. He wasn’t smiling, but that photo always made me break out in a smirk of my own. He was sitting on the bottom step of the stairs - the naughty step - with his arms crossed and mood even more so. His frown could have crushed a nut. And yet he sat where he’d been told, without a word of complaint. He’d always been a good kid, even when he was being bad. I couldn’t for the life of me remember what it was he’d done, however. Maybe he had refused to eat his greens. Maybe he’d done a swear. Maybe he’d woken up in the night and deliberately pissed on his own bed. When it comes to children, who knows?

      I didn’t even realise there were tears rolling silently down my cheeks. I returned the photograph to the back of the pack and shifted in my chair. Failing to make myself comfortable, I migrated both myself and my briefcase to the edge of the bed.

      Chloe, sitting up in bed, covering herself with our bedcovers. Boy, was this one old now. It predated Sam by, what? Three years? Four? A morning’s sunlight caressed her skin, streaming through the slats in the blinds. On the bedside table was a book she’d stayed up reading the night before… What was it? The photograph betrayed its age; the cover was muted and blurred, a reddish-pink smudge cast into the background. Her reading glasses were balanced on top of it. Huh. I’d almost forgotten she ever wore them. I guess time has a habit of letting the little things fall through the cracks.

      A minute went by, maybe two, and all I did was stare at the picture. Nothing moved; nothing changed. I just sat there, mesmerised, trapping myself in a little pocket of time I could hold on to, that wouldn’t and couldn’t escape from me. I could look away, I could close my eyes, and that moment would still be there when I returned.

      The way her eyes looked into my own, scolding me. The way she bit her lip, smiling, hiding that she liked my gaze. Her messy, untamed hair. Her skin without flaw, cast in light and shadow where the covers didn’t quite reach.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I was ready, even though my shaking hands and fluttering heart told a different story.

      I took the gun from out of the briefcase and placed it on the bedsheets. Calmly and gently, I closed the catches on the case and put it on the floor. I picked up the gun once more, feeling its pull against my palm. It wasn’t the first time I’d held it, of course, but still it felt remarkably heavy. I guess anything so concluding has more than its share of weight to carry.

      It was a 9mm, and a model I couldn’t tell you. I hadn’t asked questions, because frankly it doesn’t matter all too much what kills you, only that it does. I won’t name the young man who sourced it for me back in Maidenhead, but it’ll suffice to say he left having turned a considerably higher profit than he’d expected when he first approached me offering a bag of weed.

      I didn’t like the idea of putting the gun into my mouth, so I placed it under my chin instead, pointing upwards. I dug it deep into the skin. I’d heard about idiots who managed to blow their face off and nothing else. If there was ever something to not screw up, this was it.

      My finger coiled around the trigger.

      ‘George, no!’

      ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ I said, pulling the gun away. Just when I’d finally found a moment’s peace. ‘It’s nothing to do with you. Can’t you just leave me to go in peace?’

      The other George was standing in the bedroom doorway, out of breath. His eye was still blackened and a bruise on his temple was swelling where I’d whacked him with my briefcase. Well, there was no use stealing my briefcase now, was there? He could have it for all I cared, so long as he left me the hell alone.

      ‘Come on, George. It’s everything to do with me. You are me - one of me, at least.’

      ‘Exactly, I’m one of you,’ I said, exhausted. ‘Just one. There’s an infinite number of us out there, so why can’t you let just one go?’

      ‘Because it’s not just one, as well you know.’ My other self took a step forward into the bedroom so I flicked my gun towards him slightly. He kept still. ‘We all end up in the same place. We all end up in this room, with this choice. But not if I can help it.’

      ‘What, you’re going to stop all of us?’

      ‘Yes, I am. Granted, you’ve caused me considerably more grief than any of the others. Most of the time I get away with their briefcase before they even get back to their room.’

      ‘And that stops them, does it?’

      ‘Usually, yes. They worry and panic, mostly about the gun that’s gone missing. They ask the hotel concierge, and Pierre does his best to find their case. He never does, of course, because it’s nowhere to be found. So each George does the only thing he can: he goes to sleep in his soft, plush bed, gets a good night’s sleep, and checks out of Le Petit Monde in the morning. He doesn’t become happy all of a sudden, his woes aren’t magically cured, but he carries on. He starts to see the colour still left in the world.’

      ‘Oh, bullshit. Why on earth should I believe that?’

      ‘Because it happened to me. Is the fact that I’m standing here before you not enough? I could have blown my brains out, but I didn’t. There must be something more, I thought, something better. And ‘lo and behold, there I was, standing in my own doorway as I stand in yours now, telling myself I was right. There was something better, and I’d come back to myself to prove it. I built a new life for myself in my own world - got remarried, had a daughter, Belle, you’d love her - and vowed to do whatever I could to stop any other version of myself from making the choice I didn’t. The wrong choice.’

      ‘How goddamn noble of you. Now get out of my way.’

      ‘No, George. I’m not going to let you kill yourself any more than I’d let me do it to myself. Do you not think I know you? Because I’ve been right there, George, I’ve been right there and I’ve felt the same as you. I’ve felt everything you have and a little more.’

      ‘You have no idea-’

      ‘I have every idea,’ he said, making his way towards me, a twitch in his eyebrow. ‘I’ve known how it feels to wake up and expect Chloe’s head to be resting on the pillow next to mine, to feel her warmth and hear the sound of her gentle breath. I’ve known the breaking emptiness of walking past my son’s bedroom, seeing posters and toys laid out for no-one. I’ve known the dawning horror that everything you care about, the whole world you’d taken the best years of your life to curate for yourself, is gone, never to be retrieved. And believe it or not but I’ve known that numbness, that dull nothingness that plagues you, painting everything a hollow shade of grey. Do you think I don’t still feel that, sometimes? Do you think I’ve forgotten them? Or are you suggesting that I didn’t care as much about my Chloe and my Sam as you did yours?’

      My mouth opened and closed but nothing of importance came out. The other George was only a metre or so away.

      ‘We split from the same path, George,’ he continued, not once breaking eye contact. I swear he didn’t even blink. ‘Until this hotel we were one and the same. I know what it’s like to feel as if you’re at the bottom of a well, peering up through the dark as the rest of the world walks by in the light. Feeling the drip, drip, drip of rain on your forehead, wondering when the water will get high enough for you to drown. I know, George, because I was standing right there with you.’

      He was right next to me now. On his jacket I could smell the sweat and grass from our earlier rendezvous. He offered an open palm.

      ‘Give me the gun, George. Think of what you could achieve with what you now know. Think of the places you could go, the people you could meet. You needn’t follow the same path as me, just… Just do something. Give me the gun, George.’

      I let the gun’s grip bob up and down in my hand, testing its weight. I thought of all the life and colour of New Orleans, of the dirge and filthy gloom of Viola’s London, of the heat and flora of unmapped Peru. Of the horrors in harrowed hospitals and the soft peace of a loving home. I thought of all the passion and the pain, of all the laughter that could be lost.

      And then I thought of Chloe and Sam, torn apart in an embrace of tree and metal.

      ‘Nope, I think I’m done,’ I said, raising the gun to my head once more.

      The other George grabbed at my wrist, squeezing so hard I could barely move my fingers. He twisted it so that the gun’s barrel pointed not at my head but at one of the glass-bead lamps beside my bed. With his other hand he tried wrenching the gun from my grip. Unfortunately this meant that not only could I not put a bullet through my brain, I couldn’t let go of the damn thing either.

      I swung my free fist into his side - a tricky and ultimately ineffective assault given my awkward position sat upon the edge of the bed. I tried kneeing him in the groin but that was just as weak, missing any part of his manhood and instead slamming my thigh into his calf. This made him pull away, but as he had an unrelenting hold over my right hand this meant we both went tumbling onto the carpet in an uncomfortably undignified sprawl.

      Elbows went in ribs. Feet got kicked. And an unfortunate fist went crashing into my mouth, filling it with red and iron.

      ‘Give it up, you damn idiot,’ he said in between gasps for breath. ‘Can’t you see I’m-’

      A gunshot went crashing through the room, and then all that hung was silence.

      I lay motionless, unable to move. Something hot and wet was spreading out across my arm. I felt like a crazy person strapped into a hospital bed, straining against his covers. It took a few seconds but eventually I wriggled my arm free, soaked in blood, and pushed the body from off my chest.

      The other George rolled over, limp and unresisting. His eyes stared at the ceiling. His mouth hung agape. A hole had appeared in his side, a hole that oozed and bled out like a sewage pipe. The gun looked so innocent and alien in my hand. I threw it aside. It still blew smoke from its mouth.

      ‘Oh God, George, what did you do?’

      I looked up to see Pierre standing in the doorway. Out of the three of us his eyes stared widest of all. He was leaning against the doorframe and running his hands through his hair.

      ‘It was an accident,’ I said, my words coming out all frantic. ‘I was here by myself and he startled me, he came for the gun and it just went off…’

      I was sick onto the carpet beside the bed, quite without warning.

      ‘Oh this is bad, this is so bad,’ said Pierre, cupping his hands in front of his face and breathing deeply as if into a paper bag.

      ‘You don’t say? I’ve killed someone, Pierre. And worst of all it was me!’

      ‘No, you don’t understand. As far as the authorities are concerned, you’re dead. If they ID you, or run DNA, check dental records… Whatever they do, you’re the one coming up on their system. Not George Webber from another world, but the one I’m talking to right this moment. You’re over. Done. Imagine the confusion if you try to live a normal life after this gets reported. Bank accounts frozen. The mortgage on your cottage, wiped. Hell, you won’t even be able to get a library card.’

      ‘Why don’t we take the body to another world?’ I said, spitballing for ideas. ‘The one he came from? That way it’s all… even.’

      ‘Oh, and which world was that?’ replied Pierre, sitting down in the bedroom’s chair. ‘We’d have to be a thousand percent sure, otherwise we’d be landing some other version of ourselves in a tonne of trouble.’

      I bent down, almost threw up again, and picked up the gun.

      ‘Don’t even think about killing yourself as well. One dead George Webber is enough of a problem, without explaining to the police how there’s two of you.’

      ‘Only bought the one bullet. I’m not made of money.’ I dropped the gun so that it lay only a foot from the other George’s right hand. ‘I thought it would be enough.’

      Pierre put his face in his hands and groaned.

      ‘Euuurggghh. The ladies in housekeeping are going to kill me.’

      I was stuck between two impossible situations. I couldn’t live, because the world I’d always known would soon think I was dead. And I couldn’t die, because then the authorities would have to work out how it was possible two versions of one man had turned up dead in a hotel bedroom. That, and I didn’t have the bottle to hang myself with a tie or throw myself from off a balcony. My skin was starting to feel about six sizes too small for my skeleton.

      But then it struck me like a Book of Revelations thrown by a shot-putter.

      Lived, living, will live.

      I didn’t need to kill myself - again - to get what I wanted. And I didn’t need to wait out the rest of my days in a lonely misery, either. There I was, spread out on the carpet, bleeding profusely from a hole in my side. There I was, standing very much alive, though with a rather sore jaw. And there I would be, eventually, in a thousand other worlds, at a time in which I hadn’t yet been born.

      For every version of me alive, another was dead. For every world where an old George Webber would slip off silently in his sleep, there was another where he was yet to be conceived. The ripples of my actions spoke back from a fabric far more astronomic than I could comprehend, and yet in a way I could; in my small, insignificant way I was infinite, as was Pierre, as was Marie, as were all who ever were, ever would be, and ever are.

      My Chloe and Sam were dead, I knew that. But my Chloe and Sam were also alive, and only a sidestep away.

      I stormed past the body, grabbing his black scarf as I went, so full of sudden adrenaline that bile was starting to creep up the back of my throat. I could barely think, so busy my head felt. My breathing was sharp and shallow. I sounded like a bicycle pump.

      ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ said Pierre, getting up from the chair and joining me in the hallway. ‘You just killed someone, and it’s only marginally better for being yourself.’

      ‘Pierre,’ I said, starting to feel light-headed, ‘this isn’t my world. It hasn’t been for years now.’

      ‘George, I know it’s been hard, God knows there’s little worse to go through, but you can’t…’

      ‘No, listen. This isn’t my world. You’ve shown me that much. It’s just my luck, right? A billion billion worlds, and I’m standing in one of the only few that can’t give me what I want.’

      ‘I’m really not sure I understand.’

      ‘And you really don’t need to. Just do me one last favour, please? Swap me the spare key for your keyring. I don’t need all the extras where I’m going.’

      ‘Sure, I guess. I can always cut another. But what am I supposed to do about him?’

      We both turned to look at the dead body on the floor.

      ‘Just say I killed myself,’ I said. ‘It’s true, isn’t it? George Webber had never been long for this world.’

      Pierre paused for a second, then nodded. ‘I guess it brings about a balance of sorts. I’m glad to have met you, George. I really wish you’d chosen a different hotel to stay at, all things considered, but then I suppose you wouldn’t be alive, and that would be a crying shame.’

      I shook his hand and used the spare key on the door. It turned easily.

      ‘Don’t be a stranger,’ said Pierre. ‘We’ll have a room ready any time - you know how to reach me.’

      ‘Thanks… for everything, actually. It’s been one hell of an evening, hasn’t it? Goodbye, Pierre.’

      I stepped through and left my old world for good. Pierre sighed.

      ‘It won’t end well, George,’ he said to the closed door, shaking his head. ‘It won’t end well at all.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    

    
      Snow fluttered down from a black and endless sky, a sky so full of night that even the stars lay hidden. They were hidden, perhaps, not by a blanket of midnight cloud, but by their refusal to be complicit in what was destined to happen next.

      Yet the trees still shook in the spring breeze, and that breeze still blew. That much of the world remained, just as I remembered. As I had always remembered.

      The view out the thin bathroom window, a frosted rectangle cracked open a mere inch or two, was limited. But through the obsidian I could see the shadows of the forest spreading out to block a view of endless white fields; I could see snow building up against the windowsill like thick icing on a wedding cake; I could smell the crisp and unblemished, unspoiled air. I could also see a heavy-duty recycling bin, its lid struggling to hold down its dinner, but that did little to ruin the view.

      I was back - not in my when, for I’d already seen how that played out - but in the right where, in someone else’s when, one that was almost the same as my own.

      I didn’t recognise the bathroom, but I could tell where I was all the same. Not by its smell, for I’d be alarmed by the scent of cheap bleach and troubled movements of the bowel in any other environment, but by the aura of the place. It resonated with me, somehow, as the natural extension of somewhere else - the way you can expect how your neighbour’s bathroom will look, or their dog, maybe, having seen their doghouse in the garden. I don’t know how else to explain it, except perhaps that I’d known where I was going, and everything felt right. Felt familiar.

      I was alone except for two stained urinals and an equal number of empty stalls. Given the state of the one directly behind me, I was lucky not to have emerged on the opposite side of its door. Graffiti decorated the interior in a technicolour scrawl and a very identifiable puddle had spread across its floor. There was a bitter cold creeping in to cover the tiles in icy kisses, but my nose was adamant that the window be kept open.

      On the opposite side of the bathroom were two mirrors, each directly above a pale, anaemic sink. I was sweating and burning up, despite the coolness of the night, but I dared not touch the grimy, once-silver taps. Somehow I found myself believing whatever came flowing out would be even less pleasant. Somehow. But I did reflect upon myself in the mirror, checking what the new world would see.

      My jaw ached. It would swell, and it would be obvious. Not great, but the waxy light did it no favours. Elsewhere it might not steal so much of the stage that was my face, and at least there were no other contenders for the leading role. Most of the other George’s blows had been to my chest, my ribs, my arms. Places that could be covered… for now, at least.

      Were those really my eyes, looking back at me? Still, after all I’d been through? Flecks of blue, losing their battle against a tide of dull grey. Would they notice? Would they know? My pupils looked as panicked as I felt. I wore my tiredness openly, despite my excitement. With all the evening had thrown at me, fatigue had become like an estranged cousin, trying to catch up.

      Shake such nonsense from your mind. You’re doing this, right now, and you’re not going to screw it up. You hear me? Do you, Georgie-boy? Don’t think you can just switch and reset. Don’t think that you can just hop over to another world and screw it up some more. This is it - this is finally it - so pull yourself together and GO.

      I rolled up my sleeve where the other George’s blood had stained it. It would have to be binned as soon as possible. I drew myself a deep breath and did my best to calm my nerves. They’d bolted from their stables, but I managed to stop my hands from shaking and I guessed, if somebody had stumbled into the bathroom, I’d have looked relatively normal. Normal enough, at the very least, and that would have to do.

      Realising I still had the other George’s black scarf in my hand - a scarf identical in appearance and smell to my own, hanging perpetually alone but not forgotten in another, even more familiar world - I wrapped it around my neck. I would have been wearing it back then. A gift from Chloe - I’d always worn it, back then.

      Back now.

      I crossed over to the bathroom door and turned its grubby little handle.
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        * * *

      

      Now I could taste the familiar; no longer did it linger in the back of my throat, disguised as deja vu, but instead ran across my tongue in every hum of its discount lighting, every waft of refrigerated air, every similar sight and sound. It was thick, heavy, overwhelming - too great a portion, clogging up my throat and making it hard to breathe.

      No mistaking it, no sir; this was the service station to end all service stations - the garage at the end of the world. My world, at least, though perhaps the beginning of another.

      Another bout of aching dizziness washed over me, hard enough of a wave to make me grab my temple and squint my eyes shut. What was tiredness, and what was my mind trying to make sense of it all? My brain felt like a strip of taffy pulled out across an infinite bed of nails, ready to spit and pop in endless places. I didn’t need to be thinking of everything, everywhere, thinking the thoughts of a thousand identical minds. I just wanted my thoughts in one, easy location. This one.

      The dizziness started to fade; my swirling vision started to clear.

      Behind me the bathroom door came to a close, quietly. A little blue man stood on its face, balanced inside a painted circle of the same bright colour, looking more cheerful than his crude, flaking self deserved. The door’s counterpart stood just to its left, this one decorated with an equally jovial woman (you could tell, because like all women her lower half was triangular and her hair stood up in pigtails). A sign had been bolted into the wall above them, spelling out the oddly formal Lavatories. I recalled all this like something seen in the corner of one’s eye; registered yet not really remembered.

      An obligatory Caution, Wet Floor sign sat a little further up the aisle, though its warning likely applied to the whole shop rather than any specific patch. It was in front of a row of refrigerators, the type fitted with clear, plastic doors and filled with ice creams, slabs of breadcrumbed chicken breasts and oven pizzas, perhaps some beers. The shelves across from them were stacked high with bags of crisps, anorexic tuna and cucumber sandwiches, and gristly, grey microwavable sausage rolls and steak bakes. Equally bland and unappetising pop music drifted over from the other end of the store, where behind the counter a barely-memorable pimple-riddled shop assistant flicked through a magazine lifted from its rack near the entrance.

      The front door opened with a friendly chime; the assistant looked up with a tired smile. I ducked behind a display stand selling chicken-flavoured Pot Noodles at a discount.

      That’s me, I thought - knew, even. Sweat rolled down from my armpits and into the waistband of my trousers. That’s me coming in to pay for the pump. How long do I have, a minute? Two?

      Did I dare look up and see myself, almost exactly three years younger? See where the worry-lines weren’t, see the sureness of my step? I had to, didn’t I? Not as far as look myself in the eye - we all struggle with that at the best of times - but perhaps just to see what I looked like before, to see when George Webber last looked happy.

      I peeked around the potted noodles but an aisle of confectionary blocked my line of sight. I edged to the end of another line of shelves, this one closer to the counter, terrified that either the assistant or my other self would catch a glimpse of me.

      You can’t be seen, I reminded myself, feeling so daft crouched down beside the hanging bags of marshmallows. Not by the other George, at least. The kid behind the counter - he doesn’t matter so much. Not if he doesn’t see anything weird.

      Where am I now? Think, George, think.

      What had I done upon entering the shop all those years ago?

      Even though my memory of the night had always seemed as clear as a summer sky, I found it falling into fragments like leaves in the autumn, piecing together into a tapestry upon the floor. My instinct had been to pay for the petrol and get back out; I remembered that much. So why hadn’t I?

      To my right was a wall of windows, looking out at that same black sky. Or rather, what was left of the black sky beyond the concrete yawn of the forecourt’s roof, and the two fat pillars that held it in place.

      Chloe. Sam. My heart threatened to choke me. They’re just out there, a short jog away. The motor’s not running, but it might as well be. My loves, alive and waiting. Will I see them smile when they see me?

      But I couldn’t see them - not then, at least. The windows only went down to a couple of feet above the floor, and I was crouched below that line. I couldn’t risk standing up for a better look, no matter how badly every inch of my body wanted to.

      In the corner was a mirror, one of those weird circular ones you find only in supermarkets and narrow country lanes. I felt sick. All the shop assistant - or anyone, for that matter - would need to do was look up, and they’d see me squatting there like some inept robber waiting to make his move.

      Lucky then, that the college drop-out behind the counter was too engrossed in his sports car magazine - or the women straddling the vehicles, at any rate - to give even the most minuscule damn about what happened in his store.

      I caught myself in the mirror - my other self, that is - and almost coughed in my attempt to hold back laughter. I looked so goddamn dopey. Big grin on my face, and for what? The honour of visiting the convenience store of a Scottish petrol station in the middle of nowhere?

      He’s happy, George. Like you used to be. Don’t you remember?

      Wouldn’t you be happy, if you had your Chloe and Sam?

      He was looking at the shelves with all the intensity of an elderly librarian searching for a dusty tome. What had I been sent in for? I started to get worried, second-guess myself. My past self was wearing thick gloves and a stupid deerstalker hat. He looked like a pillock, but that wasn’t the problem.

      The problem was that I had neither. Would my family notice?

      Nicotine patches. That was it! It had been so many years since I’d last had a smoke - even after their deaths I’d kept clean, if not from the bottle - but Chloe always had trouble kicking the habit. I’d nagged her that the big C would kill her eventually. Tell me, could I have been any further from the truth? Anyway, I remembered that she’d given me strict orders to grab some patches while I was in there. And water - three bottles, one for each of us.

      And don’t forget the chocolate buttons for Sam. Now that would be calamitous, wouldn’t it?

      My past self seemed satisfied by something on the shelf, plucking up a box as a farmer’s wife might a feather from a hen. He turned it over in his hand. Looking for its strength? I don’t know. But he seemed convinced enough to give it a content little toss, nod his head, and walk back down the other end of the aisle.

      Where did I - would I - go after? The water, or the chocolates? I prayed it wasn’t the latter; I could see the little blue bag I’d picked once upon a time, bulging with its buttons of brown, hanging with its half-dozen brethren on their hook. If I was close enough to grab them, then I was close enough to be discovered by the other George.

      I risked peeking out around the gelatine-heavy stand of fruit-chews, gummy bears and strawberry laces. Nobody was there.

      Footsteps echoed from further into the store, so I stood up a little - just enough to see an awful deerstalker bobbing its way above the shelves towards the refrigerators and the rows of bottled drinks beside them.

      The water. I got the water next, because I remember struggling to balance them in my arms as I pried the chocolates from their peg. I remember them toppling like bowling pins onto the cold and dirty floor.

      This is it. You can’t wait any longer, else you’ll lose them forever. Again.

      I reached out and snatched a packet of chocolate buttons from off its hook before crouch-walking down the aisle that ran parallel to it. The shop assistant still flicked through his pages, oblivious, digging an adventurous finger into his ear. He didn’t see me pocket the chocolates.

      What’s that? Adding a splash of shoplifting to your rap sheet, to go alongside manslaughter and identity theft? Well, I should think that’s the least of your concerns tonight, isn’t it?

      There was a security camera above the front door, its eye static and unblinking. What fun they’ll have watching this back tomorrow, I thought with a resigned chuckle. They’ll think their old VCR has gone and packed it in.

      The sound of footsteps was getting louder, drawing closer. My past self was coming back, at that very moment struggling to carry three bottles of overpriced water and a strangely cumbersome cardboard cube of nicotine patches. Every step was like that of a delicate tightrope act. I knew that I - he - would drop the bottles. When he bent down out of sight - that was when I’d make my move.

      Closer and closer to the counter I crept.

      I wonder if there had been another George in my own service station, three years ago. Watching and waiting, but never making his move, never making himself known. Slinking back through another door once I’d gone.

      Suddenly there came the bouncy sound of wobbly plastic rebounding off a hard, tiled floor. Then another, and then a third. The kid behind the counter barely cast a glance towards the commotion. There was an audible tutting as the George Webber of three years ago consigned himself to picking up his mess.

      As he did I stood up in the aisle opposite, expecting a whole palaver of chaos to ensue. It didn’t. Younger George was squatting down, tidying his soon-to-be purchases. The boy kept his head between his pages. I realised I was, quite literally, holding my breath. I tried to relax and then, radiating a faux confidence as if nothing in the world was in the least bit unusual, I strode towards the shop’s entrance.

      - I’m going to look up and see myself, I’m going to look up and see myself, the pimply kid is going to notice something’s wrong - my gloves, my hat, my shirt - he’s going to look up and his eyes will grow larger and larger and he’ll scream and everything will fall apart like bad glue -

      I reached the counter while my other self was still gathering up his bottles, yet to even pick out Sam’s chocolates. The guy behind the till looked up from his magazine - God, he looks even younger than I remember, surely he can’t be out of school yet - and I could see a confused glint in his eye, a questioning quiver of his eyebrow. He went to stand up.

      I patted my pocket, pretending to have left my wallet in my car, and rolled my eyes at my own stupidity.

      - there’s no way he’s going to fall for something so dumb, this is absurd -

      The boy uttered a light, humourless laugh and relaxed further into his chair. The magazine opened once again. The door rang out an abrasive jingle of victory as I stepped into the cold, unseasonal air.

      I wanted to let out a sigh of relief, to lie down in the untainted snow and cool off, to become an enormous George-shaped colander and let all the anxiety and panic drain out from my many holes. But I wasn’t out of the woods yet - literally or figuratively.

      Any second now the real George - real George? am I really not considering myself the original, the authentic, the real McCoy anymore? - would stand up and make his way over to the checkout. I knew this, because it’s what I had done. Or had something changed, something ever so slight it was otherwise incomprehensible? Was I the change? I guess this whole world’s path had been altered the very moment I’d stepped through the door of the bathroom stall - this world and every other that branched out from it like an ever-growing, ever-diverging tree.

      Would the cashier be surprised I was ‘back’ so soon? Maybe, maybe not. Would he be confused by my obvious change in clothes? Probably, but I had my doubts as to whether he had the balls to call a paying customer out on it. His brain might even gloss over such inconsistent details to spare him from madness.

      Maybe you’ve got a minute, George. Probably you have less. Stop your thinking and start your doing.

      Some of the snow was drifting in under the forecourt’s roof. The only light came from above the neon pumps, casting surreal spotlights in the dark. The only sound came from their bored hum, droning and dull. Signs stretching across the shop’s windows read: Sandwiches, Snacks, Cigarettes. Beers & Wines.

      There was only one car in the forecourt. My car. Parked just where I’d left it, all those years ago. Under the ghostly glare of the pump lights I could see dark shapes moving inside, and my heart fluttered.

      I crossed the grey and oily concrete, the single full stop on a page of pure white, each step echoing in the snowing silence.

      - oh my God this is it, this is them -

      I was a couple of metres away now, and the shapes turned into people.

      - my God, it’s Chloe, it’s really her -

      She’s going through her handbag. I know she’s looking for tissues, because after only two hours of entering the North she’s developed a cold. And that’s when it happens, and I feel my heart, lost under three years of rubble and ruin, explode in a magnificent supernova.

      She smiles at me.

      I could have cried. I very almost did. Sure, the prospect of her nicotine patches may have played a small part in her excitement. But what were her cravings compared to the joy I felt in our reunion?

      And Sam - what about Sam?

      He’s in the back seat, straining to read his Spider-Man comic book. There isn’t enough light, but there’s a hell of a lot more of it on the forecourt than there was on any of those bleak country lanes. He looks up and waves as if I’m returning from a stint in the army, and although it’s been minutes for him it really has been years for me. I do start to cry, then, and Sam looks confused as I wipe away the lone tear that gets the better of me. Then I remember the beaming grin he gave me when I showed him the chocolate buttons, and retrieve them from my jacket pocket. There it is - that goofy, greedy grin - and the supernova goes off once more.

      I couldn’t believe it. Sometimes I still can’t.

      But the spell was broken when I saw my other self stand back up in the store, a bag of chocolate buttons balanced precariously atop three bottles of water and that irritating cardboard cube. Soon he’d have paid for his petrol, and then the jig would be up.

      I hurried around to the driver’s door of the car, unable to contain my excitement, and climbed in.

      Oh how I’d missed my old wheels, though aside from its familiar smell I paid it little attention. I was too mesmerised by how close my loved ones were; I felt like a prisoner, his sentence finally overturned.

      ‘So?’ asked Chloe, her smile faltering.

      ‘So what?’ I replied. I was barely listening. I could smell her familiar scent - how could I have ever forgotten it? I guess it’s the first to fall through the cracks, just before the feel of their skin and the sound of their laughter. If she hadn’t been strapped into her car seat I would have whirled her around and around like we were ballroom dancers.

      ‘Did they have my patches?’

      Think fast.

      ‘No, beautiful, I’m sorry. They didn’t seem to stock them. They didn’t even have any water, would you believe it? Just beers and some Pepsi. But guess what they did have…’

      I turned in my seat and tossed the bag of chocolate buttons onto Sam’s lap. That beautiful smile emerged once more as he tore through the plastic. I ruffled my hand through his hair, and nothing - not before, not after - would ever come close to that moment.

      ‘Goddamn it.’ Chloe’s voice was even softer than I remembered, though of course memory has a habit of distorting and airbrushing itself. She wasn’t doing a great job of hiding her disappointment. ‘Are you okay, George?’

      ‘Sure I am,’ I said, pulling my seatbelt across my chest. I noticed the keys were hanging in the ignition - thank God. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ She played with the straps of her handbag, the way she always did when she got nervous. I’d forgotten that fact, until I saw her do it. ‘You seem… jumpy, that’s all. Where’s your hat?’

      ‘Hmm?’

      ‘Your hat. You were wearing it when you got out the car, I’m sure of it. You didn’t leave it in the shop, did you?’

      ‘Oh, no. No. I popped it in the boot before I went in, didn’t you see?’

      ‘Ah, okay. Shall we make a move, then?’

      That’s when I kissed her, long and passionately, the way I would have never before kissed my wife if my son was watching. He let out an exaggerated groan but I didn’t hear it. I was too intoxicated by the softness of her lips, the sensation of her hair in my hand, her smell as my nose pressed hard against her own. I didn’t want to let go.

      ‘What was that for?’ she asked as we pulled away from one another.

      ‘No reason, other than I love you.’

      ‘I love you too,’ she smirked, still taken aback. ‘Now come on. At this rate we won’t get there before midnight.’

      I turned the keys and the car roared into life.

      This is real. This is really happening.

      I pulled away from the garage forecourt, only as quickly as I dared. I still expected the other George to appear at my door… to pull it open and throw me to the kerb. Beat the crap out of me. Add some more bruises to my jaw.

      The car jerked a little, the way it sometimes did when I didn’t put my foot down hard enough. As much as I’d loved it, I’d forgotten all about that car’s stupid quirks. Chloe shot me a look.

      ‘Sorry,’ I said, feeling red rush into my cheeks.

      The twin beams of my car’s headlights illuminated the two lanes of the winding country road to which the service station belonged, and the dense wall of trees that lined it like a garden fence. There were tracks in the snow left by other plucky drivers, but they were beginning to fade under the relentless barrage of white from above.

      Nothing was coming from either direction, so I pulled out into the road. I looked into my rear-view mirror just in time to see a very distraught George Webber rush out the door of the shop, a plastic bag of supplies swinging from one panicking hand and the other holding on to his hat. He looked like his whole world had come crashing down on top of him.

      I felt bad for the guy, I really did. I knew exactly how he was feeling - worse, even. And of all people to take his family away from him… Jesus. It wasn’t fair. Part of me knew I should turn the car around and bring his wife and child back. Explain everything, or try to. Leave their brains frazzled, but at least they’d be frazzled together. But the other part… The other part knew that they weren’t his. They were mine. And the universe owed me; I could feel it. I’d felt it for three goddamn years, and feeling it made me sick.

      Then we were making our way down the road, and he was gone.

      The sweat from my hands made them slip against the leather steering wheel. My breathing wouldn’t steady itself. I felt like I was wearing someone else’s skin. And I realised I hadn’t the slightest clue how to get to the hotel we had booked. I was about to say something, but Chloe got there first.

      ‘Take the next right, in about four or five minutes.’ She had her phone resting in her lap and was following our marker as it traced a blue route across the map. After a short pause she added, ‘Longer at this rate.’

      I laughed, and it came out short and sharp. I was driving particularly slow, to be fair.

      ‘You can never be too careful,’ I said, tightening my grip on the wheel. ‘I’ve heard so many stories about people spinning out on ice they can’t even see. It’s terrifying, to be quite honest. There’s no way I’m risking the two of you, not ever.’

      I thought she’d be annoyed, but she smiled and squeezed my thigh.

      ‘Go as slow as you want, babe,’ she said. ‘We’ve got all the time in the world.’

      I watched as the snowflakes fluttered down onto our windscreen, only to be brusquely brushed aside by the wipers. I watched as the road wound left and right, twisting a path through a shivering forest of oaks and alders. I watched as our headlights discovered mounds of white, pits of black and all the mysteries left in between.

      I listened to the sound of our tires crunching through the snow, and the silence inside the car broken only by the sound of Sam stuffing chocolates into his mouth, three at a time. And I found it all to be quite wonderful.

      Yes, we have, I thought, not once taking my eyes off the road. We’ve got all the time in the world.
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          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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      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.’
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      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.’
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      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.
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        * * *

      

      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.
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          Chapter One

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

      Wherever “here” was.

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

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

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

      ‘George?’

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

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

      I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘So you left?’ asked Pierre.

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

      ‘And you came here?’

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

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

      ‘What do you think happened to them?’

      ‘Who?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Before what? Before what, Pierre?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Well, I tried.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Pierre was nowhere to be seen, I suddenly realised.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

      Offline, it rested like an ancient archeological find.

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

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

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

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

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

      Pierre stopped me before we could step through.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Sure.’

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

      I sighed. This was a little embarrassing.

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

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

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

      ‘Thumb prick test?’

      ‘Yes…?’

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

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

      ‘What do you mean, they?’

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

      ‘Where are we going?’ I asked.

      Pierre stopped in the doorway and smiled.

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

      Could have been both.

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

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

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

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

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

      Pierre was unusually quiet for a moment.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      What did he expect me to do?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Do something, Pierre!’

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘No, Your Greatness.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She eyed Pierre carefully.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Pleased to meet you, Kellogg,’ said Pierre, stepping forward. ‘The universe really needs your help.’
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      I don’t know why I bothered to be surprised anymore.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Disconcerting, isn’t it?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Mostly?’ asked Pierre.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘But in theory?’ repeated Pierre.

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Erm, no.’

      ‘Pen and paper?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Paying who back?’

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

      ‘What was that for?’ I yelled.

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

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

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

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

      Closer and closer it rocketed towards us…

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

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

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

      I lowered my forearm from my eyes.

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

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

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

      ‘Well, are there any pictures?’

      ‘No!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Pierre shrugged and closed his eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Erm…’ said Pierre.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The Torri-Tau had arrived in Port Iridium.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      And above all else, its entrance ramp was open.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Possibly,’ he added, grimacing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Another twinkling four-note melody.

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

      ‘Yes!’ we both shouted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

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

      The nausea subsided. The sense of wonder did not.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Boy, was I glad I did.

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

      ‘What is this?’ I muttered to myself.

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

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

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

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

      ‘Erm, sure, I guess? How?’

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

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

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

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

      Another random twinkly four-note melody played.

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

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

      And down the rain fell.

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

      I shook my head.

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

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

      ‘And you asked for this?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I nodded, tentatively.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Did the-’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A hundred metres, ninety, eighty…

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

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

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

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

      

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

      Ophenia Four.

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

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

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

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

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

      A pause.

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

      ‘Yes, please.’

      ‘Plotting a course now.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Pierre shrugged. ‘How about over there?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Milty Bootka bobbed his head from side to side.

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

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

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

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

      ‘Well, he seemed nice,’ I said.

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

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

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

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

      ‘See anything useful?’ I whispered.

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Yes?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Ah.’

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Oh no,’ I whispered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘No…’

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

      ‘What? No?’

      ‘Would you like to find out?’

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

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

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

      I pointed at the stairwell to our left.

      ‘Ah. Right. Hurry up then.’

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

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

      ‘Can we at least talk about it?’

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

      ‘Sam and Chloe never… they never existed?’

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘George! Hurry up!’

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

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

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

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

      ‘Time’s up.’

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

      ‘What are they doing here?’ he cried.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Pierre looked around at the warehouse.

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

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

      ‘Ready?’ asked Pierre.

      ‘Nope. Should we be wearing seat belts?’

      ‘Is there really much point?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘How close is it?’

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

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

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

      ‘Three, two, one…’

      With a silent blink we disappeared into the white fissure…

      …and the rocket disappeared after us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    

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

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

      It was not an experience I much appreciated.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      And we were introduced to the ground with a crash.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    

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

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

      I think I blacked out.
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        * * *

      

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

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

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

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

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

      

      ‘George. George. Wake up.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Pierre sighed. ‘Can you walk?’

      ‘What? Erm, I think so. Why?’

      ‘It might be easier to show you.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Oh my God,’ I whispered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Well, this isn’t good.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Erm, does it?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Good point.’

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

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

      ‘How so?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘You thinking what I’m thinking?’

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      We were escorted around the corner and along what was supposed to be the city’s Main Street. There were lamp posts of Victorian design, only with blue orbs on their end instead of the more traditional lanterns. The streets and pavements looked like they’d been lifted straight from 1950s Americana. Every other store had either a wooden sandwich board out the front or an awning stretching over our heads. I mostly kept my head down in case I made eye contact with anyone, but through the visor of my helmet I noticed happy shopkeepers waving at our group as we walked past their windows. Often there weren’t any actual customers inside their stores.

      ‘This is weird,’ I whispered to Pierre, as our guide described the promenade. ‘This whole town feels like a piece of immersive theatre. It’s like they’re trying to reassemble the picture of their old lives before they were trapped in the Space Between Worlds, regardless of whether the pieces still fit together anymore. Or is this really just some elaborate show designed to convince everyone else in the multiverse of how great they are?’

      One of the tourists in front swivelled their eye-stalk around to glare at me, then grumbled something that was universally recognisable as meaning “shut up”. Pierre slapped me on the arm.

      ‘You forget how good the hearing of some of these guests might be,’ hissed Pierre. ‘I don’t care how weird things look or feel - from now until we get through that door you keep your thoughts to yourself. The Torri-Tau empire is great, all hail the Torri-Tau. Keep to that sort of thing, alright?’

      A pair of guards raised their hands in greeting as they walked down the opposite side of the street to us. In their other hands they held spears. We nodded solemnly and they continued on their way.

      ‘I do wish I had a weapon though,’ he added. ‘At least we had a grenade that time in Viola’s factory.’

      ‘Oh, yes. That really helped move our situation along, didn’t it? Thank you so much for that experience.’

      ‘And to your right, esteemed guests,’ said the tour guide, coming to an abrupt stop, ‘you’ll find the local picture house. Here the good people of New Norwich can unwind with the latest piece of Torritian cinema. Don’t worry - we’ll be bringing all the new releases to your worlds soon enough!’

      Everyone nattered excitedly as the tour continued onwards. I glanced up at the marquee.

      ‘Coming Soon. For crying out loud. They’re building cinemas before they’ve even invented the film industry!’

      ‘What did I say about keeping quiet?’ Pierre whisked me along. ‘Stay alert. That building up ahead looks promising.’

      It did. As Pierre had pointed out, the “city” of New Norwich was little more than a New York block in size, and much of that was occupied by the wide (and for the most part, desolate) Main Street down which we’d walked. But there were a dozen skyscrapers that circled the community - great triumphs of shimmering blue architecture - and a thirteenth which stood at the very end of Main Street, more concrete and serious than the rest. Flags fluttered outside its doors like the entrance to an embassy, but the flags outside this building were all the same deep blue.

      ‘Now this, ladies and gentlemen and asexual gastropods,’ said our grinning guide, ‘is the United Torri-Tau Nations consulate for the city of New Norwich! It’s from this very building that society itself was formed, and so it’s only fitting that our consuls here are responsible for delivering that message of peace and culture to every corner of the multiverse!’

      Pierre nudged me in the ribs with his elbow. I nodded.

      ‘So who wants to take a look inside?’ said the guide. ‘Follow me.’

      We climbed the steps up to the big, brass double doors, always a few steps behind the rest of the crowd. The guide entered first and held the door open so everyone else could pass through.

      ‘Oh, are you coming in as well?’ he asked as we reached the entrance, doing a double-take. ‘Okay then.’

      The tour group gathered by a wide reception desk in the centre of the consulate’s grand hall. Its marble floors and pillars were so shiny I could see my reflection in them. There was an old fashioned elevator at the back of the hall that reminded me of the one I’d used to get to my room back in Le Petit Monde - Art Deco in design and with a metal gate that had to be manually pulled across the doors. There were stairs winding upwards to the side of it; their railings were made of sparkling copper and bronze. I looked up and saw no ceiling, but rather an endless sequence of square balconies - one for every floor. Blue men in suits hurried from one room to another. An enormous clock hung above the elevator but did not tell the time. Instead, it was counting years.

      ‘Twenty-Four AA,’ said the guide, rushing back to join the crowd. ‘That’s twenty-four years After Arrival. Hard to believe all that’s happened since, isn’t it? Feels like a lot longer. And of course, for some worlds it has been a lot longer. Time is no obstacle to progress!’

      ‘Twenty-four years,’ I hissed. ‘You still think you can read that door’s wavelengths, Pierre?’

      ‘If nobody has used it to go anywhere else since, then yes. Have a little faith, won’t you?’

      The tour guide wandered over to the reception desk. A blue woman with pearl earrings was sat behind it, tapping away at an old typewriter that almost certainly hadn’t been invented yet.

      ‘Hello, dear. Tour group again, is it?’

      ‘Yes, indeed.’ He detached a sheet of paper from his clipboard and passed it over the desk. ‘Names and home-worlds on the left. Oh, and a couple of guards are tagging along. Apparently.’

      The receptionist peered over the tour guide’s shoulder.

      ‘You two,’ she said, beckoning us over with her finger. ‘Over here.’

      I glanced at Pierre and he glanced at me. There wasn’t much else we could do except wander over in as least a clumsy manner as possible. Sweat trickled down the back of my helmet. I feared my hammering heart would burst right through my breastplate.

      ‘You’re here to replace those two fools from the eighth floor, I assume,’ she said, before turning her head to address the tour guide again. ‘Rushed off to help when they heard about that meteorite crash a few hills over,’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘If Makka-Soj were here he’d have their heads. Running off at the first sign of excitement, I don’t know. Anyway. You two. Head up there and make sure those archives aren’t left unattended any longer. And sort out your uniforms, will you? Your sleeve practically looks like it’s hanging off.’

      We nodded and strolled towards the elevator, keeping an eye on the tour group as it was led out of the hall and down a corridor to the right. I don’t know about Pierre, but I fought hard to suppress the urge to run after them.

      ‘Don’t take that one,’ sighed the receptionist, not even looking up from her typewriter. ‘The lift round the back drops you off right outside the door to the archives. No need to wander through Accounting on your way there. You’ll only put them off their work.’

      We nodded again - not that she would have noticed - and hurried through the nearest door.

      ‘We’ve got to catch up to that tour group,’ whispered Pierre, as soon as we were out of earshot. ‘They’re definitely being taken to see the door, I’m sure of it.’

      ‘Yes, well…’

      My words fizzled out as we slowly turned our heads to look at the wall of the corridor in which we found ourselves. Or rather, the window of the corridor. A window behind which a dozen or so Torri-Tau men in suits were sitting at desks with chunky headphones over their ears, listening to reels of tape through cassette players and scribbling down notes on lined paper pads. A few of them were throwing curious expressions in our direction. We hurried out the other end of the corridor.

      ‘Yes, well they went in this direction… or thereabouts,’ I continued, as we marched through another large and thankfully empty hall. There were paintings of regal-looking Torri-Tau hanging on all the walls. ‘If we keep going I’m sure we’ll bump into them soon enough.’

      Pierre stopped and looked around at all the hall’s exits. ‘They could have gone anywhere though. Goddammit.’

      I waddled over to the nearest door. My metal greaves were digging into my shins. ‘There are signs,’ I whispered. ‘Most of them I can’t read, but here: English. Why do they even have it listed?’

      ‘Universal language, isn’t it?’ said Pierre, shrugging. ‘Didn’t you notice the tour guide speaking it? Oh God. Sales. We don’t want to go that way.’

      ‘Let’s try the next door along then.’

      We walked the fifteen or so metres to the next door and studied the white plaque to its right. I ran my finger down its length until I found something familiar.

      ‘Acquisitions. Something tells me it’s not businesses the Torri-Tau are acquiring.’

      ‘A whole governmental department dedicated to finding worlds and universes to rewrite.’ Pierre shook his head. ‘Why does that not surprise me? Next.’

      ‘How about that one?’

      We should have known then, really. Unlike the others, this last set of double doors was framed by its own marble pillars which grew out from the wall around it. An aura of history and prestige radiated from its dark, varnished wood.

      ‘Museum,’ read Pierre. ‘Museum! That’s got to be it, right? Where else would they…’

      We quickly hushed as a group of Torri-Tau men walked through the doors marked Acquisitions, and stood up straight for appearance’s sake. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to stop us from being noticed.

      ‘Narra-Doh?’ One of the suited men had called out to us and was diverting from his group. ‘Narra-Doh, is that you? Oh, man. It’s been months! Where’ve you been?’

      From inside my heavy helmet I shot a look at Pierre, but all I could make out were his own panicked eyes. How on Earth was I supposed to respond without giving the game away?

      ‘I’d recognise that breastplate anywhere.’ He was halfway across the hall to us now. ‘Still got that groove across the ribs, I see. Added a few more from the looks of it. You remember me, don’t you? Sojja-Ni, from Acquisitions. My niece used to babysit your daughter before she went off-world.’

      I nodded. I didn’t know what else to do.

      The man known as Sojja-Ni stuck out his hand. As much as every fibre of my person was screaming at me not to, I felt myself compelled to shake it. British manners. My own hand was halfway out of my pocket before I knew it.

      Somebody from his group whistled. ‘What are you doing, Sojja? They’ll start the meeting without you, and you know what the boss does to those who turn up late.’

      Sojja-Ni rolled his eyes and dropped his hand. ‘We’ll catch up later,’ he called out as he jogged back towards his colleagues. ‘Boy, are the guys back home gonna be buzzed to hear about this. We all thought you were dead!’

      I let out a sigh of relief so big I’m surprised my legs didn’t buckle from under me. My shirt was drenched in sweat and to make matters worse, my armour was squashing its soggy cloth against my chest. Pierre patted me on the shoulder and pushed open the door to the museum.

      The hall beyond carried a dimmer, more artificial light - not surprising, given the way that sunlight can damage what is old and valuable. The floor was wooden, as were the panels on the walls and the beams and rafters running overhead. There was a long, blue carpet leading from the doorway all the way to the opposite side of the hall, and at its end…

      …was the door, surrounded by a familiar crowd of tourists.

      ‘Wait!’ I said, holding my arm in front of Pierre as he went to dart forwards. ‘What was all that about keeping in character earlier? We’re supposed to be upstairs, guarding the archives. Have a little patience. They’ll move on before long.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Pierre sighed. ‘But let’s get a little closer anyway. I want to hear what that guide is saying…’

      A row of glass cases and stone plinths flanked each side of the blue carpet. We scampered past the first few and hunkered down behind a particularly large diorama of a battleship - hunkered down as much as our armour would allow, at least.

      ‘Look at all this,’ I laughed, shaking my head. ‘As if an empire of twenty-four years has any history to speak of. I mean, take that book over there. It’s in mint condition. Hardly the Magna Carta, is it?’

      ‘Shh!’

      ‘And the spears on that rack. They’ve never been used!’

      ‘Quiet!’

      I peered out from behind the diorama. The tour guide was addressing his group from in front of a large glass case that itself stood on an elevated, carpeted platform. Inside was a door that I recognised all too well as belonging to Le Petit Monde. Surrounded by a delicate, wooden frame, it had all the familiar markings; a royal redness to its otherwise earthy colour, a polished gold handle, a keyhole where most other hotels would have adopted a contactless keycard reader, and, most importantly, a room number.

      314.

      I could feel Pierre seething beside me.

      ‘It is through this very door,’ said the tour guide, ‘that the great men and women of the Torri-Tau first entered the multiverse…’

      ‘- no it bloody wasn’t -’

      ‘…and that’s why we carry the burden of helping lift up all other species - because we’re the only ones to have been blessed by our Creator with seeing the other side. Nobody knows how this door came to be…’

      ‘- yes they bloody do, I signed the invoice for it -’

      ‘…only that through it came not just the Torri-Tau people, but a unique and proper understanding of art and culture as well. Marvellous, is it not? Okay, time’s up for photos. Yes, that includes sketches I’m afraid. If you’ll kindly follow me, I’ll take you through to the gift shop and then, a spot of lunch…’

      The group followed him out of the hall through another set of heavy double doors to our right. They closed with an old, sullen slam.

      ‘Now that’s what I call an alternative fact,’ snapped Pierre, stomping towards the door. ‘There you are getting annoyed that their history isn’t old enough, and it turns out their history isn’t even true! They’re making it up to suit them! Blessed by our Creator, my word. I happen to know that door was built by a very nice father-and-son company in Slough, actually.’

      ‘Okay, bigger problem. How are we getting to it when it’s protected behind a case of glass? There’s no way of opening it. No latch that I can see.’

      Pierre pulled his helmet off and dropped it onto the soft carpet. He scratched his head and studied the display, whilst I unbuckled each piece of cumbersome armour from my aching, pleading torso.

      ‘Keep looking for a lock or something,’ he said, stepping back from it. ‘I might have an idea.’

      I studied the case from every angle - front to back and top to bottom. There was no lock; there were no hinges. Hell, there didn’t even seem to be a point where one sheet of glass met the other. Whoever built the display sure hadn’t expected anyone to want to get the door back out.

      ‘Hey, Pierre?’ I called out. ‘I really don’t think we can… Jesus Christ!’

      I dived out of the way as Pierre came running towards the case, holding one of the spears from the museum out in front of him like a lance. I landed with a thud against the hard, cold wood of the floor at almost the exact same time as Pierre’s spear pierced the glass. Rather than deflect the spear away - as the British pessimist in me was sure it would - the glass shattered in an instant, showering the podium with a hundred thousand dazzling diamonds.

      ‘Why couldn’t you have warned me, at least?’ I cried out, picking myself up off the floor.

      ‘You might have tried to stop me,’ replied Pierre, giving me a sheepish shrug of his shoulders.

      An alarm began to wail throughout the building. Pierre dropped the spear to the floor and ran up the steps of the podium.

      ‘Get that door open, Pierre,’ I said skittishly, waiting for the set of double doors to burst open and a hundred angry guards to come rushing into the museum hall. I didn’t know what to do with myself. ‘Any time now would be great.’

      ‘Quiet, please,’ said Pierre, apparently concerned more about my few words than the ear-piercing siren blasting out of speakers left, right and centre. ‘I need to concentrate.’

      He placed the palm of his hand on the surface of the door, bowed his head, and closed his eyes.

      There were footsteps coming. I was sure of it. A steady rumble that underpinned the alarm like a walking bass line. Any second now, the doors were going to open and a plasma bolt was going to take my head off. I looked to my battered helmet on the floor. Could I… Could I put it back on? Could I convince them that I was the first guard on the scene and that Pierre was the only intruder?

      And live the rest of my meagre life never taking that helmet off again in fear of being found out?

      On second thought, probably not worth it.

      ‘Hurry up, Pierre!’

      He waved me away with his other hand. ‘I’m working on it. It’s not… It’s not easy. The wavelengths are small. So small they’re barely there anymore. Give me some time.’

      ‘The universe hasn’t got any time left! How on Earth do you expect me to find you some more of it? You said you could do this!’

      ‘I can do it…’

      ‘Then just open the bloody door!’

      Pierre snapped open his eyes and stepped away from the door. He stuck his hand into his pocket and fished out the gold key. Even in the dim light of the museum it shimmered and gleamed.

      ‘I can do this,’ he whispered to himself. ‘Just match the vibrations and then…’

      The doors behind us were bashed open. I jumped like a cat that’s just spotted its own tail. Pierre didn’t. He slipped the key into the keyhole of door 314 and took a deep breath.

      ‘…and then go back a bit.’

      He turned the key and the lock clicked free.

      ‘There they are!’ somebody yelled from the doorway. It was the same man who’d tried to shake hands with me in the hall outside. He was surrounded by guards with notably pointy spears. ‘I knew it wasn’t Narra-Doh! That monster must have killed him, and now they’re stealing the door!’

      ‘Neither of those things are true!’ I yelled back. ‘Technically,’ I mumbled as an afterthought.

      Pierre turned the handle and threw open the hotel door…

      …and a brilliant, perfect wall of white greeted us from the other side.

      ‘I did it!’ laughed Pierre, an ecstatic grin plastered across his face. ‘I actually did-’

      One of those notably pointy spears rocketed past our faces and plunged into the timeless, spaceless void that was our destination. The void rippled like jelly after a stone’s been thrown through it.

      ‘Best we hurry,’ said a much more subdued Pierre, gesturing to the open door. ‘After you.’

      I glanced back at the charging, armoured throng of blue men and women, their spears pulled back at the ready, their eyes black and blood-hungry, their teeth bared and mouths full of screams, as they made short work of the carpet that divided us, and decided that eternity in a prison outside of space and time suddenly didn’t seem all that bad a gamble.

      I shut my eyes, held my breath, and took a step into the infinite white.

      Pierre followed and shut the door behind us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    

    
      The Space Between Worlds didn’t seem so bad. Very white and very empty, but not so bad. A lot better than whatever I experienced in that cosmic crack, that’s for sure. Given how hectic my last few days had been, it didn’t feel so much like a prison to me as it did a solitary retreat.

      I spun around when I heard the door slam behind me, and relaxed a little when I saw it was only Pierre that had followed me through. He rested his back against the door and dropped the key back into his pocket.

      The door on our side looked different. Of course it did. Though we’d passed through a door stolen from Le Petit Monde, the one through which we’d emerged had been brought to the Space Between Worlds by the Council of Keys ahead of their fateful meeting. This door was hard and black and cold.

      ‘Do you think the Torri-Tau will follow us here?’ I asked.

      That made Pierre stand up straight. ‘I wouldn’t think so. Can’t imagine any of them would want to come back to this place. Probably best to make sure they can’t, all the same.’

      Pierre pulled open the door and left it there. I peeked through the gap. There was nothing but more endless whiteness on the other side.

      ‘There we go,’ said Pierre, puffing out his chest. ‘Even if they try to follow us, it doesn’t matter. You can’t open an open door. Hmm. There’s probably a lesson to be learned in that.’

      I looked in every direction - first only to my left and right, and and then up and down, once I realised that I wasn’t actually standing on anything and that the angle of my person had no real bearing on any concept of “above” or “below”. I’m sure there were a fair few directions and dimensions I was missing, but everywhere I looked there was only nothing.

      ‘Where are we supposed to go?’ I asked. The sound in the Space Between Worlds was so dry that as soon as I stopped talking I was unsure if I’d ever spoken at all. ‘Did we arrive too early?’

      ‘No, I think we’re right on time.’ Pierre pondered towards the far distance. ‘If we were too early or too late then the door wouldn’t be here. We’re exactly where we ought to be. Well, when we ought to be at least.’

      He returned to the door and stood with his back perfectly parallel to its frame. Then he stuck his hand out dead-straight in front of himself.

      ‘In an infinite, empty space, why bother with a winding path? If we go this way I reckon we’ll get there soon enough.’

      I shrugged. ‘Suits me.’

      We walked in a pleasant but apprehensive silence for what could have been a few minutes or a few centuries. It felt like the former, but I remembered from Pierre’s story that time in the Space Between Worlds didn’t so much flow as spill, or freeze, or simply turn into a gas and float away. But after what I can only describe as a brief and palatable experience of the fourth dimension, something appeared on what I had loosely designated my horizon.

      It looked like the shell of a tortoise.

      Pierre squinted and held his hand above his eyes, which was utterly pointless as there was no source of light from which to shield them. He broke into a run.

      ‘That’s it,’ he shouted, as I raced to catch up with him. ‘That’s got to be it!’

      As we ran (though with no resistance beneath my feet, I suppose it was more like paddling) the tortoise shell grew steadily larger. Once a tiny speck, it began to resemble what it did in fact turn out to be: a grand, domed building, not unlike the Royal Albert Hall in shape and scale, alone in a blank ocean. Great marble pillars lined its circular circumference, holding its sweeping, stone, gold-trimmed roof over an inner chamber made of oak. We came to a stop in front of the thirteen steps leading up to a dark and doorless entrance.

      ‘An actual meeting of the Council of Keys,’ said Pierre. He stood with his hands on his hips, looking up at the building in awe. ‘Are you ready to witness some real history, George?’

      ‘It’ll sure beat witnessing all this white space,’ I sighed. ‘I’ve got to say, sneaking into a council chamber does sound like a nice change of pace. This is the first time in a while when nobody’s been trying to kill us.’

      Yeah, but don’t get too comfortable, Georgie-boy, came a voice from the back of my head. This is the end, remember. This sense of quiet… it might just be the calm before the storm.

      We climbed the thirteen steps.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    

    
      So this was the beginning, where it all began… not just the beginning, but the end.

      It turned out that the beginning was quite poorly lit, like an Elizabethan castle after dark. The entrance to the inner chamber was drenched in shadow and our path became only a little better illuminated once we were inside. Flaming torches lined the oak walls, one every ten metres, held aloft by iron grips. Their fires did not dance. They burned without the need for air, and so they burned eternal.

      Now I know that the Space Between Worlds had no temperature to speak of, but even with all those torches lining our way I swear I felt the not-air drop by a few degrees. My arms broke out in goosebumps.

      Neither of us spoke, and each step we took with care. We couldn’t afford to let anyone know we were coming.

      Before long the light of the torches fell behind us, only to be replaced by a new light - a colder light, one which dazzled and shined. We had reached the assembly, and with this new light came a plethora of voices. Pierre put his finger to his lips and we hurried behind one of the hall’s many marble pillars.

      ‘This is it,’ he whispered, his words rushed and barely audible. ‘This is the hall from which the Torri-Tau escaped! Or will escape, I guess. I wonder if they chose the Space Between Worlds because it was neutral ground over which no species could claim dominion, or if the Council already knew they were going to banish them here…’

      I peeked around our hiding place as far as I dared. The chamber was just how Pierre had described. The walls were curved and panelled with the same oak that lined the corridor. Columns, like the one we were hiding behind, reached up towards a domed ceiling decorated with intricate sculpturing and gold leaf. And from that ceiling hung a grand chandelier even greater than that which had hung in the lobby of Le Petit Monde. Unlike when Pierre had visited before, every one of its thousand diamond, teardrop candles twinkled with glorious bombast.

      But that wasn’t what really caught my attention.

      Ringed around the chamber - in the shape, as Pierre had said, of a horseshoe - were four rows of wooden benches, and on those benches sat every manner of species I could have ever imagined. Humanoids, from little green men to towering giants. Reptilian spacefarers. Mammoths dressed in rags and robes. Balls of gas, glowing different shades. Aquatic beings who kept themselves hydrated with body suits sloshing with water. There was even, sitting at the back and so bored by proceedings that he was picking at his bony skull of a face, a member of the Skrellik species.

      In the very centre of the chamber was a circle of thirteen chairs, each made of solid, velveted gold. And on those chairs sat the thirteen members of the Council. Everyone, whether they were as weary as the Skrellik or as enraptured as the small echidnas sitting at the very foot of the benches, was watching and listening to them.

      The one closest to me looked like a six-foot, sentient dandelion, its roots tapping at the marble floor for water and the red petals of its head naturally arching towards the light of the chandelier. Coiled up on the next seat along was an anaconda, only it wore a mech-suit with six fully-dextrous arms. It was tapping one of its many fingers against the side of the chair. Then there was an obese, gelatinous creature that warbled and sagged and thus perfectly fit his role as a politician. It was unfortunate perhaps that the creature that followed him was so delicate and graceful. Tall and thin and with a bulb of a head atop a neck the length of a giraffe’s, she looked as if she’d blow away in a strong wind. After her came a fluffy, floating orb, just like the one I’d seen behind the brothel window back in Port Iridium. Then there was, well… a goat. A talking goat. In the seventh seat sat what could have been a human, if there was ever a human who had beetles that scurried in and out of holes in their flesh. Beside that man sat a female Na’riim, who I swear could have been a younger and more civilised Ty-Ren Yoop. Perhaps it was her great-great-grandmother. There was an aquatic being of the same species as the one I’d seen in the audience, only this one required a larger helmet to support its enormous fish-head. Next along was a shelled insect the size of a buffalo; every now and then its wings would vibrate fast enough to emit a low humming noise. Then there was a two-headed mammal with leathery skin, and beside them sat a large ogre made of stunning crystal. And finally, in the thirteenth chair, sat someone that I recognised.

      Makka-Soj, the delegate for the Torri-Tau.

      Each member of the Council of Keys wore resplendent clothing appropriate to his, her or its species. The only thing that matched them to one another was the gold chain that hung around each member’s neck. And what dangled from that chain? A single golden key.

      Pierre yanked me back into cover.

      ‘What was that for?’ I asked. ‘This place is so crowded, we could probably go sit on one of the benches and nobody would notice us.’

      ‘Don’t be so sure,’ he replied. ‘This might seem like a mishmash menagerie of species but a pair of dishevelled humans would stick out like, well… like rodents in a restaurant. Trust me. Anyway, quiet. I want to hear what the Council are saying.’

      I peered back out from cover a little more cautiously than before. The alien who looked like a ram was clearing his throat.

      ‘So we are in agreement that, following the unfortunate incident at Proxi-Nero One, we must bring to a halt the Untangled Octowürm outbreak?’ he asked. Everyone sitting in the circle nodded. ‘Good. They’ve bred too quickly since their escape. Will you take care of this, Rando Llo?’

      The insect buzzed its wings and clicked its mandibles.

      ‘Perhaps they could be brought back into our service,’ suggested Makka-Soj. ‘We still have some use for them, yes? Or maybe we should consider some form of isolated sterilisation to bring their numbers down. A full eradication should only be a last resort.’

      The gelatinous blob snorted. ‘Rando Llo will be the one to decide what happens to them, Soj.’ He spat the name like an insult.

      Makka-Soj kept his face frozen in a grin. ‘Of course. And I’m sure he’ll make the right choice. Was that the last item on the agenda?’

      A few of the council members turned to look at one another. The rest shifted uncomfortably in their seats.

      ‘Well, that brings us to the last matter we must discuss tonight,’ sneered the goat. ‘I wish to table an additional motion, as agreed to by my honourable fellow councilpersons. Do you all still wish to continue?’

      Everyone other than Makka-Soj nodded, their faces as cold as stone. Only the man with beetles scuttling through his person had the decency to look hesitant, though he ended up nodding all the same.

      ‘What do you mean, an additional motion?’ Makka-Soj asked, gripping the arms of his chair and glaring around at the group. ‘And why were you discussing matters without me? What’s going on?’

      Pierre nudged me in the ribs. ‘Oh boy. This must be it! The Council are going to try the Torri-Tau for their crimes.’

      The goat leant forwards in his chair. ‘Don’t play the fool with us, Makka-Soj. You must be aware of the problem. We’ve tried accommodating your kind, but it’s been long enough. When we first brought the Torri-Tau into our fold we weren’t fully aware of the… ramifications. We believe we made a mistake.’

      Everyone around the circle nodded. So did quite a few of those sitting on the benches behind.

      ‘Oh, you’ve been accommodating us, have you?’ Makka-Soj laughed in disbelief. ‘The absolute cheek of you, of all of you. We’ve a right to make the most of the multiverse, just like anyone else. Our “unique” footprint isn’t ideal, I’ll grant you that. But neither is the fact that the Ilicic disperse spores that leave Ratheroid Bambertots in a catatonic state, or that his species,’ he added, nodding to the blob opposite him, ‘mined their way through six solar systems before anyone thought it was worth telling them to stop. And did anyone bat an eyelid over that robot refugee crisis? Nothing is ideal. We have to make the best of it, that’s all.’

      The alien who looked like a giant, red-petalled sunflower rearranged itself in its chair. The fat blob grunted.

      ‘All that might be true,’ continued the goat, ‘but we simply cannot tolerate the consequences of your condition, your… unique footprint, as you call it… any longer. Do you understand the damage you’re doing? Do you? Sari belongs to an empire dating back over three thousand years. One of your people travelled back to its very foundations and tried setting up a kebab stand. That idiot erased everything. It took all of our resources to put things right again and we’re still seeing the effects today. No other species could have done that, Makka-Soj. No. Other.’

      Sari, the thin, giraffe-necked, bulb-headed alien, crossed her arms and glared. ‘Many of our holy sites are ruined,’ she snapped. ‘Some will never be restored.’

      ‘And it was my species that invented the kebab, goddammit,’ sneered the leathery, two-headed beast. ‘Us and the Hst-Tuu clan, may their souls rest peacefully. Your kind can’t just go back and claim they did it first. That’s our culture we’re talking about.’

      ‘Sod your culture,’ hissed the snake with mechanical arms. ‘We’ve always had a system of trade between our universes. When one of my brethren finds a fortune in the desert, they share it with a version of themselves who found nothing but salt and sand. But what happens when one of the Torri-Tau pays us a visit, eh? I’ll tell you what: the other versions of us cease to exist! That’s not just bad business. That’s murder!’

      The goat raised a hoof before the assembly could descend into chaos. ‘You’ll be hard pressed to find anyone in this hall who doesn’t have their own tale of woe. Something drastic must be done before any more harm befalls us.’

      I ducked back behind cover to check on Pierre. He was being uncharacteristically quiet.

      ‘This isn’t how I thought things were going to go,’ he whispered, staring at an empty spot on the floor about three feet away. ‘After everything the Council told us, the stories that were passed down from generation to generation and species to species, and after all we’ve seen the Torri-Tau do since they escaped prison… this all seems a little… unfair. No wonder they went so mental when they got out. All they ever wanted was the same freedom as everyone else.’

      ‘Something drastic?’ yelled Makka-Soj, standing up from his chair. ‘What in the multiverse are you talking about?’

      ‘We’re talking about solving a problem, Soj,’ replied the blob. ‘We’re correcting a mistake. Putting things right.’

      ‘You’re not suggesting what I think you are.’ Makka-Soj took a step backwards and collapsed into his chair. His eyes were wide, his forehead sweating. ‘No, you can’t be. You introduced us to the multiverse. This isn’t our fault. You can’t wipe us out like… like… like you’re going to wipe out the octowürms. We’re people, for crying out loud. We have rights!’

      ‘I’m sorry, Makka-Soj,’ bleated the goat. ‘But it’s for the greater good. Deep down, I’m sure you appreciate our position.’

      ‘No, no. No. There has to be another way. My people will understand if we have to change. I’ll make sure they understand, I swear.’

      ‘The committee will vote on the exact nature of the solution after a brief recess,’ sighed the goat. ‘I’m sorry, Makka-Soj. I truly am. Guards, please make sure the Torri-Tau delegate does not leave this room.’

      Two black-clad guards with featureless masks over their faces marched forward. They crossed their electrically-charged pikes in front of Makka-Soj’s chair. He stared at them in blank shock.

      ‘You can’t do this!’ he screamed as the members of the Council rose from their seats and the rest of the crowd turned to talk to one another. ‘You bastards! You hypocrites! Inter-universal travel is a gift to be given to all, not kept hidden for use only by those few you deem worthy. You cannot punish me for being what I am!’
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        * * *

      

      ‘I don’t know about you, George, but I am seriously starting to question where we go from here.’

      Pierre was pacing back and forth in our little secluded area of the chamber. All the aliens were chatting amongst themselves so the risk of us being noticed was pretty slim, but his pacing was making me anxious all the same.

      ‘I mean, it was all so much simpler when the Torri-Tau were just the Gatecrashers, the cosmic boogeyman spreading from planet to planet and consuming everything,’ he continued, running a hand through his hair. ‘They were a virus before, now they’re an empire, we’ve got to get rid of them - that was what I was going to say before. I was going to argue that the Council should show them less compassion. But now… it seems as if everything the Council ever told us…’

      ‘Was a load of bollocks?’ I said, wishing Pierre would at least have his crisis in the cover of our pillar. ‘Yeah, sure seems that way. Not the nicest crowd, if I’m honest.’

      ‘It’s not even like they were doing anything out of malice.’ Much to my relief, Pierre came and leant against the shadowed marble. ‘Hell, they weren’t doing anything wrong, not really! They made a few mistakes because they were brought into the Council too early and they had an unfortunate… condition, that’s all. Oh, God. I don’t know what we’re supposed to do. They don’t deserve to be imprisoned, but…’

      ‘But if we do nothing, the multiverse is forever shaped in their image. Everything we cared about will be lost.’

      ‘So we’ve got to do something. And something tells me it would have been easier to convince the Council to wipe the Torri-Tau out than it will be to set them free.’

      I felt a dawning heaviness wash over me. ‘Nothing’s going to go back to how it was, will it?’

      Pierre stopped biting his nails and glanced up at me. He looked sad. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. I guess going back to how things were was never all that likely an outcome. But we can still try to do the right thing. Right?’

      ‘I suppose we might as well,’ I said, shrugging. ‘Doing nothing will only keep the multiverse on its current, Torri-centric path. Never mind. It’s not like I had much to go back to anyway.’

      Pierre shot me a sorry look and went to say something, but didn’t. Not for another few seconds at least, and when he did he was back to biting his nails.

      ‘So what are we going to do?’

      I couldn’t answer that question, so instead I looked out at the assembly crowd. Few of the groups looked as if they had any debate left in them, had they any to start with. Nobody was arguing; nobody spat vitriol. They were like friends waiting for the doors to their cinema screen to open. Catching up. Filling time.

      All whilst Makka-Soj simply sat there in his golden chair, eyes swimming and disbelieving, waiting for his sentence, and the sentence of each and every one of his people, to be delivered. The two guards had not moved in all that time, their lances buzzing and sparking only inches from his robed chest.

      The members of the Council had not yet reconvened.

      ‘We’ll have to try and explain the situation to them, I guess,’ I replied.

      ‘Explain it to them? Yeah, like that’ll work. No, we need to find a way to change their decision without them even realising it. Somehow, we need to make them think it’s their idea…’

      As Pierre rambled on, I caught a glimpse of the council members re-entering the chamber. Everybody returned to their seats and a hushed quiet returned to the hall. I pulled Pierre back into our hiding spot.

      ‘I’ve got it,’ he said, his mouth hanging open.

      ‘Got what?’

      ‘A plan! And it’s a good one. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner. It’s been staring me in the face this whole time!’

      The members of the Council sat, slithered, crept and dolloped themselves into their seats. Makka-Soj was pleading with them again. Nobody was answering.

      ‘Those monks back in the hotel,’ continued Pierre. ‘They told me I’d need a goat. They said I needed to give them one in order for them to give it back to me, when I’d need it. It all makes sense now. Maybe it wasn’t a scam after all! If I can find them - if they still exist, of course - I might be able to get hold of that goat. If a different version of me ever gave them one, that is. But still. I can find a goat and bring it here, and we’ll swap out the head of the Council for that goat, and then when they vote, they won’t be able to. Because the head of the Council will be an actual goat. See?’

      I looked at him in silence.

      ‘Pierre,’ I replied, spacing each new word so far apart from the last that there could be no confusion as to what I was saying, ‘that is the worst plan I have ever heard in my life. Literally the worst. We don’t need a goat, or any more damn plans involving trans-dimensional doors or alternate realities. We need a bloody argument.’

      Pierre shook his head and started rubbing his chin. ‘No, you’re wrong. I could get back to the door out there in only a few…’

      I stopped listening to him. The Council of Keys were delivering their sentence.

      ‘Makka-Soj, delegate for the Torri-Tau people, we have deliberated and we have reached a decision,’ said the alien who really did look like a goat. ‘For your species’ numerous crimes against the intergalactic community of the multiverse…’

      ‘Crimes?’ yelled Makka-Soj, nearly electrocuting himself against the lances locked in front of him. ‘Crimes? What are you talking about? We’ve made a few mistakes, that’s all!’

      ‘…we sentence you to eternity in the Space Between Worlds. You should use that time to think about what you’ve done.’

      ‘Pierre.’ I shook his shoulder. ‘We need to do something, and we need to do it now.’

      ‘What?’ screamed Makka-Soj. Again he went to stand up; this time the electric lance scorched the front of his robe, jolting him back into his seat. ‘No, you can’t do this! This is monstrous! This is absurd! There’s nothing but infinite nothingness out here. That’s worse than death! You might as well wipe us out, goddammit!’

      The crystallised ogre grunted and scratched his ear. ‘Perhaps we should reconsider the severity of…’

      ‘We’ve done all the reconsidering we need,’ the fat blob snapped. ‘The sentence is the sentence, end of discussion.’

      ‘Come on, Pierre!’ I hissed. ‘Ah, to hell with it.’

      With my hands raised high, I stepped out from behind the pillar and walked towards the circle.

      ‘Guys,’ I said, edging my way between the seats belonging to the thin alien and the fluffy, floating orb, ‘you’re making a really big mistake.’

      ‘Oh and you’d know, would you?’ grumbled the leathery, two-headed rhino-thing. ‘How dare you approach us. I don’t even recognise your species.’

      ‘That’s because we don’t exist yet, and yes, I do know, actually. I know much better than I’d like, thank you very much.’

      ‘And what is it that you know, exactly?’ asked the fish, its bubbly voice coming out of a speaker on the front of its spherical helmet. ‘What do you think will happen if we sentence this bothersome man’s species to eternal exile? A decline in knock-off kebabs, perhaps?’

      A few of the council members chuckled… but I was encouraged to see that more than a few looked concerned.

      ‘Oh, at first it seems like a great idea. Certainly if that’s what you’re already used to, I’ll give you that. I never even saw a Torri-Tau until today, you see, so I wasn’t all that concerned by them not existing anymore. Probably could have gone on like that for, oh I don’t know… forever? There are loads of things I don’t know about and I don’t lose any sleep over them. But then, a long, long time from now, the Torri-Tau will escape. They’ll get out. And as you can imagine, they will be royally, royally pissed.’

      The human-looking man with a beetle scurrying out of his ear-hole leant forward. ‘Yes? And what happens after that?’

      ‘Stop humouring this madman,’ snapped the fish. ‘He’s not even doing a very good job of defending Makka-Soj here anyway.’

      ‘No, let him speak,’ said the Na’riim. ‘I want to hear what the hairless ape has to say.’

      ‘Thank you… I think,’ I said. ‘Well, livid that they’ve been trapped in a timeless vacuum for longer than any living being ought to exist, they systematically rewrite the entire multiverse to reflect their own image. Because of their, you know… special condition. Thanks to you, thanks to the decision that you just made, everything that everyone in this chamber holds dear is now gone. So well done, guys.’

      The goat bleated. ‘So if what you’re saying is true, locking them up not only doesn’t work, it actually makes the situation worse. Seems like all you’re doing is presenting us with a pretty compelling argument as to why we should wipe them all out right here and now.’

      ‘Who cares? It’s irrelevant,’ warbled the gelatinous goo. ‘We already sent somebody forward to see what the future holds. It’s a lot better without these clumsy cretins mucking up the fabric of spacetime.’

      ‘Oh, I dare say things have changed a bit since then,’ I laughed. ‘Go on. Send somebody now that the Torri-Tau have broken free. I dare you.’

      Nobody in the circle moved… and then the ogre unclipped the key from off the chain around its neck and lobbed it to a vaguely amphibious creature sitting in the front row of benches.

      ‘Go take a look,’ he grumbled. ‘Be quick. In and out, no dawdling.’

      The toad nodded and sprinted down the dark corridor towards the exit. As he did, Pierre came out from behind the pillar to join me.

      ‘It’s all true, you know,’ he said, his arms raised just as mine had been. ‘Every word of it. It’s a right disaster out there.’

      ‘Oh God, there’s another one,’ groaned the snake. ‘And who might you be?’

      ‘I’m Pierre, Your Greatness,’ he said, bowing. With his arms still raised it looked a bit more like a curtsy. ‘I’m the, erm, concierge. At Le Petit Monde, one of the Council’s hotels. You go on to build them on hotspots where universes more closely overlap. We get people from all over the multiverse passing through. It’s one of Earth’s most popular cross-road points, actually.’

      ‘Is it? I’ll have to take your word on that.’

      The goat peered at the two of us with his weird eyes. ‘How do the Torri-Tau escape, if you don’t mind me asking?’

      ‘Erm, I’m not sure the particulars are all that important, really…’ said Pierre, adjusting his collar.

      A flappy, splatting sound grew louder as the toad-alien came running back into the chamber. ‘They’re telling the truth,’ he gasped. ‘Hell, it’s madness out there. It’s all gone, even the Council headquarters. They’ve put a big blue block in its place. It’s horrible!’

      ‘Is this true?’ asked the thin, bulb-headed alien, turning to face Makka-Soj.

      Makka-Soj barked a desperate laugh. ‘How should I know? If it is, I haven’t done it yet.’

      All the aliens on the benches started to gossip amongst themselves. The noise quickly rose to a deafening, panicking din.

      ‘Okay, everybody settle down,’ shouted the goat. ‘I said settle down!’

      A murmuring, not-quite-silence descended over the hall. Those who had angrily risen to their feet returned to their seats.

      ‘I think we’re all in agreement that something needs to be done about this,’ he continued. ‘Something which will stop the Torri-Tau from coming back to wipe our cultures off the star-map. Clearly sending them into exile wasn’t enough.’ He sighed. ‘A full eradication is the only way to be sure.’

      ‘Woah!’ I cried, waving my hands about. ‘That is not the answer I was looking for!’

      ‘Why not?’ spluttered the blob. ‘It would work, wouldn’t it?’

      ‘It’s not about whether it works or not! It’s about doing what’s right, for crying out loud! Jesus Christ, sometimes I feel like I’m the only sane person in this whole bloody universe!’

      Now the hall was silent. Everyone kept on staring at me, their eyes boring through me, even Pierre.

      I cleared my throat. ‘Look. The only two people who’ve witnessed both the world you created by exiling the Torri-Tau and the world created by their escape from this white hellhole, are standing right in front of you. Maybe you ought to listen to what we think, eh? Maybe we have a somewhat unique and valuable perspective on this whole damn mess.’

      ‘Go on,’ grumbled the ogre, refastening the key to the chain around its neck.

      ‘Thank you! So can we start by agreeing that the Torri-Tau haven’t actually done anything wrong? Not really. They’re just disrupting what you consider the norm. And sure, it’s annoying - but is slaughtering them for escaping a prison you shouldn’t have ever put them in to begin with really the best plan you can come up with, do you think? Because let’s be honest - that’s not the full reason why you’re doing it, is it?’

      All the council members suddenly looked very uncomfortable… even the sunflower.

      ‘Oh yeah,’ said Pierre, looking like a man who’s only just noticed he’s been slapped across the face. ‘The Torri-Tau believe that inter-universal travel should be available to everyone, not restricted only to those you deem worthy to hold a key or who happen to stumble across an overlapping point in spacetime by accident. You just want to keep all those privileges to yourselves, don’t you? You’re not punishing a crime… you’re removing a dissenting voice!’

      There was a lot of shocked grumbling from the benches all around the Council. Even the guards holding the lances in front of Makka-Soj’s chest looked unsure of themselves.

      ‘Okay, okay,’ said the goat. ‘Unlike us, you actually do have the benefit of hindsight. What do you suggest we do?’

      ‘Let the Torri-Tau return to their home universe,’ I said, exasperated. ‘Establish a trade agreement or something. Work together. Keep an open dialogue and always be prepared to discuss the possibility of them coming back to the wider intergalactic community.’

      ‘And that’ll work, will it? That’s how we all win?’

      Pierre and I glanced at each other. We shrugged.

      ‘Nobody ever wins,’ replied Pierre. ‘But believe me. It’s the only way which works.’

      The blob shot the goat an exasperated look, which quickly turned into one of disbelief. It rolled its bulbous eyes and groaned.

      The goat nodded to the guards. ‘Let him go,’ he ordered. The guards switched their lances off and took a sharp step backwards. There were gasps from all around the hall.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ sighed the two-headed rhino-thing, rubbing a knuckle into one of his temples.

      ‘It’s a probationary measure,’ the goat lectured, calming everyone down. ‘It’s not like they’re getting off scot-free.’ He stared a much relieved Makka-Soj in the eye. ‘You and your people have forty-eight hours to return to your home universe, where we know you can’t do any more harm. Anyone caught loitering after that deadline will be dealt with swiftly and severely, is that understood?’

      ‘I will ensure that it happens,’ nodded Makka-Soj, rubbing his hands around his wrists. ‘Thank you. Thank all of you. The Torri-Tau will not forget this.’

      ‘Let’s just hope they forgive it,’ Pierre whispered into my ear.

      The giant beetle buzzed aggressively and the blob slid off his chair with a guttural grunt. ‘This had better not be a mistake.’

      ‘Meeting adjourned, everyone. We’ll be in touch in due course, Makka-Soj,’ bleated the goat, trotting off his own chair. To my surprise he walked upright on his hind legs. ‘To set up trade agreements, legal treaties, that sort of thing.’ As he unclipped the key from the chain around Makka-Soj’s neck, he quietly added, ‘Please don’t make me regret this.’

      The whole assembly began to file out of the hall; first the aliens on the benches, then the members of the Council. Only a few stayed behind to make sure everyone departed the Space Between Worlds safely.

      Before the goat left the meeting for good, he turned back to where Pierre, Makka-Soj and I were standing.

      ‘Forty-eight hours, no more,’ he said. ‘Boy oh boy. The world I’m going back to had better look the same as when I left it, for all your sakes.’

      ‘Well they were a bag of sunshine and pear drops, weren’t they?’ I said as Makka-Soj, Pierre and I were escorted out of the chamber and down the torch-lit corridor by the guards. ‘Real stand-up group of guys.’

      ‘As much as I disagree with them, now more than ever,’ replied a much more reserved Makka-Soj than the one I’d seen over the mining facility’s television screens, ‘things are hard for them right now. The multiverse is still a relatively new discovery and already it’s in a bit of a shambles. They’re just trying to set some order to things.’

      ‘They’re not doing a very good job of it,’ said Pierre, as we emerged from the dark corridor into the infinite brilliance of white. Far in the distance I could make out a squiggly black speck. It was the door, and beside it a queue of alien delegates waiting to leave.

      ‘No, they’re not,’ agreed Makka-Soj. ‘But I have my doubts that anyone else would, either. I suppose I should be thankful to the both of you. Would they really have left us to rot in this place for all eternity?’

      ‘Oh yep,’ I replied.

      ‘And did I really try to reshape the entire multiverse to suit the Torri-Tau in revenge?’

      ‘That too,’ I said, nodding. ‘Though I can’t say I completely blame you. You were stuck in this place for a very long time and they did start some pretty nasty rumours about you.’

      ‘I’ve got to say, you’re a lot nicer than the Makka-Soj I met in the Space Between Worlds,’ interjected Pierre. ‘The one I met before, I mean. You’ve got a much saner head on your shoulders.’

      ‘Well, I’ll try to keep it that way,’ he replied, as we arrived at the door. It had been a much quicker journey than walking in the opposite direction, and yet the queue was gone. ‘If what all you said is true, you’ve both done the multiverse a great favour. Now if you don’t mind, I’d better get going. Three billion Torri-Tau aren’t going to banish themselves…’

      ‘You’re going to leave, then? You’re going to do as they asked?’

      Makka-Soj shrugged. ‘Don’t see what choice I have, really. But it’s fine. Our universe contains the same rocks and stars as any other. And maybe the Council are right to introduce regulations. One universe should be enough for anyone. Every other is just a mirror, a replica. They’re fascinating and they’re tempting to stare into… but in the end they’re still only a reflection. Then again, what do I know? Apparently, my people haven’t got one.’

      One of the guards used a key to open the door for Makka-Soj. He paused in the doorway.

      ‘I hope it wasn’t too much trouble for you to get here,’ he said, ‘but I’m sure glad you came. Thank you, again.’

      And with that he was gone. The door was closed, and reset, behind him.

      ‘Where to?’ asked one of the guards.

      Pierre fished out his own key. ‘Don’t worry, we’re good.’

      The guards looks at each other and shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’ They departed the Space Between Worlds together, leaving Pierre and me alone in the great, empty expanse.

      ‘So that’s it,’ I said. ‘It’s all over. We actually did it.’

      ‘Yeah. We actually did it.’

      ‘And now we have to go back.’

      ‘Well, I suppose we don’t have to. But yeah.’

      We stood there in silence, staring at the door.

      ‘I think I’m scared to go,’ I said, my voice soft and low. ‘I’m afraid that the world won’t be as I left it. I’m afraid everything will have changed, that in this new timeline Chloe and I will never have been married and Sam will never have been born.’

      ‘You don’t know that. For all you know, everything will be exactly the same as before.’

      ‘Yeah. And going back to that almost scares me more.’

      Pierre put his arm around my shoulders and led me to the door. Before I even knew it the key had been turned in its lock and Pierre’s other hand was resting on the handle.

      ‘No matter how the world looks, we’ve got to face it sooner or later,’ he said. ‘It’s reality. We can’t run from it forever.’

      He opened the door, and home we went.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    

    
      It’s been almost three months since we came back from the Space Between Worlds, and I am having a barbecue.

      I suppose I ought to fill you in on a few things.

      To Pierre, the whole Torri-Tau debacle now seems like nothing but a tiresome speed bump in the road of relative normality. And of course it would; three months is the same length of time that bridged my disappearance into the multiverse with my sudden reappearance at the bar in Port Iridium. Pierre’s fine. He snapped back to his old self within minutes of stepping through that door. But for me, it had only been a few days since I’d accidentally shot my doppelgänger and become an inter-dimensional fugitive. The idea of returning home was terrifying, and I’m still not altogether quite used to it.

      I’d also presumed my return would be problematic. I was supposed to be dead, after all.

      We had discussed that matter, Pierre and I, as we walked along the Thames back towards Le Petit Monde. We would make an appointment with the Council and remind them of our not-insignificant contribution to maintaining peace throughout the multiverse, and see if they couldn’t fiddle with some official records regarding my apparent suicide. Or at least get me my driver’s licence and National Insurance number back.

      It turns out we didn’t need to. Although Earth now looked much the same as it was supposed to, our act of talking to the Council and letting the Torri-Tau go free had had some minor consequences. Chief of which was that I’d never died. Or rather, I’d never killed that other (happier, more handsome) version of myself.

      We checked the hotel records, once Pierre had gotten over his near-hysterical elation that Le Petit Monde was not only still standing but that he remained registered as its Head Concierge. There was no record of any suicide. There was no record of me ever checking in, for that matter.

      Both of those facts filled my veins with a curious cocktail of anxious fear and blissful relief.

      Pierre’s emotions were, well, at least a little easier to read. He won’t admit it if you ever ask him, but I swear I saw him shed more than a few tears when Viola and Wesker came wandering out into the hotel lobby to meet him. They didn’t look ecstatic, only confused. Nothing had been out of the ordinary, as far as they were concerned. Neither of them recognised me at all, which saddened me more than I expected it would. Pierre escorted them both back to the bar and explained to them everything that had happened the past day or so over a couple of whiskeys. They were both amazed and appalled by our story, but neither doubted it for a second.

      Once that was over, and with the whiskeys having somewhat settled my nerves of coming back to my own reality, I climbed into a taxi headed back to Littlewick Green - all paid for in advance by Le Petit Monde, of course. It wasn’t as if I had a wallet on me anyway. As we pulled away from the kerb I caught sight of a grumpy Mr. Boyle lingering on the hotel steps, much to my dry amusement.

      A lot of things about that car ride back to my cosy cottage were solemn. The weather, for one. The rain pelted against the windows so hard that the London skyline appeared to melt like a Salvador Dali painting. The ride, for another. It was as if the driver deliberately chose the most cobbled streets to drive down. I leant my elbow against the door and my chin against the palm of my hand, staring out at the city, dreading each mile that drew me closer to my empty home.

      ‘That Le Petit Monde, right?’ the taxi driver had laughed, not long after we set off. I paid him little attention, but he had a Polish accent. That much I remember. ‘God, the stories I could tell you about that place. I’d sell my right arm to spend a couple of nights in there, I’m telling you.’

      I offered him a dry smile and we spent the rest of that long journey in silence…

      …until suddenly we were stopped outside my cottage. The rain was still relentless, and I still hadn’t an umbrella to hand. The second I shut the door of the taxi behind me it pulled away through the oceanic puddles, leaving me standing alone by the gate outside my garden, contemplating my cold front door.

      Sam. Chloe. So many happy memories locked inside, diluted by all those years of mourning until nothing remained but trace amounts. Only someone with a blithe allergy would ever find them.

      Will their ghosts be gone, I remember wondering, as I stood there getting soaked, now that I’ve had a chance to see them - to save them - one last time? Or have I only made things worse, the way watching a video cassette too many times can make the picture distort and warp?

      And with that worry reeling about inside my mind, I pushed open the sodden, wooden gate and walked towards that cold and empty door, sure as sure can be that behind that door lay a cold and empty-’

      ‘Are you going to turn that sausage over, George?’

      Pierre’s voice snaps two things: me out of my daydream, and my head up from the smoking grill. He’s standing on the other side of the barbecue with a cold bottle of beer in each hand. They’re still wet from the cooler. He’s wearing summer clothes - shorts and a Hawaiian shirt - which I still find utterly disconcerting over an hour and a half after his arrival.

      ‘Come on, George. Flip it. It’s starting to look like a fossil. The pig hasn’t been dead that long.’

      I grip the sausage in question with my tongs and turn it over. It doesn’t come easily. Some of it remains charred against the metal bars of the grill.

      ‘If you wanted gourmet dining, you should have brought your chef along,’ I reply, relieving Pierre of one of his beers.

      ‘What, Mahieu? From the hotel? In this weather? I wager he’d cook faster than the meats.’

      ‘Is Pierre being mean to you, George?’ Viola steps out from the house and saunters up to where Pierre and I are standing. She glares at him affectionately. ‘Don’t listen to him. He’s just irritable because he doesn’t like leaving that Ashley girl in charge of reception. He’s worried she’ll do a better job than him.’

      ‘Very funny,’ he says with a sarcastic smile. Viola plants a kiss on his cheek, snatches a carrot baton out of the Tupperware box on the table beside my grill, and wanders in the direction of Wesker at the bottom of the garden. He’s lounging in an old deckchair I rescued from the shed. Unlike Pierre, Wesker’s summer wardrobe only constitutes rolling up the sleeves of his shirts.

      I airlift the burnt sausage off the barbecue and drop it into a bun for Pierre, then repeat the motion for my burger. With a little ketchup it doesn’t taste half bad, even if I do say so myself.

      ‘At least sausages still taste the same,’ Pierre muses. ‘Have you tried eating a pineapple since we got back?’

      I think about this for a moment, then shake my head.

      ‘Absolutely ruined,’ Pierre declares. ‘Way too sweet. Everyone else still seems to like them though. I guess I never really ate them much except when they came on gammon, but still. Shame to miss out.’

      ‘How’s the wider multiverse?’ I ask. ‘Any big changes I ought to know about?’

      Pierre shrugs and takes another bite from his hotdog. ‘Nothing I’ve noticed. It’s not as if I can exactly ask anyone. Nobody’s any the wiser for what happened… except for us, that is. I imagine it’s just the small things, same as here.’

      I nod. It is the small things, mostly. The mailbox out in front of my neighbour’s house has changed from a sky blue shade to that of a blushing flamingo. The number 641 bus boasts another stop along its route. The price of a 400g box of strawberries down my local supermarket has gone up by 27p, though it’s possible that I simply hadn’t noticed the difference in cost before.

      ‘Haven’t managed to burn the whole garden down yet, I see,’ comes a sweet, mocking voice from behind me.

      I turn around, still with half a bite of burger in my mouth, and smile. My wife is leaning out from the kitchen doorway in a knee-length dress, one foot down on the stone step outside, smirking. She looks both innocent and mischievous at the same time, and it makes my heart beat something terrible. It’s been three months, but each time I see her it’s like I’m getting her back for the first time.

      Before I can swallow my mouthful and come up with a witty retort, a small and fluffy-haired shape goes barrelling past Chloe’s legs and across the patio, nearly toppling Pierre over in the process.

      ‘Sam, be careful,’ Chloe cries out after him. ‘You’ll hurt yourself running like that. No, I don’t think Mr. Wesker wants to look at your action figures right now, honey…’

      ‘Oh, it’s fine,’ I say, watching my son as he races down the garden towards a rather bemused Viola. ‘He just wants to play while the sun’s out. Let him have his fun, he won’t be any trouble.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Chloe,’ Pierre says, plucking his beer off the table. ‘We’ll make sure Sam doesn’t come to any harm. Viola’s quite good with kids, promise.’

      ‘If you say so,’ laughs Chloe. ‘I’ll be back out in a minute, I’m just finishing up the cheesecake.’ She shoots me a wink and retreats back into the quiet, shaded sanctity of the house. I watch her dress swish behind her as she leaves. It’s hard to watch her go, even for a moment. I’m afraid each time she does, in case she never comes back again. I’m scared to blink in case I wake up from this dream.

      Sam cries out and my attention snaps back to the garden, but it’s a false alarm. He’s laughing at Wesker’s moustache. Now Viola is laughing too. I don’t blame them; he looks like a Shoreditch hipster who never grew out of his suspender phase. I wish I could walk over and join them but then everything on the grill would burn, so instead I just hand my tongs on the rack, let a proud smile spread across my face, and watch. I have all the time in the world.

      And you know what?

      For the first time in quite a long while, I’m happy.

      Okay. So maybe not all the changes in the multiverse were quite so small after all.

      

      
        
        THE END
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