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      It appeared that the sky was falling. Lying on his back, Benjamin Forrest stared up at the grey popcorn puffs of the clouds as they raced past, becoming increasingly dizzy as the light surrounding everything flicked on and flicked off. Eventually, unable to take any more, he squeezed his eyes closed, rolled onto his side, and retched into the grass beneath him.

      When he opened his eyes again, he was lying on a patch of grass beside a flowerbed, with a warm sun beaming overhead.

      The sky wasn’t moving. The world wasn’t flickering between day and night. In fact, it appeared to be a pleasant mid-summer’s day.

      He sat up. Blades of recently cut grass had stuck to his clothes, so he brushed them off as he looked around. He appeared to be in some sort of museum park. A little way behind him stood an old biplane, the scuff marks in the ground by its wheels giving it the appearance of recently having landed. Further away, other old planes stood a respectful distance apart, each with signboards giving information about them, some with ladders leading up to the cockpits so visitors could look inside.

      Benjamin stood up. His legs felt stiff, as though he’d been sleeping for a long time. Days or weeks, perhaps. He shivered, feeling a deep internal cold as though his body were as lifeless as the metal-and-wood hulks around him.

      Something seemed strange about the park. He closed his eyes, trying to remember how he had gotten here, where he had been yesterday, or during whatever period in time now counted as yesterday. Perhaps nowhere. Perhaps it didn’t matter.

      Then he realised the problem.

      No visitors.

      If this was a museum park—and it certainly appeared to be, with paths snaking between the displayed aeroplanes, picnic areas, signboards directing people to different areas of the park—shouldn’t there be people?

      Perhaps it was closed.

      Or perhaps something else.

      He closed his eyes again. A humming sound was coming from all around, but he couldn’t tell if it was in his head or not. It felt like it was coming from the inanimate objects around him, especially from the planes.

      He reached up and touched the side of the nearest plane, an old fighter jet. Despite being in the shade, the metal was warm. Benjamin closed his eyes once more, concentrating, and felt a sight vibration under his fingers.

      Nearby rose a wooden viewing platform. Benjamin climbed the steps to the top, some fifteen metres off the ground. From here he could see the whole park. To his left stood a two-storey museum building which probably housed indoor exhibits, while the outer area stretched in a wagon wheel around it, taking in all kind of vehicles, from tanks to old cars and even recreations of ancient wooden sailboats. It was the kind of place Benjamin would have loved to visit with his family—

      Family?

      Where were they?

      In fact, where was anyone he knew?

      His heart thundered with the onset of a sudden panic. He searched his memory for a name, any name that felt familiar. At first it was like swimming in a black void. Then, with a cough and a gasp the word “Wilhelm” fell out.

      ‘Wilhelm,’ he said again.

      My friend. You’re here, aren’t you? I know you are.

      He didn’t know how he knew, but he somehow did. Wilhelm, his friend—no further details yet forthcoming—was somewhere in this park with him.

      Benjamin began to turn in a slow circle, eyes narrowed as he searched the field of old vehicles, squinting into narrow spaces, cubbyholes and alcoves, shadows. As he turned to the south, what he had at first thought was part of the humming sound, he now realised was a separate, immense creaking noise which became even louder, causing him to look up.

      Some miles distant, far beyond a railing fence that marked the park’s boundary and beyond even a leafy area of suburbs surrounding it, something incredible moved across the countryside.

      It looked like a gigantic rolling ball of rubbish.

      Benjamin blinked and gave himself a light slap on the cheek, but it was still there.

      It towered over the surrounding countryside, perhaps a hundred metres high. It wasn’t an exact ball, but more an irregular, nobbly one, like a giant piece of crumpled newspaper. What it was made out of he couldn’t be sure, but bits stuck out that had obvious shape—a car here, the remains of a house there—and as it moved, objects seemed to fly up from the ground and attach to it like metal filings to a giant magnet.

      The sound he had heard was it crushing a house. As he watched, it did the same with another, inching forward over the structure and then slumping down with a sudden thump. Then, unceasing, it continued its slow onwards motion, squashing flat everything in its path.

      Benjamin was still staring at it when a loud crack came from behind him. He turned in time to see a door flap back against the wall of the main museum building and a diminutive figure rush out. Another cry came, but it was more of a frightened, desperate yelp than one with any real expectation of aid. The figure, stumbling as it ran, darted off the path and in among the exhibits as three taller figures barreled out the door and raced in pursuit.

      Two carried silver metal poles which sparked at one end. The other had a net slung over his shoulder.

      ‘Come back here!’ the foremost shouted, waving at the others to spread out into the exhibits. From his vantage point, Benjamin could still see the fleeing figure running around the park’s perimeter, trying to find a way out. It was a boy, fair-haired, perhaps a couple of years older than him. Even though his memory was still jumbled, he felt certain this wasn’t Wilhelm.

      As the three pursuers spread out, the figure darted back and forth through the exhibits. Benjamin saw him reach out to touch a motorboat on a stand, only for an explosion of sparks to burst from where his fingers had brushed. The boy jumped back, clutching his face in surprise as the boat slid off its stand and bumped a few feet forward before falling still once more.

      ‘Stop, Miscreant!’ shouted the nearest pursuer, zigzagging between the exhibits to corner the boy outside a toilet block. The boy backed up, hands raised into the air.

      ‘Stay back!’ he shouted as the pursuer lowered his staff, pointing it at the boy’s midriff.

      ‘Come quietly,’ the pursuer said. ‘Don’t make this more difficult than it needs to be.’

      ‘I’m warning you!’ the boy shouted, feinting forward, but the pursuer had the air of a professional, stepping back out of range, keeping the staff lowered, its flickering tip between them.

      The other two pursuers had quietly surrounded the boy from behind. One was leaning up against a side wall, ready on the widest side if the boy made an attempt to escape, while the one with the net had climbed up onto the toilet block’s roof and was creeping forward, spreading out his net as he went.

      The boy was moments from capture. Benjamin, feeling an uncanny sense of connection with the boy as though an invisible thread joined them, opened his mouth to shout out, only to have a hand clamp over it and wiry arms drag him to the floor. He struggled, breaking out of the grip holding him, but as he turned, expecting to see one of the other strange men, he saw a short, young boy with tight curls of brown hair pressing a finger to his lips, desperate eyes imploring quiet.

      Wilhelm; it had to be.

      ‘We can’t help him,’ Wilhelm whispered. ‘Not yet. Not here, at any rate.’

      From the ground below came a sharp hiss. Benjamin got to his knees and peered over the platform’s safety fence. The boy lay still on the ground outside the toilet block while the three men spread out the net. Benjamin watched as they rolled him onto it. Two lifted it between them, and with the third holding the metal staffs, they carried him away, back across the park and through the door into the main building.

      Benjamin’s heart was pounding so hard it was a few moments before he could speak. When he did, he turned to Wilhelm and said, ‘Where were you?’ as though that would answer all the questions he had, as though he had any idea where he himself had been.

      ‘Woke up in there,’ Wilhelm said, pointing to the building. ‘Thought I’d travelled back in time until I realised it was some kind of museum. Was just getting the layout of the place when that kid came running through with those guys on his tail.’

      ‘Did you see what he did?’

      ‘You mean, making that boat move? That, and the rest. He touched a pair of plastic horses inside and they started kicking until one of those men jabbed them with his prod thing.’ Wilhelm shrugged. ‘Kid would have got along with you pretty well, which is another reason why we have to keep out of sight of those men.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Wilhelm frowned. ‘Did you just wake up?’

      Benjamin nodded, pointing to the old biplane sitting on the grass. ‘Over there. I’m still not quite sure what’s going on.’

      ‘Yeah, me neither, but I think it’s best we keep our heads down in case those guys come back.’
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      Who am I?

      The girl looked around her, hoping to establish some kind of landmark which would give her an idea of who she was, or where she had come from, but there were only the hills, the trees, and the rocks spreading out around her until they faded into distant fog like the edges of a giant map. She felt groggy as though she had just woken up, and had an odd sensation of having briefly woken up before passing out again, although her mouth felt colder than the rest of her. Nearby, she saw a stream gurgling down the hillside, and saw other scuff marks in the mud alongside. She must have woken long enough to take a drink, and then passed out again.

      Around her, though, the landscape looked normal, except … it didn’t.

      She frowned. Nearby, a cluster of flowers appeared to be plastic straws with lumps of cotton wool on the top. Behind them were bushes made out of shreds of old clothing hung over rusty knives and forks. At first it looked like some bizarre art display, but when she tried to pluck off a pink ribbon she found it fused neatly to the spoon beneath it as though it had simply grown there, and indeed little pink buds suggested the growth of more ragged clothing was about to get underway.

      Not far from where she sat on a patch of warm grass was a small, rocky crater. Scuffs in the grass led from it, so she could only assume that from the grass stains on her bare feet that she had crawled out of it while still in some kind of unconscious state. The hollow looked recently gouged, suggesting she herself had caused the impact, despite the impossibility of the situation. Besides feeling a little stiff, she was unhurt, making a fall from the sky impossible, unless something encasing her had broken apart on impact. Besides the rocks and bare earth, however, there was nothing.

      Who am I?

      The question continued to bug her as she climbed to her feet and began to follow a rough gravel path up a hill towards a stand of trees. Other questions were beginning to arise, such as where she would find food, or shelter, or help, but she felt a growing stoicism that she could overcome all of these in time. She might not remember her name, but she remembered a resourcefulness, an ability to deal with difficult situations, and she now leaned on it like a warm, comforting cushion.

      The hill crested at a little copse. She looked behind her, seeing only more hills, some topped with trees, others bare. One hill dipped sharply into a wooded valley.

      She followed the path through the trees until it emerged on the other side. Below her was a long, grassy slope leading down into another valley and another line of hills beyond, but it was beyond those that the girl found herself staring, her mouth falling open in surprise.

      The fog had drawn back, revealing jagged, snowcapped mountains rising in the background like the teeth of some giant sleeping beast. Above them, great thunderclouds swirled, bolts of lightning cutting through the air to crack into the mountainsides.

      The girl shivered, pulling tight what she realised was the remains of a grey boiler suit. It was a couple of sizes too big and smelt musty and old, bits of the fabric flaking off in her fingers. A hood that hung back over her shoulders was frayed to uselessness, and if she had been wearing shoes, they were nowhere to be seen. As she stared at the view in front of her, every instinct told her to turn and run away from the mountains, to chance her luck with whatever might be behind her rather than to approach, but she found her feet moving forward, following the path, wanting to know what was in the valley beyond the next line of hills, the valley that would surely rise again at the foot of the mountains themselves.

      She was halfway down the hill to the next stand of trees when the ground abruptly fell out beneath her. After a moment of terrifying weightlessness, she landed with a bump on a bed of soft earth, finding herself in a narrow pit no more than three feet wide. The top was a couple of feet above her head, the walls smooth as though dug with a giant bore. She ran her hands over the earth, looking for handholds, picking what she thought were a few small rocks out of the surface, only to find that they were tiny plastic animals. She stared at one small, grey rhinoceros as it nestled in the palm of her hand, only for it to suddenly rear its head and butt her wrist.

      With a scream, she dropped it onto the ground, where it began to run around in circles, occasionally butting her feet, until finally it began to tire and sat down on its haunches by the wall. A couple of seconds later it keeled over on its side and went still, returned to its original shape. The girl reached down and tentatively prodded it with a finger, only to find it cold and still.

      She didn’t have time to dwell on what kind of magic infiltrated this place, because the sound of voices came from above, slowly approaching the pit. There was nowhere she could hide and no way to get out in time, so she waited until a shadow appeared overhead and then gave her best show of anger, growling like a wildcat to show she wouldn’t come lightly.

      The shadow gasped, hands coming up in surprise. Then, slowly, it peered down into the hole. As the girl’s eyes adjusted to the light framing the figure’s face, she realised it was an old man, thick-bearded, his head covered with a garishly coloured fur cap, dressed in a kaleidoscope of colours which looked like a thousand different garments all sewn together. In one hand he held a spear, in the other a collar and leash.

      ‘If you’re planning to eat me, just be warned that I’ll fight you every step of the way. I have teeth and claws sharper than any animal.’

      The man, his initial surprise replaced by a look of amusement, chuckled. ‘Angry, like your hair,’ he said.

      The girl frowned then drew up a handful of the hair that hung nearly to her waist and studied it. He was right. Crimson red, the colour of fresh blood. A tingle of recognition flickered through her, but it was gone before she could grasp it and hold on.

      ‘Who are you?’ the girl snapped.

      ‘I’d like to ask you the same question,’ the old man said. ‘I’m just an old trapper and fur trader, a wild man living in these wild parts. I was hoping to find something for my dinner, but it looks instead as though I’ve found a dinner companion.’

      The girl glared at him. ‘I don’t know who I am,’ she said, holding her glare as though her predicament were specifically his fault. ‘I woke up just over that hill. I don’t know where I came from or who I am, and I’m not likely to find out while sitting in this hole, am I?’

      The little rhino had got up and begun to butt her again. Feeling a certain affinity with the futility of its actions, she leaned down and picked it up, balancing it in her palms as it thundered back and forth across her fingers, occasionally turning to butt the insides of her thumbs.

      ‘As a general rule, nothing comes out of that pit alive,’ the stranger said. ‘However, since you already appear to have made a friend, I suppose on this occasion I could make an exception. If I throw you down a rope, would you promise not to either chew it up or later use it to strangle me?’

      The girl glared at him again, maintaining an air of defiance. ‘I’ll try not to,’ she said.

      ‘I suppose that’s a fair compromise.’

      The man unhooked a coil of rope and tossed it down. The girl put the little rhino into her pocket then wrapped the rope around her forearms.

      ‘Ready? Heave-o.’

      By using the pit walls to brace herself, and the rope to give her lift, the girl was able to scramble out. As she sat down on the soft grass, the stranger, straining on the rope, fell backwards, also landing on the grass. A bag tied to his waist came loose, spilling out little metal objects. He let out a frustrated groan and began scrabbling for them.

      The girl saw her moment to escape. She leapt to her feet and bolted off down the hillside. She had gone no further than fifteen steps, however, when something caught on her foot and sent her sprawling across the grass.

      She sat up, rubbing at her right ankle, which had twisted beneath her. A line of knotted cord had wrapped around it, a slipknot sliding tight. She felt for it, finding it to be durable plastic. She slipped one finger beneath and pulled it loose, only for it to snap tight again.

      ‘Hey!’

      Again she pulled it loose, this time slipping her foot out and shuffling back. The cord, tied to a protruding tree root, darted at her like a snake, missing her foot only by a couple of inches.

      A shadow fell over her, and she looked up. The stranger stood above her, a grin on his face. He waved a hand at the energetic cord and it went still.

      ‘I’m afraid you’ve stumbled across my hunting field,’ he said. ‘Now, if you wish, you could make a break for it, or you could let me lead you to a safer area from where to start. Passing, of course, my humble forest abode, where, should you wish to rest, I can no doubt find you a warm bed and something hot to eat.’

      ‘I’ll think about it,’ the girl said, but climbed to her feet and stood waiting for further instruction.

      ‘I’ll begin walking,’ the stranger said. ‘Feel free to follow.’

      He turned and headed off down the hillside. The girl watched him for a few seconds before stumbling in pursuit, her ankle aching with each step. As he disappeared into the forest, she called out, ‘Hey! Wait a minute!’

      The man’s face appeared between the trees. He frowned at her. ‘Did you hurt yourself?’

      ‘Yes, thanks to your stupid snare. Can’t you wait a minute?’

      She squatted down, removed her shoe, and began to massage her ankle. The cap of bone was ringed by a dark bruise. She glared at it, wishing for it to heal itself as quickly as possible.

      ‘No!’

      A hand fell on her shoulder, pushing back. Her hands came free from her ankle and she rolled across the grass, sitting up and glaring at the old man.

      ‘Not here!’ he hissed. ‘Not this close! It’s not safe!’

      ‘What isn’t?’

      ‘What you were doing. Come on, get up. I’ll do it. I know how to keep it hidden.’

      He waved a hand at her ankle and it went numb, as though encased in a block of solid air. She couldn’t move it, but when she lowered her leg to the ground she felt no pain.

      ‘It’s not far,’ the old man said. ‘This way.’

      He took her arm and led her into the trees. The girl stumbled over roots and fallen branches, some of which resembled regular trees, others which were rusty protrusions of metal or plastic or even glass, sometimes appearing to be rubbish, other times seemingly fused with the trees themselves as though they had grown out of the trash around them.

      ‘Here,’ the old man said. He pointed at what looked like a wardrobe set into a tree. As the girl approached, she realised that was indeed what it was. The tree however, was growing out of a large earthen mound, and as the old man pulled open the right-side door, she saw a little cavern inside, lit only by a candle on a shelf by the far wall.

      The man waved her inside, and the girl entered, finding herself in a small cave. The man shut the door then waved a hand and the room filled with light. The girl stared as a little kitchen and living room appeared, a connecting passage at the rear leading to a study and a bedroom. Everything seemed hollowed out of the earth, with the furniture salvaged and repaired. The light came not just from the candles but also from lamps standing in the corners, bathing everything in a warm glow. Nowhere, however, did she see any kind of wiring or power source.

      ‘What is this place?’ she said, turning around, trying to take it all in.

      The stranger threw his bag down onto a chair which shifted to catch it neatly like a dog moving for a ball. ‘I had assumed you were simply lost,’ he said, ‘but having seen your crater, it is perhaps safer to assume that you are in fact a newcomer. In which case, I’d better give you a crash course on where you are, and what’s going on, at least to the best of my somewhat limited knowledge.’ He waved a hand at the door. ‘The rather hostile and at times inhospitable place outside is known by a word you probably won’t have heard anywhere else.’

      ‘Which is?’

      The man smiled. ‘Endinfinium.’
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      ‘Over there,’ Wilhelm said. ‘There’s another one of those vans. And there’s tape outside that building, too.’ With a frown, he added, ‘Come on, sort yourself out.’

      ‘Hang on a minute.’

      Benjamin’s new shirt had come untucked, so he frantically stuffed it back into the trousers which were a little too small. Both of them had decided to jettison the ragged clothing they had woken in, poaching some from a display inside the museum. In dusty shirts, sweaters, trousers and shoes taken from a display titled “The ‘90s Family”, they both looked a little unusual, but both agreed it was an improvement on a ragged grey boiler suit and a filthy school uniform.

      Benjamin pulled the strip of bright blue tape he had untied from the museum’s door an hour before and looked at the words printed on it.

      NO ENTRY. SUSPECTED MISCREANT ZONE.

      ‘Does that mean there’s another kid in there?’

      ‘Could be. Or perhaps they just think there is.’

      ‘If we could find him, we could figure out what’s going on.’

      ‘And get ourselves caught as well?’

      Benjamin sighed. He lifted a hand, remembering the warmth he’d felt when he had touched the door and seen it spring open. ‘Well, you’d be all right.’

      ‘Guilty by association. I doubt they’d stop to ask questions.’

      Wilhelm pushed Benjamin down behind the row of wheelie bins across the street from the van sitting outside the taped-off building.

      ‘I have an idea,’ he said. ‘It’s a bit old-school, so best to let me handle it. You can go in there and blow stuff up after I’m done, but let’s try to keep this simple.’

      Benjamin gave a shrug as agreement and peered out as Wilhelm crossed the street, then assumed an innocent pose as he strolled towards the van. His friend seemed to be coming to terms with everything a lot quicker than he was. Whether Wilhelm remembered more than he said, Benjamin didn’t know, but so far their collective memory stretched back only as far as some big explosion, then a patch of darkness, and then waking up in the museum.

      There was a word, Endinfinium, which Wilhelm had found scratched in the dirt of the World War II exhibit he had woken up in, as though he had written it there before passing out, but neither of them was quite sure what it meant.

      Outside the museum, it would be easy to assume they were in a regular town. A car park gave way to a tree-lined street, which led past a sports ground to a town centre filled with shops. Benjamin, despite a distrust of his memory, held an idea of what a town should look like, and this, while ticking most of the boxes, left a few unchecked, leaving him with a lingering suspicion that something was not quite right.

      It had taken a while to put his finger on it.

      There was no litter. Nothing, not a single gum wrapper. There was no junk: no TVs dumped in alleyways or on unused patches of ground, overcome by grass. No cars that looked abandoned, no shopping trolleys hidden among the undergrowth alongside the road.

      They had passed a couple of abandoned houses, but these too were bizarre: stripped bare of anything except their stone walls; no doors, windows, light fittings, wires, pipes … all gone, leaving behind only a ghostly stone frame.

      Even the wheelie bins behind which he now crouched were unusual. They were bolted to the ground and fitted into rails which ran along the road to a corner where presumably they would be collected. Three of the four were currently empty, but the fourth had a lid secured by a padlock. Inside, a rustling trash bag bounced around as though trying to fight its way out. Benjamin had thought it was a person trapped inside, but after a few minutes of whispering questions through the plastic they had guessed otherwise. Wilhelm had then performed a little experiment which left Benjamin with a cold feeling inside.

      He had torn a strip off his shirt and held it up. ‘I don’t need this bit anymore,’ he said, then let it go.

      There was no wind, yet the strip of material had flown away as though caught in a gale, rising high up over the houses and disappearing to the south.

      Benjamin remembered what he had seen in that direction: the giant, moving ball of litter.

      Wilhelm came running back, sliding down beside him, breathing hard. He looked up with a grin. ‘I let their tyres down,’ he said. ‘Now it’s your turn.’

      ‘My turn?’

      ‘Yeah. I could hear them inside. They’ve almost got him. You’ve got to go over there and stop them.’

      ‘Me?’

      Wilhelm patted him on the shoulder. ‘Yes, you.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘I don’t know, but one thing I do know is that you’re one of them. One of these Miscreants. And while things are only coming back bit by bit, I’m pretty sure that among them … you should be king.’

      Before Benjamin could reply, the house’s door banged open and two men emerged, dragging a large net. The figure it contained was still, perhaps a result of the sparking metal staff in the hands of a third man coming behind.

      ‘Now,’ Wilhelm hissed, pushing Benjamin from behind.

      The men carried their captive around the back of the van, opened the doors and tossed him inside. Benjamin, standing exposed on the street after Wilhelm’s prod, hurried across as they went back around the front and climbed in.

      The van started up, bumping a few feet along the street before coming to a stop. Benjamin ran around the back as the front doors opened and someone got out. He peered around the corner and saw a man lean down to inspect the flat front tyre, then theatrically slap his forehead before opening the door again and leaning back inside.

      Benjamin lifted his hands, staring at them, wondering what he should do. He remembered feeling the warmth in the wood under his palm, so grabbed the door handle and squeezed it tight.

      ‘Open,’ he commanded.

      The lock exploded with a shower of sparks, throwing him backwards. As he climbed up from the ground and brushed himself off, the figure inside the net began to struggle.

      ‘Help me!’

      Benjamin ran to the back of the van and pulled open the drawstrings at the mouth of the net. It tingled under his fingers, but as soon as he had made a space, a boy’s face appeared. Dirty, with unkempt hair and a couple of scrapes on his face—one fresh, the other old—the boy smiled.

      ‘Are you one of them?’ he asked. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Let’s go,’ Benjamin said, not sure to what the boy was referring, but nevertheless determined not to get caught by the men with the electrified metal prongs.

      He helped the boy down then pointed to where Wilhelm was hiding. ‘Go,’ he said, then turned and put his hands on the back of the van, closed his eyes and tried to make something happen.

      ‘Buzz off,’ he said.

      Another explosion threw him backwards. Benjamin sat up and opened his eyes as the dust cleared to reveal the van sailing through the air, two large side flaps working like the stumpy wings of some awkward bug. Leaving a smoke trail behind it, the van made it over the first line of houses then went plummeting down, landing with a muffled crash.

      ‘How on earth did you do that?’ the boy said, and Benjamin turned, surprised to find both the boy and Wilhelm standing at his shoulder.

      He shrugged. ‘No idea.’

      ‘I’ve never seen anything like that before,’ the boy said.

      ‘Benjamin’s a bit special,’ Wilhelm said, patting Benjamin on the shoulder and smiling, even though the look on his face suggested he was just as surprised. ‘What happened over there?’ he asked, turning to the boy.

      The boy shook his head, then, as though suddenly losing whatever adrenaline rush had helped him escape, he slumped, hands on his knees, breathing hard.

      ‘I got noticed at school a few weeks back. I’d kept it hidden for more than a year, but some kid started pushing me around and I lost it. I heard there were gangs of us in the big cities, helping each other out, so when the dog-catchers showed up at my school the next day, I bailed. Headed for Bristol, but there were way too many dog-catchers around, so moved on. You guys are from one of the gangs, aren’t you?’

      ‘Um, yeah,’ Wilhelm said. ‘That we are.’

      The boy smiled. ‘That’s great. I’m Ray. Ray Summers. I’m from Torquay, but I suppose now I’m a Basingstoke boy.’

      ‘Wilhelm,’ Wilhelm said. ‘And this is—’

      Ray lifted a hand, cutting him off. He frowned, then looked back over his shoulder. ‘Did you hear that? Was that a siren? With power like yours I imagine you’re like a bulb glowing in the dark.’ He glanced nervously from one to the other. ‘If I could give you boys some advice, it would be to keep out of the open during daylight. Sorry, I’d better go. Someone’s waiting for me. They’ll be wondering where I’ve got to.’

      ‘Hang on a minute!’ Benjamin called as Ray started jogging away.

      ‘See you boys around,’ Ray called. ‘If you’re here long enough, maybe we’ll bump into each other again.’

      Wilhelm made a half-hearted attempt to follow, but gave up as Ray darted into a side street. He walked back to where Benjamin was still standing, shaking his head.

      ‘Odd chap,’ he said.

      Benjamin stared at his hands, as though they were somehow responsible. ‘What happened there?’

      ‘Your guess is as good as mine. He was pretty jittery. I don’t think he wanted to risk getting caught again.’

      Benjamin frowned. Something the boy had said was jogging another memory.

      ‘Wait … Basingstoke. He said this was Basingstoke. I’m from Basingstoke!’

      ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘It just popped into my mind when he said it.’

      Wilhelm shook his head. ‘No, we’re from Endinfinium, wherever that is. Whatever it is. I knew it the moment I woke up and saw that word.’

      ‘Before Endinfinium.’ Benjamin squatted down, squeezing his eyes shut, trying to remember. Pictures, words, images … they circled in his mind, slowly forming themselves into some sort of reality.

      Wilhelm was staring at him. ‘You might be right. Not about Basingstoke, but in general. When you said it, I felt something stir.’

      ‘Me too!’

      ‘Like we got given a good shake or something and its going to take a while for it all to fit back together.’

      ‘Exactly!’

      Wilhelm put a hand on Benjamin’s shoulder. ‘But while we’re waiting, I think we should do it somewhere safe. That kid was right. I can hear another one of those vans coming. They have a certain irritating whine about them, don’t you think?’

      Benjamin, still lost in concentration, stood up. Wilhelm was right, something was approaching. Wilhelm was staring at him, as though expecting him to lead, so he pointed to the nearest alleyway. ‘That looks as good a way to go as any.’

      With Benjamin leading, they jogged until they reached a leafy park a few streets away. On a man-made knoll they sat down on a bench behind a screen of trees, keeping a lookout across the park for any signs of the dog-catchers.

      ‘Miscreants,’ Wilhelm said. ‘That’s an interesting term. I’ve heard it somewhere before … but I can’t think where.’

      ‘Endinfinium,’ Benjamin said. ‘It’s what they called errant magic users, ones who wouldn’t follow the rules.’

      ‘Magic users? Rules? What are you talking about?’

      Benjamin looked at him and frowned. The flow of memories cut off like a silenced alarm. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Or at least I did, when I was saying it, but it’s gone now.’

      ‘We’re not from this world, are we?’ Wilhelm said suddenly, before blushing as though it was the most ridiculous thing in the world to say. ‘I mean, I thought at first Endinfinium was just another country, but it’s not. It’s a whole other world, and we’ve been there and come back.’

      Benjamin gave a thoughtful nod. ‘I think you’re right.’ He rubbed his chin for a moment, trying to gather his thoughts. ‘However, I think that in light of those scary guys with the electric sticks and the nets, and the kids they call Miscreants running around—not to mention the weird things that I seem to be able to do and those giant rolling balls of rubbish—it might be better to focus on our survival here, rather than spending our time figuring out about there.’

      ‘You mean, look forward instead of back?’

      Benjamin nodded. ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Sounds like a plan.’

      ‘Yeah, it does.’

      ‘So what’s the next thing? Where do we go from here?’

      Benjamin shrugged. ‘Since when have I been the leader?’

      ‘Since today. Since you woke up with the power to make vans fly through the air and I didn’t.’

      ‘I suppose that’s a fair point. Doesn’t mean I have better survival skills. You seem to have a flair for it.’

      Wilhelm grinned. ‘Thanks. How about we tag team it?’

      ‘Sounds good.’

      ‘So first, let’s work on what we have. You said this was your hometown, right? How about finding someone you know who might help us?’

      Benjamin stared at the park through the trees. Across a wide playing field was a line of detached houses, hidden behind tall privet hedges. He stared at their tile roofs, their chimneys, the TV dishes, trying to attach himself to a sense of familiarity. Across to the left, his gaze drifted over a children’s woodchip play area, a tall tree—

      ‘That tree,’ he said. ‘I used to climb it.’

      Wilhelm patted him on the shoulder. ‘That’s good. More. Which way did you walk when you came down here?’

      Benjamin pointed. ‘That road. And I didn’t used to walk, I used to ride my bike.’

      ‘Great! What colour was it.’

      ‘Blue and black, and—ow!’

      ‘What?’

      Benjamin rubbed his head. ‘Wow, that hurt. I felt like someone was punching the inside of my skull.’

      As Wilhelm stared at him, he rubbed his head again. The pain was still there, but it was quickly subsiding. For a moment he had felt like someone had pulled his brain out and put it back in upside down.

      ‘There,’ he said, pointing to a dirt track that led through the trees to the left. ‘If you go down there, you get into a wood. There’s an old quarry area which kids turned into a bike park. I was down there one day with my brother, David, and something … happened.’

      ‘What?’

      Benjamin squeezed his eyes shut, grasping at the memories.

      ‘We were coming back, and there was a truck coming around the corner, and something came out of the woods looking for David, and—’ The memories cut off again. Benjamin sighed. ‘It’s gone.’

      ‘So, that’s where you played. Where did you live?’

      ‘Up that way.’

      ‘Sure?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘Then let’s go.’

      Wilhelm jumped down from the bench and set off across the park in the direction Benjamin had pointed. As he reached the other side of the playing field, he paused, waited for Benjamin to catch up, and then pointed at a wooden sign post stuck in the ground near a gate preventing cars coming onto the grass.

      
        
        BEWARE MISCREANTS

        IF YOU HAVE ANY SUSPICIONS AT ALL, REPORT THEM TO YOUR LOCAL PROCESSING CENTRE TODAY

        CALL THE BELOW NUMBER TO SPEAK TO AN ADVISOR

      

      

      ‘Shall we call it?’ Wilhelm said. ‘See what happens?’

      A glass BT phone box stood on the other side of a small car park. Benjamin and Wilhelm memorised half the number each, then made for it. As he opened the door, Benjamin said, ‘Wait. I don’t have any coins.’

      ‘Don’t worry, that code is a free phone number.’

      ‘How do you know that?’

      Wilhelm frowned. ‘I don’t know … I just do.’

      Benjamin dialed the number and held up the receiver. He pressed a volume switch to increase the volume so they could both hear, then held it out between them.

      ‘Miscreants Reporting Hotline, how may I assist you today?’ came a woman’s voice.

      Wilhelm waved at Benjamin to hand him the phone. ‘I’d like some further information,’ he said, smirking at Benjamin. ‘There’s this kid at school who acts like a real dick. I was wondering if he’s a Miscreant?’

      ‘Does he display any kind of unusual power?’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Like the ability to move objects, or set fire to things using his hands?’

      ‘He set fire to my school bag.’

      ‘With his hands?’

      ‘No, with a lighter he pinched out of a corner shop. But you know, he used his hands to light it.’

      ‘Well, that’s just bullying. Anything else? Anything that suggested a … paranormal ability?’

      ‘He always seems to know where I’m going after school. He’s always waiting for me, wanting my shoes or my homework or something.’

      ‘But nothing more than that?’

      ‘That’s pretty bad, don’t you think?’

      ‘It’s not really our definition of an official Miscreant.’

      ‘Well, you see, I looked it up in the dictionary and it kind of is.’

      As Wilhelm smirked, Benjamin hissed, ‘Don’t prank her. Just ask her what one is.’

      ‘Is this a serious call?’

      ‘Yeah, of course. Look, what should I be looking for?’

      The woman on the other end sighed. ‘Our systems tell us that you’re on the corner of Meadow Park in Basingstoke East. We have three units in the immediate area. I’ll arrange for one to come down and have a direct talk with you. You can ask them any questions you might have.’

      ‘Hang up!’ Benjamin hissed.

      Wilhelm slammed the phone down. ‘Well, that wasn’t much help.’

      ‘No thanks to you!’

      ‘Well, I suppose I kind of lost my chain of thought there, but I was getting around to it.’

      In the near distance, an engine revved.

      ‘They’re coming,’ Benjamin said. ‘Let’s get out of here.’
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      ‘Good morning, Miranda. Are you feeling better?’

      Miranda. She frowned as she sat up, pushing back a pile of blankets, some of which felt warm even though they had been nowhere near her body. One moved on its own and she flicked it away, horrified, before realising it was no different from the little plastic rhino which was lying on the pillow beside her. As she stared, the rhino rolled over, stretched out its legs, and then appeared to settle back to sleep.

      ‘Miranda. That’s my name, isn’t it? It just feels right somehow. But how could you possibly know?’

      The stranger was sitting in a chair on the other side of the room. He smiled. ‘You were talking in your sleep,’ he said. ‘Well, more like shouting. ‘”My name is Miranda Butterworth!”’ It woke me with quite a start.’

      ‘It definitely sounds right,’ she said. ‘Did I say anything else?’

      ‘You said something about a school. I’m guessing you meant Endinfinium High, as I don’t know of any other. I did wonder if that might be where you were from. It’s been a while since I encountered anyone from those parts all the way over here in these parts.’

      Miranda frowned. ‘I don’t remember anything, although now I hear the name, I’ve started getting images of towers and classrooms and things.’

      ‘Your memory was jolted by some kind of trauma. It’s my guess that it’ll come back in time, especially now you have a couple of yardsticks to go on.’

      ‘Where am I?’

      ‘A long, long way from Endinfinium High. About as far as it’s possible to go, in this direction at least. Although, distance, like everything else about this place, is a relative term. It depends on how you’re travelling.’

      ‘How do you think I got here?’

      ‘Well, having seen that crater I presume you made upon arrival, I would guess via some kind of aerial door.’

      ‘A what?’

      ‘A door in the sky. A door that came from somewhere else, that allowed you to escape from something else. A door that, perhaps, you opened yourself, mostly likely without any idea how, or any idea how you could ever do it again.’

      ‘I don’t get it.’

      ‘Well, it’s not something I could practically demonstrate, because I don’t know how to do it either. It’s more of a concept.’

      ‘It sounds like a load of rubbish. How could I create a door in the sky?’

      The stranger shrugged. ‘Well, that’s a question, isn’t it?’

      ‘And why didn’t the fall kill me? If I made that crater, it should have blown me into little pieces.’

      ‘I’m guessing it wasn’t strictly you who created that crater, but more what you did to protect yourself.’

      ‘And what was that?’

      ‘You used the same power that you used to open that door to create a cushion for yourself. Quite likely the impact was a little bit of a shock to your system, hence your waking up with a little confusion.’

      ‘What power?’

      ‘Well, you tell me. I saw what you did before. I’d guess you have some control of reanimation magic.’

      ‘Of what?’

      ‘It’s the binding force in all of Endinfinium. Reanimation magic is what creates, and dark reanimate is what destroys.’

      Miranda rubbed her eyes and pulled the blankets off of her knees. Woken by a gust of air, the little plastic rhino jumped up from the bed and buried itself into a pocket of Miranda’s shirt.

      ‘Perhaps we should talk more after you’ve gotten cleaned up and had something to eat,’ the man said. ‘I’ve got some fritters cooking.’

      ‘Who are you?’ Miranda asked, remembering she knew even less about this strange man than she did about herself.

      ‘My name is Olin Brin,’ he said, standing up. ‘I’m a simple botanist. I study Endinfinium’s flora, mostly so I can figure out what I can and cannot eat. Come on, now. I’ve got a little washroom at the back and I’ve assembled some clothes that might fit you. We’ll talk again over breakfast.’

      Miranda studied him for a moment. He was tall but stocky, almost bearish, with a thick ginger beard that was disguised by the selection of garish colours he wore, the remnants of dozens of old items of clothing. Even inside, he wore around his belt an array of items useful for forestry work. She spotted a penknife, a fold-up saw, a tape-measure, a length of rope, a thermometer, a small net, a compass, and a few other items the use of which she couldn’t guess. It was clear Olin Brin was prepared for every eventuality.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said, standing up and following him down a narrow corridor to a door at the end. Olin pressed against the wall for Miranda to squeeze past.

      ‘You’ll find everything you need in there, but if you need anything else, just holler.’

      Miranda went inside and closed the door. It had once been the door of a house but its corners had been rounded to make it fit into the tunnel. Hinges were set into a lump of protruding rock, and an added bolt lock slid into a metal tube embedded in the earth on the other side.

      The bathroom, lit by a small log fire in one corner with a pipe above it to take the smoke, looked entirely salvaged. A metal bath had been sanded free of rust, and an old rug covered most of the dirt floor. The taps were fed by pipes that led up into the dirt roof, but when she turned them, Miranda was surprised to find that one ran properly hot, the other properly cold.

      The bath felt amazing. Miranda lay in it until she felt shriveled to half her original size, then climbed out and dried herself with a towel Olin had hung over a wooden chair. It felt far softer than those she remembered from the school—another memory trickling back—as though he had taken an old one and infused it with animal fur.

      A sink also ran with hot and cold water, and a mirror fixed to a wooden plank behind it revealed her face in a series of flickering shadows. Despite seeing herself for the first time since waking, the flowing crimson hair, the hard eyes, and the thin lips felt familiar. She stared at herself for a long time, letting little snippets of memory drift back, both of the school and the time before, when she had lived with other girls who looked just like her, and Miranda Butterworth had been a name not yet chosen by a girl known only by a numerical code.

      Olin had left a pile of clothes on another chair. Miranda selected from three pairs of durable combat trousers, five T-shirts, and two sweaters. A pair of thick woolen socks made her feet tickle, but when she emerged from the bathroom and walked back down the hall, she felt ready to take on the world, whatever it might be.

      ‘You look much better,’ Olin said. ‘How’s your ankle?’

      Miranda frowned. She had forgotten all about it. ‘Fine,’ she said, looking down suspiciously, half expecting to see a wooden stump in its place.

      ‘That’s good. You’re ready for your next adventure.’

      Miranda smiled. ‘Thanks for helping me.’

      ‘You’re welcome.’ Olin held out a plate. ‘Breakfast. Vegetable fritters. A mixture of good and bad, as always, but when you mix it up and add a little sauce, it’s passable as real food.’

      Miranda took the plate and sat down. The fritters were pancakes filled with lumps of vegetable. She spotted some carrot and some sweet potato, but most she didn’t recognise. She took a tentative nibble and found it better than she had expected.

      ‘Wow. Not bad.’

      Olin grinned. ‘It’s okay, isn’t it? This far west the food is a little … spicier than what they serve over in that school. Personally I blame the groundwater.’

      ‘Where exactly are we?’

      ‘We’re in the foothills of the High Mountains, a few miles west of where all the bad stuff happens.’

      ‘The bad stuff?’

      ‘I don’t know how much you remember, but we’re in the Dark Man’s territory. The Shifting Castle is barely ten miles, as the litter-crow flies.’

      Miranda frowned. ‘The what? Now that you say it, I remember seeing something.’

      ‘You might have. You were close enough. We call it the Shifting Castle. It’s where the Dark Man lives, and, as many believe, is trapped.’

      ‘Who’s the Dark Man? The name … it rings a bell, but I don’t quite remember.’

      ‘The Dark Man is the lord of dark reanimate, and some say the creator of Endinfinium. No one knows for sure, but he’s dangerous. Very.’

      ‘But if he’s trapped…?’

      ‘Only his body is trapped. His mind, and his influence, and his power, are as free as the ghouls and the wraith-hounds which haunt these forests at night.’

      Miranda shivered. Even though she didn’t understand the meaning of Olin’s words, something about them made her afraid. She was about to say something more when Olin abruptly stood up.

      ‘Good, you’ve finished. Come on, now. Let’s go and get a little fresh air. I need to check over my fields.’

      Without another word, he headed for the front door and threw it open. Miranda squinted into the sudden brightness as a fresh breeze tickled her face. Olin marched outside, stretching his huge arms over his head.

      ‘A fine day,’ he said. ‘The suns are shining. I have a good feeling about today.’

      Miranda hastened to follow as Olin took a trail through the woods, emerging in a wide clearing. Vegetable plots had been laid out across an area as large as a playing field. Rows of multi-coloured plants as garish as Olin’s clothes spread out before her with militaristic organisation.

      ‘These are regular carrots,’ Olin said, pointing to some green shoots poking out of the ground. ‘They came from a packet of seeds I found inside an old garden shed buried in the earth. I was surprised they sprouted, but they’re on their fourth generation now and still going strong. I also managed to grow cauliflower from the same source. Unfortunately, a packet of Brussels sprouts from the same collection failed to germinate. I was heartbroken.’

      Miranda looked up at him. ‘Are you sure about that? Even I hate sprouts.’

      ‘You hate sprouts?’ Olin laughed. ‘You’re missing out. Nature’s gift to mankind are Brussels sprouts.’

      He led her a little distance further on. Here, the vegetables looked unfamiliar. One bulbous thing had purple leaves but a bright red root. Another type looked like dark brown sticks poking out of the ground, topped with plumes of yellow leaves. They gave off a smell which Miranda found familiar.

      ‘Are they what I think they are?’

      ‘In part. Mars Bar long potato. Don’t ask me how that came about, but once I’d managed to breed out the remains of the wrapper, they became safe to eat. At least, I’m still going strong. They taste bad with practically everything, but if you grate a little into hot water … it’s pretty divine.’ He shrugged. ‘Well, compared to drinking hot water on its own.’

      ‘And what’s that?’

      ‘That red thing? It’s still a work in progress. Its origin was a tomato plant fused with a beach ball. I took two cuttings and cross-pollinated them for a few generations, slowly weeding out anything that looked like plastic. I couldn’t quite do it, but I managed to get it so that the plastic only grows around the outer skin. Peel it off, and you have something that tastes like tomato crossed with potato. Again, I’m still working on the best complements for it in cooking.’

      Miranda turned on her heels, taking in the smorgasbord of bizarre vegetables. ‘Is it really safe to eat all this stuff?’

      Olin smiled. ‘It’s my mission in life to find out. I’ve been eating variations of these vegetables, plus whatever I catch in those traps—except yourself, of course—for nearly forty years. And, well, it might not be turning me into a princess, but I’m still here, aren’t I?’

      ‘Looks like it. But why?’

      ‘Somebody has to do it.’

      ‘What do you do with them? Do you give them to other people?’

      ‘No. I work alone. No one else lives this close to the Shifting Castle without being one of the Dark Man’s minions. On the plus side, it makes for a nice place to work without distractions.’

      ‘What about the Dark Man?’

      ‘Oh, he has no interest in me.’

      As if on cue, a howl rose from the forest behind them. Olin immediately dropped into a crouch, spreading his cloak out around him like tent.

      ‘Wraith-hounds. Quickly, under here.’ He lifted a flap and waved for her to crouch down beside him. He draped it over her and put a finger to his lips. ‘Stay quiet now.’

      Something moved in the trees beyond the vegetable garden. Miranda felt a sudden hot flush, sweat breaking out on her brow. As the creature stepped into view, she realised her suspicions were confirmed: she had encountered one of these before.

      It stood waist-high, a mixture of metal and flesh in the shape of a dog, metallic jaws snarling beneath canine eyes. Dog ears twitched, and a segmented broom handle of a tail flicked back and forth.

      ‘Reanimated corpses or souls of dogs fused with inanimate objects,’ Olin whispered. ‘I’ve seen other wraith animals, but dogs are easily controlled.’

      Three others stepped out of the grass behind the first. One of them lifted its head into the air and sniffed.

      ‘What are they doing?’ Miranda whispered.

      ‘They smell us, but they’re confused. They’re not intelligent creatures, but they have instinct.’

      The first wraith-hound began to move forward. It walked among the vegetables, its nose to the ground, ignoring the plants entirely. Beside Miranda, Olin gave an uncomfortable shift, his hand reaching out of his cloak, lifting in the direction of the creature.

      It abruptly stopped, lifted its head, and gave a low whine, then turned and ran back to its companions. Together, they disappeared back into the woods.

      ‘Quickly now,’ Olin said. ‘We must return to my house at once.’

      Miranda felt the urgency in his tone and didn’t dispute it. She stayed close as he hurried back across the vegetable garden and into the trees, intersecting with the path a little way down the hillside.

      Movement in among the trees now set her heart racing. What else was out there? What might be pursuing them?

      A dark shadow shifted up ahead. Olin gasped, lifted a hand, and the creature vanished among the trees. Olin was breathing hard, limping a little. Miranda glanced behind them and saw creatures slinking out onto the path as they followed, sniffing at their tracks.

      ‘What was that thing?’ she whispered as at last the knoll where Olin’s house was hidden came into view.

      ‘I’ll tell you when we’re safely inside,’ Olin said.

      Another howl rang out behind them. This time it was answered by several others. Deep in the trees, movement came again, vegetation shifting as something huge began to move.

      ‘Quickly, inside,’ Olin said, waving Miranda ahead of him. She wasn’t quick enough and found Olin shoving her from behind, sending her sprawling into the main room. Angry, she sat up and turned around to berate him, but Olin wasn’t looking at her. He was peering out through the door at the eyes of something massive moving through the trees. A high-pitched, fluttery sound came from near the door, and Miranda realised it was Olin whimpering in fear. She clambered up and went to stand beside him as something black and massive pushed through the undergrowth. Orange eyes gleamed above glistening jagged metal teeth as long as her arm. Its mouth opened wide and it let out a deafening roar just as Olin slammed the door shut. Instead of locking it, however, he ran his hands over the fittings, muttering something under his breath. The roar came again, but this time it was quieter than before. Olin, face streaming with sweat, opened the door again and peered out.

      The creature was gone, a trail smashed through the undergrowth revealing its path. Olin stared out into the forest for a moment, then slammed the door again and stumbled back inside.

      He slumped down into a chair and leaned his head back.

      ‘Close,’ he muttered, sounding out of breath.

      ‘What was that thing?’

      ‘A tar-bear,’ he said. ‘A reanimate made out of crude oil waste and old car parts. There are a few around. They emerge from the tar pits down in the valley in front of the Shifting Castle. Deadly. Very, very deadly.’

      ‘How did you get rid of it?’

      Olin lifted his head and fixed Miranda with a stare. ‘That’s the easy part. I used a little reanimation magic. The question I have is: why did it come up this far in the first place?’

      All the mirth and joviality Miranda had come to expect of Olin was gone, and the way he stared at her suggested he was looking at the answer.
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      ‘No, not this one. I thought it was because that shop’s the same, but I don’t ever remember there being an HSBC bank on my street.’

      ‘Perhaps you’ve been gone longer than you think and they built one?’

      ‘There wasn’t a Superdrug either.’

      ‘Well, same reason.’

      Benjamin shook his head. ‘No, this isn’t it. Let’s keep walking.’

      As they made their way through Basingstoke’s town centre, searching for landmarks which would jog Benjamin’s memory, he began to feel more and more spooked. While the town had elements he remembered—the greengrocer opposite a war memorial was definitely the one his mum had once taken him to, because he clearly remembered the time David had pulled a box of apples onto the floor—but other things were completely new. There were shops he didn’t recognise, even chain stores that looked unfamiliar. And one of the biggest changes was that most of the charity shops were gone. He had seen two larger ones, but most of the small ones were now empty shop-fronts with “tenant wanted” signs in the windows, as though someone had gotten really keen on old stuff and bought up all of their junk.

      Then there were other changes. There were far less people about than he might have expected for what they had discovered, from an electronic calendar in the town square, was a Saturday. And those who were about walked in a hunched, suspicious way, eyes darting around, wary of everyone and everything. There was almost no conversation, no chance meetings, no jolly conversations between old friends. At one point, Benjamin had seen two people recognise each other, look up, mutter ‘All right?’ then duck their heads and go on their way.

      ‘No rubbish bins,’ Wilhelm had said as they came to the square, and he was right. Not one. Benjamin looked around, spotting a man exiting a chip shop. The man dropped a chip, but the moment it struck the ground it bounced up again as though caught by a sudden wind. The man gave it a distrustful glare then turned his back as the chip bounced across the road, bouncing higher and higher until it flew out of sight over a line of houses.

      ‘Sorcery,’ someone nearby to Benjamin said, but when he turned around to see who had said it, all he saw were lowered faces and turned backs.

      He wasn’t sad when they left the shops and the reluctant shoppers behind. Finally, on the northeast corner of a crossroads, he spotted something he recognised.

      A small Methodist church sat behind a set of railings. Across the street was a boarded-up corner shop which may or may not have been where his mother took David and him to buy sweets, but Benjamin remembered walking past the church on the way to town.

      ‘This is definitely the way,’ Benjamin said. ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘Sure?’

      ‘Sure.’

      Wilhelm nodded. ‘Right, let’s go.’

      No sooner had they
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