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      IN THE DISTANCE, Marie Gedeon could still hear the rumble of falling objects.

      The screams cutting through the air in the street outside.

      Closer to where she remained prone, in a catlike position, on her hands and knees—hunched beneath the wooden table her father claimed to have cobbled together from washed-up wood he’d hand gathered from the baie de Port-au-Prince, the gateway to Haiti—she could hear the percussive strikes as lumps of plaster and hunks of timber dropped from the ceiling and onto the upper floorboards of her own home:

      The home which’d been in her family for four generations.

      Almost a hundred years now.

      The home which her great-grandfather had often bragged about building with his own two hands, although Marie had her own theory that neighbours; or contractors, architects, might’ve—perhaps—lent a helping hand . . .

      It was somewhat hard to believe that the elegant support timbers made of greenheart wood—the neatly carved plaster cornices on the skirting boards about the house and on the staircase banisters, the neat, smooth marble fountain in the courtyard—had all been her grandfather’s direct responsibility. And all this when her great-grandfather, like all the men in her family, had been a lawyer. Still, she supposed, being a grandmother herself now, that she better understood why her great-grandfather might’ve told one, or more, tall tale in his life. Sometimes fiction was better than truth. More interesting, at the very least.

      She waited patiently for the sounds of tumbling to stop, so that she might scramble out from beneath the table, try to lose the hard pain in her bare kneecaps and at the heels of her hands from being in this crouched position for so long. Already she was doubtful that she would be able to get to her feet without stumbling, or even falling, several times. It wasn’t only the impact of what surrounded her—the shock of what had just happened, was still happening—but she had had, for many years now, stiff joints. She would often joke about it to neighbours, about how whenever she got up from a chair it was akin to her attempting to start her old sixties-era Ford 500.

      That it’d take her at least three tries.

      The sound of rumbling continued.

      From above.

      From outside.

      People called out.

      Called for help.

      She could taste blood. When she reached up to her mouth, her finger came away with a thin, brownish-red smear. She swallowed away the dryness in her throat, and turned her attention back to her kitchen. She looked over to the stove.

      The large steel pot of rice continued to bubble away. She had been tending to it when she first felt the ground giving way beneath her feet. It was a little akilter now, but remained standing on its metal support. The stove wasn’t hooked up to the mains gas, or electricity. It had its own gas canister stowed neatly below which, faithfully, continued to supply the neat, bright-blue, glowing ring of flame beneath the pot. Already, from years and years of experience, she could sense the giveaway burning odour; the odour of the rice sticking to the bottom of the pot. That smell which always, no matter where she was in the house, or what she was doing, made her want to rush out and go tend to the kitchen. Right now, it didn’t matter how ridiculous she might look to any passer-by in her Bermuda shorts and sky-blue plastic Crocs sandals—the only footwear she ever felt anything near comfortable these days, what with her swollen feet.

      If only her ancestors could see how she dressed herself now!

      She left the stove to its own whims, staying put beneath the table.

      It was just as well because, only a second or so after the thought had departed her brain, a large chunk of plaster came free from the ceiling and—with a gut-churning creak—fell.

      It smashed onto the black-and-white kitchen tiles.

      Fragments scattered all over.

      Dust puffed up.

      She reached out and dragged the neck of the baggy, beige t-shirt she wore to bed up and over her nostrils and mouth, to guard against the dust. She had to turn her face away so that she wouldn’t swallow the worst of it. She could feel her heart fluttering against her ribs, and the flush of heat in her cheeks. A year or so ago, she had had her first heart attack. She hoped another wasn’t on its way. But if now was her time, then she supposed there was nothing she could do.

      She had had three children, and those three children had each had children of their own.

      Seven grandchildren in all.

      The clan would continue.

      She felt a shifting weight in the pocket of her Bermuda shorts. Acting on instinct, she reached out, took hold of the solid, lumpy mass. A pocket watch—the pocket watch which she kept with her at all times:

      Sturdy, scratched-up silver casing.

      Roman numerals.

      The bow and crown kept well-oiled.

      It was a sort of lucky charm. It had been passed down the generations, from male to male, until Marie—being the only child of her parents—had at last claimed it.

      She kept the pocket watch with her at all times except when she took her morning shower—when she would leave it on the soft walnut surface of her bedside table. If she decided to draw herself an evening bath, she would prop the watch up on the rim and stare at those slender, simple hands.

      Time passing by.

      The ever-vanishing hours, minutes—seconds.

      Surely the times when her well-intentioned children had chided her for taking the pocket watch out of the house—afraid it may be lost, stolen or broken—numbered in the thousands, if not tens of thousands. But she knew she needed to keep it close.

      Always.

      As she tuned herself back into the world—the still-falling rubble—she realised that she could hear a child’s wail.

      Coming from upstairs.

      Sébastien.

      At six years old, he was her youngest grandchild.

      She had been looking after him for the past week, while his parents were vacationing in Cancún, Mexico.

      “Granmè!”

      He spoke the creole word inured with his North American father’s language.

      Although it was difficult to ignore him—far more difficult, of course than ignoring the rice sticking to the bottom of the pan—she knew that there was no option.

      She turned the pocket watch over.

      Rumour had it that the pocket watch was over two hundred years old, and from the times of Henri Christophe, the first king of Haiti. That it had been brought across the Atlantic by some French colonist who had, perhaps, been relieved of the pocket watch in the War of Independence. The waves etched onto the silver casing had always supported the theory that this was indeed from a French colonist, given to him as a token of appreciation.

      But, again, like everything else in Marie’s family history, it was a matter of debate. All she knew for a fact was the inscription on the casing, half obscured by an aged, brown stain—blood?

      She examined it now, as she had done a million times before:

      Pour Mon Amour

      So read the florid inscription from this theoretical Frenchman’s wife, or lover.

      She shifted her gaze downward, to the only other writing on the case, and which Marie had once always believed to be the maker’s name, or, perhaps, some sort of an inside joke between the giver and the receiver of the pocket watch:

      Ministère de Cieux Bleus

      The Ministry of Blue Skies.

      Outside, the sounds of falling debris seemed to have stopped. They had slowed in their frequency at the very least. She turned the pocket watch over in her palm, saw that the hands had ceased to turn—at precisely five p.m.

      Yes, it was time.

      She reached up, turned the crown a dozen or more times, just as her father—the one who had presented her the watch—had shown her.

      Feeling the odd, familiar humming sensation in her chest, she felt herself gliding away. That brief moment of absolute power, before an aeroplane takes off. Its engines all firing as hard as possible.

      Just an inch away from achieving flight.
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      When she opened her eyes, turned, she saw that she was wearing the leaf-green cocktail dress, a pair of sleek, high heels which matched. The smell of perfume clung to her. It smelled lightly of peaches. Her dark skin was smooth—sleek—how it had been before years of motherhood had done with her. Although the same process passed over her each time she shifted away from the real world, and into the fantastical—that which surely never was except in her own mind—she was surprised at her appearance:

      Young.

      That same twenty-eight she had been when her father, gasping his last as he succumbed to throat cancer in a private ward of Hôpital de la Trinité, had passed her the pocket watch, explained its intricacies. She hadn’t had time to ask questions of him, to confirm that what he had told her, the muttered words about the watch’s properties to jump through time and space, into other worlds, were the ramblings of a dying man. She had had time to discover that for herself.

      She took in her surroundings, the long, narrow corridor, much more slender than she might have brought to mind if somebody had asked her to describe the End of Time:

      The Ministry of Blue Skies

      The floors were of sleek, black marble; the wallpaper of black velvet.

      Every six or seven paces, there were old-style, burning torches hanging down from the walls. Their light was unlike normal flames. For one, the light didn’t carry as far as normal, real-world flames. It was silver and crept upward from the base of each torch, shedding a sort of semi-obscure moonlight glow about the corridors.

      There were always shadows.

      Up ahead.

      Behind.

      To her left.

      To her right.

      As she passed by the doors—all of them that same smooth, greenheart wood that was used for the timbers in her home—she read off the bronze plaques on each door. Strange markings were engraved on each of the plaques, in a bright, white ink, or paint, whatever it was the first to come here had used. The markings were from a strange language which she—without explanation, and without any effort to learn—spoke fluently.

      They all indicated dates.

      And although there was no sequential order which she could observe, she already knew, on instinct, where any given time or place might be.

      As she walked along the corridor, she heard the dim echo of her heels clacking behind her. There was no near-distance echo at all. The sound came exclusively from a long way behind—a long way down, it seemed—as if she was listening to the skittering of rocks at the bottom of a well.

      Whenever she was back in her home, in the real world, she often wondered to herself just how she managed to concentrate when she came here.

      To have an eternity all spread out before her.

      The entire history of her island, all here, and waiting.

      Yet it was single-minded focus, she told herself, which allowed her to ever return from this place.

      She looked over the doors as she passed by, her eyes hardly seeing, all those runes and etchings on the plaques snagging onto some part of her brain. She allowed them to blow against her, like the tropical breeze of baie de Port-au-Prince. And tonight—because here, at the End of Time it was always night—she knew exactly where she was headed. Just what she needed to do, if she was to save her grandchild. She had to go and see the Administrators.

      It was only when she came to a certain door—not the door to the Administrators—that she ceased her advance along the corridor. She stood and stared at the plaque, her mind sifting over the runes: a strange rounded squiggle—almost like a coiled-up spring. Something deep within her explained clearly what the squiggle meant. Something which could only have been passed through her blood, like a gift . . . or a curse.

      A genetic disorder . . .

      The year behind the door was 1962.

      A world long ago past, like all the other worlds which awaited behind each door.

      And because time stood still here—and because she knew, with a quiet confidence, that she might never get this chance again—she reached out for the brass doorknob.

      Turned.
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      When she opened her eyes, she found herself standing on Avenue de la République in downtown Port-au-Prince. It was night-time. The air was thick, full of moisture. She could taste the salt of the sea, entering through her airways, being breathed deep to the pits of her lungs. Of course, she wore the same cocktail dress from before.

      Nobody was around.

      All was quiet.

      Deathly quiet.

      She could see the bright, white pillars of the Palais National all lit up with bright orange lights.

      There was no other light source.

      Not even the moon above.

      Those blinking, shimmering lights of the slums on the hillsides no longer shone either.

      No streetlights.

      She looked to the Palais National, and to the wrought-iron gates surrounding. They seemed to have been painted recently. As she approached the palace fence, she was surprised that there was no pain. None of the usual pain which accompanied walking; her comfortable Crocs, or not.

      She peered in through the railings, only realising that she still held the watch when she reached up to clasp hold of the cool iron.

      Not having anywhere to keep the watch, she instead allowed the hand clasping it to fall down to her side, and used her other—free—hand to take hold of the railing.

      She had been to the palace before, of course.

      In fact, her grandfather had been good friends with a succession of presidents.

      But it was very different to show up at the palace wearing . . . well, something like what she wore right now . . . and to see the cars filing their way around the driveway, all of them finely polished, and some with pearly streamers running their way from the bonnet to the windows, flapping in the air wafting in from the Caribbean. She recalled, very clearly, returning from those dinners.

      The very first time she visited the palace she must’ve been thirteen, or fourteen. They had driven out through the palace gates and passed by a group of children—her own age—in nothing but rags, emaciated frames, holding their dirtied palms open to them, praying for some offering.

      She clearly recalled that her mother would lightly shield her eyes with her gloved hand, as if her eyes had been struck by the unbearable glare of a photographer’s bulb.

      Marie had never forgotten those children; or the circumstances of the place where she lived. But, as the years went by, the family fortunes declined. This was mainly due to her father’s reluctance for Marie to go into the family business, holding out, seemingly, for a son.

      Marie realised that the means her family might’ve possessed to make a difference to those children—and many others—had diminished.

      As she stood in her younger body, she thought about how she had had so many grand plans, and how not a one had come to fruition. And how the house she lived in now—and would till her dying days—represented the very last of her family’s legacy.

      The house and the Ford 500.

      With a slight sigh, she turned away from the palace.

      She had wanted to come here.

      Just one final time.

      Before she left for good.

      She turned her attention back to the pocket watch, and she turned it on another few notches.
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      Back in the slender corridor at the End of Time, Marie squinted, becoming once more accustomed to the ethereal, silver light from the torches. She breathed in deeply, still catching the vague scent of the salty breeze, and that slightly fruity, tropical flavour at the back of her throat.

      The worlds were always like that.

      Stagnant.

      Unmoving.

      Lit as if by memory.

      But she was glad they existed.

      Before she had more time to speculate on what she had seen—on those thoughts which’d rattled through her head like popcorn kernels near explosion—she continued down the corridor, her eyes fixed on the gloom opening out ahead. She felt the silvery glow of the torches brush against her skin, caressing her almost. She didn’t stop at any other doors before she reached the one she knew, in her gut, belonged to the Administrators.

      She paused for a long few moments, knocked twice, and then turned the doorknob.

      The air within smelled strongly of cinnamon, as it always did, almost like somebody might’ve been burning a joss stick. It almost knocked her backward.

      All around, she saw the workings of the Ministry of Blue Skies.

      The large, ceiling-to-floor windows, beyond which there was nothing save a bright, white light. A light which she couldn’t stand looking at directly. She had to bring her forearm up to shield her eyes from the glare. Or else turn her gaze away.

      People sat at their desks.

      Tapping away at electric typewriters.

      Others with phones crooked between shoulder and ear.

      All of them dressed smartly in their suits and ties, and skirts and blouses.

      Seventies fashions.

      Marie had always thanked her lucky stars to have been born into family money—to never have had to run the gauntlet through one of these cubicle farms: these offices. That the very worse which she had found herself facing was the odd lecherous ‘acquaintance’ of her father, clearly seeing her as trophy-wife material or else as an obedient—naïve—little fling.

      But she had always been able to defend herself.

      And, when it had become too much, she had taken her father’s old service pistol, kept it in her purse. After that she hadn’t had any further problems.

      She eyed the office workers, all of them one-hundred-percent focussed on the task at hand, whatever that task was.

      Nobody stopped her as she approached the door, this time marked in official French:

      Administrateurs

      There was no reason to knock.

      They already knew she was coming.

      She simply pushed open the door.

      Often, back in the real world, she wondered why the Administrators appeared to her in her own language, and in the dress of her own time. She wondered what her father might’ve seen when he had come here, to the End of Time—to the Ministry of Blue Skies.

      And then she wondered what her grandfather might’ve seen.

      And all those before him.

      The trio of Administrators sat behind their desk: one man, and two women; all of them sat with their hands clenched together, all watching Marie walk in through the doorway, with a sort of catlike fascination. They all wore neat and tidy suits, all of them of the same black marble shade as the corridor outside. The man with a crisp white shirt underneath—a perfectly knotted, black tie—and the women with white blouses, undone a couple of buttons to show off their supple, thirty-something throats.

      The walls of the room were glass. Bright white light flooded in through them.

      She addressed the Administrators. “Dearest Mesdames et Messieurs, I have come here to ask for a favour.”

      There was no movement in any of their faces.

      Not so much as the stirring of an eyebrow.

      The twitch of a lip.

      She awaited some sort of acknowledgement, knowing that it would be presumptuous—let alone rude—for her to proceed into what she wanted without their blessing. Her eyes skittered between the assembled trio, finally coming to rest on the woman who sat in the middle, and who gave her a sombre, definite nod.

      Marie drew a deep breath.

      Then told her what she needed.
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      Marie felt the floorboards creaking beneath the soles of her Crocs as she crept toward the spare room—the room which had once been her own nursery, and where her grandson, Sébastien, was staying now.

      Her aches and pains were back.

      The heaviness of her strides.

      She thought to her daughter’s apprehension, how she had insisted, almost to the point of tears, that Marie travel to Miami, stay in their apartment while she looked after Sébastien.

      But Marie had had no intention of that.

      Many years ago, she had made a promise to herself that, no matter what happened, she would never again leave the island. It would mean her death.

      What her daughter had never understood was that, here, in her house, Sébastien was far safer than he ever might be in that apartment of theirs.

      With Marie here to protect him.

      She stepped in through the doorway to Sébastien’s bedroom, still feeling the slight tremors passing through the floorboards, the creaking of the timbers threatening to give way at any second. She caught the whiff of those baby smells, that clean scent of soap. She knew, in a few years, Sébastien would lose those pleasant odours, that he would grow up to be an adult, just as happened with the rest of mankind. She looked down at him, lying on his side, in the slender single bed, his blankets all bundled up over him, as if he might be able to make the whole world disappear by simply draping them over his head.

      She remembered when she’d thought shew might have the power to make the world disappear.

      Those had been much happier days.

      She sat down on the edge of the mattress, feeling a slight tremble passing over her. In her right hand she continued to clench the pocket watch tight. She could feel its silver casing made warm by her hold. Already, outside, she could hear the never-ending sound of sirens.

      The cries of grief—the shouts for help.

      She looked down at Sébastien, his father’s clear, blue eyes drawn wide more with curiosity than fear. She knew that it was her calmness which relaxed him, which stopped him from feeling frightened. She reached out and stroked his smooth, straight blond hair—so unlike her own knotted, bird’s nest—and then, trembling slightly, she took his hand.

      “Where’re we going, Granmè?” he asked, in English, except for the term of endearment.

      Marie smiled.

      Children knew.

      They always knew.

      So much better at understanding than adults.

      She twisted the crown of the pocket watch another few notches.

      And made them disappear.
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      Back in the corridor at the End of Time, Marie stood in the doorway, staring through to the day of the arrival of Sébastien’s parents. She looked over them, the only moving parts in the whole of the otherwise still-born airport surroundings. She watched on as Sébastien rushed over to his mother and father, and ran into their arms. The wide open grins on their faces, pulling back their mouths to show off their bright, white teeth.

      As Sébastien’s father hauled him up into his arms, Sébastien twisted about in his father’s hold, turned his head back to Marie. His eyes met hers for a fraction of a second, and he gave her one of those nervous, child’s smiles.

      Clench tightly in his fist, Marie saw the pocket watch, its silver casing as brightly white as Sébastien’s parents’ teeth. As she turned her back on the scene—returned to the gloom of the corridor at the End of Time—she wondered if Sébastien would understand what she had told him. If his six-year-old’s brain had fully comprehended what she had said.

      Oh, in all likelihood, when Sébastien’s parents found him in possession of the watch then they would stow it somewhere safe—knowing that it couldn’t rightly be returned to Granmè now that she lay buried beneath the rubble of her former home: the house that she had refused to leave, against all sound advice.

      Would they try to bury the pocket watch with her?

      Or would they keep it safe until Sébastien could understand its value?

      As she allowed the darkness to wash in over her—the favour from the Administrators fully delivered as promised—she awaited what would come next; safely in the knowledge that Sébastien, like her, when the time was right, would discover the powers of the pocket watch.

      So that he might explore his own worlds.

      The worlds which surrounded his life:

      His past.

      His present.

      And his future.

      In whichever city that turned out to be.
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      IT WAS MURDER to get meat sauce out of an embroidered tunic; Frankenmoore could remember his mother saying something along those lines once.

      As he busied himself with the soapy water slopping free from the damp-afflicted wooden bucket, Frankenmoore swore lightly under his breath, scrubbing at the cloth with the same brush he used to pick his horse’s hooves clean. It was a nightmare to so much as see his own hands in front of his face in the bleak candlelight, let alone to try and get stains out.

      Warm steam puffed up into the washroom air, around the back of Sire Bvvad’s castle. He felt the heat return to him at twice the strength, bouncing off the stone walls surrounding him, enticing the sweat to leak from all parts of his body. He wiped the layer of sweat from his forehead with the back of his tunic sleeve. He let out a long and hard exhale, tasting, once more, that delicious meat broth which Sire Bvvad had laid on earlier this evening for the Winter’s Lights: the final large celebration of the year to which Frankenmoore, and his brother, Tildermoore, had been invited.

      Frankenmoore looked down at his tunic.

      If he looked at it just so—if he shut one eye and just . . . but, no, it was worthless.

      Even in the candlelight it looked as if he had acquired a—rather odd—habit of dipping his tunic in his broth and then suckling on it. There seemed to be nothing to be done.

      Frankenmoore examined the twinkling sequins, and the gold-and-silver leopard-print. The tunic, coupled with the impossibly tight lederhosen, had seemed far too extravagant for this evening. But Tildermoore had assured him that, really, he would be fine.

      That—if anything—it was important that Frankenmoore stood out . . .

      However, right now, one thing was for certain. Frankenmoore would have little chance of ‘wooing’ Sire Bvvad’s rather fetching—and quite blond—daughter Neela looking as if he had lowed his head into a trough and feasted his face . . . and although that wasn’t to say that wasn’t the truth of what had happened, it was only good manners to pretend it wasn’t the case.

      At least until he had managed to persuade her father that, in actual fact, he would be the perfect suitor for Neela.

      He had been sat at a wooden bench quite a distance from Neela, and the rest of her family, so he was fairly certain that if he could only dispose of—or mitigate—the evidence then he wouldn’t have done his chances any harm at all. Then there would just be the normal obstacles; his ginormous frame, and waddling gait; the way that his breath smelled—constantly—of onions and garlic . . . and then there was his personality . . . how he had the habit of saying quite outrageous things that were clearly out of place in polite company.

      But his brother, Tildermoore, had assured him that he would keep him well and truly in check.

      As he resigned himself to the fact that there was nothing more to be done with his tunic—short of incinerating the damn thing—he gave the bucket full of soapy water a hefty kick and watched it topple over. Warm water spilled all over the stone floor, and he stared at it for the longest while, watching it lap about his boots. It reminded him of when he and his brother had been children. And their parents had taken them down to the sea.

      Their father—a well-respected knight in the Lord’s court—had been summoned to slay a bridge troll which happened to be lurking nearby. And their father, never one to pass up an opportunity to mix work and family, had brought them all along for the trip.

      Frankenmoore could clearly recall how, when he had emerged naked from the surf, he had seen his father approaching them with his lopsided stride, his armour caked in mud, but the visor of his helmet tipped up to reveal his smiling, bronzed face within.

      A good day’s work.

      Just as it always was.

      If only Frankenmoore—or Tildermoore, for that matter—had inherited one jot of their father’s ability as a knight. Still, their father’s more tangible—monetary—inheritance had made it so that these failings were not so pronounced as they might’ve been otherwise.

      And so Frankenmoore and Tildermoore, spurred by their father’s grand old reputation, had taken to touring the nation’s castles, and partaking in whichever feasts tickled their fancy; each of them looking to bring back a fair maiden to the family homestead, where their aging mother waited, day by day hopeful of an approaching wedding procession.

      He had disappointed her so many times, and he was determined that he would disappoint her no more. By all that was Good and Holy he would bring home a maiden to make his mother proud!

      . . . And this was where Neela fit in.

      “Brother?” It was Tildermoore. “Are you quite all right in there?”

      Frankenmoore turned away from the spilled bucket, glanced back over his shoulder. He caught sight of Tildermoore peering around the corner. Most days, Frankenmoore woke up cursing having found himself in the body he had. His doughy frame. His mouldy-brown, curly hair. The lashings of freckles, and acne scars beneath, which afflicted his cheeks. His brother, Tildermoore, on the other hand, had shiny, smooth—impossibly straight—sable hair with the chiselled features of their father. Not a freckle, or acne scar, or so much as a humble spot, to be found.

      In addition, Tildermoore also had a washboard stomach which Frankenmoore might’ve cracked horse chestnuts on . . . had he ever been so inclined. And all of these physical gifts had been presented Tildermoore without so much as a single hard day’s work on his part.

      It was only a minor consolation that Tildermoore was just as useless at handling himself with a sword as Frankenmoore. But, due to Tildermoore’s appearance, he didn’t exactly need to wang a sword about his head to get the ladies all aflutter.

      As Tildermoore rounded the doorway, he tutted to himself. And then, with a gesture that always reminded Frankenmoore of their mother, he rested a hand on his hip and cocked his head to one side. That universal signal for disapproval. “What’ve you done there, Frank?” Tildermoore asked.

      Frankenmoore hated how his brother made him feel like some insignificant idiot at any opportunity of his choosing. And although Tildermoore, more often than not, was quite correct in his disapproval, it didn’t make it any less painful for Frankenmoore to bear.

      Tildermoore trod closer. “Oh dear,” he said, adding a shake of his head to the general stance of reproach. “You’ll never get that out.”

      “You don’t think?” Frankenmoore said, glancing up at his brother, and already scolding himself for the tone of desperation in his voice.

      Tildermoore pressed his lips tightly together and gave Frankenmoore a final—decisive—shake of his head.

      “What am I going to do? I mean, I can’t go back in there, looking like this.” He felt his cheeks flush slightly. “I can’t ask Sire Bvvad’s daughter’s hand looking like this.”

      Tildermoore cupped his chin with his hand and tapped away at the dimple there. Some days Frankenmoore wondered if the dimple in Tildermoore’s chin had come into being because of this particular tick. “You’re planning to marry this girl?” Tildermoore asked.

      Frankenmoore felt himself blush a little harder. “No. Not marry. I mean, not quite yet, anyway . . . I thought that I’d at least dance with her first.”

      “Do you know how to dance?”

      “Uh,” Frankenmoore, stared down at the toes of his boots, then did a slight shuffle.

      “Hmm,” Tildermoore replied, and then, apparently shedding off the heavy atmosphere pressing down on the washroom, arched his shoulders back, drew a deep breath and then breathed it out—all over Frankenmoore.

      At least Frankenmoore could honestly say that his brother’s breath was just as rancid-smelling as his own.

      “I suppose we could swap tunics,” Tildermoore said.

      Frankenmoore looked to his brother’s chiselled body, to his athletic body.

      And—more precisely—to the near skin-tight black tunic he wore.

      But was there any other choice?
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      THE BANQUET HALL was really bouncing.

      As Frankenmoore turned the corner and found himself standing on a balcony several feet above the dancefloor, he smelled the stale odour of ale on the air. On the other side of the hall, he spied the minstrels, chittering away at some ballad, or waltz, or . . . well, whatever the difference was between those styles of music.

      The heat was something extraordinary. More extraordinary still was how his brother’s tunic—the one which he wore—seemed to prevent him from sweating. It was as if the sweat just collected beneath the surface of the material and resided there, ready—one fateful day—to pop out.

      His brother always wore black. He would be seen in nothing else.

      And while Frankenmoore had often overheard rumour of black helping to ‘thin’ a doughy frame, he had never quite been able to believe it. To Frankenmoore it sounded a little bit too much like witchcraft. And witchcraft—as his father had often regaled him and his brother—was a Very Good Way Indeed to lose one’s eyebrows. Like Frankenmoore needed any more physical blockades.

      Though, truth be told, his eyebrows probably could do with a trim . . .

      Anyway, he was here now, leaning over the brass railing of the balcony, dressed in his brother’s black tunic, staring down on the mincing dancers below. As he stared down, he felt his brother sidle up beside him. And then—in that annoyingly carefree way of his—turn his back to the balcony and lean up against it. He produced a wooden splinter and began to pick at his teeth.

      “Seen her?” Tildermoore asked.

      Frankenmoore’s eyes skirted the crowd, and—sure enough—he spotted his bride-to-be.

      Neela.

      Tonight she wore a mauve bodice over a floaty white rose-petal dress. Her blond hair draped down over her neck and back. Lines burrowed in around her mouth and eyes as she laughed her head off at whatever it was the Berk in Green, dancing with her, was saying.

      Although his heart was rattling along at about a thousand beats a minute, Frankenmoore managed to slip his brother a fairly nonchalant glance, and say, in an even, masculine voice, “Yes.”

      Tildermoore glanced casually over his shoulder, and—Frankenmoore was certain—a half dozen Fair Maidens shifted curious looks in his direction. Despite having studied Tildermoore long and hard, and over many years—more feasts—Frankenmoore hadn’t yet discovered the secret to Tildermoore’s charm. It seemed almost like something which he turned on, and which, properly adjusted, could send bodices popping of their own free will.

      Was a washboard stomach really so devastating a weapon in love?

      It seemed so . .

      Frankenmoore turned his glance back to Neela. She and the Berk in Green had ceased their dancing for the time being and had shifted the focus of their energies to conversation.

      Frankenmoore balled his fists and set them down on the brass railing. He felt the chill from the metal pass through the surface of his skin, and send the blood swilling to his head.

      If only he had something to offer.

      If only he had a dash of what it was his brother had.

      Whereas his brother was more than content to go chasing the proverbial tail about the courts of the land, Frankenmoore had told himself—from Day One, no less—that he would be entirely content to bag himself a wife once and for all.

      Let Tildermoore keep up his never-ending flirtations and saucy encounters.

      All that Frankenmoore really aspired to obtain was a Fair—and, all things being equal, compliant—Maiden whom he could take home to meet his mother.

      With whom his mother would be quite contented.

      Was that too much to ask?

      “Come on, then,” Tildermoore said, grabbing hold of the front of Frankenmoore’s tunic, and dragging him away from the edge of the balcony. “Let’s go get her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        3

      

      

      DOWN ON THE DANCEFLOOR—consisting of rather pleasant, if not slightly clichéd, black-and-white tiles—Frankenmoore felt his anxiety reaching its peak.

      The hot bodies swung back and forth, moving as swiftly as they were befuddling. Even as he felt himself pulled along in his brother’s wake, he did his best to attempt to comprehend the beleaguering foot placements, the elaborate hand movements . . . and the bouts of laughter from the pairs of dancers—as if there was something humorous about this whole sorry façade!

      He might well have toppled over and landed with a thud on the dancefloor, down among the stomping feet, and the pungent perfumes, and the poorly concealed odour of flatulence . . . but his brother, perhaps sensing his growing anxieties, grabbed him by the wrist and dragged him onward.

      Through the crowd.

      Before he really knew what hit him, he found himself in the vicinity of Neela and the Berk in Green. The two of them—just like the rest of the dancers—twirling back and forth, apparently greatly enjoying the experience. Although he would’ve liked nothing more than to retreat from the—apparently happy—couple, his brother continued to tug him forth, toward the two of them.

      There was no doubt in his mind that it had been a real mistake.

      That this was a huge mistake.

      Over the scratching music and the blabber of the dancers, he observed Tildermoore tapping the Berk in Green on the shoulder, leaning into him. And then he overheard Tildermoore’s belly laugh, and read the gaping features of the Berk in Green. With a strangely bitter-sweet feeling, Frankenmoore watched on as the Berk in Green untangled his fingers from Neela’s, looked right through the bundled-up people, for a second staring into Frankenmoore’s eyes, then appearing to turn slightly pale. When he glanced back at Neela, he gave her something of a squiffy look and then retreated off through the crowd of dancers.

      Not looking back once.

      Frankenmoore just stood still—stunned—not quite able to believe what had happened. When Tildermoore glanced over his shoulder, looked back to him, Frankenmoore felt his chest tightening. There was a sharp tingling sensation in his ribcage . . . not unrelated to the extremely close-fitting tunic of his brother’s he now wore. Tildermoore gave him a ‘come-hither’ gesture and Frankenmoore knew there was nothing he would be able to do to resist.

      With a swift—and fairly vain—glance about the Banquet Hall, Frankenmoore caught sight of Sire Bvvad on the platform raised above the crowd. Quite unlike the dour, sombre presence the man had been earlier. When he had greeted Frankenmoore and his brother at the entrance to his castle his mouth had appeared like a cat’s pinched anus; a look with which Frankenmoore was well-acquainted, it seemed to be the prevailing one whenever their footman announced them . . . such was the reputation of those of inherited wealth. Now, however, Sire Bvvad’s cheeks were reddened, and his eyelids were droopy. He danced with thin air, trailing an invisible partner about in his arms in time to the music—or, well, Frankenmoore was fairly certain it was ‘in time’.

      It was quite clear, even without his brother’s intervention, that Sire Bvvad had other intangible things on his mind apart from the fate of his daughter at the present moment.

      “Brother!”

      Frankenmoore turned in the direction of Tildermoore and Neela.

      Quite to his surprise, he realised that the two of them were grinning at him. He found the spectacle somewhat infectious. Before he could catch himself, he was grinning back. Taking strides through the crowded-up dancers to reach them.

      When he arrived at their side, he breathed in Neela’s heady perfume—a kind of mixture of honey and silk . . . did silk have a smell? . . . with that ever-so feminine scent of horse thrown in for good measure: the daughters of well-heeled knights often did spend their many—many—leisure hours in the company of horses.

      “Brother!” Tildermoore barked again, once Frankenmoore was closer.

      In truth, the word almost deafened Frankenmoore.

      “Allow me to present you to, the quite fetching, and quite scandalous”—here Tildermoore leaned in and offered Neela a secretive glance; Neela gave a twinkle-eyed grin in reply—“daughter of Sire Bvvad, our host for the evening.”

      Before Frankenmoore could truly get his head around just what was happening, he felt Tildermoore transfer Neela’s delicate—and oddly bony—hand over to him. He felt her fragile fingertips
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