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  Chapter 1


  Nature is profligate. All possible worlds exist. And in one of them at least, on a damp Saturday evening in early October, in the year 2005, and in the city known in countless billions of universes as Bristol, a woman called Susan Fletcher celebrated her thirtieth birthday. Charles had brought her a mirror, a round and slightly convex one with a simple white frame. Mirrors were his speciality, his trademark, one of the things that Susan would undoubtedly associate with him. He’d brought it round earlier in his car and she’d already hung it on her living room wall.


  Now, on all of its three storeys, Susan’s narrow terraced house was humming with that strange, steady, even sound that a human crowd makes. There was wine, beer and cider in the kitchen and dancing in the back room to decade-old music from bands that Susan and Charles and their contemporaries had listened to in the days when they did not spend their time in offices: The Locus of Control, The Identity, The Social Order. This would always be the music of their generation, and with each new decade they would play it defiantly again, as if to protect themselves from growing old.


  In the spare bedroom on the first floor a group of young men were gathered around a TV. They were all plugged into a device called a dreamer, very popular in that world though unknown in this, and were playing the classic dreamer game called Ripper Killer. They had on 3D goggles and wore things called moodpads on their heads which gave low-voltage jolts to the hypothalamus in order to induce elation, longing or (as was famously the case with Ripper Killer) terror. The young men flinched as Charles’ shadow passed across the open doorway.


  There were a man and a woman in the main bedroom. They were not having sex as they might have been a decade ago, but bickering as they rummaged for their things in a pile of coats. A tearful babysitter had phoned them to say she couldn’t cope.


  ‘I knew we shouldn’t have come, David. Why didn’t you listen? She’s too little. She just isn’t ready.’


  Charles prepared his face for a moment of recognition. He knew them both. He had spent many evenings with one or the other of them in various pubs in Clifton. He could even remember one drunken night when Tanya had asked him to go to bed with her. But they were too stressed to even register his presence.


  ~*~


  Charles had assumed that more of his and Susan’s old university friends would be at the party, but, apart from David, Tanya and himself, all the guests seemed to come from a later stage in Susan’s life. I shouldn’t have come, he thought, as he made his way back down the stairs. He hadn’t seen Susan for several years, hadn’t spent much time with anyone socially for several years, and he probably wouldn’t have been invited at all if he hadn’t happened to run into her in the street. Now that he’d turned up, he felt it would be rude to leave so early, but he wished he’d stayed at home. He’d been working so hard lately. He could have done with an early night.


  Like all the other rooms the kitchen was full of strangers chattering away animatedly with other strangers they seemed to know very well. He should make an effort anyway and strike up a conversation, Charles told himself. He’d become very isolated lately, working the long hours that he did. But seeing the back door open, he persuaded himself that he should first go outside for a little cool air and a nourishing draft of solitude.


  Like many Bristol people, Susan barely possessed a back garden, just a small square of paving slabs with a few shrubs and herbs in pots, and it was on a steep hillside. Beneath him the great basin of the city was laid out, its towers and spires, its countless electric lights shining softly through a gentle misty rain.


  Suddenly Charles smiled, and it felt to him that the night smiled back, sharing a secret that very few people understood. This whole panorama with its hundreds of thousands of human inhabitants, its thousands of buildings, its millions of tons of brick and stone, its motorways snaking away across the land to London and Birmingham and Wales and Devon: all this – all of it – was really only the thinnest and most tenuous of skins.


  ‘Endless worlds,’ Charles murmured.


  Would this occur even once to anyone else at the party, he wondered? From eight o’clock in the evening when the first guests arrived, to two-thirty in the morning when the final guest got the hint at last and staggered home, would even a single person give it so much as a single moment’s thought?


  ~*~


  ‘Hello!’ said a voice.


  Charles started slightly. There was a woman standing against the back wall of the house, rolling up a cigarette.


  ‘Hi!’ he said, hoping she hadn’t heard him muttering to himself. ‘Sorry. I didn’t see you there.’


  She offered him her tobacco tin. He declined. She had a lively, intelligent face, with rather full lips and hair done up with ribbons in dozens of tight little plaits. She was quite fair-skinned herself, but he guessed she had a grandparent or great-grandparent who was black.


  ‘Just came out for a bit of air,’ he told her. ‘My name’s Charles Bowen. I know Susan from university days.’


  She told him her name. It was an unusual one – he would have had to have it spelled out for him to be able to properly get it – and, what with the business of trying to think of something to say next, he forgot it straight away.


  ‘You were the one who gave Susan a mirror, weren’t you?’ she asked.


  ‘Yes. How did you know that?’


  ‘I noticed you inside earlier and asked Susan who you were. She told me you collect mirrors. You looked like you didn’t know many of the people here.’


  ‘No I don’t. Ten years ago I would have known most of Susan’s friends, but we’ve gone off in different directions, socially and workwise and…’


  ‘Why? What sort of work do you do?’


  Charles hesitated. A few times he’d tried saying he was a civil servant in the hope that this would sound too dull to be worth pursuing further. But it didn’t work. The very dullness of it meant that people invariably asked for more details, just to have something they could remark upon.


  ‘Actually I’m an immigration officer.’


  He hated telling people this. Liberal or leftish folk, a category which he guessed encompassed most of Susan’s friends, almost invariably became several degrees cooler and even occasionally turned downright hostile. In other circles he sometimes met a greedy, racist enthusiasm which was even more unwelcome. But the young woman here was busy relighting her cigarette and didn’t immediately react.


  ‘Not quite what you were expecting, I should imagine,’ he added, noticing, to his annoyance, an unpleasantly defensive edge to his voice which could almost be described as a whine.


  She exhaled smoke.


  ‘An immigration officer?’ she said, and then laughed. ‘Well, that is different. That is refreshingly different from 99% of the people here. I just spent half an hour in there trying to look interested in the concept of anti-oppressive librarianship! And then I had a bloke going on about person-centred urban renewal. But an immigration officer, that is interesting. Why on Earth, out of all the jobs in the world, did you choose to do that?’


  ‘Here we go!’ he said, trying to cover up his defensiveness with a jokey tone that didn’t come off. ‘I tell people what I do and they immediately ask me to defend myself.’


  She weighed this up for a moment.


  ‘I know what you mean. It’s a bit like that with my job too. But actually I wasn’t asking you to defend yourself. I’m just curious about why people do what they do. What was going through your mind when you decided to become an immigration officer?’


  Charles took a deep breath. In the midst of the human babble in the house behind them, The Identity struck up their nineties anthem ‘No Such Thing,’ with its famous cycle of jangling guitar chords which seemed to steadily descend but somehow came back, again and again, to the exact same place.


  ‘Well there’s a story behind it. But do you really want to know?’


  ‘Yes really.’


  ‘Well, okay, it was like this. During my third year as a student, I had an argument about immigration with a bloke I knew called Mickey, who was a revolutionary socialist and a sworn enemy of the System in all its forms. “We should abolish all restrictions on movements across frontiers,” he told me. “Why can’t people live wherever they want?”


  ‘I said, “But if there were no restrictions at all there would be a torrent of people from the poor countries of the world. Even now people cling underneath trains coming through the tunnels from Europe and hide in the backs of lorries. If there were no restrictions people would come much more quickly than our society would be able to absorb. Even now there are strains”.


  ‘Mickey just laughed and called me a racist. And suddenly – it felt like a revelation – I understood that people like him didn’t really want to engage with the difficult questions at all. His morality consisted of keeping his own hands clean, leaving the dirty work to others and then calling them names.’


  ‘Mmmm. Yes. I think I know what you mean.’


  ‘And I know it sounds strange but I decided right there that I wasn’t going to be like that. I would get my hands dirty and I’d become an immigration officer myself. I don’t think I’m a racist and I’ve got every sympathy with people who want to come and live here. But a country does need a boundary of some sort. An entity of any kind needs a boundary, or it just melts into whatever surrounds it and ceases to be a thing in its own right at all. And if a country has a boundary, it means that some people who want to come in will have to be turned away. The rules can be changed, the way it’s done can be changed, but the unpleasant thing itself will still have to be done.’


  Charles smiled sourly.


  ‘Mickey ended up as a copywriter. A very successful one. I’ve heard he has a town house in London, an apartment in Manhattan and a villa in Tuscany. I wonder if he has locks on his doors, or whether people are allowed to walk in and out whenever they want.’


  The woman laughed.


  ‘That’s all very interesting, but to come back to my question, why did you become an immigration officer?’


  He was nonplussed. Had she not been listening? Had she not understood a word he’d said?


  ‘Sorry? What do you mean? I’ve just explained, haven’t I? People like Mickey say the service is full of racists and reactionaries. Well, unless liberal-minded people are prepared to take a share of the dirty work, it would be wouldn’t it?’


  She drew on the stub of her untidy little cigarette


  ‘You’ve explained why you thought you shouldn’t avoid the dirty work. And I understand that. In fact I agree with you. But you could equally well have been a policeman or a tax inspector, couldn’t you? You could have joined the prison service. You could have done all kinds of things. Why did you settle on guarding the frontiers?’


  Charles was bewildered. Yet at the same time he could dimly perceive that this was indeed a different question from the one he’d answered, and one that he’d never been asked before. He’d never even asked it of himself.


  ‘I think I see what you mean,’ he said cautiously.


  She laughed, a lovely laugh, not mocking his incomprehension but simply amused at their failure to understand each other. He laughed too, and at the same time he found himself noticing the woman, not in a sexual way particularly as far as he could tell, but just noticing her. She was interesting. She had an angle on things. And she was nice to look at too. He wished he’d got her name but it would be awkward asking now, when he’d pretended he’d heard it first time around. Susan could tell him later. That would be easier, and, anyway, right at that moment he was busy having a small revelation.


  ‘You know what,’ he said, ‘you’re quite right. I’m sure I must have had basically the same kind of argument with Mickey at various times about the police, the army – about any number of things – but I didn’t end up doing any of those jobs. So you’re right, there must have been something about this particular job that drew me, mustn’t there? Some particular thing. I wonder what it was? I’ve got no idea. Have you got any theories?’


  She laughed.


  ‘Well of course not! I don’t know you, do I? How could I possibly say?’


  ‘It’s just that you sounded as if you might have an idea.’


  She looked away from him for a moment, a little absent-minded movement that he suddenly found intensely graceful and sweet (so now he was aware of sex). Then she shrugged and turned back to him.


  ‘Well really, seriously, how could I know? But it’s something to do with boundaries isn’t it? Something that makes boundaries important for you.’


  Charles had thought they were just having a conversation, an ordinary get-to-know-you conversation like you were supposed to have at parties. But now, completely unexpectedly, he found himself in completely different territory. For he was badly shaken by what she’d said, badly enough for it to be obvious.


  ‘I… um… I’m not sure that…’


  ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘I didn’t mean to…’


  ‘Don’t be silly,’ he said and promptly changed the subject, uttering some jagged banalities about turning thirty and how – help! – the next big leap after that would be forty and then they’d all be middle-aged. Then he mumbled something about finding a bit of food and hurried off, without the slightest idea what had unsettled him so much.


  ~*~


  He left the party soon after. He felt he had messed up one conversation and he wasn’t in the mood to start another. He walked the four miles home. Helicopters with spotlights circled as usual over the distant Zones. Groups of Saturday evening revellers passed by. An ambulance rushed whooping up Blackboy Hill.


  He walked through the streets of Redland. The solid bourgeois houses were mostly wrapped up for the night, their curtains drawn tightly closed with only a glow round the edges to suggest the life within, but here and there he caught glimpses of book-lined living rooms, or families gathered in the flickering light of TV, or solitary figures frowning at computer screens. Gusts of wind rustled the few remaining leaves on trees overhead, a light rain fell, water trickled into gutters.


  These were once open hills, Charles thought to himself as he came down from Redland onto the Gloucester Road. There would once have been a river running along here with rivulets and streams flowing down into it from the slopes on either side, where there were now just roads and houses.


  Then it struck him that of course the rain still fell, the water still had to go somewhere, and the rivers and streams must therefore still be there. It was just that they were hidden away now and people didn’t call them rivers any more but drains and sewers and conduits. He remembered reading that a really quite substantial river, the River Frome, was buried under the city centre and flowed in darkness beneath the busy streets.


  Presently he reached his front door, and climbed up the stairs to his austere little flat with its stripped floors and its walls hung only with mirrors. He switched on the lights and shut the night outside, and all around him his many reflections did the same.


  He felt restless, agitated, as if something inside him was straining to get out.


  ~*~


  A cold wind blew past the tall concrete TV mast on Lockleaze Hill and something rattled half way up it, some loose piece of metal up there being shoved around in the darkness by the restless air. At the top of the tower, a red light blinked and blinked and blinked, and trees swayed and sighed under the rain. But there was no one present to see any of this, no one to hear it, no one to feel the cold. The material world was all on its own, like the rocks on the surface of Mars.


  And then suddenly four people were standing hand in hand beside the tower, blinking and gasping as if they’d emerged from under the sea, little droplets of sparkling light shimmering for a moment over their bodies and faces.


  One of the four retched. Another began to weep. Another whooped with glee.


  The city stretched out beneath them, and it was both familiar and completely new.


  ~*~


  In the grounds of a boarding school in Dorset, three boys huddled round a torch in a small earth cave under the roots of a tree. It was a place where they came to smoke things and dream and imagine themselves in a world apart from the great redbrick pile on the hill above them, with its lessons, its rules, its boringly bourgeois expectations. They longed to be different. Outside in the darkness below them, rain fell into a river.


  One of the boys opened a tobacco tin. In the torchlight its contents looked like half a dozen very small glass marbles.


  ‘Turn it off,’ instructed the boy who held the tin.


  At once the tobacco tin became a tiny shrine, the spheres inside shining softly in the darkness with a lovely pure blue light.


  ‘They breed, you know,’ said the boy with the tin.


  ‘What do you mean they breed?’ asked the one holding the torch.


  ‘Exactly what I said. There are six seeds now, but look in here tomorrow and there might be seven or eight.’


  ‘Oh that can’t be true! That’s got to be one of those stories!’


  ‘Perhaps it’s all just a story,’ said the third boy, the quietest of the three, half-hoping this might really be so. ‘Perhaps they don’t do anything but shine.’


  ‘Well there’s one way to find out, isn’t there?’ said the first boy. ‘So are we going to do this? Or are we just going to sit here and talk?’


  ~*~


  Cold white light shone from shop windows in an empty street in Swindon. It was three in the morning. Nothing was moving and complete silence reigned. A young girl huddled in the doorway of a TV shop. Beneath her black hood, she was inconsequential, almost invisible, in comparison to the sequence of bright images that paraded behind her across the screens: a fighter plane, a reporter, a game show host in a purple tie…


  Two police officers appeared on the corner, a man and a woman, and started walking slowly down the street. The girl glanced in their direction, cursed, half stood up, and then gave a gasp, a sharp little gasp as if of pain… and disappeared. The police officers hadn’t even noticed her, but when they reached the TV shop the policewoman stopped and pointed out an image on one of the screens.


  ‘Look! It’s that escaped puma I was telling you about,’ she said.


  They looked in at the brightly-lit images flicking by: a field, a farmer, a big black cat, a reporter in Wellington boots…


  There was nothing left of the girl in the black hood, no trace of her at all except for a slight electrical smell. They both noticed, but neither of them knew what it was, and it was too faint to be worthy of comment. Yet the lingering smell awoke in each of them a terrible, overwhelming sense of loss, and at the same time a feeling of vertigo, as if a pit had opened up in front of them and some idiot voice inside their heads was telling them to jump. But, since neither of them had any idea that the feeling was shared between them, they didn’t speak of it – that would just have sounded weird - and they turned from the window and moved on in silence down the street, each one secretly grief-stricken.


  ‘I sort of like the idea of there being a few dangerous animals on the loose,’ said the policeman, bravely, after a while. ‘Do you know what I mean? It just makes the world seem that little bit more exciting.’


  The policewoman nodded.


  ‘I wish I was a wild animal on the loose,’ she said. ‘I wish I was a puma or something, not just some cop in bloody Swindon.’


  ‘I know what you mean,’ the policeman said.


  They stopped and looked at each other. It was as if they could see each other’s thoughts. And for a moment each of them contemplated seizing hold of the other and engaging in brutal and noisy sex, right there in the middle of the road.


  ~*~


  In Bristol, in Leigh Woods, on the southern side of the Avon Gorge, three young men and three young women stood in a semi-circle around a fire. Facing them were three older men, one a small, almost scholarly figure in glasses and a rumpled suit, one a large fat man with blond hair and soft eyes, the third a thin, cadaverous, vulpine creature, with wiry, supple limbs. Two of the young men were holding a baby goat, its feet tied together. They’d stolen it earlier that day from a petting zoo in Westbury-upon-Trym.


  ‘Go ahead,’ commanded the scholarly man.


  The fat man took the kid from the boys, and pulled back its head to expose the neck. The cadaverous man produced a knife. Its bright blade flashed in the firelight. The goat went into spasm as the knife bit, bucking and writhing and spurting out blood, but the fat man held on tightly and the cadaverous man kept on sawing. On and on he sawed, through windpipe and sinew and bone, until the head was completely severed. Then he impaled it on a spiked stick in front of the fire.


  The man in glasses nodded. He dipped two fingers in the blood still flowing from the stump of the animal’s neck and anointed the foreheads of each of the young men and women in turn. He called on Dunner the thunder god and Tew the god of war to give them courage. He called on two-faced Lok to teach them cunning and ruthlessness. He called on big-breasted Frija, and on Freja, who all men desire, to make the men virile and the women fecund. And he called on Dunner’s father, almighty Wod, to choose the women as his shield-maidens and to let the men die fighting, so that they would all come home to him at Valour-hall.


  In the darkness beyond the firelight, rain dripped from the trees and, on the far side of the river, a single car with a broken silencer accelerated noisily along the Parkway that ran along the bottom of the gorge.


  The fat man opened a large cool-box and passed round cans of beer. The skull-faced man cut pieces of meat from the body of the kid and stuck them on sticks to be scalded in the fire. The meat was still warm, still trembling even, as if the goat’s terror had migrated somehow to every part of its body.


  ‘Eat and drink,’ said the scholarly man. ‘Eat and drink as you’ll eat and drink one day in Valour-Hall. And then listen for the voices. As soon as you hear them, join hands quickly and wait for the Tree to claim you.’


  The young men and the young women ate the meat and drank the beer, talking and laughing loudly, making the weak and over-hearty jokes of people who are trying to cover up their fear.


  ‘Can you hear it yet?’ asked the fat man after a while.


  No, they said, they couldn’t hear anything.


  Another car swished down the Parkway towards Avonmouth and the sea.


  ‘Any voices now?’ asked the skull-faced man after some more time had gone by.


  None, they said. The man with the suit smiled thinly.


  ‘There are, you know,’ he said. ‘You just need to be quiet and listen.’


  Reluctantly, they stopped talking and let the silence in. For a moment they just heard the rain, the wind, another unseen car passing on the road on the far side of the gorge. And then the voices came, voices like their own, all around them, talking and laughing as they themselves had been doing only a few moments before.


  ‘Oh my God, it’s happening!’ cried out one of the women.


  ‘It’s happening! It’s happening! It’s happening!’ the voices repeated.


  ‘Hold hands!’ said a young man. ‘Hold hands quickly!’


  ‘Hold hands! Quickly quickly quickly.’


  ‘And now the Tree will take you!’ said the man in the suit.


  He stood and watched, and the fat man squatted by the fire and watched, and the cadaverous man leaned on a tree trunk and watched, with the red fire glow in his face, until, all in the same instant, the six young people were gone. The flames guttered and flared as the air rushed into the vacant space.


  ~*~


  Meanwhile, in warmth and electric light, Charles stood in front of the large round frameless mirror that hung over the mantelpiece in his tiny living room. Over the shoulder of his own image looking out at him, he saw the reflection of the back of his head in another mirror on the far side of the room, the back of a head that was itself looking into another mirror and seeing another version of his face. On each side of him still more reflections confronted themselves in still more mirrors, and reflections of mirrors, and reflections of reflections of mirrors, so it was as if he occupied an entire universe consisting only of endless iterations of himself.


  And he had a sense of recursion not only in space but also in time. He saw his past selves too, stretching back and back over the years until they reached a small boy alone in a house, his face pressed against the glass, trying to find something new inside the mirror, something that wasn’t simply a copy of the empty grey room and his solitary self.


  He had the thought that maybe all the people in the world, all the people in all the worlds, had only ever been a single small solitary being, peering into a maze of mirrors.


  Chapter 2


  At quarter to nine on Monday morning, Charles parked his car outside a glassy office unit on an industrial estate near the intersection of the two motorways known in that universe, and in many others, as the M4 and the M5. The office unit was called Britannia House, and the Immigration Service was sandwiched in there between a carrier bag factory and a company that imported mobile phone components from China. His office was open plan. It had a green fitted carpet, white roof tiles and pine desks, forty in all, partitioned off from each other with Perspex screens, each one with its own flat screen monitor and its own desk lamp. In the room as a whole two thirds of the desks were occupied, but in the part of the room where Charles’ own section was accommodated – it was known as the Special Cases Unit – seven out of the eight desks were empty. Only Fran Stevens, a handsome, smartly dressed woman in her late forties, sat typing at her keyboard.


  ‘Where’s everyone?’ he asked as he put down his briefcase in the cubicle adjoining hers.


  ‘Hello darling!’ Fran’s tone with Charles was simultaneously maternal and slightly flirtatious. It was a combination he enjoyed. ‘Rees is off on his honeymoon, isn’t he? Ted and Rami are still tied up with that investigation down in Exeter. Mike and James are over at Lockleaze dealing with a new case that came in over the weekend, Judy’s on the way to look at a missing person case in Swindon which looks as if it might be suspicious, and I’m not going to be here for long either because I’ve just been told by our dear leader to pack my bags and drive down to Dorset to deal with a triple disappearance in some posh boarding school. It looks like you’ve got the whole place to yourself.’


  ‘Well I am not going out today,’ Charles said. ‘Roger has promised me at least two uninterrupted office days to catch up on my paperwork from the past three weeks.’


  The two of them glanced across at their boss Roger in his Perspex box beside the water cooler. He was busy on the phone, making conciliatory gestures in the air and pulling regretful facial expressions of the utmost sincerity. It was his characteristic look, his characteristic stance.


  ‘I must have worked seventy hours at least last week,’ Charles said as he glanced through his e-mails, ‘and the week before. More than that probably.’


  ‘Well that’s ridiculous.’


  ‘It is, isn’t it? I went to a party at the weekend and I realised it was the first time I’d really done anything social for months.’


  ‘It’s terrible the way that slave driver exploits your goodwill,’ Fran said, smiling and looking past Charles’ shoulder. ‘It’s absolutely terrible.’


  Roger had come up behind him.


  ‘Charles, I know how busy you are,’ he said. ‘And I know we’re going to have to do something about our staffing levels, but I’m afraid something’s cropped up and I’m going to have to ask you for your help.’


  His face was set to maximum sincerity and regretfulness.


  ‘Here we go!’ sighed Fran.


  ‘I’ve just got off the phone with the DSI liaison people,’ Roger said, ‘and they’ve picked up two new cases in the Thurston Meadows Zone. You know I wouldn’t ask you if I had any other option, but I’m afraid I just haven’t got a choice. Could you possibly nip over to Thurston Meadows and do just an initial assessment? I know it’s a pain but it shouldn’t take you too long and with any luck you should be able to get back to your desk by mid-afternoon.’


  Fran snorted.


  ‘Last time you told me I’d be back by mid-afternoon,’ she said, ‘I was out of the office for three weeks solid.’


  Roger kept his eyes on Charles.


  ‘Sorry, Charles, but I just don’t have another alternative.’


  Charles sighed. He was genuinely disappointed that his quiet day had been spoiled, but at the same time there was a certain buzz to be had from the endless pressure, the case papers skip-read with a phone propped under his chin, the snatched sandwiches, the car journeys back and forth across the West Country. There was a kind of satisfaction in managing to deal with all this and yet somehow remaining calm and in control. In fact it was something of an addictive drug. His workload was far heavier than Fran’s or anyone else’s but he knew this was because he let it be. He had no home life to protect, no one outside of work to nag him for a share of his time. This had become his life.


  ‘Okay, give me the papers. But you definitely owe me for this Roger.’


  ~*~


  An hour later he was waiting in his car to go through one of the checkpoints into Thurston Meadows. There were three other drivers ahead of him. In front of the checkpoint was a large sign:


  [image: Welcome to Thurston]


  ‘Let’s tackle this together!’ Charles repeated to himself, testing out the words, and moving forward to third place in the queue.


  He tried it again, this time in a deep, thespian baritone: ‘Let’s tackle this together!’


  He was attempting a Jamaican version – ‘Let we tackle dis togeder’ – when the final car in front of him moved off and it was his turn to hand his ID up to the officer on duty.


  The plump, middle-aged policeman swiped the card through a reader.


  ‘Immigration Service, eh?’ he observed with a sly smile. ‘Is this normal immigration work or is this something to do with the… er… unidentified prisoners?’


  ‘Sorry. No comment,’ Charles said shortly. He hated the cosy indiscreetness that was indulged in by so many of the people he worked with. He hated the little winks and nods, the hints and code words. If a thing was confidential, it was confidential and that was that.


  ‘Of course,’ said the officer, ‘quite correct. Welcome back to the Meadows, Mr Bowen.’


  Charles rolled forward across the Line.


  ~*~


  ‘These are not “sink estates”,’ the Secretary of State for Social Inclusion had recently declared in Parliament, ‘and they are not “dreg” estates. This government has spent more than any other government in history on ensuring that the areas designated as Social Inclusion Zones are decent dwelling places for human beings: fellow-citizens in our society who find themselves for whatever reason, outside of the economy…’


  Charles hadn’t been here for a while, but he’d visited Thurston Meadows several times before over the years – this was one of the largest of Bristol’s SI Zones – and it was true that this wasn’t on the face of it such an unattractive place. Trees and shrubs screened off homes from the main roads, there were community centres and well-equipped playgrounds, and the modern houses and flats had attractive and playful features like clock-towers and weather-vanes, painted in cheerful nursery colours.


  But Charles wasn’t thinking about all that now. He was busy. He was already at work. As he headed towards the administration building he was glancing round with a professional eye, looking out for clues. And it wasn’t long before he spotted one. On a wooden fence surrounding a row of back-yards, a familiar name was painted in white, pink and yellow:


  ‘DUNNER’


  ‘Yes!’ he whispered, and a little shiver ran along his spine.


  There was more in the same style a few yards further on:


  ‘FRIJA’


  ‘WOD’


  ‘TEW’


  And then, in day-glo pink: ‘IGGA’


  Two young boys noticed him looking in their direction and grinned at him, defiantly, or so it seemed to him, like pictures he’d seen of children back in the time of the Irish Troubles, grinning at British soldiers who their dads might later kill.


  But never mind that. Look what was ahead, just one block further on! The clincher! A branching tree, two storeys high, had been sprayed in gold on the end of a block of flats. Over the image, in blood-red letters a metre high, were daubed the words that he himself had muttered just two nights previously as he looked out over the city from Susan’s back yard, mistakenly thinking he was alone:


   


  ‘Endless Worlds!’


   


  He passed what he guessed to be a children’s home of some kind, set back from the road a little way with a DSI sign in front of it reading ‘Asphodel Way Assessment Unit’. A very large Asian woman in jeans and tee-shirt was waddling slowly out from the building to a parked car, followed by a very slight, and startlingly beautiful teenaged girl with straight blonde hair. The girl glanced in his direction. She struck him as quite lovely and quite empty. He imagined that, in a few years’ time, men would give anything to try and reach that emptiness inside her – they would tear out their own souls – but they’d always fail.


  And then, as he drove on by, a strange conviction suddenly came to him that for her there wouldn’t be ‘a few years’ time’. She wouldn’t be here. The deep well was already opening up in front of her into which, very soon, she would disappear forever.


  ~*~


  In a carpeted airlock inside the entrance, Charles swiped his ID through a reader and waited for clearance.


  ‘Welcome to Thurston Meadows Central Administration,’ said a recorded female voice: deep, sonorous, and with a faint Caribbean accent. ‘May we remind you that the DSI and its partner agencies are committed to combating racism, sexism, homophobia and discrimination in all its forms and our staff will assertively challenge any use of offensive or discriminatory language.’


  The inner door slid open and he was admitted to the Official Visitors’ Reception Area, tastefully decorated with a beige carpet and pale pine furnishings. There was a separate reception area for Zone Residents.


  ‘Hi, I’m Charles Bowen from the Immigration Service,’ he told the receptionist. ‘I have an appointment with Mrs Richards, the Executive Director.’


  He picked up a magazine, turned to ‘24 Sex Tricks that will Wow Your Man in Bed!’ and waited for a secretary to finish whatever job she was in the middle of doing and come down to fetch him. But as it turned out, he hadn’t even got to sex trick number 3 when the Executive Director herself was there to greet him in person. She was brisk, smartly dressed, with elegant short grey hair, and Charles knew perfectly well that someone like her wouldn’t in the normal way of things have even considered making time to come downstairs to meet a minor official like himself.


  So this was interesting. It meant she was scared.


  ‘Mr Bowen? I’m Janet Richards. So good of you to have got here so early.’


  ‘Not a problem. Best to strike while the iron is hot with cases like these.’


  Charles had met the Executive Directors of other Inclusion Zones, and he felt he was beginning to understand the way they saw the world. They were the heads of government of their own miniature empires and everything within their designated Zones came under their control. They were generously paid for this responsibility, at least by public service standards, but in exchange for power and status they had to make a Faustian bargain: they had to keep the lid on things. If a Thurston Meadows child was battered to death by a parent, then, unless she could find someone else to blame, Mrs Richards would be held responsible; if crime, or drugs, or violence seeped out from the Zone into the wider city, she could be the sacrificial victim. The whole point of the Zones was to hold everything in, to keep all that was distressing, unruly and uncouth hidden away behind the Line.


  ‘As you’ll have gathered,’ she said, ushering Charles into a spacious office fitted with pale, polished furniture, ‘we picked up two young men last night who sound like your sort of cases.’


  ‘Mrs Richards…’


  ‘Oh, call me Janet, please…’


  ‘Janet. I’d be pleased to talk later but my first priority has got to be to interview these two men you’ve got in detention. These people have a way of disappearing.’


  ‘Yes of course, I’ll take you down to the police wing myself. Ah, here’s your coffee. Did you want to drink it first? It would perhaps be an opportunity very briefly to…’


  ‘I’ll take it with me if you don’t mind.’


  ‘Yes, yes of course.’


  She led him along a corridor and into a lift.


  ‘We’ve never had any hint of this sort of thing before,’ she said, as they dropped back down to the ground floor. ‘It’s all been completely out of the blue.’


  ‘Well actually,’ Charles said, as they emerged from the lift and headed along another corridor, ‘for future reference, the signs were there to be seen. Have you not noticed the graffitti? Dunner? Wod? Igga? Endless Worlds? That big golden tree? You can see it from the car park of this building.’


  Her voice became several degrees cooler.


  ‘The tree? Well yes, we noticed it of course but I suppose we felt that a lot of young people have cottoned onto that tree thing nowadays. A sort of cult. Not necessarily evidence of actual… um…’


  ‘In fact research suggests that the appearance of tree graffiti is a pretty reliable indicator,’ Charles said.


  ‘As you’ll have no doubt read in the recent circular,’ he couldn’t help adding, for no real reason except to observe the effect it had on her.


  Charles knew from previous experience that DSI people – or ‘deskies’, as they were known by the inhabitants of the Zones – had elevated buck-passing almost to an art form, a kind of dance, and he knew that, within this dance, memos and government circulars played a vital role, like the ribbons around a maypole. Deskies received more information than they could possibly hope to take in – the government fretted constantly about the Zones and could never leave them alone – yet whole careers might hang on whether or not they had read a particular document, and whether or not they in turn had passed it on to others beneath them.


  ‘Tree graffiti,’ Charles innocently added, ‘and indeed Dunner cult slogans in general…’


  Janet Richards pursed her lips and said nothing. She was in a deep hole and she knew it, but shifters had only recently been officially recognised as a genuine problem, as opposed to a mere rumour, and there were still many public officials who questioned whether these troublesome intruders really were what they claimed to be. Doubtless she’d tossed the Home Office circular on warning signs into her ‘not urgent’ tray and given her attention instead to DSI(D) 023/9 (the new target figures for prosecutions of Zone-based drug traffickers), or DSI(P) 032/7 (the requirement to cut in half the number of burglaries committed by Zone residents in non-Zone areas), or DSI(C) 045/3 which was about increasing the number of Zone children on ‘maltreated children lists’. (Or was that reducing the numbers? Did more on the list mean that more children were being maltreated, or did it mean that the system was detecting maltreatment more efficiently? The instructions kept changing! The definition of progress was constantly being revised!)


  ‘Igga,’ said Ms Richards, handling the word as if with tweezers. ‘Remind me, what is it supposed to be?’


  They had entered another airlock-like security door that led to the DSI Constabulary wing of the building and were waiting for a policeman to come and let them through.


  ‘I suppose you could say it’s a representation of the multiverse,’ Charles said, ‘the universe of universes if you like, constantly dividing and branching out. It’s thought the word comes from Yggdrasil, the world tree of Norse…’


  But here the custody sergeant opened the door.


  ~*~


  ‘This is the information we’ve got so far,’ the sergeant told Charles, after Janet Richard had headed back to her office to look for the e-mails she’d failed to read. ‘These two gentlemen were pulled in at about 8 o’clock this morning by patrol officers doing a random stop-and-search. Neither of them could produce valid ID and both of them resisted the officers when requested to…’


  The Sergeant talked anxiously on, but Charles had listened to so many spooked-out policeman telling these stories, in so many different custody suites, in so many DSI offices, in so many different Zones, that he pretty much knew after the first few minutes what the Sergeant was going to say. His mind wandered, and he found himself turning over in his mind that meeting he’d had with the young woman at the party at the weekend.


  He hadn’t thought about the encounter all that much, but it occurred to him now that he’d liked her a good deal more than anyone he’d met for rather a long time: she’d been sharp, she’d been pretty, she’d had wonderfully lively, restless eyes. Yet he felt he’d blundered, failing even to register her name and launching off into his usual dreary defence of his occupation, instead of simply engaging in conversation, or even asking her something about herself. Why is it, he wondered, that when I like a woman, I find it hard to let her speak? Rosie, his last real girlfriend, had told him at the end that she couldn’t live anymore in a hall of mirrors with a man who saw nothing but projections of himself.


  He’d been troubled by these thoughts on the way back from the party. And back in his small Montpelier flat, turning away from his mirrors, he’d tried to deal with his agitation by reasserting his commitment to his strange choice of profession. He’d taken out a notebook kept specifically for such thoughts and written the word ‘Marcher,’ at the top of a page. He didn’t know exactly what the word meant, but he was thinking vaguely of the Marcher Lords, who used to rule along the Welsh borders, not so very far away, and he had an idea in his mind of a lonely caste who guarded frontiers, so that the people further in didn’t even have to think about the dangers that lay beyond. That was how he’d chosen to see himself. Yet it really had never occurred to him before Susan’s party to wonder why this particular role, out of all the possible roles in the world, should have been the one he’d settled on.


  ‘Marcher,’ he had written. And then:


   


  Let us put on armour,


  Let us wear breastplates of polished bronze,


  And cover our faces with ferocious masks.


   


  Let us be pure. Let us accept the cold.


  Let us foreswear the search for love.


  Let us ride in the bare places where the ground is clinker


  And the towers are steel…


   


  At the time he’d been rather pleased with it.


   


  ‘So, um… do you want to see the prisoner now?’ the custody sergeant asked, with the half-anxious, half-resentful look of someone who suddenly realises that he’s been talking only to himself.


  ‘Yes please,’ Charles said, making his voice sound extra enthusiastic in order to make up for his lapse in concentration. ‘Yes please, and thanks so much for the background. Very useful.’


  The truth was that he hadn’t even been half-listening for several minutes there – in fact he’d completely forgotten where he was – but now he dragged himself back into the present moment. There was a linoleum floor, cream-coloured walls (scrubbed, but slightly battered), a phone ringing in a side office, some foolish drunk shouting behind a door. On the desk between him and the sergeant were three separate piles of the various items that had been taken from the prisoners’ pockets. Two of the piles contained a miscellany of cigarettes, dreamer discs, coins, a flick-knife, a lump of hashish, lighters. The other pile consisted of two plastic bags containing a number of small blue spheres.


  ‘I’ll take those two bags off you for our research people,’ Charles said, rummaging in his pocket. ‘Here. I’ll give you a receipt.’


  ‘Good riddance to them,’ said the Sergeant with a shudder. ‘They give me the creeps.’


  Charles smiled as he replaced the cap on his old-fashioned fountain pen.


  ‘They are eerie things,’ he agreed, ostensibly soothing but in reality deliberately winding the policeman up, just as he’d wound up Janet Richards earlier. ‘Did you know they can even reproduce in the right conditions? You can start with a bag of twenty and next time you look there are twenty-one or twenty-two. Or so the shifters claim anyway.’


  Chapter 3


  In a beige consulting room, Tammy Pendant frowned into space and Sarah Ripping watched her and smiled.


  ‘Tammy,’ she mused. ‘Tammy. Tammy Pendant. Who is she, I wonder? Who is she when she’s at home?’


  Tammy said nothing.


  ‘I’ve been introduced to her,’ the therapist went on. ‘I’ve spent several hours with her. So when will I really meet her?’


  Then Mrs Ripping waited, knowing the power of silence, knowing that silence was a vacuum that demanded to be filled.


  ‘Pendant’s not my real name,’ Tammy finally muttered under her breath. ‘My name’s Tammy Blows.’


  Mrs Ripping laughed loudly.


  ‘Oh Tammy, Tammy,’ she exclaimed, ‘you are amazing! You are absolutely amazing! You distinctly told me when we first met that it says Tamsin Pendant on your birth certificate and that that was what you wanted to be called. Because Blows was your stepfather’s name, you said, and you hated him.’


  ‘Well I’ve changed my mind haven’t I? Tammy Blows is what everyone calls me.’


  Tammy tried to keep silent then, but she couldn’t resist adding one more thing:


  ‘Anyway it says Tamsin Delaney on my birth certificate. You people should get your bloody facts right.’


  That made Mrs Ripping laugh even more.


  ‘You are determined, aren’t you, Tammy? You’re determined that no one is ever going to find you!’ She smiled. ‘Mind you I suppose Tammy Blows is quite appropriate really. As in Tammy blows her top! Tammy blows up her foster-homes!’


  Tammy made up her mind not to rise to this – did Mrs Ripping really think she was the first one to mess about with her name? – but somehow she couldn’t quite stop herself from murmuring: ‘Tammy blows off. Tammy blow-job. Tammy blows cock for a packet of cigs.’


  ‘But Tammy blow-job is a name that other people have given you, Tammy,’ cried Mrs Ripping. She came rushing across the room to kneel in front of the slender, exquisitely beautiful, teenager. She seized Tammy’s hand to caress it. ‘There is so, so much more to you than that!’


  Tammy pulled her hand away with a grimace, revolted by the touch of Mrs Ripping’s wrinkled skin, her rank vegetarian breath.


  ‘I want to go now please.’


  ‘No Tammy, not yet. You’ve got another twenty minutes with me, I’m afraid. That was the deal, wasn’t it? That’s what you agreed to.’


  The therapist smiled slyly.


  ‘I say “I’m afraid”,’ she said, returning to her chair. ‘But actually it’s not me who’s afraid, is it? It’s you. And I wonder if you know what it is you’re afraid of? Is it that you are afraid of being with me? Or is it perhaps…’


  She paused.


  ‘Or is it perhaps…’


  ‘Oh is it perhaps that I’m afraid of being with myself?’ Tammy finished her line for her in a rude hard voice: she had been sent to so many bloody therapists, and sat in so many beige-coloured rooms. But Mrs Ripping came scuttling back over like an excited crab:


  ‘Well done, Tammy. Oh well, well, done. That wasn’t easy I can see. That wasn’t easy at all. But that’s the hard part. If you can just hold onto that we’re halfway there.’


  She tried to take Tammy’s hand again, but Tammy wouldn’t yield it. Again Mrs Ripping laughed.


  ‘Now where are you running off to, Tammy?’ she sang out. ‘Come back why don’t you? It’s safe here. It’s absolutely safe. I promise I’ll catch you if you fall!’


  Tammy couldn’t imagine how anyone would want to let their mind come to rest in this dreary room with its therapist sea shells, its therapist pot-pourri, its therapist clock coldly counting out the 3,600 seconds, one by one, that Mrs Ripping had been contracted to provide.


  She decided to turn her attention to the shifter, Slug. He was her project at the moment. He was the focus of her steely will. And he opened up much more interesting possibilities than anything she would find in here.


  ~*~


  She’d met Slug in the Old England, one of the three pubs on the Meadows Zone. She was coming out of the toilet there when he’d come sidling up to her and whispered in her ear, a greasy little Scotsman with a lank ponytail and black teeth.


  ‘I’m a shifter I am,’ he’d said.


  ‘Yeah, and I’m from fucking Venus.’


  ‘No, darling. I’m no’ bullshitting or nothing. Come wi’ me and I’ll prove it to ye.’


  Reluctantly she went with him to a corner where it was quiet and he took out a crumpled envelope from the inside pocket of his grimy jacket. There was an ID card in it with his picture on it. It had a bar code and a chip and a government logo, but it was nothing like the ID cards that Tammy knew, whether the red-striped cards issued to people in the Zones or the plain white ones used in the outside world. The logo was different and so were the font and the name of the agency printed on the top.


  She studied the writing on the card.


  ‘Steven? Is that your name?’


  ‘Aye, but everyone calls me Slug.’


  This made her laugh.


  ‘No’ like the wee animal!’ he added hastily. ‘It’s a word for a bullet. A slug o’ lead. Fuckin’ deadly.’


  ‘Like a bullet,’ Tammy repeated sceptically, for the wee animal seemed much more apt to her, the slimy wee animal that lived under stones.


  ‘Aye, and how about this then?’ asked Slug.


  He showed her a page from a newspaper with a picture of ‘the Prime Minister’ in it, though it wasn’t any prime minister Tammy had ever seen, and then some funny coins that were apparently British but were unlike any that existed in Tammy’s world, and finally a scrunched up TV guide which had a recent date but talked about programmes and channels that Tammy had never heard of. Even the channels that were familiar, like BBC 1, had different logos and unfamiliar schedules.


  For a few minutes, the Scotsman watched her handle these things, enjoying the power they had over her and the power they lent to him. Then, after checking that no one else was near, he produced a crumpled ball of silver foil and opened it up to reveal a single little shiny sphere.


  ‘That’s what we call a “seed”, sweetheart,’ he said, holding it in the shadow of a table so she could see how it smouldered with a cold blue fire. ‘Swallow that and in a few hours ye’d be in another world.’


  And now, with the introductions over, it was time for him to present his masculine credentials.


  ‘See these hands Tammy? I’m no’ bullshitting ye, these hands hae killed three men.’


  Tammy shrugged. In her world men had always killed someone, they’d always smashed someone to a pulp, they were always effortlessly in command of the universe; and the fact that they were living on benefits in a Zone and had a nocturnal incontinence problem was somehow beside the point.


  ‘What’s it like?’ she asked him.


  ‘What? Tae kill someone?’ Slug asked hopefully.


  ‘Nah, I can guess what that’s like. I mean what’s it like when you shift over.’


  The little Scotsman laughed.


  ‘I’ll tell ye all about it, sweetheart, if ye treat me nice. Know what I mean?’


  He must have been thirty or more – twice Tammy’s age – and he smelt like a toilet, but he’d got something she wanted more than anything. Luckily enough, she had something he wanted badly too, something that most men wanted in her experience.


  Only I’ll have to watch it, thought Tammy to herself. All blokes told you they’d killed people and smashed people’s heads in and all of that, and nine times out of ten it didn’t mean anything. But a shifter was different. Shifters could commit any crime they liked, knowing how easily they could disappear to some other place where could never be brought to account. Under those circumstances, even someone as pathetic as Slug could really be dangerous.


  ~*~


  Mrs Ripping was still waiting. She’d assumed Tammy would succumb eventually to her weapon of silence, but the ploy had backfired, for her client had forgotten she was there.


  ‘Well, all right then, Tammy,’ she said at length, rather more sharply than she’d intended, ‘if you not going to tell me where you run away to, then why don’t you tell me what you’re running from?’


  She did not like to be out-manoeuvred, and this made her a little cruel.


  ‘Are you running away from being the child of a rape?’ she asked, counting off the options on her short, leathery fingers. ‘Or from the fact that your mother would have had you aborted if she hadn’t left it too late? Or the fact that your stepfather abused you? Or the fact that all those different foster parents decided they didn’t want you? Our time is almost up now, but think about it for next time why don’t you? What is it you’re running from? What is it you’re so afraid of?’


  Tammy sensed the therapist’s desire to hurt her but was neither wounded nor surprised by it, for she lived in a world where vengeance for the smallest slight was a matter of routine. It didn’t matter anyway because the 3,600 seconds were almost over. There were only fifteen left, only ten, only five.


  ‘You!’ she said with a bark of laughter. ‘I’m running away from you!’


  And she was off.


  ~*~


  ‘Well well well!’ said the prisoner Wayne Furnish in a broad Bristol accent, as Charles came into the interview room. ‘The Ickies, eh? I thought you lot would be showing up soon.’


  Ickies! Charles could have clapped his hands with sheer professional pleasure. A familiar accent speaking a completely unfamiliar word: it was so typical, so diagnostic.


  ‘Ickies?’ he repeated as he sat down. ‘You’ll have to explain that to me, Wayne.’


  ‘Ickies! Incomer Control. That’s what you are, yeah?’


  IC – Ickies: Charles noted the expression and its etymology. It was the same sort of principle that turned ‘DSI’ into ‘deskies’.


  ‘Incomer Control? Never heard of it, mate,’ he replied with studied indifference.


  ‘Ah. Well I don’t come from round here.’


  ‘You don’t come from Thurston Meadows?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘But from somewhere in Bristol? Your card says Daisyfields Estate, Bristol. Only thing is, there isn’t an estate here called Daisyfields.’


  Wayne narrowed his eyes. He was a stocky, bristling, red-haired man with a sunburned face the colour of brick.


  ‘Not from this Bristol,’ he said. ‘You know bloody well I don’t come from this Bristol, mate, or you wouldn’t be here.’


  ‘So how did you get here?’


  ‘Slip of course.’


  ‘These seeds, yes?’


  Charles held out one of the plastic bags. For a moment Wayne’s dull eyes smouldered like the seeds themselves. Then he shrugged.


  ‘I ain’t bothered, mate. There’s plenty more out there.’


  ‘Did you swallow one when they picked you up?’


  ‘That’d be telling, wouldn’t it?’


  ‘It would.’


  ‘Well I’m not going to.’


  ‘Okay. Fair enough. Do you mind telling me a bit more about where you come from?’


  The shifter shrugged.


  ‘The place I come from is shit. This place is just as bad. But it don’t matter. I won’t be here long. I won’t be here long at all.’


  Charles nodded. There was a certain cockiness about the man that made him pretty certain that Furnish had swallowed a seed. If so, Charles’ task was simply to collect as much information as he could while Wayne and his friend were still here. He took the standard checklist out of his briefcase and started to go through it: What was the Prime Minister’s name where Wayne came from? Was there a king or queen? Was there a Thurston Meadows there? What was currently in the news? Who was the manager of the England football team?


  The idea was to build up a sort of map of the different worlds, the gradients of difference, the routes along which the shifters moved.


  ‘None of this shit matters to me,’ Wayne said after a bit. ‘Know what I mean? None of it matters. I’m a warrior of Dunner, I am. That’s why I got this hammer on my arm. I’m a warrior of Dunner and my home is the Big Tree. And if you want me to answer any more questions, mate, I need a cup of tea, a packet of cigs and a burger.’


  ‘No problem.’


  Charles went to the door and asked the PC outside to send for the things Wayne had asked for.


  ‘Three sugars!’ Wayne Furnish called out, enjoying his power.


  ‘So how many of you are there in this Zone?’ Charles asked him. ‘Apart from you and Jacob, I mean?’


  Furnish’s face became a parody of knowingness.


  ‘Why would I tell you that? And who’s Jacob?’


  ‘Oh go on, Wayne. What have you got to lose? You told me yourself you won’t be here for long.’


  ‘I’m not the only one, and that’s all I’m saying.’


  ‘So is there one more, or two, or ten, or…’


  ‘That’s for me to know, mate, and you to find out.’


  Charles waited. Silence was powerful. Like a vacuum. And sure enough, Wayne couldn’t help himself from telling a little more.


  ‘Okay, I’ll tell you one thing,’ he said. ‘You people had better watch out because some of the others aren’t quite as nice as me, if you know what I mean.’


  Charles said nothing, knowing from past experience that it was a mistake to seem even slightly eager.


  ‘I reckon there’s people in this office here who are in for a bit of a surprise,’ Wayne eventually said. ‘Let’s just say that. A bit of a nasty surprise.’


  Charles shrugged, as if this information was of no interest to him at all.


  ‘So who was the President of America in your world, Wayne?’ he asked.


  A little scene came into his mind. It was like a memory, and it had appeared unbidden as memories often do, but wasn’t a memory. It wasn’t anything he’d ever actually done or a place he’d ever been, though he knew where it was and had seen it in the distance many times. It was a memory of standing in the dark on top of a hill. There were three other people with him and they were all standing in a row with their backs to a concrete radio mast. The mast had a single red light to warn aircraft of its presence, and something on the side of it was banging and clanging in the wind.


  ~*~


  ‘All right there Tammy?’ asked Jaz, as Tammy climbed into the car and huddled down, scowling, into her seat.


  ‘No, I’m fucking not alright,’ she muttered, but she was half smiling at the same time because Jaz was someone she liked. It was true that Jaz was a social worker, but she was funny and pretty and she wore sexy ear-rings.


  Jaz started the car. The arrangement was that she would take Tammy for a burger before she returned her to the Assessment Unit.


  ‘Tough session, eh?’


  ‘That Ripping bitch does my fucking head in. And don’t tell me this therapy will help me because it won’t make no fucking difference and you know it. That Ripping is just a creepy old cow who gets her kicks from poking about in other people’s lives.’


  Tammy pulled a face.


  ‘And her breath stinks,’ she added.


  ‘Four more sessions, Tammy,’ said Jazamine. ‘That was the deal. We agreed you could move out of the Roberts’ house and move back into the Unit, as long as you agreed to go for these six sessions to try and figure out what went wrong.’


  ‘Well I’m not going no more,’ said Tammy flatly. ‘So what are you going to do about it? Send me back to the Roberts? I’d fucking trash the place.’


  They came to the Line, the boundary of the Social Inclusion Zone. Jaz showed her ID to the cop and drove on through and out. Then she turned to Tammy.


  ‘Do you know what I wish? I wish that just once in your life you would discuss the pros and cons of something without immediately starting to make threats.’


  Stung, mortified, devastated, Tammy remained silent.


  ‘I mean apart from anything else,’ Jaz went on, ‘I spent literally days negotiating this deal for you, trying to convince people, trying to get the funding, trying to persuade people that you really were going to use your time in the Unit constructively this time and not just take up a valuable bed which someone else might have been able to make use of. And what do you do? You take all that work and just chuck it out of the window! It’s the same thing every time you decide you can’t hack one of your placements and want to go somewhere else. I feel as if you don’t give a damn.’


  Tammy gave an incredulous snort.


  ‘What? About you? Of course I fucking don’t! You’re just doing your job aren’t you? Plus you get paid good money for it. I mean, when you go off on your holidays in Greece and fucking Thailand, don’t tell me you’re thinking about me when you’re lying on the beach out there sunning your fucking tits because you never. “Thank fuck I don’t have none of those bloody dreggies here to deal with,” is what you’re thinking isn’t it? You might as well admit it. So why should I care about you? You give me one good reason!’


  Jazamine was silent.


  ‘Yeah,’ said Tammy, ‘and you can stuff the fucking burger while you’re at it. Take me back to the Unit. That’ll save you some of your precious time and money. Just take me back to the fucking Unit.’


  Jaz pulled the car over, did a three-point turn and headed back to the Line. This took Tammy completely by surprise.


  ‘Hey! What are you doing?’


  ‘Taking you back to the Unit. As you requested.’


  Tammy felt the rejection like a stab wound. She didn’t want to go back to the Unit. She wanted to have a burger with Jaz and to chat and laugh and wind her up about her ear-rings and her boyfriends and her trips abroad. She’d been looking forward to it all week. But nothing would make her admit to a thing like that. Nothing.


  ‘I’m sick of your games Tammy,’ said Jaz, ‘and I’m not going to play them any more.’


  Tammy shrugged.


  ‘Well, that’s all right then, because soon you won’t have to worry about me anyway. I’ve met a shifter. He’s got loads of slip and he’s going to give me some. I’m getting out of this shithole for good.’


  Jaz sighed. ‘More threats, Tammy?’


  She pulled up outside the Asphodel Assessment Unit.


  ‘See you next week.’


  ‘I told you. He’s got slip, Jaz. You won’t never see me again!’


  ‘Well that’s up to you,’ Jaz said with a shrug as she put the car back into gear.


  Desperate, fuming, terrified, Tammy watched her drive away.


  ‘You’re not supposed to leave me on my fucking own!’ she shouted. ‘It’s against the fucking procedures. You’re supposed to walk me in.’


  Then she took out her phone and called the shifter, Slug. She was shaking violently and she felt like being physically sick, but she made herself do it, and she made her voice tell another story.


  ‘I want you, Slug. I want you now.’


  ~*~


  The other prisoner, Jacob Hassan, was much more astute than Wayne Furnish.


  He was in his early twenties and he had tightly curled hair, a Roman nose and brown, freckled skin. Charles gathered he didn’t come originally from the same timeline as Wayne. They had arrived separately in another world and joined forces. Shifters often found temporary travelling companions.


  ‘I’m guessing there were four of you,’ Charles said, by way of an experiment, ‘and that you arrived in this world on Saturday night, below the radio mast on Lockleaze Hill.’


  ‘That’s crap,’ Jacob said, but his startled look made it obvious to Charles that his hunch had been right.


  It was actually pretty startling for him as well. How had he known? Where did that image come from? But he moved on quickly before the prisoner could see his surprise.


  ‘You’ve linked up with the shifter community here remarkably quickly, I must say,’ Charles said.


  Hassan shrugged. Charles pressed on.


  ‘Your friend Wayne says there’s trouble brewing for the people in this building.’


  Hassan laughed.


  ‘Yeah, I know all about that. I could tell you what they’ve got planned. I could even give you names. But I’m not going to, am I, mate? Not just for nothing, anyway.’


  ‘So what do you want in exchange?’


  ‘You know what I want, mate. I want the seeds back. All of them, mine and Wayne’s. Either that or you don’t get anything out of me. Not even the name of the Prime Minister where I come from. Not even the fucking England football manager.’


  He snorted.


  ‘You always ask that, don’t you? The England football manager. What the fuck do you want to know that for? It’s the same question in every fucking world.’


  ‘We can do you food, cigarettes, a drink,’ Charles told him. ‘We can do you anything within reason to make you comfortable, but we can’t give you back the seeds. We don’t agree with the stuff, do we? We’re trying to stop it spreading. That’s what this is all about.’


  Hassan shrugged. ‘That’s your problem, mate. No seeds no talk.’


  He folded his arms, sat back in his chair and looked away. He too knew the power of silence, but unfortunately it worked on him more quickly than it worked on Charles, and pretty soon he felt compelled to speak.


  ‘I’ll tell you why you people don’t like slip,’ he said.


  ‘Go on then.’


  ‘Because slip is freedom, and that scares you.’


  Hassan half-turned towards Charles with a small sly smile.


  ‘You should try it sometime, mate. It’d do you good, I reckon. A new life. All the benefits of suicide and none of the drawbacks.’


  This was unexpected and Charles was a little shaken by it. Hassan noticed this with glee.


  ‘Yeah, look at you, you poor miserable bastard. You should definitely do it mate, definitely. It’d put a bit of life into you.’


  ~*~


  Slug couldn’t believe his luck. He came over at once in a beat-up old car and took Tammy back to his hideaway in a row of condemned low rise buildings off Beveridge Street. He’d broken into one of the ground floor flats and made a sort of den in the back room. There was a dirty mattress on the floor with a metal baseball bat beside it and a couple of porn-mags for reading matter. Slug was prone to wet himself when he had one of his many bad dreams, and the place stank of urine.


  ‘So ye want it now do ye, darling?’


  Straight away his hands were under Tammy’s tee-shirt and his tongue was pushing into her mouth.


  ‘Hey hang on, sweetheart,’ she purred in her silkiest voice, shoving him away. ‘I want it as much as you do but we’ve got all day, haven’t we? And we’ve got things to discuss.’


  ‘Yeah, like what?’


  ‘Like what turns you on of course, bullet-man,’ she said, straightening her top, ‘like what really turns you on.’


  Slug didn’t need any further encouragement, and began to recite a long but very predictable list: young girls with no knickers, young girls in white socks, young girls in suspenders… The usual pervy litany and Tammy knew it by heart.


  ‘And do you want to know what turns me on about you?’ she interrupted after a while, bringing his attention back to the matter in hand. ‘I like men who don’t give a shit about no one.’


  ‘I don’t give a shit about no one,’ said Slug. ‘I’ve killed three men ye know. Three men with my ain hands. I’m a warrior I am. I’m a warrior of Dunner.’


  ‘I love that, and I love the fact that you’re a shifter and you’ve been to other worlds,’ said Tammy, though inwardly she laughed coldly at the idea of little Slug being a warrior of anything.


  ‘Loads ay other worlds,’ said Slug, ‘and I’ll go tae loads more tae. Nae bugger’s going to stop me.’


  ‘I’m scared you’ll go without me.’


  ‘No way, Tammy,’ said Slug. ‘Ye’re coming with me. Ye’re coming with me no matter what. No way am I giving ye up.’


  He was kneeling right in front of her now, and beginning to run his hands up under her clothes again. Tammy had to think quickly, make sure she played her cards in the right order.


  ‘I need a drink,’ she said. ‘You got some beer or something?’


  He went and fetched a six pack of Special Brew and for a while Tammy kept opening cans and pretending to drink, while making sure he had almost all of it.


  ‘I want to do it with you,’ she said after a bit. ‘I want to do it with a real warrior. But I want to see those seeds first. It might sound weird to you but the thought of them really turns me on.’


  Well anything that would turn her on was all right with Slug by now, so he went into another room and rummaged around in some secret place for a while before coming back with a big bag of seeds. It was like a bag of dying stars.


  ‘Let me hold them,’ said Tammy.


  After a moment’s hesitation he handed them to her.


  ‘What’s it like,’ she asked him. ‘Tell me again. What’s it like when you do a shift?’


  Slug laughed.


  ‘I cannae describe it really. It’s like the world sort ay dances round ye. And then ye get into the Tree and ye see all kinds ay weird things. Sometimes ye see, like, your ain life, but different. Like other lives ye might have had. Know what I mean?’


  He put his hand under her skirt. ‘But are we not getting off the subject here, sweetheart?’


  She saw him looking anxiously at his bag of seeds and decided the moment had come. Inwardly she steeled herself.


  ‘Do it to me now Slug,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to wait no more.’


  It took about twenty seconds. When he’d done he began to cry, cuddling up to Tammy as if he was the child and she the grown-up. She stroked his head and called him baby, baby, my baby, and pretty soon, what with the Special Brew in his belly and the release of tension and the baby-mummy dream that Tammy was acting out for him, he was off to sleep, just exactly as she’d planned.


  ‘Just got to go and have a piss,’ murmured Tammy after a few minutes, the bag of seeds still clutched tightly in her hand.


  She lifted him off her, pulled on her clothes and slipped out into the back garden. It was completely overgrown. Brambles climbed over the rusty skeleton of a burnt-out car. Stinging nettles came poking through the springs of a rotted mattress.


  She put the seeds in her pocket, picked her way across the undergrowth and pulled herself up onto the wooden fence. For a moment she sat astride it, savouring her triumph. On one side were the overgrown gardens of abandoned Beveridge Street, on the other an alleyway that ran behind the backyards of the still-inhabited maisonettes of Joseph Row. But it wasn’t just some old Zone alleyway any more, it was her highway to freedom, her highway to other worlds.


  ‘Tammy? What ye doing?’


  Slug had his baseball cap in his hand, but what with the beer and the sleep and the sex he still hadn’t fully grasped what was happening. Tammy held up his bag of seeds and stuck out her tongue. His fanged mouth gaped. The hurt in his eyes, the disappointment, the sheer weariness, were bottomless. Just for a short while there, absurdly, against all the weight of previous experience, he had persuaded himself that she actually wanted him.


  ‘Ye… ye little lying whore!’ he hissed.


  Tammy laughed.


  ‘You’re nothing without your slip, mate, are you?’ she taunted him. ‘You’re fucking nothing. Just a pervy little Scotchman who no one’s ever given a fuck about and no one ever will! Not in a million fucking years!’


  She dropped down the far side of the fence and was off down the little back alley and into the streets that she knew so well, laughing out loud as she ran.


  ~*~


  She hid in a patch of shrubs on the edge of a playground. Children had made a network of tunnels and caves through it and she crawled into a hollowed out space in the middle before pulling out the bag of slip and swallowing one of the seeds: it tasted electric on her tongue. Then, shaken by the enormity of the step she’d just taken, she opened her phone and called her mate Jolene back in the Unit.


  ‘I’m doing a shift, Jolene. I’ve done a seed. I won’t fucking see you no more. I love you babe. Goodbye. Have a good life for me!’


  ‘Oh my God, Tammy!’ screeched Jolene. ‘Oh my God! Where the fuck are you? How could you do this to me you bitch? Oh my God I fucking love you, Tammy’


  Then Mr Johnson, the Unit manager, spoke in the background.


  ‘Who are you talking to Jolene? Is that Tammy?’


  Tammy hung up, turned off her phone and waited. After a while she took out the bag of slip and played with the strange glowing things for a bit. Then she grew tired of that and put them away again. She yawned and looked around, but there was nothing to see: only an old cigarette packet, a scrunched up page from a knicker catalogue, a used rubber hanging from a thorn, with its little yellow cargo bulging at its tip.


  She took a make-up case out of her pocket to check her face, but, when she saw herself looking back out at her from the little mirror, she snapped it hastily shut again.


  She lit another cigarette.


  ~*~


  Three hours later nothing had happened and Tammy was thinking about taking another seed just to make sure, when she heard someone outside.


  ‘She’s in here, Slug. Kev saw her go in from his window.’


  Then she heard Slug himself.


  ‘You in there Tammy, you bitch? Ye’re dead meat, you hear me? Ye’re going to fucking die.’


  ‘I’ll go in round here, mate, and see if I can smoke her out,’ said another man.


  Slug had been busy on his phone, it seemed, calling up the desperate men he called his mates, promising them a treat. She was in real danger.


  She tried to call the Unit but the phone there was engaged. She tried Jaz.


  ‘You have reached the offices of the Child Welfare Section. Thank you for calling. What you have to say is important to us. If you are calling about a child in danger please press 1 now. If you are calling to…’


  Tammy hung up. She started to call 9…


  ‘There she is Slug, I can fucking see her!’ someone yelled.


  A big male figure was squeezing through the tunnels in the thorn bushes. Tammy headed as fast as she could in the other direction, doubled up, with thorns catching her arms and face. But then there he was right in front of her: Slug himself and his metal baseball bat, his eyes shining with triumph.


  ‘Well, well, well…’ he leered, ‘this is a surprise.’


  ‘Oh shit, Slug,’ she pleaded, ‘don’t be like that. I was only pissing about, mate. Here’s your seeds. I’ll… Oh fucking hell. Jesus Christ!’


  ~*~


  Suddenly the entire world had become as thin and insubstantial as the skin of a soap bubble, quivering and about to burst. And voices were whispering all around her, voices that sounded like hers, repeating words like her own.


  ‘Here’s your seeds. Take your seeds. Have your seeds…’


  Slug recognised the signs before she did.


  ‘The thieving bitch!’ he wailed, lifting his bat. ‘She’s going to …’


  She had to push, Tammy suddenly realised as she threw up her hands to shield herself from the blow. The seeds took you to the edge but you had to push if you wanted to break through. She didn’t know how she knew this, but now she was here it just seemed obvious. It was as if she had been here before, or had always been here without realising it.


  The baseball bat was already descending when she finally broke through and felt herself falling. She screamed and clutched out at the air. Slug had vanished, the ground seemed to have disappeared from beneath her feet, and…


  But no, it was still there. The thorn bushes were still there. Even Slug and his friends were back again, just for a moment, though the daylight had suddenly become much brighter and they were all standing further away and in different positions, as if two different takes from a movie had been crudely spliced together without the slightest regard for continuity.


  But she had no time to take this in. The men disappeared again and there was a brick wall in front of her, and then a lorry in a downpour, throwing up a big sheet of dirty water as it swerved and blasted its horn. And then she was in a dingy front room with drawn curtains. There was a smell of urine and cigarette smoke and clothes worn continuously for days on end, and an ugly, fat, malignant woman was screaming at a little child:


  ‘Get your arse over her you little…’


  But Tammy was in another world again before the sentence was complete. And then another and then another. Trees and buildings skipped and danced around her. She was falling, she was falling, she was falling through the worlds.


  Chapter 4


  Up in Janet Richards’ office the miniature government of the Thurston Meadows Zone had assembled and was waiting impatiently for Charles’ news.


  ‘Mr Bowen! Thanks so much for coming straight up!’ Mrs Richards cried when he finally arrived from the police cells.


  Her eyes were shining with hope as she introduced him eagerly to Dick Thomas, ‘my police chief’, Dave Rickets, ‘my deputy’, Val Hollowby, ‘my Social Care Purchaser’, Trudy Spice, ‘my director of housing’, Ginny Frimp, ‘my health care co-ordinator’ and Ron Julip, ‘my director of logistics’. The seven of them had spent most of the morning in anxious conference, Dave Rickets at the computer downloading all the government circulars on shifters that he could find, the others round the pale pine table poring through the print-outs. Who had the circulars been copied to? When were they sent out? Which one of their little group was most at risk of being accused of failing to act?


  But, to answer that last crucial question, they really needed to know more about what had actually happened. And here was the expert who would tell them everything.


  ‘So, how did you get on?’


  They plied Charles with coffee and sandwiches. They offered him biscuits and glasses of water. There was a fug of fear in the room, a desperate hunger for shreds of reassurance.


  ‘Have they been here long? Do you think they’re alone?’


  Mrs Richard’s managers were seated round the table, of course, but in Charles’ imagination they were pushing and shoving each other to be the one to grasp hold of him, the one to crane into his face.


  ‘Furnish and Hassan have only been here couple of days,’ he said. ‘I haven’t got a great deal more out of them, other than some bits and pieces for our shifter database. Like many shifters Furnish claims to be a Warrior of Dunner. Hassan doesn’t go in for that Dunner stuff and he thinks Furnish is a fool, though the two of them arrived here together. I believe they arrived in Lockleaze, not here in Thurston Meadows, so you’ll need to think about how they managed to cross the Line into the Thurston Zone without anyone detecting them. Anyway, I gathered…’


  ‘Hang on,’ interrupted Police Chief Thomas, the one who’d be held responsible for any failure of Line security, ‘how do we know they arrived in Lockleaze and then crossed the Line? How can we be sure that they didn’t appear in the Zone itself?’


  ‘We don’t know. It’s a guess,’ Charles told him. ‘Anyway, as I was saying, I gathered from both of them that there are a number of other shifters here in Thurston Meadows. Hassan is too sharp to be tricked into giving much away, but Furnish is easily flattered and ended up telling me quite a bit. It seems he’s heard that there are at least three or four different groups of shifters in the Zone. And of course that’s only what he’s managed to pick up in the couple of days since he arrived in this timeline. ’


  ‘Three or four groups!’ cried Janet Richards in horror.


  They had been stewing here all morning, rationalising, minimising, trying to persuade themselves that there wasn’t a reason to panic. And now this!


  ‘There’s one thing I’ve never understood about this business,’ said her deputy, Dave Rickets, finally abandoning the computer screen, ‘If this is really a drug which has the effect of dumping you somewhere else more or less at random, how can a group of people take it and all end up in the same place? Isn’t it all a bit far-fetched?’


  ‘I agree,’ said Janet Richards. ‘I can’t help thinking there must be a more prosaic explanation for all of this.’


  What exactly was worrying them, Charles asked himself. Was it that the universe itself had sprung a leak in their backyard? Was it that this whole world – this entire space of earth and sky and stars – had been revealed to be one of countless possible worlds, each one equally real, or equally unreal, and each one constantly dividing and dividing in every minuscule fraction of a second into more and yet more worlds? No. What they were worried about above all was that they were going to be criticised for not following procedures. That, it seemed, was as far as their imaginations stretched. And, though he remained professional and polite, he found himself despising them.


  ‘How do they cross over together?’ he said to Mr Rickets. ‘You’re certainly not the first to ask that. The other question people often ask is how can a drug bring over the clothes they wear and the things they have in their pockets?’


  ‘Well yes quite!’ exclaimed Ginny Frimp. ‘I was just wondering about that very thing. It does seem very farfetched, Mr Bowen. I mean I know there’s a mystery about how these people get here, given that they clearly aren’t foreign but they don’t have any identity that’s recognised by our systems, but we don’t really know if all this shifter stuff is true yet, do we? I think Janet’s right about there being a simpler explanation than parallel timelines and multiple universes.’


  ‘As far as I’m aware no one has any idea how they cross over together, or how they bring things with them,’ Charles said. ‘But, as someone once put it to me, trying to understand slip in terms of existing scientific knowledge is a bit like trying to understand a jet plane by examining its paint. There is some aspect of nature involved which is fundamentally different from the ones we feel we understand.’


  ‘Or so people claim,’ muttered Trudy Spice, large, grim and very reluctant to embrace anything which fell outside of the world she thought she knew.


  ‘They could have made it all up couldn’t they?’ suggested Ron Julip, the director of logistics.


  ‘So what about this Dunner business, then?’ asked the police chief impatiently. ‘This Dunner religion. Should that interest us in any way?’


  Charles smiled and slowly repeated a rhyme that Furnish had recited for him:


   


  ‘Woddy wiv ’is one eye,


  Dunner wiv ’is cock


  Frija wiv ’er big tits


  And two-faced Lok.’


   


  ‘That’s a religion?’ asked Trudy Spice.


  ‘It sounds more like the sort of thing you see on a toilet wall,’ muttered Ron Julip.


  The assembled managers all laughed heartily. Charles shrugged.


  ‘It isn’t like our idea of a religion, I agree. The god Dunner is a brawling thug. His father Wod is a champion boozer and a serial adulterer. But I suppose a religion like that appeals to the kind of people who are also attracted to the idea of being shifters. My guess is that somewhere out there is a world where either the old Germanic religion has managed to survive into modern times, or it has been revived in some way, and that shifters have encountered it there. Or possibly some of them come from there in the first place. It’s not the only cult that shifters follow, and of course many of them don’t follow a cult at all, but it’s certainly very popular with the particular type of shifter that gravitates towards the Zones.’


  He finished his sandwiches and pushed away his plate.


  ‘As I said, there are several groups of them here in Thurston Meadows. Furnish let slip that one group – and this one is a group of Dunner cultists – is headed by a man named Erik who he says is supposed to be very very clever and a “real psycho”. I don’t think Furnish himself has met the man but he’s apparently a pretty big wheel in the shifter network round here. I couldn’t get much out of Hassan. He was holding out for having his slip back in exchange for more information – his slip and Furnish’s in fact – but we obviously can’t do that. What is worrying is that Hassan didn’t contradict Furnish’s suggestion that one of the shifter groups is planning some kind of violent mischief. In fact he quite explicitly confirmed this, and said that he had more information which he would only give in exchange for the seeds.’


  ‘Mischief?’ they all cried together. ‘What do you mean by that?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘You couldn’t get anything else at all out of them?’


  ‘Hassan claimed he could give details if we gave him all the slip. I think they probably both swallowed seeds when they were arrested, so as to get away from here, but of course they still want seeds to take with them in case they don’t like the place they end up in.’


  ‘Well, why don’t we give him the stuff then?’ asked Janet Richards. ‘I mean if it will head off a problem here on the Zone, why not? Let’s do it!’


  ‘But that would be like giving a heroin dealer back his stash if he agreed to move to another neighbourhood!’


  There was silence. It seemed they didn’t find this idea quite as preposterous as Charles had assumed they would.


  ‘Well, I suppose so,’ said Mrs Richards, ‘but it seems a pity.’


  ‘In any case,’ Charles said, ‘I think Hassan may have been bluffing when he claimed to have more information. Obviously I don’t know for sure but, as I said before, I’ve got a strong sense that he and Furnish have only just arrived here. The main point is that you need to be on the alert. The thing that makes slip so dangerous is that people can use it to escape the consequences of their actions. These people really can get away with murder.’


  They all looked at one another.


  ‘Now if you’ll excuse me…’ Charles began, but he was interrupted by Janet Richards’ phone.


  Someone at the other end had more bad news.


  ‘How many people…? You’ve got cars on the way over…? Okay I’ll put you onto Dick.’


  She called her chief of police to the phone.


  ‘Some sort of disturbance on a recreation ground,’ she explained as she handed him the receiver.


  Oddly the new crisis appeared to have had a positively soothing effect on her, and she seemed much less tense as she returned to the table to join the rest of them. Thugs with baseball bats, fights in recreations grounds: this was the kind of trouble she knew and understood.


  ‘I’ve got three air patrols and six cars on this,’ said Dick Thomas the police chief, returning to the table ‘Some sort of petty gang fight I should think, but if this was to turn out to be the mischief you were talking about, Mr Bowen, then I think we’ve got it pretty well in hand.’


  ‘That’s good,’ Charles said. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I really should get back down there and…’


  But he was interrupted for a second time by the phone. Janet Richards returned to it with a slightly theatrical sigh – she almost seemed to be enjoying having an audience - but her face fell as she listened


  ‘Vanished? In front of witnesses? How many? Missing from the Unit? Okay, I’m going to put you on to Val.’


  Val Hollowby came to the phone. The Social Care Purchaser’s gaunt, skeletal face became even grimmer as she listened to whoever was on the other end.


  ‘But why wasn’t I notified earlier? Are you saying Jazamine didn’t follow procedures? Why wasn’t I told this girl was interested in shifters? Yes I know, but how can I support you if you…’


  ‘A fifteen-year-old girl went missing from outside our Assessment Unit this morning,’ Janet Richards explained to Charles. ‘She’s had a problem with absconding for years, apparently, so nothing new about that, even if her social worker does seem to have just let her go on this occasion. But the thing is that she was evidently at the centre of the incident in that recreation ground. It’s looking very much as if this could be another of your Dunner cases, Mr Bowen, because any number of people are now telling our officers that they saw her vanish into thin air.’


  Val Hollowby came off the phone.


  ‘The girl’s called Tamsin Pendant,’ she said, ‘a.k.a. Delaney, a.k.a. Blows. She’s fifteen years old. Lots of history, lots of problems. Physical abuse. Sexual abuse. Been in the care system for years. Lots of trouble there. Placements breaking down. Absconding. Drugs. And she's been talking a lot recently, or so I now gather, about shifters and seeds and Dunner and all that.’


  Suddenly she leaned forward, looking into Charles’ face with big watery eyes:


  ‘But you know, Mr Bowen, they all do all sorts of worrying things. It’s easy enough with hindsight to say we could have seen the signs, because there are always signs when you look for them afterwards! It’s not that we necessarily miss them at the time. It’s just that we can’t act on them all.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Janet Richards shortly, ‘but I’m concerned that they didn’t let you know in this case. I’m concerned about the lines of communication. That’s something we’ll need to look at.’


  Janet Richards was putting down a marker. She was pointing out that a breakdown of communication had occurred at a level below that of one of her subordinates. It was a preliminary step in that old deskie dance of blame. And the Social Care Purchaser, understanding this instantly, darted her boss a look of pure hatred.


  ‘Who was the last person to see her?’ Charles asked.


  ‘Her social worker, Jazamine Bright,’ said Val Hollowby, ‘and before that a free-lance therapist we use called Sarah Ripping. One of the Unit staff took her to a session with Sarah, and then Jaz collected her and took her back to the Unit. When Jaz dropped her off, Tammy announced that she was going to disappear and that Jaz would never see her again. For whatever reason, Jaz didn’t actually walk her back inside the Unit as she’s supposed to do but just dropped her off, and Tammy never went inside. It seems she’s been talking a lot lately about shifters and having shifter friends and so on, so it all fits together. Too late though, of course, as will doubtless be said at the inquiry.’


  Ms Hollowby gave a bitter little snort. ‘Though even if we had made the connection, I can’t see there’s much we could have done.’


  ‘Well my next job is to interview Jazamine Bright,’ Charles said.


  ‘She’s over in the satellite office at the moment,’ said Val Hollowby. ‘It’s about a mile from here.’


  ‘We’ll send for her!’ cried Janet Richards. ‘We’ll get her straight over. We’ve already booked an interview room for you. Would you like any more coffee, Mr Bowen? Or perhaps a cup of tea?’


  ~*~


  At this point the door opened and another member of Mrs Richards’ little government came in.


  ‘Sorry, I couldn’t get here earlier.’


  With his slightly lop-sided glasses and his threadbare suit, the newcomer struck Charles immediately as different from the others. He looked more like some sort of academic than a deskie, or maybe an artist or a poet. There was something dreamy and otherworldly about him.


  ‘I’ve been looking after my grandson while my daughter is away,’ the man explained, ‘and he’s gone down with flu. I’ve only just managed to line up someone to keep an eye on him.’


  A little stiffly, Janet Richards introduced him.


  ‘Charles, this is Cyril Burkitt, the Senior Registration Manager for the Zone.’


  The Senior Registration Manager, Charles noticed, not my Senior Registration Manager.


  ‘Senior Registration Manager?’ he asked. ‘Would you mind explaining what that is?’


  ‘Well, my job is to oversee the process which decides whether people should be on the Social Inclusion Register or not. Some people don’t want to be included in the Inclusion Register, you see. Some people would rather be excluded from the register and just be included. Or failing that, just be excluded, if you see what I mean…’


  He gave a little snort of a laugh. The others looked embarrassed.


  ‘The thing about Cyril,’ Dave Ricketts explained, as if he felt some sort of justification was necessary for the man’s presence, ‘is that, more than any of us, he has an encyclopaedic knowledge of the residents of the Zone. He’s worked on this Zone for – what is it Cyril? – twenty years isn’t it?’


  ‘Something like that,’ said Burkitt.


  ‘Twenty years. And it’s just incredible how much he remembers.’


  ‘Do you remember Tammy Pendant?’ Val Hollowby asked him.


  ‘Tammy Pendant? Yes of course I know her!’


  ‘Tell us what you remember of her history.’


  ‘Well I knew her first as Tamsin Delaney, then as Tamsin Blows. I was her social worker back in the days when I was a social worker. Her mother – Liz – gave her up for adoption at birth. She said she didn’t want the baby one bit. She said Tammy was the child of a rape. Anyway, Tammy was placed with adopters. They were going to change her name to Jessica I remember, Jessica Tamsin Ferne. But then, at the eleventh hour, Liz changed her mind and asked for her back. We could have tried to stop it through the courts – there were a number of reasons to worry about Liz as a parent – but we decided not to, a decision which turned out to be a bad mistake.’


  He sighed.


  ‘A very bad mistake, in fact, because the upshot was that poor Tammy was seriously abused in Liz’s care and we had to take her back out. But the damage had been done by then. She was older and more wounded and we couldn’t settle her in a new family. I don’t know what’s been happening in the last year or two, but I know she’s had one placement after another break down on her. The expectation of rejection has become a self-fulfilling prophecy, I guess. If she’d been placed as a baby things might have been different.’


  He gave a weary shrug.


  ‘So what’s happened to her? She’s got involved with shifters has she? Where is she now?’


  ‘In another timeline most probably,’ Charles said. ‘Another universe.’


  ‘In another universe? You mean she’s…’


  ‘You see what I mean about Cyril, Mr Bowen?’ broke in Dave Rickets, as if to bring the conversation back onto less dangerous territory. ‘I told you his knowledge was encyclopaedic.’


  ‘It’s very strange,’ Cyril said, ‘that this should have happened today of all days, quite eerie in fact. I hadn’t thought about Tammy at all for ages, but this morning she’s kept coming into my mind.’


  He looked round at the others, realised they were all reluctant to meet his eyes, and turned instead to Charles.


  ‘I keep getting this vivid image of her,’ he said. ‘I can picture it quite clearly as I’m speaking to you: Tammy on her own in the middle of an empty field, under a dark grey sky and… and a bitter wind blowing.’


  ~*~


  In a field under a dark grey sky, Charles thought as he waited in an interview room for the social worker Jazamine Bright. It had been in his mind too: a field, a threatening sky, a biting wind and a dark, diffuse, all-pervading sense of dread. These things happened around shifters.


  He phoned his boss.


  ‘There’s way too much going on at once here, Roger, for me to able to deal with on my own. We’ve got two in custody who’ll disappear at any moment. We’ve got the disappearance of a fifteen-year-old girl. And on the top of that we’ve got the threat of some kind of violent incident instigated by another group of shifters. The deskies here don’t have a clue. All the signs were there to see that the Zone has been crawling with shifters for months but as usual they’re all completely in denial about the whole thing. I’m just not going to be able to deal with it all.’


  Roger was a bright man and an experienced manager but all his jobs until very recently had been in conventional immigration work, and he had no direct shifter experience.


  ‘I know you shouldn’t have to deal with this on your own, Charles. But – sod’s law I suppose – things are blowing across the whole region just now. Mike and James have been at Lockleaze all day, Judy’s turned up a hornet’s nest in Swindon, and Fran’s boarding school looks like it’s going to keep her busy for at least a couple more days. I’ll try and…’


  There was a knock on the door.


  ‘I’ll have to get back to you later,’ Charles said, as he rose to greet Jazmine Bright. ‘Just see what you can do, okay?’


  ~*~


  ‘Hey!’ she said. ‘I know you, don’t I?’


  Charles couldn’t place her straight away. He recognised her alright: those slightly African features and the hair tied up in little bows. He knew she meant something to him too. He knew she was associated in his mind with feelings both bitter and sweet. But just for a second, immersed and preoccupied as he was in what was happening here, he couldn’t find the context.


  ‘But you said you were an immigration officer!’ she protested.


  Of course! Susan’s party! And Jazamine was that hard-to-remember name.


  ‘Well I am an immigration officer. It’s just that I’ve moved on from dealing with the national boundary, to…’


  ‘…to guarding the universe itself,’ she interrupted. ‘Wow!’


  She had seen right through him! That was how Charles felt. She’d taken one look at him and summed him up. He thought of the silly, adolescent, self-dramatising thing he’d written that night after getting home from the party – what had he called it? Marcher – and he swore to himself that he’d destroy it as soon as he got home. Out loud, though, he defended his ground.


  ‘Well, it’s important. Imagine if everyone could escape at will from the consequences of their actions.’


  She smiled, amused by his intensity. It was a reaction he frequently encountered. Most of the world, it seemed to him, was in denial about the fact that shifters really existed. The remainder – and this included even the other members of his own Section - was in denial about the implications.


  ‘I think Tammy’s main problem was having to deal with the consequences of other people’s actions,’ Jazamine said.


  ‘Yes, Mr Burkitt did say she was the child of a rape. And that she’d been abused. And he said he felt that the system had let her down by returning her to her mother when she was small.’


  ‘Yes, it did. Not that it’s possible to make the right decision every time, mind you. None of us can do that. We can’t read the future.’


  ‘Well no,’ Charles said, ‘and there isn’t one future anyway. The future is millions of alternatives.’


  ‘Well of course. That’s why it’s impossible to know in advance.’


  He was surprised by this answer. Not many people accepted so readily the principle of the Great Tree.


  ‘The child of a rape,’ he mused. ‘Imagine. Your very existence the result of a transgression.’


  ‘Transgression?’ said Jazamine with a smile. ‘That’s a very old-fashioned word!’


  ‘I think it just means crossing over. Crossing over a boundary.’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, a little tartly. ‘I know what it means.’


  Well done Charles, he thought, you’ve been pompous and patronising already and she’s only been in the room for about a minute.


  ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘you’re right, there is something irresolvable about knowing that your existence is the result of a crime…’


  She told him a bit more of the history. It seemed that Tammy had often made threats to disappear.


  ‘But the thing is,’ Jazamine said, ‘up to now when she’s made these threats, she’s never gone any further than empty garages and places like that. She just holes up for a night or two until she gets picked up by the police, or until she gets fed up and returns of her own accord.’


  ‘I see. So you assumed this was the same kind of thing. Can you tell me what exactly happened this morning?’


  Jazamine told him about picking Tammy up from Sarah Ripping’s, the conversation in the car, the abandoned plan for a burger and Tammy’s parting shot as Jazamine dropped her off outside the Unit.


  ‘The bit I do feel badly about,’ she said, ‘is that Tammy did want to go for a burger with me. She can’t admit to wanting anything from anyone, of course. She can’t really admit that she likes anyone, not even to herself. But really she did want to have a burger with me, whatever she might have said, and I knew it. And I suppose if I hadn’t been so cross with her I would have gone ahead and taken her for one. And then maybe…’


  She made an impatient gesture of dismissal with her hand. Charles remembered how much he liked the way she moved.


  ‘But there’s no point thinking like that, is there?’ she said. ‘There’s always a what-might-have-happened.’


  He nodded.


  ‘What-might-have-happened. I suppose you could say that’s where the shifters come from. And the place they go.’


  She considered this for a moment, frowning, then gave an abrupt little nod.


  ‘What the agency is pissed off with me about, though,’ she went on, ‘is that I dropped her off outside the Unit and didn’t check her in with a member of staff. That’s what you’re supposed to do, you see. And now it’s all got to be looked into and a decision made by my bosses as to whether I get sacked, or a written reprimand on my file, or just a verbal warning. The fact is that it’s an open unit and kids can go out whenever they want. But…’


  Jazamine broke off with a shrug.


  ‘Well, never mind. The worst that can happen is that I lose this lousy job.’


  She pushed a large pile of manila folders across the desk.


  ‘These are Tammy’s files. Val tells me you may need to see them.’


  There were twelve of them at least. Tammy’s fifteen years of life must have taken up an entire drawer of a filing cabinet.


  ‘This is the most recent one,’ she said. ‘There’s some photos of Tammy in it, look. A really beautiful girl, don’t you think? Filmstar beautiful.’


  But right at that moment, Charles was noticing Jazamine. She had a delightful forthrightness about her, and there was none of that cowed, cringing quality that he had so detested in her fellow-deskies up in Janet Richards’ office.


  ‘Thanks, I’ll have a look at them. I’ll probably need to talk to the staff at the residential unit as well. And the therapist too.’


  He looked down at the picture. Tammy was beautiful, but he now realised that she was also familiar.


  ‘Oh! I saw her this morning! With an Asian woman, a rather large…’


  ‘Oh yes, that’d be Rita Fernandez from the Unit.’


  ‘I’ll need to talk to Rita then.’


  Charles remembered the feeling he’d had that morning when he’d seen Tammy with Rita, the sense of an approaching void. And now, quite suddenly, it felt as if the void was all around him: that emptiness, that feeling of vertigo and dread.


  Jazamine was watching him with a puzzled frown.


  ‘So is that all you need from me?’ she asked.


  He told her yes, for the moment, and she stood up.


  ‘Do you really believe in shifters and all that?’ she suddenly asked. ‘Isn’t it just a theory? Isn’t it more likely that Tammy is just off her head as usual in some empty garage somewhere and this is all just a great big wind-up?’


  ‘Officially yes, it is just a theory. But… well, I’ve actually seen people do a shift, right in front of my eyes. It’s happened to me a couple of times: people standing or sitting no further away from me than you are and then them just vanishing. You can hear the air rush into the vacuum where they’ve been, you can even feel it, and there’s nothing left of them but a sort of burnt electrical smell, and a… well a feeling, the feeling that shifters call fizz. It’s a bit like vertigo, like a weird kind of all-embracing vertigo, and at the same time it’s like... It’s like a kind of grief. I know I can’t prove that those people who disappeared in front of me went to another universe, but they certainly vanished, and no one has come up with an alternative story that’s any easier to believe.’


  ‘And people don’t come back?’


  ‘It seems not.’


  ‘So it’s as if she’s died in a way? Died to us in any case.’


  ‘To us, perhaps. But she hasn’t really died. Not only is she still alive, but she’s alive in this place and this point in time. It’s just that we can’t reach her.’


  Jazamine took hold of the door handle but didn’t turn it


  ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘when I said that thing earlier about you guarding the universe, it probably sounded very sarcastic. I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean it to sound that way. I was just upset for Tammy. I don’t like to think of her all alone in some other… in some other place. I mean she’s always been alone really and she’s probably got far more of the skills to cope in a situation like that than you or me. But I still feel wretched for her… Plus I’m a bit spooked by the whole business if I’m honest. Which I guess you must get a lot of? Probably it even spooks you sometimes doesn’t it?’


  ‘Well… I’m used to it in a way. But yes, I’m like most people. I would prefer to think there was just one world.’


  ‘Just one world? I’m not sure I care how many worlds there are. It’s the thought of people disappearing from this one that freaks me out. But anyway, I just wanted to tell you that I didn’t mean to be rude, specially when I upset you at the party as well. I wouldn’t want you to think I had something against you because I really haven’t. You seem very nice. I like it that you’re passionate about what you do.’


  Charles smiled.


  ‘Actually I found it very interesting what you asked me at the party. About why I do this job, I mean. Interesting and, well, sort of instructive. I wasn’t so much upset as…’


  He stopped, shook his head, and laughed.


  ‘Who am I kidding? I was upset, as you could obviously tell. But I found it interesting that I was. You gave me something to think about.’


  ‘Oh, well, good.’ Jazamine hesitated. ‘You don’t… um… fancy meeting up sometime, socially I mean, for a drink or something?’


  ‘Well, I’d like to but I’m not really supposed to… to socialise with…’


  ‘…people who are involved in your investigations? I see. Another boundary, eh? Another transgression to be avoided?’


  Her remorse about being sarcastic seemed to be remarkably short-lived.


  ‘Boundaries are important,’ Charles insisted, but it sounded lame and pedantic even to him.


  ‘So they are,’ she replied, ‘but they aren’t the only important thing. And some are surely more important than others.’


  ‘Well, yes. That is true.’ Charles suddenly smiled, as if just speaking these words had lifted some kind of burden. ‘And yes, I’d love to have a drink with you.’


  They exchanged phone numbers and arranged to meet the following Friday and then she left, and Charles was on his own in the room, feeling slightly dazed. But he shook himself and turned his attention to the files.


  She was a very pretty girl, this Tamsin Pendant, looking out at him from a photo taken on some institutional outing to the seaside. She was dazzling in fact. She looked sharp and ruthless too. She looked immensely powerful, even though she was so slight and so very young: powerful and dangerous and terribly vulnerable all at once.


  It was odd. He’d never met her, he was twice her age, and she came from a completely different background to him, yet he felt a connection of some kind with her, an affinity. Once again he saw in his mind the empty field and the darkening sky, and he realised that this was what shifters called a switch: he was seeing it through her eyes, hearing the cold wind through her ears. And off in the distance he could just make out…


  But there was another knock on the door.


  It was Janet Richards.


  ‘Charles, I need to tell you that I’ve been in touch with your line manager, Roger Young,’ said the Executive Director. ‘It’s about this offer by Hassan to talk if we hand back the… um… slip. I do appreciate your reasons for not wanting to accede to this and Roger told me that the line you took was entirely consistent with your agency’s policy, so please don’t take this as criticism in any way, but I just felt we needed to do everything possible to find out about this “mischief” that Furnish and Hassan talked to you about. And if that means handing over some of this slip stuff, well I know it’s not ideal, but the upshot of my phone conversation with your Roger was that he agreed to authorise you to do so. In fact it’s his decision that you should do so. He said to ask you to give him a quick call to confirm this.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘Um, I don’t want to rush you, but these two men have been in custody for several hours and Roger was telling me that they could well disappear at any moment if they swallowed seeds themselves when they were arrested. I think you told us that yourself, in fact. So perhaps you could make that call and then go straight down to the custody suite? I believe you took possession of the slip yourself, isn’t that right?’


  ‘Yes, it’s here in my bag.’


  ‘Dick Thomas has lined up a very experienced detective who will join you in interviewing Hassan. Could you just make that call please Mr Bowen?’


  ‘Okay,’ Charles said, very reluctantly. But just as he was picking up his phone, her phone rang.


  ‘Hello. Janet Richards… Oh. I see…’


  She turned back to him.


  ‘It seems we’re too late,’ she said curtly. ‘The custody sergeant reports that both Hassan and Furnish have disappeared. What a pity. I know you were following your own rules, but I do wish that…’


  She broke off.


  ‘The sergeant particularly asked if you could go down there to speak to him and the officers on duty there,’ she said. ‘I gather this has rather shaken them up.’


  ~*~


  The sergeant and two PCs were waiting for Charles with almost childlike eagerness. They showed him the empty cells and watched while he went into each of them and stood there, sniffing the air.


  The smell in them was unmistakable: that same burnt, electrical, ozone tang that he’d just been describing to Jazamine.


  ‘Yes, they’ve done a shift all right,’ Charles told them. ‘Don’t worry. There was absolutely nothing you or anyone could have done.’


  He looked round at the stunned faces of the sergeant and the two young officers, but found it hard to feel sorry for them. Information about shifters was readily available after all, in the papers, on TV, on the internet. Why didn’t people prepare themselves? Why did they persist in imagining they’d never encounter the phenomenon themselves?


  ‘A bit disturbing for you, yes?’ he grudgingly managed.


  ‘Nothing like this has ever happened to any of us,’ said the sergeant. ‘We’re rather freaked out by it, to be honest with you. I mean the doors were definitely locked. There’s no way they could have got out.’


  Charles turned back into the room and sniffed the hot, burnt smell. It wasn’t really the smell, though, that he was noticing. It was the feeling he’d talked about to Jazamine, the fizz, the unbearable longing, the sense of loss, the vertigo. It was as if a chasm had opened up in the floor and was pulling him towards it. As if some loved one had been snatched from him, snatched away so completely that he couldn’t even remember who it had been.


  ‘The doors were locked,’ he said. ‘I know it’s hard to get your head round this but, take it from me, the doors have got nothing to do with it.’


  The sergeant gaped at him.


  ‘I know, I know,’ Charles said. ‘It just doesn’t fit in with how we think the world works, does it?’


  ‘But there’s no way they could have got out,’ the sergeant repeated. ‘We left the doors locked until you arrived and the windows haven’t been touched.’


  ‘Listen to me, okay? Just listen to me. They didn’t get out. They didn’t move from this point in space. They just dropped into another timeline. Who knows? They may even have ended up in an identical police cell in exactly the same spot.’


  ‘So… Where are they then?’ one of the PCs asked.


  ‘Parallel universe.’


  The three policemen stared at him, as if they’d never heard of such a thing.


  ‘Jesus,’ the sergeant breathed, horrified.


  ‘There’s one thing I should warn you about. We don’t have any idea how slip works, but it’s more like a force field than a drug. You don’t have to take it to be affected by it and you can get weird side effects just from having been near a shifter, specially if you’ve been near him when he crosses over, or if you’ve had some sort of dealings with him. You can even get them just from having been near another person with some sort of connection to a shifter. We don’t know how, but I’ve seen it happen many times.’


  ‘Side effects? What like?’


  ‘Strange dreams, unfamiliar impulses, vivid images.’


  The three policemen stood there waiting for Charles to tell them that the antidote to these side effects was X, the helpline number was Y, the website that told you everything you needed to know was Z and could be found at www dot whatever. Whether fairly or not, this made him angry, but he was a conscientious professional and he managed to summon up a reasonably kind and reassuring tone.


  ‘Don’t worry. These things do pass. Just don’t expect to get much sleep tonight.’


  Chapter 5


  Then there were witnesses to the disappearance of Tammy Pendant to talk to, and Rita Fernandez from the Assessment Unit, and her boss Mr Johnson, and Tammy’s screechy friend Jolene. After he’d done with Jolene, Sarah Ripping the therapist was on the phone pressing him to hear her views, for she was a person who saw herself as having unique and important insights which everyone should hear. (‘I know Tammy, you see, Mr Bowen. The social workers are wonderful of course, but they are so busy. I think perhaps more than anyone else I’ve got a real sense of who she actually is…’) And then he had to go back to Janet Richards and her cabinet (minus Burkitt who’d returned to look after his grandson) who needed a précis of everything he’d found out so far. He was only a junior bureaucrat in a suit, but right now he was the only person who could give these people the slightest sense that these events were part of the normal world: knowable, understandable, controllable.


  It was nearly 11 o’clock at night when Charles finally got back to his flat but even then it was still far from being the end of his day. There were reams of information to collate and a long string of interviews to prepare for tomorrow: Mrs Ripping, the rest of the staff and residents at the assessment unit, the three witnesses to Tammy’s disappearance…


  Before he settled down in front of his computer Charles phoned Roger to give him another report on the day and brief him about the apparent extent of the problem on the Meadows Zone. Roger sounded as if he’d already gone to bed, but he managed to summon up a concerned and interested voice, and promised to try and get some additional help over in the morning.


  ‘I’ve pushed it right up to the Director, Charles, I really have. Trouble is, it’s been a crazy time on the conventional immigration side too: people coming in from Central Asia and Africa in droves right now, and plane loads of asylum seekers from America. We sometimes forget that are plenty of troubles just in this world, never mind all the others.’


  ‘Yeah, I guess. Anyway, listen, Roger, I do have a bone to pick with you. It would have been quite wrong to hand seeds over to that man Furnish and you shouldn’t have authorised it over my head. As it happens, he’d shifted before I could do the deal anyway, so I’ve still got the slip in my briefcase. But I want you to know that I felt very undermined.’


  Roger always tried to agree with everyone.


  ‘Don’t get me wrong, Charles, I didn’t want to do it, but the Richards woman had already got the backing of her senior people and I didn’t see the point in having a wrangle that we couldn’t ultimately win.’


  His tone brightened.


  ‘And if you’ve got a whole bag of seeds, that’s great. How many were in it?’


  ‘Two bags actually. I haven’t had time to count the seeds. Thirty? Forty?’


  ‘That’s brilliant. A good haul. A good day’s work. Now forget all about it and get some sleep!’


  It was a stupid thing to say. For one thing, Charles had a good hour and half’s work still ahead of him. For another, no one got a good night’s sleep after contact with shifters. Having only recently transferred from Heathrow, Roger couldn’t be blamed for having no personal experience of the collateral effects of slip. But he could read, damn it, he could listen, he could ask questions! It was his bloody job to know!


  ‘Oh yeah,’ Charles said, ‘I’m sure I’ll sleep like a baby.’


  He put down the phone.


  All around him, in his many mirrors, images of himself stretched back and back through reflected and re-reflected worlds.


  ~*~


  When, just after one o’clock in the morning, Charles finally finished work, the sudden absence of a task exposed an alarming emptiness inside of him, as if his busyness up to that point had been a kind of screen. Not knowing where to put himself or what to do, he walked through to the bathroom and had a shower, then into the bedroom, then back into the living room, then into the kitchen. He ate some cold meat from the fridge. He put the kettle on to boil. He took the seeds out of his briefcase and sat down at the table to count them, then changed his mind and stuffed them away again.


  As he stood up he caught his own eye in a mirror. He looked hastily away again but not hastily enough, because a voice spoke in his head, as clearly as if Hassan the shifter was standing there in front of him.


  ‘You should try them. They’ll give you all the benefits of suicide and none of the drawbacks.’


  He tried to feel indignant. What made that time-tramp think that Charles needed the ‘benefits of suicide’? What made him think he knew who Charles was? But the indignation was synthetic and the answer was so straightforward that it could be given in a single word: slip. Slip let you see inside other people. Slip let you experience their feelings and their thoughts, breaking down the barriers between minds as well as the barriers between worlds. And Charles’ unease at Hassan’s suggestion, the fact that it still haunted him, only served to confirm that the shifter had indeed seen something that was really there.


  Actually ‘unease’ was putting it very mildly. His heart was pounding. His hands were clammy with sweat. He could have chosen to call this fear, he could have chosen to call it excitement, but there was no doubt that he was very agitated indeed. All around him copies of himself stood waiting in the unreachable worlds of his mirrors, and in the reflections of his mirrors, and in the reflections of the reflections, waiting to see what he’d do next.


  ‘Well why not?’ he suddenly heard himself mutter, as if there was no more consequence in swallowing slip than there was in tasting a different flavour of crisp. ‘Why not just try one?’


  He answered himself through gritted teeth.


  ‘Because I don’t want one. Is that a good enough reason?’


  ~*~


  All night his mind divided in the darkness, divided and divided and divided like bacteria multiplying in a Petri dish. Vivid images loomed; his mirrors became corridors to other worlds; his own voice spoke words that he hadn’t chosen and didn’t expect to say.


  ‘The Vikings are coming!’ he heard himself call out, as he ran through those dim and empty corridors. ‘They’re landing everywhere, and they’re all along the horizon too!’


  He came to a high pinnacle above an ocean. The water seethed with fish and octopuses and jellyfish and manatees and seals. Wayne Furnish and Jacob Hassan stood on a headland in the distance, and, far below him, Janet Richards and her management team were sitting round a table on a dark little beach, drawing up an action plan while the waves lapped round their feet. A few yards away from them Cyril Burkitt was building sandcastles all by himself, with bare feet and rolled-up trousers, and a knotted handkerchief on his head.


  This wasn’t a dream. He was wide awake. His eyes were open. He could see the shadowy room around him, dimly illuminated by the streetlights outside. He could see the dark absences on the walls that were his mirrors, and he knew there weren’t really corridors beyond them. But the visions still kept coming and, along with the visions, came the switches, the flashbacks to events he had never experienced, the fragments of other people’s memories.


  He was Tammy, hungry and cold in a Bristol where no one knew her, thinking about Jolene back in the Unit, and the fish fingers they’d have for tea there, and the warm little room she could have been sleeping in now, with her pornopop posters on the walls...


  He was Joseph Hassan outside some late night club, looking for someone with a bit of fizz…


  He was Cyril Burkitt waking up in the night in the double bed where he slept alone…


  Why Burkitt? Charles wondered. He’s not a shifter. But before he could think about that, something else happened, something that was perhaps a switch and perhaps not. Jazamine was present in the room.


  ‘I could love you, Charles,’ she whispered, holding out her hand, ‘I could really love you.’


  He sat bolt upright with a cry.


  ‘No!’


  Sweat was pouring from his skin.


  She opened up her hand and offered him a glowing seed.


  ~*~


  Towards dawn Charles saw again through Tammy’s eyes that bleak field with the cold wind and the darkening steel grey sky. The image was so clear that he could make out the individual stems of yellow grass, the separate stones, the lumps of earth. In the distance was a razor wire perimeter fence with cranes and bulldozers parked alongside it, and Charles knew – he didn’t know how – that the meadow was a building site, and that they were about to build a new Inclusion Zone.


  Then his alarm bleeped. He jumped out of bed. And, as he did so, the universe split into three.


  He could see it quite clearly, three tunnels stretching away into his mirrors, each containing the same familiar furnishings, the same clothes draped over the back of a chair, the same Charles. In one universe Charles – call him Charles one-trillion-and-one – ran straight to the seeds and swallowed one before he had time to change his mind. He didn’t really know why he was doing it. He had some vague notion about going after Tammy Pendant, but perhaps the real reason was that, in that single moment, it was easier to act and be done with it, than to have the thought nagging away in his mind.


  In a second universe Charles one-trillion-and-two was a stern frontier guard who would allow nothing to pass any part of the boundary that he’d set himself to defend.


  ‘I will phone Jazamine from the office today and cancel the drink,’ Charles one-trillion-and-two decided.


  There were good reasons, after all, for the advisory guidelines about not socialising with people involved in investigations, and it was so much easier in any case to say no to all the things you wanted, than to try and pick and choose between them.


  But in a third universe, Charles one-trillion-and-three made a different choice again.


  ‘No. No seeds,’ he told his many reflections. ‘But I will see Jazamine. She’s quite right. Boundaries are important, but they’re not the only important thing.’


  And then he did a very odd thing. He went into his tiny living room, opened the two plastic bags of seeds (which no one had yet counted) and removed five seeds from each of them, closing up the two bags afterwards and replacing them in his briefcase. The ten seeds he’d now stolen he placed into an envelope which he folded over, took into his bedroom and tucked away at the bottom of his sock drawer, right at the back, beneath the odd socks which he never used but never got round to throwing away. He had no idea why he did this, and this fact alone made it very easy for him to act and then forget about it, since his action had no connection with anything in his conscious mind.


  He closed the sock drawer. He went through to the kitchen and made coffee. He forced down some toast. He went down into the street – it was a crisp October morning – and drove to Britannia House.


  Chapter 6


  All eight of the desks in the Special Cases Unit were empty. Fran had ended up having to stay the night at the boarding school down in Dorset. (It turned out that the place was riddled with slip: ‘Endless worlds!’ had been scratched over the brick archway of the main school gate, pupils carried seeds as status symbols…)


  ‘Brilliant job yesterday Charles, brilliant!’ said Roger, emerging from his Perspex box. He was wearing his sincerest and most empathic frown to signal his heartfelt gratitude and his recognition of the impossible task that Charles had taken on.


  Charles handed over the two bags of seeds.


  ‘Excellent!’ Roger said. ‘That’s the biggest haul we’ve had for weeks.’


  Charles nodded. He was very pleased to have taken so much slip out of circulation, and this was the case even though he’d reduced the size of the haul by keeping ten back for himself, and even though he’d come very close to using them not much more than an hour ago. These complications were in a separate compartment, a compartment which no one else need see, and which he himself could easily overlook in the bright light of day.


  ‘I’m going back to Thurston Meadows now,’ he said. ‘There’s a lot more to do.’


  ‘That’s good of you. I really appreciate it.’


  ‘But if there are any more shifters to interview I’m not going to do it, all right? I didn’t sleep all last night because of the fizz in my head.’


  ‘I know you’re under a lot of stress Charles and I…’


  ‘It’s not just stress Roger. Fizz is something else. You need to get your head round that, if you’re going to run this section. You really do. I’ll follow up on yesterday’s investigation but I can’t deal with any new cases.’


  ‘Well there may not be any new cases Charles but if there are…’


  ‘If there are, why don’t you come over and interview them yourself? It would be a good experience for you. Or, failing that, why not get some of that lot to get off their arses and do it?’


  Charles gestured across the room to the case officers in the various sections of the conventional immigration service, the ones whose customers came in on ships and planes.


  ‘Well, no promises,’ Roger said carefully, ‘but I’ll see what I can do.’


  ~*~


  When Charles arrived back at the DSI office in Thurston Meadows, Janet Richards came straight down. Really straight down. She was flushed and breathless. She must have run downstairs and along the corridors, so desperate was she to see him.


  ‘Mr Bowen, I was wondering if you could help me out with something.’


  She’d had a sleepless night too, Charles realised. She must have lain awake imagining the repercussions when the press and the government and the DSI hierarchy finally realised that she’d been presiding over a nest of shifter activity and had simply ignored the signs. Charles guessed she’d come into her office early just so as to pore over those old e-mails and guidelines and meeting minutes one more time in an effort to determine the extent to which she herself could be held to blame. And he realised he felt sorry for her. He’d been too harsh on these people yesterday. It was their world that was at stake here after all: their livelihoods, their reputations, their feeling of being in control, their sense of purpose.


  ‘Tammy Pendant’s mother, Liz Pendant, has come in,’ she explained, speaking rather too quickly as if she’d already rehearsed the words she wanted to say. ‘Naturally enough she is very upset that her daughter has… um… disappeared, and she wants some answers. She’s insisted on seeing me personally and, under the circumstances, it feels only right that I should agree to this, but obviously I’m not an expert on shifters and… oh… Dunner and all that, and I thought we would be able to… um… help her much better if you could possibly join me and um…’


  She was terrified. She was actually not far from tears. Janet Richards, the Executive Director of the Thurston Meadows Social Inclusion Zone, the Queen and Prime Minister of this little world, was beside herself with fear at the prospect of meeting Tammy’s mother.


  ~*~


  They had small interview rooms down by the Zone Residents’ reception area, with tables and chairs in pale pine, boxes of tissues for residents who were overcome by the telling of their woes, and panic buttons to press when those woes erupted in less acceptable forms than tears. Each room had a door at the back which required a swipe card to go through it and a door at the front which led into the waiting room. They were another kind of airlock between the people who actually lived in the Zone and the deskies who came in from outside. They were like those isolation chambers in nuclear laboratories into which technicians reach with long radiation-proof gloves.


  Janet Richards let Charles into one of these interview rooms through the back door and had him wait there while she went through the other door into the waiting room to collect Tammy’s mother. The doors had windows in them made of reinforced glass which meant that Charles could watch the encounter. Tammy’s mother was painfully thin, her skull clearly visible beneath the pale skin of her face, and her legs no thicker than broomsticks, yet this haggard and skeletal creature was wearing thick mascara, black lipstick and a tight red miniskirt in fake leather. She was sitting cross-legged beside the magazine rack and, as Janet Richards stooped down to greet her, she grinned, not a grin of amusement, or of friendliness, but a primal grin of power: a grin that made absolutely clear that Janet was the supplicant here, and Tammy’s mother the one who would have to be appeased.


  ‘Who’s this then?’ she asked as she was ushered into the interview room.


  She looked Charles up and down appraisingly.


  ‘This is Mr Bowen from the Immigration Service,’ Mrs Richards told her. ‘He’s an expert on this whole shifter business and I thought it was important to have him here so we could provide you with as much information as we possibly could.’


  ‘Good to meet you, Mrs Pendant,’ Charles said. ‘I’m sorry it had to be in these circumstances.’


  Her skirt was so short that the tops of her black stockings were visible below it and her thin transparent top revealed a matching red bra that squeezed her almost non-existent breasts into two sharp points.


  ‘I’m not Mrs Pendant, sweetheart. I just told this one that. I’m Mrs Wheeler. I haven’t been Pendant for years.’


  ‘Oh I’m sorry. Mrs Wheeler.’


  ‘Not your mistake, darling. It’s this lot,’ said Tammy’s mother. ‘It’s this fucking shower. Can’t even get a person’s name right. Let alone anything else.’


  She had a fixed smile on her small pink mouth and her expression was not one of grief or anger, but of triumph. The deskies had told her long ago that she wasn’t fit to care for her daughter and yet it was them, not her, that had allowed Tammy to disappear from the world. And to her this was a great victory, a cause for exultation. She had the upper hand at last.


  ‘You can call me Liz, darling,’ she told Charles, holding out a small bony hand, heavily burdened with rings. ‘Nice to meet you, sweetheart.’


  ‘Mr Bowen will be able to help us to understand what has happened to Tammy,’ Janet said.


  Liz Wheeler turned back to her.


  ‘I know what’s happened to Tammy. Everyone on the fucking Zone knows what happened to her. You lot let her get in with some Scotch shifter, she got some slip off him, and now she’s gone. You lost my only daughter, Mrs Richards, my one and only daughter, and I want some answers, because you said you’d look after her and you didn’t. And what I heard was that that Bright woman, that hippie Jazamine Bright, didn’t do her job properly.’


  She glanced slyly at Charles again, seeming to assume that, since he wasn’t being blamed himself, he would surely be on her side.


  ‘I’ve already been in touch with the papers,’ she said, ‘and I must say they seem very interested, very interested indeed. I haven’t signed anything yet, but let’s just say it’s not for lack of offers.’


  Charles saw Janet Richards quail and he wondered why she was so defensive. It was surely absurd for the authorities to take all the responsibility for what had happened to Tammy. Short of locking her up 24 hours a day, how could the DSI or anyone else have prevented her from getting hold of slip? But this wasn’t at all the line that Mrs Richards took.


  ‘What happened should not have happened, Mrs Wheeler,’ she said. ‘There can be no excuse for it and I can assure you that I am looking into the matter and will continue to make it my first priority until I’ve got to the bottom of what happened and identified who is to blame. As to Jazamine Bright, I can’t comment on her role in this until the outcome of our investigations, but her actions will be looked into very carefully I can assure you. And I can assure you too that, unless and until she is able to demonstrate her competence and trustworthiness, she will not have any further contact with children and young people. I’ve already given instructions that she should be suspended pending investigations.’


  Mrs Wheeler’s eyes shone.


  ‘You’ve sacked the little cow!’


  ‘Well, suspended her, at this stage.’


  Charles was appalled.


  ‘Surely you can’t hold Jazamine responsible for Tammy getting hold of slip? It wasn’t a locked unit, after all, and Tammy would have had opportunities every day to meet people who could get her some.’


  Janet Richards looked round at him sharply, her face a poker-player’s mask.


  ‘We are looking into her role, Mr Bowen. No judgement has been made as to responsibility. I’m sure your own agency has similar procedures in situations like this.’


  Mrs Wheeler, her eyes shining, looked from the Executive Director to Charles and back again, enjoying the rift that seemed to have opened up between the two officials and trying to understand it so that she could exploit it to the full.


  ‘Well she should be sacked,’ she said, ‘and other people should be sacked too. I don’t name any names, not yet, but I will, believe me, I will. It shouldn’t be allowed for a mother to be deprived of her daughter. That’s what I said to the people at the papers and they all agreed with me. They were very shocked I can tell you Mrs Richards. Very shocked indeed. And very interested too.’


  She stood up, smoothing down her skirt, though it still rode well above the lacy tops of the black stockings. Seeing Charles looking down, she archly caught his eye.


  ‘These deskies are all as bad as each other,’ she told Charles, shutting out Janet Richards completely. ‘They’re all useless, just like the man at the papers said, and I’m going to make sure that they pay for this. I don’t just want them sacked. I want them fucking punished, because it’s criminal what’s happened. And that’s not just me saying that either. It’s what the people at the papers said too.’


  She bent to pick up her little red plastic hand-bag from the table, deliberately doing so, Charles was convinced, in a way that would give him an opportunity to look up her skirt.


  ‘But you lot are all right,’ she told him, looking quickly round to see if he’d taken the opportunity. ‘Keep the Pakis out, I say, and the fucking Yanks. There’s way too many of them here already. I know your hands are tied but you lot are doing your best to keep England for us English people. And as for them shifters, stringing them up would be too good for them. Too good for them and, if you want my opinion,’ and here she gestured at Janet Richards, ‘too good for this lot too.’


  ~*~


  When Mrs Wheeler had finally gone, and he was alone in the office that had been set aside for him, Charles tried to call Jazamine, but there was only a recorded message:


  ‘I've gone away for a few days. If this is you, Charles, I’ll be back for our drink on Friday.’


  Chapter 7


  On Friday night, in Thurston Meadows, Carl Bone went for a drink in the Old England, as he had done also on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday. He was a stocky young man with thick, short, sturdy limbs, a round face, and large, gentle eyes. His fairish hair was done in spikes, with a shaven strip down each side of his head for fixing moodpads, and he wore loose red pedal pushers, a white shirt with large red polka dots, and shiny red boots. The ‘clown suit’, as it was called, was the standard outfit for young men in the Zones in that particular world at that particular time but somehow Carl didn’t quite manage to inhabit it. He’d lived all his life in Thurston Meadows and, apart from a couple of trips to Weston-super-Mare, had never ventured further from the Zone than the centre of Bristol, but he looked as if he’d have been much more comfortable in the country somewhere, milking cows, driving a tractor, trudging along a lane after a herd of sheep.


  The main bar of the Old England was meant to resemble a mediaeval banqueting hall. There were mediaeval maces and swords on the walls and mediaeval chairs shaped like thrones. There were even mediaeval dreamer sets and mediaeval dreamer-enhanced fruit machines humming and buzzing along the wall. Young men put money into the dreamers, encountered terrifying demons, blew them to pieces, felt the deep surge of relief pouring directly into their lower brains, and put in more money. Young women put money into the fruit machines, felt the physiological arousal flowing out through their autonomic nervous systems, dropped in more coins. There was a smell of mediaeval ketchup and stale cooking fat. On the giant mediaeval TV screen the pornopop superstar Alissa Venus was performing the number one hit ‘Inside Me’, wearing a transparent dress and a white lace thong.


  Carl surveyed the scene. He registered three girls at a table near the door, three chunky, mumsy girls incongruously dressed in outfits almost as revealing as Alissa Venus’s. (Pornopop was the currently acceptable style for girls, the night-out style, just as the clown suit was the style for men, which you wore whether it suited you or not.) He looked through a mediaeval arch with its crossed plastic halberds, and checked out the pool room. He strolled over to the dreamer sets, maintaining an elaborate pose of nonchalance all the while though he didn’t feel at ease at all. An old, old anxiety gnawed away inside him as he looked round for some sort of niche for himself, some sort of grouping that would let him in or at least tolerate his presence. He bought himself a beer and went over to the three chunky girls.


  ‘You all right?’


  ‘Yeah we’re all right,’ they sighed.


  ‘Want to come over and play on the dreamers?’ Carl said, but he was too nervous to wait for an answer and pressed on without a pause. ‘Mind you, they’re shit these dreamers. I got a way better dreamer at home. Way better. Ten times better than this crap. My mate customised it, yeah? It does double-strength. You should feel the fear that baby can pump out, you should feel the fucking fear.’


  He watched the round pink faces of the chunky girls for a glimmer of interest, but found none.


  ‘Plus it’s great for synching, my dreamer. You should try it. Best synch on the fucking Meadows. Come over and try it, and you’ll see.’


  Synching was a craze that had taken off about a year previously. It involved two or more people plugging into a dreamer set with the polarities of one set of moodpads reversed so that it became a rudimentary transmitter. The other participants experienced whatever emotions were going on in the lower brain of the one wearing the reversed moodpad. It was widely used it as a prelude to sex.


  The girls looked at each other, stifling laughter.


  ‘In your dreams, mate,’ one of them said with a snort.


  Carl pressed on. He hadn’t seriously expected any of them to come back with him. All he was really aiming for was light-hearted banter. He just wasn’t getting it right.


  ‘Hear about that girl doing a shift over at North Rec?’ he asked.


  It was old news. The girls yawned.


  ‘Yeah, of course.’


  ‘Well guess what.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘That Tammy Pendant. She’s only my fucking cousin!’


  ‘So what?’ said one of the girls.


  She looked at the others and they all tittered.


  ‘Well, I’m just saying…’


  But what was he just saying? What was his point? He had nothing else to add. The only purpose of his comment had been to claim a relationship with this temporarily famous person, in the hope that some of her visibility would rub off on him.


  ‘Come on, Janey,’ he said after a few seconds. ‘Come over and do some synching at my place, why don’t you? I promise you, it’s the best fucking dreamer on the Meadows.’


  ‘Fuck off, Carl,’ Janey said.


  ‘“Fuck off, Carl”,’ Carl mimicked back, trying to make a joke of it, but no one laughed.


  Presently he wandered over to the young boys over at the pool table with the vague idea of picking a fight.


  ‘You’re fucking crap, you know that? Give me that fucking cue, mate, and I’ll show you how to play pool.’


  No one answered. No one so much as looked at him.


  ‘That’s not how you do it,’ said Carl, after the next shot. ‘A fucking baby could do better than that.’


  ‘Yeah right,’ muttered the player without looking round, and he dropped another ball neatly into a pocket.


  Carl lapsed into silence. After a while, when the boys seemed to have forgotten his presence altogether, he turned back through the mediaeval archway, bought another beer and a whisky chaser and began to play a dreamer game called Slaughterhouse, in which he had to defend himself with butcher’s cleavers against an onslaught of mutant minotaurs.


  The great advantage of dreamers over the videogames that they’d replaced was that emotional response was unavoidable. People could get used to provocative images, however lifelike, however high definition, but dreamers went straight to the ancient animal core. For the next forty-five minutes Carl spent about half a day’s money on severing necks and limbs, opening bellies and dodging gouts of arterial blood, and, though the game was repetitive, the sheer visceral excitement which the moodpads pumped into his brain stayed as sharp and pure as ever, helping to obliterate the hurt of his rejection by the chunky girls and the men at the pool table.


  Eventually Shane Wheeler and Derek Stigg came in and he gratefully attached himself to them. Shane, who wore green pedal pushers, green boots and a T-shirt with green polka dots, was a fat and very short bald man about five years older than Carl, who managed the Dreamer hire store in the Zone’s shopping centre and maintained friendly relations with everyone. Derek, a tiny man with a face ravaged by eczema, was his assistant.


  ‘Has Kylie dumped you or what, Carl?’ Shane asked him after they’d all got drinks. ‘Only when I asked her she said she didn’t never want to see you no more.’


  ‘She dumped me?’ Carl scoffed. ‘No way! I dumped her, mate. I fucking dumped her. She was doing my fucking head in, wasn’t she? Mind you, I blame the fucking deskies. I mean they took her kid off her, didn’t they? And she went fucking mental.’


  ‘I thought you were pleased they done that, Carl,’ said Derek, who wore black pedal pushers and a chequered shirt. ‘You said Kylie didn’t give a fuck about that kid and you wouldn’t treat a dog like she treated him! Plus you said he was a whinging little git and now he was out of the way it’d be all day in bed with Kylie and no distractions.’


  ‘Yeah, but she was crying and yelling and threatening to fucking top herself, wasn’t she? Plus she was up and down the fucking deskie office every fucking day and she didn’t want fucking sex no more or nothing. So I moved back with my mum didn’t I? Which then Kylie did try to top herself and her mum said it was down to me but it wasn’t. It was the fucking deskies. It’s down to them.’


  ‘Hear about that kid who did that disappearing act down at North Rec?’ asked Shane after a while.


  Carl seized his moment.


  ‘I’ll tell you something mate,’ he said eagerly. ‘That was Tammy Pendant, that was. She’s only my fucking cousin, yeah? She’s only…’


  ‘Hey look,’ interrupted Derek. ‘It’s that skull geezer again.’


  ~*~


  A thin and cadaverous man had just walked in. He was skeletal, yet not skeletal in a way that suggested weakness. He was stripped down, lean, a parchment-like layer of yellow skin stretched tightly across his fierce skull, and every movement he made suggested immense physical power.


  ‘Who the fuck is he?’ Derek said.


  The man’s grey-blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail and he wore wraparound dark glasses, so all that could be seen of his eyes was a faint gleam as he surveyed the room coolly, taking in the scene at his leisure. It had happened a few times lately: he’d come in, he’d surveyed the room, and then he’d left again without speaking to anyone.


  ‘I wouldn’t want to mess with that guy,’ Shane said.


  The Old England was not a gentle place – a fight broke out there almost every night – but this stranger had a savage quality which all three of them recognised as being in a different league.


  ‘You’re not fucking kidding,’ said Derek. ‘I wouldn’t go near him.’


  ‘Fuck that!’ Carl said, abruptly standing up.


  He was twenty-five years old but had never held a job for more than a few weeks, never had a place of his own to live. He had lived on a couple of occasions in the flats of girlfriends – in both cases older women with mental health problems – but it had never lasted long and he had always returned in the end to his mother. He had no aim in life, no direction of travel, no coherent plan that reached further ahead than the next weekend. Yet there was still something inside him that yearned to break out of the confines in which he lived, and the message of nearly all the movies he had ever seen and all the dreamer games he had ever played was that changing things required decisive acts of courage.


  He’d also drunk four pints of beer and one whisky.


  ‘You’ve been in here a few times, mate,’ Carl said, tapping the cadaverous man on the shoulder, ‘but you never talk to no one. Who the fuck are you?’


  Watching from their fake thrones, Shane and Derek waited for the stranger to floor Carl on the spot, but the skull-faced man just gave a dry laugh.


  ‘I’m Laf, who the hell are you?’


  ‘I’m Carl. What kind of name is Laf for fuck’s sake?’


  The skull faced man smiled indulgently.


  ‘It’s short for Olaf. It’s a warrior’s name. I’m a warrior of Dunner.’


  Carl put on his very poor imitation of an American accent.


  ‘Warrior of Dunner, huh?’


  Laf laughed.


  ‘You don’t know what the fuck I’m talking about, do you?’


  That actually wasn’t completely true. Carl had heard of Dunner, and knew that he had something to do with shifters, but he wasn’t exactly sure what Laf meant by ‘warrior of Dunner’ and didn’t want to hazard a guess, so he continued with his American impression anyway.


  ‘No I don’t, buddy,’ Carl drawled. ‘But I reckon you’re talking out of your ass.’


  This time Laf did not smile. His expression became distant and he looked away coldly, allowing his gaze to take in the young men round the pool table, and the chunky girls, and the four old drunks at the bar who came in every night and drank until they were ordered to leave. He finished his survey with a single contemptuous glance at fat Shane and tiny Derek giggling in their thrones, then turned back again to Carl.


  Carl was expecting violence. He expected a sudden punch for his insolence, or perhaps to be grabbed by the scruff of the neck, and he was squaring himself up in readiness, determined to give as good as he received. But Laf merely snorted.


  ‘This place is shit,’ he observed. ‘I’ve been here four or five times now and I’ve not yet seen one real man or one real woman here. Just sacks, just sad defeated little dreggie sacks of nothing.’


  ‘Yeah?’ said Carl, who drank there nearly every night.


  Laf turned and looked at him, and Carl had the odd feeling that, from behind those dark glasses, those smouldering eyes were not just looking at his face but somehow probing right into his mind.


  ‘Having said that,’ Laf remarked, ‘I’ve had my eye on you and I reckon you’ve got at least a bit of fight left in you. A bit of fight in there somewhere, even though you don’t know it yourself. I mean you’re a complete dick, of course – anyone can see that – but you’re the first one who’s had the balls to actually come up to me. Not like those runty little friends of yours over there.’


  Derek and Shane visibly cringed as the skull-faced man glanced back across at them, but they needn’t have worried. He looked straight back at Carl, thought for a moment and then nodded.


  ‘Yup,’ he said. ‘I reckon I’m going to give you a go.’


  ‘What d’you mean? Give me a go at what?’


  Laf gave a taut smile.


  ‘I’d like to introduce you to some friends of mine,’ he said. ‘We may have a proposition to put to you.’


  ‘What about?’


  But the skull-faced man’s attention had already moved on.


  ‘You’ll find out presently,’ he said absently, ‘Let’s go.’


  ‘What? Where to? Now?’


  Without bothering to answer, Laf led the way out of the pub, walking with long quick strides.


  ‘Right,’ he said, when they were sitting inside a white Renault van out in the car park. ‘I don’t want you to see where we’re going, so you’ll have to wear these.’


  He handed Carl a pair of wraparound glasses similar to his own.


  ‘Before you put them on,’ Laf said, ‘get out your ID.’


  Carl got out the red-striped plastic card with its DSI identity chip which was necessary to exit the Thurston Meadows Zone.


  ‘You got any restriction orders on that?’ Laf asked.


  ‘Nope,’ Carl said, ‘not at the moment.’


  Laf nodded.


  ‘Okay, give me the card then and put on the glasses.’


  The glasses pressed up against Carl’s face like swimming goggles. They were completely opaque.


  ‘I feel like a fucking dick with these on.’


  Laf started the engine.


  ‘Well you are a dick. I’ve already told you that. But you’ll be even more of a dick than I thought if you even think of taking those off before I say so.’


  With that, the skeletal man pushed down the accelerator and threw the car at high speed across the Thurston Meadows Zone. They reached one of the Line checkpoints – Carl couldn’t tell which - and Carl heard Laf hand their ID cards up to the duty officer. Then they were off again, though this time at a slower pace: the police were fussier about speed limits outside the Zones.


  When the car stopped again, some twenty or thirty minutes later, all Carl could tell about the place they’d reached was that it was very quiet and that there were damp concrete walls around him. It could have been some disused industrial site or the communal hallway of one of any number of condemned blocks of flats. The silence was almost total, but the smallest sound was magnified by echoes.


  Some distance behind him, a sliding metal door clanked shut. Laf took him by the elbow and guided him forward, then Carl heard a key turn in a lock and the creak of another door swinging open in front of him.


  ‘You can take off the glasses now.’


  ~*~


  They were in a corridor with doors down both sides. One of the doors opened and there emerged from it a very big and very fat man with a kind pink face and long pale eyelashes, like those of a Jersey cow.


  ‘Hello there, mate! I’m Gunnar,’ the fat man said in a little mild high-pitched voice that seemed quite out of proportion to his size.


  ‘This is Carl,’ Laf told him. ‘A new recruit. A possible new recruit.’


  ‘Pleased to meet you, Carl me old mate,’ said Gunnar, offering a small soft hand. ‘The more the merrier, mate. The more the merrier.’


  He led the way back into the room he had just emerged from. It was dim and damp like a cave, with a single orange light bulb hanging from the ceiling and large dark mirrors facing each other from each of the end walls. The rest of the wall space was plastered with lurid comic-book pictures of Nordic gods: muscle-bound Dunner with his hammer, Wod the sorcerer king with his one mad eye, and Frija, the goddess of sex and fertility, with her enormous breasts that perpetually oozed milk from their thick brown nipples.


  ‘This is Slug,’ Gunnar said, indicating a small dark figure with a ponytail huddled in one corner. From Gunnar’s tone Carl could tell that Slug was not a prestigious figure. ‘Slug, this is Carl.’


  Slug, sulkily smoking hashish in a home-made waterpipe, refused to acknowledge Carl’s presence. He just huddled himself up even tighter and turned away his face.


  ‘Don’t mind him, Carl mate,’ said Gunnar, chuckling good-naturedly in his small high voice. ‘He’s had a bad day. Know what I mean?’


  ‘The stupid plonker,’ said Laf. ‘He only let some little schoolgirl nick all his slip off him and then do a shift with the lot.’


  ‘What? You mean Tammy Pendant?’ said Carl. ‘You mean this is the geezer who was after her with the bat?’


  He was about to mention the thing about Tammy being his cousin, but changed his mind.


  ‘The very same,’ said Laf. ‘She’d only persuaded him to let her hold his slip while he gave her one.’


  He laughed.


  ‘That’ll teach you, Slug,’ he jeered at the Scotsman. ‘That will teach you for being a dirty little perv.’


  ‘Now now, Laf,’ remonstrated Gunnar, but the skull-faced man was in full swing.


  ‘I’ll tell you what, Slug,’ he chortled, ‘that has got to be one of the most expensive shags in history. How many seeds did you have there? Forty, fifty?’


  But then the door opened again and another man came in.


  ~*~


  ‘Good evening,’ said the newcomer in a quiet, educated voice. ‘I hope this isn’t discord I’m hearing in our little community?’


  ‘Erik, mate,’ said Gunnar. ‘This is the new recruit that Laf has brought in. You know? Like we agreed? His name is Carl.’


  ‘Carl, eh? Good. That’s a fine old Saxon name!’


  Erik was a man of about forty, quite slight, wearing half-moon glasses and a badly pressed brown suit. He could have been a schoolmaster, or perhaps a bank manager down on his luck. He shook Carl’s hand warmly.


  ‘Welcome Carl! I’m glad you could make it.’


  Carl looked at Laf and mouthed, ‘Who the fuck?’’


  Laf frowned back warningly.


  ‘A word of advice, Carl,’ said Erik pleasantly, still holding Carl’s hand. ‘Laf has chosen to let you into our little secret. We do that from time to time, because, well, we’re missionaries in a way. But if you were to reveal our secret to anyone else without our permission, I personally will kill you. And I must stress I mean that quite literally. I will kill you myself, and I will do so in the manner prescribed for sacrifices to the All-Father. With a noose and a spear.’


  He laughed pleasantly as he finally released Carl’s hand.


  ‘Now, Slug,’ he said, addressing the huddled figure in the corner without even looking at him, ‘perhaps you’d like to fetch drinks for Carl and the rest of us and provide him with whatever his preference is in pharmaceuticals.’


  Slug scrambled hastily to his feet.


  ~*~


  Carl could not believe the gear they had up there. They let him snort and smoke and swallow pills until the walls wobbled like jelly and the ceiling pulsated above his head as if it was alive. And when at last Erik began to speak to him, it seemed to Carl as if they were at opposite ends of an enormous echoing hall.


  ‘How much do you know about Dunner, Carl?’ Erik asked him.


  ‘Um, not much,’ said Carl, who was lying flat out on the floor. His own voice sounded strangely remote, as if he too were somewhere far away. He began to giggle and had to struggle to control himself. ‘I mean I know he’s got a hammer and… Well, that’s it to be honest. Not being funny or nothing.’


  ‘Well your ignorance is regrettable,’ said Erik, ‘but it’s hardly unusual. People have rather forgotten Dunner over the years. But he used to be big around here once: Dunner, or Thor as some call him. In fact the housing estate you come from is actually named after him, though I doubt very much if that was even known by those who chose the name. Thurston means Thor’s town, just as Thursday means Thor’s day.’


  ‘Yeah, and Wednesday’s named after Dunner’s father,’ added Laf.


  ‘That’s right,’ said Erik. ‘It’s named after the all-father: Odin’s day, or Woden’s day. Wod’s day as we’d say now.’


  ‘Yeah?’ said Carl in that giant hall with its jelly walls, trying not to start giggling again.


  ‘“Yeah” indeed.’ Erik repeated Carl’s colloquialism in quote-marks, like a pedantic schoolmaster. ‘“Yeah” indeed. Dunner is the god of thunder and the strongest of all the gods. Your ancestors would have worshipped him. I don’t know if you know this, but they would have sacrificed to him too, killing both animals and human beings in his temple, spilling their blood in his honour. So you can see they took him very seriously indeed.’


  ‘You got a toilet here?’ Carl asked. ‘Only I’m fucking bursting for a piss.’


  ‘Outside this door, mate,’ said Gunnar, ‘and at the end of the corridor.’


  ‘I do apologise in advance,’ Erik purred, ‘for the rather basic arrangements’


  ~*~


  Carl struggled to his feet, forced himself to focus so that he could locate the door, and moved unsteadily towards it.


  The toilet at the end of the cold concrete corridor wasn’t hard to spot. The door was wide open and another naked light bulb revealed a chemical WC standing on a bare concrete floor. But as Carl headed towards it he became aware of a strange blue glow coming from a room next to the one he had just come from. Its door had been left just slightly ajar. Curious, Carl looked round to check no one was watching him, then pushed it open.


  Inside, from floor to ceiling, small lights flickered and electronic devices hummed. There was a bank of what looked like CCTV screens on one side of the room and, below them, a single large monitor across which numbers streamed so quickly that they were hardly more than a blur. But it was an object at the far end of the room that caught his attention. A tall cylinder, about two metres high and resembling a gigantic hourglass, was the source of the pure blue light that illuminated the whole room. The light came from the lower chamber of the hourglass and was especially intense at the narrow neck, from which it shot upwards every few seconds into the upper chamber in narrow filaments that twisted and turned and quickly faded, to be followed by another burst of brilliant energy.


  He heard a voice raised in the other room. Laf was goading Slug again, barking out his harsh derisive laughter. It was followed by Erik’s soothing purr


  I shouldn’t be seeing this, Carl thought. I wasn’t meant to see this.


  But he found it hard to turn away. The beautiful blue light and the constant movement inside the hourglass were strangely fascinating. They seemed to stir up something inside him, a powerful feeling, a sweet sad longing. He felt he could have stayed there for hours or even days, just watching. But he really didn’t want to be found in here and he knew that the others would notice if he didn’t return soon, so, after a few seconds, he made himself turn towards the door.


  As he did so, he noticed something odd about the bank of screens. He had once worked for a few weeks as a security guard (it was the longest job he had ever had), and he knew that every screen in a bank of this kind would normally show a different scene, a different part of the property under surveillance. Here, though, on every single screen, there was a blue image of the room where the screens themselves were located, the room he was in, each one from the exact same angle. But here was the truly strange thing: the room and the camera angle might be identical in each one of those screens, but the image of Carl was not. In one screen he was facing the camera. In another he was looking at the shining cylinder. In a third he wasn’t there at all, but then came tottering unsteadily through the door.


  Carl thought at first that there was just some sort of time delay going on here – perhaps, for some reason, each screen was showing a different part of the last few minutes? – but then he noticed a screen in which he was already leaving the room.


  ‘Oh shit,’ muttered Carl.


  The beautiful blue light kept pouring up and up and up through the narrow neck of the giant hourglass


  ~*~


  ‘Do you think about the universe at all, Carl?’ Erik asked, when Carl returned to the room with the gods and mirrors and had settle back down onto the floor.


  ‘You mean… as in, like, the sun goes round the earth?’ Carl offered. ‘And stars and that?’


  Erik gave a pleasant laugh.


  ‘That’s it, Carl, you’ve got it in one. “Stars and that.” Very succinctly put. You have a most distinctive rhetorical style, if I may say so. “Stars and that” indeed. But listen and I’ll tell you something. The whole of this universe of stars and space is just one tiny twig in an enormous tree, one single tiny twig. And every second, every fraction of a second, it’s branching and dividing, creating new worlds that proceed, from that moment on, to take their own quite separate courses.’


  Carl laughed at first but then broke off because he suddenly found that he could see the very thing that Erik was describing to him, the world dividing and dividing and dividing again. It didn’t look much like a tree to him, though, more like millions of black worms in the dark that kept on splitting in two and splitting in two and splitting in two. Like viruses or something, he thought, vaguely remembering some film he’d once seen, some video in a biology class at school.


  ‘There are millions of other Earths,’ Erik said, ‘millions of Englands, millions of Thurston Meadows Zones. And Laf and Gunnar and I, we don’t come from this one.’


  ‘Nor me neither,’ said Slug in the background.


  ‘Nor Slug either,’ agreed Erik kindly, ‘nor Slug either. As you will no doubt already have guessed, we’re shifters, Carl. We come from other worlds and, anytime we want to, we can go to other worlds as well. Which means that we can do whatever we want here in this world – whatever we want – for no one is ever ever going to catch us. And that, of course, is why we are so very dangerous to cross.’


  Lying on the floor with his eyes shut, Carl heard Erik moving about, somewhere out there in the remote region of space that was the room.


  ‘Have a look at these, Carl.’


  Reluctantly, Carl opened his eyes. The light seemed almost too bright to bear, but he made out the silhouette of Erik against one of the mirrors and behind him, dimly, a series of reflections of Erik, each one holding out a bag. In the bag, in each of the bags, there were small blue glowing things. It seemed to him that Erik was holding a bag of stars, plucked away from their roots.


  ‘These are seeds,’ Erik said. ‘This is slip. A very short word for what is undoubtedly the single biggest leap forward that our species has ever made.’


  He laughed.


  ‘Does it surprise you to hear me say that? Well consider the other alternatives. The discovery of metallurgy? Pah! What is metal but glorified stone? Space flight? A trifle! Where can that take you except another wretched little corner of this wretched little slither of space-time? Information technology? At best a useful tool, at worst a grievous distraction. But slip, my dear Carl, is something else entirely. It bridges the illusory boundary between mind and matter, between body and soul, between one mind and another. It unravels time, it brings us into the presence of the archetypal sentiences that we, in our crude human way, call gods. And also of course, and most famously, it enables us to travel from one world to another. Think of that Carl. Think of that. Every single one of these little glowing things could take you to another world. Every single one.’


  Carl nodded. He noticed that the seeds were the exact same blue as the light of the strange hourglass in the other room.


  ‘Yeah,’ piped up Slug, ‘and you know what we’re using them for? We’re looking for Dunner’s worlds.’


  Laf laughed.


  ‘Who’s this we, ratface? Who’s this we? You’re the clown who let a fifteen-year-old nick all his seeds off of him, remember? How exactly do you plan to get anywhere?’


  ‘Now, now Laf,’ said Erik soothingly. ‘Don’t mock the afflicted.’


  He turned his attention back to Carl.


  ‘Do you know what our friend here means by Dunner’s worlds Carl?’ he asked.


  ‘Not really.’


  ‘They are worlds where the god Dunner rules,’ Erik said. ‘Worlds where the sham of so-called enlightened civilization has either been torn down, or never existed in the first place.’


  Gunnar gave his mild little high-pitched laugh.


  ‘I expect Carl’s thinking he’d like to know a bit about what it’s actually like there, Erik,’ he said. ‘Am I right, Carl? Am I right, my old mate?’


  ‘Yeah, go on then. What’s it like?’


  Carl had his eyes closed again and was watching those black worms splitting and writhing in the dark. He wasn’t deceived by Gunnar’s mild manner. That fat bastard could beat me to a fucking pulp, was his appraisal of the situation. He’d beat me to a pulp, and talk to me all kind and gentle and regretful while he was doing it. You learnt to read such things, drinking in the Old England.


  ‘Tell him, Erik,’ Gunnar said. ‘He don’t know what we’re talking about.’


  ‘I was just about to, Gunnar,’ said Erik tartly.


  He clearly did not like to be told what to do. But he turned to Carl, and resumed his kind and friendly tone.


  ‘Does the word civilisation mean anything to you Carl? Or democracy? Or human rights?’


  ‘You what?’


  Erik and Laf and Gunner all laughed. Even Slug sniggered grudgingly in his corner. Carl hadn’t meant to make a joke, but he felt nevertheless that he’d said something clever, and was immensely pleased with himself.


  ‘They don’t mean shit to me!’ he said in his fake American accent, hoping to repeat his triumph. To his great satisfaction, they all laughed again.


  ‘Of course they don’t, Carl,’ Erik said kindly. ‘Of course they don’t. And do you know why?’


  ‘Because I don’t give a monkey’s ass,’ shouted Carl, trying for that rare third laugh.


  But they were tired of the joke now and no one even smiled.


  ‘The reason civilisation doesn’t mean anything to you, Carl,’ Erik resumed after a moment’s silence, ‘is that civilisation isn’t there for your benefit. You’re not part of civilisation. Civilisation is for the others out there across the Line. It’s their civilisation. And they don’t care what you think, and they don’t care about what you can and can’t do. They’ve given you a dreg estate to live in, a Social Inclusion Zone,’ (he spat out the words). ‘They’ve given you the Department of Social Inclusion to look after you, and what they ask of you in return is that you leave them alone. Just take the benefits and the subsidised housing and the pub and the dreamer store, and then keep out of their way: that’s their earnest request of you. Just let them get on with their civilisation in peace.’


  ‘Yeah?’


  ‘Carl don’t want to know all that, Erik mate,’ said fat Gunnar in his friendly little voice. ‘He wants to know about Dunner’s worlds.’


  ‘I was coming to that,’ said Erik coldly. He really did not like being interrupted. ‘You see Carl, in Dunner’s worlds there is no civilisation, no democracy, no human rights. And there’s no DSI either, no Social Inclusion Zones, no Line. A young chap like you doesn’t have to go to the welfare people for money or a place to live. No. What you’d do in one of Dunner’s worlds is find yourself a lord. A warlord, I mean, a great warrior, not one of these toffee-nosed do-gooders who go to the opera and sit on committees about social exclusion. You’d go to a lord and, if you promised to fight his enemies for him, he’d look after you and make sure you got everything you needed.’


  ‘Yeah?’


  ‘And Carl, mate,’ said fat Gunnar, ‘that wouldn’t be like a deskie flat or nothing he’d give you. Don’t think that. He’d have a big hall, with a blazing fire in the middle, and you’d live there with all your mates. You’d drink all the booze you wanted, and eat to your heart’s content and, when it was time to sleep, well you’d just sleep there in the hall, with all your mates around you. So you wouldn’t never have to think about money or nothing, and you wouldn’t never have to be alone. How does that sound, my old mate?’


  Carl laughed. ‘That sounds like fucking heaven.’


  ‘Yeah, and you wouldn’t need to work or nothing,’ said skull-faced Laf, ‘All you got to do is fight! That would be your job. And there’d be no police or nothing to stop you.’


  ‘Great!’ said Carl dreamily from where he was lying on the floor.


  ‘It’d be dangerous, mind you,’ said Laf. ‘You’d be allowed to kill but you could get yourself killed as well.’


  Carl laughed.


  ‘So? Who gives a shit? When you’re dead you’re fucking dead.’


  Erik clapped his hands together with an excited little neigh of laughter


  ‘Oh well said, Carl! Well said! Spoken like a warrior! It looks as if you’ve found us a real fighter here, Laf, and something of a wordsmith as well. But actually it’s even better than that, Carl my friend, it’s even better than “when you’re dead you’re fucking dead”, as you so very pithily put it. For if you die fighting, Wod will take you home to Valour-Hall, and you’ll live again, feasting and fighting with Wod and Dunner as your lords, until the day comes eventually for that Last Battle at the end of time, when all of the trillion trillion words of the multiverse will converge again on a single point and all scores will be settled in one last glorious blood-letting.’


  ‘So what do you say, then, Carl my old mate?’ asked Gunnar kindly. ‘Do you want to be a warrior?’


  ‘Too fucking right I do.’


  Carl had always believed that acts of courage would lead eventually to something new, and it seemed to him that he had finally proved it. Shane and Derek were still on their plastic thrones in the Old England, or perhaps staggering home by now through the alphabetised streets of Thurston Meadows Zone. But look at him, look where he’d got to!


  ‘Good man,’ said Erik. ‘Good man. I look forward to having you aboard. But there is one further step you’ll need to make first. A test, if you like, a sort of test that you’ll have to pass.’


  Carl was crestfallen.


  ‘Oh. Well I’m sorry mate, but I’m no fucking good at tests. I can’t really read or write or nothing like that.’


  ‘Reading and writing?’ Erik laughed kindly. ‘Seriously overrated skills, Carl, seriously overrated! No Carl, Dunner doesn’t set exams for people. He doesn’t award marks out of a hundred. He doesn’t write must try harder with a red pen. It’s not that kind of test at all. It should be well within your capabilities.’


  Carl felt so relieved that he didn’t even ask what kind of test it was. Instead he lapsed into a dream of blood and fire and battle and silvery blades glinting in the flames of burning buildings. Violence and destruction had somehow been decoupled from pain and fear and been transformed instead into a kind of resting place, a kind of womb.


  ‘You left the door of my laboratory unlocked, Slug you fool,’ he heard Erik say sometime later, somewhere in the background to his thoughts.


  ‘No, I’m sure I shut it,’ Slug whined. ‘It must ay been Gunnar.’


  ‘Not been in there, Slug me old mate. Not been in there all day. You went in there earlier for the gear, remember? I haven’t been out of the room since you came back with it.’


  ‘You are beginning to seriously try my patience, Slug…’


  But all this seemed a long way off to Carl. Far closer and more vivid was the strangely peaceful battle that was unfolding in his head in slow motion. Blades, blood, fire, severed limbs, eviscerated corpses, but no faces, no consequences, no pain.


  One of the others was putting a spliff into Carl’s hand. He had no idea what was in it but he inhaled anyway, and instantly passed out.


  A long time later he briefly became aware of himself being driven in a car again with his eyes covered, and then of himself alone stumbling through the cold empty streets of Thurston Meadows.


  A light rain was falling and, a little way off, a police helicopter moved slowly across the orange sky, sweeping its spotlight back and forth across the streets and houses of the Zone.


  Then he was kneeling in the doorway of his mother’s house on Asphodel Drive and vomiting copiously all over the lino.


  ‘That you, Carl?’ his mother yelled at him from upstairs. ‘Keep the fucking noise down, can’t you? Some of us are trying to sleep.’


  He could just make out the stairs and the living room door in the first grey light of dawn.


  Chapter 8


  Six miles away, in that other Bristol outside the Zones, the public Bristol, the one that visitors came to see and the one that people referred to when they said what an attractive place Bristol was, Jazamine and Charles had also been in a pub that evening, a pleasant, woody, slightly shabby place called the Coachman’s Arms near the top of Blackboy Hill, with all of Clifton and central Bristol laid out beneath it. They were sitting by the window, with a couple of pints and Jazamine’s tobacco tin on the table in front of them.


  ‘I’m sorry I didn’t phone you,’ Jazamine said. ‘Being suspended turned out to be more of a shock than I’d expected. I thought I’d just go away for a bit until I’d got my head round it.’


  ‘All by yourself?’


  ‘Yes, I find that helps sometimes. I went to stay in a B & B over in Wales, a little place I know in the Black Mountains, and spent a few days walking around and thinking about things.’


  She smiled.


  ‘Which was a good idea, because I realised it really doesn’t matter. The very worst that could possibly happen is that I get sacked. And it’s only a job, and not such a great job either. If they do get rid of me, I might even end up thanking them in the long run.’


  ‘That might be true for me as well.’


  ‘It’s been tough for you too?’


  ‘Yeah. This shifter contact all the time is doing all kinds of strange things to my head, I’m working ridiculously long hours, and on top of that, as if we weren’t busy enough already, we’re constantly getting e-mails marked HIGH PRIORITY, with long lists of new procedures which are “mandatory for all staff”.’


  ‘I know those kinds of e-mails. Someone somewhere trying to prove that they’ve doing something. You’ve got no choice but to ignore them, but if something goes wrong, that isn’t an acceptable excuse.’


  Charles had been in Thurston Meadows every day, absorbing other people’s fear and the strange influences that shifters left behind, until vertigo and longing and dread had become constant, always there whether he was waking or sleeping. And to make things harder, he’d been working in an increasingly public arena. The news of an unprecedented outburst of shifter activity had broken through into the front pages of the newspapers. The tabloids had been calling for incompetent deskies to be named and punished. The broadsheets had supplied their readers with artists’ impressions of branching time streams alongside editorials demanding public enquiries.


  ‘Admittedly, my boss has been able to use our raised profile to get some more help in,’ Charles said. ‘But I think the expanding workload has more than outstripped the extra staff.’


  Jazamine lit up a cigarette and inhaled deeply.


  ‘I can’t get this Tammy thing straight in my head,’ she said. ‘I actually woke up this morning convinced that I must have dreamed the whole thing.’


  Halfway through blowing out the first luxurious cloud of smoke, she suddenly gave a cry.


  ‘Jesus Christ! The weirdest thing! I just suddenly… remembered something. It just came into my mind. But… but it didn’t really happen. This is so strange, Charles. I have a whole vivid memory in my head of a completely different sequence of events.’


  Charles’ professional ears pricked up at once.


  ‘Go on.’


  ‘I can clearly remember a whole different story about what happened to Tammy. The whole thing popped into my mind just then, literally a couple of seconds ago. How weird. I expect it’s the shock or the stress or something. I remember I was in a car crash once and it was a bit like this afterwards. The crash kept going round and round in my head, the sound of the impact and everything, as if it was happening all over again every few minutes. But that was a flashback to something I really had experienced. This was…’


  ‘It’s not the shock,’ Charles said, ‘or not just the shock anyway. It’s the slip. It’s very very weird stuff. Slip doesn’t just break down the boundaries between timelines, it breaks them down between one person and another. Which means slip doesn’t just affect the person who takes it but other people around them too, and people connected to them, and…’


  ‘Well I remember this whole complete story. The police arrive just as that Slug character is about to pulverise Tammy with a baseball bat. He runs off. But she doesn’t do a shift. She remains in this world. They confiscate a big bag of slip off her and take her down to the hospital to have the seeds pumped out of her stomach before they take effect. But Tammy refuses to give her consent. And then a big deskie crisis blows up, with everyone getting very breathless and excited and consulting their line managers, and their line managers’ line managers, and their line managers’ line managers’ bloody line managers. What might we be criticised for? Would it be illegal to pump her stomach against her will? Would it be a dereliction of duty not to? Everyone is rushing about, having meetings, making calls. Janet Richards herself goes down to the hospital to plead with Tammy to change her mind.’


  She shook her head.


  ‘This is so strange. It all came into my head in an instant, all this detail. “Who’s coming next then?” asks Tammy, when Janet Richards arrives to talk to her. “The fucking Pope? And what the fuck does it matter to all you people anyway whether I do a shift or not?”


  ‘“Because we care about you, Tamsin,” says Janet.’


  Jazamine was a good mimic. She very convincingly captured the teen argot of the Bristol Zones, and the über-sincerity of a senior deskie manager.


  ‘So then, Tammy pleads with me to stand up for her and support her right to make her own choices. But I can’t make up my mind what I should do any more than anyone else can, so I end up being totally useless. And in the end the consultant in charge gets fed up with all of us – I’m sure I’ve never met the woman but I can see her face as clearly in my mind as if I had – and she pumps out Tammy’s stomach on her own authority.


  ‘And then Tammy’s mother shows up, her natural mother Liz, who is one of the…’


  ‘I met her on Tuesday.’


  ‘She is terrifying don’t you think? I swear she’d cut your throat without a moment’s hesitation if she thought it would be to her advantage, she’d stand and watch you burn. But anyway, in this… in this memory or whatever you want to call it…’


  ‘We call them switches.’


  ‘Okay, in this switch she shows up at the hospital and demands to know why we let Tammy be forcibly stomach-pumped without even consulting her.


  ‘“Only I heard it’s against her human rights,” Liz says, with that horrible triumphant smirk of hers.’ Again Jazamine’s imitation was devastatingly accurate. ‘“And against mine too as her mother. And I heard that it’s illegal, and that someone could get into very serious trouble. I’ve been to the papers and they said it’s a scandal and it shouldn’t be allowed.” And all the time she’s watching me and smiling and hoping that I’m really really scared.


  ‘And then we all take Tammy off to a special secure unit where she can receive – guess what? - therapy.


  ‘“You know perfectly well therapy won’t do nothing for me,” Tammy tells me. “So why don’t you tell me what’s the point of all this? What’s the fucking point? All this time and money wasted that you’re always telling me is so hard to find. Why didn’t you just let me go and I’d have been off your hands for good?”


  ‘And then she says – and this so typical of Tammy – then she says, “And don’t say it’s because you fucking care because you know as well as I do that if none of this had happened you’d still have chucked me out of the Unit in two years’ time and that would have been my lot as far as you people are concerned. If I’d come in for help after that you’d have told me I was too old and I wasn’t fucking eligible no more. You’d have told me I didn’t fit the fucking criteria.”


  ‘Which is quite true,’ said Jazamine. ‘We would. So why do we bother?’


  ‘Does the fact that there are limits to what you can do mean there is no point in doing anything at all?’


  Jazamine shrugged as she stubbed out the remains of her cigarette.


  ‘So what you’re saying, Charles, is that all this is just some sort of hallucination, right? Just some sort of weird side-effect of the slip?’


  ‘An effect of the slip, yes. A hallucination, no. I think all that stuff really did happen. It’s just that it happened in another timeline, another universe that split off from this one, just before Jaz was confronted by that shifter Slug in the North Rec.’


  ‘You’re joking, right?’


  ‘No, not at all. I could be wrong, I admit, but I’m not joking. It’s what I really think.’


  ‘Whew! Now that is weird.’


  Jazamine picked up her cigarette lighter and turned it around in her hands, considering the implications.


  ‘So that’s another version of me out there? Is that what you’re saying? Another me who is just as real as this one? And that other me is still there somewhere, living her own life?’


  ‘Yes she is. Or so I think anyway. Just as real as you are and, up until very recently, actually one and the same person as you.’


  ‘That is so weird.’


  Then she laughed.


  ‘The funny thing is that the other me is giving herself a hard time for not having stood up for Tammy’s wishes and not having fought against the stomach pump. And yet this me here is giving myself a hard time for not having prevented her from doing a shift. You can’t win, can you?’


  Jazamine looked down at her lighter, then glanced up at Charles with a smile.


  ‘I guess there must be another Charles in that world too, yes? I wonder whether he and that other Jaz are having a drink together right now?’


  Charles laughed.


  ‘That depends on whether she’s got one of the Charleses who decided to bend the rules when you asked him out, or one of the Charleses who decided to be a stickler and say no.’


  Or one of the Charleses who decided to do a shift himself, he added in his head.


  ~*~


  ‘You remember how you asked me why I do my job…?’ Charles said a little later


  ‘Yes. And I remember that you never answered!’


  ‘Well, I was just thinking. If you reckon it’s such an easy question, why don’t you tell me why you do yours?’


  Jazamine picked up her cigarette lighter again and turned it about in her hands. She had rings on every finger, even on her thumbs, and, looking down at them, Charles suddenly thought there was nothing in the world more beautiful than a woman’s hands.


  ‘Well I’m sure it’s got something to do with the fact that I was adopted,’ she said.


  ‘Adopted? Like Tammy?’


  ‘No. Tammy wasn’t adopted, remember? She was placed for adoption but then Liz changed her mind at the last minute.’


  ‘In this world, anyway,’ Charles said.


  ‘What? Oh yes, I see what you mean. I can’t get my head around all this, Charles, but I do sometimes wonder how she would have turned out if she had been adopted. I mean she’s very bright. She could have done all kinds of things.’


  ‘She could have been the manager of an art gallery,’ he said.


  ‘Well, yes.’ Jaz frowned. ‘But why do you mention that in particular?’


  ‘I’ve no idea. It just came into my mind. So what’s it like, being adopted?’


  ‘Well, it’s different in each case I guess. It wasn’t terrible for me, but it wasn’t great either. My adoptive parents had decided to adopt because they thought they couldn’t have a baby of their own. But a year after they adopted me my mum fell pregnant and they had my sister Diane, who is much less like me than chalk is like cheese and very like Mum and Dad, and then after that my brother Dick came along, so I was definitely the odd one out. And then, well, they tried hard. They really tried to be fair. But somewhere inside I always knew that they felt differently about me than they did about their own flesh and blood. I could almost hear them guiltily thinking to themselves, “If only we’d waited another year we could have been a perfectly ordinary family without this annoying complication.” Not that they blamed anything on me. It’s just that it was an effort for all of us. Now I’ve left home it’s like we’ve all breathed a sigh of relief and gone our separate ways.’


  She started making another cigarette.


  ‘So, to answer your question,’ she concluded. ‘I think I was drawn to the work I do because I identify with outsiders, kids like Tammy who don’t feel wanted. I think I wanted to grapple with all of that in some way, and this job gives me a means of doing that.’


  She lit her cigarette and regarded Charles, narrowing her clever, playful eyes as she watched his face for signs of comprehension.


  ‘Mmm, yes, I see,’ he said slowly. ‘I think I’m beginning to get the hang of this.’


  She laughed.


  ‘Rubbish! You don’t have the slightest idea what I’m talking about!’


  That was pretty much true. He didn’t really get it. He’d learnt to think about life and its decisions in a moral way, but never in a psychological one. He saw actions as being based on principles, or lack of principles, not on prior causes. But she seemed to find his bewilderment endearing, so he played it up.


  ‘Nope. Not a clue,’ he said


  He suddenly felt extremely happy. What could be sweeter than being with someone who you like and are attracted to and who likes and is attracted to you, but at the very beginning, before ordinariness crept in, before the stage of giving it all names? When the touching began, he thought, and the kissing and the going to bed together and the saying ‘I love you’, that was actually a falling away, an attempt to compensate for the passing of this sweetness at the very beginning.


  ‘So,’ Jazamine persisted, ‘are you going to at least try and answer my question now?’


  ‘Well. Well I… Well actually I think I need a pee.’


  ~*~


  The washbasins were in a white tiled alcove with mirrors around them. Charles had felt very cheerful out in the pub but now, as he washed his hands with no one around him but reflections of himself, his mood abruptly changed. Suddenly Jaz with her difficult questions and her directness, seemed dangerous and intrusive, and he wanted to go home, and draw the curtains and never see her again.


  ‘You’re exhausted,’ he told his reflection in the mirror. ‘You haven’t had a single night’s sleep of more than three hours in the whole of the last week. You’ve been working fifteen hour days. You’ve been dealing with frightened people. You’ve been contaminated by shifters. Every day you’ve had to stand on the very edge of the world and look down into the abyss. This is just stress and shifter contact. And she’s been under stress too. We’re both hyped up and it’s all a bit intense because of that.’


  But a sense of dread stayed with him all the same. He had to make a conscious effort to turn away from the mirrors and step out from the safe anonymity of that white tiled alcove into the treacherous world outside.


  ~*~


  Yet as soon as he returned to the warmth of the pub, and to the comforting babble of human voices, and to Jazamine, he felt warm and alive again. It was like passing between two different states of being.


  ‘Well, I have no idea if it’s got anything to do with why I chose this job,’ he said, ‘but both my parents died when I was a baby, and I was brought up by my unmarried great-aunt Tricia. I guess my experience was a little bit like yours. My aunt was a perfectly decent, conscientious woman but she was a bottled-up old thing, and parenting definitely wasn’t her vocation in life. She’d have very much preferred it if I wasn’t there.’


  ‘How did your parents die?’


  ‘It was a freak road accident. They were pushing me along in a buggy. Some idiot in a stolen car took a corner far too fast. He came up over the kerb and crushed the two of them against a wall. My parents died instantly, apparently, but the driver only ended up with a couple of broken ribs, and I wasn’t hurt at all. The buggy just rolled to a stop against a hedge, and I was found there quietly sleeping as if nothing had happened at all. That’s what I gathered from Aunt Tricia, anyway. She died a few years ago herself. ’


  ‘I feel like some air,’ Jaz said. ‘Shall we walk to another pub?’


  ~*~


  On the corner of the street there was a patch of grass, with a bench, and a tree, and the glittering city stretched out beneath them. The two of them stopped to admire it.


  ‘It’s just a façade though, isn’t it?’ said Jazamine suddenly. ‘The suspension bridge, the gorge, the pretty terraces and hills. It seems such a nice friendly colourful place. Tourists come for miles to see it. And yet all the time, like a guilty secret, the people who pay the price for all this comfortable prosperity are hidden away out of sight in the Zones.’


  ‘Pay the price?’


  ‘Someone always has to be outside, surplus to requirements, so the rest of us can be secure and comfortable inside.’


  He nodded.


  ‘I used to feel that way about the whole country, back in the days when I was doing ordinary immigration work. I heard some dreadful things - the hardships people had endured, the risks they’d taken to get here, the horrors they’d seen– and they often made me feel like we were living in some sort of cosseted nursery, a sort of Toytown, and that my job wasn’t just to keep those people out but to keep reality itself at bay.’


  ‘And now that you work with shifters?’


  Charles gave a little snort of laughter.


  ‘Well now I don’t just think all this is unreal, I know it is. There are millions of Englands. Millions of yous, millions of mes, not to mention countless billions of other worlds which are very much like this one but where neither you nor I have ever existed and a whole different set of people are getting on with their lives. All this that we can see now is just a skin, just a thin and fragile membrane stretched out precariously across time.’


  ‘Maybe I just don’t have enough imagination,’ she said after a few seconds, ‘but I really can’t see why it matters so much if there are a lot of other worlds. I mean we’ve always known that there are billions of stars out there. It doesn’t make this planet any less real.’


  ‘Well you’re right, it’s not the existence of other timelines that’s the problem. It’s the fact that people move between them. They’re…’ Charles cast about for a way of saying it. ‘It’s like they’re tearing up the contract between us and time.’


  ‘The contract? I’m sorry, Charles, I don’t quite get that. I mean I can see it’s a problem when people commit crimes and disappear, but I’ve always assumed that the sort of people who become shifters are the same sort of people who do drugs: unhappy people who behave in a way that most of us wouldn’t even be tempted by. Horrible for them, a bit of nuisance for the rest of us, but no more than that. You make it sound like something much bigger, like some kind of… I don’t know, some kind of metaphysical threat, if that’s the right word, some kind of metaphysical threat to us all.’


  Charles smiled.


  ‘Well, to be quite honest, you wouldn’t be the first one to tell me I’m a bit fixated on the whole business.’


  Jazamine took his hand, and they looked out over the city for a while in silence. The truth was that at that moment even he couldn’t entirely see why he saw shifters as such a terrible danger to the world, and he knew this was because he was happy. When people were happy time didn’t matter. You could almost define happiness that way. It was when things were hard that people needed the faith that tied one minute to the next, like one of those human chains that rescuers make to get people out of floods or burning buildings. And shifters broke that faith.


  He didn’t say all this though. He knew he’d come over as obsessed and over-earnest, and he didn’t want to spoil the moment.


  ‘One thing’s for certain,’ he said. ‘Shifters never really get the thing they’re looking for. They think they can run away from their problems and their mistakes, but the price they pay is… Well, I’ve never met one that was happy.’


  ‘But perhaps that’s because you’d have to be unhappy in the first place to want to do it? Like Tammy, for instance. She’s had more trouble in her fifteen years than ten people normally experience in an entire lifetime. You wouldn’t believe the things she’s been through. Shouldn’t we feel sorry for shifters rather than seeing them as a threat?’


  ‘But it isn’t just the shifters themselves who get hurt by what they do.’


  Jaz laughed.


  ‘Charles. Why are we standing here getting cold and talking about your work?’


  He laughed .


  ‘I don’t know. I certainly don’t want to talk about it.’


  She turned to face him, taking both his hands in hers.


  ‘We’re both orphans in a way, aren’t we?’


  Then they kissed. Just for a moment it seemed quite wonderful, as if in a dark, cold, hungry world, they had found a source of nourishment.


  Chapter 9


  ‘Oh Grandad, you don’t only get marsupials in Australia! You’re forgetting about the American opossum!’


  On a Sunday morning, three weeks after Tammy disappeared, and one month before he was due to take early retirement, Cyril Burkitt went on an outing to Bristol Zoo with his daughter Sophie and her two boys. Adam, Sophie’s eleven-year-old, was a great authority on natural history and he recited a great many interesting facts as they walked round the cages.


  ‘Everyone knows that the cheetah is the fastest land animal Granddad, but I wonder if you know which is the slowest?’


  The boy looked at his grandfather, realised he wasn’t listening, and answered his own question.


  ‘It’s the three-toed sloth of course!’


  Cyril had retreated, as he so often did, into his own head. Sophie noticed this with distaste.


  ‘Come on, Dad!’ she said briskly. ‘Let’s try and enjoy this together, shall we? Look at these elephants here!’


  Her temperament was as different from her father’s as the prosperous offices of her business consultancy in Bath were different from the hidden world of the Social Inclusion Zones.


  ‘They’re not elephants, Mum!’ said Adam in a shocked voice. ‘They’re mammoths!’


  ‘Mammoths?’


  Cyril came alive at once, turning eagerly to watch the six gigantic animals being led past by their keepers. Of course they weren’t elephants! They were nearly twice the size! For no obvious reason his eyes filled with tears.


  Embarrassed and a little repelled, Sophie turned away.


  ‘Did you know, Granddad, that the Bristol mammoths are 92% original mammoth genes, and only 8% elephant?’ said Adam, consulting the official zoo booklet. ‘The New York ones only average 80% and the Moscow ones 68%. That makes ours the most authentic mammoths in the world.’


  ‘Is that so, Adam?’ asked Sophie, stepping in as the recipient of Adam’s remark. ‘Well that’s certainly something for us to be proud of!’


  ~*~


  When Cyril was woken by his radio the following morning, it was announcing the American government’s decision to order the destruction of the New York mammoths. He lay there for a few minutes, alone in his double bed, imagining the great creatures falling.


  ‘…According to a Presidential spokesman,’ said the radio in his kitchen as he ate his toast, ‘the mammoths, as the products of genetic engineering, represent a “usurpation of God’s prerogative and therefore a form of blasphemy”…’


  He swigged back his tea, climbed into his car and turned on his third radio of the day.


  ‘…President Elisha Jones has ordered that the mammoths be burned and their ashes dispersed far out to sea in order to avoid contamination of American soil by what he called “unclean flesh, abominable to the Lord”.’


  Cyril sighed. He didn’t feel so sad for the mammoths themselves, for they belonged in the past and had no real home in this world, but he was keenly aware of the hurt this would cause to his grandson Adam. It would bewilder his simple rational soul.


  He set off on the ten-kilometre journey via the Portway, Ashton Gate and Bedminster to his place of work. He had been to and fro along this same road so many times before that it had come to seem as if he would go on the same way forever, but now the end was in sight. He would do this journey – how many times was it? – another twenty-seven times and then that would be it.


  He imagined Adam taking the zoo booklet out from wherever he had carefully stored it, turning to the pages about mammoths and using a ruler to neatly cross out the statistics about the New York animals.


  ~*~


  ‘Quiet night, Dave?’ he asked the line officer as he passed through the Thurston Meadows checkpoint at 8.45.


  ‘Not bad,’ the policeman replied. ‘Dan Wheeler and a couple of his mates tried to shift some dodgy dreamy sets over the Line again, but we nicked them.’


  Cyril smiled. The Wheeler/Pendant/Delaney clan were well known in the Zone and had become a kind of running joke for the people who worked there.


  ‘Well, you’ve got to admire Dan’s persistence,’ he said. ‘Holding down a steady job would be child’s play by comparison.’


  The policeman shrugged. ‘Well, that’s dreggies for you.’


  There was a time when Cyril would have challenged the abusive epithet but now he let it pass. It was a bit late now to try and change the world.


  Electronic readers in the road surface checked out the registration, chassis and engine numbers of Cyril’s car as he passed over the Line.


  ~*~


  Now Cyril drove down Meadow Way, the central axis of the Thurston Meadows Zone, looking out with a bewildered, guilty affection at the people in the streets. He had worked on the Zone since it was built and knew many of them by name. Nowadays he seriously doubted whether his work had helped anyone and feared that he might have made things worse, but this had been his life, and contemplating the loss of it was like facing a second bereavement.


  Here was old Janie Delaney, who lived in a third-floor flat with its kitchen so crammed full of piles of newspapers and magazines that she had to cook on a camping stove on the living room floor. Here was crazy ‘Alien’ Watson, ranting at the top of his voice on the corner of Magnolia Street about Sin and Filth and the End of the World, but pausing to give Cyril a friendly wave. Here was grossly obese Tracey Parkin for who, when she was a little girl, Cyril himself had gone to court to obtain an order to remove her from her chaotic and neglectful mother and place her with a foster-family in Clifton. Now she was pushing her own baby along in a buggy on the way to the DSI Family Centre. Her equally obese mother, Jenny, was shuffling along beside her, Tracey’s constant companion and closest friend.


  ‘What did we think we could achieve?’ Cyril murmured. ‘What did we think we were trying to do?’


  The side roads had alphabetical names, beginning with Asphodel Way and Buttercup Drove and ending up with Yucca Walk and Zinnia Avenue. Then came the Zone’s Central Square where there was a chip shop, a budget supermarket, a newsagent and, of course, a dreamer rental shop, with its lurid posters advertising games such as ‘Warm Gore’ and ‘Sex Heaven’ and ‘Ripper Killer’. The shops formed three sides of the square. On the fourth side was the seat of government, the DSI compound which Charles had visited for the first time the previous week. It had a large blue sign outside:
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  The staff who worked there called it Fort Apache.


  ~*~


  Another car pulled up next to Cyril’s.


  ‘Mr Burkitt!’ the driver greeted him as they both climbed out. ‘I believe I’m coming to the same meeting as you.’


  Cyril stared blankly. He was finding it increasingly hard to remember faces. He blamed it on getting old but the problem wasn’t really caused by a hardening of his physical brain so much as by his ever-increasing tendency to shut out the external world and deal with it only at the most superficial levels of his mind. Often he felt as if his body were a machine he operated by remote control from some far off hiding place where no one could find him.


  ‘Oh… yes… Dr Rajman isn’t it?’


  The smart young man nodded. He was a Sponsored GP paid by the DSI to take on a quota of non-fee-paying patients who were on the Social Inclusion Register. The arrangement was a residue of the free National Health Service of the previous century.


  ‘Of course the meeting isn’t for another half an hour yet,’ said Cyril.


  ‘I know, but I’ve got a bone to pick with the finance people here and I thought I might as well sort it out while I’m over this way. They’ve sent me the wrong cheque three times in a row.’


  Cyril smiled, a little sourly. Most young doctors did Sponsored work for a few years until they built up their own lists of private patients. In his experience, complaining about the DSI bureaucracy was one of the stages in a rite of passage. It gave the doctors a principled reason for dropping their Sponsored work later on when the private work had picked up. (‘Of course I’d have loved to have gone on helping out on the Zones, but I’m a doctor, god damn it, not a filler in of forms!’)


  Cyril placed his forefinger on the print reader outside the staff door and spoke into the voice checker: ‘Cyril Burkitt. I’ve got Dr Rajman with me, who’s come for the 9.30 registration conference.’


  ~*~


  Up in Cyril’s office his loyal secretary Alice had his coffee ready.


  ‘How was your zoo trip with the boys?’


  ‘I’ll tell you what, Alice, I was glad to be coming in to work this morning for a rest. They wear me out!’


  ‘Well I’ve got the agenda and the reports ready for your first meeting, so you’re all set.’


  Alice was the one who actually ran the system that Cyril was nominally in charge of. She made sure that papers were filed in the right places, that letters went out on time to where they were supposed to go and that Cyril, who was quickly bored by details, was adequately briefed about problems likely to come up. She also made his coffee for him, remembered his birthday, and reminded him about the birthdays of his daughter and his two grandsons.


  ‘So, what do you reckon? Is this shifter business calming down yet?’ asked Cyril, sipping from the warm cup and feeling the welcome zing of caffeine spreading out through his veins.


  ‘Oh God I hope so,’ said Alice. ‘We’ve got enough to do without policemen and immigration officers and God knows what all over the place, haven’t we? I’ll just leave you to look over the reports now if you don’t mind, Cyril, because I need to go and make some extra copies.’


  ‘Do you think we really do any good here?’ Cyril asked her. ‘The DSI, I mean. Do you think it adds to the sum of human happiness?’


  Alice laughed but didn’t bother to answer as she hurried off the photocopier. She simply didn’t think in those terms. She could work for a firm producing nerve gas and would still feel that she was doing her bit for the general good, just as long as she was allowed to remember people’s birthdays and buy them cakes when they were feeling down.


  She might be right too, Cyril thought. Perhaps the cog-wheels of the machine ground on in their own way regardless of human will. Perhaps some law of nature meant that it was impossible to devise a system that would do good without causing an equivalent amount of harm. If so, then the best mere humans could do was indeed to be as kind as they could be to those they found around them.


  He barely glanced at the papers. He had done this job long enough to be able to extemporise. Instead he took his coffee to the window and looked out. His office was on the fifth floor, and he could see right across the Thurston Meadows Zone into the ‘fringe’ estate of Thurston Rise, just outside the Line, where the working-class inhabitants clung precariously to their low-paid jobs and their standard white ID cards, free of the red stripe that marked out the cards of Social Inclusion citizens. Beyond Thurston Rise, and across the Cumberland Basin, was the real Bristol, that proud prosperous city, made wealthy and strong by slaves and tobacco and arms, shining on its hills.


  The phone rang just as he finished his coffee.


  ‘Hello? Cyril Burkitt here.’


  ‘Burkitt, you deskie swine,’ whispered a voice from the depths of hell. ‘Listen carefully. Very soon you’re going to die.’


  ~*~


  ‘So how are you getting on with that deskie girl?’ asked Fran Stevens.


  Fran and Charles had driven over to Weston-super-Mare in Fran’s new Audi to interview three young shifters the police had picked up an hour previously.


  Charles was startled.


  ‘How on Earth do you know about her?’


  ‘Because Ted saw you in a pub with a girl who looked just like the social worker from Thurston Meadows who was in the papers. And I noticed that you had said nothing whatever about going out with anyone, which is secretive even for you, darling. And I put two and two together. You are seeing her, aren’t you?’


  ‘Well yes, I am. But keep it to yourself. We aren’t really supposed to socialise with people we work with are we, let alone people who’ve been suspended because of…’


  ‘Oh for goodness’ sake Charles, why are you such a terrible fusspot about the rules? Maybe it would cause a problem if we socialised with shifters or illegal immigrants. But a social worker who once dealt with the same case as you? Please! You really ought to lighten up a bit, my dear.’


  Charles had always struggled with the fact that other people treated rules as things to be evaded wherever possible. Didn’t people see that speed limits were there for a reason? Didn’t they see that if one person falsified an insurance claim it just meant that everyone else would end up paying for it? He didn’t understand how people could be so cavalier about these things. And yet…


  The stolen slip in his sock drawer surfaced very briefly in his conscious mind. He pushed it back down again.


  ‘We’re getting on pretty well,’ he said. ‘We seem to have a lot in common.’


  Fran pulled into the car park of Weston police station. The two of them climbed out.


  ‘Someone’s done a shift already,’ Fran said immediately.


  Charles nodded. Like her, he could feel the agitation in the air, the sense of rupture. The spooked faces of the desk staff, and their effusive welcome, only confirmed what the two of them already knew. (Who were they really? Nobodies, minor civil servants at the bottom end of the great chain of government. And yet their work had exposed them to psychic experiences which most people had no inkling of.)


  ‘Just vanished,’ said the custody sergeant, a fat Welshman with a handlebar moustache. ‘Two of them. Vanished just like that. No one’s touched the lock. No one’s moved the bars on the window. I can’t understand it. They’ve disappeared from a locked cell.’


  ‘No one can understand it, dear,’ Fran said soothingly. ‘No one can. It’s just one of those things. Fish swim, birds fly, shifters shift. But you’ve still got one left, haven’t you? Take us straight to him, and we’ll see if we can get some sense out of him before he disappears in a puff of smoke as well.


  ‘You’ll want these won’t you?’ the sergeant said, producing a plastic bag and two tobacco tins, each containing slip. ‘Only I’d really like to get them off my hands.’


  Fran dropped them into her shoulder bag.


  ‘We’ll give you receipts a bit later if that’s alright,’ Charles said. ‘We ought to go and see this chap before he disappears.’


  ‘Certainly,’ said the custody sergeant. ‘Only it’s not a chap, it’s a girl.’


  ~*~


  Andrea was a pale willowy creature with huge grief-stricken eyes, a mass of wispy red hair and a long wispy greenish dress. Her face was innocent as a tiny child’s and she wore facial jewellery in her nose, her ears, her lips and her eyebrows. She was about eighteen.


  ‘You’re the DMO are you?’ she asked. (DMO. Charles noted the term with a certain stamp-collector satisfaction: it was another one he hadn’t heard before.) ‘I don’t think you can pump me out now, it’s too late. It’s been in my system for a good three hours. I’m going to go any minute. Tim and Gary have gone already haven’t they?’


  ‘Yes they have,’ Fran said. ‘You felt them go did you?’


  She nodded. Tears sprang to her eyes. Fran reached across the desk and squeezed her hand.


  ‘Were you good friends?’


  Andrea covered her face with her hands and sobbed.


  ‘Oh dear,’ said Fran, stroking the girl’s hand. ‘A bit more than just friends, eh?’


  Charles had one of those flashes of insight that you got around shifters, not a big one, not a great chunk of memory or anything, but just a sense of what sort of being it was that looked out of Andrea’s eyes. She was a passive creature. She had always looked for someone else to take charge and give her direction. From the beginning of adolescence, when adult responsibility began to loom, she had been searching for a source of purpose in her life which wouldn’t require the exercise of will, for independent will was something she simply didn’t possess. Conventional illegal drugs had been her first haven – ecstasy, acid, speed – conventional drugs and the people that came with them, people who told a story about themselves which transformed an essentially passive and escapist activity into a romantic tale of rebellion, heroism and victimhood. And then she’d met a shifter called Tim who said that drugs were only fit for children.


  ‘All they can give you is daydreams,’ he told her. ‘Like children’s fairy tales. That’s why druggies are into elves and gnomes. But slip is for grown-ups. It doesn’t give you illusions. It lets you shake off the world itself.’


  ‘Tim was my one true love,’ Andrea told Fran, wiping her face with the tissue that Fran had given her. ‘My only love. The love of my life. We promised we’d always stay together.’


  ‘Oh dear,’ said Fran, still holding her hand. ‘You poor old thing. That is hard. That is very hard.’


  Charles always had difficulty understanding the complex relationship between people’s public personas and their inner selves – it was another question which troubled him in a way that it didn’t seem to trouble other people – and he had never quite got Fran. She held ferociously right-wing views and, back in the office, she was vociferous in her contempt for shifters, who she liked to describe as ‘overgrown babies’. But he’d noticed before that, when actually face to face with shifters, she could often be much more gentle and understanding than he was.


  ‘I wish you could pump me out,’ Andrea said. ‘I’m really scared.’


  ‘I’ll go and see if we can get a doctor then,’ Fran said. ‘It might be worth a try.’


  She went to the door and called for the custody sergeant.


  ‘Because you’re on your own this time?’ Charles asked Andrea, trying to emulate Fran’s humanity. ‘Is that why you’re so scared of doing a shift?’


  ‘No it’s not that. I’ll be on my own whether I do a shift or not.’


  ‘So what is it then?’


  ‘Before we came to this world we went through a dead world.’ She looked into his face with her haunted, innocent eyes. ‘Do you know what that is?’


  ‘Yes of course.’


  ‘It was horrible. Horrible. There were… There were skeletons everywhere. Skeletons, but with dried skin still on them, in cars and on the streets, and… Well, it was hard to find a place where you could be away from them. Everything was in ruins, everything dead. There was no grass, no plants. Even the trees were dead. And the sky was dark, even in daytime, full of these big black oily clouds. I wanted just to go, but Tim and Gary insisted on looking around. I hated it, but we had spare seeds then and we were all together, so I could just about cope. I knew we could get away and I knew I couldn’t end up there on my own. ’


  She began to weep.


  ‘I couldn’t bear to find myself in a place like that and not be able to escape. I just couldn’t bear it. But it could happen, couldn’t it, because I don’t have a spare seed? The police took them all off me, all except the one I swallowed. Can’t you just give me one seed back? Just one?’


  ‘A dead world, eh?’ said Fran as she sat down again. ‘We’ve heard lots about them haven’t we, Charles?’


  Charles nodded. It was one of the many things that they had found out (these nobodies, these minor civil servants). It was one of the many things that the world didn’t seem to want to hear: the fact that on many different branches of time the human race was already extinct, and in some of them not just humans but life itself.


  ‘They’re getting the doctor for you now, dear,’ Fran told Andrea.


  ‘That won’t help,’ the pale girl said. ‘The slip’s got into my blood now. It’ll only be a few minutes. I’m beginning to hear the whispering…’


  She snatched at Fran’s hand.


  ‘Please!’ she pleaded. ‘Just one seed. I promise you that if I get to a world where there are people I’ll bury it, I’ll flush it down the toilet, whatever you want. But just in case I wind up in a dead world, please, please, please let me have just one.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Charles said, ‘I can see why you’re worried, and I don’t blame you, but we can’t give out seeds. Our job is to…’


  ‘Oh come on Charles, lighten up,’ said Fran, reaching down for her bag and taking out one of the tobacco tins. ‘You can see how frightened she is. What’s one seed here or there going to matter?’


  She opened the tin, took out a seed of slip and pushed it across the desk to Andrea.


  Andrea grabbed it, tears filling her eyes.


  ‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘you are really kind. I could see that as soon as you came in. I know it’s…’


  She broke off with a soft moan. There was a popping sound, a sudden rush of air across the room, and she had gone.


  ‘Oh Jesus,’ Charles muttered.


  Fran ran her hands over her face.


  ‘No sleep for us tonight,’ she sighed. ‘Pictures and voices all night long. What do we do this for, eh Charles? What on Earth do we do it for? Why don’t we just transfer to Avonmouth docks or somewhere like that, proper immigration work dealing with sensible things like stowaways on boats. That’s what I signed up for.’


  She picked up her bag and stood up. They smelt the familiar electrical smell and felt the familiar yearning.


  ‘It’s like a hole opening up in the ground in front of you isn’t it?’ she said.


  He nodded.


  ‘Let’s get out of here, Charles. I need a cigarette.’ Fran rapped on the door of the interview room. ‘That poor, poor silly girl. But at least now if she winds up in a dead world, she’ll have a chance of getting away.’


  ~*~


  ‘Good morning everyone,’ Cyril Burkitt said. ‘It’s 9.30, so perhaps we should make a start. Most of you know me but for those who don’t my name is Cyril Burkitt and I am the Senior Registration Officer for the Thurston Meadows Social Inclusion Zone. This is a Contested Initial Registration Conference within the meaning of the Social Inclusion (Citizenship Categories) Act 2001. It concerns Stacey Rugg of 34 Lilac Flats, Rose Way. Ms Rugg will be joining us in ten minutes.’


  He’d been through this routine so many times that he could do the introductions pretty much on automatic pilot, thinking about other things while his mouth still talked. And what he was thinking about right now was the threatening voice on the phone. He was trying to place it, trying to work out exactly what it meant.


  All of sudden, it came to him. Of course! I know who that was!


  Into his mind had come the vivid image of a smart young man who only a few weeks ago had been the subject of a meeting such as this. His shirt was beautifully ironed, his hair immaculately combed and he had watched Cyril constantly. All through the meeting, whenever Cyril looked his way, there were the man’s blue eyes, watching him when he was speaking, watching him when he was listening to others speak. And when the man himself was talking, though he referred repeatedly and obsessively to law books bulging with post-it notes, his eyes still constantly returned to Cyril, and to Cyril alone.


  This was a man who had fallen in the world. He had grown up outside the Zones, but had tried to make a living with a variety of poorly conceived business ideas, lost all his money, taken to gambling to try and recover it and ended up with no choice but to fall back on the state, even though this put him into the Social Inclusion category which he dreaded and despised. He’d put in an application for de-registration: that was the purpose of the meeting. He’d applied for a rarely granted legal status, in which a person whose financial problems were deemed to be short-term could obtain some state benefits without having to be listed on the Social Inclusion Register. Unable to afford a lawyer, the man had spent days and weeks preparing his case, but he’d failed to convince the meeting. He was too much of a dreamer. No one had been persuaded by his grandiose plans.


  ‘Thank you for clarifying your position, Mr Burkitt,’ he had said at the end, still watching Cyril, still looking straight into Cyril’s eyes. ‘I will have to consider this carefully and decide what action I will take.’


  That’s who it’ll be, thought Cyril, feeling quite relieved. It’ll be him trying to spook me, trying to get his own back, trying to recover some control.


  Now what the devil was his name?


  ~*~


  Somebody coughed and Cyril became aware that a small group of people was watching him, the expectation on their faces just beginning to turn to puzzlement. He cleared his throat.


  ‘Now… Now, as there are a few new people here perhaps we could start with a round of introductions. I’m… No, I’ve already explained who I am, haven’t I? So if we could just go round the table….’


  Dickie Clarke, a jolly man in a blazer and striped tie, introduced himself as the Registration Liaison Officer from the Meadows Housing Association.


  ‘Joy Frost, Headmistress, North Meadows primary,’ barked out the large woman to Dickie’s left. ‘Stacey’s daughter, Saffyre, is one of our pupils.’


  The young GP, Sanjay Rajman, introduced himself irritably. He had been to the Finance Office but he still hadn’t got to the bottom of the problem with the cheques.


  Next to him a blushing police officer, who looked to Cyril if she should still be in school, introduced herself as Karen Stimbling and explained that she was on temporary secondment to the DSI constabulary from Avon and Somerset Police. She said she’d come in the absence of Sergeant Walker and had no personal knowledge of the case.


  So why bother to come? Cyril thought, but out loud he was courteous as ever. ‘Welcome, Karen,’ he said.


  Then there was the family social worker, Lisa Finch, a round fluffy woman whose body seemed to be assembled from balls of wool. Next to her a tall, thin, elegantly coiffured woman wearing a good deal of make-up introduced herself as Harriet Vere-Rogers, a voluntary Lay Representative appointed by Bristol City Council, as prescribed by the Social Inclusion Act. She was a prospective parliamentary candidate for the Labour Party and she sat on the boards of many local charities and worthy causes.


  And finally, of course, there was Alice at Cyril’s side, who introduced herself as the note-taker and read out letters of apology from the Benefits Agency and from the Criminal Restitution Service.


  ‘Well, welcome everybody,’ said Cyril.


  He explained that Stacey Rugg held de facto Social Inclusion citizenship status as a result of having grown up in a Zone and of having a Social Inclusion registered parent. She had been given provisional SI status on reaching her eighteenth birthday, but now that she was approaching twenty-one, a decision had to be made as to whether she should be entered on the main register.


  ‘I don’t think there’s much doubt about that in dear old Stacey’s case,’ said Dickie with his friendly, wheezy laugh. ‘Lovely kid. Wouldn’t hurt a fly. But she hasn’t got a clue.’


  Cyril ignored this.


  ‘Stacey, as is her legal right, has indicated that she opposes registration, which is why we are required under the Act to hold this meeting. She’ll be here to put her views to us in person after we have had a preliminary discussion among ourselves. A transcript of the meeting will be made available to her and she’ll be entitled to take the matter to court under section 8(ii) of the Act if she doesn’t agree with our decision. Alice, I wonder if you could read through the background report for us?’


  ‘Yes of course, Cyril. Stacey’s mother is Jennifer Pendant, White British, of 65 Daffodil Drive…’


  Dickie chuckled knowingly as old Thurston Meadows hands were prone to do when a member of the Wheeler/Pendant/Delaney tribe was mentioned.


  ‘Her father is Roger Rugg, Mixed Race British of 105 Pterodactyl Way, Hartcliffe North. Stacey attended Knowle South Secondary School and left without any qualifications although she possesses basic literacy and numeracy skills up to Age Level Ten. She has never had a job and now lives on Social Inclusion Allowance. From the ages of 14 to 16 she was accommodated at a group home run by Wessex Family Care. She then moved into a flat at 58c Japonica Gardens following the birth of her first child, Saffyre. Stacey says she is not sure who Saffyre’s father is.’


  Joy Frost sighed.


  ‘Saffyre is now five years old,’ Alice went on. ‘Stacey’s second child, Wolf, is four years old. His putative father is Archduke Wayne Delphonse Delaney, Mixed Race British, now serving a prison sentence for armed robbery and Line offences. Following the birth of Wolf, she moved to her present address where her third child Kaz was born last year. Kaz’s father was one Benjamin Tonsil, black British, now living in the Shotover Farm Zone, Oxford. The child protection agencies have been involved in investigating allegations of child neglect in respect of Stacey Rugg, which Lisa will be filling us in on. Ms Rugg also has a number of Line Offences and other criminal convictions which WPC Stimbling can provide us with details of.’


  WPC Stimbling gave a tiny gasp and began rummaging through her papers.


  ‘Thanks, Alice,’ said Cyril. ‘Are there any questions at this stage? Mrs Vere-Rogers, or is everything clear to you so far?’


  ‘All very clear indeed so far, thank you,’ enthused the Lay Representative, ‘I can only say I am always amazed by the sheer complexity of the problems you…’


  But whatever else she had to say was drowned out by the pounding blades of a helicopter passing low overhead. House searches were still continuing on the Meadows and air patrols moved to and fro over the Zone twenty-four hours a day, keeping an eye out for shifters who might try to slip out of the path of the searchers on the ground.


  ~*~


  On second thoughts, it wasn’t that guy, Cyril decided. He hated me enough, that’s for sure, but he was just too law-abiding to issue threats.


  He remembered another young man, though, at a meeting a few weeks ago, a tiny little mouse of a man with a bewildered little face that was all crushed up like an old beer can.


  ‘You’ll be sorry, mate,’ the young man had said to Cyril as the meeting broke up. ‘You’ll be fucking sorry. I got friends, mate. I’ve got friends.’


  It’ll be one of that chap’s mates, Cyril thought, some poor little runt like him.


  There was a frantic rustling sound coming from WPC Karen Stimbling, who was beginning to think that the amiable but incompetent Sergeant Walker had given her the wrong file.


  Cyril cleared his throat.


  ‘Yes… Now… Before going any further I need to remind the conference of the criteria for registration laid down under section 5 of the Act. We have to be able to agree that Stacey demonstrates what is called in the legal jargon ‘substantial fecklessness’ in two or more of the so called ‘core areas’: Financial Affairs, Family Relationships, Basic Citizenship and Home Management. Secondly, as this is a contested case, we have to demonstrate that non-registration would be, in the words of the Act ‘contrary to the public interest’. Now if we can start with the first core area, which is Financial Affairs. Any comments here?’


  Dickie Clarke immediately launched into a long and, to him, hilarious story of Stacey Rugg’s repeatedly vandalised electricity meter. He was enthusiastically endorsed by WPC Stimbling who found that she did at least have that piece of paper and was determined to make the most of it. In a shocked, breathless voice, she read out a list of no less than five separate criminal offences against the Western Electric Company.


  ~*~


  I am an old man, thought Cyril.


  Since his early retirement package had been agreed he had spent a good deal of time looking back at his own life and gloomily punishing himself for the decisions ducked and the opportunities missed. When he had first got a job as a social worker all those years ago he had started out with some sort of vague intention of serving the downtrodden of the world. But ever since then he had taken the path of least resistance, falling into whatever niches became available after each of the many reorganisations of the welfare system that had taken place. Each step had somehow seemed reasonable and defensible at the time and yet he had eventually ended up doing a job that was, if he was honest, almost the complete antithesis of what he originally had in mind.


  He was useless at it too, though whether this should be a source of pride or shame he wasn’t sure. He knew he was an embarrassment to the agency. He knew that the early retirement package had been agreed as a means of getting rid of him.


  Maybe it was the DSI on the phone there, he thought, with a grim little inner laugh. Maybe they’ve hired a hit man to bump me off, so as not to have to pay my pension.


  ~*~


  ‘…and then of course there are the so-called lodgers,’ said Dickie Clarke, ‘but that’s another whole story…’


  Another helicopter came by overhead. It was so low that, beneath its engine and the thrub-thrub-thrub of its blades, they could just faintly hear the crackling of its ground-link radio.


  Dr Rajman drummed his fingers impatiently on the table.


  Joy Frost glanced at her watch.


  ~*~


  ‘Do you often give seeds back to shifters?’ Charles asked, as they drove back from Weston in Fran’s immaculate car.


  ‘No, not often, but I’ve done it a couple of times. Some of them are so scared of these dead worlds. It just seems cruel not to let them have one little seed as a back-up. I mean I hate slip – you know I do! – but what difference does one lousy seed make? I know Mike has done the same. And Rami too. They don’t tell you about it because you’re such a stickler and they’re worried that you might feel duty-bound to snitch on them. But surely even you’ve done something like that at some time or another?’


  ‘No. I can honestly say it’s never even occurred to me.’


  ‘Haven’t you ever met a shifter before who was terrified of dead worlds?’


  ‘I have, yes, several. And I can remember at least one who begged me to give him a seed just like Andrea did there. But I never thought it was an option. It just seemed like one of those lines you don’t cross. I mean if they don’t end up using it to get out of a dead world, then they could give it to someone else, couldn’t they? Or, if the stories are true, they just could keep it by them and wait for it to divide into two or four or eight. So we’d be helping the stuff to spread and in the end we’d be bringing more shifters back to us.’


  Fran clucked her tongue.


  ‘Yes, but when they’re so desperate.’


  The world loomed strangely out at them. Trees, animals in fields, a stone house, a young woman with a child: everything was pregnant with mysterious significance, like objects in a dream. And within the car there was a similar intensity. Slip eroded the boundary between one individual and another. Each of them seemed to have almost direct access to one another’s minds and there was a feeling of deep connection between them, different though they were in age and outlook and background.


  ‘Sometimes I feel that there’s something about this world that’s obvious to everyone but me,’ Charles confessed. ‘It seems a straightforward thing to you that you should sometimes bend the rules and, now you tell me about it, I can see why. And yet in another way you lot stick to the rules, the basic spirit of the rules, and I…’


  He broke off, realising he couldn’t go any further without telling her about the stolen slip in his sock drawer.


  ‘I’ll tell you what your problem is,’ said Fran shortly, ‘You spend far too much time talking to yourself inside your head and not enough talking with other people.’


  They drove on for a few minutes in silence. Suddenly, and at the exact same moment for both of them, the face of a sallow surly-looking young man with a little wisp of a beard came into their minds, incongruously accompanied by the most intense feelings of love and longing. They both knew at once, without even having to think about it, that they were looking at Andrea’s boyfriend Tim as Andrea herself saw him.


  Fran pulled over into a lay-by. Tears came streaming from her eyes. She snatched at a box of tissues on the dashboard, blew her nose.


  ‘I can’t drive anymore. I’ll kill us both.’


  She looked rather soppy and foolish, her mascara running in black smears down her face, and Charles felt embarrassed and even a little repelled, though in his own mind too an intense grief was welling up.


  ‘It’s the slip,’ he told her, reluctantly putting an arm round her shoulders.


  She turned on him angrily.


  ‘I know it’s the bloody slip you stupid boy. I’ve been in this job as long as you have, remember? Do you think it’s only you who feels and understands these things?’


  ‘No, I…’


  ‘Other people have minds too you know, Charles!’


  ‘Yes, I…’


  ‘Other people suffer as much as you do!’


  ‘I know. I just…’


  Fran leant over and planted a moist kiss on his cheek.


  ‘Sorry my darling, you didn’t deserve that. You try so hard. And it wasn’t just the slip anyway. It was thinking about that silly girl Andrea on her own, and her losing her One True Love.’


  She blew her nose again.


  ‘Well I suppose if she’d stayed with him,’ Charles offered, ‘he would have turned out to have feet of clay like the rest of us. At least now…’


  ‘At least nothing! Now she’ll never find that out. She’ll spend the rest of her life creeping about through the worlds, mooning over her lost love and thinking that if only she could have been with him, everything would have been wonderful. If she hadn’t lost him, perhaps she would have discovered for herself that he was just a big baby like her – if not more so, seeing as you men are all big babies anyway – and about as capable of making a commitment as…’


  ‘Why the anti-man stuff all of a sudden?’


  ‘Because… because those two men have gone and left her all on her own,’ she began, then started crying all over again.


  Charles knew that Fran’s husband had left her for a younger woman and he dimly remembered her telling him once that her father had abandoned the family when she was a child. Things connect together, he thought. Life is like a piece of music with themes that repeat themselves over and over in different keys and arrangements and tempos. It wasn’t a particularly original thought, but it sort of struck him. And it occurred to him that if he understood this truth a little better, he would finally know how to answer Jaz’s question.


  ‘But you, Charles,’ she said. ‘You’re not like them at all. You’re so brave and proud and you’re so… so lonely.’


  She drew him to her and gave him another kiss on the cheek. Suddenly Charles found himself pulling her towards him and pressing his lips against her mouth, her neck. They were both panting and she slipped her hand round his waist under his jacket. He’d undone the top three buttons of her blouse before he finally pulled himself back.


  ‘We’re in a right state aren’t we?’ he said, attempting a laugh. He opened the car door and climbed hastily out.


  He realised as he spoke that his erection was clearly visible and he turned away hastily to hide it. He got out his phone to call for a taxi.


  ‘It’s ridiculous that we’re even expected to drive when we’ve just been dealing with shifters,’ he said, ‘let alone just after someone has actually vanished in front of us. It’s just ridiculous.’


  His hand was shaking so much that he could hardly punch the buttons on the phone. With an equally wobbly hand, Fran buttoned herself up and passed him a tissue to wipe off the tears and make-up which she’d smeared across his face.


  ~*~


  Stacey Rugg had her hair shaven off in parallel stripes from front to back in order to allow the closest possible contact between dreamer moodpads and her scalp. Many people on the Zone did the same thing, often also using souped-up dreamer units which gave double or treble the legal voltage in order to maximise the fear, the lust, the thrill… Stacey’s hands were tattooed with names and knives and hearts and her arms were cross-hatched with self-inflicted scars. All her front teeth were missing and her ears were riddled with holes from which hung bones, hearts, tear-drops and hammers. Imbedded in the skin of her forehead was an ornament called a Soulfire currently popular in the Zones, a fake gemstone containing a hologram that supposedly changed colour to match your mood. On her hip was a little scabrous feral child, his face smeared with something sticky and red.


  Everyone went quiet, as they always did in these moments when they had finished picking over a ‘case’ and were confronted with the real human being. Dickie remembered, with a tiny pang of discomfort, an amusing but completely unfounded suggestion he had made earlier that Stacey was ‘on the game’. Karen Stimbling hoped that, in his summing up, Cyril would not repeat that she had called Stacey ‘obviously a complete and utter disaster’, which now seemed to her a little excessive, given that she had never met or heard of the woman until today.


  Only Joy and Cyril looked Stacey in the eye.


  ‘Welcome, Stacey,’ Cyril said with old-fashioned courtesy. ‘Do have a seat. Let’s start by checking you know everyone here.’


  The child, little Kaz, reached out across the table for one of the carafes of water that stood there. Stacey smacked him, hard, and everyone winced while Kaz began a pale thin sobbing.


  ‘Well, I know Miss Frost of course. I’ve known her since I was a kid. And I know him,’ Stacey looked at Dr Rajman. ‘He sorts out Wolfie’s inhalers and that.’


  She suddenly treated them all to a smile of dazzling sweetness.


  ‘Yes and I know her,’ she went on in the incongruously rustic accent of the Bristol Zones. ‘I know Lisa Finch.’


  WPC Stimbling was introduced.


  ‘And I’m Harriet Vere-Rogers,’ gushed the lay representative. ‘You don’t know me, Stacey, but I’m not a professional person like the other people here. I’m just an ordinary Bristol person like yourself.’


  There was a moment’s silence while everyone absorbed the preposterousness of Mrs Vere-Rogers’ claim. Then Cyril cleared his throat.


  ‘Now, Stacey,’ he continued, ‘we understand that you don’t want to be registered as a Social Inclusion Status citizen. I wonder if you could tell us a bit about why?’


  ‘Well, not being funny or nothing, but, like, I don’t want to be a dreggie no more, know what I mean?’


  ‘I’m sure we all understand that, but I wonder if you’ve thought where you would live if you weren’t on the Social Inclusion register? Because of course you’d have to give up your tenancy here on the Meadows within six months.’


  His tone was gentle and sympathetic but in reality his mind was far away. He had been here so many times before.


  ‘Well I hadn’t really decided about that yet, know what I mean? I thought I’d look in the papers and that, and try and get a place for me and the kids.’


  ‘What about money, Stacey? You know, don’t you, that only registered citizens can claim Social Inclusion Allowance? Able-bodied people don’t get benefits outside, except for very short periods in exceptional circumstances, not unless they’ve subscribed to a private scheme.’


  Kaz, who’d now stopped crying, reached out again for the jug of water. Stacey distracted him by taking out a family-sized packet of fruit gums, ripping it open and giving him the lot, which he devoured in handfuls.


  ‘I could get a job,’ Stacey said, without much conviction.


  ‘Good for you, but then of course there’d be the care arrangements for the children…’


  ‘Wolfie’s in the nursery now and I been trying to get a place for Kaz.’


  ‘But you mustn’t forget, Stacey, that you only get subsidised daycare in the Zones. Outside you have to pay the market rate which is, oh…’


  Finding that he had absolutely no idea, Cyril looked for help to Alice, and she suggested a figure which clearly startled Stacey very much. The Soulfire on Stacey’s forehead changed from a gentle green to a smouldering red, and a death’s head appeared in the middle of it, staring out from its depths.


  ‘I hate fucking meetings,’ Stacey muttered, ‘they do my head in.’


  ‘You see, Stacey,’ Cyril explained, ‘before you came in we were talking a bit about your circumstances and we really do think that it isn’t the right moment just now for you to drop your Social Inclusion status. Of course you are perfectly entitled to disagree and, if you want to, you’re quite free under the Act to go to court and challenge our decision. But I’d like you to think carefully about what is right for you and see if we can’t come to some agreement. Will you do that?’


  ‘Yeah, all right. I’m not being funny or nothing,’ said Stacey humbly.


  Most people were humble at this point in Cyril’s experience. Only a minority erupted into rage as they saw the net closing around them.


  Joy Frost stepped in.


  ‘Stacey, I think you and I get on pretty well don’t we?’


  Stacey nodded.


  ‘Well, listen. You used that silly word “dreggie” just now. Well there are silly words for everything. People call the likes of Lisa and Cyril here “deskies”, don’t they? They call me an old battle-axe, so I’ve been told, and I bet you know much worse names which I haven’t heard about. But what I always ask people to remember is this: Social Inclusion status doesn’t mean that you are being thrown on the scrap heap. It means that society recognises that you need special help to sort your life out. I for one happen to believe you need that special help and I happen to believe you deserve it. By keeping you on the Social Inclusion Register we are simply making sure you get it. A time may come, Stacey, when you don’t need those things and when that day comes, you get back to us and I can promise you that Cyril and I and Dr Rajman and Lisa and everyone else round this table will all shout “Hooray! Well done! Let’s get you off that register straight away!” But we do think that just at the moment, you still need that help.’


  Cyril smiled with affection and genuine admiration. Joy really believed what she said. In spite of everything she still believed in it, or believed at any rate that, by sheer commitment, the deskies could make the rhetoric real.


  ‘So what do you say, Stacey?’ Joy said. ‘You must admit that it does make sense for the moment doesn’t it?’


  Stacey nodded reluctantly, crestfallen but resigned. Kaz meanwhile took the opportunity to empty the carafe across the table. Dr Rajman swore. Alice fetched some paper towels. Karen Stimbling had a fit of the giggles. Mrs Vere-Rogers dabbed at Dr Rajman’s sodden notes.


  ‘But before you finally make up your mind,’ said Cyril, ‘there are some obligations attached to registration as well as benefits, which I’ve now got to go through with you.’


  Although he knew this part of the Act by heart, Cyril had the habit at this point of opening the copy of the statute that lay in front of him and smoothing down the relevant page, so as to remind people – and remind himself – that he didn’t make the rules.


  ‘First of all there are some rules about your movements outside of the Zone. As you know, normally you can go where you like when you like. Your only obligation is to show your ID to the Line Officer. But if you commit offences you can be prohibited for a fixed period from crossing the Line.’


  Stacey nodded impatiently. She knew all this. You got caught shop-lifting down in Broadmead, you’d be given a one-month ‘Restrict’. You got caught burgling a house in Clifton and you’d have Restrict for six months or a year. Everyone knew that!


  ‘It sounds so awful, doesn’t it?’ exclaimed Mrs Vere-Rogers to everyone around the table, as if afraid they might suddenly renounce the system that provided their livelihoods. ‘But don’t forget that in the old days before the Act, a lot of the people who would now be put on Restriction Orders were actually sent to prison.’


  ‘There are some rules about credit as well,’ Cyril went on. ‘You can’t get a credit card if you are on the Social Inclusion Register and you can’t take out most types of loan.’


  Dickie Clarke laughed: ‘I wish I could get those rules applied to my wife!’


  ‘I wish someone could apply them to me,’ piped in WPC Stimbling.


  ‘Absolutely!’ cried Mrs Vere-Rogers.


  ‘The only other restriction,’ said Cyril, ‘is about voting in elections…’


  ‘Oh I ain’t bothered about that!’


  ‘All as bad as each other, eh, Stacey?’ chuckled Dickie, and Mrs Vere-Rogers, the prospective parliamentary candidate for the Labour Party, gave a little shout of laughter.


  Stacey’s Soulfire had returned to a smiling green.


  ~*~


  The taxi-driver – he was a short, plump Asian man with the strong accent of a recent immigrant – kept glancing in the mirror at Fran and Charles, trying to work out what the relationship was between them and what was going on. He could see that Fran had been crying. He could see that Charles was dry eyed but very agitated. He wondered whether they’d had some lovers’ quarrel but there was no obvious antagonism between them and they seemed oddly assorted to be lovers anyway. Perhaps she was the young man’s older sister or his aunt? Perhaps the two of them were coming from some family tragedy, some huge row? But then why had they abandoned a new and expensive car?


  As he turned into the estate near the M4/M5 intersection where Britannia House was located, it occurred to the taxi driver for the first time that their destination was the offices of the Immigration Service, and he became afraid. Charles and Fran both knew this because the slip let them feel his fear almost as if it was their own. They couldn’t tell whether his own immigration status was irregular or whether he was implicated in some way in some illegal activity related to immigration, but for some reason he was frightened, imagining himself to have been caught in some sort of elaborate sting.


  Later he would realise how absurd this was. If the immigration service had wanted to call him in for questioning they would hardly need to pose as a couple in distress in a lay-by on the road to Weston. But that was later. Now, when Charles reached over to pay him, his own fingers shaking, the driver too was struggling to get a grip on the notes and coins. There is such a thin line between the everyday life that people try to make for themselves and the things they fear, constantly crowding in.


  ~*~


  As he went out to his car after the meeting, Cyril found Mrs Vere-Rogers just about to get into her Volvo.


  ‘Thank you so much, Mr Burkitt,’ she enthused. ‘I really was very impressed. I only wish some of the critics of the Social Inclusion system could have been there to see it for themselves. What I can’t seem to get through to those people is that most folk in the Zones happily choose registration of their own free will when it’s properly and sympathetically explained to them, because they can see it’s in their own interests!’


  Cyril gave a little shrug. ‘Well, I do my job to the best of my ability but I must say I have my doubts about the system myself.’


  ‘Oh but you mustn’t, Mr Burkitt. You’re doing a marvellous job, and not only for the people who live here but for the whole country too.’


  ‘I wish I could share your conviction.’


  The Lay Representative looked earnest.


  ‘Mr Burkitt, please don’t think me one of those dreadful know-alls, but it so happens I’ve just completed a thesis on this for my PhD and I do know what I’m talking about.’


  She fixed him with a gaze of disturbing sincerity.


  ‘Do you know that for more than a century, except during times of war, there has always been a few percent of the population outside the world of work, and that economic science tells us that this is actually necessary in order to control inflation and maintain economic growth? What you are doing here is to look after those few percent of the population in as humane and decent way as possible, keeping them separate from the rest of society to maintain the work ethic outside, yet at the same time helping these temporarily excluded individuals back into the wider society as soon as they are ready to make the move. I can see that it must be hard at times because you are all such wonderful caring people. But this really really is the best for everyone…’


  She wagged a finger at him playfully.


  ‘…and I have read all the books.’


  ‘Well…’ began Cyril with a resigned shrug.


  But Mrs Vere-Rogers hadn’t finished yet.


  ‘Of course all this shifter nonsense is a worry for you all, I know.’ She looked deep into his eyes with an alarmingly compassionate expression on her face. ‘We’re going to have to have a good look at that, we really are, a jolly good look. But that’s an entirely different matter isn’t it? You really mustn’t let it take away from what you’re achieving.’


  Cyril climbed into his car and drove through the gate of the compound and back onto Meadow Way. He was heading for a meeting in another Zone called Knowle South and he turned into Holly Rise, his usual short-cut to the Thurston Road. As he did so he noticed, without paying it much attention, that an old Ford which had just followed him out of Central Square had turned the corner after him.


  Were the shifters a completely separate matter, he wondered, as he headed down Holly Rise?


  ~*~


  The Ford pulled out, accelerated in a cloud of dirty exhaust smoke, and swerved across in front of him. Forced to swerve himself, Cyril crashed into a street lamp, crushing his engine and flinging him violently forward into the white airbag that bloomed from his steering wheel.


  Three young men had jumped out of the Ford with sledgehammers in their hands.


  Ah, thought Cyril, strangely calm. So this is it. This is what it’s going to be like.


  One hammer smashed through his windscreen, another through his side window. Then his door was pulled open and he was dragged out head first onto the road.


  ‘Deskie bastard!’ one of them hissed at him, ‘You’re dead meat!’


  Time stretched out. It seemed possible to contemplate every angle and weigh up every possible move. Cyril rolled to one side just in time to avoid a hammer blow, which struck sparks and chips of concrete out of the kerb. He rolled the other way to avoid a second. Then, realising that he would soon be pulverised if he stayed on the ground, he pulled himself to his feet and flung himself on his nearest assailant, throwing his arms around the man as if in passionate embrace and whirling him round in a crazy waltz, so the others wouldn’t be able to strike at him without risking hitting their friend.


  There was a cheer. All around the unfolding drama, the dreggies were coming out of their houses to watch, old and young, men and women, some of them rooting for Cyril, some for the men who wanted to kill him.


  Thrub – thrub - thrub came faintly from over the roof-tops.


  ‘I’ll rip your fucking head off, deskie,’ muttered the man in Cyril’s embrace, dropping his hammer and seizing Cyril round the throat with both hands.


  The air was acrid with burning oil from the crushed engine of Cyril’s car.


  ‘Go on, Jod! Strangle the bastard!’


  ~*~


  Small plastic cylinders began to clatter to the ground, seeping a smooth white vapour, and a loudhailer crackled into life somewhere in the sky, giving out stern but totally incomprehensible instructions.


  ‘Arznad arnefy pootha!’ it sounded like, ‘arznad arnefy poonathol!’


  The helicopter was directly overhead and descending rapidly.


  ‘Come on, Jod,’ shouted one of the men. ‘We’d better run for it.’


  The man in Cyril’s arms pulled away and Cyril sank to the ground as gas from the canisters came scalding into his eyes. The onlookers fled back into their houses, shrieking excitedly.


  Time passed. Something dripped peacefully from the engine of Cyril’s car. The wind from the helicopter’s rotor blew gas and smoke around his face, like a toxic breeze on the surface of an alien planet.


  ~*~


  ‘You need to move away from the car, sir,’ said the gentle voice of a police officer. ‘As quickly as possible please, sir. Because of the petrol.’


  Kindly hands helped Cyril up. A woman from one of the houses offered him a box of tissues to wipe his eyes. An old man brought a glass of water. A policeman produced a fire extinguisher and doused Cyril’s smouldering engine.


  ‘I’m fine!’ Cyril called out excitedly, feeling himself at the centre of a universe of love. ‘I’m absolutely fine!’


  It seemed to him that he’d never felt so fine in his entire life.


  ‘How is my car? I’ve a meeting at Knowle South which I need to get to.’


  ‘We’ll phone and cancel for you,’ said a sergeant. ‘One of my officers will run you down to the hospital.’


  ‘Hospital? No need! No need at all. I’m fine! Never felt better.’


  ‘You’ve had a very close shave there, sir. Very close. It’s lucky our chopper spotted that car following you, otherwise this could have turned out much worse for you.’


  ‘Honestly, nothing more than a couple of bruises. If you can just phone the office in Knowle South to say I’ll be a bit late…’


  ‘You’re suffering from shock sir. It’ll hit you in a bit. PC Leonard will run you down to the hospital for a check-up and then take you home. Is there anyone you’d like us to phone. Your wife perhaps?’


  ‘My wife is dead,’ said Cyril. ‘She’s dead. She died. She sadly died…’


  He had a momentary glimpse of a chasm, an immense gaping emptiness. But then the waves of love came back again, lifting him up and carrying him away.


  It was like being in heaven.


  ~*~


  ‘Ugly business, sir,’ said young PC Leonard as he drove Cyril away from the scene.


  He was a prim, intense young man of twenty-two who had joined the force in order to combat evil.


  ‘Someone phoned me this morning and threatened me,’ Cyril said. ‘I’ve been trying all day to think who it was.’


  ‘We’ll need to get the details off you, sir, as soon as you’re ready.’


  ‘Yes of course, but the trouble is that there are so many people round here who hate me.’


  ‘I don’t see why, sir, when all you’re doing is trying to help.’


  ‘I’m not sure that’s how they see it.’


  ‘Yes well, that’s outsiders stirring them up, isn’t it? It’s foreigners, and university people… And of course there’s these shifters we’ve been hearing so much about. If only we could be left alone to get on with the job here, we could do wonders, don’t you think, sir?’


  They had come to the Line. The gate opened for them and, secure in his little bullet-proof booth, the Line officer waved them through.


  ‘I was at the zoo yesterday,’ Cyril said affably as they moved off. ‘I took my grandsons and my daughter to the zoo.’


  ‘The zoo!’ exclaimed PC Leonard. ‘My wife and I love the zoo. We’re Friends of the zoo, in fact. We’ve got a season ticket and we’ve got a…’


  Cyril had not taken in a word of this.


  ‘They’re funny places, zoos, aren’t they?’ he said, not even noticing that he was interrupting. ‘Once upon a time they were just for entertainment. Chimps’ tea-parties, camel rides, all that. Then someone decided it was wrong to keep animals just to laugh at them, and zoos were suddenly all about conservation and science and saving the planet. And now of course they’re supposed to be about something else again: resurrecting dead species, increasing bio-diversity, all of that. Doesn’t make much difference from the animal’s point of view, though, does it? It all boils down to the same thing in the end. Them locked up in cages: us lot looking in…’


  Cyril laughed loudly at this but PC Leonard was rather stung. He and his wife had adopted a small Pliocene opossum called Gringo that lived nowhere else on Earth but Bristol Zoo, and they were very proud of their name on the sign outside the possum’s cage and of the framed certificate on the wall of their lounge.


  ‘Oh I don’t know, sir. I think it’s very valuable work. And of course it’s wonderful for the country. Britain is on the cutting edge of…’


  ‘Those poor mammoths,’ said Cyril. ‘They’re like chained titans, aren’t they? Once they ruled the world and now…’


  His voice broke. PC Leonard glanced uneasily across at him.


  The old deskie was shaking with sobs.


  Chapter 10


  That afternoon and all the next day the switchboard at the DSI police station in Thurston Meadows was jammed by dozens of agitated callers waiting to be put through. It seemed that everyone who had a grudge or an obsession or a paranoid delusion suddenly needed urgently to be heard. Some wanted their own personal hunches to be prioritised over all others and acted upon at once, threatening the police with ‘the media’ if they failed to act. Others wanted to issue lurid new death threats of their own against the deskies in general, against Burkitt personally or against sundry other named DSI employees. Another group again wanted to name names, accusing neighbours, ex-boyfriends, the boyfriends of ex-girlfriends of being responsible for the crime. And then there were those who had more elaborate charges to lay, and could prove beyond all doubt that Burkitt’s attackers, or the DSI, or Burkitt himself were in league with the Americans, Satan, foreigners or aliens from outer space.


  And they didn’t just use the phone. In the waiting area by the duty desk still more accusers gathered, hissing and crackling and smouldering away like lit fireworks. They muttered and clutched dog-eared notebooks. They leapt up and sat down again. They craned their necks to see what was going on behind the toughened glass and peered with jealous and suspicious eyes at each new arrival coming in. News had happened. News had arrived in Thurston Meadows and they were all desperate to be a part of it.


  Then Slug came in. His eyes red, his skin glistening with sweat, he burst into the office and straight away began thumping and banging on the glass.


  ‘Take a ticket please sir,’ said the duty officer, putting her hand over the mouthpiece of her phone. ‘You’ll be called when your number comes up. We’re very busy as you can see, so I’m afraid there’ll be a bit of a wait.’


  ‘I’m no’ waiting for nobody, alright? I need tae talk to the Immigration people and I need tae talk to them now.’


  ‘There’s other people before you, sir. If you just take a ticket, we’ll be along…’


  But the desk sergeant looked over and saw straight away that this wasn’t going to work.


  ‘Can I just take your ID, sir?’ he asked, coming across to the window.


  ‘Never mind that. I need tae see the immigration people now.’


  The sergeant tried the extension number for the office where Charles and his colleagues were temporarily based.


  ‘I’m very sorry, sir,’ he said, ‘but none of the Immigration people is available at the moment. Can you give me your name?’


  ‘Never mind my fucking name, pal. They’re going tae want to hear what I’ve got tae say to them. They’re going tae want to hear it very badly. Do you understand me? I want you tae call one ay them and tell him tae come back now.’


  Eventually he was persuaded that he needed to talk to a policeman first so that they would know what to tell the Immigration people. An officer came out – it was PC Leonard, the proud adoptive parent of that Pliocene opossum in Bristol Zoo – and took him to an interview room.


  ‘Have a seat, sir,’ said PC Leonard.


  But Slug was too agitated to sit down. Pacing about in the tiny room, he took out a cigarette and lit it with yellow, shaking fingers.


  ‘Okay pal,’ he said, when he’d finally managed to get the thing to light. ‘Now you listen tae me. You write this down. I know who’s behind the attack on that deskie yesterday. It’s shifters. They’re trying tae get young men tae join up wi’ them and they’re setting them tae kill people as a test. That Burkitt was lucky. Those boys meant tae kill him. But there’s lots more deskies on the list I can tell you.’


  He sucked in smoke so hungrily that the filter came apart in his mouth and he had to break it off.


  ‘Sorry sir, I’m not quite clear. Are you saying that…?’


  ‘Are you going to fucking shut up and listen, sunshine, or am I going tae lose my rag? Write this down, okay? I can tell them who’s putting these boys up tae this. I can give them names. I can tell them where they’re hiding. But I need slip first. Nae slip, nae information. Simple as that. Write it down. I’ll come in this time tomorrow – all right? – the same time tomorrow. Write it down. And if you don’t have one ay they Immigration people there with a bag ay slip all ready – twenty seeds minimum, mind, I know they’ve got plenty – then forget it, I willnae even open my mouth. Do you get my drift, sunshine? Have you written all that down? Loads ay people are going tae die unless someone listens to me, and I won’t talk without seeds. Write it down. That’s my message. That’s all I’ve got tae…’


  Slug’s phone bleeped. He took it out of his pocket with trembling fingers.


  ‘Shit,’ he muttered as he saw the name on the screen. ‘I’m out ay here.’


  ‘Wait a minute, sir!’ said PC Leonard. ‘Could I just…’


  But Slug was gone, out of the interview room, out of the building. Footage from the CCTV cameras outside the DSI compound was subsequently to show him beginning to run in one direction, then changing his mind and running in the other.


  Later on, when the Royal Commission looked into the whole Clifton tragedy, much would be made of PC Leonard’s failure to realise the importance of what Slug had said to him, and his failure to recognise that Slug was not only a shifter himself but the specific shifter wanted for questioning in connection with the Tammy Pendant disappearance. But PC Leonard would always stick stubbornly to the same defence.


  ‘I just thought he was a nutter,’ he would maintain, exactly as he did when Charles questioned him about it that same day. ‘The place was full of nutters that morning. I just thought he was off his head.’


  ~*~


  Late that afternoon Carl got a call on his mobile as he was heading down to the Old England.


  ‘All right, Carl? How’s it going? Got a little job on for you, my old mate. Tell me where you are and I’ll swing by for you.’


  There was no pressure, no hint of menace, and yet somehow also no choice.


  Gunnar picked Carl up in the white van that Laf had used before. He was dressed in overalls like a plumber.


  ‘So what’s this job then?’ Carl asked.


  ‘A nasty little job, I’m afraid mate,’ Gunnar said. ‘A nasty job. One of those little things you’d rather you didn’t have to do but you know you’ve got to, if you know what I mean.’


  He drove out of the Zone, out of the city and six or seven miles down the A37 into Somerset before he eventually turned down a small side road, and then up a track into some dank and overgrown woods, where he pulled up behind another car which had arrived earlier. The sky was dark by now and it was lightly but steadily raining.


  ‘Sling that lot on, mate,’ said Gunnar, indicating a heap of work clothes and some boots in the back of the van. ‘We don’t want you to go home looking all muddy and that do we? Your mum would moan at you.’


  While Carl changed, Gunnar rolled up a spliff. He passed it across when Carl had finally got the boots on and Carl drew in the rich and oily smoke as Gunnar led the way into the wood. The black trees, choked with creepers and ivy, seemed somehow intense and limitless to Carl, like the black worms he’d seen in his mind dividing and dividing as he lay on the floor in the shifters’ hideaway. More sinister still, there was a deep silence which was completely new to him. Apart from that one night when Laf first took him to Erik’s hideaway, he had never in his life been anywhere where the sound of traffic couldn’t be heard. Here there was only the rain.


  And then a strange cry came suddenly from straight above him.


  ‘Fuck!’ Carl cried out. ‘What the bloody hell’s that?’


  ‘An owl, me old mate. Just a harmless little old owl.’


  Gunnar snapped on a powerful torch.


  ‘So what is this job exactly?’ Carl asked.


  It was the third time he’d asked the question.


  ‘Like I say, a nasty little job,’ Gunnar told him. ‘A sort of disciplinary matter, I suppose you’d call it.’


  The torch made a tunnel of pale tree trunks, surrounded on every side by darkness.


  ‘Disciplinary?’ Carl was alarmed. ‘You’re not saying I done something wrong or nothing are you, only I…’


  ‘Oh no, mate. Not you, bless you! No it’s Slug. You remember Slug? The little Scotch geezer? He’s done a silly thing, I’m afraid. Poor fella, he wishes he hadn’t done it now. And I wish he hadn’t either because then we wouldn’t be in this position he’s put us in. But you’ve got to have some discipline, eh Carl, or where would we be?’


  There was more torchlight through the trees ahead of them.


  ‘Here we are then, mate. Soon get it over with and then we’ll get you home in time for cocoa and telly with your mum.’


  A small group was waiting for them. It proved to consist of skull-faced Laf, Erik, two young men who Carl hadn’t met before called Jod and Micky, and Slug himself. Slug was naked from the waist up, gagged, and tied hand and foot with rope. He was shivering violently.


  ‘Ah Carl!’ purred Erik. ‘Carl, Carl, Carl! Carl of the pithy phrases. Good to see you again, my friend. Glad you could make it.’


  ‘Yeah, right,’ muttered Carl, glancing furtively at the terrified eyes of Slug and then looking quickly away again.


  ‘There’s a little stream running by just over there, Carl,’ Erik warned, ‘so careful you don’t fall into it in the dark. It’s a bit late in the year for swimming.’


  ‘Yeah, cheers mate.’


  ‘Now then, let’s get down to business. Jod, can you put up the noose, please? Micky, can you light up the branch so Jod can see what he’s doing?’


  By torchlight, Jod threw a rope over a thick branch that thrust out over the stream. Slug made desperate noises through his gag.


  ‘Oh come on, Slug,’ Erik said. ‘You don’t deny you were trying to sell us out to the authorities do you? You don’t pretend you didn’t know the price of treachery?’


  He turned to Carl.


  ‘I even told you that, Carl, didn’t I? I told you at our very first meeting what I’d do if you betrayed us.’


  ‘Yeah,’ Carl muttered.


  ‘And we’ve only met once, haven’t we? Whereas Slug, well, we go back for some time, don’t we Slug? We’re old companions. So, after all this time, you really can’t claim you didn’t know. It just doesn’t wash.’


  ‘MMMMMM!’ went Slug.


  Erik laughed and turned back to Carl.


  ‘So remind me, Carl, my friend. Remind Slug here. What did I tell you about the penalty for treachery?’


  Carl ran his tongue round his dry lips.


  ‘Hang… hanging. And… a spear…’


  ‘That’s it. Well done, Carl. I knew you were on the ball. Hanging and spearing. The traditional form of sacrifice to Wod. Wod once even sacrificed himself to himself in that way, would you believe, sacrificed himself to himself and so found a new and deeper knowledge. Or so the story goes. Who knows, maybe you’ll find it too, Slug? Maybe you’ll find the wisdom that has so spectacularly eluded you thus far.’


  He lifted his torch to illuminate Slug’s face, glanced back at Carl.


  ‘Slug’s big mistake was to underestimate me,’ Erik said. ‘I’m something of a “techie”, as Laf likes to call me. I’m rather good with electronics and the like. I had Slug here wired and he didn’t know it. I had a little bug sewn into that greasy jacket of his. I’m afraid it’s embarrassingly easy to bug someone who never changes his clothes. I had him wired and I heard everything he said to the police. Everything. Childish I know, but the first thing I did was send him a little text message to let him know I was listening.’


  He turned to Jod.


  ‘Next job, I think, is to tie the bag of stones to him, if you don’t mind.’


  Jod fastened a bulging knapsack round Slug’s waist. Erik nodded.


  ‘Right. I think we’re all set now. Laf and Gunnar, will you do the honours please.’


  With a muffled wailing sound, Slug sank to the ground and curled up into a foetal position, but Laf and Gunnar simply dragged him along the ground. Spotlit by the torches of Micky and Jod, Laf fastened the noose around Slug’s neck and Gunnar pulled on the rope until he was firstly lifted back up onto his feet and then forced to stand on tiptoe right at the edge of the stream. Gunnar tied the other end of the rope securely round the tree trunk. There was a moment of stillness, and then Carl became aware that Erik had produced a long spear from somewhere and was creeping slowly forward, like a leopard, if rather a stiff and ungainly one, creeping towards its prey. The spear had a large metal head, maybe two or three inches across at its widest part, and almost a foot long.


  ‘Right?’ asked Laf.


  ‘Right,’ said Erik.


  Laf pushed Slug so that he swung out over the water, threshing and gagging horribly. And at once Erik came rushing forward to thrust the heavy spear into Slug’s belly, twisting it and then pulling it back out. A great gout of blood and intestines slewed from Slug’s body and slopped down into the stream. Carl vomited profusely.


  ‘Cut him loose,’ ordered Erik.


  Gunnar took out a knife and cut the rope so that Slug fell into the water. Weighed down by the bag of stones, he sank immediately to the bottom. They all went forward to look down at him, clearly visible by torchlight through the limpid water. He was still kicking and threshing away down there, his pale guts waving in the current like some grotesque kind of waterweed, the dark blood pouring up from him and off down the stream like a trail of oily smoke.


  When Carl vomited again, Erik turned on him.


  ‘Are you shocked by what you’ve seen, Carl? Do you disapprove?’


  ‘No mate, no,’ Carl hastily wiped his chin, very very anxious indeed to dispel any impression of disapproval. ‘It’s just, you know, I’ve never seen a bloke killed before. I’m not used to it. I know he deserved it, if he grassed you up and that. I know he had it coming to him.’


  Erik didn’t seem to hear his answer.


  ‘It is brutal I agree,’ he mused. ‘It is in fact a crime, not only in the legal sense but in the moral one. But at least it is a crime of heat and violence, not of timidity and coldness. Those Inclusion Zones are a crime too. Those cold DSI offices with their pine furniture and their priggish mission statements are a crime, of which the beneficiaries and perpetrators are the prosperous and comfortable folk who live outside, far, far away. That’s a crime too. But here’s the thing, Carl: you can’t avoid committing crimes. Like animals we humans have no choice but to transgress against others if we are to live at all. Look at a hawk, Carl, hovering in readiness for the kill! Look at a lion about to pounce! We have no choice but to commit crimes. The only choice we have is the kinds of crime we commit: the crimes of coldness and bloodlessness or the crimes of blood and heat.’


  ‘Yeah,’ said Carl, who had turned away from Slug’s corpse and the obscene white ribbons trailing from its belly. He didn’t understand what Erik was saying, but he knew that Erik was one of the coldest and most bloodless people he had ever met, including even his icy aunt Liz Wheeler, Tammy Pendant’s mother.


  The others too seemed to have grown tired of looking down at Slug. They stopped shining their torch beams into the water and swept them this way and that while they waited to be told what would happen next, conjuring out of non-existence the ivy-choked shapes of individual trees and then surrendering them back again to the darkness. Each tree was different, each one a unique and separate hieroglyph, alien and utterly opaque.


  ‘Turn off the lights,’ commanded Erik. ‘I would like to say a few words about the late departed Slug. Or Steven Kenneth Patrick McIntosh, to give him his real name.’


  It had stopped raining. Ragged openings had appeared here and there in the cloud above them, and bright stars were shining through.


  ‘There is a story,’ said Erik into the darkness, and he sounded just like a vicar at a funeral. ‘There is a story that when Wod’s son Baldur died, everyone and everything wept in each and every one of the many worlds of the Tree. Not only the people and the gods, not only the giants and the demons and the trolls, but even the animals, even the fishes in the rivers and the seas, even the plants and stones. Some versions of the story even suggest that the world still weeps for him with each new day, and that what we call dew-drops are really the earth’s never-ending tears. A rather charming notion, I’ve always thought.


  ‘But something tells me that no one will weep for Steven Kenneth Patrick McIntosh. There will be some squeamishness, some distaste at the manner of his passing. There will be some sense of shock and fear among the brutish and degraded creatures that it pleased Steven to call his friends. But I feel rather confident that no one will feel the slightest pang of grief for Steven himself, for the world made no room for poor Slug. All his life he beat on the cold stone wall that excluded him – and he tried everything, including, finally, treachery – but it never yielded to him, never let him in. He was always utterly alone.’


  The starlight reflected in the smooth surface of the stream created the illusion that this small dark tangled place was surrounded on all sides by a glittering sphere, and Carl tried to persuade himself that what was happening here wasn’t real, that real life was still going on somewhere else, far away outside.


  ‘Was that the test then?’ he asked Gunnar on the way back. ‘Have I passed the test?’


  ‘Oh bless you, Carl! That wasn’t a test, my old mate. I mean, being fair, you didn’t really do anything yourself did you? You just watched, didn’t you? If we’re honest, you just watched. No, we’ll have to sort the test out for you later, mate.’


  He sighed.


  ‘It’s a busy old time at the moment though, mate. We’ve got a lot on. A lot of tests, a lot of stuff to get together, a lot of plans. It might be a little while before we get back to you. But we will do, mate, don’t you worry about that. We’ll get back to you as quickly as we possibly can.’


  Chapter 11


  A small ceremony was held in the DSI office in Thurston Meadows to mark Cyril Burkitt’s departure. Janet Richards was there. So was Janet’s boss, the regional director Peter Silver. And about twenty or thirty DSI staff – social workers, administrators, policemen, teachers – had come to say goodbye, including Jazamine Bright.


  Janet Richards said a few words about Cyril’s long service and his encyclopaedic knowledge of the people of the Bristol Zones. Peter Silver, as was traditional, read out a few amusing extracts from Cyril’s personnel file. Then Cyril was presented with his farewell card, a book token, a stainless steel garden spade and a tearful kiss from his secretary Alice, who had organised the collection envelope and bought the token, the spade and the card.


  When it was his turn to make a speech, Cyril talked about the families he had worked with, first as a social worker, then as a social work manager and finally as a registration manager, and he spoke about the names that had kept recurring over his whole career – the Wheelers, the Pendants, the Delaneys, the Blows, the Tonsils… With each name he mentioned everyone laughed and gave a cheer of recognition. They’d all worked with members of these families. They all had tales they could tell.


  ‘…And it occurs to me,’ Cyril said, ‘that these are the Great Families of the Bristol Zones, the famous old bloodlines. If I’m going to say goodbye to my job properly, I should say goodbye to them as well as to all of you. So what I’ve decided to do is to hire a room in that conference centre up at the Zoo and throw a party for the Pendants and the Wheelers and all the rest of them, as well as for as many of you as can make it!”


  Everyone laughed, loudly and generously, not quite getting the joke but assuming that a joke was what it was, for Cyril was known for his off-beam sense of humour. And Cyril just stood there and smiled and waited until it dawned on his colleagues, one by one, that he wasn’t joking at all.


  ‘I’ve sent the invitations out this morning,’ he said. ‘You’re all invited. I’ll provide the food and drink.’


  ‘You should have seen Janet and Peter’s faces,’ Jazamine told Charles later. ‘You should have seen those frozen smiles!’


  ~*~


  No one had ever invited the dreggies to a retirement do before and Janet Richards tried all kinds of tricks to prevent it from happening. She suggested it posed a security risk and that Cyril would be in danger from the group of shifters who’d tried to kill him, but when Burkitt pointed out that the event would be invitation only and that he’d hired some bouncers to mind the door, she changed tack and suggested that it would reflect badly on the Zones if there was any trouble of disturbance.


  ‘I don’t mean reflect badly on our Department,’ she explained. ‘We’ve got broad shoulders after all! I mean reflect badly on the people you really care about, Cyril, the Zone residents themselves. Do you see what I mean? If there was any kind of problem at the Zoo, it might feed into the “dreggie” stereotype?’


  She even offered free use of a DSI community centre as an alternative, and food and drink at the DSI’s expense, but Cyril politely batted these suggestions aside. Janet might not like it but, at the time, in that particular world, there was still no law that could prevent Zone residents from crossing the line, unless they were under a restriction order.


  ~*~


  Jaz invited Charles to go with her to the Zoo party, but he was working late that day and didn’t arrive until it was already well under way. Burkitt had clearly spent a lot of money. There were long tables piled with food. There were glasses of champagne set out in rows with a team of catering staff at hand to replenish them. There was a DJ playing records on the stage. There were dozens of tables with white tablecloths and silverware and a vase of flowers on each.


  Most of the hundred-odd guests were residents of Thurston Meadows and the other Bristol Zones. Many DSI staff had stayed away. Those, like Jaz, who had turned up, found themselves not only in a minority but also having to relate to the Delaneys and the Pendants and the rest in a way that was completely different from what they were used to. However egalitarian their political convictions, however much they’d tried in their daily work to treat everyone with respect, the fact remained that when they’d met these people before it had always been in connection with problems – financial problems, housing problems, legal problems, problems with their children or their elderly relatives, problems with their neighbours – and always in a context where the deskies had the power: the power to give or withhold at the very least, but often also the power to compel.


  But here the dreggies were equals. Many of them in suits and ties or party dresses, they were simply fellow guests. Some were interesting and attractive, some tedious or hard to like, as the people at any party might be. They were just people, and so were the deskies, and this came as a surprise to both sides.


  Cyril himself moved from deskie to dreggie to deskie with a manic delight, introducing people to each other – ‘John, you must come and meet Harry here! He shares your obsession with old vinyl records. His whole front room is full of them!’ – embarrassing people by telling stories at their expense – ‘I know Rhoda has a reputation as one of the fiercest deskies in the business, but do you know she is absolutely terrified of spiders?’ – and launching off at the smallest pretext on long stories about the events of his life, whether long ago or very recent indeed.


  ‘It’s a cliché I know but it was as if time stood still. There I was, hanging on like grim death to this chap and thinking that in few moments one of them would beat my brains out, and yet I seemed to have all the time in the world. It wasn’t until it was all over and I was halfway home that I sort of rejoined the normal flow of time. It was as if I’d been underwater and had finally reached the surface. Oddly enough that was when I first got the idea for having this party at the Zoo….’


  ‘Poor Cyril,’ said Jazamine.


  ‘Why poor?’ Charles asked. ‘He looks like he’s having the time of his life!’


  ‘Yes I think he is. But tomorrow the time of his life will be in the past and then what will he do?’


  But at this point Cyril got up on the stage at the top of the hall, tapped on the microphone and asked everyone if he could have their attention.


  ~*~


  It was a long talk, rambling back and forth across time and between the various Bristol Zones, and moving from jokes and anecdotes to reflections on the changes he’d seen.


  ‘Of course when we started out,’ he said, ‘we didn’t have Zones, and we didn’t have a DSI. But even back then, when my job was protecting children, not managing registration conferences, I used to wonder why we worked almost entirely with people who were hard up or on benefits. Did rich people never hurt their children? Were families in Clifton incapable of neglectfulness?’


  ‘Of course they bloody are,’ growled someone in his audience.


  Cyril nodded.


  ‘Of course they are,’ he agreed. ‘I’m sure better-off families have plenty of those sorts of problems, but I suspect that nearly all of it goes unseen by public agencies, because well-to-do people have this thing called privacy, while poor people have always lived under surveillance. Social workers have meetings with their children’s teachers, schools talk to their doctors, doctors have chats with the police. It’s as if dreggies remain children all their lives and need grown-ups there to watch over them.’


  There was a small rustle of anger across the hall. It seemed extraordinarily insensitive to use the derogatory term ‘dreggie’ to an audience in which dreggies were the largest group, and many of them had understandably taken exception to it.


  But Cyril went on as if he hadn’t even noticed.


  ‘All my adult life,’ he said, ‘there have been a million or more unemployed people in this country. Sometimes the figures go down and the government claims the credit. Sometimes the figures go up and the government blames either its predecessors, or the international economic situation, or both. But, regardless of these fluctuations, there have always been a substantial number of people without a job. It’s always seen as a problem, and something is always being done about it, but the fundamental fact remains unchanged.


  ‘And now of course, we have the DSI, the latest scheme in a long line that goes back to the days of the workhouse and the Poor Law. All you lot would be gathered together, that was the plan, and given a special status. And all us lot – social workers and health professionals and police and everyone, working together as one big team – would help you organise your lives, sort out your problems and get you back into the economy again as useful and productive citizens. That was the idea, and at one time I believed in it myself.


  ‘But then one day, quite suddenly, it came to me! We’re supposed to keep on battling but we’re not supposed to win. The government needs you lot to be out of work. That’s how they keep some sort of discipline in the labour force! That and immigration. You’re a warning to the working population not to shirk and not to demand higher wages. Everyone knows they’ve got to behave themselves or they’ll lose their job to someone who’ll do it for less, and end up living in dreg estates like you.


  ‘But here’s the complicated bit. The government might need a bunch of people out of work but it can never admit to leaving a million or two people on the scrapheap on purpose. Quite possibly its members can’t admit it even to themselves. So they always have to be seen to be doing something about it. Hence the DSI. Hence the new policy initiatives every second week. Hence our fine slogan: “Let’s tackle this together!”’


  Cyril laughed as he looked out at the uncomfortable faces.


  ‘Probably most of you have worked all this out long ago. It’s not an original thought – there are books by the dozen that’ll tell you exactly the same thing – but, as some of you may have noticed over the years, I’ve always been a bit slow on the uptake. Slow or not, though, once I had realised this was the case, I began to see that most of what the DSI does is just for show. What looks like moving forward, turns out, again and again, to just be a fancy way of staying in the same place.


  ‘If we ever had a government that, for instance, gave everyone the legal right to a paid job, then perhaps we’d have a government that really meant business about social inclusion. But until that day, I reckon you can have all the DSI staff you like…’


  Here he paused and smiled benignly out at his uncomfortable listeners.


  ‘…Or don’t like as the case may be,’ he added, getting the tiniest little glimmer of a laugh. ‘You can give them all the resources and all the best intentions in the world, but nothing is going to change.’


  Here he paused. There was absolute silence. He smiled. It didn’t seem to bother him at all that his audience was, to put it mildly, not exactly with him.


  ‘And so,’ Cyril said, ‘what I’ve decided to do today is to give credit where it’s due for once. You people are hard up and face all kinds of restrictions and intrusions in your lives. You take all kinds of abuse. You’re called scroungers and parasites. But really you are doing it for the sake of the rest of us. You’re helping to keep the economy on a steady track and keep inflation down. Give yourself a clap. You deserve it.’


  A resentful trickle of applause petered out almost at once.


  ‘What I’ve decided to do, in recognition of your services, is to get a medal struck for you. Here it is look…’


  He reached into his jacket pocket and held up a large gold star-shaped medal on a striped ribbon.


  ‘I’m calling it, the Hero First Class of the Anti-Inflationary War. I would like to award it to all of you, but I’m afraid that isn’t possible. So what I’m going to do is ask just a few of you to accept the medal on behalf of all the people of the Bristol Zones.’


  In the silence, Cyril took a piece of paper out his pocket, slowly unfolded it, and put on his reading glasses.


  ‘The first person I have in mind,’ he announced, ‘is seventy-six years old. As far as I can calculate, and she can correct me if I’m wrong, she has no less than seven children, eighteen grandchildren, nine great grandchildren, and two great great grandchildren, every one of them a Social Inclusion citizen living in one or other of the Zones. I reckon she’s as well qualified as anyone to accept this medal. And so I’d like to call on – Sharon Wheeler!’


  A cheer went up from one corner of the hall and many hands pushed forward a tiny old woman with wispy grey hair. When she got to the stage, Cyril bowed low to her and pinned her medal to her chest.


  ‘You got that wrong,’ was all she would offer by way of an acceptance speech. ‘It's ten great grandchildren and three great great grandchildren.’


  ‘Typical bloody deskies,’ someone shouted out. ‘Never get anything right.’


  People seemed to be beginning to enjoy themselves again.


  ‘My next medal,’ announced Cyril, ‘goes to Wolfgang Amadeus Tonsil.’


  A large black man stood up in a tight white suit and mirrored glasses, and a cheer went up as he came laughing and protesting to the stage. He wore a gold earring, a gold pendant and a gold wristband. Most impressive of all, when he opened his mouth he revealed a smile of solid gold.


  ‘Mr Tonsil, I name you Hero First Class, with a Special Commendation for Style,’ announced Cyril, pinning the medal to his chest.


  ‘Well, some people have got it and some haven’t,’ said Wolfgang Amadeus, taking a bow.


  ‘And finally,’ Cyril went on, ‘I’d like to ask Mr Pedro Delaney of Daffodil Grove to come to the front. As far as I’m aware, Mr Delaney holds the record number of Restriction Orders of anyone in the Bristol Zones. Forty-three in all, according to my count. So it’s a very great honour for us to have him outside of the Meadows here tonight.’


  A tall, lanky and very shy white man made his way up to the stage.


  ‘It’s forty-four,’ mumbled Pedro Delaney as Cyril pinned the medal to his shirt, ‘and I’m back in court next week for number forty-five.’


  Everybody cheered.


  ‘And now,’ Cyril said, ‘before I finish, I’d just like to say a few words on the subject of… mammoths.’


  There were a few slightly incredulous laughs.


  ‘My grandson is a great authority on science,’ Cyril said, ‘and he tells me that one of the great achievements of the modern age is our ability to bring back to life long-extinct species. And of all those many species, my grandson says, surely the most glorious is the mighty mammoth of the steppes, who of course you can now see alive and in the flesh, any time you want to, here in Bristol Zoo.


  ‘I sometimes wonder what it is like to be a mammoth in a zoo. Extinct for hundreds of thousands of years and then brought back to life again, not to roam the tundra like its ancestors, but simply to provide entertainment to gaping crowds. What a strange fate!


  ‘But one thing I can tell you about mammoths is this. They are big. They are much bigger than mere elephants. You can easily see that when you look at them in their cages, but that doesn’t really do justice to their true enormousness, because everything looks smaller when it’s inside a cage. It’s only when you see a mammoth out of a cage that you can really understand just how big a beast it is.’


  At the back of the hall two large doors were pulled open. There were gasps and shrieks.


  ‘Keep your hair on, everyone!’ laughed Cyril. ‘He really is perfectly tame!’


  An aisle had been left clear through the middle of the tables. Along it, led by a keeper, plodded a fully-grown bull mammoth, five metres tall, with tusks so immense that each of them, if it could have been uncurled, would have been more than six metres long.


  Right up to the front of the room the mammoth plodded. The guests could smell the warm, goatish stink of its coat, feel the heat of its body, hear its huge, deep, steamy breaths, as its keeper led it to the stage and helped Cyril climb up onto its shaggy shoulders.


  As soon as he was settled up there, the mammoth turned round again and marched ponderously back towards the door, with Cyril beaming and waving all the while to his former colleagues and his former clients, calling out names and good wishes, and flinging out handfuls of small plastic medals from a bulging polythene bag.


  ‘Goodbye, everyone. Goodbye and good luck. Remember there are no deskies really, and no dreggies either. It’s just a game we’re playing, and one day we’ll play a different one.’


  ‘Wow. Who would have thought he was such a showman?’ Jazamine said to Charles as they left.


  They both assumed that this was the last they’d hear of him.


  Chapter 12


  Carl had been awake most of the night and had not long managed to sink into a shallow and exhausted sleep when he was woken by his mother shrieking at him to come to the phone.


  ‘It can’t be Erik and them lot,’ he told himself as he pulled on his jeans. ‘They always use my mobile. I haven’t even told them my landline number.’


  Nearly two months had gone by since the death of Slug but Carl had since lived more or less constantly in a state of fear, which had further intensified when the police finally found Slug’s body. It had all been on TV.


  ‘Is that you Carl, mate?’ asked a kindly high-pitched voice as Carl’s mother returned to her TV and her can of Special Brew.


  At once all the darkness of that evil night came rushing towards him down the phone line: the pale limbs of the trees in the torchlight, the gurgling of the hanged man, the intestines waving from side to side in the glass-like water…


  ‘Uh, yeah. Yeah it’s Carl.’


  ‘It’s only me, mate. It’s only old Gunnar. Me and Laf were wondering if we could swing by in the car and pick you up? If you’re not doing anything that is, my old mate. We wanted to talk about that little test for you. Have a bit of a chat and get it all sorted and that, mate. Know what I mean?’


  ~*~


  Carl waited for them on a street corner near the Old England. He’d been there half an hour when a shiny black BMW passed in front of him and pulled up a few metres further on. He’d been expecting the Renault van and would have taken no notice of the car if the familiar high voice hadn’t called back to him.


  ‘All right my old mate?’


  Laf was at the wheel, Gunnar in the passenger seat. Both wearing suits and dark glasses, the two of them could have been the managers of a betting shop or a used-car dealership.


  ‘How’s it going then, mate?’ asked Gunnar cheerily, as Carl climbed into the back seat.


  It was hard to believe that the last time Carl had met him, Gunnar had been helping to hang a man.


  ‘You’re getting a bit fat, Carl,’ observed Laf, who no one could accuse of being overweight. ‘Too much beer, if you ask me. Too much beer and not enough action.’


  Gunnar reached over to give Carl an affectionate prod in the stomach.


  ‘Don’t listen to old skin and bones here,’ he said. ‘I’m fat, mate. You’re just well-built.’


  Next thing they were at the Line, showing their IDs to the policeman in his bulletproof booth.


  ‘All right there mate? How you doing?’ Gunnar called up pleasantly.


  ‘Not so bad,’ said the Line officer, a little surprised by the friendliness.


  ‘Have a nice day!’ he called out as he opened the barrier and let them through.


  Laf laughed.


  ‘Anyone ever tell you can’t fake ID cards, Carl?’ he chortled. ‘Well it’s bollocks and Erik’s proved it. Everyone says this national ID system here is state of the art but Erik managed to hack into it in half a day. We go to and fro across the Line like we were born and bred in these lousy Zones. The stupid computer thinks we really were.’


  A vague memory came into Carl’s head of a room lit by blue light and full of screens and cables. He remembered Erik saying that he was “something of a techie” and how he had hidden a bug in Slug’s jacket without him knowing it.


  ‘That’s Erik for you, Carl mate,’ said Gunnar. ‘There’s nothing our Erik can’t sort out. Don’t let his posh ways put you off. He’s diamond, mate, he’s pure diamond. Keep on the right side of him and you can’t go wrong.’


  They didn’t mention Slug, or any aspect of their last meeting with Carl, back in that dark wood. Carl was relieved about this. Perhaps that episode really was all over? Perhaps it really could be regarded as never having happened at all?


  Anyway, he thought, Slug was a fucking grass and Erik did warn him. So it was fair enough in a way, wasn’t it?


  Gunnar was all right he decided. They were both all right as long as you kept on the right side of them. Everything seemed much easier, now that he’d finally seen them again. They’d been growing into monsters in his mind, but here in the flesh and by daylight they were just two blokes.


  ~*~


  Carl had lived all his twenty-five years in Bristol, and the attractive suburb of Clifton they now took him to was less than five miles from his mother’s house, but he had only ever been here once before. That had been fifteen years ago when, at the age of ten, he’d been taken on a school trip to the famous suspension bridge across the Avon Gorge. The teachers had handed out sandwiches on the grass at the top of the cliff and one of them had lost her temper with Carl for leaning over the railings in spite of repeated warnings. But he had no recollection of these tasteful clothing shops, these craft shops, these wine bars and wholefood cafes.


  ‘You telling me that this whole shop don’t sell nothing but fucking candles!’ he exclaimed


  ‘I know mate,’ said Gunnar soothingly. ‘I know.’


  ‘And what’s the point of this?’ Carl burst out, coming to a shop that sold hand-painted wooden toys. ‘Any normal kid would smash one of these in two seconds flat.’


  ‘Beats me, Carl mate,’ Gunnar purred. ‘I’m as baffled as you are.’


  An intense but dazzlingly pretty young woman walked by in a very short green hand-knitted dress and white woollen tights, accompanied by a man in jeans and sweater with little wire-rimmed glasses and a closely trimmed beard. They were talking animatedly but they fell silent for a moment to look at red-nosed Carl in his pedal-pushers and polka dots, and to give each other a tiny knowing smirk.


  ‘But I just thought the dynamics were all wrong,’ the young woman then resumed. ‘I just wasn’t convinced by the piece.’


  ‘I know, I know. One just longed to grab hold of the thing, didn’t one, and edit it down to the conceptual bone? Yet it had a certain compelling urgency, don’t you think? A sort of raw commitment…’


  Two handsome middle-aged women were coming the other way.


  ‘India was wonderful,’ one of them was saying. ‘I must admit I was reluctant to go at all after the dreadful disappointment of Thailand last year. But India is just so very much itself somehow – I mean it has absorbed so many cultural influences over the centuries and made them its own – that I suppose it just can’t be turned into that kind of dreadful self-parody that has ruined Bangkok.’


  Again, the glance at Carl in his clown suit, the knowing look at one another.


  ‘Well, I’m so relieved, Tiffany. You were so very wretched after Thailand.’


  ‘As you can see, Carl,’ Gunnar said, ‘this is one of the places where the posh people hang out in this town.’


  ‘Posh?’ muttered Carl. ‘Too fucking right. I’ve never seen such stuck-up cunts in my life.’


  ‘Oh Carl, how could you?’ simpered Laf in a cruel parody of the cultured voices around them. ‘These are the beautiful people, my dear. The sensitive beautiful people, who know about the arts and culture and care so much, oh so very much, about the poor and the socially excluded.’


  Gunnar put his arm protectively across Carl’s shoulders.


  ‘So how’s this place make you feel, my old mate?’


  ‘How would I fucking know?’ asked Carl.


  The very question seemed to him to be a bit posh in itself. It was the sort of thing that social workers asked their clients, and people on TV asked failed contestants in reality shows.


  ‘Angry maybe?’ asked Gunnar kindly. ‘Does it make you feel angry at all, mate?’


  ‘Nah, I don’t give a shit,’ Carl answered.


  ‘Well you’re a fucking idiot then, Carl,’ Laf told him.


  A man with a great professorial mane of white hair came sweeping by in a green corduroy suit and a tie that seemed to be woven out of yellow string.


  ‘You just have to go private, Gavin,’ he was booming out to his younger companion, who might well have been his son. He too glanced in Carl’s direction, but it was as if he saw right through him. ‘There is simply no other rational choice in this city if you want your children to have any education at all.’


  ‘Yeah, all right,’ Carl said, ‘angry then.’


  ‘That’s the way, my old mate,’ said Gunnar, ‘That’s the way.’


  He’d still got his arm across Carl’s shoulders like a father or a kindly uncle.


  ‘Now listen, Carl mate,’ he said, ‘how would you like it if you could do whatever you wanted here?’


  ‘What d’you mean? I don’t get you, mate.’


  ‘He means, Carl,’ explained Laf. ‘How would you like it if you could trash these shops and burn these cars and fuck that posh tart in the green minidress? How would you like it if you could make those two posh old cows beg you for mercy instead of yammering on about their bloody holidays? How would you like to make that old toff with the white hair look at you, really look at you, and then just blow him away?’


  ‘Yes, how would you like that, Carl my old mate?’ said Gunnar.


  ‘You’re having a laugh with me, aren’t you?’


  ‘No,’ said Laf, ‘no wind-up, Carl. It’s what we’re planning. We’re actually going to do it. And I’ll tell you the beauty of it. The beauty is we’ll have swallowed seeds, so when the police come along we can laugh in their faces and disappear to a different world where they won’t ever be able to find us.’


  It was at this moment that the full glory of being a shifter finally dawned on Carl. This was what it could mean to be a warrior of Dunner. You could anything you liked – anything – and slip would wash it away as if it had never happened. Why would he care about the killing of Slug if he’d shifted to another world where Slug had never existed in the first place? Why not commit murder in these streets if he could take himself in the next moment to another set of streets where the murder had never occurred?


  A smile slowly spread over his broad and guileless face.


  ‘Sweet, man! That is fucking sweet!’


  ‘I think he’s finally got it, Laf my old mate,’ said Gunnar with a kindly little chuckle. ‘I think he’s finally got the idea.’


  He ruffled Carl’s hair.


  ‘That’s my boy. That’s my good old mate.’


  ‘Like I say, Carl,’ Laf went on. ‘We’re really going to do it. We’re planning it now. And you can be there, Carl. You can be with us if you want to, and if you’re still willing to take the test.’


  Carl laughed.


  ‘Yeah, no problem, mate, no sweat at all.’


  A grey-haired man in his fifties was walking by. When he saw Carl he did a double take.


  ‘Carl! Carl Bone! It is you! I didn’t expect to see you here. What a nice surprise!’


  Carl looked blank.


  ‘You remember me don’t you? You remember Cyril Burkitt?


  ‘Oh yeah! Hello Mr Burkitt!’


  He found he was pleased to see this familiar face from his past. It was good, somehow, to be able to show to Laf and Gunnar that there were other people in the world who took an interest in him, even here in this posh place where he hadn’t expected to know anyone at all.


  ‘How you doing?’ he asked.


  ‘Not so bad, not so bad. Just came over here to do a little shopping. How are you doing yourself, Carl? It must be all of ten years.’


  Cyril glanced at Gunnar and Laf and smiled at them as if any friend of Carl’s was a friend of his.


  ‘All right, mate?’ said Gunnar in his little high amiable voice. ‘How you doing? Not turned out so bad has it?’


  ‘No it hasn’t. Nice to see a bit of sun at this time of year.’


  Cyril turned back to Carl.


  ‘Well, I won’t keep you from your friends. But I’ll tell you what, I’m retired now and I’ve got a lot of time on my hands. If you fancy calling by for a chat sometime you’d be very welcome. I’m always glad of a bit of company and I’ve often thought about you over the years and wondered how you were getting on. I’ll give you my address and number, look.’


  He opened his wallet and found a rather battered card.


  ‘Do get in touch, Carl. It would be good to see you.’


  ~*~


  When Carl turned back to his companions, they were looking at one another in an odd, knowing way.


  ‘What?’ he demanded. ‘What’s the matter? He’s just an old geezer I knew when I was a kid.’


  Laf glanced over at Cyril’s card.


  ‘That’s a deskie, right?’


  ‘Yeah he is,’ said Carl, ‘but he’s all right. He’s a nice enough bloke. He don’t mean no harm.’


  Gunnar took the card from him.


  ‘Cyril Burkitt,’ he read aloud. ‘Well, what are the odds, eh, Laf? He’s only the bloke that Jod and the other two went after that time. He’s only the one that got away!’


  ‘Well, well,’ Laf exclaimed. ‘So he is!’


  The two shifters looked at each other again, and this time both of them nodded.


  ‘What?’ demanded Carl again. ‘What’s the matter? What are you two nodding and fucking smiling about?’


  ‘Well that’s your test isn’t it, Carl mate? ’ said Gunnar.


  ‘It’s perfect,’ said Laf. ‘We couldn’t have come up with a better one if we’d tried.’


  ‘What’s perfect? And what do you mean, that’s my test?’


  ‘It’s to go to his house,’ Gunnar said, ‘and – you know, mate – finish the job off.’


  ‘What? You mean…’


  ‘Yeah,’ said Laf, ‘we mean kill him.’


  Carl gave an incredulous laugh.


  ‘Oh no, he’s not that fucking bad, not for a fucking deskie, know what I mean?’


  ‘That’s not the point, Carl mate,’ Gunnar said patiently. ‘You’re still not getting it. It’s not about punishing him or nothing. It’s your test! See what I’m saying, mate? It’s what you’ve got to do to become a warrior. Are you with me, my old mate?’


  ‘You’ve got to make a sacrifice for Dunner,’ said Laf.


  ‘Fair enough if you don’t want to do it, Carl,’ said Gunnar reassuringly. ‘No hard feelings or nothing. But if you do want to be a warrior, that’s the test you’ve got to pass.’


  ‘After all, any fool can knock off someone they hate,’ Laf pointed out. ‘Any fool can do for someone that deserves it.’


  ‘Laf’s right there, isn’t he my old mate? That wouldn’t be a challenge at all.’


  Carl looked from one to the other, slowly absorbing the fact that they meant everything they were saying.


  ‘Think it over, Carl,’ Laf said. ‘We’ll call you in a couple of days and you can tell us what you’ve decided.’


  ‘Sorry if it all seems a bit sudden, mate,’ Gunnar said soothingly. ‘We know you can’t make a big decision like that on the spur of the moment, and we wouldn’t ask you to. Take your time, mate. Take your time. And meantime let’s forget all about it for now, eh, and see if we can’t find somewhere in this poncy place where we can get ourselves a decent pint.’


  ~*~


  Back home Carl’s mother was snoring in front of the TV, an unlit cigarette dangling from her lips, her dress hitched up over her pale thighs, a cigarette packet clutched in her right hand. There were empty beer cans strewn around her on the floor and, in her sleep, she’d squelched her foot into the uneaten half of a microwaved pizza, leaving a long skidmark of cheese across the grimy beige carpet


  As he often did when he felt anxious, Carl took some banknotes from his mother’s purse and put them into his wallet. It was a habit so old that he was hardly aware of doing it.


  I’ve got Burkitt’s card, Carl thought. I could phone him now and tell him all about this, and then he’d help me and I wouldn’t have to do for him.


  It was a good plan. He went to the phone and was about to dial.


  ‘O-KAY!’ cried the host of the daytime game show that was playing on the TV. For the last half hour he’d been gabbling away into a room where no one was even conscious. ‘O-KAY!’ he cried, as if this was the most exciting thing in the world. ‘Hold on to your horses people because now we – are – going to play DOUBLE – OR - QUITS!’


  Carl hesitated, then replaced the receiver.


  Fuck it, he thought. Burkitt couldn’t help me. Okay he’s nice but he’s piss useless.


  And look what had happened to Slug when he tried to go to the authorities. Erik and Gunnar and Laf had known at once what he was up to, hadn’t they? They’d got him wired without him realising it. And even without a wire, he thought, they’d probably still have known. They were shifters weren’t they? And everyone knew that shifters could read people’s mind.


  Absent-mindedly Carl prised the cigarette packet from his mother’s hand, took out half a dozen cigarettes and stuffed them into the pocket of his tee-shirt. She wouldn’t notice six but she went wild if he took the whole packet.


  Anyway, he thought, the stupid git, if he goes round giving out his address and that, some fucker’s going to get him – yeah? – and if it’s not me it’s going to be some bugger else. So it don’t make no difference really. I’d only be doing what was going to happen anyway. I’d just be getting it over with.


  He tested each of the beer cans till he found one still half-full. He took a swig, then spat it out with angry disgust. His mother had dropped a cigarette butt into it.


  ‘Dirty cow!’


  He caught sight of himself in a mirror that hung on the wall: his round pale face, the ash and beer dribbling down his chin.


  I mean he’s had his life hasn’t he, he thought, wiping the mess away. He’s had a nice life already. When you think about it he’s done well out of geezers like me. So it’s my turn now isn’t it? My bloody turn.


  He was not one of the world’s great thinkers but even Carl could see the shallowness of his own argument and even he felt accused by his own reflection in the mirror.


  ‘Maybe I should phone him,’ he muttered.


  It never occurred to him to phone the police. It simply wasn’t part of his repertoire. The police were there to protect the outside world against the Zone, that was how he saw them, not to protect the Zone itself.


  Yeah but if I don’t do this, it’ll be me that gets it, won’t it? I’ll be the one in a tree with a fucking spear through me and fucking Gunnar going, ‘All right mate? No hard feelings or nothing!’ And then someone else will do for old Burkitt anyway.


  Tears came pricking into his eyes. He felt cornered and alone. He’d never really got on top of life. Even within the marginal world of the Thurston Meadows Zone he’d always been on the margins, blundering along, picking up the scraps that other people let fall.


  It’s Burkitt or me. I’ve got no fucking choice.


  Chapter 13


  ‘This is me as a baby.’


  ‘Blimey, Charles! You were a pudgy little thing.’


  ‘Yeah, I’m afraid I was. Here’s me with my dad in the back garden of our old house when we lived in Walthamstow.’


  ‘He looks very like you.’


  ‘Yes he does. He was thirty when they had me and Mum was twenty-eight, so when this picture was taken he would have been pretty much the age that I am now. Here’s my mum with me in the buggy. I guess it’s the same buggy that I was in when…’


  Charles let the sentence tail away.


  ‘Your dad must have been taking the picture,’ Jaz said. ‘Look at you both beaming away at him! Your mum was a very pretty woman wasn’t she? She looks nice too. Warm.’


  ‘Yes, I think she looks lovely. “She’d do anything for anyone,” my aunt Tricia always used to say. Here’s one of all three of us on the beach, look. Tricia reckoned it must have been Bournemouth. I guess they must have asked some passer-by to take the picture.’


  ‘It’s a beautiful picture, Charles. And it looks like the three of you really got on well together.’


  ‘I think so too. Of course the annoying part is that I don’t actually remember. I don’t remember any of this. Not even faintly.’


  ~*~


  After several weeks of suspension from work Jazamine had been reinstated in her job. An investigation by the DSI’s inspectorate, Offsinc, had concluded that the senior management of the Thurston Meadows Zone had been guilty of such a catalogue of errors and oversights that Jaz’s failure to comply with procedures could be interpreted more as a symptom of general malaise than an individual error on her part. Janet Richards had been sacked and her entire management committee had been moved to other jobs, but Jaz herself was in the clear. She and Charles had been out celebrating the end of her first week back at work, and now they were back in Charles’ flat, its drawn curtains shutting out the cold night, its many mirrors creating the illusion that its two rooms extended sideways on and on into a series of other warm and well-lit spaces and were not in reality bounded by two layers of brick with nothing beyond but cold night air.


  ‘What is it about mirrors that you like so much Charles?’ Jazamine asked, as he handed her a drink and sat down beside her.


  ‘I don’t really know, but I always have liked them. In fact some of my very earliest memories are of me pressing my face up to the full-length mirror in Tricia’s bedroom in Windsor, trying to see what it was like in the part of the mirror world you couldn’t normally see, or trying to catch my reflection doing something different when it thought I wasn’t looking. Sometimes I’d gather up all the movable mirrors in the house and angle them so I could see what I looked like from behind or from the side.’


  ‘Oh dear. Did you really spend a lot of time doing things like that?’


  ‘I did actually, specially when I was little. Tricia was always busy with her own things – she was involved with a lot of charities – and of course I was too young to go out and do stuff on my own. There was a lot of empty time to fill.’


  ‘Did you ever imagine yourself climbing right through the glass like Alice in the story?’


  ‘Yes I did! I imagined going through the mirror and then through the door of the mirror room into the parts of the house that the mirror couldn’t show. I imagined they’d be different from the rooms in Tricia’s house, just like the rooms in Through the Looking Glass. But how did you know that?’


  ‘Because I used to dream about impossible things too. I used to have these syrupy daydreams about my real family, specially my real mum. How she’d show up one day and everything would make sense, everything would fall into place and I wouldn’t feel like an outsider ever again. Of course it didn’t turn out that way when I met her in fact. It didn’t turn out like that at all.’


  The conversation was starting to make Charles feel uneasy. He changed the subject.


  ‘Tell me more about Thurston Meadows,’ he said, though they’d already talked at some length about her return to the Zone. ‘Tell me more about what you noticed when you went back.’


  Jazamine studied his face for a moment before answering, registering his discomfort. Then she turned her attention to the random question he’d snatched from the air.


  ‘It’s like a big prison camp,’ she said.


  A spate of apparently motiveless murders across the country had been blamed on various combinations of shifters and people from the Zones. In the press the two categories, shifters and dreggies, were increasingly being conflated and some newspapers were now demanding that the Zones be ‘sealed off’ or placed under military control.


  ‘Shut it all away, that’s what it comes down to,’ Jaz was suddenly full of rage. ‘Shove all the trouble and misery into a box and close the lid. And then nice middle class folk in the suburbs can get back to taking their kids to their violin lessons and going to their book groups, and planning their holidays in their little cottages in France where it’s all so wonderful because they welcome children in restaurants. Who cares about the poor whites and the Arabs and the Africans tearing each other apart in their Zones d’Assistance? When you’re in a foreign country you don’t even have to know the dreggies are there.’


  Charles laughed.


  ‘Where did all that come from?’


  Jaz didn’t answer at first. She just took out her tobacco tin and rolled herself a cigarette.


  ‘I’m a cuckoo in the nest,’ she said. ‘My natural family were… Well, dreggies. I grew up in one world, but I belong to the other.’


  She broke off, saw that she’d made him feel excluded, and reached out her hand.


  ‘But you’re between two worlds too!’ she said. ‘That’s what we have in common.’


  ‘Do you really think so?’


  ‘I really do,’ she said, drawing him to her and kissing him on the lips. ‘We’re two of a kind. I sensed that the first time I saw you, standing in front of that mirror you gave to Susan. You looked so beautiful and so alone, not knowing who to talk to.’


  She kissed him again.


  ‘Maybe it’s bedtime now. What do you think?’


  ~*~


  ‘What exactly does slip look like?’ Jazamine asked later, after they’d had sex and were lying side by side.


  ‘It’s… Well, it comes in little transparent spheres and…’


  Charles broke off. He’d just remembered that there were seeds in a folded envelope at the bottom of his sock drawer, only a couple of metres away. It had come as quite a shock.


  ‘What?’ Jaz demanded. ‘Why are you staring at me in that weird way?’


  ‘Would you like to see some seeds?’


  She sat up.


  ‘What?’


  ‘I’ve actually got some right here in my chest of drawers. Would you like me to show them to you?’


  ‘You’re just winding me up.’


  ‘Honestly, I’m not.’


  He got out of bed and pulled out the envelope from under his socks.


  ‘Hold out your hand.’


  He emptied the envelope into her palm. She was completely naked except for the rings on her fingers and thumbs, and the seeds in her open hand seemed like fallen stars in the hand of some beautiful pagan goddess.


  ‘You’re not going to tell me you are allowed to keep these, Charles? In an unlocked drawer in your bedroom?’


  He hesitated. Never having shared this, never having spoken about it even to himself in his own mind, he had never quite grasped until now just how bizarre his behaviour had been. Bizarre to have stolen the seeds in the first place. Bizarre to have all but forgotten about them. Bizarre to have suddenly decided to show them to Jaz.


  ‘No,’ he confessed. ‘I stole them. If anyone found out I would be instantly dismissed from the civil service, and I’d probably go to jail.’


  She poked them round in her hand.


  ‘Twelve of them,’ she said. ‘Twelve different worlds.’


  ‘No. I only took ten.’


  ‘There are twelve,’ she said. ‘Look! See for yourself!’


  He couldn’t deny it. There were indeed twelve and yet he quite distinctly remembered counting them out: five from the stash of Joseph Hassan, five from Wayne Furnish.


  ‘So it’s actually true,’ he murmured.


  ‘What is?’


  ‘That seeds reproduce themselves.’


  ‘Oh come on!’ She turned her hand this way and that so she could watch the little glowing spheres rolling back and forth. ‘I’ve heard people say that, I must admit, but surely it has to be one of those silly myths?’


  ‘That’s what most people think. My agency has impounded literally thousands of the things. We count them up, lock them away in safes, and then we take them and count them again, and there are never, ever any more of them. The opposite in fact: over the years, the number slowly goes down.’


  ‘Well that seems a whole lot more plausible. Ice cubes melt, mothballs evaporate, lots of things vanish over time. But who ever heard of an inanimate object that could reproduce itself? I mean how could it? How would that possibly work?’


  ‘I know. How could it, without any means of obtaining matter or energy from its environment? But that sort of question comes from thinking about these things in the wrong way. They might look a bit like pills, but they’re really not that at all.’


  ‘So what on Earth are they then?’


  ‘No one knows.’


  Jaz peered down at the little blue spheres in her palm.


  ‘How weird,’ she said at last, ‘to hold something right here in my hand that’s such a complete mystery.’


  Charles nodded.


  ‘There are so many things about them that are mysterious. Where did they come from? Who made them? How do they manage to keep on glowing indefinitely? How do they disappear after a while when someone swallows one, yet can’t be broken by force and can’t be dissolved by any known chemical substance? You’ve got to ask yourself if they are really made of matter at all.’


  ‘And yet I can see them, and touch them.’


  ‘For what it’s worth, I think they’re made of some kind of primal stuff that’s prior to time and space, prior to matter and mind.’


  He looked down at the little spheres.


  ‘Shifters have their own explanation as to why our impounded seeds don’t divide and theirs do. They say it’s because seeds have to be in the right environment.’


  ‘Surely you just miscounted,’ said Jazamine. ‘That’s the simplest explanation. I mean you just said yourself that impounded seeds never increase in number.’


  ‘I’m sure I didn’t miscount Jaz. I really am sure. They have reproduced. What I don’t get is why it’s happened here.’


  ‘Well, if it happens at all, why not here?’


  ‘Because, like I said, the shifters claim the environment has to be right. They divide in a shifter’s pocket, but they diminish in a government safe.’


  ‘So the right environment is…?’


  ‘That’s the bit that’s puzzling me. You know what fizz is, don’t you? That kind of emotional force field that shifters seem to create around themselves? ’


  ‘Yes, of course. You’ve often talked about it.’


  ‘Well shifters say it’s fizz that activates the seeds and makes them divide. It’s the presence of fizz.’


  ‘Okay, and…?’


  ‘Well these were in my sock drawer for god’s sake! My sock drawer! I’ve never had a shifter in this place.’


  ‘Or so you thought,’ Jaz said.


  ‘What do you mean, so I thought? I’ve never had a break-in, and if shifters had broken in, believe me they’d have found and taken these. No, the only people who’ve been here are you and a few friends, and I can assure you I’d know at once if any of them were shifters.’


  ‘Me, a few friends, and you.’


  He stared at her.


  ‘What are you suggesting? That I’m a shifter?’


  She smiled, the mysterious naked goddess with her hand full of stars, but she didn’t answer.


  ‘Oh come on, Jaz! What a weird thing to say! Self-evidently I’m not a shifter! Self-evidently! Not only have I never done a shift but I’m opposed to everything shifters stand for. You know that. I mean, for Christ’s sake, I’ve given up most of my life these past few years, my working life and most of my private life as well, to the cause of trying to stop shifters and take this stuff out of circulation.’


  Jaz regarded him silently for a few seconds.


  ‘Well…’ she began, then stopped.


  ‘Well what?’


  ‘Well… I’ve still got to get my head around the idea of seeds full stop,’ she said, though he could tell it wasn’t what she’d been about to say, ‘never mind whether they can breed or not.’


  She looked down again at the little shining things in her hand.


  ‘Is it really true that if we took some of these, we’d end up in another world?’


  ‘Definitely. And pass through many more on our way there.’


  ‘Would we both end up in the same world?’


  ‘Yes, if we held onto each other.’


  ‘Well come on then, Charles,’ she whispered.


  ‘Come on what?’


  ‘Come and kiss me,’ she said laughing. ‘What did you think I meant?’


  And she closed her hand tightly around the seeds.


  ~*~


  That same night, Gunnar and Laf picked Carl up in the white van and took him across the Line and through the wintry city to the suburb of Westbury where Cyril Burkitt lived. It was yet another part of his own home town which Carl had never seen or heard of.


  Laf stopped several streets away from Cyril’s house.


  ‘It’s along there, Carl,’ said Gunnar, referring to his Bristol A-Z. ‘You take the first right and the second left, then the first right again, and there you are in Canterbury Close. It’s number twenty-three. 23 Canterbury Close. So don’t get lost, will you?’


  ‘Fuck off. Of course I won’t.’


  Carl opened the door and was climbing out when Gunnar stopped him.


  ‘Hang on a minute, Carl!’ Laughing, the fat man reached down to pull a knapsack out from under his seat. ‘I think you’ll need this won’t you, my old mate?’


  ‘Dickhead,’ said skull-faced Laf. ‘Get back in the car.’


  As Carl got back in again, Gunnar opened the knapsack to reveal an automatic pistol in a transparent plastic bag.


  ‘This is the safety catch, and this is a silencer so there won’t be any loud bangs or nothing.’


  He ripped open the plastic bag and tipped the naked gun back into the knapsack.


  ‘There’s ten bullets in there,’ Laf told him, ‘so when he’s down, empty the lot into the bastard, know what I mean? Into his head, yeah? Only don’t stand too close, or you’ll end up a right mess.’


  ‘No sweat, mate,’ said Carl, though he was sweating profusely. ‘No worries at all.’


  ‘And after that, remember, just calmly walk out like we told you, Carl,’ said Gunnar. ‘Calm as you like. Close the door behind you and walk back here. All right my old mate? Remember all that? The best of luck with it then, mate.’


  ‘No worries.’


  Laf passed him a spliff.


  ‘I don’t need no wacky baccy to give me the bottle for this job, mate,’ said Carl. ‘It’s no problem. No problem at all.’


  ‘Oh no, Carl,’ interceded Gunnar. ‘Laf isn’t being funny or nothing! We just thought a bit of a puff might make it a bit more of an occasion for you, Carl. Make it something to remember.’


  Carl took a couple of drags. Then he hung the knapsack over his shoulder and walked off down the quiet suburban street, the bare twigs of cherry trees making frosty haloes around the orange street lights. As he took the first right turning, a car pulling out of a driveway paused to let him pass.


  ‘Cheers!’ muttered Carl politely.


  He took the second left. The occupants of the house on the corner hadn’t drawn their curtains and he could see them inside: a man, a teenaged boy and a grandmother, in the bluish glow of the TV. They were watching a comedy show. He could hear the waves of laughter.


  He took the right turning into Canterbury Close. Here was number 3, number 5, number 7. They were watching the same TV show in all three houses. Carl could hear the laugher and see the flickering blue glow round the edges of the curtains. He walked past 9, 11 and 13. A small child opened a door, picked up a pair of red Wellington boots she’d left outside, scowled at Carl, and quickly closed the door again. He passed 15, 17, 19 and 21…


  It had never really struck Carl that someone like Burkitt had a home and a life of his own. Burkitt was just a deskie. He and the other deskies inhabited the DSI office in the Central Square of the Meadows Zone by day, and at night they simply disappeared. But now it turned out that Burkitt had a front garden, and an empty milk bottle on his doorstep, and a little path from the gate to the door made out of bricks. It turned out that he had coloured glass in his front door arranged in a flower pattern, and a brass doorknocker shaped like a woman’s hand, and curtains in the bay window that were too short and didn’t meet in the middle. Carl could see a cosy-looking room through the gap between the curtains – it was lined with books, and there was a gas fire going and classical music on the CD player – and when he leaned right forward, he could see Burkitt himself in there, on his own, reading the paper, with a cup of tea by his elbow on a little table.


  When Carl rang the bell, Burkitt looked up frowning, trying to work out who it could be at this hour, and anticipating hassle. But his face lit up as he opened the door.


  ‘Hello, Carl! Well, well, what a nice surprise! I didn’t think you’d really come. I didn’t think you’d have the time for an old deskie like me!’


  He had on a cardigan, and brown slippers, and what Carl called old-man jeans. He hadn’t shaved for a day or two.


  He don’t look like a deskie, really, Carl thought. Just some old geezer.


  ‘Come on in, Carl, come on in. Can I get you a cup of tea or coffee or something?’


  ‘Yeah, cheers,’ Carl said, ‘tea’.


  They went through to a big kitchen at the back which to Carl looked like something from some glamorous TV makeover show: wood everywhere, a stone floor, granite-topped work surfaces. He didn’t notice how shabby it was and how badly in need of a clean.


  ‘So what’s going on for you these days Carl?’ asked Burkitt as he picked up the kettle and went to the sink to fill it.


  ‘Is that milk and four sugars, by the way?’ he added. ‘Have I remembered that right?’


  Then he turned round smiling, rather pleased with himself for remembering those four sugars after all this time, and saw the gun in Carl’s hand.


  ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘I see’


  He gave a humourless little laugh.


  ‘All this hatred!’ he said, ‘I should be honoured I suppose.’


  ‘You what?’ said Carl.


  ‘Never mind, Carl,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about it.’


  He put the kettle down slowly.


  ‘I’m guessing someone put you up to this, Carl? You were never much of a one for thinking things up yourself.’


  ‘Mind your own business.’


  Burkitt nodded and gave a small weary sigh.


  ‘Listen, Carl,’ he began again. ‘Listen. My wife died a while back. And my career sort of petered out, not that it was ever much of a career and not that I was ever much cop at my job – you probably know that better than most – but it did fill up my time and now… Well, what I’m trying to say is that I really don’t have a huge amount to live for.’


  He smiled.


  ‘Don’t get me wrong. I’m not complaining. I get by all right. I potter around. I cut the grass. I rake up the leaves. I do the crossword. I watch TV. I look after my grandsons when my daughter is busy. So I’d be very pleased if you decided to let me live. But what I’m trying to say is that it’s all pretty much of a muchness. It doesn’t really make all that much difference to me personally if my life ends now or whether it goes on for another twenty years. Do you see what I mean? So if you really need to shoot me, well, be my guest!’


  Carl swallowed, holding the gun with two trembling hands.


  ‘But listen Carl,’ Cyril went on, ‘I don’t know who put you up to this but, you must admit, you are very easily led. You need to think very carefully about whether it’s really in your interests to shoot me.’


  He waited.


  ‘Don’t come no nearer, all right?’ warned Carl, pointing the trembling gun at Burkitt’s face.


  ‘I won’t, I won’t. But what do you have to say, Carl? What are your thoughts?’


  ‘Fuck off!’ Carl whimpered. ‘Just fuck off. I don’t need your fucking deskie shit! You’re doing my fucking head in.’


  ‘Well I’m worried for you, Carl,’ said Burkitt. ‘It may sound strange, but I am.’


  Unable to stand any more of this, Carl pulled the trigger.


  Burkitt winced, his face suddenly beaded with sweat, but nothing happened, because the safety catch was still on.


  ‘Come on, Carl. This isn’t you, is it? This really isn’t you. Just put the gun down.’


  Carl flung the gun to the floor.


  ‘Fuck off!’ he shouted. ‘Fuck off you stupid deskie bastard. Just leave me alone, all right? Why can’t you people never leave me alone?’


  He turned and fled, slamming the front door behind him with such force that some of the coloured glass came flying out, to shatter on the little brick path.


   


  But all of that happened in another world.


   


  It was sometime later that Jaz opened up her hand again.


  ‘Why don’t we take some now?’ she said.


  Charles had just pulled out from inside of her. He’d forgotten about the slip, but it seemed odd to him now that she’d been holding it in her hand all this time.


  ‘Are you serious?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘No. Probably not. I mean it would be silly, wouldn’t it? Pointless, really. It wouldn’t solve anything and it would cause a lot of people a lot of grief.’


  ‘That’s to put it mildly,’ Charles said. ‘And most of all it would cause a lot of grief to us.’


  She nodded, but then she reached up and pulled his head down so his face was very close to hers.


  ‘But if you’d said yes,’ she whispered, ‘then I would have done it with you. I wouldn’t have been able to resist.’


  He pulled away from her at once, wishing that she wasn’t with him at all, let alone lying there beside him on his bed with his semen inside her body. His original instinct had been right, he thought. He should have called her and cancelled that first date. There was something dangerous about her, something greedy. She was always needling away. She was always pushing him, tempting him, daring him…


  And then, in a single moment, his mood changed. Why fight it? Why fight her? She was only speaking aloud what he himself secretly felt. Why not just fall? Why not let go and fall together?


  ‘All right then,’ Charles said, ‘let’s do it!’


   


  But that was in another world too.


   


  Burkitt didn’t look scared, or angry – just tired.


  ‘All this hatred!’ he said. ‘I should be honoured really I suppose.’


  ‘You what?’


  ‘Never mind, Carl. Don’t worry about it.’


  He put the kettle down slowly.


  ‘Someone put you up to this, I suppose, Carl? You were never much of a one for thinking things up for yourself.’


  ‘Mind your own business.’


  Burkitt sighed.


  ‘Listen Carl,’ he began again. ‘Listen. My wife died a while back. And then my career sort of petered out, not that it was ever much of a career but it filled up my time. I keep myself amused, I potter about at this and that, but the truth is I really don’t have a huge amount to live for.’


  He smiled.


  ‘Don’t get me wrong. I get by all right. I watch TV. I look after my grandsons when my daughter is busy. But it’s all pretty much of a muchness really and it doesn’t make much difference to me if my life ends now or in another twenty years. If you really need to shoot me, well, be my guest!’


  Carl remembered about the safety catch.


  ‘Shit,’ he muttered to himself, fumbling it off.


  Cyril winced.


  ‘Now listen Carl,’ he said, ‘you need to be very careful and you need to think carefully about what you do next. I don’t know who put you up to this but you are very easily led. Ask yourself: is it really in your interests to shoot me?’


  ‘Don’t come no nearer, all right?’ Carl said. ‘I’m not messing around!’


  ‘Don’t worry, I won’t. But what I don’t get is this Carl. I’m pretty sure you actually quite like me. You certainly seemed pretty pleased to see me when we met the other day in Clifton.’


  ‘I don’t give a fucking shit.’


  ‘You do though, Carl. You do give a shit. You’re basically rather a kind person. I honestly think that you hate the idea of shooting another human being. Some people take a positive pleasure in things like that, but you’re definitely not that type at all. In fact I reckon you hate the idea of killing me so much that you refuse to let yourself even think about it. And that, unfortunately, is what makes it possible.’


  Over Burkitt’s shoulder, Carl caught sight of himself in a mirror that hung on the wall. He knew he didn’t look like a killer.


  Burkitt ran his hand over his face.


  ‘Put the safety catch back on, Carl, and put the gun down on the side there.’


  ‘Shit,’ muttered Carl. ‘Fucking shit.’


  But he did as he was asked.


  ‘That is brave Carl,’ Cyril said. ‘That really is very brave.’


  ‘No it ain’t. No it fucking ain’t.’


  Tears sprang suddenly into Carl’s eyes, his kind, gentle eyes with their long fair lashes.


  ‘Well I won’t never see that Valour-Hall now will I? I can forget that for a start.’


  Cyril’s eyes also had tears in them and he was beginning to shake all over.


  ‘I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean by that Carl, but as far as I’m concerned you’ve shown yourself to be very brave indeed.’


  ‘No I haven’t. And anyway I’ve fucking killed a man for them already. Or near enough killed one, anyway. That Scotch geezer, Slug. I saw them string him up and shove a fucking spear through him and I didn’t do nothing. I was too fucking scared.’


  Cyril drew breath.


  ‘All right Carl,’ he said. ‘Let’s take our time here. Let’s take our time. We really need to slow down a bit.’


   


  But that, once again, was in another world.


   


  Jaz opened her hand.


  ‘Perhaps it’d be best if you put them away again.’


  ‘I think so.’


  ‘I wonder how many there will be next time you look?’ she said.


  ‘God knows. But you’re my witness. There are twelve here now.’


  ‘Yes, but if more appear, how am I going to know whether they appeared by themselves or whether you pinched them from somewhere?’


  He held the envelope open for her while she tipped the seeds back inside.


  ‘I can’t believe you just nicked them like that,’ she said. ‘I mean you were such a stickler for the rules when I met you that time in the Meadows office. My God, you were even worried about whether it would be okay to meet me outside work! And then you just go and steal these.’


  Charles didn’t say anything straight away.


  ‘I know,’ he said eventually. ‘And it was less than twenty-four hours later that I took them. So you can see what a bad influence you’ve been on me.’


  ‘I’m a bad influence on you? I’m not having that! Look what you’ve got in your hand, Charles!’


  ‘I was only joking, Jaz.’


  ‘You might have pretended you were joking, but you really meant it. All I can say is look at what you’ve just shown me, and then ask yourself who is leading who astray here?’


  ~*~


  ‘Shit,’ Carl muttered, suddenly remembering about the safety catch and fumbling it into the off position.


  Burkitt winced.


  ‘Listen Carl, you need to think very carefully indeed about what you’re going to do next. I don’t know who put you up to this but you are very easily led. Ask yourself if it’s really in your interests to shoot me? Because once you’ve done it you won’t be able to…’


  ‘Don’t come no nearer, all right? Don’t come no nearer! I’m not pissing about!’


  ‘I won’t come nearer. Don’t worry. I’ve no intention of coming nearer. But will you think about my question?’


  Carl gave a groan.


  ‘Fuck off!’ he yelled. ‘Just fuck off all right? I don’t want none of your fucking deskie shit! Just leave me alone all right? Why can’t you people never leave me alone?’


  ‘Carl, I don’t want to upset you in any way but can I just…?’


  Carl pulled the trigger.


  He wasn’t prepared for the recoil. He wasn’t prepared for the way that Burkitt hurtled back against the worktop behind him and then slumped to the floor with his limbs sticking out at random angles like a doll that’s been thrown across a room. He wasn’t prepared for the blood that, in one single instant, had splattered the ceiling, the worktop and two side walls. He wasn’t prepared for the way that a person could be alive and talking to you one minute and the next not even have a head, only a kind of obscene cup, like the empty shell of a boiled egg, from which blood kept spurting for several seconds in thick rhythmic gouts.


  Carl tried to persuade himself that this wasn’t real, that it was happening in another world, that he would soon return to his own. He tried to persuade himself that he did in fact inhabit one of the other worlds that he had glimpsed in those last moments before he fired: the world where he threw away the gun, the world where Cyril persuaded him to put it down…


  But it was no good. This had happened, this had happened here, and the existence of other timelines made no difference at all to that simple fact. Here Cyril had no head. Here Cyril’s brains were splattered over the wall. Here one of Cyril’s eyes was dangling obscenely from a thread. Carl vomited profusely but he couldn’t vomit out the past. He couldn’t vomit his own soul free from the body that had pointed the gun and pulled the trigger.


  And, what was more, the only people he could turn to now were the ones who’d put him up to this in the first place. The only place where he could hope to hide from the consequences of this killing was a place where he’d have to kill again.


  Chapter 14


  At five thirty in the afternoon on the day after Cyril Burkitt died, Charles went down to the Gloucester Road to pick up some groceries. The sky was already dark and it was raining. It had been raining heavily all day. Water filled the gutters and gurgled down into the drains and the underground rivers. Water glittered in the electric lights. Water streamed down the windscreens of cars and was flung aside by their wipers in great cold dollops, while drivers in office suits inside stared out dumbly as if there were no other option but this twice daily crawl, encased in tons of metal, listening to the chit-chat of the radio.


  ‘Shifters… time cheats… crackdown…’ were words they were hearing over and over again in those metal boxes of theirs, as the news bulletins rolled round and round. A day after Cyril Burkitt’s murder, another DSI officer had been shot in an Inclusion Zone outside Bath. Everyone agreed it was shifters behind these crimes, and everyone agreed that this was a new phase, for up to now it had just been dreggies getting killed but now it was deskies as well. For these office workers crawling home along the Gloucester Road, the threat was creeping slowly closer. Something was going to have to be done.


  ~*~


  There was a shop on Gloucester Road which sold nothing but mirrors and lights. Its front was narrow and unimpressive, but it went back a long way and the mirrors themselves enhanced and multiplied the sense of great spaces unfolding inside a small container, just as the mirrors did in Charles’ flat, but on a much more impressive scale. Charles had bought several of his mirrors in that shop, but he often went into it just for the spectacle and, for some reason, he felt like doing that right now. He spent ten minutes or so wandering through the corridors of mirrors and glittery lights, admiring the many different shapes and frames, with the endlessly recursive copies of himself stretching away on each side all the while, disappearing down other corridors that were beyond his reach. The proprietor let him be. Knowing from past experience not to ask Charles what he wanted or to try and sell him things, he sat reading the local paper in a musty little alcove, like a spider in the centre of a web, smelling of cigarette smoke and cider.


  Charles hadn’t bought a mirror for some time, and he decided to treat himself to a small one that took his fancy. It was perfectly round and very slightly convex, with a delicate, art nouveau-type frame.


  ‘Forty pounds, sir. Thank you. Still raining out there by the look of it.’


  As Charles headed for the door, another man came in. He was lightly built and scholarly-looking and he wore a tousled brown suit and half-moon glasses. As soon as he saw this man, Charles had a sensation of falling, a really acute sensation, powerful enough to make him grab involuntarily at the air. Within a second he had wrestled himself back under control again but the man had certainly noticed his reaction, and seemed neither surprised nor bewildered. He looked directly into Charles’ eyes with a tiny smile. And then he sniffed. Just slightly, just perceptibly he dilated his nostrils to sample the air.


  This man is a shifter, Charles realised at once, and he returned the man’s gaze, looking defiantly back at him until they’d passed one another. He sensed an immense intelligence there and an enormous reservoir of bitterness and rage. This was a shifter all right, and a very powerful one. But what could Charles do? He couldn’t very well arrest a total stranger just because he gave him a strange feeling in a mirror shop.


  And then, as often happened with Charles, he had sudden shift of mood.


  What does it matter anyway? he asked himself as he stepped out into the darkness and the rain. Who cares? If the world burned it burned. If it bled it bled. The world would arise again fresh and clean from the bones and the ashes. It would be good to strip away the comfortable padding of civilisation and allow life to break out again in the raw, it would be good if the underground rivers flooded and the waters emerged once more under the sky, and that was exactly what the warriors of Wod and Dunner would bring about. They’d replace dreary rationalism and the last priggish remnants of Christianity with a pantheon of brawling, boozing, fornicating gods. They’d fight the world until it either submitted to them, or fought back against them with such ferocity that it became exactly like them anyway. Wod couldn’t lose!


  Exhilarated by these strange and unfamiliar thoughts, Charles turned the mirror this way and that in his hands. New perspectives appeared: new roads striking off at different angles, new sky under the ground, new ground above the sky. Even his own face, in shadow and surrounded by bright electric signs, seemed remote and mysterious. And when he finally lowered the mirror, he saw that someone had sprayed new graffiti on the arch of the railway bridge above him in day-glo pink.


   


  ENDLESS WORLDS!


   


  Icy shivers of delight ran up Charles’ spine and a cold splinter seemed to shift inside his heart and move still deeper in. He felt himself released! He felt that he didn’t need to care about anything or anyone any more. He could play in his hall of mirrors for ever now, he could play with his machines, he could play with the blue light, he could give himself over completely to the beautiful blue light as it came streaming up into space and time from the depths of Mimir’s Well…


   


  ‘BRISTOL SOCIAL WORKER SHOT!’


   


  It was a headline in front of the newsagent’s shop across the road that brought him back. These had not been his own thoughts! He had been taken over. The man in the shop had somehow entered his mind, or bent it towards his, or connected with some hidden part. Charles had been looking out at the world through the man’s eyes and not his own.


  He turned and rushed back into the shop with such haste that the mirror slipped from his hands and smashed into narrow blade-like shards on the shining paving slabs. He ran back and forth through the corridors of the shop, the tunnels of mirrors, but the stranger had gone. He met nothing but his own reflection, and reflections of his own reflection, and reflections of reflections of reflections…


  ‘Hey, steady!’ called out the proprietor from his little alcove. ‘What do you think you’re playing at? You’ll bloody break something.’


  Charles rushed outside. There were cars passing. There were people walking by with umbrellas and raincoats. He couldn’t see the shifter anywhere.


  He ran back into the shop.


  ‘That man who came in just now, has he gone?’


  ‘Yeah he went, mate. What’s your problem anyway? You were going to smash something the way you were going!’


  ‘Do you know him? Do you know who he is?’


  ‘No. No, mate. I never saw him before in my life. Why? What’s he…’


  Charles went back outside. He didn’t know what to do. He thought of choosing a direction at random and running, in the hope of catching the man up. But there were so many possible directions to choose between.


  He found himself stooping down to pick up the shards of glass.


  ~*~


  Cyril Burkitt’s funeral had been arranged by his daughter at a parish church near his home in Westbury. It was one of those Victorian suburban churches built in gothic style to conjure up for its bourgeois parishioners the cosmic order of a mythical Middle Ages, and there were over a hundred people there. At the front were two or three pews of Burkitt’s relatives, headed by his daughter Sophie, elegant, brittle and gimlet-sharp in a smart new black dress and a hat with a black gauze veil. With her was her husband wearing rimless glasses and the distracted look of someone who really does not have the time. Between them were their two boys in their little suits and ties. The older boy, Adam, read a short poem in a clear, confident, private-school voice. Ben, the little one, cried. Sophie spoke a few rather ambivalent words about her dreamy dad.


  Then there were the deskies: policemen, administrators, social workers, from Thurston Meadows but also from Knowle South, New Hartcliffe and all the Bristol Zones where Cyril’s duties had taken him. With Jazamine and Charles among them, there were about thirty or forty altogether, deskies and their husbands and wives, come not only to mourn Cyril Burkitt but to express solidarity with one another in a time of danger. Janet Richards, Burkitt’s and Jazamine’s former boss, was also there. She had lost weight and her style of dress had moved several notches along the dimension that stretches from ‘business leader’ to ‘bohemian outsider’. Being sacked had changed her from the mouthpiece of the system to its victim – she was in the process of suing the DSI for wrongful dismissal – and her loyalties and priorities had quickly changed, as people’s do.


  ‘Cyril was one of the last of the old school,’ she said in a short tribute. ‘He represented an idea of social work and of public service going back to the days when it was not considered absurd to believe in a universal welfare state that was free at the point of delivery to anyone who needed it. He was a custodian of values which, in this brave new world, we are in danger of losing altogether. We must never stop fighting for the things he stood for.’


  She was not the only one there to describe the old welfare man as if he had been some kind of beacon, the unheeded prophet of a more just and human way.


  ~*~


  The third big group in attendance were the people who didn’t work in the Zones but actually lived there: the dreggies. Quite a number had made their way across the Line to Westbury and several of them stood up and paid their own tribute to the dead Senior Registration Manager.


  ‘There’s deskies and deskies,’ said Wolfgang Amadeus Tonsil, to whom Cyril had awarded a medal at his retirement party. ‘Lots of them, with all due respect to present company, are a total waste of space. But Mr Burkitt was a true gentleman.’


  Another speaker was an extremely fat woman named Tracey Parkin, who had been one of Burkitt’s ‘cases’ when he started out as a social worker and she was a child in care. She told the congregation that she was speaking on behalf of both her mother and herself because her mother had been so distressed about Mr Burkitt’s death that she had tried to poison herself with toilet bleach and was now in hospital receiving treatment.


  ‘He was a good man,’ said Tracey Parkin. ‘It didn’t matter who you were, you weren’t never just a dreggie to him. To Cyril Burkitt everyone was just a human being.’


  ~*~


  ‘This will sound awful,’ Charles said to Jazamine as they drove away afterwards in her car, ‘but did he really deserve all that acclaim?’


  It was dark now and snow was falling. Glittering flakes were pouring from the sky into the halos of the street-lights and the ground was already white.


  Jaz shrugged.


  ‘He was a kind man and that’s always appreciated.’


  ‘But was he really a custodian of the old values?’


  ‘Well, he certainly wasn’t comfortable with the present system, as he made quite clear at his retirement do.’


  ‘No. But he administered it anyway. He wasn’t any different from the rest of them in that respect, was he?’


  ‘Yes, but he let it be known that he didn’t like it. I suppose that was a sort of rebellion.’


  ‘I suppose so. I can see he felt like a kind of threat to Janet Richards when she was the ruler of Thurston Meadows. And now she’s been cast aside, I can see that she might find herself reinterpreting her feelings about him as a sort of respect. But he was just an eccentric really, wasn’t he? He didn’t have any alternative to offer?’


  ‘Not that he told anyone.’


  ‘And was it better in the old days?’


  ‘I’m not sure it was. I’ve sometimes had to look things up in old files from the days when Cyril started out and I think it was really much the same then as it is now. The boundary between “them” and “us” was less explicit in some ways. There was no actual SI citizenship category. But you should see the way they used to talk about people.’


  She looked at Charles.


  ‘But how can you of all people hold it against Cyril that he administered the system? I thought that was your big thing: being part of the system and not letting others do the dirty work on your behalf? It was pretty much the first thing you told me about yourself! At least Cyril chose a career as a social worker when he started out, which at least sounded like it might involve helping people. You became an immigration officer!’


  ‘Yes but…’


  Charles broke off. They had just passed a pair of weeping women, and it struck him that this was the second such group they’d passed.


  ‘Something’s happened,’ he said. ‘Something bad. I thought that first lot were people from the funeral, but that was over a mile back.’


  Jaz turned on the radio.


  ‘Emerging news… Carnage… Guns… Rape… Clifton… Fire… Pillage…’


  As the two of them tried to grasp what exactly the terrible event had been, the same words kept recurring. There had been a massacre in Clifton. It was thought that it had been carried out by shifters. No one yet knew how many had been killed.


  Charles switched on his phone and found a text message telling him to come into his office straight away.


  Chapter 15


  It had been late in the evening, two days previously, when Gunnar had called. Carl was lying on his bed in the dark, fully dressed. He hadn’t slept or been outside since he killed Burkitt. He’d barely eaten.


  ‘We’ve rented a flat just off Clifton High Street, where we’ve got everything stashed. Meet us there, all right Carl? I’ll tell you the rest then. It’s all a bit last minute for you, I’m afraid, mate. Most of the rest of us have been planning this for months. But we’ll fill you in, Carl my old mate, and I know you’ll do fine.’


  ‘Um. I don’t know if I’m – like – ready for this, Gunnar mate,’ Carl muttered. ‘You know, so soon after…’


  ‘I understand, Carl. I understand. It’s all a bit too much too fast eh? I know. And I’m ever so sorry about that. But I’m afraid you need to do it anyway, my old son, because we didn’t really cover our tracks on that Burkitt job. We were working on the basis that we’d all soon be out of here, you see, so if you don’t come with us, the police will be onto you pretty soon. See what I mean, mate? I mean I don’t want to put you under pressure or nothing. But to be honest, you haven’t got much choice.’


  ~*~


  Carl had met the others in the tiny Clifton flat next morning. Apart from Laf and Gunnar and Jod and Micky, there were four young men there he’d never met before: Dave, Rick, Paddy and Wayne and a hard-looking young woman with a private-school accent who was introduced to him as Tess.


  ‘So we do the slip now, okay,’ said Laf, ‘then we go outside and spread out. When me and Gunnar give the sign, Jod, Micky, Dave and Tess will seal off the first street while the rest of us get to work on it, all right? Jod and Micky at one end, Dave and Tess at the other. And when we’re done we’ll move on to the other streets and carry on in the same way until the whispering starts. Soon as that happens, we need to link up together, okay, form a circle and wait for the slip to take us over the edge. And then we’ll be gone. Gone from this shithole for good.’


  There was a thin, nervous cheer. Laf handed out seeds and they swallowed them, then Gunnar distributed machine pistols which had been wrapped up and stuffed into shopping bags.


  ‘There you are, my old mate,’ he said to Carl. ‘You’ll be right as rain. Don’t forget to take off the safety catch.’


  ‘Okay,’ Laf said, ‘Jod and Micky, off you go. Turn left outside the door, and go up to the end of the street. Look in some shop windows or something, but keep watching out for me so you don’t miss it when I give the sign.’


  He sent out Dave and Tess next, then Rick and Paddy and Wayne. Finally it was Carl’s turn to emerge. A light snow was falling and the street was full of people shopping for Christmas. A mother walked past him with three little fair-haired boys in matching hats and coats, then two teenaged girls came in the other direction talking excitedly about someone called Justin, followed by an elderly man with a red scarf and a hat that was too big for him. Everyone seemed to Carl to be quite ordinary and human. They were posher than him, better educated, better off, but he couldn’t find anything about any of them that could make him hate them.


  He turned from the street and looked into the window of the nearest shop. It sold art supplies, and coloured Christmas lights were twinkling over a display of paints, canvasses and modelling clay. Beyond, in the warm glow of the shop itself, the owner was stocking a shelf with pencils from a cardboard box. She was a very tall woman in her late forties with long red hair and she was strikingly beautiful in a strong, statuesque, almost regal way. Yet at the same time there was something rather child-like about her, for she wore colourful clothes in primary colours and little childlike rainbow-coloured lace-up boots as if she had never quite managed to embrace adulthood. When she’d unpacked all the pencils, she looked round and saw Carl’s stricken face staring in at her. Her own face too became troubled for a moment – a little bit afraid, perhaps, but also troubled on his behalf - and then she gave Carl a small, cautious smile. She might be posh, Carl could see, she might be naïve, but she was also vulnerable and kind.


  Horrified, Carl turned back to the street. Laf was on the kerb on the far side of the road, craning up and down the street to check he had everyone’s attention. Gunnar was two shops down from Carl, cradling a lumpy little carrier bag against his large soft belly. Rick and Paddy were across the road near Laf with their backs to a display of woollen jumpers.


  ‘I know just what I’m going to get for Auntie Susan, Mum,’ said a little girl of five in a fluffy white coat, as she walked by hand in hand with her mother.


  Blood seemed to ooze from the buildings. Voices seemed to gibber and wail in the yellow sky. How could these people be so oblivious to the horror that was about to descend upon them?


  ‘Now!’ yelled Laf.


  He had taken his machine gun from its wrapper and was thrusting it into the air above his head.


  ‘Now!’ cried Gunnar in his little high voice.


  Laf fired a burst of shots at a passing taxi. At the top of the street, Jod and Micky joined in, followed immediately by Dave and Tess at the other end. One on each side of the taxi (the driver was slumped over his wheel), skull-faced Laf and fat Gunnar stood with their guns ready, watching the slaughter unfurl. Even now, Gunnar’s face showed no rage, no malice, only a kind of neutral concentration, but there was sweat pouring down his cheeks as he reached through the smashed window of the taxi, poured in petrol from a can, and set it alight.


  The others did as they pleased. Wayne fired a long raking shot across the shop fronts, watching as one window after another burst into icy shards. Rick fired at upper windows, picking people off as they ran to see what was happening. Paddy, with a strange fixed smile, set his gun for single shots, and chose his targets slowly and deliberately, one by one, from among those cowering in the street, and those trying to make a run for it.


  But Carl stood motionless in front of the art shop with his gun still in its wrapper.


  ‘Hey look at her in there, trying to hide out the back,’ Paddy yelled. ‘Let’s go in and get her.’


  He was pointing at the art shop. Carl didn’t move, but Rick and Wayne halted their firing and followed Paddy inside with big grins on their faces. They pulled the red-haired woman out from behind the counter and then, barking and whooping, they dragged her out into the street, that beautiful, statuesque, yet somehow childlike woman, a head taller than all of them, and pushed her to the ground, yelping and slavering like a pack of hyenas with a gazelle.


  Flame spewed upwards into the yellow snow. Carl sank to the ground and covered his face with his hands. The art shop woman let out hollow rhythmic cries.


  ‘Look at Carl,’ someone sneered. ‘The big baby bottled out.’


  He thought he’d be killed for his cowardice but the bullets never came. And after a while he heard the carnival of destruction moving away from him. There was no one here left to kill and the others were heading off to find new targets. Carl opened his eyes. The first thing he saw was the corpse of the art shop owner, naked except for her rainbow-coloured boots, lying in a pool of blood. He threw up everything in his stomach.


  After some time he took a peek up the street, at the strewn bodies, the burning cars, the broken glass. He was looking for a little white fluffy coat and at the same time he was trying not to see it.


  Then he realised that he must have vomited out the seed of slip. He was scrabbling around in his own sick when three armed police officers found him.


  ‘Are you all right?’ one of them called out to him, taking him for a survivor in shock.


  The sky was dark now. Buildings and cars were burning and glittering snow was pouring into the flamelight over a street full of corpses. Apart from the police, Carl was the only living person there.


  ‘Are you hurt in any way?’ the police asked him.


  They were in shock too. In a neighbouring street they’d surrounded the perpetrators of the massacre and forced them to lay down their guns, only to watch as the killers linked hands and vanished to a place where they could never again be reached.


  ‘I didn’t shoot nobody, all right?’ Carl whimpered. ‘Here’s my gun look. It hasn’t even been fired. I was with them but I didn’t fucking shoot.’


  Chapter 16


  The police had cameras fitted to their guns, and the footage was released to the media so that everyone in the country could see the killers laughing and jeering in those last seconds before they disappeared.


  ‘Lovely to meet you all, boys, but we really must dash!’


  ‘What a shame you’re not allowed to shoot an unarmed person, eh?’


  ‘Wish we could…’


  There was a sudden silence. Just for a moment, as the falling snow was sucked into the space where they’d been, the killers seemed to linger on in ghostly form as swirling crystals of ice.


  ~*~


  Face recognition software showed that, with the exception of Tess, who was from Clifton itself, every one of the perpetrators came from one or other of the Bristol Zones. (It was only some time later that it was discovered that the faces of the two ring leaders had been inserted into the DSI database by a highly skilled hacker.) And so, bowing to public pressure, the Social Inclusion Secretary invoked the emergency powers bestowed on him by Section 62 of the 1999 Act, and decreed that all registered citizens in the City and County of Bristol were to be restricted to their Zones of residence until further notice, ‘in the interests’ as the Act put it at subsection 62(7) ‘of maintaining neighbourly relationships with the wider community’.


  The army was sent in to help enforce this, but the government also created what was in effect a whole new branch of the armed forces, specifically to deal with shifters. It was to be known as Special Internal Security - or SIS – and it would bring together shifter specialists, like Charles, who’d hitherto been part of the immigration service, with military personnel, secret service people, police officers and others, under the leadership of an admiral called Sir John Rolly, who’d previously been head of Naval Intelligence. In mid-January, members of the still only half-formed Western Command of the SIS assembled in a hotel in the centre to Bristol to hear Sir John spell out the new agenda.


  ‘Point one,’ said Admiral Rolly, ‘From now on there will be absolutely zero tolerance of any manifestation of shifter activity.’


  He was a tall, broad-shouldered, vigorous man with close-cropped sandy hair, fierce grey eyes and glowing red skin made leathery by the rigours of an outdoor life.


  ‘New legislation,’ he barked out, ‘will ban cult words such as “Dunner”, “Igga” and so forth and make their use in graffiti etcetera a criminal offence. In any Zone where cult graffiti is widespread, pressure will be brought to bear on the whole community in the form of an even tighter regulation of movement within the Zones – anything up to and including a 24 hour curfew - and a complete closing down of electronic access to the outside world. We must get the message across to these Social Inclusion people that the party is over. It’s pay-up time for the years of government handouts they’ve received. Any graffiti, any intelligence about unreported shifter activity and we crack down on the community where it occurs until such time as that community hands over, so to speak, the vipers in its midst.’


  Charles was at the back of the room with his colleagues: Rees, Fran, Mike, James, Rami, Judy, Ted, and Roger. All of them had been complaining for years that they needed more resources, more powers, more recognition of the magnitude of the problem they were dealing with, but now that all of these things were actually being delivered they felt marginalised and under-appreciated, and that the Admiral was barging into territory that didn’t belong to him and that he didn’t understand.


  ‘Point two,’ barked Admiral Rolly, and it was as if he’d been waiting in the wings for the world to come to its senses, throw aside its sissy scruples and let him take charge. ‘We ourselves will, from this day forward, maintain strict self-discipline in respect of loose and misleading language that glamorises the shifter phenomenon. We will not speak of “seeds” or “slip”. This appallingly dangerous substance will be referred to by its correct name, as Temporal Transfer Catalyst, or TTC.’


  The admiral glared across at the huddle of immigration officers at the back, as if they had been the ones minimising the significance of shifters all this while.


  ‘Point three. Substantial rewards will be paid to anyone who provides information leading us to shifters. And there will be a reward of a thousand pounds for every single bona fide TTC capsule that’s handed over.


  ‘Point four. Bringing shifters to book. We now have the power – and it is also a duty since you will be required to exercise it every time you encounter an individual who you have reason to believe may have swallowed TTC – to administer an immediate stomach pump without consent. Rules on firearm use by the security services are also being revised to allow a presumption in favour of shoot-to-kill in shifter cases and the government is bringing in legislation that will allow summary capital punishment to be administered in situations where a stomach pump may be too late and we are in danger of losing a shifter we believe to be guilty of murder or a crime of similar gravity. These are draconian measures, I know, but if people act in ways that make the normal processes of justice impossible then we are entitled to modify those processes accordingly. The British public must never again be confronted with the spectacle of police officers standing by while mass murderers taunt them with their own impotence.’


  When he’d finished, someone asked him if he worried that cracking down on the Social Inclusion Zones would prove counterproductive. Wouldn’t it alienate their inhabitants and drive them even further into the arms of the shifters?


  ‘Not at all,’ snapped the admiral. ‘Your average, law-abiding Registered Citizen will understand the reasons for these measures as well as anyone else, and will be more than ready to make the sacrifices required. I refuse to patronise these people with pity. Next question.’


  Fran asked if similar draconian measures were to be applied to private boarding schools, which in her experience were also particularly vulnerable to the allure of slip. She said that she herself had dealt with no less than eight disappearances from such schools in the past three months, including one from the Admiral’s own alma mater down in Devon.


  Reddening slightly Sir John curtly informed her that private boarding schools were an entirely different case and that the correct approach there was to support their senior staff in recognising and dealing, firmly but discreetly, with cult activities as and when they arose, rather than seeking to expose them to embarrassing and destructive public scrutiny.


  ‘I would have thought it was obvious,’ the admiral told her, ‘that we must make it easier for them to come forward, not more difficult.’


  Rees pointed out that not all shifters were killers. Most were not even adherents of the Dunner cult, but were social misfits of one kind or another. Quite a few were refugees, fleeing from persecution in their own timelines.


  ‘We have an emergency on our hands,’ the admiral told him shortly. ‘We are at war. And when you’re at war you don’t have time to consider in detail the personal background of your enemy, or your enemy’s hard luck stories. The enemy is the enemy.’


  ‘But there isn’t really a single “enemy”,’ Rees objected, ‘that was my point.’


  Ignoring him, Admiral Rolly looked round the room, hoping for questions or comments from someone other than the little group of old hands from the Immigration Service, who were being so negative and resistant to charge. But Charles stood up before anyone else.


  ‘Deterrence can’t work in this context,’ he told the admiral, ‘because shifters don’t have any way of choosing what world they end up in, or knowing in advance what a world will be like. If we’re really going to do something about this problem, we need to start operating at the same level the shifters operate, not at the level of individual timelines but at the level of the Tree.’


  ‘And, um, how do you propose that we should do this?’


  ‘By using impounded slip to send some of our own officers to other timelines, taking with them all the information we’ve gathered over the years. And by encouraging officers in other worlds to do the same thing.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ the admiral said, with a mocking pretence of humility, ‘I’ve probably misunderstood you, but are you suggesting that we ourselves should become shifters?’


  The room broke out in incredulous laughter and even the Admiral allowed himself a smile. It was one thing to accept, as the government finally had done, that shifters really did come from other timelines, but it was quite another thing to treat those other worlds as if they were as real as this one.


  ‘In a way, yes. Those of us who are willing.’


  The admiral raised one eyebrow and thanked Charles in mock serious tones:


  ‘It’s certainly an original idea!’ (More laughter). ‘Can I take it that you will be volunteering yourself?’


  He glanced round at one of his staff officers and signalled that he was finished with Bristol and ready to go. A helicopter was waiting on the roof with its rotor already spinning to whisk him off to his next appointment in Cardiff.


  ~*~


  Charles didn’t touch the sandwiches afterwards and barely managed to be civil to the various new colleagues – a former detective, an army officer, a Royal Marine – who came up and attempted to introduce themselves.


  ‘Calm down, dear,’ soothed Fran. ‘The admiral’s no different from all the other bosses we’ve had. Remember what Roger was like when he first came to us? Remember how annoying he was until the penny began to drop. They don’t understand, Charles, that’s all. They don’t even understand that they don’t understand.’


  ‘At least Roger didn’t deliberately try to humiliate us.’


  ‘This wasn’t the moment to suggest such a new idea, Charles. And it was quite a wacky idea as well, you must admit. Who in their right mind is going to volunteer for a job that involves leaving this world for ever and jumping into the unknown? You could easily end up being strung up from a lamp post in some of those worlds, if the stories we hear are true: strung up from a lamp post or worse. The Admiral thinks he’s being tough, but he’s not half as tough as they are in some of those places.’


  ‘Well quite,’ said Roger cheerfully, joining them with his plate piled high. ‘And apart from anything else, how’s the pension scheme going to work?’


  ~*~


  After the break, there was a presentation about the regional structure of the SIS, with organisational charts in attractive colours. Then there were team-building exercises with a trainer who treated them like children, and after that talk from a theoretical physicist, who was hugely enthusiastic about the need for a whole new way of looking at the relationship between space, time, and subjectivity in order to understand the shifter phenomenon.


  ‘Subjectivity isn’t just in our heads, that’s what we’ve got to understand,’ she exclaimed excitedly, jabbing her finger at a diagram on the screen which no one present could understand. ‘It’s part of the fabric of everything.’


  Finally there was a briefing by a police officer, accompanied by video clips, about the interrogation of the only member of the Clifton Massacre gang who’d been captured.


  ~*~


  Carl Bone looked tiny in the middle of that white-tiled room, all on his own, with the cold fury of the entire state bearing down on him.


  ‘I didn’t do nothing,’ he said. ‘You know that, don’t you? Okay, I was with the gang, but I didn’t shoot no one. Ask the blokes who found me. I didn’t even take my gun out of its bag.’


  ‘What about Burkitt?’ demanded one of the five officers who were questioning him.


  ‘I don’t know nothing about that, mate.’


  ‘We don’t believe you, Carl.’


  Carl looked up at his tormentors, his face exhausted.


  ‘I swear on my mother’s life I didn’t do nothing. Why would I want to kill him, anyway? I liked the geezer. He wasn’t a bad bloke at all.’


  ‘Well, if you’re going to be stubborn about it, we’ll set it on one side and come back to it when forensics have finished their work. What we do know is that Burkitt had been attacked before by members of your gang, and was very lucky not to have been killed on that earlier occasion. We assume there was a decision to finish the job.’


  ‘There might have been, mate, there might very well have been, but it’s Erik you want to talk to about that. He’s behind all of it. Like I told you, it was him that did for that Slug.’


  ‘You did tell us. You told us you witnessed the killing yourself and did nothing about it. Which of course makes you an accessory to murder.’


  ‘Please, mate, you’ve got to understand! I was scared I’d be next if I…’


  ‘How about giving us something useful for a change, Carl, instead of this whinnying? Where will we find Erik?’


  ‘I’m not being funny or nothing mate, but I really don’t know. Laf made me cover up my eyes. It was like… cold… cold and damp, like a car park or something, know what I mean?… Or like one of those war things – what do they call them? – like one of those underground war things.’


  ‘A bunker?’


  ‘That’s right, mate, you’ve got it. Like a bunker. And there was this blue thing in a room there. This glass thing with this weird blue light inside it.’


  Carl Bone looked up hopefully.


  ‘Does that help?’ he asked.


  ‘Not much, Carl, not very much at all, but we’ll soldier on. Let’s see if we can make progress on what he looks like.’


  ~*~


  As Charles unlocked the door of his flat a couple of hours later, a vivid fragment of memory came into his mind. He was stepping out of a train onto the platform of a provincial station. It was a frosty, misty day. His stomach was knotted with nervous excitement and his heart was pounding.


  He was still standing there in the tiny hallway of his flat, trying to remember when this might have been, or what it was that he could have been looking forward to with such intensity, when Jazamine called out to him from the living room. He’d quite forgotten that she’d be there.


  ‘Charles, you look absolutely knackered!’


  She’d been watching TV, but she flipped it off, stood up and held out her arms to welcome him. He laid down his briefcase and stiffly submitted to her embrace.


  ‘Bad meeting?’ she asked. ‘It certainly went a lot longer than you thought it would.’


  ‘Really bad. This navy guy’s a complete idiot.’


  ‘That’s a shame.’


  ‘And you should have heard the way he talks about the Zone people, Jaz. He’s going to crack down on them so hard.’


  ‘Even harder? There are already soldiers everywhere.’


  Charles sat beside her on the sofa, and Jaz began to rub his back.


  ‘I could have stopped the massacre,’ he said at length. ‘Then none of this other stuff would have been necessary.’


  ‘What? You on your own? I don’t think so!’


  ‘Remember that guy I saw before Christmas outside that mirror shop? Remember I told you about it? I’ve never felt such powerful fizz. And I sensed this huge huge intelligence, and at the same time this kind of… coldness, this bottomless bitterness against the world and all its shallowness and hypocrisy. I knew at the time he wasn’t just an ordinary shifter, didn’t I? I even told you I thought it was the ringleader, Erik. Well, guess what! Tonight they showed us this reconstruction of what Erik looks like from the interrogation of Carl Bone, and it fitted perfectly. It looked just like the man I saw.’


  He looked round at her.


  ‘And there were other things too. There were other things that Carl described which I saw in my head when I was near that man. You had a switch once yourself, didn’t you? You know how it is. I didn’t just vaguely imagine it, I really did see it, this strange hourglass thing called Mimir’s Well that gave out this blue blue light. Remember I told you? And here was Carl in his interrogation, describing the very same thing.’


  Jazamine studied his face silently for a while.


  ‘Well let’s assume you’re right,’ she said. ‘Let’s assume it really was Erik you saw down there. What exactly were you supposed to do about it? As you said at the time, you can’t arrest a person in this country just for giving you the creeps! ’


  She gave a little harsh laugh.


  ‘And thank God for that, actually!’ she said. ‘Thank God that, even now, you still have to have some evidence before you can finger someone for a crime.’


  ‘Maybe. But that wasn’t the reason I didn’t do anything. The reason was that at that moment I was on his side. At that moment I was more than half shifter myself. ’


  Seeing Jaz smile at this, Charles instantly tensed.


  ‘Don’t do your psychoanalyis bit on me, Jaz, all right? Just don’t. I really don’t need it now.’


  ‘I was only smiling because…’


  ‘I know why you were smiling. You’ve been insinuating it ever since I first met you. I do this work because deep down I’m a shifter myself: that’s your theory, isn’t it? I’m some kind of a shifter voyeur who likes to watch.’


  ‘There’s nothing particularly unusual about that Charles. It’s like poachers and gamekeepers. It’s like me and the …’


  Charles wouldn’t let her finish.


  ‘Listen, Jaz. Shifters kill people all right? They shot poor old Burkitt in the face. They killed fifty people in Clifton. Fifty. Adults and children. They killed and they raped and they maimed!’


  He’d jumped up from the sofa and was pacing back and forth across the little room. She had never seen him so agitated.


  ‘And what’s more…’ He was almost shouting now. ‘And what’s more, they killed my own mother and father!’


  He turned to face her, his jaw jutting angrily, his face blotchy.


  Jazamine gave an incredulous laugh.


  ‘Your mother and father? What are you talking about Charles? How could shifters have killed them? It was a joyrider in a car! And it was years ago, long before shifters were even heard of.’


  Of course Charles knew this was true, but he was oddly startled by it all the same, startled and somehow deflated.


  ‘Well… well, I mean he was like a shifter, then,’ he muttered. ‘He was some idiot who thought he was the only one in the world that mattered. Some idiot who thought the lines on the road weren’t meant for him.’


  ‘But you’re confusing things, Charles, you’re getting things tangled up in your mind. That joyrider wasn’t a shifter for one thing and, for another, as you’ve often said yourself, not all of those who really are shifters are killers. Most aren’t. The great majority of them aren’t. Tammy wasn’t a killer, for example, was she? You really mustn’t mix everything that upsets you into one big scary lump.’


  ‘Don’t do that therapist thing. Don’t try and make me…’


  ‘I’m not “doing that therapist thing”!’ Now Jaz was standing too. ‘And I’m not trying to make you do anything. I’m trying to have a relationship with you, that’s all. I’m telling you how I see you and how I see the world. I’m sorry if me having my own viewpoint is unacceptable to you, but if so, perhaps you’d better go back to living on your own and staring into these fucking mirrors!’


  She couldn’t know it, but she was repeating almost word for word what Charles’ previous girlfriend had said on the day she left.


  ‘Yes, and what exactly do you think it is I’m trying to make you do?’ she added after a moment. ‘Swallow some slip? Do a shift? You seem to be doing a good job of going down that road all by yourself, wouldn’t you say, without any help from me? You’re the one that stole the stuff and hid it in your drawer, remember? Or did I somehow make you do that too with one short conversation at a party and one single interview in an office? Am I that powerful? Are you that paranoid?’


  ‘No, but you…’


  ‘And now I come to think of it, why did you steal them anyway? If I try and make sense of why you do things, you accuse me of psychoanalysing and manipulating you, but you never offer me any other explanations of your own, do you? Never. So what am I supposed to think? ’


  ‘I took the seeds because… I’m not sure. That’s one of those hard questions you ask me that I don’t seem to be able to answer.’


  ‘Charles, if you do things that could cost you your livelihood and get you sent to prison, you do at least need to have an explanation for them. That’s a reasonable expectation, don’t you agree?’


  Later, as they lay side by side in silence in his darkened bedroom, not touching or talking, not close in any way except in terms of literal space, Charles thought again about the train and the station. It wasn’t his memory, he realised now, it was a switch to another Charles Bowen, one of the Charles one-trillion-and-ones, one of the Charleses who’d gone ahead and swallowed a seed after that long night at the beginning of the Thurston Meadows investigation.


  And as he lay there, straining to recover the particular mood, or feeling, or flavour, of that little fragment of a life being led in another universe, a second fragment came to him.


  ~*~


  ‘I had it the wrong way round,’ the other Charles murmured.


  He hadn’t reached the station yet. He was still on the train with a little way to go, looking out of the window at birch trees and bracken and sandy heath.


  ‘It wasn’t the part of me that was trying to get out that was the problem. It was the part of me that was trying to hold it in.’


  He looked at his watch. The station was only five minutes away now. There’d be a short taxi ride after that, and then he’d be there.


  ~*~


  But where? Charles – the Charles in the dark beside Jazamine - was still trying to work that out when another memory came pushing up into his conscious mind. It wasn’t a switch this time. It wasn’t even from long ago. It was a straightforward memory of something he himself had done only a few hours previously, but somehow managed to push out of his mind, like the seeds in the sock drawer.


  ~*~


  Jaz had commented on how long the meeting had gone on, but in fact it had ended punctually. He’d been late because he hadn’t come straight back. After leaving that hotel in the city centre, he’d driven all the way out to Britannia House and the office which his section would very soon be leaving.


  The place had been empty and he’d crossed the open plan office in almost complete darkness. Reaching his little Perspex cubicle, he’d turned on his desk lamp and his computer and then opened up the national database which Special Cases Units across the country had gradually built up over the last few years from interviews with shifters. On the Perspex screens around him, superimposed over empty desks and blank computer monitors, his own ghostly reflections stooped over their own ghostly keyboards.


  When he’d finished copying the database, he’d opened a newspaper archive that his section used for reference purposes, so as to be able to compare the accounts shifters gave of other timelines with this one, and to try and identify the points of divergence. This too he’d copied, and his ghostly reflections did the same.


  Then he’d gone to the ‘Chart’, the tentative classification of the different timelines which the section had begun to assemble, which showed the putative branching off points of the different universes from the one that he then inhabited. It was a kind of tree, a rough map of Igga. Only when he’d finished copying that and had slipped the data stick into his briefcase – a flagrant contravention of the Official Secrets Act which could easily get him ten years in prison – did he shut down the computer and head for home.


  Chapter 17


  In the white-tiled room, a police officer called Marley tossed down the morning’s edition of The Daily Mail.


  ‘Seen this, Carl?’


  The headline read ‘HE’S NO SON OF MINE’ and below it was a picture of Carl’s mother, teeth in and sober, with an expression of tragic indignation on her face.


  Carl pushed the paper away wearily. Two different prison officers had already gleefully shown it to him. It had been the same a week ago when Shane Wheeler had made himself £5,000 by providing another newspaper with the pretext to print a story called ‘THE MONSTER I CALLED MY FRIEND.’ Carl had once been an obscure outsider even in the marginal world of Thurston Meadows, but now everyone in Britain knew his name.


  ‘Got a cigarette, mate?’


  He had lost two stone in weight and had a long half-healed gash on his face from an attack by another prisoner with a piece of glass.


  ‘A cigarette, Carl? Well, if you’re a very good boy you may get one later. We’ll have to see.’


  Marley was sitting across the desk with another detective called Kadinsky. Behind them stood a tall, grey, posh-looking man Carl hadn’t met before.


  ‘Let’s talk about Burkitt, Carl,’ said the tall man. ‘He was once your social worker but you say you’ve never been to his house?’


  ‘No, like I keep saying, mate, I don’t even know where he lived. Why would I? The deskies don’t tell you that sort of thing. I don’t think they’re even allowed to.’


  ‘You’re absolutely sure that you’ve never been to his house?’ the tall man persisted.


  ‘No, I never been there. What’s the point of asking me over and over again?’


  ‘Well, you’ve changed your story before now, Carl, over the Steven McIntosh case.’


  ‘Slug, you mean? I told you that wasn’t me.’


  Marley sighed.


  ‘I know you told us that, but what James here is saying is that you originally told us you didn’t know anything about it, and then you changed your mind.’


  ‘So to get this absolutely straight,’ the tall man said. ‘You’ve never been to Burkitt’s house?’


  ‘No, mate.’


  ‘And you don’t know where it is?’


  ‘No, I’ve got no idea.’


  ‘You’re absolutely sure about that?’


  ‘Yeah, I’m fucking sure. How many times have I got to…’


  ‘You see Carl,’ purred the tall man, ‘we have some new information that we need you to comment on.’


  Carl’s mouth was suddenly very dry. Marley smiled grimly.


  ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Like how do you explain the fact that forensics have picked up one of your hairs at Mr Burkitt’s house?’


  ‘Or that, stuck to the unappetising goo at the bottom of your mother’s dustbin,’ the tall man said, ‘we found the torn and scrumpled corner of Mr Burkitt’s visiting card?’


  Carl was trembling.


  ‘How should I fucking know? It must have been Erik, trying to fucking frame me.’


  ‘That would have been very clever of him. He’d also have had to copy your shoeprints onto the floor of Mr Burkitt’s house, and your fingerprints onto the door handle. And then of course there’s the record we have of you crossing the Thurston Meadows Line in a van about an hour before the murder took place, along with two men who we now know to have been shifters. Not to mention the two sightings by the residents of Canterbury Close of a man answering to your description.’


  Carl pressed his face into his hands and rocked slowly in his seat.


  ‘I didn’t mean to do it,’ he said at last, his mouth so dry that he could hardly form the words. ‘They made me. They didn’t give me no choice.’


  He felt as if millions of people were watching him, staring in at him through their TV screens from living rooms up and down Britain. They were shaking their heads, they were clucking their tongues, they were calling him heartless, cowardly and cruel. He tried to think of one single person who would say anything different and the only one he could think of was the man he’d shot.


  ‘You’re basically rather a kind person,’ he remembered Cyril Burkitt saying. ‘You hate the idea of killing me so much that you refuse to even let yourself think about it. And unfortunately that’s what makes it possible.’


  ‘Mr Burkitt understood,’ Carl muttered.


  ‘He understood what?’ asked the tall man.


  ‘He understood why I did it.’


  ‘So you did shoot him, Carl?’ the tall men asked coldly. ‘That’s what you’re now saying? Can you please just confirm for the tape that yet again you are changing your story and admitting to the murder of your former social worker?’


  ‘Yeah I did shoot him, mate, but… but you’ve got to understand I didn’t want to do it. I liked the old geezer. But they made me. Even he understood that.’


  ‘No one makes you do a murder…’ began Marley, but the tall man raised a hand to get him to stop.


  ‘Who made you do it, Carl?’ he asked, standing close to Carl and leaning down into his face. The stench of his halitosis seemed only to emphasise the extent of his contempt. ‘Who made you do it? Don’t just say Erik. Don’t just talk about a bunker and some kind of lava lamp. Believe me, it’s in your interest to tell us more, and you’ll be coming back to this room, day after day after day, until you’ve told us everything you know.’


  ~*~


  Charles was in the back of a silver car with a swooping hawk logo, whooping and wailing through the Bristol streets at 70 mph. A new shifter had been picked up in Thurston Meadows, something needed to be done about it, and Charles and his two colleagues were the ‘something’. They were the SIS. They were the people charged with taking slip out of circulation, tracking down shifter activity, and rooting out the alien cults that proliferated, like mushrooms in some dark cellar, in the hidden worlds of the Social Inclusion Zones. And, since one of their most important functions was to be seen to be attending to these things, they were expected to follow up these calls as loudly and conspicuously as possible.


  The driver, a former military policeman, was well aware of this requirement and he played his part to the full, providing brake-screeching corners and noisy bursts of acceleration as they rushed across the city. As a matter fact, he was absolutely loving it, and so was the burly nurse beside him in mirror glasses, who’d been transferred to the SIS from a hospital for the criminally insane. Both men maintained an elaborately nonchalant poise as the traffic scurried out of their way, their limbs loose, their expressions so casual as to be almost bored.


  At the Thurston Meadows Line, heavily armed paratroopers opened the barrier as the car approached and waved it through. The nurse gave a loose, lazy wave of thanks, and the paras waved back in like manner: tough, laconic heroes at the front line of a conflict between light and darkness, acknowledging their common purpose. Then the military policeman stepped on the accelerator again and the silver car leapt forward with a roar and a cloud of smoke, shooting past the field hospital that had been set up on the corner of Meadow Way and Asphodel Avenue, zipping round a column of armoured cars parked along Buttercup Drove and rushing headlong towards the new watchtowers at the entrance to the Central Square.


  ‘Another day, another fucking Zone,’ observed the nurse with a theatrical sigh.


  Meanwhile a warm sun was shining, clouds of cherry blossom were bursting forth and new green flesh was unfolding itself everywhere into the creamy air. Indifferent to the agitation in the human world, the planet had been spinning through space, just as it always did, and spring had come round again. It had come round here and in countless other worlds, in each one according to a minutely different pattern, so that if all the parallel worlds could be brought together, there would be no separate leaves or blades of grass but only a green haze.


  ~*~


  A little cringing creature was weeping in the corner of a cell. His name was Damian and he said he was seventeen years old.


  ‘I haven’t swallowed nothing, mate!’ he sobbed. ‘You’ve got to believe me, man, I haven’t fucking swallowed nothing! I used my last slip getting here! Don’t shove nothing down my throat mate please, please, I’m fucking begging you.’


  ‘There’s an easy way of doing this and there’s a hard way, Damian,’ said the military policeman.


  ‘We need him on a table face down,’ the nurse told an excited audience of half-a-dozen policemen and paratroopers. ‘We need his head well below his stomach.’


  ‘Best use the table in the interview room there,’ called out the DSI custody sergeant.


  ‘And I’ll need this bucket half-filled with water.’


  A policeman hurried to oblige.


  ‘Please!’ shrieked Damian. ‘Please! I ain’t got no fucking slip in me! Why don’t you fucking believe me?’


  But they all got hold of him and dragged him through to the interview room , where the nurse opened up his black bag with a little flourish, put on his plastic gloves and broke open one of his sterilised packs of gastric lavage tubes, funnels, and wedges for forcing open reluctant mouths.


  ‘Come on Damian, let’s get this over with,’ said the Custody Sergeant as they forced the boy onto the table.


  Damian kicked and lashed out, tearing one policeman’s shirt and scratching a para’s cheek. The para’s comrades laughed loudly.


  ‘I’ll talk!’ the boy screamed. ‘I’ll tell you anything you want! Just don’t fucking pump me out all right?’


  ‘You will talk, mate,’ agreed the military policeman. ‘You’ll tell us everything we want to know. But that’ll be after the stomach pump.’


  ‘Hold his head still,’ instructed the nurse, pinching Damian’s nose tight with a coarse, well-practised movement, so that Damian had no choice but to open his mouth in order to breathe.


  ‘That’s the way. Now twist it slightly to this side.’


  Like a vet working some recalcitrant ruminant, the nurse rammed a rubber wedge between Damian’s teeth, then shoved in the pre-lubricated tube and forced it unceremoniously up the boy’s throat. Damian gagged and retched as if he was drowning.


  ‘It’d be a whole lot less unpleasant, mate, if you’d only keep still,’ said the military policeman, who was holding Damian’s right arm up his back in a brutal half-nelson.


  The nurse attached a funnel to the top end of the tube and asked one of the paras to hold it up while he poured in the water, to which he’d added a powerful emetic.


  ‘Right,’ said the nurse, pulling the tube out, ‘now force his head down over the bucket and keep out of the line of fire.’


  The boy vomited explosively. The ten men holding him down greeted this with loud cheers and much hilarity, along with raucous exclamations of disgust from those who’d got sick splashed over their clothes. Smiling grimly, the nurse plunged his gloved hand into the mess in the bucket and held up a little sphere that smouldered with a cold blue fire.


  ‘No slip in you, mate? Are you quite sure about that?’


  Damian retched twice more. Then, when there was nothing inside him to come out, the military policeman took him by the ear and yanked his face round, sharply enough to hurt.


  ‘Now you’re going to talk to me, my friend. Now you’re going to talk to me and Mr Bowen here. And this time, Damian my friend, you are going to tell us the truth. Do I make myself clear?’


  Charles had met many more shifters over the years than either the nurse or the military policeman, and he could tell from the outset that the boy wouldn’t have any important information and wasn’t a member of any sort of organised shifter community. He was just a teenager trying to escape from his own life.


  But the military policeman wasn’t interested in such things. He saw his job, more than anything, as a performance and was playing the part he felt he’d been assigned, according to the rules and conventions that TV had taught him. All shifters were an enemy against whom he was engaged in heroic struggle, and this was true even if the shifter in question was a malnourished little 17-year-boy who had committed no crime that anyone knew of.


  ‘You are going to talk, my friend,’ he told Damian. ‘You’re going to tell us where you came from, who you came with, and who you know here in the Meadows. Do you understand?’


  ‘I don’t know no one here,’ the boy wailed.


  ‘Not an acceptable answer,’ the policeman said, and slapped him round the face.


  Charles insisted that they take a break.


  ‘What in Christ’s name do you think you’re fucking playing at, Rick?’ he said in the corridor. ‘He’s not holding anything back! Can you really not see that? He’s just some little nobody who’s got a few seeds from somewhere and thought he’d give them a try.’


  The policeman heard Charles out with undisguised contempt.


  ‘With all due respect, mate, you’re still back in the days when this was seen as some kind of immigration problem. Wake up, Charlie boy! Wake up and smell the coffee! We’re past that now. We’re long past it. This is an invasion, my friend, and you’d better get used to it. This is a fucking war.’


  ~*~


  The man in the rumpled suit pulled his car over and climbed out into the spring sunshine. He was in an area of abandoned quarries that had become a wood. A tractor was coming towards him down the narrow road, and the young driver waved his thanks to Erik for getting out of the way. Waving affably back, Erik took some cigarettes from his jacket pocket, put one in his mouth, and fumbled for his lighter.


  ‘Spring at last!’ he called out as the tractor rolled past, gesturing round with a smile at the sunlight and the fresh green leaves.


  But as soon as the tractor driver was out of sight, Erik snatched the unlit cigarette from his mouth, reversed a few yards at high speed, and turned off onto a rough track that led up into one of the quarries. There was a doorway there, a concrete-framed opening into a man-made cliff that couldn’t be seen from the road. Its metal garage door looked as if it had rusted shut long ago, but it clanked open when Erik tapped a number into his phone.


  Once inside, he took out a key, unlocked the inner door of the bunker, and made his way to his laboratory with quick, impatient steps.


  ‘A new phase,’ he whispered to himself.


  Blue lightning burst into the upper chamber of the hourglass, as if the thing had heard him and was giving its assent.


  Erik tapped some instructions into a keyboard. Straight away, the light flared up once again with a new power and brilliance, and on every side the screens began to stream with images and data, moving too quickly to be read. Even the room itself seemed to quiver and tremble, like the skin of a soap bubble.


  But Erik paid no attention to all of this. Hunching over the keyboard, he continued to type with his small pale fingers. He was reaching out across the hills and towns of Western England, and sideways into the tree of time, seeking for yet more ruptured souls to draw in towards himself.


  ~*~


  ‘Imagine a city,’ Charles said, ‘in which each street had a separate police force, each of which operated on its own without communicating with any of the others, so that a criminal wanting to avoid arrest could simply walk to a neighbouring street. Well, that’s roughly how we’re working now. We know there are agencies like ours in parallel worlds. We even know some of their names. But if we really want to understand this shifter phenomenon, do something about it, and stop the Zone people being scapegoated just because they’re more vulnerable than most folk to the offer of an escape, then we need to start crossing the Tree ourselves and beginning to actively collaborate with those other agencies.’


  ‘But your new boss laughed at you when you suggested this,’ Jazamine pointed out.


  They were back at the Coachman’s Arms, sitting outside in the mild spring air, with the sounds of birdsong and lawnmowers from the green gardens all around reminding them of other springs that stretched back and back to the threshold of memory and beyond.


  ‘Yes. At the official level it’s never going to happen. That’s why at the individual level…’


  ‘Oh God,’ groaned Jazamine. ‘I can see where this is going!’


  ‘Hear me out, please, Jaz. It’s going to sound nuts but please hear me out.’


  Charles looked around to see if they could be overheard.


  ‘I’ve got some slip, you know that. But I’ve pinched something else since then.’


  ‘You’ve done what?’


  ‘Please hear me out. I’ve copied the entire database that we’ve been building up. It’s what we need to share with other worlds, our data about shifters. If we all had more information we could start to get a sense of the shape of the Tree, the patterns of movement across it…’


  ‘So let me get this straight. You’ve stolen this data and now you propose to use your stolen seeds to take it to other worlds?’


  ‘Well. Yes.’


  ‘It’s a dirty job, but someone’s got to do it? Is that it?’


  ‘Well yes, that is about it, actually. Don’t laugh at me, Jaz, not now!’


  ‘Who’s fucking laughing?’


  She was very far from laughing. When she took out her tobacco tin, her hands were shaking so much that she could barely manage to roll a cigarette.


  ‘I just meant don’t do that psychoanalysis thing on me, Jaz. Don’t ask me if I’m really doing this because I’m…’


  ‘Why the hell shouldn’t I ask you whatever I want? You’ve let me grow fond of you. You’ve let me…’ she hesitated, the word somehow never having been spoken between them, ‘you’ve let me grow to love you, and now you expect me to refrain from asking you questions about your motives when you suddenly announce you are going to bugger off forever to another universe? Well I’m very sorry Charles to – what’s that word you’re so fond of? – to transgress against one of your precious rules but, under the circumstances, I’ll ask you whatever fucking questions I like!’


  Now Charles was trembling too. Partly because she’d managed to bring home to him the enormity of the thing he was proposing to do, and partly because, for the first time in so many words, she’d told him that she loved him.


  ‘Can you make me one of those?’ he asked her.


  ‘A ciggie? But you never smoke!’


  She rolled one for him anyway and he took it and puffed hungrily.


  ‘I wasn’t proposing to just bugger off as you put it,’ he said. ‘I was going to ask if you agreed it was a good idea, and, if so, whether you’d come with me. It would be for the sake of the people you work with, wouldn’t it? The people in the Zones.’


  ‘So why would you be doing it?’ asked Jazamine.


  ‘I feel badly about that man in the shop. I know he was the mastermind behind the whole massacre.’


  ‘But you’d stolen the seeds before you ever met him.’


  ‘Yes, but…’ Charles hesitated, then conceded her point with a shrug. ‘Well, as you know, I don’t really understand why I did that, but, whatever the reason, I took them and I’ve got them, and now here’s an opportunity to put them to good use.


  Jaz started to roll another cigarette. He burst out laughing.


  ‘You’ve only halfway through the last one!’


  ‘This is a mad conversation,’ she said, tossing the half-made thing back into the tin. ‘This is quite mad. I don’t even know why I’m taking part in it at all. It’s like you’re proposing a suicide pact!’


  He looked away from her, out over the city, then glanced back with a new expression that was almost sly.


  ‘You proposed it yourself once, though, didn’t you? Do you remember? That time I first showed you the seeds? You suggested we take some there and then.’


  He remembered her on the bed, like a pagan goddess, with the seeds in the palm of her hand like stars.


  ‘Oh for Christ’s sake, Charles,’ Jaz protested. ‘I was only joking!’


  But she looked so defensive that Charles just laughed.


  ~*~


  Next morning, instead of going to work, they drew all the money they could out of their respective banks and visited several jewellers’ shops to convert it into gold rings, which could be traded in any world. Then they packed knapsacks for themselves, placing the slip and the stolen data at the bottom of Charles’ sack, and drove down into Somerset to a spot in the Mendip Hills. It was safer to do a shift in a place where people wouldn’t see you arrive.


  Over to their south, Glastonbury Tor rose up from the misty green fields of the Somerset Levels. A lark twittered high above them in a pure blue sky, a crow cawed softly in a tree, a tractor rolled back and forth across a field. It was hard to believe that this world was anything other than benign, let alone that it was threatened by crazed berserkers, but there above the Cheddar Gorge, with jackdaws wheeling beneath them, Charles and Jazamine took out two of those little blue glowing spheres and swallowed them down with a swig of water from a flask.


  They began to walk then, and two hours later they found themselves in a shallow little wooded valley with a stream running through it. The warm sun shone through the green leafy branches, green flesh was bursting everywhere from the rich dark soil, and the material world seemed more solid and real, more truly there, than it had ever been before.


  ‘Let’s paddle in the water,’ Jazamine said.


  The water proved very cold but the intensity of the physical sensation was almost reassuring when they knew that they’d soon be leaving this whole world behind them. Jaz picked a primrose from a little cluster growing on the bank and gave it to Charles with a flourish, and then they kissed, standing there in the water, surrounded by the brilliant translucent green of newly opened leaves. They were like Adam and Eve before the fall, outside of time and space, pressing their mouths together and finding that the boundary between them had vanished. They wandered freely into each other’s minds, seeking their other selves. They reached hungrily under one another’s clothes.


  ‘I love you, Jaz.’


  Charles had never said these words to her before, but now they were everywhere. ‘I love you too,’ she said, and then, to the amazement of both of them, countless other Jazamines repeated her words, like the backing singers in some old R & B band: ‘I love you too, Charles, I love you, I love you.’


  The world quivered. It wasn’t solid and substantial after all. Their own shared consciousness was the only thing here that was truly real, the core of everything, the central light shining out through a flimsy parade of magic lantern slides.


  ‘Jaz, this is it!’


  Charles grabbed her hand and held it tightly, but as he did so a switch came into his mind, an exceptionally vivid one, and he knew at once, without the slightest doubt, that they were making a mistake.


  ‘Jaz! This is stupid! We shouldn’t be doing this!’


  ‘We shouldn’t, Jaz, we shouldn’t, we shouldn’t…’ repeated other versions of himself from nearby timelines.


  Much closer to hand, so close and urgent that it seemed to be inside his head, Jazamine’s voice came back to him.


  ‘It’s too late, Charles! Don’t let me go!’


  ‘Don’t let me go! Don’t let me go! Don’t let me go!’


  They were on the point of passing through. They were looking past the magic lantern slides, with their primroses and larks and trees, and into the Tree itself. And they recognised it at once, for it had always been present: vast, inconceivably intricate, multiplying in every single moment.


  ‘Keeping holding on, Jaz!’ Charles shouted, fighting with his mind against the final rupturing.


  Something was pulling her away from him.


  ‘Charles!’ she screamed, ‘Charles, don’t let go!’


  ‘Don’t let go!... Don’t let go!... Don’t let go!….’


  A sudden burning pain seared through his arm, and the shock of it loosened his grip.


  Instantly she was gone, like a swimmer seized by a rip tide.


  He heard the popping sound of the air being sucked into the vacuum where she had been.


  ~*~


  The voices stopped. The membrane of the world closed and sealed itself. The lark twittered on and on in the sunshine beyond the little wood. A gust of wind ruffled the leaves. The stream trickled over some stones.


  Charles felt nothing at all. His mind seemed to have surrounded itself with cushions of numbness, like the airbags of a car.


  Chapter 18


  In the moment when Charles and Jazamine felt the tugging of the tree, as in every other moment, time had split a billion billion times. The slip might cause a tiny cross-current across the river, but the river itself still poured steadily down into the void.


  And there was another world where that lark also twittered in the sunshine beyond the little wood, and the little stream tinkled, and the wind ruffled one of a billion billion sets of leaves that were already diverging from each other, as random events at the subatomic level fractionally altered the trajectories of their growth.


  In this world too, the whispering voices fell silent and the boundary of the world sealed itself, but here Charles and Jazamine were still both inside it. They’d seen into the teeming branches of the Tree, and they’d felt the membrane open to let them through, but they’d managed to hang onto one another and remain in the same strand of time.


  ‘What are you playing at Charles?’ said Jaz in a cold cold voice. ‘What the fuck are you bloody playing at?’


  She’d climbed out of the stream and was putting on her shoes. Both of them ached with a sense of longing that seemed almost too much to bear. The boundary that had cut them off again from the other worlds seemed like the slammed door of a prison cell, though what they’d missed and what they were grieving for, neither had no idea.


  ‘Why not just dangle me over the edge of a cliff?’ Jaz demanded. ‘That would be interesting wouldn’t it? You could find out if you were strong enough to hold me up. Then you could go home and discuss it with those friends of yours in your mirrors.’


  ‘I just…’


  ‘Oh shut up, Charles.’


  ‘I had a switch. I understood something which I never…’


  ‘I’m not interested, and I’m not listening.’


  ~*~


  ‘I had a switch,’ Charles said, ‘and I finally figured out the answer to your question.’


  Darkness was falling. Bright electric signs – yellow, purple, pink – shone out over takeaways and convenience stores. Traffic lights shifted from red to orange to green and back to red again, alternately releasing and holding back the mighty torrents of metal. Horns blared and brakes screeched as Charles drove across a red light he’d failed to notice.


  ‘What I mean,’ he said, ‘is that I realised why I do this whole marcher thing.’


  ‘Don’t you think you should concentrate on driving?’


  ‘It isn’t about secretly wanting to get to the other side, as you’ve always thought. It’s about the thrill of being on the edge. Once you cross over, you lose all that. You’re just in some bloody old place again, some ordinary place that’s no different from the one you left behind. And then all you can do is either settle for where you are, or go to the edge again. Some shifters admit as much. They know they won’t ever get anywhere. It’s all about the crossing over.’


  ‘So what about that data you pinched? What about that big plan of yours to collaborate with other worlds?’


  Charles snorted with derision.


  ‘Oh come on! That obviously wasn’t going to work! Where’s having a map of the Tree going to get anyone? How can you hope to fill up a hole in the universe with a few bits of data on a bloody stick?’


  ‘I don’t know why you’re asking me, Charles. It was your idea, if you remember.’


  ~*~


  She didn’t want to go back to his flat with him, or for him to come into her house.


  ‘You sure you’ll be all right on your own?’ he asked, as he dropped her off there.


  ‘I’ll call a friend,’ she said, climbing out of the car. ‘And listen, Charles, I don’t want to see you anymore. Ever. We’re finished, and I really mean that.’


  She didn’t say goodbye. She didn’t remind him to drive safely. She didn’t turn to look back at him as she walked up to her front door.


  ~*~


  His own flat seemed very bleak and cold, with all the curtains open to the night and the mirrors like holes into nothingness. It was as if no one lived there any more, as if he was looking into one of the worlds where Charles Bowen no longer existed.


  He tried to call Jaz but her phone was switched off.


  There was no question of sleep of course, and he couldn’t bring himself to eat. He lay on his bed with the dark mirrors all around him. Over and over again, he heard Jaz screaming out as she fell away from him across the Tree. Over and over, he felt himself begin to fall. And over and over, his mind went back to the switch that had come to him at that very last moment.


  ~*~


  Mr and Mrs Bowen weren’t at home when the taxi from the station dropped him off and Charles rang the doorbell, but both of their sons were there to meet him. The older son was a business analyst called James, and looked like a slighter version of Charles himself. Griffith, the younger one, who was a medical student, was a strong, solidly built young man in jeans and a rugby sweater.


  ‘Father has taken our mother out for a drive so we could have a chance to have a quick word with you first,’ said James. ‘You’ll appreciate this has caused a good deal of upset for all of us. We’re really worried about the effect it’ll have on Mum.’


  ‘She’s been seriously ill recently,’ said Griffith. ‘In fact you may as well know that she’s had cancer. To be honest a shock like this was the very last thing she needed. But of course – typically of her – she insisted on this meeting going ahead. She can’t bear to think she’s let anyone down.’


  ‘Not of course that Mr Bowen could have been expected to know she’d been ill,’ conceded James.


  They led him into a prosperous living room.


  ‘Well I’m sorry,’ Charles said. ‘It wasn’t my intention to cause an upset.’


  ‘Indeed,’ said James. ‘But… Well, Griff and I may as well come out and say it, when we read your letter we both strongly advised our mother just to say no to this. So did our father. It was only on her own insistence that…’


  ‘She’s hardly slept since we first heard from you,’ said Griffith.


  ‘We just ask that you keep this very brief,’ said James, ‘and for there to be no expectations as to, um, ongoing contact, or some sort of family relationship.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘I don’t profess to understand about shifters and all that. Griffith and I have been rather sheltered from the darker side of life, I’m pleased to say, as have our parents.’


  ‘Well, as I explained on the phone, I am a shifter, but I’ve made myself known to the authorities and…’


  A car crunched onto the gravel outside, the front door opened, and then, after what seemed a long wait, Mr and Mrs Bowen came in. He was a solidly built, austere-looking man of sixty, who looked very like Charles. She was a pretty woman of fifty-eight, graceful, fine-boned, but rather thin and frail. Though they were thirty years older, both were agonisingly familiar to Charles from the photos he’d pored over as a child.


  James was solicitous towards his mother.


  ‘Why don’t you sit down here Mum? Can I fetch you a drink?’


  ‘I’m alright,’ she said, ‘don’t fuss.’


  She walked straight over to the stranger, to Charles, and extended her hand for him to shake. He’d longed for this moment for nearly thirty years: longed for it, and forbidden himself to long for it, and then longed for it again anyway. Her hand was small and light.


  ‘Hello, Mr Bowen,’ she said. ‘I can’t say that I really understand all this, but I suppose your mother was – what? – a sort of double of me?’


  She’d been dreading this, but at the same time she’d been secretly fascinated by the prospect of meeting a kind of extra son, who even bore the name she and her husband had planned to give to that first baby she’d miscarried and then grieved and grieved for. But now he was there in front of her – Charles himself could see this with complete clarity – both her anxieties and her secret hopes were rapidly falling away. He wasn’t her missing and longed-for child, he was just a stranger, and, though there was a pang of disappointment there, her overwhelming feeling was one of relief.


  ‘My mother and you were actually the same person until the early seventies,’ Charles told her. He saw her face relaxing, and felt the draining away of the last remnants of his own hopes. ‘That was when your world and the world I come from split apart from each other.’


  She shook her head.


  ‘Oh dear. I’m getting confused already. I’ve read about these things of course but none of it makes any sense to me. What does it mean to say that the world split? Why didn’t we notice?’


  ‘The world splits all the time. It’s splitting now as we speak.’


  As he said this he felt for a moment the ghostly presence all around him of other versions of this room and of the five people in it, millions of them, moving off into their own separate futures, which themselves would split and split and split in every subsequent moment. If only he could disappear into one of them.


  ‘In my branch of time, I was your first and only child. You’d planned to have more, but one day the two of you were walking down the street with me in a buggy and…’


  Now the older man stepped in.


  ‘I think we’ll leave out the metaphysics if we may. We weren’t sure of your reason for coming here but my wife and I agreed that we ought to… we ought to offer you at least one opportunity to… um… state your purpose.’


  He seemed to think that the occasion required him to talk like a character out of a Victorian novel.


  ‘This isn’t easy for me either, you know,’ protested Charles. ‘You were my father and mother in the other world, but I lost you before I got a chance to know you. But here… here you’re both alive, and…’


  He fumbled in his jacket pocket and took out a little packet of photographs. Here was the plump little baby with his mum and dad on that beach that was probably Bournemouth; here he was with Mr Bowen on the lawn of a small back garden; here he was in his buggy with his pretty young mother, both of them beaming out happily from the little faded square of photographic paper…


  Mrs Bowen took them from him and studied each one slowly and carefully before passing it to her husband. The two of them were obviously shaken by what they saw, but when Mrs Bowen finally spoke she seemed to have persuaded herself that the distress was all on Charles’ side.


  ‘I do see it must be very hard for you, Mr Bowen. It…


  ‘Mr Bowen? How can you look at those pictures and then just call me Mr Bowen?’


  The older man stepped in at once.


  ‘Now just a minute! My wife isn’t at all well and you will not speak to her in that tone!’


  If anything he was even more upset than his wife, but his distress was coming out in the form of anger.


  ‘I think Mr Bowen needs to go,’ said James.


  ‘Absolutely,’ his brother agreed. ‘Mum can’t be expected to cope with this!’


  ‘Oh for goodness’ sake, all three of you!’ snapped Mrs Bowen. ‘Will you please stop fussing! It’s not going to kill me to give poor Mr… to give poor…’ she really had to struggle to make herself speak his name, ‘to give poor Charles here a few minutes of my time.’


  ‘No,’ Charles said. ‘That’s nice of you, but I think James is right. I’ve taken enough of your time already and I should go. I do appreciate the fact that you agreed to see me.’


  James was suddenly friendly and helpful.


  ‘Well you mustn’t walk to the station, Charles. Let me give you a lift. Shall I take your car, Father? It’ll save you having to move it to let me out. If we rush, Mr Bowen can get the 12.23.’


  But his father couldn’t answer him. He had turned away from all of the rest of them and was sobbing into his hands.


  ~*~


  At 7 a.m. Charles tried to call Jaz again, but her phone was still switched off.


  Well of course she was angry, he told himself. She had every right to be, and he’d just have to be patient. He’d have to look at it from her point of view, however hard he found that. He’d have to prove he’d really changed.


  He took the remaining seeds from his knapsack, wrapped them in tissue paper, and sealed them, with an unsigned note, into an envelope which he addressed to the SIS headquarters in London. Then he went straight out and put the envelope in the post.


  There! It was done! The wretched things were gone from him. And it was good to feel the coolness of the morning air and hear the birdsong and the traffic and the ordinary everyday voices of passers-by in the world he’d so nearly lost.


  Back at his flat, he sent an e-mail to his new boss at the SIS saying he wasn’t well and wouldn’t be coming in.


  ‘I believe that shifter contact has affected me,’ he wrote. ‘I’m having hallucinations and experiencing strange and troubling impulses which I don’t understand. I’m going to make an appointment with my GP and ask her to refer me to an appropriate specialist. Please in the meantime accept this as notice of my intention to quit the SIS.’


  It was easy, once you started. All you needed to do was turn the page and a new chapter began.


  Chapter 19


  Charles made himself a cup of coffee. In the street outside children were going down the hill in twos and threes on their way to school. He tried Jaz again on his landline but she wasn’t answering and her voicemail was still switched off. There was a week-old message waiting for him, though, from Susan, his old friend from university days.


  ‘Kept meaning to try and catch up with you after my thirtieth, Charles,’ Susan said. ‘It was lovely to see you there, but I was frustrated that we didn’t get a chance to talk. Anyway the reason I’m calling is I’m having another little party on Saturday fortnight. Not a big do like last time but Rick and Gemma are over from Australia. They said they’d love to see a few old friends from Uni days and so of course I thought of you. If you can come, it’d be great to see you.’


  As he put down the phone, Charles remembered the words he’d written that night after Susan’s last party, the foolish, self-aggrandising words:


   


  Let us put on armour,


  Let us wear breastplates of polished bronze,


  And cover our faces with ferocious masks.


   


  Let us be pure. Let us accept the cold.


  Let us foreswear the search for love.


  Let us ride in the bare places where the ground is clinker


  And the towers are steel…


   


  It struck him then how many people over the years had reached out to him just as Susan was now doing, offering their friendship, and how he’d always found a way of shaking them off, coming back to this hall of mirrors, hiding behind his armour and his painted shield.


  A sudden violent anger erupted inside him and he grabbed the nearest mirror and hurled it into the silvered glass of the one he’d carefully hung opposite it to achieve the effect of endless recursion that had fascinated him since he was a little child. Both of them shattered and crashed to the ground as he snatched down another mirror –an oval one with an oak frame – and did the same thing again. And now, without pausing for a moment, he went right through the flat, pulling the mirrors from the walls one by one and flinging them into each other until the floor was covered in broken glass and there wasn’t a single frame left hanging that had an intact mirror inside it.


  Charles was sweating, his heart was pounding, he had to lean on a doorpost to catch his breath, but he felt much better. He felt that he’d finished the job he’d started when he put the seeds in the post.


  He went to fetch a dustpan.


   


  He was back in the hallway of that semi-detached house in that leafy street. Mrs Bowen was there on her own and she was screaming at him as she pushed him and shoved him towards the open door.


  ‘How dare you come here! How dare you say you’re my Charles! My Charles died when he was a baby! He’s dead! He’s dead! I saw him myself, all crushed up in his buggy against that wall!’


   


  Charles swept up the glass and gathered together the empty frames. The walls were just walls again. Ovals and rectangles of unfaded paint were all that was left of those cold windows into unreachable worlds. He’d stop at a DIY store on the way back from the dump and pick up some paint.


  ‘I’ll write Jaz a letter,’ he told himself, as he wandered through his flat, looking for any other traces of his old existence. ‘I’ll tell her I’m sorry. I’ll tell her I threw away the seeds and the mirrors…’


   


  He was in the leafy street again, ringing a bell. The blue door opened and he saw himself. It was a Charles Bowen whose parents had never died. He was standing next to his mother.


   


  The switches would pass, he reminded himself. It would only be a day or two before they stopped coming at him like this.


  ‘I’d better just check, though,’ he muttered. ‘I’d better just make sure that there’s nothing left in that drawer.’


  The envelope hadn’t been sealed, after all, and a seed could have fallen out. He wouldn’t want to be ambushed by it years from now, when he thought all this had been left behind.


  He opened his sock drawer and pushed the socks around.


  ‘Nope, nothing.’


  There was a little disappointment there, he couldn’t help noticing as he pulled the drawer out and tipped its contents onto his bed, but he decided not to worry about that. It was like giving up smoking. There was bound to be some regret at first.


  He began separating the pairs of socks, checking each one and then putting the two socks together again and dropping them back into the drawer. He’d replaced four or five pairs like this when he saw the solitary blue sphere lying there in the middle of his duvet.


  He had the strange sensation that something or someone, miles away, was reaching towards him, seeking him out, trying to pull him towards them. And then, right in front of his eyes, but without any visible motion taking place, what had been one sphere became two.
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