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Praise

‘Old-school creepy … a five-star horror novel’

Stephen King

‘A weird and wonderful horror novel … A fantastic achievement’

TJ Klune, New York Times bestselling author of The House in the Cerulean Sea

‘A rollicking good read. Playful, inventive and vivid, with addictive narrative drive. Astonishingly accomplished’

Lionel Shriver, Sunday Times bestselling author of We Need to Talk About Kevin

‘Binge has written a profound and elegiac story that examines science, faith and the concept of humanity itself – what it means to live and die, to yearn and strive, and all the spaces in between. I will be thinking about this one for a long time!’

Sunyi Dean, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Book Eaters

‘A science fiction mystery that uses a classical concept, but with a beating heart. Both the science and the suspense are perfection, all held together by a robust emotional core. I enjoyed it immensely’

Tade Thompson, award-winning author of Rosewater

‘A thrill ride of a novel that kept me reading well past my bedtime’

Michael Mammay, author of the Planetside trilogy

‘Suspenseful yet also deeply contemplative in turns, this is a novel that spins the mind and asks us to step with it in to the unworldly’

Pitchaya Sudbanthad, author of Bangkok Wakes to Rain

‘A scintillating speculative mystery, a harrowing survival adventure, and a stirring love story – Nicholas Binge’s Ascension is a mountain of a novel. I was whipping through the pages until I reached its peak’

Katie Williams, author of Tell the Machine Goodnight

‘A real page turner; Binge is an author to watch’

Richard Swan, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Justice of Kings

‘The ideas are big and the journey is a whole lot of fun … For fans of well-wrought science fiction and cosmic horror scares, Ascension is worth the climb’

New York Times Book Review

‘Thrilling, breathlessly paced, and poses thorny questions about time, fate, grief, and the nature of the self. Is it the accomplishment that makes us human or the quest?’

Vulture

‘A lovingly retold version of a classic horror thriller, but with more humanity and real emotion … [an] excellent page-turner … Ascension is thoroughly recommended – a macabre, escapist pleasure for the thoughtful set’

Wall Street Journal

‘Binge’s eerie speculative thriller looks both outward at the edges of scientific understanding, and inward at the meaning of responsibility, remorse and the human capacity for salvaging mercy from tragedy’

Washington Post

‘A vertiginous tale of discovery, horror and weird, time-bending phenomena’

Financial Times

‘[An] eerie metaphysical thriller which recalls literary nightmare fodder like Scott Smith’s The Ruins and Jeff VanderMeer’s Annihilation . . . Sleep tight!’

Entertainment Weekly

‘A heady mix of wildly imaginative, action-packed storytelling and probing philosophical examination of – quite literally – the meaning of life’

Chicago Review of Books

‘The epistolary structure is borrowed from Dracula. The doomed expedition that drives Harold mad is akin to H. P. Lovecraft’s At the Mountains of Madness . . . Binge earns his place among these literary lights with an expert story of creeping dread and cosmological horror’

Booklist

‘Incredible . . . Pitch-perfect’

Publishers Weekly, starred review

‘Robust and fast-moving fun’

TOR

‘[A] brilliant, brain-twisting, high-concept tour-de-force that keeps you reading just as the scientists in the story are compelled to keep climbing’

Daily Mail

‘Jaw-dropping’

Cosmopolitan

‘An accomplished and clever speculative thriller that explores the limits of human knowledge’

Sunday Times

‘A cross between Journey to the Center of the Earth and Heart of Darkness … An entertaining SF thriller’

Kirkus Reviews

‘An exciting story where the undiscovered wonders of earth prove as exciting as those out in the galaxy’

Library Journal




Dedication

For Oskar, for teaching me to always keep climbing

   


Epigraph

I leave Sisyphus at the foot of the mountain! One always finds one’s burden again. But Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates the gods and raises rocks. He too concludes that all is well. This universe henceforth without a master seems to him neither sterile nor futile. Each atom of that stone, each mineral flake of that night-filled mountain, in itself forms a world. The struggle itself towards the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy.

Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus
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Foreword

My brother disappeared twenty-nine years ago. It didn’t happen on a specific day, or even during a specific month. The process was a slow drifting – a realisation that grew in me like a poison, a splinter at the stem of my brain. 

In 1990, he missed Christmas with the family, sending no message or explanation. He just didn’t show up. 

I wasn’t exactly surprised at the time. He simply was who he was: Harold Tunmore, an esteemed scientist and Renaissance man. There was always some far-flung discovery, some hidden spool of thread he had to pull that would take precedence over other people. I never really understood his devotion to the unknown, but I learnt to tolerate it over the years. You simply couldn’t count on him. He lived way up in the clouds. 

It must be said that he had got better over the previous five or six years, becoming more of an uncle to my daughter, Harriet, in that time. He’d actually show up for birthdays and holidays, bringing with him strange and exotic trinkets from his travels. He’d swing by unannounced, much to my wife’s consternation, and take Harriet off on wild trips, exploring Scottish forests and camping by lakes. I’m not sure what had caused this change in him, but it was a welcome one. It was nice to see him more, after so many years of absences and excuses.

Perhaps I shouldn’t have been shocked, then, when Harriet refused to come out of her room on Christmas Day until he appeared. She was only fourteen, still young enough to hope for the best in people. As for me, I’d been expecting it. It sounds horrible to say, but I’d been wondering how long it would be before he let us down.

I received his first letter in late February, followed by two more in the spring. They were addressed to Harriet, but after reading them, she passed them to me to take a look. At first, I thought they must have been a joke. The content of them was so bizarre, implausible to the point of absurdity. I see now that was wishful thinking. 

They did not lead on chronologically, one letter to the next. There were similar threads in each, but they were dispersed in ways I could not make sense of. I later thought they might be in a code of some kind, a hidden meaning amongst the fantasy that we were meant to somehow decipher. What he expected Harriet to do with them, I had no idea. It doesn’t shame me to say I lacked my brother’s intellect. Everybody did. When we showed the letters to my sister, Poppy, she merely shrugged and said, ‘Leave it, Ben. That’s a maze with only dead ends. I stopped trying to work him out years ago.’

He never came back. He never contacted me, or anyone, again. 

I waited, wishing fervently for some kind of sign, imagining that he was simply out in the world, digging up artefacts and making bold new discoveries. Over time, bit by bit, I found myself actively looking for him. First, I phoned old friends. Then I visited universities he had taught at. All the while the worry grew inside me, bubbling underneath the surface. I told myself that this was just Harold being Harold. This was just the sort of thing that he did.

After two years of searching, I had found nothing. It was an exercise in pure frustration. I spent weeks on the phone with police, with laboratories where he had done research. I spent weekends travelling to see old acquaintances and colleagues, leaning on connections at my legal practice to expedite matters. Urged on by Harriet, I did everything I could to follow the thread of where he might have gone. 

But there was no thread. 

No hints. Not a single scrap of information. It was as though, in the winter of 1990 he had simply vanished into thin air. 

All I had left were those last three letters, now thoroughly dog-eared and coffee-stained. For weeks Harriet and I pored over them, sitting at the kitchen table late at night and right through to morning; they seemed to make less and less sense with each reading. 

Years trickled by, and my wife watched on as father and daughter lost hope. In the autumn of 1998, Poppy and I had him declared officially dead. 

It’s funny which memories stick with you. Even now, I can still see myself sitting in the gardens outside the chapel, tangled in thought. The cool chill of the morning pricked my skin, and I pulled my jacket tighter. It was November. I was due to make a speech at Harold’s memorial in two days and I still hadn’t written anything.

I’ve never been much of an emotional writer – drafting depositions and legal summonses is far more my cup of tea – but I wanted to get something down to honour him and the memories he had left us with. And yet, every time I put my pen down, my mind would go blank at the glare of the paper. The longer I waited, the more the pages stared back at me, accusatory. 

The truth is I never really knew my brother. 

Apart from the last few years before his disappearance, I barely saw him. He spent his twenties training as a doctor, becoming a surgical consultant by the time he was thirty. As such, he was always busy, always sought after. When I did try to get in touch, he’d make excuses and promise he’d visit later. Even when he left medicine, for reasons he never shared with me, he was always elsewhere – investigating rock formations in South America or working on mathematical proofs in India. The life he lived was so far removed from mine, it felt like another world – one that I had never been privy to.

He had been an awkward boy, always quiet and contemplative. His early teachers thought that he was mute. His little round face seemed to be perpetually frowning in concentration, as if everything he looked at confused him. My sister and I were convinced there was something broken in his head. We were all wrong. He simply processed the world in a different way to all of us. Where we accepted assumptions, he saw possibilities. Where we felt clarity, he saw uncertainty. And where we were confused, he made strange connections and improbable links. 

Breaking my chain of thought, Poppy settled down next to me, in those gardens. She had a bottle of red and a couple of plastic glasses in her hand. For a while, she didn’t say a word. She just sat beside me and stared out at the cemetery where his cenotaph had been placed. 

‘I don’t know if I can do this,’ I whispered to her.

‘There’s nobody else, Ben,’ she replied, putting a hand on my shoulder. ‘Nobody knew him – not really. There’s just us. Maybe we should write down the memories of him we do have. The ones we remember clearly. From when he was young and we were growing up.’ 

I shrugged. ‘He never really talked to me, Pops. Even when he was visiting Harriet, he was always lost in his own little worlds.’ I swallowed hard. ‘I think I was too boring for him.’

She laughed, putting her arm around me. Despite myself, despite the moment, I felt a smile tugging at my lips. 

‘My clearest memory of him,’ she said, ‘was at the kitchen table in France, when we were on holiday. We must have been, what? Eight or nine? He can’t have been more than six.’

‘In Nice?’

‘Yes, yes. It’s a small memory – a silly thing. Dad had brought back pastries from the bakery for breakfast, and you and I tore into them, shoving these croissants down our throats, and Harold, he just … he just stared at his. And then he started pulling it apart.’

‘Oh God, yes. I remember now. He didn’t eat any of it.’

‘No, he just tore it into about twenty equal-sized pieces, then started arranging them into different geometric shapes on the table. He did that for an hour and a half. I used to think he was such a weirdo.’

I laughed. ‘He was such a weirdo. Mum and I always used to joke that he’d win a Nobel Prize by the time he was thirty. Then when he hit eighteen it stopped being a joke. It felt more like a certainty, you know?’ I took a gulp of wine. ‘The way he looked at you.’

‘Oh dear, that look.’ She put her hand to her head dramatically. ‘You remember that look?’ 

‘How could I forget? Like he was trying to work you out. He looked at the entire world that way.’

She nodded. ‘Like there was some kind of instruction manual written on the skin of the universe that only he could read, if he focused hard enough.’

We sat for a while, and a nice warmth came over me – the soft heat of kind memories. After a couple of comforting glasses of wine, Poppy worked with me and we wrote a eulogy for him together. I delivered it to a small and sombre ceremony. Most of the attendants knew my brother only by name. 

I never forgot my brother, but I learnt to put him out of my mind. It took me about ten years to really accept his death, but I did become absolutely sure of it in the end, if only for my own sanity. 

Then, nine months ago, my friend Mikey called me from out of the blue. The conversation can’t have lasted more than five minutes, but it is emblazoned in my memory.

‘Hi, is that Ben Tunmore?’

‘Speaking.’

‘It’s Mike Hart. You know, Mikey. From King’s.’

‘Mikey? Christ – is that really you? It’s been bloody ages. A lifetime. How are you, man?’

‘Fine. Yes, fine. Listen – I’d love to catch up properly sometime, seriously, but I’ve got something I need to tell you.’

‘Sure.’ I could hear how tense his voice sounded. 

‘I was just at St Brigid’s Hospital.’

‘Oh, right.’ I frowned. ‘Where’s that?’

He faltered a bit. ‘Surrey. I mean, more like Epsom, really. It’s a … well, look it’s a psychiatric hospital. Mental health facility, you know. Long-term care for crazy people. It’s just … I go quite often to see my gran.’

‘Mikey – what is this about?’

‘I thought I was mistaken at first. But I remember visiting you up in the Lakes over break one time and, well, he was with us for some of that summer. You don’t forget a man like that, even after all these years. He had this look, this way of looking at you like he was trying to figure something out. But then I remembered Toby telling me he’d passed away years back.’

My hand squeezed the phone. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

‘Your brother, Ben. He’s here. I’m certain of it. I’d recognise that look anywhere.’

The drive from Windermere to Surrey took me about six hours, though it could just as easily have been a decade. Or an age of history. There were so many questions running through my head; I didn’t know where to begin. I couldn’t focus on anything except for a single overriding thought: Don’t count on anything until you’ve seen him. If he was alive, he’d be in his seventies, probably unrecognisable. This is probably a mistake. Mikey hasn’t seen Harold since we were kids.

I said it over and over to myself, like a mantra.

As I approached, St Brigid’s Victorian architecture loomed into view – arched stone windows and rising turrets. Mikey had told me that much of the hospital had fallen into disrepair, and it now housed only two of the original villas, with a total of just fifty-five full-care patients.

I got out of the car and the front face of the building rose ahead, greeting me with frigid wind and biting cold. I wrapped myself up in a coat and hat, but it did little to get the chill out of my bones.

I had to push open the wrought-iron gates, closed, but not locked. At several metres high, they towered over me. I passed through and the wind picked up, clattering them shut. A metallic shriek rang through the grass courtyard.

I turned to look back at the street behind. But for my old car, the roads were dead. I put my head down and walked forwards, the only sound the crunch of my boots on the gravel path.

When I knocked on the door, a short nurse with an unwelcoming scowl appeared.

‘Can I help you?’

‘I’m here to see a patient.’

She frowned. ‘I ain’t never seen you before. Nobody comes here who ain’t come here before. We ain’t got no new patients. They’ve all been here for decades.’

I nodded. ‘I’m aware. I think I may know someone inside, though. Someone I didn’t know was here.’

‘Wha’s your name?’

‘Benjamin Tunmore.’

‘And wha’s their name?’

‘Harold Tunmore.’

Her lips tightened into a little circle, and her eyes went down to my feet and back up. ‘Never heard of him.’ She began to close the door, but I stepped forwards, shoving my foot in the entranceway. The large wooden door clunked against it.

‘Listen here now—’ the nurse began. 

‘Please.’ I put a hand on the door frame. ‘Please, I’ve been reliably informed my brother may be in here. I’ve not seen him for almost thirty years.’ And, as she seemed to require a final show of emphasis, I added, ‘Please.’

Her lips tightened together and her eyes darted left and right. ‘Fine. But don’t you go mouthing off to any of my patients without my say-so. It’s a delicate ecosystem in here. Balanced. All sorts of things can muck with that.’ She pointed a finger at me. ‘You look. You don’t talk.’

I nodded and followed her down a stone hallway. The cold receded quickly, a warmth emanating from the floor beneath. Ornate gold-framed paintings of the home’s founders lined the walls, not a single smile amongst them. There were the crackling sounds of fire and the gentle tinkling of a piano. Pulling off my coat, I followed the nurse into a large sitting room with about twenty people spread across it. 

For the most part, they sat or stood silently, staring into space or out the high windows at the fog rolling over the cold fields. An older lady played the piano – slowly but delicately – and there was a shuffling of newspaper as men flicked through pages by the fireplace. 

‘See?’ the nurse said in a voice that almost made me jump. ‘Delicate ecosystem. Now you wait here. I gotta go talk to the boss.’

As my eyes glanced across a number of elderly residents, I noticed that they were all alone. Whether staring out at the windblown trees or sitting quietly on one of the plush Victorian settees, none of them spoke to one another, or even seemed to acknowledge each other’s presence. A sharp pang of loss echoed through me. This felt to me like a home for lost souls, for ghosts who had nowhere else to go.

Then I saw him. 

An elderly gentleman sat in the corner of the room in a large red armchair, behind a tall mahogany table. He was staring at a chessboard, fully set up but unplayed, with a curious intensity. I took a few steps closer, my heart skipping, and his head rose. His eyes rested on mine. 

It was then that I realised Mikey was wrong. Not about my brother – no, that was definitely Harold – but about his distinctive look. It was not the same one I knew. The eyes were different, as though something inside him had been taken away, or replaced.

I rushed over, trying to keep my voice low and quiet. Despite my excitement, a strange trepidation ran through me. A sense that something was not right.

‘Harry!’ His eyes did not leave me. ‘Harry, it’s me. Harry, you’re alive!’

He pursed his lips, as if chewing on a word he did not know how to say. I waited expectantly. When he finally opened his mouth, he said:

‘Are the ants alive?’

I blinked. ‘What?’

‘It’s a matter of definition, isn’t it?’ His voice was hoarse and brittle. ‘A matter of semantics. It doesn’t change the fact.’

‘I …’ I had no idea what he was talking about. ‘No, I suppose it doesn’t.’

‘Is the sea alive?’ He stared up at me, his brown eyes wet.

‘I don’t know, Harold.’

He sighed – a deep, weary, exhausting thing that seemed to empty the essence right out of him. 

‘Nor do I, Ben.’ He shook his head. ‘Nor do I.’

My heart surged at the mention of my name. He knew who I was. All I had to do was get him out of the facility. Get him back home, where we could take care of him. Then I noticed his right hand: he’d lost three fingers; only his thumb and forefinger remained. 

‘Mr Tunmore.’ A voice cracked across the room. I turned to find that first, short nurse standing beside a much taller, lankier woman. She held a clipboard almost as rigid as she was. ‘Can we talk?’

I turned back to Harold, my head swimming. It was hard to leave him, even briefly, after all these years.

‘I’ll just be over there, okay? I’ll just be in the other room, back in a moment.’

He ignored me, turning his head back to the chess pieces. The thin lady beckoned me through the door to her office and invited me to sit. The white-walled room was incongruent to the building around it – if not for the tinkling of the piano carrying through, I would have hardly believed I was in the same place. 

‘My name is Dr Stranner.’ She leant forwards, peering down her nose at me. ‘What brings you here today?’

‘That was my brother.’ I pointed towards the large room we had just left. ‘Who I was talking to. That’s Harold Tunmore. He’s been … well, he’s been missing for almost thirty years. I thought he was dead.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Is he really? He’s one of our oldest patients, in terms of how long he’s been here. Nobody’s ever been able to make any headway on his family.’

‘Well, I’m his family. His brother. I’m here and I can take him home now.’

Dr Stranner’s eyebrows came together in a ridge. ‘Well, I can certainly see the resemblance, but I’m not sure that will be possible, Mr Tunmore. He requires a lot of care. More than you are likely to be able to provide without full-time help.’

‘What’s wrong with him?’

‘He displays a wide range of paranoid delusional disorders. He often becomes restless and at times violent. Sometimes, he is completely uncommunicative. Now, if you can return with some kind of documentation to indicate your relationship.’ Her eyes narrowed in distrust. ‘Pictures. Old identification, perhaps. Evidence of past association. Then, I can go through his file with you. It will take … time.’

My brother was not a well man. For the duration of his stay at St Brigid’s, he had experienced schizophrenic episodes and intense psychotic moments, when he was certain that someone or something was watching or controlling him. 

I decided to stay down in Epsom for the forthcoming weeks. At seventy-seven, and long retired, I now had that luxury, and a short-stay home wasn’t too expensive. I’d called Poppy, but she was away on holiday in the States. We agreed I’d stay close to Harold until she could get here and we could work out what we were going to do. 

I visited him every day, and he recognised me without fail but seemed utterly uninterested in answering any of my questions. His fingers had clearly been amputated, and I later learnt he had deep scars across the length of his chest. But it didn’t matter how many times I asked him about what happened; if he didn’t want to answer, he would remain obstinately silent. The only times I could sustain conversations with him, I didn’t understand what he was talking about. He mentioned ants a few more times, and octopuses often. 

We would play chess, and he would show a keen and fervent enthusiasm in setting up the board. His hands moved deftly, unbothered by his missing fingers, and his eyes gazed greedily as he carefully put each piece in its rightful place. But when it was set up, he stopped. It was as though a light had been switched off. He simply leant back and stared.

‘Shall we play?’ I would ask. To which he would shrug, or mutter fine. He would then proceed to beat me mercilessly every time, seeming completely and utterly bored while doing so.

‘It seems you haven’t lost your brains,’ I joked after he thrashed me one day in about six moves. 

‘Nothing to do with the matter. Nothing at all. It was all set up, you see? All set up.’

During the second week, I was unfortunate enough to see one of his psychotic episodes. He began shaking violently, as if he were incurably cold, and muttering, ‘They don’t see what it does. That’s the problem. That’s the disconnect. They don’t see what it does to the ants.’ 

I tried to calm him, but his muttering turned to shouts and the shouts to screams as he rose to his feet. 

‘They don’t see what it does to the ants!’

I watched the nurses restrain him and help retire him down the hall and to his room, assisted by a syringe with a long, thin needle. I followed, hoping to be of some help.

I had not been in his room before. It was sparse, with a single hospital bed and flowers on the windowsill. Not ugly, but frigid – lacking in anything personal. After they had got him to sleep, I stayed with him, sitting by his bed.

There was a single possession in the room: a small leather briefcase in the corner. The nurses told me it had always been with him, since the beginning, and that he got very upset if anyone tried to take it away. After a few hours of sitting, curiosity got the better of me and I cracked it open. The briefcase contained three things: a carving made from a soap block, a copy of The Tempest, and a large, loosely tied bundle of papers. 

The carving appeared to show the figures of a mother and a boy, but was roughly made. Not an impressive artistic piece, but rather something hastily hewn without much eye for technique. 

The copy of The Tempest had clearly been read many times, the pages curled and folded, stained with fingerprints and mud. Inside, the text was largely untouched, but for a single page. At the end of Act 1, Scene 2, when Prospero says to Ariel:

Thou shalt be as free

As mountain winds; but then exactly do

All points of my command.

These three lines were highlighted, then underlined, then circled multiple times. Almost everything else on the page was obscured because of this, but those words stood out, undeniably clear.

When I opened the bundle of papers, I could feel my heart race, thudding against my ribs. The very top page began with My dearest Harriet, and I realised, as I flicked through, that they were all letters, all addressed to my daughter. I checked the dates, feeling fortunate that my brother had been a stickler for labelling, and noticed that they were from 1991. They were the follow-up letters to the three my brother had sent all those years ago.

There were hundreds of pages.

I wanted to take the letters home, but just after I had packed them away in my bag, Harold stirred. I froze, feeling oddly like a thief, as though I was betraying some unspoken confidence by entering his room and opening his briefcase. 

‘Ben,’ he whispered. I approached his bed. His eyes were weak, his face gaunt and white. ‘I couldn’t do it. I tried, but I … I didn’t have the strength.’

I leant in close to him and he took my hand in his – it was cold and clammy. ‘It’s okay, Harry. I’m here.’ I’d long since stopped trying to figure out what he was telling me. Too many of our conversations had proven futile. I learnt that what he wanted, or perhaps what he needed, was merely comfort and reassurance. ‘It’s okay.’

‘She wanted me to share them. Years ago, but I couldn’t. She wanted me …’ He grimaced, as if in pain. It was clear that he knew I had the letters. Whatever he had become, my brother was not an idiot. 

‘Don’t worry, Harry,’ I said. ‘I’ll keep them safe.’

His face hardened, his features solidifying into stone. ‘No one can read them.’ His voice was low, urgent as his hand squeezed mine, knuckles white. ‘If we should know what we are … if anyone should …’ His words were drowned in a fit of coughs and splutters. I stayed close to him, my hand in his, but by the time his coughing ended, he had drifted back off into sleep. Even in his state of unconsciousness, it took some force to extricate my hand from his grip. Although he was now asleep, his brow was still tightened in concentration.

Sighing, I left him, determined to return first thing in the morning.

Under a flickering desk lamp in my rented room, I began to read the letters. They were old and brittle, as if dried after being soaked wet. They resembled the other three that I had obsessed over so many years ago. Some came before, some came after, but together they threaded themselves into a narrative that I could not deny. I felt like I had drifted backwards in time, into those dark evenings delving into those words, trying to catch a glimpse into something I had missed. Or that I was not supposed to see.

The next morning, I got a call from St Brigid’s. 

When I remember it now, it is not as though I am receiving a call. I don’t recall hearing the events explained to me. I can only picture the incident as if I witnessed it myself.

My brother broke out of his room in the night. He made his way into the kitchens with a key that he had procured. None of the nurses knew where it had come from, as theirs were all accounted for; one had a vague memory of the kitchen key going missing some ten years before.

As far as the coroners could tell, he pried open a barrel of oil kept for lighting the old kerosene burners. He poured it all over his clothes and, using a long safety match from the kitchen, he lit himself on fire. 

I cried that night, but the tears didn’t feel real. They were dulled by time and distanced by shock. The truth was that I was grieving a man I had buried long ago.

I cannot help but blame myself for his death. For almost thirty years before I arrived, he had lived his quiet yet turbulent existence. Poppy tries to convince me that perhaps I had also allowed him a kind of release. Perhaps he, too, had buried himself long before his actual death, and with his letters – his confession – passed on, he was finally allowed to pass.

I have read the letters a hundred times now. The tale he tells is a tall one, and I cannot attest to the authenticity of it. Some of the names check out. Some of the people involved did exist. Of some others, there is no record. I make no comments on the events he relates. I will not summarise them for you – I lack the skill and the science. What happened to him is out of the realm of my understanding, and I can accept that. 

I contacted Poppy’s husband, Jeremy. He owns a small, independent publishing house just outside of Oxford. It didn’t take much convincing – what started as a favour to Poppy and me soon became something more. In a few short months, he helped collate the full contents of the letters, both the original three and those that follow. We all agreed that the general public had a right to know.

Perhaps my brother was simply mad. Perhaps his work had driven him to madness and these letters were nothing more than the final ramblings of a lunatic. 

But perhaps there is also truth to them. 

Because if what he claims happened in these letters is true, if even a fraction of what he tells actually took place, then these might just be the most important letters you will ever read.

Benjamin Tunmore, Windermere

July 2020





Tuesday, 22nd January 1991

Evening

[———]1

My dearest Harriet,

Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. 

Do you remember those words, Hattie? I don’t believe Ben would have exposed you to them. He never did take to faith. But when Grandpa used to take us to church when we were kids, every Sunday he’d point out the little box in the corner. ‘That’s where you go to confess,’ he said. ‘That’s where you find salvation.’

Talking to the priest was never easy. Salvation is not an easy thing for children to understand. I don’t believe that we’re born sinners, any of us. We’ve yet to discover what ‘sin’ really is. I remember sitting in the dark of that little room, searching my heart for some kind of transgression.

‘I was mean to my sister at school,’ I would say. ‘I stole some money from my mum’s purse.’ 

None of this ever happened, of course – I never really strayed far from the rules – but I knew enough to know my lines. And though I couldn’t see his face to check if I was doing it right, he’d give me my Our Fathers and my Hail Marys and send me on my way. And Dad would smile. I think, perhaps, that was all I was really after. That little approving smile that would appear on his face.

As we grew older, it got more difficult. Puberty made me awkward, self-reflective to the point of nausea. The little white lies didn’t come as easily anymore. Real sins bubbled somewhere underneath the surface, nebulous and incomprehensible, and I didn’t quite know what to do with them.

Ben stopped going, but I never did. 

One day I sat in that cubicle and said nothing. My place in the world had started to weigh on me and I didn’t know how to hold it. I had no words to break the holy silence of that little room, until Father Michaels – did you ever meet him, with the red hair? – he said to me,

‘You know, son, I can’t make you speak. You’ve come here every week since you were a boy and I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say a single thing that’s true.’

‘I …’ My mind blanked. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be sorry. Everyone has their own relationship with God. The confessional is here to help you, as am I, but I’m just a translator.’

‘A translator for God?’

He chuckled. ‘No, my dear boy. None of us are capable of that. A translator for you. Sometimes a man needs help giving his thoughts life, giving his words meaning, so that he can confide that meaning with God. I think, perhaps, your problem is the opposite.’

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. 

‘If you’ll let me give a little advice, I recommend you keep a journal,’ he said. ‘Set down your thoughts. Not to me. Not to anyone else but yourself. Just the simple events of your day, in plain form.’

‘Why?’

‘Sometimes what the soul needs isn’t to give meaning to hollow words: prayers and confessions that you do not really believe. Instead, we need to let it give words to the unspoken meanings inside of us. To do that, you have to give it a voice. It’s not an easy thing, son. Not at first. It’s not an obvious task, but … write everything down. Don’t cross anything out. Don’t lie or explain or prevaricate. You have no one to hide anything from but yourself.’

I did as I was instructed. I don’t think I’ve ever told you this. It’s never seemed appropriate – for all our trips together, my faith has always been a very personal thing, just as your father’s pragmatic atheism has always been for him. My journal, for many years, became a form of communication – of speaking to an other. It was Father Michaels who taught me this need not be done on my knees, or in a church. 

Pages upon pages of ink spilled out of me then like blood from a thousand cuts. The need to confess has never left me: the curative, cathartic power that comes from sharing oneself with the world and with others. I obsessed over it. But the truth is that in time, it became too much. When everything happened with Santi, and the hospital, I had to step away, wean myself off it, rehabilitate. To look too closely would have driven me mad.

And yet, for the first time in a very long time, events are happening that I do not understand. I feel that I must communicate them with someone, if only to make sense of them myself. That is, after all, my stated purpose, isn’t it, Hattie? Making sense of things. 

But I find I cannot return to my journal now, not in the way I once did. The words are false. They ring with a cold emptiness. 

I write this letter in the hope that you might be my translator, of a sort. I’m sorry to place this burden on you, but you’re the only one I have left. You must be what – fourteen now? It was your fourteenth birthday when I took you paddleboarding, wasn’t it? You’re old enough, then, perhaps, that you understand what it means to confess. Though in truth, part of me hopes that Ben will hide this away, or burn it. In fact, I expect that it will probably be burnt. But there is no one else that I can think of, no one else that I haven’t already pushed away. 

I no longer believe God is listening. 

I watched an old friend die today. I wanted to get that out of the way early, so it didn’t come as a shock. I have no wish to scare you, but I am sitting here, staring at camera feeds and desperately clawing at an explanation. I’m not sure I’m allowed to write this; I have no idea how I’ll even get it to you. I just needed to share with somebody, with anybody.

Yesterday, I arrived in New Mexico for work. My own work – not a commission but rather a personal investigation, spurred on by bizarre and contradictory reports of bird migrations coming out of the region. It was as though, all of a sudden, all the swallows that would normally have migrated south for winter were coming back early. 

Like they were running from something.

It might seem a strange lead to chase, but you know I like to travel. Living alone in my dusty London flat becomes tiresome and exhausting, as though I can feel my very brain atrophying. And I’d made enough from the Hubble launch in Florida last year – that space telescope I told you about – that I could afford to follow my own interests for a while.

I checked into the Historic Taos Inn, a quaint location set across several adobe houses, thankful that I was here in January. I’d been to New Mexico once before in the summer – you remember that awful physics conference? – and I was sweating the moment I stepped off the plane. Winter is appreciably cooler, and for all the desolate and desert landscape, the cold winds remind me a little of London. 

As I was led up to my room, I was smiling at the pride the proprietors took in their inn’s history. Old pictures and placards littered the walls, consistent blaring reminders that this place was over a hundred years old.

‘This main building dates back to the 1800s,’ the porter told me, chest out. ‘There’s a lot of history here.’

He left me just outside my room, key in hand and heavy luggage at the door, and bade me good evening. I stood, still smiling at him, and he at me, for some time. What a fool I must have looked, beaming at him. It took me a good ten seconds to remember that I was supposed to tip in this country. I fumbled in my pockets haphazardly, muttering a poor mixture of apology and an excuse about different cultures. I managed to pull out a crisp ten-dollar note and he disappeared promptly and efficiently. 

Sighing, for I was finally to be offered some solitude, I turned the key to my room. 

It was not empty. 

Two men waited for me. The first was right in front of me: an imposing, straight-backed man with military bearing, tall and wide, his shoulders barely squeezed into the fabric of his suit jacket. He stood, towering over me, the grizzle on his dark face hinting at scars tucked beneath. His leathery brown skin spoke of a life worn by a few too many exotic experiences. 

It took me a second to notice the second man behind him. He was sitting at the desk – a pale white man, his face grey and hair fading like an old photograph. The shadow of the curtains fell on his brown polyester suit and almost completely blended him into the dark wooden chair. In front of him, there was a closed briefcase.

‘Mr. Tunmore,’ the first said. ‘We’ve been waiting for you.’

‘Well, I can see that,’ I replied, squeezing past him and into the room. ‘Otherwise, this would be an astonishing coincidence.’ 

‘Ha!’ He let out a deep grunt of a laugh. ‘People are usually a bit more taken aback. Do you know what happened last time we waited in someone’s hotel room? The man fainted – actually damn fainted – I swear, like something out of a movie.’

I shuffled forwards and took an awkward seat on the bed. ‘I suppose nowadays I’m always half expecting some sort of corporate or military representative to show up unexpectedly. What can I do for you gentlemen?’ 

‘Oh.’ His face lit up as if he’d just realised something. ‘Please, let me get your bags. You relax, maybe have a cup of tea? That’s what you English do, isn’t it?’

I frowned, trying to reconcile the bullish image of this man with his jovial nature. ‘I hate to be one to reinforce stereotypes, but yes. I could murder a cup.’ 

The big man laughed, flicked the electric kettle on. As he went to grab my suitcase, I couldn’t help but notice there was already water in the kettle. They had been here awhile. 

I turned to the man in the chair. ‘You have me at a disadvantage. You seem to know my name.’ 

The man smiled back at me, wordless.

‘Names aren’t important right now,’ the first man called back, lifting my bag like it was filled with feathers. ‘Just call me the Warden. Everyone calls me the Warden.’ 

‘Very well. I suppose I should ask why you’re here?’

The Warden ripped open a tea bag and dropped it in a cup, pouring water over it. 

The man at the desk reached forwards to open his briefcase, and I noted his long, spindly fingers, like the legs of a spider. They deftly clacked at the combination. He pulled out a few pieces of paper, which he tapped on the desk to keep in line before placing them in front of him.

‘We’ve come to find you,’ the Warden said, looming over me as he handed me my tea. ‘Because apparently you’ve got a nose for this sort of thing.’

‘What sort of thing?’

The Warden frowned, as if a little confused, and looked at his colleague. The man at the desk just smiled. 

‘You’re a physicist, right?’ he said. ‘So … physics.’

I laughed, and leant back a little into the bed. There’s something about an American using sarcasm that always puts me a little more at ease. 

‘Physics is a pretty broad umbrella. It encompasses most of the known universe. Could you be more specific?’

‘I’d like to tell you, but the problem is,’ the Warden said, then paused, frowning. ‘Well, it’s difficult.’

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Top secret, is it?’

‘You know the funny thing about that phrase, “top secret”? It isn’t actually the top.’ The Warden stepped forwards, his figure blocking out the light. ‘It’s a common myth. Top secret is just a term people use to convince people with top secret access that they have the highest clearance – to keep them from asking questions about what else might be going on.’

I didn’t reply. 

‘You see, there’s all sorts of higher clearances than “top secret”. There’s T Access and there’s Q Access. Hell, there’s accesses that I probably don’t even know exist. And trust me – I know a lot. But if we really wanted to tell you anything, anything at all, you know what I’d have to do?’

I shook my head, taking a sip of my tea. ‘Perhaps you’d have to kill me?’ 

‘I’d have to leave the room,’ he said, pointing at the door, ‘and call my superior to ask if you had the specific access required, which you don’t. You wouldn’t be allowed to be with me, obviously, as then you’d hear the name of the access, and even that would be too much. And if they confirmed that you did – which they won’t – I’d have to come back in here and make you leave the room and call your superior, to triple-check that I had the clearance required to even be having this conversation.’

‘Do you?’

He smiled. ‘I can’t tell you that. You don’t have the clearance.’

I took another sip of tea. ‘Then why, if you can’t tell me anything, are we here?’

‘There’s a man,’ he said, glancing at his colleague. ‘Well, there’s a …’ He pressed his eyebrows together. ‘Let’s call it a … phenomenon. The organisation I represent would like you to take a look. I am, of course, not at liberty to tell you what it is.’

‘I’m sort of engaged on a job already. Can you at least tell me where it is?’

The Warden shook his head, splaying his hands out as if to apologise.

I sighed. ‘So, you’ve got a phenomenon that you can’t talk about, in a place you can’t tell me, working for people I’m not even allowed to know the names of. It’s late and I’m tired – what on earth makes you think that I’ll say yes?’

He grinned. ‘A more interesting little bird than you’re currently chasing told me you wouldn’t be able to resist.’ 

I frowned, thinking about the investigation that had brought me here. Did he know about that? I hadn’t told anyone what I’d been looking into.

‘I mean—’ The Warden shrugged. ‘I could tell you how well you’d be paid, but they said that wouldn’t matter. The more obscure the mystery, the more intrigued he’ll be, they said.’

I sighed again. 

The truth is I was tired. I was hungry. All I wanted was to tell these men to leave, that I wasn’t interested, and that they could find someone else. 

But damn it, Hattie, the man was right. I don’t know who he’d been talking to, but this – all the secrecy, the strangeness of their visit, the hint at larger answers? I felt a familiar shiver of excitement run down my spine. 

This was a mystery.

Less than thirty minutes later, we were in a van, my things loaded into the back. The windows were tinted and the curtains drawn. Despite the sudden change, I was overwhelmed with tiredness. I slept, Lord knows how long, and when I woke up and peeked through the curtain, we had arrived at a facility out in the desert.

The morning sun poked over the horizon. Around us was an expanse of cold, flat nothingness. The hot dust kicked up from the van seemed to settle in the air, almost like snow, in a haze that spread out in all directions. 

The building was completely nondescript, so out of place that at first I thought I was looking at a mirage or a trick of the light. This flat grey monolith rose out of the yellow sand, all blocky sides and corners. There wasn’t a single sign or identifying feature, and even the windows looked so washed out that I could barely distinguish them from the walls. It seemed as though, in the blink of an eye, the desert might swallow it up and there’d be nothing to say that it had ever been there at all.

The van trundled up outside of it, parking beside a couple of black cars that were nestled right against the building wall. I rubbed my blurry eyes from the glare of the desert, then felt a push from the driver behind me. Stepping out of the vehicle, I lifted my shirt in front of my mouth to keep the dust from sticking in my throat. Without so much as a word, the Warden led me inside.

Through the door, the greys transformed to clinical whites. The pristine lemon scent of cleaning products eradicated the dusty smell of desert. The walls were bare, the corridor empty but for several blank closed doors. Only the sound of our reverberating footsteps punctuated the silence. The driver stayed outside by the van and closed the door behind us. 

Halfway down the corridor, the Warden opened a door and invited me in. There was a security office, with several chairs and a large desk adorned with four computer monitors. Each one of them showed the feed from a different camera, but all four cameras were looking at the same thing: a small interrogation room, walls blank, with a black-haired man in plain grey clothes sat at a metal table, drumming his fingers against the top. The taps echoed through the speakers and into the sterile air of the office.

Dum-dum-dum-dum. Dum-dum-dum-dum.

His face was unreadable – a halfway point between indifference and serenity. His eyes were glazed, looking outwards as if they were not seeing, as if staring ahead at a landscape beyond the cold white walls of his cell. He was not cuffed.

‘Who is he?’ I asked.

‘John McAllister.’

I blinked. I knew that name. I looked again, piecing together fragments of recognition. I’d worked with John, about five years ago – an epidemiologist from out of New York. He had led a team containing a smallpox outbreak in Birmingham. I think I told you about this, Hattie? When they brought me in as a consulting physicist to study the impact of wind turbulence on airborne pathogens. Flashes returned to me: John at a whiteboard, scribbling; John smiling, making a joke about seagrass; John buying me coffee. We’d been close for a time – I’d been impressed by his diligence and keen sense of empathy – but it had been so long. 

‘What’s he doing here?’

The Warden shook his head. ‘Access, Mr Tunmore. Access. Let’s just say he was working on something for us, and … things went awry. We’re at a bit of a loss as to where to go from here.’

‘Why is he being held?’

‘He isn’t,’ the Warden said. ‘Well, he’s free to leave this room, at least. He just doesn’t.’

‘What do you mean, doesn’t?’

‘He’s been here for four days. Hasn’t moved an inch, except to eat and drink what we bring him, and to go to the toilet, but then he goes right back to where he’s sitting.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ll be straight with you. I don’t like bringing a civilian into this. But you came to me on recommendation – you’re meant to be good at these things. And I’m at my wits’ end. There’s weird and then there’s weird. I’ll try anything at this point, if we can find out what’s happening here. He’s been away from the site for too long and the higher-ups are getting antsy.’

John’s drumming reverberated out of the speakers. 

Dum-dum-dum-dum. Dum-dum-dum-dum. 

‘What site did he come from?’

‘You don’t have clearance for that question.’

‘Who recommended me?’

He pulled his lips together. ‘You don’t have clearance.’ 

I sighed. ‘What do I have clearance for?’

‘To talk to him. And to see the test. Then tell us what you make of it.’

I stood, looking back at him. I was about to tell him that I needed more than obfuscation and mystery if he wanted my help. 

John’s tapping stopped. 

In the quiet of the room, it had become like a metronome; without it, there was only the light hum of electronics and the Warden’s stern gaze. 

We both shifted to look at the monitor as John’s head turned, slowly, deliberately, until he was looking straight at one of the cameras. Though he was in a closed room, his eyes felt as though they were directly on us. 

‘You can run the test again now, Steve,’ John said. I shivered at the sound of his voice. It was too cold, too level, as though it were coming from a different body. ‘I’m sure Harry doesn’t want to be kept waiting.’

The sound of my name sent a small jolt down my spine.

‘You told him I was coming,’ I whispered.

‘No.’ The Warden gave me a tight smile. ‘We haven’t told him anything. He just … well, he just does that.’

John’s head turned, smoothly as a mechanised doll, back to facing the wall directly ahead of him. His fingers started up again, drumming a steady beat.

‘It’s been a long time,’ I said. I was in a seat opposite John and he was not looking at me. His eyes were on me, but they looked past me. Through me. I fumbled at a pack of playing cards that the Warden had given me. He hadn’t told me what they were for. ‘Can you tell me why I’m here?’

He cocked his head a little to the right. ‘That’s quite a big question, isn’t it, Harry? Why are you here? Moving from job to job. Country to country. Too scared to let roots grow. Do you tell yourself there’s meaning in that?’

‘I haven’t seen you in five years,’ I said, a chill running down my arms. ‘And you talk about my life like you’ve studied it. What’s happening here, John?’

‘I was shown truth,’ he said. His face smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. ‘It turns out truth isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.’

His voice was still emotionless: a man reading a script for the first time, not understanding the inflections of the lines. 

This was not the John I had known. His features were the same – the facial structure, the hair, the shape of his body – and, though aged, they individually seemed to belong to the same man that I had worked with all those years ago. If I had seen a picture of him, I would not have noticed anything wrong. But in front of me, they didn’t quite seem to come together. It was as though each bit of him had been gradually taken away and replaced. They combined to form an accurate simulacrum of John McAllister, but the cohesive whole, the essence of the man, was gone.

He leant forwards. ‘Open the cards.’ 

I blinked, taken aback by the flat monotone of his demand. Obliging, I flicked open the pack and pulled them out. John’s fingers kept drumming.

Dum-dum-dum-dum.

‘Shuffle them.’

I did as I was told, under the table. ‘What is this?’ I asked. ‘A magic trick?’

He cocked his head slightly to the left. ‘You tell me. Three of spades.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Nine of hearts. Jack of spades. Four of clubs.’

I looked down at the pack in my hand and at the card lying faceup, away from John: the three of spades. As he spoke, I peeled one card back and then another, then another. The nine; the jack; the four. He kept reeling them off – perfectly and completely accurate. The hollowness of his voice echoed around the room as card after card fluttered past, his distant eyes staring out and beyond. With each prediction, I felt a tightening in the room. A claustrophobia pressing itself into me.

‘Stop.’

He fell silent. 

‘I don’t know why you’re doing this.’ I leant in. ‘I’m impressed, I am. Deeply intrigued, and I would love to know how, but …’ I glanced up at the camera. ‘Look, I don’t know why I’m here, but something isn’t right. I can see that. I want to help you.’

He laughed and my whole body shuddered. Hattie, do you remember that old amusement park I took you to? I think you must have been ten – and that mechanical rabbit that laughed when you shook its ears? You were so scared of it, because you told me ‘It was a laugh with no laughter
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