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Little Wyverns

November 1873


[image: images]he evening the stranger arrived ought to have been a dark and stormy night. That would have been more appropriate for our story.

But in reality it was the calmest night Henry L’Estrange had known for weeks. It was, however, a suitably bleak hour; the gas-lamp on the other side of the street glowed half-heartedly in the early winter evening. Henry found himself suppressing a yawn, though closing time was still several hours away.

It had been a busy day, by his standards. He’d sold a rather marvellous cruise to one of his regular clients, and arranged train tickets and passage for several others. Henry was looking forward to closing up for the day and heading home. A few dark shapes occasionally passed in front of the bay window; office workers and clerks leaving their jobs. Henry didn’t hold out a great deal of hope of making a sale at this hour – clerks did not tend to make many voyages abroad. He went back to the book he was reading.

The bell chimed as the door opened. He looked up to see a well-dressed young woman, wrapped in a travelling cloak and carrying two suitcases: one, a brown cardboard affair that looked as though it had been dragged through several hedges and back; the other glossy red and small, with shining gold fastenings. The woman looked well-dressed, and her hair was in a sort of bun under her hat. She closed the door quietly behind herself, and Henry stood, giving her a salesman’s smile. ‘Good afternoon, miss.’

She did not smile back, but gave him a piercing look, then spoke without so much as introducing herself. ‘The room upstairs. May I sleep there tonight?’

Henry was so astounded he actually sat back down in his chair. Such a question! And asked as if it were the most natural thing in the world! He hardly knew how to answer. ‘I – I’m not sure if—’

‘I can pay you,’ the woman said, taking out a heavy-looking purse.

‘Are you in some sort of danger, miss?’ Henry blurted out. There was no other way of asking.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I am.’

‘I see,’ Henry lied, quite mystified. His day had been upended by this strange young woman, and she had only been in the shop for a minute. The suitcases, the money … something was afoot. The young woman’s clothes were too fine to belong to a servant, but they were travel-worn. There was dirt and loose threads on the hem of her dress. She was clearly running away from something.

Henry was trying to think of what to do, when the woman’s gaze was caught by the maps framed on the walls of the travel agency. ‘Are these yours?’ she asked.

‘Yes. Well, we bought them,’ he explained, his train of thought completely derailed. ‘We have a cartographer in Hay-on-Wye who does all the map-work. He’s rather good, isn’t he?’

A small smile crept on to the woman’s face, and stayed there. ‘He has a little skill.’

‘A little, miss?’

The woman put her suitcases down, unfastened the worn cardboard one and slipped a gloved hand inside to pull out a leather-bound portfolio. She handed it to Henry, who opened it on his desk.

He gasped.

The portfolio contained maps. Pages and pages and pages of maps. Maps of towns, of countries, of the world, of coastlines Henry didn’t recognise. Each one was meticulously detailed, colourful and practically dripping with rich ink.

He looked up. ‘Who made these?’

‘I did,’ she said simply. ‘I’m a cartographer. Amongst other things.’

Henry lifted one of the maps by the edge. It was the city of Edinburgh. ‘This is exquisite, miss. Who taught you?’

The young woman hesitated.

Henry sensed the question was unwelcome and moved on. ‘I don’t suppose these are for sale? I would be happy to take some of them off your hands, if you need money.’

‘I don’t need money,’ she said. ‘Not yet, anyhow. But I do need a place to stay.’

The implication was clear. Henry was torn between his desire to own some of the maps and the sense of unease he felt about this whole meeting. He laid the page down as he tried to come to a decision. In the corner of the map, in fine black ink, was the name Elara Mercator.

She was watching Henry with tired eyes that seemed empty of hope. He knew from her face that she would not ask a third time.

He cleared his throat. ‘I … should think a single night would be acceptable, Miss Mercator,’ he said. ‘The upstairs is in some disarray, but I am sure we could—’

‘Thank you,’ she interrupted, her shoulders dropping in relief. ‘I can sleep anywhere with a floor.’ She took the portfolio back, save for the map of Edinburgh, which she left on Henry’s desk. ‘I would appreciate it if you did not tell anyone I was staying here.’

‘I understand.’

‘I hope so,’ she said, her voice fearful for the first time. ‘The people looking for me can be terribly persuasive.’

Henry felt a shiver race over his skin. He had the feeling that since he had agreed to give this woman shelter his world had shifted slightly, or perhaps widened, but the change had been so swift and imperceptible that he couldn’t say exactly what was different.

He led Elara up the stairs, where she settled herself quite comfortably in the front room, waving Henry and his lamp away.

‘Remember, I am not supposed to be here,’ she said, looking up from her position on the floor. ‘You should lock up as usual, and I shall keep the place in darkness. Everything you do must be as you normally do. Give no one any reason to suspect I am here.’

By closing time, Henry had almost forgotten about his strange lodger.

But just before the clock struck for seven, the bell over the door clanged as someone came in, and Henry looked up from his account-book.

A man and a woman came in, and something about the sight of them chilled Henry to the bone. He couldn’t say precisely what it was. Perhaps it was their height (both of them towered over him), or perhaps it was their overly bright eyes (which flickered eagerly around the room as if searching for something). Or perhaps it was their skin, which was smooth and without wrinkles, but seemed worn-out, like crepe, thin and almost transparent.

‘Good evening,’ he said, getting warily to his feet.

Like Elara, neither of them returned his greeting. The man moved his head and neck like a snake looking for a mouse. The woman walked over to Henry and took a photograph from her bag. ‘Have you seen this girl?’ she asked, thrusting the picture at Henry’s face.

Henry took it, knowing before he looked that it would be a photograph of Elara. And indeed it was. A formal picture – Elara’s hair scraped back off her face, her back rod-straight as she looked to the right of the lens. She was wearing fine clothes, there were a number of glassy-looking ornaments on the shelves in the background, and beside her was a suitcase.

He lowered the picture. A lifetime of telling untruths to his father about a great many things had made him an accomplished liar. ‘I’m sorry, madam,’ he said, his voice a bored drawl. ‘I haven’t seen this person.’

The woman did not even blink. ‘Look again,’ she ordered. Behind her, the man had drawn out a magnifying glass, and was peering through it as though he fancied himself a detective from a story.

Henry frowned and looked at the photograph again. ‘I’m sorry, I haven’t seen her. Is she a relative of yours?’

The woman’s nostrils flared. Her eyes seemed to brighten even more. ‘She was seen coming in here.’

Henry made a confused face, but his back was starting to sweat. ‘She came in here? When? I have a lot of customers.’ He gestured at the account-book.

The woman slammed her hands down flat on the desk between them. ‘Tell me what you did for her, and where she went.’

‘I don’t care for your tone,’ Henry said firmly, meeting her eyes and hoping he sounded braver than he felt. ‘I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’

There was a bang from upstairs.

The man and woman looked at each other.

Henry, his blood draining into his legs, opened his mouth, but the woman shoved him hard into the wall behind the desk before he could come up with an explanation. The man was already running up the stairs. Henry coughed, winded. Heart racing, he waited for the moment Elara would be discovered and dragged down the stairs …

The man’s heavy footsteps thumped around on the floorboards above, and then there was a snarl of anger. ‘She’s not here, Sephie!’ He stomped back down the stairs.

The woman seethed through her teeth.

Henry wheezed, trying not to look shocked. ‘I told you,’ he croaked. ‘I haven’t seen her. Now get out of my shop, before I call for a constable.’

The couple looked as though they would have very much liked to stay and make Henry’s life a misery, but with a shared glance, seemed to decide against it.

Henry watched them sweep out of the shop and disappear down the street. He was trembling from head to foot, and there was a throbbing pain in his back from where he’d hit the wall.

He wasn’t foolish enough to rush upstairs to check on his guest. Those people might yet be watching him through the window. He dusted his waistcoat off, rubbed some life back into his chest, and went to lock the door. If these were the people Elara was running from, he could certainly understand why she was doing so.

It was quite a while later that he heard footsteps on the floor above.

Henry left his desk and went into the small room at the back of the shop to find Elara Mercator hovering halfway down the staircase. ‘Are they gone?’ she asked.

‘For an hour or more, now,’ he said, filling the kettle from the copper tap. He set it on the stove and lit the flame.

‘Did they hurt you?’ she asked.

‘Not much,’ he said bravely, though his back did still ache. ‘Who are they?’

Elara bit her lip. ‘They’re dangerous, that’s all you need to know.’

‘The man went upstairs. How did you hide from him?’

‘It’s a long story.’ She came into the kitchen and helped herself to a chair, sitting down with a sigh. She suddenly looked exhausted.

‘I have time to listen,’ Henry said, ‘if you want to tell me.’

‘It’s quite unbelievable,’ she said.

‘And full of secrets, no doubt,’ Henry replied with a small smile, taking the remaining chair at the table.

Elara nodded. She looked into his eyes and seemed to make a decision. ‘Those people,’ she said, ‘they aren’t … people. Not as you know them.’

Henry, thinking of their too-bright eyes and papery, smooth skin, thought this wasn’t so unbelievable after all. ‘What are they?’

Elara took a deep breath and then began.
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[image: images]e are called the Seren,’ Tristyan said. ‘And it is my people who created schisms.’

These words had been echoing through Flick’s mind for what felt like an eternity – though in reality it had only been seconds. But in those few seconds, sitting in Tristyan’s apothecary shop in another world, everything she thought she knew about herself, about her world, about magic and the multiverse, had all been turned upside down in a flash. 

She looked over at Jonathan, standing beside her, looking as shocked as she felt, and then back at Tristyan. She realised her mouth was hanging open, and tried to remember how to speak.

‘They – you – created—’ She shook her head. It felt extremely full.

‘Schisms are natural phenomena,’ Jonathan said. ‘They have always existed, they weren’t created by anyone. Although’ – he gave Flick a look – ‘I suppose we do know that new ones can be torn, by some people.’

Flick, meanwhile, continued to stare at Tristyan. Until a few minutes ago, she had thought this tall, elf-like man was nothing more than a kind apothecary, who sometimes helped out travellers from other worlds. But now, she was cradling the revelation that he was her grandfather. Her own dad’s dad was from another world. And therefore, so was she. In a way. Her whole life had been turned upside down as quick as winking.

Felicity Hudson and her friend Jonathan Mercator were part of The Strangeworlds Travel Agency – custodians of a very powerful magical travel system contained within the dozens of suitcases stacked in an old and dusty shop. Within each suitcase was a schism – a gateway to another world – and to travel from one to another, all you had to do was step inside.

Schisms didn’t only exist within suitcases, however; they occurred naturally everywhere. At least, that is what Flick and Jonathan had been led to believe. To hear that the rips and tears in the fabric of the multiverse had been created was like learning that someone coloured in the sky every morning. It seemed too far-fetched to be true.

‘I don’t understand,’ Flick said. ‘What is a Seren? Am I part Seren?’

Tristyan shook his head. ‘Let me explain properly. Please?’ He indicated the chairs, and they each carefully took a seat.

Jonathan was still clutching the piece of paper in his hands that had given him hope that his missing father was still alive. Daniel Mercator, the true Head Custodian of Strangeworlds, had been missing for months, and presumed dead. But Tristyan had shown them with this scrap of paper that Daniel could still be alive, somewhere out there in the multiverse.

‘The Seren are not a species,’ Tristyan said, lacing his spidery fingers together. ‘They are an organisation, not unlike The Strangeworlds Society. The difference is, once you are one of the Seren you are expected to remain one for life. They become your family, your whole world.’

‘And where does inventing schisms come into this?’ Jonathan said, clearly not in the mood for sentimentality.

Tristyan gave him a small, sad smile. ‘Contrary to what you’ve been told, young man, schisms have not always existed. There was a time, thousands and thousands of years ago, when the worlds of the multiverse were free of schisms and tears. The worlds existed alongside each other, but without any knowledge of one another, and certainly no travel between them. And in a world on the other side of reality from yours, there were the Seren.

‘They were not a bad people, not in the beginning. They consumed magic to survive, in the same way you consume food and water. Since living things also produce magic simply by existing, there was plenty of excess magic to keep their world spinning happily. At first.’

‘I think I know where this is going,’ Flick said. ‘It’s like natural resources in our world, right? They got greedy. That’s what happened with the Thieves in Five Lights – they bottled so much magic that their entire world was damaged almost beyond repair.’

‘Exactly. The Seren are just like the Five Lights Thieves, only on a much larger scale.’ Tristyan gave a sigh. ‘They began to use magic to make other things – spells, and so on – and, as they grew more ambitious, their consumption of magic grew. Eventually, they were using it up faster than it could ever be replenished. And the walls of their world became thin.’

Flick sat up. ‘And a schism tore?’

‘The first schism,’ Tristyan said. ‘The first, and the largest. The schism tore their world to pieces, and the aftershocks of that opened up schisms across the multiverse. When it happened, a few of the Seren tumbled into another world and survived. The rest of their people were lost.’

‘That’s a sad story,’ Flick said.

‘Don’t be fooled,’ Tristyan said. ‘Their story does not end there. Rather than learning from their mistakes and beginning their lives again peacefully in this new world, using magic in moderation, the surviving Seren simply picked up where they had left off. They would move from world to world, using magic to extend their lives, escaping through schisms as each world they touched died in their wake. The Seren are no longer a people – they are a virus. I am certain that it is they who caused the initial damage to the City of Five Lights, and I am positive it was they who were taking the magic of The Break in such frightening quantities.’

Flick tried to process what she was being told. ‘They destroy worlds? On purpose?’

‘That’s right,’ Tristyan said. ‘Though they have been quiet, for a long time. I thought they might even be gone forever. Wishful thinking. What happened in Five Lights and The Break shows that they are back. The Seren are the biggest threat to the multiverse there has ever been.’

‘And you were one of them?’ Flick asked, incredulous.

‘Not by choice,’ Tristyan said. ‘As the Seren’s power grew, they … took, for want of a better word, children who were magically gifted, children who could help them harness even more magic. They raised us within the Seren and taught us to be one of them. I knew no better. I thought I was on the side of the good guys, until I met Aspen Thatcher, from The Strangeworlds Society.’ He smiled sadly. ‘She showed me what the Seren really were.’

‘So, you escaped?’ Jonathan asked.

‘I did.’ Tristyan nodded. ‘Though I was not the first person to do so.’

‘Other people have run away from them?’ Flick asked. ‘Who?’

Tristyan gave her a wry look. ‘Can’t you think of anyone who was extremely magically gifted? Whose powers seemed to come from nowhere? Someone who did everything they could to keep the worlds of the multiverse safe from danger?’

Flick put a hand to her mouth.

Jonathan sat up sharply. ‘You don’t mean to say that …’

‘Yes,’ Tristyan nodded. ‘The first person ever to escape the Seren was your very own Society founder, Elara Mercator.’
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Four Months Later

[image: images]elicity Hudson pulled her hat down further over her curly hair as the sleet blew her along the path from the school doors out towards the school gates. It was a wet and freezing January, but Byron Hall’s uniform policy meant that only smart black shoes could be worn – no boots – so the icy water flecking up from the pavement soaked into her socks. Winter had arrived in a great slosh of sleet, and in places the walk home was now like paddling through the North Sea.

It was a Monday, so Flick didn’t have to run across Little Wyverns to collect Freddy, her baby brother, from nursery. He could walk now, sort of, which meant he hated the buggy with a passion bordering on insane rage, and Flick burned with humiliation pushing him home three days out of five with him screaming blue murder. He had also mastered the word ‘Help’, which he wailed pitifully at strangers as though his sister was kidnapping him.

Flick was mooching up the school drive, enjoying the freedom of not having a screaming toddler with her and thinking vaguely about the essay due at the end of the week, when she heard something that made her stop in her tracks.

‘… kid with a suitcase? What’s he come dressed as? He looks like Doctor Who.’

She raised her head, and immediately caught sight of the person who fitted that description.

Jonathan Mercator, looking extremely uncomfortable, was standing at the top of the driveway of Byron Hall, clutching a suitcase in one hand. As always, his eccentric dress sense made him stand out like a sore thumb. He was wearing a deep plum frock coat, cherry-red Doc Martens boots, and what looked like two or three different plaid scarves. There were fingerless gloves on his hands, and his rectangular faux-tortoiseshell glasses had been replaced by ones with rounder steel frames. His wavy black hair was, as usual, all over the place. His face looked grim, and he was doing his best to avoid eye contact with the students, some of whom were giving him weird looks.

Flick felt a jolt in her stomach. Something had happened. Jonathan was not in the habit of appearing at her school gates unannounced. Or at all, for that matter. But, in a way, it wasn’t a complete surprise. She had been expecting something like this would happen, sooner or later. Ever since they had found out about the Seren, the world had seemed different. It was as though knowing about them had made it more likely that things would start happening.

Of course, things had been going wrong in the multiverse for some time. People had been disappearing, as had whole streets. Worlds were being abandoned – like the eerie lighthouse world that still haunted Flick’s memories.

It seemed to Flick that she had become a part of The Strangeworlds Society just when it needed her the most.

‘Hey,’ she said, as she got close to Jonathan. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Things have … escalated,’ he said. ‘Can you come back with me?’

Flick nodded, and they started walking quickly away from her school, down towards the village high street. ‘Is it the Seren?’ she asked.

‘Yes. And Tristyan is at the travel agency. He says he guessed this would start happening.’

At the mention of Tristyan, Flick’s stomach did a funny sort of clench. ‘He guessed what might start happening?’ she asked.

They crossed the road, and Jonathan paused as they went into the old stone-built shopping arcade, which stole what little warmth Flick had worked up on their walk, and made her shiver.

‘When you destroyed the world of The Break,’ Jonathan said quietly, ‘you cut the Seren off from their source of magic. And that has made them desperate.

‘They need magic to live. So, they’re on the hunt for another world to devour. Mori and Hudspeth, some of my older Society members, they say there have been disappearances from Palomar, where the Laughing Dog Travel Station is based. That’s how it started in Five Lights and The Break. It happened there, and it’s happening again, now.’

Flick trotted after Jonathan. ‘What is Tristyan doing at Strangeworlds?’ she asked.

‘Mr Golding, one of my Society members, sent word the Seren were seen in the world of Inniss, where Tristyan lives. He got a message to Tristyan, and he didn’t feel safe staying there, after that,’ Jonathan said. ‘After all, he did run away from the Seren – and they don’t sound like the sort of people to forget that.’

They exited the shopping arcade into the grey dying light of the afternoon, and Flick saw The Strangeworlds Travel Agency ahead of them. It looked the same as ever, nestled crookedly between an alleyway and a closed-down bookshop. There was a thin snake of smoke whisping from the chimney, and the leaded bay window was steamed up with the warmth of the fireplace inside. As they approached, Flick could make out the huge wall filled with suitcases that pulled out like drawers, and the piles and stacks of suitcases in the window seat and on the floor. Each one a gateway to another world.

Jonathan pushed the door open, and the empty bell over the doorway shook silently as it always did. Flick followed him, smiling without realising it as the familiar warmth and old smell of the travel agency washed around her. It was the first time she had been there since Christmas. It felt so much like home – the armchairs, the fireplace, the dozens of clocks on the mantelpiece, the black and white photographs of Strangeworlds explorers on the wall. Flick noticed that one of the armchairs had an unfamiliar coat draped over the back and a leather bag stuffed full of glowing magical bottles on its seat.

As the door shut behind her, Tristyan came into the front of the shop from the tiny kitchen at the back. His face was tight with worry, and his long, greying black hair was tied back in a plait, exposing his elf-like pointy ears. He was wearing his brown shop apron.

He gave her a nervous smile. ‘Felicity.’

‘Tristyan,’ she said, not bothering to keep the relief out of her voice. ‘Are you, um, are you all right?’

‘Better for being here,’ he said. ‘I was too visible back in Inniss. The Seren would only have had to offer a description of me and anyone in that city could have pointed them in my direction. It’s been so long since the Seren have had enough magic to travel that I got complacent there, arrogant, thinking they couldn’t get to me. But now they’ve been seen, and in more than one world … I wasn’t safe there.’

‘How come they didn’t have enough magic to travel, before?’ Flick frowned.

Tristyan wrung his hands slightly. ‘Travelling via schism comes at a great cost, as you know. It is fatal to most people. The amount of magic needed would take up entire rooms, buildings even. And less than forty years ago, the Seren had just that. Incredible stores of magic, heavily guarded, extremely secret.’

Flick rubbed her thumb between her eyebrows. ‘Had? What happened to it?’

Tristyan took a deep breath. ‘I destroyed it.’

Flick’s mouth dropped open. ‘You … destroyed it?’

‘I freed it, back into the multiverse,’ Tristyan clarified. ‘Broke the glass bottles and released the magical energy back where it belonged.’

Jonathan took his glasses off and started cleaning them frantically.

Flick stared at Tristyan, not really knowing what to say. ‘Um. I bet they weren’t happy about that.’

Tristyan grinned, and Flick thought there was pride in his eyes. ‘I imagine not,’ he said. ‘Though I didn’t wait around to find out.’

Flick stepped forward, interested despite herself. Now they were back in the travel agency, and she could see Tristyan was safe, the sense of urgency had dropped, and his story was intriguing. ‘Can you tell us what happened?’ she asked.

‘It’s really the end of one story, and the beginning of another.’ Tristyan glanced out of the bay window; the day had fully faded now but the street was golden with the orange of the old street lamps. ‘It happened forty years ago. In another world. And it starts with your grandmother, Felicity.’

‘Aspen Thatcher,’ Flick said, remembering the name of the woman she had never met, but whose Strangeworlds Study of Particulars she owned. It was odd, that this name she had stared at and wondered about was connected to her. It didn’t feel quite real. It was the same with Tristyan; she knew that he was her grandfather, but she didn’t have years of memories to make it feel real. Not yet. At the moment, he seemed more like a new friend, albeit one who was older and had a lot of secrets.

Tristyan moved his leather bag off the chair before taking a seat, and then started his story properly. ‘I was a Seren, through and through. I’d been assigned to watch Aspen, like a spy, I suppose. They wanted to see if she – as a Strangeworlder – might be brought around to being on our side, become a Seren. But the opposite happened, and I ended up on her side. She opened my eyes to why it was evil to drain magic from other worlds. I vowed to do what I could to stop the Seren after that.’ He looked pensively into the empty fireplace for a moment. ‘I had always known what we were doing, but I never thought it was wrong until Aspen showed me it was, and who we were hurting. So, before leaving through a suitcase with her, I smashed every single bottle of magic the Seren had stored.’

Flick imagined broken glass flying in the air, and magic rushing upwards to freedom. ‘So the Seren were trapped? They didn’t have enough magic to leave?’

‘Exactly,’ he said.

‘Where?’ Jonathan asked, from where he was perched up on the desk. ‘Where were they trapped?’

Tristyan gave a rueful smile. ‘In a half-rotten world that they had mostly drained. They called it Serentegra. They were only using it to store their magic, but they had arranged to assemble there before moving on to another world. I waited, to catch them when they were all in the same place.’

‘Did they know it was you who destroyed their magic?’ Flick breathed.

‘Oh, yes,’ Tristyan said grimly. ‘They would have figured it out as soon as they realised I was missing.’

‘But how did you end up in Inniss?’ Jonathan asked. ‘Aspen was from our world. Why didn’t she bring you back here?’

Tristyan’s eyes saddened. ‘She did,’ he said, ‘but Nicolas Mercator was furious she’d brought me back. The Society rules state you must never bring anyone or anything back with you. Nicolas never really forgave her for breaking her oath, and the other Strangeworlds members felt the same way, particularly Aspen’s sister. We decided to make the best of it in another world, away from here, together. And … the rest you know.’

Jonathan was picking his thumbnail. He looked extremely uncomfortable. ‘You should have had a happy ending,’ he said suddenly, jumping down from the desk and going into the kitchen at the back of the shop. Flick heard him running water noisily into the kettle. When in a crisis, or at risk of showing emotion, make tea. That was Jonathan’s knee-jerk reaction.

Tristyan sighed, then gave Flick an even look. ‘Are you angry with me, Felicity? For what happened with your father? I promise you we had no idea that Nicolas’ dislike of people from other worlds, his … xenophobia, would extend to our son.’

‘It’s Flick,’ she corrected. Only Jonathan was allowed to call her Felicity. Was she mad at Tristyan? Initially she had been, but now that she knew more of his story … ‘I don’t know,’ she said finally. ‘It wasn’t really your fault. You didn’t know he was going to be abandoned, you thought he was going to have a better life. And if none of it had happened, I wouldn’t be here.’ She swallowed, nervous about what she was about to suggest. ‘You could see him, you know. My dad. Isaac.’

Tristyan went white. ‘I can’t,’ he said, sounding choked. ‘I – I really can’t. Anyway, we don’t have time.’

He’s scared, Flick thought. But then her father didn’t want to find his birth family either – he had often said so.

‘If the Seren are on the move again, it’s because they are hunting,’ Tristyan said, grabbing her attention back quickly. ‘And if they are hunting, it is essential that we find it first.’

‘Find what first?’ Flick asked.

Tristyan met her gaze and his expression was afraid. ‘The suitcase that contains the end of the multiverse,’ he said. 
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[image: images]lick had often sat looking at the wall of suitcases in the travel agency, and the many cases that were stacked here and there on the floor, wondering what kind of world was inside each one. Though she had been through a lot of them, there were over seven hundred in total and so there were many she had yet to explore. She had dreamt to herself about what joys or horrors might be waiting for her, but never in all her imaginings had she thought up something as awful and bone-chilling as the end of everything.

‘Elara Mercator knew that the Seren were the biggest threat there was to the multiverse,’ Tristyan said. ‘After she escaped from them, she did what she could to prevent their influence from widening. She took all her suitcases with her, so they could no longer travel between worlds with them. And she made other plans. We heard a rumour, in the Seren, that Elara had managed to trap a schism that would, if unleashed, bring about the end of everything.’

‘Why would she make something like that?’ Flick asked. ‘And why wouldn’t she keep it here?’

‘Because of the danger it contains,’ Tristyan said. ‘That suitcase was created in case the suffering of the multiverse was so great there was no other option but to use it. And also,’ he added, ‘I suspect, as insurance for herself too. The rumour of its existence stopped the Seren from coming after her for many years, because there was always the risk she would use it if they did.’

Jonathan was nodding to himself. ‘There are pages in the Study of Particulars that refer to something like that. Though it’s never named, and it’s never mentioned where it might be.’ He fished his own copy off the bookshelf, and flipped through the pages to the right section:

… a great many suitcases that are duplicates, particularly to the City of Five Lights. There are also suitcases that contain schisms through which travelling would be ill-advised. These include the Wastelands of Darkness, the Cold Emptiness, and one suitcase which is said to contain a great power, only to be unleashed if the anguish of the multiverse is so beyond repair that the holder would be left with no choice but to open it and

‘That’s it,’ Jonathan said, turning the page in confusion. ‘The following page is gone. It looks as though it’s been torn out. How are we meant to know where this frightful suitcase is now?’ He shut the book irritably.

Flick didn’t bother suggesting they check her copy of the Particulars. She knew it from cover to cover. ‘Could it be here?’ she asked, looking up at the wall of suitcases that took up one side of the building.

‘I don’t think it would be the sort of thing you’d leave lying about,’ Jonathan said, shaking his head. ‘And besides, all of these are accounted for. No, you’d put it somewhere no one could get to …’ He trailed off, thinking.

But Flick was faster. ‘The House on the Horizon. No one can get there. You can get to the desert, but not up to the house itself. It would be the perfect place to store something you didn’t want to be easily found.’

Jonathan snapped his fingers. ‘Yes, precisely. We have Avery to thank for that information.’ Avery Eldritch was Jonathan’s cousin, who had joined them on their last big adventure. The sudden mention of her name made Flick feel as though a few dozen butterflies were flying around in her heart.

Jonathan rubbed his chin as he thought. ‘There must be a way to get there. The suitcase we have – the one Captain Nyfe gave to us – only leads to the surrounding desert, but maybe there’s another suitcase, a secret one, hidden elsewhere, that might lead us into the House itself. And maybe this Doomsday Case is there …’

Tristyan had watched them talk without butting in, which Flick thought was quite unusual for an adult. He was sitting in the armchair, and had his chin resting on his hand as he listened. Jonathan’s words had made Flick realise something.

‘Tristyan, why would the Seren even want a case that could end the multiverse?’ she asked. ‘And why now?’

‘They were deathly afraid of it for years,’ Tristyan explained. ‘It contains enormous energy. Think of the suitcase as an explosion, waiting to happen. But then the Seren realised they could use the potential energy to make themselves stronger. They could harness it for their own gains. And the Seren with that sort of power …’ He shuddered.

‘Could the Seren have kidnapped my dad to try and get to the suitcase?’ Jonathan asked, going suddenly pale.

‘Very possibly,’ Tristyan said. ‘If they have him, things are even more serious. He could, under pressure, lead them here to Strangeworlds, or to another Strangeworlds Society outpost. If the Seren ever got access to all the suitcase-schisms you have …’ He shook his head. ‘You would have to kiss the multiverse goodbye.’

There was an uncomfortable silence.

Flick swallowed. ‘The world with the lighthouse … until we moved the pirates of The Break there, it was completely empty. Do you think the Seren might have already started to target it? Drain its magic?’

‘It would make sense,’ Tristyan said. ‘And as much as all signs point to Clara, my daughter, having been there, given the photographs you found of our family, I am going to choose to believe she is safe. I cannot think otherwise, my heart does not have the space in it for another loss.’ He looked down at the floor.

Flick was thinking furiously. ‘If the Seren are already hunting for the Doomsday Case, they might find other Strangeworlds suitcases scattered throughout the multiverse. Which would lead them back here! We need to stop that happening.’

Jonathan cracked his knuckles. ‘Which means that all of
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‘Cowards die many times before their deaths;

The valiant never taste of death but once.’

William Shakespeare

Julius Caesar
(Act II, Scene II, Line 34)






OPS/images/co0.jpg





