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      Jason Jeavons didn’t much feel like going home for Christmas. Funny that it only really hit him—like really hit him—when he heard the gut-wrenching shriek of the automatic doors to the bus-station waiting room closing behind him.

      But he was here now.

      He was going home.

      No two ways about it.

      The warmth of the bus-station waiting room was somewhat overwhelming. It was that greasy, pulsating heat—the kind of heat that brings the pores out in a lather. The stuff which, if you were really that way inclined, you could use to baste turkeys.

      Jason could still taste the remnants of the onion-and-lentil soup he had ingested seconds before hurtling out of the door. He could still smell the acute scent of the onions. He imagined himself almost like in a cartoon, the smells coming off him in scribbled, inky-black waves.

      Jason tugged the hood of his sweatshirt up over his head, and he peered out at the state-of-play in the bus-station waiting room tonight.

      Collection of weirdos.

      But what had he expected? This was Christmas Eve, after all.

      Who in their right mind travelled on Christmas Eve?

      Yes, Christmas Eve; that semi-sacred period which meant compulsory Family Time, and overindulgence in everything. By all rights, Jason should’ve been back home, with his family, slouched up in the battered armchair in the corner of the sitting room, doing his best to stay out of the passive-aggressive squabbles of his parents.

      It would be the same as last year.

      It would be the same as every year.

      His mother would want to flip the TV to some ‘romantic’—and usually black-and-white film—while his father would be determined to watch one of those abhorrent Yuletide editions of some panel show: the ones with the borderline, supposedly ironic—and-yet-still-quite-racist—jokes; and with the big-titted cleavage of whichever particular ‘model’ they’d chosen to be that year’s host.

      It had almost become something of a self-harming ritual.

      Jason would lie back, in said armchair, and he would time how long he could stand it before he felt like his head was going to explode. He didn’t fire up any sort of stopwatch app on his smartphone—nah, he wasn’t that committed to the thing—but he would simply keep an eye out for the wrongly set LCD clock on the DVD player. The clock was so far out of whack, and had been that way for so long, that Jason now subconsciously knew that 7.13 a.m. really meant 4.01 p.m., and that 11.47 a.m. really meant 8.35 p.m.

      Eight hours and forty-eight minutes between the false time and the correct time, and yet Jason could perform the calculation almost instantaneously.

      He wondered, in more masochistic moods, whether this time change had happened due to a power cut or because of one parent or the other’s passive-aggressive attack.

      Jason wouldn’t rule out either.

      Both were just as likely.

      Yep, Christmas was a really special kind of misery.

      And Christmas Eve was just the beginning.

      Jason took in the waiting room, all spread out before his eyes, and he was almost blinded by the too-bright, fluorescent, strip lighting for his trouble.

      A really weird group tonight, though. Looking about their faces—dear Lord, their clothing!—was a real eye-opener.

      Take the guy sitting closest to the door, for example, how he seemed to be wearing something which Jason would’ve termed lederhosen, but he was just as confident that he was wrong. No, at university, he had elected computer science, not history, for a reason.

      Computer science was dependable.

      Sturdy.

      A clear-cut career path.

      No surprises.

      No illogical surprises, in any case.

      Jason moved his glance along the lacquered wooden benches to the next person waiting.

      A woman . . . no, that probably wasn’t the right word for her . . . and there was the reason why he hadn’t gone for English either. Simply put, words made Jason’s head ache.

      And that was without going into detail about what they did to his stomach.

      No, this was—most certainly—a ‘lady’.

      The lady wore a feather boa and what Jason thought to be a white, mink coat. The sort of outfit that somebody might wear for a night out at the theatre, but certainly not to sit about in a bus-station waiting room.

      Not even on Christmas Eve.

      When Jason had allowed his gaze to linger for too long, the lady glared at him with a real fury. Though Jason’s social graces really weren’t up to much, he could certainly tell just what it meant when somebody shot him one of those glances.

      Jason looked away.

      This time, he found himself looking over a young man—about his own age.

      What marked the young man as odd was how he was wearing a chicken costume. The chicken costume itself was a collection of dusty—was that dust?—scraps of material which served as the ‘feathers’. The chicken head took its cues, apparently, from a balaclava, and had been sort of dyed a shade of corn yellow—not ripe corn-yellow, no, more of a where-did-the-locusts-get-to? corn yellow.

      The young man, to Jason, looked just a little green about the gills, not that Jason was much of a good judge: he was a teetotaller.

      Something else was off about the young man in the chicken suit, though Jason struggled to put his finger on it. Something about the boy—about his costume and his complexion—seemed somewhat golden . . . golden, was that really right? . . . at least that seemed the only way of explaining it.

      Finally, Jason took in the elderly woman who sat crouched in the corner of the waiting room.

      She wore a thick, navy-blue duffel coat—all the toggles done up—with a thick, rainbow-coloured scarf about her throat. She was hugging herself tightly and if she wasn’t actually asleep then she was certainly doing a very good job of imitating the action.

      Jason never would’ve allowed himself to doze off in a bus-station waiting room.

      Not even on Christmas Eve.

      There wasn’t anybody else in the bus-station waiting room. It seemed that it would just be Jason and these nutters.

      Jason glanced up at the flat-screen monitor—encased in a chicken-wire mesh—and saw that his bus; headed to Staplesham—was delayed indefinitely.

      This just got better and better, didn’t it?

      About half an hour ago, on a whim, Jason had come to a sudden halt with his current pet project: a program which measured the amount of time—and words—somebody spent on their email during the course of the day. Oh, sure, he had no passion at all connected to the project, but he saw people buying up all this boring-as-hell software crap constantly.

      So there had to be a market for something so mundane.

      And, anyway, once he got through with his computer-science degree he would need to get used to a whole shit-ton of boring projects.

      There was nothing much fun about where Jason was going.

      About where he would end up.

      Anyway, Jason had been rattling along on ‘PROJECT 164’—he hadn’t even bothered to give it a name it was that dull—when he’d had this extremely odd tingling sensation, right down at the base of his gut. At first Jason had thought it was appendicitis—he always thought it was appendicitis—but then he had snapped back to his senses, told himself that, most likely, he was just hungry.

      Hunger . . . hunger? . . . nope, that wasn’t it either, he had chomped his way through a veggie burger only an hour before the feeling had arrived. Just to make sure it wasn’t hunger, he had prepared himself the onion-and-lentil soup.

      Now he found himself thinking through what the veggie burger might’ve contained:

      Beans.

      Soya.

      Tofu.

      Something like that.

      Sometimes—being a veggie—Jason did wonder if he should maybe pay a little more attention to just what was in his food. He was fairly certain the veggie burger hadn’t contained meat . . . not as a principle ingredient at least . . .

      Once Jason had vanquished the hunger theory, he’d shifted through to other needs and wants.

      And he’d come up short.

      When he’d flitted right through everything he might’ve possibly eaten that day, which might’ve caused this particular sensation, he decided to head on with the abstracts. Which was to say, as far as Jason was concerned, those desires which fell outside the spectrum of his physical body.

      And he knew it.

      He just knew it.

      Knew what it was that was bugging him.

      Jason cast his mind back to that defining moment. He had just dealt with what had been working itself into being a very nasty—and poorly placed—infinite loop. For the briefest of seconds, call it a sort of celebration for this sad, little triumph, he had allowed himself a short glimpse at Newsbytes: his favourite news-slash-computers-slash-comedy news source.

      And there it had been.

      The Advent Calendar.

      That corny, ironically rendered thingy with so many moving parts it made his eyes hurt simply to imagine it inside of his own mind.

      And the calendar had been opened to Christmas Eve, which, in retrospect, seemed like a fairly reasonable place for it to be.

      But that was what had touched Jason.

      What had gripped him by the gut and turned him inside out . . . not to put too fine a point on it.

      Jason cast his mind back to the Advent Calendar. To the moving-gif-image thing which’d stared back at him.

      It’d been obscene.

      Of course it’d been obscene.

      That was the whole point of the Advent Calendar—the whole thing had been a kitsch-fest.

      The image which’d appeared that day on the kitsch Advent Calendar had been of a boy—a man really—about Jason’s age. Within the gif image, the man had been lugging a rucksack all the way up the driveway of a snow-plastered home. He was all rosy-cheeked and there was a broad smile smeared across his lips, which was where Jason was glad to lose the resemblance for good.

      As the gif went on, the man continued on his way up the snow-covered path to the home.

      There was something of the Creeping Death about it, really. Now that Jason thought about it.

      That completely inevitable feeling that the boy-slash-man would end up on the doorstep, and then, of necessity, go through that front door.

      And so why hadn’t Jason seen it coming?

      It had surely been obvious enough.

      And—yet—it had affected him.

      Affected him down low.

      In the pit of the gut.

      Because, as that front door opened wide, and as the beaming family looked out on their returned offspring, Jason had been close to crying . . . or as close as he was ever going to get.

      The gif had faded toward the end, and the large splash of violet and yellow showing the message: ‘MIDDLE CLASS TURDS’ hadn’t so much as raised a smile in him.

      And then Jason had set about checking on bus departures.

      That was how this whole mess had got started.

      Fucking nostalgia.
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      Jason huddled himself up in the corner of the waiting room opposite the old lady in the duffel coat.

      He grabbed his rucksack to his chest tightly and continued to feel that steady quiver of anticipation through his guts.

      His rucksack was the same battered old one he’d had all through school; the one with the half dozen zip-up compartments of which now only one of them still possessed the capacity to be zipped. Thankfully, it was the main compartment. The other compartments just all sort of flubbed open in pure, unattractive, charity-shop chic.

      Jason could feel the reassuring shape of his travelling computer within the rucksack. It was much older than the system he used for his studies. About five years older. The reason that he hadn’t carted his whole setup along for his impromptu trip back home for Christmas was really threefold:

      One: This had been a whim.

      Two: His main system was enormous.

      Three: He was unnaturally paranoid of getting mugged . . . and while Jason would’ve liked to say it was because all his university work was on his main system, the closer truth was that he couldn’t bear to lose the system itself.

      All right, if it came right down to the quick of the matter then he would admit it happily.

      He was in love.

      It was Computer Love.

      He was in love with a machine.

      Even inside of Jason’s own mind it sounded wildly irrational. But he didn’t care.

      And it wasn’t like there was some woman in his life—or man as some of his ‘mates’ occasionally enjoyed intimating . . . no, there was nobody to compete with his Computer Love.

      Perfectly healthy, then.

      The warmth in the waiting room was overbearing—or had Jason really taken his relationship with his computer to another level?

      Was he fantasising about it?

      About being among those sizzling-hot chips . . .

      He ended his thinking right there.

      Jason had opted for a clunky pair of nearly unworn hiking boots he had bought for an ill-fated camping trip in Wales.

      It had become ill-fated because the trip had never come about.

      One of those plans which would always get talked about without ever coming close to being implemented.

      But despite the trip being nothing more than an ethereal mist, the boots very much had their uses . . . at least, Jason had felt extremely sure-footed on his way to the bus station.

      He had got here in one piece, hadn’t he?

      Hadn’t he?

      . . . Well, he was alive.

      As Jason glanced about the waiting room, and then back to the caged TV screen, he caught onto an odd feeling. He analysed it a moment. Tried to work out what his subconscious was getting at.

      There was no alteration to his bus’s arrival status—but that was to be expected.

      Good things never happened to Jason.

      Buses never simply showed up on time.

      And certainly not earlier than scheduled . . .

      Jason’s attention was drawn from the stasis of the waiting room.

      The automatic doors were drawing back.

      Somebody was coming in.

      Another passenger.

      Well, a new prospective passenger.

      For a couple of seconds, Jason’s breath just stuck in his throat. He felt himself tremble.

      All over.

      Jason took her—because there was no doubt that she was a ‘her’—in.

      He couldn’t say that he had ever noticed women all that much, but he certainly noticed this one.

      She wore a pair of light-blue jeans, a thick bomber jacket on top, and a pair of really busted-up old trainers. The tail of her beige-cream shirt stuck out at the hem of her jacket.

      She carried a large rucksack over her shoulder—at least twice the size of Jason’s rucksack—and she glanced about the waiting room, briefly crossing eyes with Jason. She seemed to be looking for someone—someone who she had arranged to meet.

      As she sat down on one of the wooden benches, she immediately dug about in her rucksack and produced a pair of wrap-around headphones which she promptly snapped into place over her ears . . . it was as if she wanted to ensure that nobody in this waiting room would so much as attempt a conversation with her.

      To be honest, Jason couldn’t blame her.

      Jason had to look at least half as weird as the rest here.

      He had—if only in his mind—been reflecting on his potential Computer Love.

      And here he was now.

      Leering.

      But Jason didn’t care.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off of her.

      He examined the way her fine, golden hair hung down the side of her face, leaving only the very tip of her ears to poke out. She had her hair up in a ponytail—drawing her hair back from her pearl-pink skin.

      Jason had to admit that he was enamoured . . . if the English language would allow him that particular observation.

      Was he going to do anything about it?

      Probably not, going on definitely not.

      But it was the thought that counted.

      The fact he was no longer thinking about the relative sexual attractiveness of his computer surely had to count for something.

      Jason broke off his—slightly obsessive—gaze at the girl.

      He glanced back to the screen showing the bus departures.

      Still no sign of the bus going to Staplesham.

      When Jason brought his gaze back to the spot in mid-air before his nose—and got to wondering whether he might be able to sneak a peek at the girl again—he found himself locking eyes with the elderly woman who wore the duffle coat.

      She was awake after all.

      He tried to look away.

      But she had him now.

      The way that a wizened old woman can so easily crush an unsuspecting young man with only a single look. And she pinned him with it now.

      Jason couldn’t have looked away if he’d wanted to . . . and, come to think of it, he actually did quite want to.

      The woman held his look, and then said, quite cleanly and unambiguously, “Stop time!”

      “Huh?” Jason reasonably responded.

      The woman continued to glower at him.

      Her light-green eyes seemed to seethe right through him, burning him just as thoroughly as any nuclear isotope worth its salt.

      Then, all of a sudden, her eyelids clamped shut once more. And Jason no longer had to deal with that glare of hers.

      Somewhat relieved, Jason looked away from the woman. He turned back to the bus-station waiting room. To his fellow ‘waitees’.

      They were all as before.

      Waiting patiently.

      The man in the lederhosen.

      The woman with the feather boa.

      The young man in the manky, old chicken suit.

      And, of course, the princess, the diviner of dreams, Jason’s own personal goddess:

      The girl with the golden hair.

      Jason looked between them all.

      And every one of them—without exception—succeeded in avoiding his gaze.

      Jason supposed that if he’d encountered himself in a similar situation he, most likely, would’ve done the same thing.

      However, as Jason swept his gaze back around the waiting room, his eyes somehow crossed those of the man in the lederhosen. He now saw that he wore a Bavarian hat, too . . . or what Jason would’ve termed a Bavarian hat.

      Nothing could be done.

      The man gave Jason a firm nod of the head. Then he rose from his spot on the wooden bench. Made for the automatic sliding doors of the waiting room.

      For some reason, Jason found himself wanting to follow the man in the lederhosen. It was as if something within was speaking clear and loud. So that he couldn’t ignore. Or maybe he just wanted to get some air. It was stifling inside the waiting room and the others would most likely relish his disappearance if only for the moments in which he was gone.

      So, watching the automatic door to the bus-station waiting room slide open, Jason got up from his seat on the wooden bench and headed after the man dressed in the lederhosen.

      Although Jason was by—many measures—a social retard, he wasn’t naïve enough to leave the rucksack containing his computer behind in the waiting room.

      That particular travelling computer might not really have anything except sentimental value, but it would be deeply annoying if one of the nutters scarpered off with it just because they could.

      Beside anything else, it would knock something of Jason’s macho pride.

      And there was precious little of that to start with.

      The air seemed to have grown chillier when Jason stepped out through the sliding doors, his backpack slung over his shoulder. He immediately brought his hands up to cover his cheeks against the cold. He basked in his own warmth for some moments and then he shifted his focus to the man in the lederhosen.

      Jason could make him out—standing ahead on the road. He was smoking something—a cigarette?

      Jason caught that shifting, restless sensation down in his gut once more and he realised that he was surely doing something which was socially unacceptable.

      He stopped staring.

      He turned his back on the man in lederhosen.

      On the night air, Jason smelled the tobacco smoke drifting over to him. Jason had always secretly quite liked the smell of smoking—and what was cooler than some hero, or villain for that matter, lighting up a cigar or cigarette, or pipe, in a film?

      “I thought you would never arrive,” the man in the lederhosen called out, in a distinctly Germanic accent.

      Jason was stumped for several moments, and although this tended to happen to him all the time—in pretty much every ‘social situation’, or ‘conversation’ as the rest of the world appeared to refer to them—on this occasion the stumping was especially present because of all the baggage which had come before.

      There had been all that weighty, unsaid shit back in the waiting room.

      Jason had—apparently—put his foot in it with this—probably quite nice—German gentleman. And he was—seemingly; in a second-language sort of way—referring sarcastically to Jason’s stalking of him.

      Was Jason stalking the man?

      He couldn’t rightly respond yes or no.

      The German man in lederhosen continued to eye Jason closely. He held a cigarette—one of those ones with a holder—which continued to smoulder away between his fingers. “Well,” the German man said. “You have nothing to tell me?”

      This time—somehow—Jason managed to find his voice. He went with a definite, if slightly uncertainly phrased, “Yes?”

      The German man frowned. He paused for a moment, parted his lips, and Jason—realising the confusion—caught up with himself.

      “Ah,” Jason said, “actually, I meant, ‘No, I don’t have anything to tell you—it was a double negative, or I didn’t want to make it a double negative”—again, imaginings of English teacher reprimands loomed over Jason and he realised that he was better off cutting his losses—“but all that aside, I just wanted to apologise for having followed you out of the waiting room—really it was a misunderstanding. Only I felt cooped up in there, almost unable to breathe, you know . . .”

      There was a pause while the German man in lederhosen appeared to absorb what Jason had just said.

      Jason decided to save him the trouble. “Forget all that,” Jason said, turning away. “Just please find it in your heart to forgive me—that’s all I ask.”

      Jason had managed to get a grand total of two steps away before the German man called him back . . . and that led Jason down yet another uncomfortable stream of imaginings.

      Had the German man in lederhosen somehow interpreted Jason following him as a ‘come on’?

      Because it felt like Jason had already dealt with a whole host of crap on Christmas Eve. To have to deal with a declaration of love—let alone running nose-first into a long-dangling question mark over his own sexuality—might somehow tip him over the edge.

      He set a determined stride for the, now-closed, doors of the bus-station waiting room.

      Jason stood before the doors. He waited for the motion-sensitive sensors to kick in.

      But they didn’t.

      As Jason peered in through the scratched-up, cloudy glass, he could make out the others within. Jason considered banging his fists against the glass. But before Jason could put any such plan into action, he smelled the thick tobacco smoke on the air, and he turned to see the German man in lederhosen bearing down upon him.

      With a slight amount of surprise—and perhaps a touch of fatalistic despair—Jason saw that the German man in lederhosen was smirking at him.

      “You cannot return inside,” he said.

      Jason felt his heart clench as tight as a fist.

      “You must take me home, first,” he added, as if this made everything make sense.

      As if it made everything okay.

      It didn’t.

      In fact, it only seemed to push Jason—finally—into taking any sort of significant action on his situation.

      Jason bashed his fists against the glass of the automated sliding doors.

      Nobody stirred within.

      He tried again—this time louder.

      Nothing.

      Not so much as an arched eyebrow; the flicker of a disapproving glare.

      No reaction from the ‘lady’ with the feather boa.

      Nothing from the man in the chicken costume.

      No change to the sleeping old woman’s expression . . . the one who had enigmatically cried, “Stop time!”

      Now she slept on.

      Perhaps the non-reaction which hurt Jason the most was the girl with the golden hair. She simply bobbed her head slightly as she listened to her headphones. Off in her own world.

      Was Jason still in his own world?

      It would be nice to think he still was, but the quickly accumulating evidence appeared to point in another direction.

      Jason eyed the German man, that smile still very much a part of his lips. “You do not understand anything, no?” the German man said.

      “No,” Jason agreed.

      The German man gave a slight nod—nothing more than the gentlest of inclinations of the head—and he said, “She did not think to explain a few of the details?”

      “No,” Jason replied, finally feeling as if he was getting somewhere . . . or perhaps he was just raising his hopes for nothing.

      He had been mistaken before.

      Often in fact.

      “She did not think to explain who you are?”

      “No,” Jason answered, glumly this time, and then, not wanting to seem like the total dunce this German fellow had no doubt pinned him as, he added, “My name’s Jason Jeavons. I study computer science.”

      But this vague attempt to save face backfired in the form of another smirk from the German man.

      Jason didn’t quite understand how he had succeeded in keeping his mouth shut for such a long time only to make such a spectacular fool of himself when he did eventually—inevitably—have to open it.

      Still, at least the German man, if he did find this situation amusing, didn’t see fit to continue the joke.

      “You are very special, Jason Jeavons.”

      “Am I?” Jason replied.

      “Yes, you are what one might say to be one in a million.”

      “ ‘One in a million’, ” Jason replied, thinking to himself that he had never—ever—thought that he was anything other than bang average.

      “One in a million,” the German man repeated back, as if this was an important point to grasp. Then he continued, “Unlike the majority of humankind, you have a very strange—very unique—power, Jason.”

      Jason kept his lips sealed this time, although he did have the urge to fire back a “Do I?”

      “You have the ability to communicate with the Unquiet.”

      “The Un-what?”

      “The Unquiet, Jason.”

      Jason supposed that his latch-jawed expression was enough to tell the German man that he was thoroughly befuddled.

      The German man smiled—didn’t smirk, thankfully. His tone was a touch disbelieving the next time he spoke. “You really have never heard any of this before, have you?”

      Jason shook his head.

      “You have never noticed the dead—never have you seen the ghosts which inhabit your own world?”

      Again, Jason shook his head.

      Thinking that he should say something—anything—he blurted out, “I spend a lot of time with computers.”
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      Jason did wonder to himself how he had managed to get through life without noticing the ghosts and, even after some long—searching—thought, could not come up with so much as a single satisfactory reason.

      Then again, what he had said about spending a lot of time with computers was certainly true . . . and he wasn’t so blind not to realise that it did block out some parts of the world.

      The human parts mostly . . .

      Still—shit—twenty-one and just having found out that he could see ghosts. It was a pretty heavy state-of-affairs to deal with.

      If it was even true at all.

      Who was to say that any of it was really true?

      Perhaps this German man was some nut, just a crazy person wandering about.

      A threat to himself as much as to society.

      Should Jason make a call to the appropriate emergency service . . . what even was the appropriate emergency service?

      . . . What if the German man wasn’t even real?

      What if Jason was simply conjuring him up from within his own mind?

      This all really was food for thought.

      And yet, the German man—in all his leder-hosened glory—did stand before him here and now . . . if only inside of Jason’s mind. Perhaps Jason should just do whatever the German man said. It wasn’t like anything bad ever happened to people who listened to the voices in their head—not in real life, surely . . .

      Jason glanced back in through the closed automatic doors to the waiting room.

      The cigarette smoke was so thick in Jason’s nostrils now that he might’ve closed his eyes and imagined he was standing beside a bonfire.

      Beyond the glass, Jason could make out the others—the waiting passengers; the people who he’d all thought to be passengers. “Are they all dead?” Jason asked the German man.

      When the German man spoke this time, his voice was firm, and Jason could tell without so much as glancing back at him that he wasn’t smiling or smirking now.

      “Yes,” the German man said. “Tonight—Christmas Eve—it is a special night in many cultures. A night of giving; and receiving.”

      Jason turned away from the waiting room, but not before he’d had a good eyeful of the golden-haired girl within.

      The
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