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      TREVOR HARRISON swung his sandwich bag as he traipsed between the gravestones in Rutsley Church and Burial Grounds. Although the sun shone brightly through a thin layer of wispy cloud, the air had an early November bite to it. The scent of days-old flowers, scattered along the graves, wafted up his nostrils.

      He considered whistling to himself, but thought that might be just a little disrespectful, taking into account the decomposing bodies only a matter of feet below the soles of his shoes, so he just gave his sandwich bag an extra swing, for good measure. The plastic felt smooth in his hands and he savoured the sensation of it spinning in his grasp—almost as much as he savoured the thought of consuming his sandwich in a few minutes time, when he located an appropriate spot.

      On the other side of the burial grounds, he spotted a sturdy wooden bench. It sat beneath a tree which was in the midst of shedding its last-remaining, browning leaves. As he made his way over to it, he noticed there was a skip in his step—an actual skip! He tucked the tail of his overcoat beneath him as he sat on the bench and then slid his sandwich out of its plastic wrapper.

      Trevor considered the events of the morning. He played them back out in his mind’s eye. Everything had happened so quickly, so fast that he’d hardly had time to absorb it all.

      He took a bite of his sandwich. Mustard, cream cheese and mayonnaise. His favourite. That just rounded the whole day off, made it better than perfect. If he got hit by a lorry this afternoon, on his way back to the office, then he would die a happy man.

      That morning, his boss, Jeremy Anderson, had strutted up to his cubicle, with a sly smile either suggesting he had some wretched task to dump on one of his minions or that he was holding back a surprise—something that would bring out a strong reaction.

      Luckily, for Trevor, it had been the latter, and a good surprise, in the same class as the one where he would get home after a hard day’s work to find a good ale already poured and waiting for him on the kitchen table.

      He chewed up the sandwich, taking the time to dab the mustard right into his tongue, to get a bit of a sting from it, then he swallowed.

      Jeremy had rested his hands on the edge of Trevor’s cubicle and a gleam had passed over his eye. He made a comment about how long Trevor had been working at the office, how he was an example to follow, and about how he was integral to the whole company. And then Jeremy’s sly smile had faltered. He had started talking about cutbacks, that belts were being tightened, impossibly-tough decisions made, lambs being brought to the slaughter.

      As Trevor bit off another chunk of sandwich, he couldn’t help humming to himself, taking time to appreciate all the colours of the day—the beauty of nature.

      Next, at the office, Jeremy had slid an envelope into Trevor’s hands, given him a nod, then moved onto the next redundancy case. That was the worst moment, the waiting, the period before opening the envelope. He had thought he had been finished, that he would be out on his arse, in his mid-fifties and without a hope in the world. And then, when he had actually read the letter, a matter of seconds later, his whole body had shaken from the shock—the number typed out there, all the details.

      He popped the final piece of sandwich into his mouth and, still grinning, patted the inside pocket of his overcoat, unsure where or not the events of the morning had really happened. He reached in, for good measure. The envelope was still there, nestled in the pocket. It felt weighty and substantial, like the paper realised the importance of the information which it conveyed.

      When he had told his fellow employees that his employer was offering him an early retirement, they’d looked at him with mellow eyes, consolation etched on their faces, as if this were truly the worst possible scenario for a human being. But that was because they had no plans. And Trevor did have plans.

      As Trevor got up from the bench, tightening the belt of his overcoat round him to see off the chill, he admitted to himself that he had needed something like this, a kick up the backside, to get himself moving on with what he really wanted in his life. What he had wanted, always wanted, was to open a modelling shop, where he could sit round all day painting aircraft made of plywood, tanks of cast iron and soldiers of plastic. He was sure he would make some friends who shared his interests, rather than having to go into the office all day and drown in chit-chat and small talk. Goodness, he had had enough small talk for a lifetime.

      He trod along the path, glancing at the various names engraved on the stones. Being in a place like this, having come here almost every lunch break for the thirty years he had worked at the office, he had never thought of its significance, that it might bear some sort of warning. Today, though, he did see the meaning, that he was wasting his life, that he had to treasure the precious few years he had left and enjoy the time he had here on Earth. Because, soon, he would be sharing the same soil as these fellows.

      He gave the church a once over. He’d never had much use for religion, to be fair he’d never had any time to give to it. For the first time in his life he had the chance to consider, to look back at, how work had dominated everything—hardly leaving time for anything else. He had always argued with himself that he needed to work, that he was the breadwinner of the family. But his kids had gone through university, got their own jobs, and his wife had her own comfortable side-business ironing clothes for the neighbours. It was fair to say that now was his time to take advantage of his freedom, to open his shop and enjoy the remainder of his life.

      As he strode along the path, he noted a plaque on one of the church buttresses. Feeling in an inquisitive mood—now that he had his freedom he had time for flights of fancy—he peered closer to examine it.

      The plaque had once been black, but its colour had drained as it had been weathered over the years, and now it appeared as more of a mouldy green. The writing itself was difficult, almost impossible to make out, as it too had eroded over the course of time. He stooped over, leant closer and reached out to run his fingertips over the lettering.

      The plaque was ice cold and sent a shiver round Trevor’s collar. Perhaps he should’ve taken that as a warning, but, having come this far, he decided that he must know what the plaque said, why it was there. And so he brought his other hand round to aid in his reading of the engraved words.

      He closed his eyes to concentrate on what his fingers felt and he read, in his mind, the following:

      
        
        Rutsley Church kindly thanks Mrs Bridget Donoghue for her generous donation to the general upkeep and maintenance of the grounds. 20—.

      

      

      Trevor frowned to himself, thought about how the plaque had got itself in such a state over such a short period of time. When he opened his eyes, examined it further, he realised that several fingerprints covered the veneer. He wondered whether it had been youths who’d come here, committed this act of vandalism. But, if it had been youths, they must’ve been patient, come here every day for months and months to do that kind of damage. And wouldn’t they have ‘tagged’ it somehow with a marker or a can of spray paint?

      As Trevor considered this strangeness, he tried to draw his fingers away from the plaque, only to find that they were stuck. At first he thought it was his brain, something blocking his fingers from leaving the surface and then he realised that he was physically attached to the plaque, that no matter how much force he exerted in prising his fingers free, he just couldn’t. And that was when he panicked.

      He bellowed, at the top of his lungs, hoping that the church vicar might hear his cries or someone passing by on the street might overhear him. But, before he could take notice of his efforts, he felt a hot sensation pass from the plaque, through his fingertips and through his whole body. The next thing he knew, the whole world was fading, retreating from him. It was like being stuck in the middle of a roundabout, being hurled round at warp speed. He let out a nauseous groan.

      The whole world filled with a blinding white light and his eyes burnt with the effort, so he squeezed them tight, hoping the sensation would subside, that he would escape from whatever episode he was having. And then, all of a sudden, without warning, the world ground to a halt and he was back on solid footing. He opened his eyes and absorbed the scene.

      He was still in the graveyard or, at least, some version of it. When he looked above he noted the purple sky and when he looked round he noticed the gravestones, dotted out as far as the eye could see. In the distance snow-capped mountains rose up and, he was sure, that he could make out the sturdy forms of gravestones speckled up their sides.

      Where in hell was he?

      He backed away from the plaque and made his way out, among the graves. His body still tingled from whatever journey he had just passed through, and he felt quite faint, light-headed. In front of him was a stone building. He thought that a good place to make an inquiry.

      The door was wooden and there was a bell with the sign: Rin fur Atenshun, scrawled onto it. Always having been somewhat of a grammar snob, Trevor couldn’t resist a delirious snigger as he held it down.

      There was a dampened dong from within the building, as if someone had taken down one of the church bells, covered it in a bed sheet and struck it with a hammer. Looking back at the church, Trevor realised that it had been reduced to rubble. A shudder ran through him. Perhaps whoever was here now, in the churchyard, had pillaged the bell from the destroyed church. Despite Trevor’s indifference to religion itself, something about desecrating a church seemed wrong to him, taking pieces of it and using it for something new. Judging from the grammatical state of the message he had just read beside the bell it must’ve been a couple of yobs hanging out here. In fact, it would probably be better for him to clear out quickly.

      With that in mind, he backed up from the door, already thinking about returning to the plaque. Surely it would just be a case of touching it again to bring him back to the graveyard, the real Rutsley Church.

      However, just as he got a few steps away, there was a shuffling of feet from behind the door. A few muttered words later and the door swung inward. A little midget with a mop of tangled blond hair squinted up at him, a permanent frown fixed on its lips. “What you want?”

      “Oh, uh, I was just leaving,” Trevor said.

      “What do you mean leaving?”

      “I think I’ve come here by mistake.”

      “’Mistake?’” the midget said.

      “That’s right.”

      The midget brightened somewhat. “Yes, that happens all the time.” He glanced round Trevor. “Divus?”

      Trevor looked behind him to see another midget standing there. His heart bobbed in his throat and he almost leapt out of his skin. He held his hand to his chest. “You frightened the life out of me!”

      Divus remained serious. “What’s he want?”

      The first midget rolled its eyes. “Says he’s lost, that he’s heading back off where he came from. That he got here by accident.”

      “Accident?” Divus said. “Happens a lot.”

      “That’s what I said,” the first midget said.

      Trevor felt his brain expanding and contracting, like a sponge soaked with hot water being squeezed.

      The first midget continued, “Well, you might as well give him a look round the place, you know, since he’s managed to get here. Be a bit cruel to send him back totally baffled.”

      Divus sighed. “I’ve got a whole humanity of gravestones to get through. Do I look like I have time to give tours?”

      The first midget glared at him.

      Divus relented. “Fine, but if Frank complains about the state of the gravestones round the turn of the ninth century, then tell him to sod off and employ a proper tour guide, all right?”

      “I’ll tell him that, shall I? Verbatim?”

      Divus gave him a loose-wristed wave then turned to Trevor. “All right then, follow me, if you want to see what this is all about. If my tone comes across as somewhat drab don’t take it personally. You’d probably be rundown too if you’d spent the better part of eternity here.”

      Seeing his way into this baffling conversation, Trevor managed a faint smile. “I think I know how you feel. I just took an early retirement from work.”

      “‘Retirement?’” Divus said, spitting the word as if it were a profanity. “That’d be nice, I can tell you. Not going to happen, though. Not for me.” Once they had walked out of earshot of the first midget, he said, “That was my wife, Doris, by the way. She just about completes my misery round here.”

      “Oh come on now, really, it must be nice to work with your wife.”

      Divus stopped dead, reached out and rested his hand on Trevor’s forearm. He met his eye. “Trust me on this one, okay?”

      Trevor decided to drop the theme there.

      They proceeded through the gravestones, Trevor keeping an eye on the plaque emblazoned on the buttress as if it might sneak off if he didn’t watch it closely. “Um, I’m terribly sorry, but I think I’d better go off back home. You see, I’m supposed to get back to the office in a couple of minutes. Last day, and all that. Don’t want to let the boss down on my last day.”

      Divus snorted then produced a cloth from the waistband of his trousers. He wiped his nose then blew it noisily. Still twitching his nose as he returned the cloth to his waistband, he said, “No need to worry about that. This is the End of Time, see? When you touch the plaque you’ll return to the time when you first touched it.”

      “That’s handy.”

      “Isn’t it?” Divus said, marching onward, through the gravestones.

      They continued walking along the path, with Divus stopping every so often to point out a particular gravestone, explaining to which part of human history it referred, where it would send him if he were to touch it.

      Needless to say, after twenty minutes of these matter-of-fact observations, Trevor was rendered stunned. “So, you mean, that I could bring people through the plaque then transport them to any time at all in history?”

      “Human history.” Divus said it as if the words bit his throat. “And, no, that sort of thing wouldn’t be allowed. Frank wouldn’t let you get away with it.”

      “Who’s Frank?”

      Divus rolled his eyes. “This is turning into a complete tour, isn’t it? Better be getting a decent tip.”

      Trevor wondered whether Divus was joking. He had only brought small change and wasn’t quite sure how the End of Time had affected inflation. Maybe money would be like an artefact here, a valuable keepsake. But, somehow, if Divus had access to all history then surely anything held just about as much value as anything else.

      Divus lurched forward and scrubbed at a tombstone, clearing the muck gathered over the name. “Frank’s the Master of Time.”

      “Right, and what does that entail exactly?”

      “He’s kind of a glorified security guard, but don’t tell him that you heard it from me.”

      “I know how to keep mum.”

      “Good.”

      As they headed up into some foothills of the End of Time, Trevor noted a gate off to their side. It attracted his attention because it glowed several colours, neon shades of green, yellow, pink and red, alternating. Several trees poked out over the fence surrounding the area.

      “What’s that?” Trevor said.

      Divus looked back over his shoulder, then crept closer, in conspiracy. “Another world. Want to take a look?”

      Another world? That sounded rather intriguing. Trevor had come this far, so he might as well. “All right.”

      Divus withdrew a key on a chain from beneath his shirt and fitted it to the lock on the gate. He looked round again and then gave it a shove.

      The gate buckled back on its hinges to reveal a whole other world of gravestones.

      Trevor followed Divus inside.

      Divus looked up at Trevor. “Gotta be fairly quick in here, okay? This is another plane of reality, another world entirely.”

      “You mean to say that these worlds just go on and on, more and more gates, one after the other?”

      “Exactly.”

      “All graveyards just like this one?”

      “Uh huh.”

      Trevor ran his eyes over the gravestones in wonder. All sorts of lettering that he had no hope of making out. Once he had been on holiday with his wife, to Paris, and he had just about been able to cobble together phrases with his rough knowledge of school Latin. But this was a different matter altogether because there were no letters he recognised. “What’s the name of this world?”

      “Ethereal,” Divus said, giving him a sidelong glance. “Actually, Earth is a derivative of this world. Your common language, English, is almost identical. Only Ethereal, like all originals, quite frankly, has a much superior system of notation.”

      “I . . . I don’t understand any of the words on the gravestones.”

      “No, I don’t suppose you do.”

      Trevor took a little offence at Divus’s tone, not quite liking how he was doing down his breed. There was a certain smugness to the way he spoke, like a magician smirking in wonder at an audience’s astonishment at a simple sleight of hand.

      One gravestone, a foot or so ahead of Trevor, began to glow blue. He stared at it, expecting some strange being to burst from it at any second, but the glow soon subsided. He stepped closer to get a better look. As he took in the strange letters on the gravestone, he felt them drawing him in, calling him to touch. And, after a brief bout of resistance, he gave in and reached out and brushed the stone with his fingertips.

      Divus cried out, but the damage was done.

      When Trevor attempted to whip his hand back from the stone, he found it was now performing the same trick the plaque had pulled on him, keeping his hands firmly in place. He stared at Divus, wanting him to save him from wherever the stone was sending him.

      Another blinding light, blue this this time, consumed Trevor’s vision and he felt himself tumbling backward. Alice falling down the proverbial rabbit hole.
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      ALEXIS SAT with her back pressed up against the dungeon wall. The bricks dug into her spine and the constant drip-dripping of a broken pipe somewhere was driving her to distraction. The air carried a stench of dank soil and made her shiver all through her body.

      She turned her attention to Prince Courtney, who had brought her here from Earth, who was playing an improvised game of checkers with their cellmate, Sydney, using some vaguely white and black pebbles they’d gathered from the floor.

      Courtney had been one of her classmates at school and then, one day, he’d asked her whether she’d like to go on an adventure. He’d brought her here, to Ethereal, and they’d mounted an unsuccessful attempt at dethroning Courtney’s apparently usurping uncle, King Fredrick. Obviously Fredrick had not taken a positive view of this attempt of his would-be nephew striding in and taking his place, and so now they were here. Down in the dungeon.

      She really had no idea how long had passed, how long she had been trapped here. It seemed like years, indeed it had been. She timed the days by their morning gruel but had given up after a thousand. Despite Courtney’s reassurances that no time would pass on Earth while they inhabited Ethereal, she couldn’t help feel that she was wasting time here. Some days she hoped King Fredrick would decide to lop their heads off, just for a change.

      Courtney slapped his pebble across the board which he’d drawn in the dirt. “King me!”

      Sydney shook his head. “That’s not even your piece.”

      “What’re you talking about?” Courtney said. “It’s clearly white.”

      Alexis drew her knees up to her chest and held her head in between them, applying pressure to the sides of her skull. That sometimes gave her a bit of a head rush, made this place disappear for a few seconds. To think that she had been drawn here because she’d found Courtney attractive, indeed been dazzled by his handsomeness. Whoever invented the expression: ‘Absence makes the heart grown fonder,’ had been onto something—if logic held that the reverse was just as true.

      Sydney continued to remonstrate. “There’s no way you’re getting a king for that. I told you it’s my piece.”

      Courtney giggled inanely. “No, no it’s not. I can swear on my sword that it’s my piece.”

      “You don’t have a sword.”

      “I will do once I’m back in my rightful place.”

      Alexis scrunched her eyes shut. These arguments always went round in circles. First Courtney would bring up his supposed claim to the Throne of Ethereal and then, pretty soon afterward, Sydney would make some remark of his superior intelligence. Before Sydney had been incarcerated down here with them, he had been known as the Bald Poet—one of the King’s entertainers. According to Sydney’s story, he had briefly got himself into the King’s affections, only to blow his big opportunity in front of some visiting nobleman. He never did go into much detail about it.

      She peered upward, toward the ceiling and watched the water drip from a notch in the tiles for a few minutes. Once that got old, she stood up, stretched and then resettled herself on a patch of straw in the corner of the cell—what was known as ‘the sleeping straw.’ In fact, now might be a good time for a nap.

      “Alex?” Courtney said.

      Alexis wrenched open an eyelid.

      “You’ve been watching the game, haven’t you?”

      “Not really.”

      “I mean to say, you’ve seen whose pieces are whose, haven’t you?”

      No way was she getting herself involved in this. It would only lead to one of them glowering at her for the foreseeable future. In a cell this size two was certainly a crowd—three had all the ingredients for murder.

      “Alex?” Courtney said.

      She hated it when anyone masculinised her name—it gave it a chummy ring. Despite herself, she still felt some affection for Courtney, and it only served her dislike for the intimacy they had shared for so long.

      “Alex?”

      It looked like she couldn’t ignore him much longer. But she could try. She rolled over to face the wall, giving him her back.

      She heard his footsteps pad over the cell and then felt his form looming over her. He dropped his voice to a near whisper—that husky tone which sent shivers through her veins. And she hated herself for feeling that way toward him. He stroked her neck. His warm breath warmed her throat. “Alexis, are you all right? You’ve been awfully quiet over the past few days.”

      “Yeah,” Sydney said. “It’s almost as if you’ve lost all hope.”

      That was what she hated most about this arrangement, that there was always two pairs of ears listening into everything.

      Alexis told herself to ignore them both. If only she could have the opportunity again, to not go with Courtney, to not have followed him on this absurd quest. Weren’t there any worlds with happy bunnies hopping round, clouds made of marshmallows, that kind of thing? From what Courtney had told her over the years in this cell, she supposed there might well be.

      Courtney’s nimble fingers drifted south, toward her collarbone and stroked her bare skin there. “I’ll get us out of here, I promise. When I’m King—”

      At some point it was inevitable, but right then, Alexis snapped. She had simply had enough of all this and wanted to go home. She shoved Courtney away from her, got to her feet and glared down at him. “Just leave me alone, you wretch! Why can’t you just face up to the facts and realise that we’re going to die here? You got us into this mess and you’re constantly making promises about getting us out, but I never see any action!”

      She punched one of the iron bars. It reverberated with a thwong and pain flushed through her arm. Partly out of agony, partly out of frustration, tears drooled down her cheeks and her voice went up a pitch. “How’re you going to save us, huh? You’re supposed to be this great prince, but all you are is a conman, a third-class liar.”

      “Alexis, please?” Courtney said, with his woozy voice and slight smile.

      She held up her finger. “No, you’re going to listen for once. I think I’m speaking for both me and Sydney when I say we’ve had enough listening to your nonsense. We don’t care how you’re one day going to be King of Ethereal. We need solutions now, otherwise we’re going to die here!”

      There was a long silence broken only by the scuttling of a rat, wandering off somewhere in the darkness. Lucky rat.

      She stood her ground and glared at Courtney, bringing herself under some sort of composure. “What’re you going to do, then? What’s your master plan to save us?”

      Courtney gave a sheepish grin, then exchanged glances with Sydney.

      “I knew it!” Alexis said. “You’ve got nothing, absolutely nothing. All the boyish charm in the world can’t save you now.”

      Another silence, and then Courtney stepped forward tentatively. “Dear? I can promise that someday—”

      “No! No more ‘somedays’ or ‘once-upon-a-times.’ I’m done with all that crap. I want what’s real, what’s going to help us out right now.” She blew out her cheeks then chewed on her lower lip. “What we need now is pragmatism. Someone to think through how we’re going to get out of this dungeon.”

      Throughout this dressing down, Sydney had kept his eyes firmly fixed on his bare toes. Only now, when he was sure that the tirade had reached an end—or at least a natural pause—did he volunteer to throw in his two cents. “I think I might have a plan.”

      “And?” Alexis said. “No point being dramatic about it. Go on, spit it out. And I can’t promise not to be pissed off if it’s something you could’ve told us years ago.”

      This made Sydney even more unsure. His eyes wandered away from Alexis, to a particularly interesting brick sticking out of the wall.

      “Poem boy,” Alexis said, jabbing her thumb up at her face. “I’m up here.”

      Reluctantly, Sydney turned his eyes to her.

      “Tell us, then,” Alexis said.

      Sydney licked his lips. “This might sound a tad dramatic, but, please, bear with me, hear me out.”

      Alexis made a mock bow, then slumped back against the wall, thoroughly fed up. “You’ve got all the time in the world, Your Majesty.”

      “Right,” Sydney said, still looking utterly unconvinced of what he was about to say, “so, this plan. If there’s one thing I recall about King Fredrick—”

      “Prince Fredrick,” Courtney said. “Let’s not indulge this pretender.”

      “Would you shut up?” Alexis said.

      Courtney skulked back into his corner of the cell.

      “Continue,” Alexis said to Sydney.

      “As I was saying, Prince Fredrick has a certain weakness when it comes to women. In fact, he has—what is said to be—quite a harem.”

      Courtney sidled up to Alexis and laid his hand on hers. “I promise that the first thing I’ll do once I’m king is do away with that horrid thing.”

      Feeling all tired out from shouting, Alexis let the comment pass.

      Sydney continued, “What I propose is that the next time they bring us gruel, tomorrow morning, you should ask the server whether you might be considered for Prince Fredrick’s collection of maidens.”

      Alexis pinched her nose between thumb and forefinger. “That’s the most revolting thing I’ve ever heard.”

      Sydney hunched his shoulders, like a scolded puppy expecting a rolled up newspaper to soon find its way onto his head, with no small amount of force.

      “But,” Alexis said, “that’s the only feasible plan I’ve heard the whole time we’ve been in here.”

      “Hey!” Courtney said. “What about my plan to knock out the man who brings us gruel, steal his keys and storm the castle from within?”

      Alexis sighed. “Because, first of all, we don’t know whether or not the server actually has the keys. We’ve never seen him open the cell door. And, secondly, and most importantly, there are armed guards swarming the entire castle. Only one of us has ever held a sword”—Courtney beamed—“let alone swung one,” Alexis finished.

      Courtney frowned. “I don’t like this plan at all. Won’t you be the only one that gets out?”

      Alexis rolled her eyes. “I believe the idea is that once I’m out I can help you two get out too.”

      Courtney’s frown lines deepened. “And how would you do that?”

      “First, I’d earn the trust of King Fredrick—”

      “Prince—”

      “Do you comprehend the words ‘shut’ and ‘up?’”

      Courtney closed his mouth.

      “Once I have King Fredrick’s trust then perhaps he will allow me on a looser rein, and then I can plan on how I’m going to get you two out of the dungeon here. Agreed?”

      Courtney and Sydney nodded glumly.

      “Good,” Alexis said, settling down on a patch of hay, looking to get some sleep before she had to put her plan into action.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Despite the impending plan, fraught with risk and a quite palpable danger of having her head detached from her shoulders, Alexis slept well. So well, in fact, that she almost missed the server in the morning. She woke to see him retreating from their cell, having delivered the three bowls of freezing gruel.

      She straightened up and called out to him. “Hey, you!”

      The server flinched then looked round, as if whoever had called surely couldn’t be speaking to him. His eyes slowly found hers.

      Alexis rose and padded up to the bars. She wrapped her fingers round the cold metal. “I’ve got a proposal.”

      The server hovered at the stairs leading up out of the dungeon. “Sorry, I’m not supposed to speak to prisoners.”

      “Just wait, okay? What I’ve got in mind might well interest your king.”

      The server grinned. “He’s your king too, you know.”

      Alexis decided to leave this little side swipe for now. It would only waste time to explain the intricacies of where she came from, that in the United Kingdom she really did have her own monarch to look up to. “Right,” Alexis said. “Do you think you could tell the King that I would like to become part of his harem?”

      The server’s grin widened. “You wish to become one of the King’s maidens of your own free will?”

      “Yes.”

      “Impossible.”

      “Why? Why’s it impossible?”

      The server pouted and gave a shrug. “The King doesn’t simply accept applications for maidens, he selects those that catch his fancy. It is an honour to even be considered. What makes you think that he would be interested in taking a traitor into his private quarters? How would he know that you’re not just going to stab him in the ear while he sleeps?”

      A shudder passed up Alexis’s spine. The server was already getting too close to where her real intentions lay. Granted she had no ambition of killing the King, or even putting Courtney on the throne, but she did intend to escape. She hadn’t merely decided to make a more bearable life for herself here in Ethereal—something more bearable than being stuck in the same cell as Sydney and Courtney anyway.

      She glanced back over her shoulder, where she saw Courtney and Sydney still twitching away in their sleep. One thing about never seeing daylight was that it messed up the body clock. She turned her attention back to the server and managed a smile. “Couldn’t you put a word in with the King? Let him know that I would be willing? That’s all I ask.”

      The server considered, his features creasing up and his lower lip jutting out further and further. Then, with a single flash of his eyebrows, he disappeared up the stairs, going back up into the castle.

      Alexis clung onto the bars as she heard the sounds of a stirring sleeper behind her: the profound breaths, the groaning stretches and then, finally, the smack of the lips. If there was anyone else in the worlds who made as much of a racket upon waking as Courtney, she really didn’t want to know about them.

      Courtney strode up behind her and laid his hands on her hips. He brought his lips so close that they brushed her earlobes. “Morning, gorgeous.”

      Subtly, Alexis shrugged her way out of Courtney’s attempted embrace, making for her bowl of gruel. She scooped it up and stared down into it. All those stodgy, grey oats. Earlier on in her incarceration she had toyed with the idea of not bothering to eat, starving herself to death, but that phase had passed, especially now she had a plan to get out—something to concentrate on. She just hoped that the server would go through with her request. They really couldn’t get her out of this cell soon enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Day In The Life Of A Grotesque

          

        

      

    

    
      JOHN STONEFIELD rose from his bed of straw to the smell of bacon wafting in through from the kitchens. He yawned then stretched his enormous, bloated limbs. As he stretched his hands, more like pancakes, clattered against the roof. His fingers were more like sausages. Just another day in the Damned Forests.

      He tiptoed his way round the sleepers, curled up on the floor. They all had their deformities. There was one woman with seven arms and three legs, she was called Deborah. Then there was the older man called Severus whose entire face was consumed by wrinkles—so much so that he had to lift the flaps of skin in order to see or talk. They were several feet underground, in a kind of burrow nestled beneath the tangled roots of an old oak tree: a home they dubbed Witney Branches.

      He headed on along the corridor, inhaling the earthy smell which dominated the entire place. It smelled just like home.

      When he reached the kitchens, Susan stood at the stove. She was completely covered in hair, so much so that John had heard cruel Grotesque children chiding her with remarks about being an ape behind her back. But she had been his savour. The one who had brought him here, taken him in when even his own family had shunned his deformity, the curse a witch had cast upon him.

      She turned and looked him over, a hand resting on her hip. “About time one of you got up. Thought I’d have to go in there, start busting some skulls to drag you up from the Land of Nod.”

      John rubbed his aching temples, still reeling from his nightmares from the night before. It was always the same, just with slightly different iterations. He would arrive at his parents’ house, walk in through the back door, enter the kitchen where his mother would be hanging up clothes or chopping vegetables, and then she would turn round to scream right in his face. Then his father and John’s two older brothers would run in, clutching scabbards. Just before they would run him through he would wake up in a cold sweat.

      He took up a hastily-nailed together stool at the kitchen table, which consisted of several planks of wood resting on rotten logs. As the stool took his weight, it creaked.

      “Feeling especially reflective this morning or what?” Susan said.

      He thought of telling her about the dreams. She had helped him with so much. When he had come here, aged twelve, after being cursed by the witch and pushed into exile by his family, she had taught him how to use his enlarged body. He had hardly been able to speak when he arrived, but now he felt normal—just like he had been before. But he would never be able to re-join normal society and that stung him more than anything.

      “Yes,” Susan said, giving him a sidelong glance. “I know reflective when I see it.” She sighed. “Remember what I always say:”—as she spoke the words he mimed along with her—“‘Forget the past, you can’t change it. Make the most of the time ahead of you.’”

      How could he ever forget about his past? He decided it might be time for him to broach the subject. He stared at the back of his monster’s hands. “Susan?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Have you ever thought about, you know, leaving the Damned Forests, going out to discover the world outside?”

      Susan shovelled several rashers of bacon onto wooden plates. “Why would I want to do that? I’ve got everything here.” She looked at him face on. “My family’s here.”

      “But, don’t you ever miss your real family? The one out there, in Ethereal?”

      For a second, John was sure that he saw Susan’s eyes go all watery, but she turned away before he could be sure. She continued about her task of serving out the bacon rashers. When she spoke again, her voice was near a whisper. “‘Forget the past, you can’t change it. Make the most of the time ahead of you.’”
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      After a substantial, if meaty, breakfast, John headed out through the tunnels with Horace, his de facto best friend among the Grotesque. Horace had one giant eye in the middle of his face. The eye took up so much space that his mouth and nose were just about squeezed onto his chin, while his ears were almost shoved onto the back of his head.

      They had the responsibility of scouting out the terrain, working out whether there might be any honey boars or blood bears in the area. Funnily enough, the blood bears were little more than a nuisance, their favourite past time being digging up tree roots and scoffing them. This, of course, would have disastrous consequences for Witney Branches.

      On the other hand, the honey boars had sharp fangs and were quick on their feet. Although they only came up to shin height they could chew through all manner of skin, muscle and bone before the victim could so much as cry for help.

      At the first meeting which John had attended, it had been decided that he and Horace would make something of a balanced scouting team—considering John had the build to see off all but the meanest of creatures and Horace had the sharpest vision of any man ever to be born in Ethereal.

      John plodded through the undergrowth, kicking at loose stones, sending them hopping along the damp ground which was covered in decomposing leaves. Up above he could see little dashes of blue sky, and he supposed it to be a wonderful day—not that that impacted at all down here, in the thick of the Damned Forests. Despite Susan’s words, he had been unable to get the idea of escaping this place off his mind and so he decided to broach the subject with Horace. “You don’t ever think of leaving here?” John said.

      Horace took some time to consider the question. He stared off through the trees and, for a moment, John thought he might’ve spotted something up ahead, a threat, but Horace turned back. “Didn’t you tell me that your family near enough killed you when you went back to them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then doesn’t that answer your question? You’re a monster, you’ll always be a monster wherever you go, so what’s the point of leaving the Forests? This is our home now.”

      John scuffed his foot against a pile of leaves. He uncovered a rabbit hole. He crouched down, lay on his front and reached his arm into it, feeling for a nice tasty bunny to take back for brunch. One thing about being his size was that his mind wasn’t often far from the subject of food. Just as his fingers brushed something furry and shaking, he felt a quiver, right through the earth. A profound vibration. He straightened up and looked to Horace. “You feel that?”

      “Feel what?”

      John noticed that Horace had been looking off in the direction of the Witney Branches, no doubt attempting to get a peek into one of the windows, where Tirana, a Grotesque with an exceptionally curvaceous body, would often take showers without any regard for who might be watching on.

      “That vibration,” John said. “Like an earthquake.”

      Reluctantly, Horace turned his attention back to John. “Nah. Nothing like that.”

      John slipped his arm back into the hole and felt round, but the rabbit had gone. Either his touch or the vibrations had spooked it. He withdrew his arm and sat back, feeling the soft ground beneath his oversized buttocks, and thought about how he had to get away from the Damned Forests, even if it was just for a day. He had to see the outside world again.

      And then, there was a great big, enormous jolt. Unmistakable this time. The tops of the trees shook and birds squawked out high above them, some taking flight, soaring up into the azure sky. John and Horace exchanged glances.

      The vibrations halted once more, but it was clear that when another arrived it would be even greater. So they both ran for Witney Branches, like a pair of school boys. When they reached Witney Branches, Susan was just coming out of the entrance. She looked over their faces from beneath her hairy face. “What’s got you two all hopped up?”

      But there was no need for them to reply because, just then, another huge tremor passed through the earth.

      John’s heart rapped against his ribcage. “We have to get everyone out.”

      “Whatever for?” Susan said.

      “What do you think?”

      “It’s probably just a thunderclap. In any case, you two need to stop behaving like frightened pre-schoolers. Supposedly you’re our first line of defence against intruders.”

      “Uh,” John said, “yeah, but only if they’re my size. You know, even being overgrown as I am, I’d struggle with something the size of a tree. Which is what that sounds like.”

      Horace stood his ground, staring into the trees with his cyclopean eye. “I . . . I think I can see something.”

      John sidled up alongside him as if he might have a chance of being able see what Horace could see, far in the distance. “What is it?”

      “There, on the hillside. I can make out something. Some movement.”

      “Movement? That’s a bit vague.”

      Horace scowled at him. “If you think you can do better then go ahead and take my place.”

      Susan stepped up between them. “Do you keep up this bickering while you’re out on watch? Then it’s no wonder no one ever comes close to our home—”

      Another tremor broke off her words.

      John looked expectantly at Horace. “Still can’t make anything out?”

      “No, not really. Just a blur ever so often. It’s the trees, they’re getting in the way.”

      “Yes,” Susan said, “occupational hazard of living in a forest, I suppose.”

      John continued to stare along with Horace, determined to see something there. They waited a long time, perhaps ten minutes or more, there wasn’t another vibration.

      Susan clucked her tongue. “Looks like that’s the end of that.”

      However, John wasn’t so sure.

      “You must be hungry, big fella,” she said, patting John on the bicep.

      Horace turned away from surveying the terrain. “John almost had us a rabbit.”

      “Almost?” Susan said.

      “It escaped down the hole.”

      Susan turned back toward the entrance of Witney Branches. “Well, can’t promise that my snails will compete with that, but they’ll be a nice appetiser for the main course. Pickled ducks eggs.”

      Throughout their exchange, John continued to stare into the distance, not convinced—as his friends were—that whatever had been making those tremors had really gone. He glanced back at them, parted his lips as if to say something, then thought better of it and just jogged off, into the forest. Over his shoulder, he heard snatches of the conversation between Horace and Susan.

      “Off again, is he?” Susan said.

      “He’ll be back when he’s hungry,” Horace replied.

      John paid no attention to them. If they didn’t believe that Witney Branches was truly under threat then it fell to him. He had to take whatever might be happening seriously. His friends—his family—depended on him for that.

      He skirted tree trunks and shimmied over exposed tree roots with well-won practice—a practice only possible from a childhood spent in the forest. He kept up his pace until he heard sounds, men speaking, and he slowed down to a walk before crouching down, getting low in the undergrowth. If there was one thing which was sure to draw attention, it was a giant. From experience, on sighting a giant, John knew that people usually resorted to throwing spears and shooting arrows before dialogue.

      From where he stood he was on raised ground, just overlooking a clearing. He could see three men standing round, all wearing checked blue and white robes. He had no need to rummage his mind to work out who they were. Those were the colours of Fredrick, King of Ethereal. He stayed low in the tall grass as he listened in.

      There were three bay horses tied up to one of the trees, all of them swaying gently in their sleep, like an out-of-sync pendulum. One of the men, almost bald with ragged clumps of hair on either side of his head, was chopping at a tree with his long sword.

      “Wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a second man said. He had a razor-thin moustache. “You’ll only blunt the blade.”

      The first man seemed to see sense and sheathed his sword at his waist.

      The third man had a large gut. And, as he stooped to light a fire, it spilled out over the edges. He glanced up to speak. “Wouldn’t want to get jumped by a Grotesque out here without a weapon in full working order now, would you?”

      The first man sneered. “I don’t care. I don’t believe in all that rubbish. Fairy tales and magic, what a load of crap.”

      “Aye,” the third man said, “they all say that until they get themselves cursed.”

      As if to confirm this the first man’s eyes darted round the camp, looking into the trees, briefly resting on where John lay, before moving on.

      John thought about backing off. These men were part of the King’s army and it would be better to just leave them to whatever it was they were doing. After all, one of the great defences of the Grotesque was to remain unnoticed, here in the middle of the Damned Forests. But that was just it. John was certain that whatever these men were doing, the power they possessed, however they had caused the tremors, would put the Grotesque in great danger. He had to gather all the information he could before returning.

      The second man rose his head and looked off down the trail. “What’s happened with the machinery? I was led to believe we’d have got through this lot by nightfall.”

      “It’s hard going, my lord,” the third man said. “Whenever we hit the roots it gets difficult to bring them up, almost always breaks the mechanism.”

      The second man, who John now recognised as being the superior of the group, a lord no less, shook his head and kicked at a clump of dirt. “The King will not be pleased. He ordered that the Forests were to be cleared by next week, that all trace of these foul creatures be destroyed.”

      “Aye, but that’s easier said than done,” the third man said. “Like I said, it’s tough going.”

      The first man, who had been beating up a tree with his sword, cast a glare round the clearing once more, obviously looking for something to slaughter, an unsuspecting rodent perhaps, that looked just about all he could manage. And then he picked out John. “Hey! Who’s that? Up there!”

      There was a scraping of metal as swords were unsheathed and waggled in the air.

      The lord stepped forward, eyes blazing and lips peeled back in a snarl. “Identify yourself or shall we have to come in there and get you?”

      John’s pulse sped up and his muscles tightened. He looked back over his shoulder, to the forest stretched out, the route back home. If he leapt up right now he could run and the men would never catch him. But if he did go then he would never find out what the King was up to in the Damned Forests, never get a look at this ‘machinery’ they were using. Looking over the group he was sure that he could handle them. If they tried to get up here, to his ledge, he could be out of sight before the first had got halfway up. Now was his time to be brave, to stick up for those that had taken him in when no one else would.

      He swallowed back the last of his anticipation and stood tall so that he was in clear sight. He checked them for any sign of bows and arrows and found none. That had been his only other fear.

      The first and third men’s expressions turned from hardened resolve to gaping wonder. Their swords trembled in their grips.

      This reaction was all too familiar to John. It brought him back to when the witch had cursed him, back at her house, and then when he had returned to his family they had been too afraid of his physical form to even give him the chance of an explanation.

      Unlike his inferiors, the lord held his ground and, in fact, his features darkened, as if an old and known foe had just presented himself to him, one which he had expected all along. “Are you alone?” he said, his voice hard and sure.

      “Yes,” John replied.

      The lord jabbed his tongue into his cheek and then muttered something to the first man, who set off running immediately.

      John watched him go, now becoming anxious. He would have to keep his eye out for any attempt at a sneak attack.

      “Where did you come from Grotesque?”

      John flinched slightly at such a direct address. Of course he was in no doubt as to what he was, since he had grown up among them, been one of them, but, among themselves, they hardly mentioned that name—the name they went by in Ethereal. He composed himself and stared the lord down. “What? So you can go burn it down?”

      The lord gave him the sliver of a smile. “Precisely.”

      Anger filled John as never before. Even when he thought of the witch he never managed to poke himself into a fury, but now faced with this man who quite openly declared he was going to destroy the only home John knew, he found himself clenching his teeth.

      “Why don’t you come down here, Grotesque? Face me like a man.”

      John snorted a laugh. “Like a man? You’ve got a sword.”

      “And you could break any one of my limbs like a twig. Seems a fair fight to me.”

      John considered the challenge. Now he was riled and he felt like he could do this man physical harm and not feel terrible about it. He looked off into the clearing, trying to establish whether enforcements were on their way. He really could’ve done with Horace at this point.

      “Well?” the lord said.

      John blew hot air out from his nose and descended the slope, slipping and sliding down the loose earth. When he reached the bottom, he stood up straight, still eyeballing the lord. “What do you want with the Forests?” John said.

      The lord sneered. “The King’s sick and tired of all the mystery, wants them gone. You have no reason to know why.”

      “So you don’t know?”

      “The King tells me just what I need to know, nothing more. All I know is that my loyalty to the King outstrips any sentiment I might feel for the Damned Forests, which just crawl with evil creatures.”

      “What makes you think we’re evil?”

      “It’s a hunch. When I was a young boy my father always told me to kill whatever was different, and it’s worked out quite well for me thus far. Or so my knighthood would claim.”

      “Your knighthood doesn’t claim anything, other than you’re a cowardly murderer.”

      The lord gave him one long, self-satisfied grin and then sheathed his sword. “Lord Eversham, pleased to meet you.” He raised his finger into the air, as if to signal something. “I’m sure we’ll grow to be great friends.”

      “What do you mean?” John said.

      A large net, held by dozens of hands, swooped over John’s head and brought him down to the ground with a thud.
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      TREVOR FELL into a large patch of grass. As he lay there, coming round from yet another, dimension-bending trip, he patted his overcoat pocket just to check that his envelope detailing his early retirement package was still there. It was, which meant this wasn’t a dream. Or if it was a dream, it was an especially realistic one.

      He looked about him and recalled how he’d got here, how he’d touched that gravestone, no, how it had drawn him in, almost argued with him to reach out and touch it. Surely this would just be a simple case of finding another gravestone like it, touching that one, and he would be right back at the End of Time. Divus would lead him right back to the plaque, send him back to his own world. No harm done. Only one problem with that plan. There was no gravestone in sight.

      There was, however, a very pretty, crystal clear stream burbling along beside him. As he raised himself to his haunches to get a better look, an almighty migraine stabbed at his temples and he had to sit back down a moment to get over it. When its intensity had passed, he dared to move again. Maybe he’d find a pharmacy around here somewhere—get something to kill it.

      The stream was like nothing he had ever seen. It had an iridescent sheen to it, but not from where, as Trevor originally thought, an oil spill or a campsite upriver. The water had an overly wholesome aura to it. He dipped his fingers in. It was freezing cold. Fresh from a spring. He recalled going up to Scotland when he had been younger, and he’d had time for holidays. He had come across a stream like this and it had fascinated him, so accustomed as he was to the gritty city water he’d lived with almost his whole life.

      Still, now wasn’t the time to be standing round musing about channels of water, no matter how beautiful. He lugged himself into an upright position and examined his surroundings. Curious, really. There seemed to be no landmark of any sort in sight. Just hills and hills, rolling this way and that. He peered closer and made out what he believed to be a path, winding up and down the slopes. Well, that might be a start, but what would really be welcome was a gravestone to send him right back to where he’d come from. Then again, after all Divus’s posturing, doing down the human race, he supposed that someone from the enlightened world of Ethereal would know just how he could get back to the End of Time. And so he got up, double-checked for a gravestone and, finding none, made his way along the path to ask someone for directions.

      He paced on for about twenty minutes without coming across any sign of life whatsoever. Already he was having doubts about having left his point of entry beside the stream and he wondered whether he should’ve just waited there. Maybe Divus would be along shortly to guide him back. He turned round and held his hand up to shield his eyes from the sun. He couldn’t see any figures back where he’d come from and he would surely need a spot of dinner soon, so it only made sense to push on, before it got dark.

      After several hours of trekking, and now regretting not having had a little drink from that stream, he reached a tumbledown shack. Years upon years of being stuck in the office hadn’t been kind to his fitness so when he reached out to rap his fist against the door, he was giddy with exhaustion.

      The door was no more than a pair of castoff wooden planks, stuck together with what appeared to be mud. It looked like a light breeze would bring it down without too much bother.

      Not getting any response, Trevor knocked again.

      This time there was muttering from within. The door drifted open and a incredibly tall, skinny man peered out. He wore thin-framed glasses, perched on the ridge of his nose and he had white hair with jet-black, bushy eyebrows. “Yes?” the man said.

      “I’ve been walking for hours. I . . . I just arrived here, I’m not entirely sure how. I was at the End of Time, you see, and—”

      The man glared at him then slammed the door in his face.

      Trevor considered how he had approached that introduction. Perhaps it wasn’t quite as Divus had insinuated. It seemed that these people of Ethereal were just as ignorant of the End of Time as the people of Trevor’s world, Earth. He put himself in the man’s shoes. If he had lived way out in the sticks he would probably be rightly cautious about sweaty nutters rolling up outside his door, babbling nonsense about the ‘End of Time.’

      Trevor had to approach this with tact, because, with the sun dipping over the horizon, he needed to find some shelter and preferably some food before continuing his journey—wherever that was headed . . . in the direction most likely to find someone who was in the know about the End of Time.

      He took a long, cleansing breath and then knocked again.

      Predictably, the door didn’t open immediately.

      He waited since he really had nowhere else to go.

      About twenty minutes passed before the door open a crack and the man peered out through the gap. His eyes wandered all over Trevor, pausing when they reached his shoes. He snapped his attention back up to Trevor’s face and said, “Go on. Get out of here. You’re on private property, don’t you know?”

      “Sir, I’m terribly sorry for coming across as rude before. It’s just that I’ve found myself stranded out here and I’m looking for somewhere to rest for the night. And, preferably, something to eat.”

      “No, no,” the man said, shaking his head with resolve. “Can’t help you. You’ll just have to keep walking. Can’t risk anything, not out here, not being an old man like I am, being here all alone.”

      “Please, I really have nowhere else to go. I can hardly keep on walking along the path at night. I’ll collapse from starvation sooner or later.”

      “Can’t be helped, no, can’t be helped.”

      Maybe now was the time to just come out and say it, now he’d managed to calm the man down somewhat. “I . . . I’m not from round here. I don’t know how I got here. I’m lost and don’t know anyone.”

      The man looked him up and down. “You’ve got a lowlander’s accent.”

      Trevor took this revelation on board. “Oh, yes, I suppose I have.”

      After a brief pause, the man opened the door to reveal a dagger he held at his chest. Its blade was curved and its handle made of some kind of bone. The man remained poised, ready to lurch forward at any sign of provocation.

      “Erm, may I come in?” Trevor said.

      The man’s grip tightened on his dagger then he stooped backward, into the shack. Trevor took this as his invitation to enter, so he did.

      The shack smelled of hazelnuts and cream. Trevor wondered at it for a moment before he caught sight of a wooden mixing bowl sitting on a table. There were no seats so Trevor picked out the most comfortable-looking patch of dirt and sat down.

      The man fussed his way through various jars and wooden boxes, muttering to himself as he went. He had to remain in a permanent stoop so his scalp wouldn’t brush the roof of the shack. Being that this shack looked to have been constructed by the man, Trevor wondered why he hadn’t thought to make it a couple of feet taller on the inside so that he would be more comfortable. But, being the guest, and treading on thin ice as he was, Trevor hadn’t the gall to inquire.

      The man rustled up a hard loaf of bread and a jar of water, which he handed over to Trevor without a word.

      Trevor took it with a word of thanks.

      The man took up his place opposite Trevor. He dusted off a battered, hardback book with yellowing pages and continued from where he’d left off. When the daylight ceased to penetrate the shack, the man lit a paraffin lantern. Around what Trevor supposed to be eight o’clock at night, the man extinguished the lantern, rolled over on the ground and promptly went to sleep.

      Trevor sat there in the darkness, not quite sure what to do next. He had managed to get himself in the shack, get down a bit of bread and have a drink, and he felt somewhat refreshed. Now, however, he did feel the tug of sleep drawing him in, weighing on his eyelids, and, after a minute or so, he could no longer relent and drifted off into his dreams.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next morning Trevor awoke to something throttling him over the head. He cracked open his eye to see the man standing over him, a wildness in his eyes, as he brought a wooden spoon down on him over and over again, crying something in a language strange to him—what he decided must be a local dialect. He had no doubt as to its meaning, however, and he shuffled to his feet and made for the already-open door before the crazy old man could pull the dagger on him and give him something to really worry about.

      Back on the dirt path, Trevor assessed his options. He could return to the stream, where he had come from, where he might find Divus, looking fed up, but otherwise obliging in taking him back to the End of Time, or, on the other hand, if he did return and Divus wasn’t there, then he would have to trek all the way back to this shack. And since it had taken him a whole day to get here in the first place, he would have to walk through the night, and only to arrive back here where the man awaited—this time fully-prepared to stab him.

      There was only one way to go, and that was forward. He had to keep moving. Someone, somewhere in this world, would know how he could get back. Wouldn’t they?

      He proceeded along the path, checking back over his shoulder every so often, worried that the man might have snuck after him, planning on doing away with him then throwing him into one of the ditches which lined the road. About what he reckoned to be midday, with the sun as overhead as Trevor could imagine, he came across a signpost. He couldn’t read what it said, of course, but it pointed off in the direction in which he was travelling. Surely it meant there was a village up ahead? And, the chances were, that not everyone in the village would be a geriatric, dagger-wielding maniac. Not that Trevor held out any hopes.

      It was approaching sunset as he reached the village. The steep roofs reminded him of German houses—not that Trevor had ever been to Germany, but he recalled some image from a TV programme. Here, each house had a wooden porch, painted in all variety of colours: peach, maroon, purple, orange, turquoise, green. Strange as it seemed, the village did something to revive his mood, put him back on a positive footing. It was impossible to be pessimistic in a place like this.

      He paced along, what he presumed to be, the main street of the village, taking in the fronts of the houses, and beginning to wonder where all its people were. Perhaps they did share something in common with that man, that they stayed indoors and hated to be bothered. He might as well give up if that were the case because he would never be able to reach another village without needing a drink of water. He was parched.

      And then, through the smooth twilight sky, a bell stuck six doleful times. He halted and waited, in ominous expectation.

      Up ahead, there was a larger building that stood out against the rest of the homes. All at once, its doors peeled back and children rushed out, followed by a group of mothers chatting among themselves, then came the fathers, all of them bearing enormous handlebar moustaches—some of them hung down to their waists, while others kept them braided.

      Trevor examined the building a little more and noticed a large mustard-coloured stone embedded just above the doors. As the people passed beneath it, they writhed their hands, hunched their shoulders and appeared to blow raspberries with their lips. The whole scene struck him as one of devotion and, the building ahead, a church. He would wager that he’d stumbled across something of a religious community. Now he would really have to take care not to step on any toes. So he put on his best mild face and approached the nearest woman to him.

      She had her hair tied up in a shawl, an apron hanging down over her front and she spoke rapidly to her children, bobbing their way along the path, tripping one another up, punching each other and generally acting like children.

      Trevor thought he recognised the dialect to be the same as that of the man in the shack, but he couldn’t be sure. He was no expert of the English language, let alone ones that didn’t even have phrasebooks.

      He held out his hand. “Oh, sorry?”

      She beamed at him. “Yes,” she said, with a strong accent.

      “I . . . I’m looking for someone who knows about the End of Time. You see, I’m not from this world, and I’d quite like to get back to mine.”

      The woman didn’t scream out for one of the men to slaughter him or give him an odd glance and shuffle off after her children. Indeed, if anything, her smile widened and she tilted her head to one side. “Of course. You must be the hero.”

      Trevor had no idea what she was talking about, but far be it from him to disappoint. She looked so delighted that he’d arrived. “Erm, yes, I suppose that’s me.”

      The woman pivoted and called to one of the men, who had an especially shaggy moustache, in their language, and he broke off from his friends and approached them. He held out his hand for Trevor to shake, while the other men, the whole village, really, gathered round them. “A pleasure,” the woman’s husband said. “An absolute pleasure.”

      The last time Trevor could remember getting such a warm welcome was when he’d been summoned to a give a seminar to a bunch of foreign businessmen up in Swadditch. He had no idea which country they’d come from—although by their faces he would’ve wildly guessed somewhere in the East—but they’d brought him all manner of gifts and gazed at him with genuine admiration as he’d flashed through his presentation. When they’d gone out for a drink in the hotel bar, the last night of the seminar, a good-looking female member of the group had made advances on him. He had been so shocked that he had turned her down on reflex—in retrospect he was glad that his sense of marital fidelity had kicked in.

      Trevor accepted the man’s handshake and remained fixated on the moustache. He had always looked down on facial hair, believed it to be somewhat unhygienic, that one would spend hours combing out all the bits of food. In fact, when he’d been called upon to conduct job interviews, he had turned down several applicants on the basis of ‘excess facial hair,’ although not officially, of course. But this man’s moustache seemed to be well-kept, pristine even.

      “Yes,” the man said. “Very nice to meet you at last. We have been waiting for so long.”

      Trevor wondered whether he might have been mistaken for some religious figure of these people, but he felt he had gone on too far with this misconception to
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