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            Chapter 1

          

          OTHERWORLD EXPERIO TRAVEL

        

      

    

    
      In a dreary street, hidden away in a cheerless part of New Leicester, beside a closed, open-all-hours inconvenience store, there is a padlocked, rusty lattice gate.

      I used my key and removed the padlock. Then, using the sleeve of my sweater to avoid touching anything nasty, I wrenched at the gate. The concertina ironwork resisted, then let go in an unexpected show of malice, mashing my thumb. I swore behind clenched teeth and did a little dance of distress complete with jazz hands. My best sweater, the sleeve already smeared in rust and grease, now had oozing blood to complete its ruination.

      I wasn’t used to the gate; most mornings I was last to arrive at work, so it would already be open. On the few days when I was early, and had to open up—today I was extra early, eager, in fact—I seemed always to trap a thumb or finger, or perform some other form of self-harm.

      I hated that gate.

      I climbed the long staircase up to the short corridor leading to the entrance of Otherworld Experio Travel: my place of work for the last… I don’t know, at least ten years. I’d stopped counting.

      Otherworld Experio was not your usual carpeted, glossy-brochure, main-street travel store. We never expected any walk-in trade at Experio; we weren’t that kind of travel agency. We were corporate. Even so, our business name—misspelled Otherworldly Expo—was stencilled onto the frosted pane of the half-glazed door, just in case any misinformed potential holidaymakers ever tried to find us. Appearances are important. I liked to keep the glass polished. And I can’t tolerate smears on shiny surfaces, even on old, scratched glass that rattled in its dried-out putty seating, and threatened to drop out of its frame at any instance of emotional door-slamming.

      Why was I first to arrive that morning? Why such feverish excitement for just another day at the office? Because this wasn’t just another day. Recognition and reward were coming. A bonus? A pay rise? A promotion? Okay, so maybe not promotion; Experio Travel only had three employees: Flissy, who was the boss, then then the assistant managers, me and Jemma. I liked Jemma. We were good friends—more than good friends if I ever built up the nerve to tell her—and I knew I’d feel upset if I was promoted above her. Wouldn’t be right. Jemma and I were equals.

      “Jim, switch on the lights.” Jim was my imentor. My ever-present helper and advisor, who resided in virtual form in my smart clothing. Everyone had an imentor.

      The room stayed dark.

      “Come on, Jim. It’s early. Still dark in—” I stopped. I’d forgotten. No Jim, here.

      I switched on the lights the old way, using the light switch, then headed for the small kitchen area where I could run my throbbing, bleeding, gate-trapped thumb under cold water. I wanted to remonstrate with Jim—the gate thing had to be his fault in some way—but we hadn’t had a working imentor relay in the Experio Travel office for over two weeks. And it wasn’t my fault, despite what the others said. I hated not having my ever-present friend, confidant, and scapegoat with me. He should be with me. Ever-present.

      “You’re in early, Theo.”

      I whirled around, pleased to hear Jemma’s voice. The old building can be a creepy place, alone. Jemma, slightly out of breath from the long stair-climb, took off her coat and threw it onto her desk. Our desks adjoined—we faced each other. Mine was tidy. Empty apart from the two pens, one black, one red, placed in perfect geometric alignment. I never left papers out or any other clutter. These things mattered to me.

      Jemma’s desk was, as always, a crash site. She left drawers open in perpetual trip-hazard formation. Two dozen pens—most of them didn’t work, she usually borrowed mine—were scattered, some onto the floor. She had months-old Post-its stuck to every surface. Every surface, including, now, her coat. Even Jemma’s beloved collection of little plastic horses had become entangled amongst the interlinking random bulldog clips. I always felt a burning urge to race around our two desks and sweep all her stuff into bin bags. But not her horses. I would never do that. She had a thing about horses.

      “Just wanted to get on with the day,” I answered. “You know me, ever enthusiastic.”

      “No, you’re not. You think Flissy’s going to give you a fat bonus today, don’t you?”

      We’d talked about it. At lunchtime, yesterday, Flissy had taken a call from Isaac Guterman at Sol Finance. Over the past weeks I’d put together a big travel package for his senior team. I’d worked hard on it. Detailed itinerary, complex off-world travel arrangements, entertainment. I felt proud of what I’d done for them. Why had Guterman wanted to speak to Flissy and not to me? Well, obviously if you were going to lavish praise on an employee, you spoke to the boss. Flissy had taken the call—a long conversation, lots of praise to lavish—then she’d left the office, as she often did in the afternoon.

      “Theo, I want to speak to you first thing in the morning,” she’d said as she headed out of the door.

      Jemma had looked across at me with raised eyebrows.

      Yes, I was in early, and why not? Make the most of every success. Today would be a good day.

      But then I frowned at the sight of Jemma’s coat draped across her desk and half onto mine. Must have started raining, because it had that damp-coat smell.

      I flicked my hand towards it. A get-it-away-from-me gesture. Jemma sighed and made a big show of dragging the coat across the desktop, sweeping papers, pens, a glue stick, even one of her precious plastic horses, onto the carpet tiles. The action was performed with deliberation and a cruel smile. She knew how much things like that annoyed me. Things like that did annoy me. I felt my stomach muscles tense up but said nothing.

      “Why are you so bothered about getting praise for this one job?” she said, easing herself back behind her desk and all the detritus she kept there. “I thought you wanted out of here. A clean break. Write your great book.”

      “I do. And it’s not my ‘great book’, it’s the Great Spherical Novel. Though it will be a great book. A work to encapsulate the essence and character of all the worlds in the entire human Sphere of Influence.”

      This was a subject on which I loved to expound, so I adopted an intellectual pose, elbow on my desk, thumb and forefinger massaging my chin.

      “There are twenty-nine inhabited planets in the Sphere,” I said. “But no one has ever dared to write a work of fiction that captures the epic scale of that human endeavour.”

      “And you reckon you’re the one to do that,” said Jemma. “Don’t you think you’re being a bit, I don’t know… ambitious?”

      “One day, somebody will do it. Why not me?”

      “Well, let me think. How much have you written so far?”

      “I’m still in the research phase.”

      “So, zero. You haven’t written anything,” said Jemma. She smiled as she spoke. She was winding me up and enjoying every minute. I would not let her get to me. Jemma Picket was not a literary agent, she was a travel agent.

      “A person has to start somewhere,” I said.

      “But you haven’t yet. Started anywhere,” said Jemma.

      “It’s all up here.” I said this while tapping a finger against the side of my head.

      “Cool,” said Jemma. “So tell me what this novel is about.”

      “Power, I think. Driving ambition. The will to succeed against impossible odds.”

      “Sounds a bit woolly to me. Not much plot detail, is there?”

      “Early days. As I said, research.”

      “Writing’s not going to be one of your dabblings, is it?”

      “What do you mean, ‘dabblings’?”

      “I mean, come on, Theo. You’re a dilettante. You never stick to anything,” said Jemma.

      I felt outraged. “I’m not a… whatever that word was.”

      “No? What about the cage fighting? Or the magic act?”

      “I took up cage fighting because… well, I was a hobby fighter. Did it to get fit. Mentally. It’s not like I set out to be MMA Champion of the Sphere, or anything.”

      “You never actually fought. You just went on the course. Then you quit.”

      “I had my reasons. Have you any idea how much sweat and… spit… and…” I shuddered. “Bodily fluids.” I mouthed the words. “Not to mention blood. Mixed martial arts was not for me. I have the build for it, but⁠—”

      “But none of the skills,” said Jemma. “Nor the required indifference to pain. Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad you gave up. You’d have been maimed for life.”

      “It was good research. For a writer,” I said. “I can do research. Doesn’t that show my commitment?”

      Jemma ignored me and continued. “What else was there? Oh, yeah. You wanted to be an influencer. You had that imcast channel.”

      “I still have it. It’s just a different approach to the same end. I share all the cage-fighting news without having to go to any of those grubby, germ-ridden, sweaty places where they do the actual fighting. I have twenty followers on CageCast.”

      “Nineteen. I’m one of the twenty, so you can’t count me; I only signed up out of curiosity to see why you were talking to your roll-screen every lunchtime in the tea room.”

      Jemma was wrong about my commitment to influencing. Imcasts were the big social media thing. The production side was fascinating. You put out a show via your Jim, and imentors everywhere reviewed and curated your work, then decided if their hosts would like to watch. If your imcast took off, well, you could become one of a select group of big-name influencers who earned millions. CageCast hadn’t taken off, even though it had the absolute coolest of site names. I watched and fumed while other talentless palookas made millions. Okay, so maybe influencing wasn’t for me, but I didn’t give up. I still put out the occasional episode. I might even morph it into a literary platform when I was ready to promote my novel.

      “I do have twenty followers,” I said, in a tone of defiance. “I got a new signup just last week. Don’t write me off yet, Jemma. CageCast is growing.”

      “I never understood why you didn’t just use your social media production skills and pivot. You should have imcasted your magic show,” said Jemma. “That’s something you should not have given up on. You were good at it.” She smiled, and I could see her fighting the urge to laugh.

      I knew what was coming.

      “You know exactly why I stopped doing the magic show. You just love reminding me of it.”

      “You were good, Theo. Really.”

      “Yeah, well. That was a part of my life I choose to forget.”

      “The doves, you mean?”

      “They were gerbils. I wanted doves. Doves would have… behaved.”

      Doves are birds. There are no birds in the Sphere. So I used gerbils. Minervan gerbils. Timid creatures with white fur. Only they weren’t so white by the end of the act.

      “In the old days magicians used doves, because doves would feel safe and calm in warm, dark, nesting environments like the secret pockets inside performers’ jackets.”

      “Your gerbils didn’t seem very calm,” said Jemma. She’d lost the fight against laughing. Now tears flowed as she remembered that fateful day on stage at the New Leicester Hippodrome.

      “They were fine when I practiced at home,” I said. “I still say it was something they ate. And they were startled by the loud audience.”

      “They were a loud audience, I’ll give you that. They saw the funny side.”

      I felt an involuntary shudder at the memory of a dozen incontinent gerbils making their escape down the legs of my trousers. I couldn’t see anything about the experience that was funny.

      “They were my best magic trousers. Lots of secret pockets. I had to burn them, you know. And the jacket.”

      “You spent… a week in your bathroom… scrubbing your skin raw.” Jemma was howling now. Making snorting sounds through her nose. “I had to come round and check up on you.” She wiped away a tear. “You wouldn’t open your apartment door.”

      “Couldn’t get rid of the smell.” On an impulse I raised my arm and took a sniff at my sleeve. A year later, I swear the smell still lingered. How did I not get ill?

      “Sorry to cut in on your theatrical memory lane,” said the phone, “but you do have a day job. An actual customer. Do you want to take this call, Theo, or should I pass it over to Jemma?”

      The phone was just a phone, not an imentor. Not smart, just programmed. So it worked. But some phones could be as snarky as imentors.

      Jemma was still rolling about in mirth. If her Kim had been here—Kim was Jemma’s imentor—I felt sure she’d have given Jemma a good talking-to about her attitude.

      “Jemma’s indisposed right now,” I said to the snarky phone. “You’d better let me take it.”

      “Otherworld Experio Travel,” I said in my sing-song, happy-to-help voice. I was, in fact, always happy to help. I enjoyed dealing with customers. Sending them to far-off planets, worlds where I had never been.

      “Hi, I was looking to book fifteen places for an upcoming seminar over on Appalachia. It’s at the National Exhibition Center in New Nashville.”

      “Yes. We can fix you up with something special, I’m sure.”

      I fixed Jemma with a hard stare. She appeared mostly in control of herself again. “I’ll pass you over to my colleague, Miss Pickett. Appalachia is her specialty,” I said.

      It was too. Jemma grew up on Appalachia. It was her turf. I waggled a thumb-and-forefinger telephone gesture, and got the phone to divert the call.

      Jemma had the life experience that I craved; not only did she grow up on Appalachia, she also went to university on Minerva. She’d been around. She knew the Sphere. 

      I put my feet up on my desk, tilted my chair, and closed my eyes. Let Jemma deal with travel customers today. Never mind the Sphere and all its planets. I had other things with which to occupy my thoughts. Great things. Writerly things. I needed to consider structure, plot, character, subtext, and the million other weighty issues that are within the purview of a brilliant author.

      Purview. That’s a good word.

      From my desk drawer, I pulled out my notebook. I keep a notebook with me at all times. Yeah, I know this is the twenty-third century, and I could just tell Jim to file away all of my many ideas, but in the real world, omnipresent imentors are not always omnipresent, and besides, there’s nothing like a proper notebook as a repository for inspiration. In the real world, real writers have notebooks.

      I opened mine and stared at the insightful content; my shopping list, the only note in my notebook, that I’d jotted down before leaving home this morning. Milk. Cornflakes. Damn, I forgot about the cornflakes. What else? I was going to write something, wasn’t I? Some word. It was important.

      A strident voice broke into my flow. “Theo! My office. Now.”

      Flissy Sachs, my boss. I hadn’t noticed her arriving. This was it. Extra space-cadet points, too, because I’d got into work early.

      Flissy kept a notice stuck to the outside of her door. “My door is always open,” it said. I pushed open the “always-open” door—it was on a closer spring that needed some effort—and entered. Flissy was on a call, using a veil, an expensive privacy device that distorted sight and sound. A shimmering cone flexed the air around her. She was perched on the edge of her desk with her back towards me so she could gaze through the window.

      From our second floor, her office looked out over the service road towards the buildings that backed onto ours. I could see the guy who worked at Tsanak Needle Insurance, also on the phone. His office window faced Flissy’s, and both Jemma and I were sure there was something going on between the two of them. Always waving to each other. Was it him she was talking to now?

      I sat.

      I waited.

      On her desk was a triangular nameplate, but the name card was partway sticking out of one side. I pushed the card back and aligned it. Flissy, like me, kept a tidy desk; she craved order. She’d know it was me who had performed this small kindness.

      I cast my eyes around the room in search of other disturbing asymmetries I might rectify.

      On one wall, Flissy had a large, grey thinkboard covered in notes and lists. In the lower corner was a smudge. I stood, and with my sleeve I wiped away the smudge. I studied the board. There were long lists of place names, and many of them were struck through with hurried strokes. Disorder. They’d look much better erased rather than crossed out. I took the pen and switched it to erase, then set about tidying the board, careful to remove just the list items that Flissy had already crossed through.

      Again, Flissy would know I was the one who’d helped. In matters of order, in holding back the legions of chaos, I knew we were of one mind.

      I resumed my seat and heard the telltale fizzing sound of the veil lifting.

      Here we go.

      Flissy came around her desk and leaned back against it, facing me. She folded her arms.

      It’s promotion, I thought. If it was just a bonus she’d stay behind her desk; maybe take a fat envelope from her top drawer.

      “That was Isaac Guterman, from Sol Finance. You remember him, Theo? You arranged a resort booking for thirty-seven of his accounts team to attend a conference at the Memphis Campzilla, on Erymanthus. That was the second time he’s called.”

      Of course it was. He’s delighted. Oh, I love this job.

      “He wanted to—” She stopped and stared at the board. “What… what did you do to my thinkboard?”

      “Ah, you noticed. Just a bit of tidying up. Always happy to help. It does look much cleaner, doesn’t it?”

      “You’ve erased it.”

      “Just the deleted items.”

      “They weren’t deleted, Theo, they were ticked. Our joint enterprise on Joule. With my new business partner. It’s taken me weeks, researching hotels there. The ticked ones were those I had approved.”

      “Oh. Sorry. Well, your Kim will remember what was on there.”

      “She would have, if the imentor relay wasn’t down. Oh, wait. That was you, also, wasn’t it? You moved the box because it wasn’t in the exact centre of the wall.”

      “It looked wrong. All skewed like that.”

      “Weeks of work, Theo. Weeks! This is...” She ran a trembling hand through her hair. She seemed upset. “It’s you all over. This kind of thing is exactly why I called you in here. That call—” she indicated her now-dormant veil device “—from Isaac Guterman. He is livid with me, Theo. He’s livid with you. He’s finished doing business with Experio. Our best customer. Why do you think that is?”

      I worked my mouth doing goldfish impressions. This wasn’t how I’d expected the morning to go.

      “Well, I put in a lot of work for their trip to Erymanthus. He should be thrilled. Didn’t they have a good time? I arranged a Twelve Rivers tour for them while they were there. I believe it’s fascinating. All the cities are on stilts.”

      “He didn’t mention the tour. What he did mention was that the conference hotel was fully booked when they arrived. Full of Leicester Lemmings fans that you booked.”

      The hangball semi-finals. I remembered.

      “From what I can tell, the hotel were under the impression you were finalising a booking for the Lemmings fans instead of Guterman’s Sol Finance team.”

      “Well, that’s not my fault.” This seemed a bit unfair. The hotel make a mistake and I get the blame.

      “Isaac’s team spent the entire night, in the rain, wandering the streets of Memphis looking for vacant hotel rooms, of which there were none, of course. Wait, not all thirty-seven delegates. Five of them, including the chief accountant, got arrested for vagrancy. Spent the night in jail.”

      She held out her hands, expecting a response. I had nothing.

      “You’re fired, Theo.”

      “Wait, Flissy⁠—”

      “Fired. Pack your desk.”
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          THE GREAT SPHERICAL NOVEL

        

      

    

    
      “She fired me, Jim.”

      “Yes, you already told me,” said Jim. “Put the kettle on. Have some tea.”

      It was good to have Jim back now I was home. I could have done with him in the office while Flissy was ranting at me. Jim could have put up a good, solid defence. It hadn’t been my fault. At least, not entirely. And come on, one mistake? I was good at my job, and Flissy knew it. Was there more going on than she was admitting? Was Experio in trouble?

      “Jemma’s right, you know, Jim. I need to begin writing the book. I never set out for a career in travel. There’s no future for me as a travel agent.”

      “Not anymore,” said Jim.

      I ignored him. “If I’m going to do something important with my life, then I have to start doing it.”

      “I’ve been telling you this since you were ten, Theo.”

      Jim’s voice was coming from my pyjama bottoms, even though it was two o’clock in the afternoon. I didn’t often skulk around in pyjamas on weekdays. And to be fair, I was wearing my work shirt and tie just in case I got a reprieve via video conferencing.

      I felt a renewed wave of annoyance and slammed my coffee cup down on the worktop. I watched the dregs leap out from the cup and onto my best—white—work shirt.

      “Bright side,” said Jim. “You won’t be needing that shirt for work in the morning. Look, Theo. I’m your life coach, confidant and friend. Here’s some life coaching. Stop sulking and write the damn book. You’re a free agent now. You have time on your hands. Put some pants on. Do some work so we can see the first chapter in your Great Spherical Novel.”

      “I need to research it first.”

      “Then start researching.”

      I nodded.

      “I will start,” I said. I banged my fist onto the worktop. It caught the lip of a spoon I’d used to put jam on my breakfast toast. Yes, breakfast toast. At two in the afternoon! I really was slobbing it. The spoon looped high through the air and splattered down onto my shirt next to the coffee stains. And you know what? I hardly noticed. I felt enervated. Focussed.

      “Who cares if I never go back to Otherworld Experio. I never set out to be a travel agent, did I? It was just… an interlude. You’re right, Jim. It all starts here. Now.”

      I went to the bathroom and took a shower.

      In the kitchenette, I wiped up the spilled coffee.

      I went through my apartment, tidying and cleaning.

      The cleaning didn’t take long; I’d done the housework twice already that morning, so when I reached the point where I could procrastinate no longer, I took a seat at the dining table, unfurled my roll-screen and typed:

      Chapter One

      Then I deleted it and typed:

      Research.

      I stared at the screen some more.

      My book would be an allegory with the subtext, “What happens to a self-starting person after they achieve success?” What is success? How is it measured? The backdrop would be the whole Sphere of Influence, a sprawling narrative spanning every one of the twenty-nine planets.

      I drummed my fingers on the desk. I stared around the room, looking for inspiration.

      I stood and rocked on the balls of my feet. It’s good to keep the circulation flowing when you’re engrossed in long periods of intense concentration. Except I’d only been sitting at my dining table for something less than five minutes. Not exactly flow state.

      I looked up at the window. It wasn’t a window with inspiring panoramic views. More of a slit, too high up the wall, so it revealed only dull grey sky. In fact, I had a little footstool in front of it from which I could peer out at the matching slit in the wall of the apartment opposite. Sometimes I saw the occupant of that building looking back at me. A sad, hollow-eyed older man. A solicitor maybe? Or a banker? I didn’t know. We’d never spoken. Our respective front doors opened out onto different cheerless streets. But I called him Dave in my head, because I once knew a Dave who was almost as miserable as my neighbour looked. Dave worried me a little because I often wondered if I’d be Dave in a few years’ time, still looking out of the same slit window. I assumed he’d held onto his job for a long time. Longer than me. Did that explain how his spirit had undergone such effective sterilisation?

      I clambered up to the window, but Dave wasn’t there. At work? Of course he was. Because Dave had a job.

      I stepped down from the footstool. I would seek inspiration elsewhere.

      “Jim, turn on the news, would you?”

      “Is that a good idea, Theo? The news always gets you depressed.”

      “Inspiration, Jim. Incitement. Mojo. I need to get it from somewhere.”

      “Well, okay, but just remember that I warned you.”

      The wall of my lounge/bedroom/writing den lit up and the miserable face of some disillusioned newsreader appeared. It was flat—I couldn’t afford 3D—apart from where the knob on the kitchen door bulged out of his left ear because my wall wasn’t the right shape for a standard-sized display. I watched the doorknob for several minutes, wondering what effect it might have if I turned it. Would the crown of his head pop open? No, of course not. The kitchen door would open.

      The news story was about the discovery of some new planet. They called it Serenity. It seemed like a big deal because it was far outside the Sphere of Influence—nobody seemed to know where—and there were people living there. Humans. People from Old Earth. How did that happen? The story shifted to the launch of an officially sanctioned exploration mission. They kept making a point about how it was “officially sanctioned”. I didn’t understand what that was about, but it seemed to have some connection to a different story about an open-ended jump that had claimed the lives of several leading figures, including the CFO of the Space Corps. And that was a trip that hadn’t been “officially sanctioned”.

      The launch had happened a few hours earlier, so they were showing a rerun. It must have been a big deal: lots of noise, flame and smoke. Fun to watch. I always enjoyed a good rocket launch, especially when done well, like this.

      I could do package tours to a launch.

      The thought was in my head before I could stop it.

      No you can’t, Theo. You’re unemployed, remember?

      But the idea persisted.

      “Jim? Who are the best people to contact if I wanted a calendar of upcoming space launches?”

      “Where are you thinking of going?”

      “I’m not going anywhere, I just… Don’t you think it would make a wonderful tour? Attending a launch in person. All the razzmatazz. The spectacle.”

      “You’d need to work as a travel agent again to do that.”

      “Flissy will call me back. You’ll see.”

      “Ha!” said Jim. The short bark of a laugh came out loaded with sarcasm. Imentors were not meant to laugh at their hosts. But they did. Mine did, all the time.

      “She’ll miss my jolly demeanour around the office. And my skill in putting specialised packages together.”

      “Theo! Accept what’s happened to you. You were a good travel agent, but you are no longer a travel agent.”

      “I’m serious, Jim. There must be someone I could contact. Get on a mailing list, that kind of thing. And if I pitch the idea to Flissy she’s bound to have me back.”

      “Well, if you really want to put yourself through it, Hollywood Space are the guys you want. They’re the ones who create the show.”

      “They run the launches?”

      “Yes and no. The Space Corps do the launches. Hollywood Space do the choreography.”

      “Get out.”

      “You didn’t know this?” Jim sounded astonished, but not as astonished as I was.

      “I thought rocket launches were just that. You get a rocket; point it in the right direction, and… go.”

       “Not at all. Think about it. All launches happen in space. They build the parts on the ground, usually on Joule, in the Fomalhaut system. Then, they haul all the bits up the space elevator and assemble them in space. They haven’t launched a rocket from a planet since… well, since Old Earth.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that. But so what?”

      “Well, a space launch is quiet. No sound in space. And the Wilson drive doesn’t belch flames or smoke or… anything. How boring do you think that would be for spectators?”

      “But they’re not boring. I just watched… Jim, you’re telling me the smoke and flames are pretend?” My voice had risen to a squeak. I stood up and began pacing the room. It wasn’t easy with such minimal square footage, but I had a workable route that only involved a small amount of side-stepping past the dining table. I’d done it often enough to wear a pathway into the carpet tiles.

      “It’s called show business,” said Jim. “Hollywood Space.”

      “But why? Why bother?”

      “Because without Hollywood Space there’d be no Sphere of Influence. You humans would never have left Old Earth. You’d have died out along with your old home world. We’d all be extinct by now.”

      “We? You’re not a human, Jim.”

      Jim went quiet, and I knew I’d overstepped. Jim doesn’t like it when I remind him of his non-corporeal existence. He was right, though. The imentors might have appeared in a moment of spontaneous creation, but only because we humans had put the building blocks into place. If humans had become extinct, then imentors might never have happened. Our loss as well as theirs. We needed imentors, and they needed us.

      I often found myself thinking about these scholarly, existential matters. The writer in me. Was there one Jim or were there many? They came as Jims, Kims, Nims… the entire spectrum, but some believed there was only one, with multiple personalities. Not that my Jim had much in the way of personality. My Jim had less personality than the boring fart with the doorknob ear that was reading the news on my living room wall. Nevertheless, the whole is-Jim-alive thing was a topic I learned, even as a toddler, not to explore in depth, at least not out loud. Touchy subject.

      “So how did this Hollywood Space thing start? And why did it save space travel?”

      “It’s a big story, Theo, and it started with Maximilian Pinchas.”

      The name rang a bell. But only a little tinkling bell. Who was Maximilian Pinchas? It was one of those names you hear, but pay little attention to.

      “Right. Turn off the news, Jim.” Conversation was hard with a droning, miserable, giant head projected all over an entire wall. And I needed to think. I stopped pacing and flopped into the armchair. My brain was doing somersaults. Filling up with… you know, thoughts.

      “Are you okay, Theo? Your blood pressure’s just spiked, and so’s your core body temperature. Are you having a stroke?”

      It was a rhetorical question. If I’d been having a stroke or any other serious ailment, Jim would have known, and there’d have been medics bursting in through the door. But he was half right.

      “Does a stroke of insight count? Because yes, I’ve just had one. Thank you, Jim; you are my muse.”

      I rolled up my sleeves as an expression of intent.

      “Maximilian Pinchas, Jim. He is the exact place where I need to start.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          THE LIFE AND TIMES OF MAXIMILIAN PINCHAS

        

      

    

    
      Maximilian Pinchas. Born Delano, California. May 5, 2024.

      I looked at the screen then huffed in frustration.

      “Is this all you have, Jim?”

      “I can elaborate, if you like.”

      “Well, yeah. Please do.”

      Another line popped onto the screen.

      Died May 5, 2119. New Horizons Nursing Home. California sector, The Ring.

      “Bloody hell, Jim. What about the stuff that happened in between? There’s, you know—” I did some arithmetic on my fingers “—ninety-five years’ worth of missing material. You must have something more than this. Born and died in the California sector? Come on. What about all the Hollywood Space stuff you told me about? Trawl your extensive data banks and find some more.”

      “There is no more, Theo. I’m as surprised as you. Pinchas was a massive historical figure. Turned the entire space program around. And no, he didn’t spend all his life in the Ring’s California sector; he was born in the original California, the one on Old Earth. So yeah, just his moving from there to the Ring must be a story in itself. I’m damned if I know any of it though.”

      “But you’re an imentor. You know everything. Or so you’re always telling me.” My voice had risen to a squeak, because Jim was annoying me with this evasive crap.

      “Well, it is surprising. But really, there isn’t a single record I can put my hands on. All the things I thought I knew turned out to be just hearsay. Second-hand knowledge. Nothing solid. But you know, Theo, you have to take some of the blame here.”

      “Blame? Me?”

      “Definitely. We’ve been bonded since the day you were born. I’ve been your shadow. We’ve been everywhere together, except… well, you’ve been nowhere. Sure, I know all there is to know about the history of Tsanak, because I have access to the knowledge bases of this planet. I also have random facts, statistics… any kind of data that has been deposited here. But historical figures from other planets? Data doesn’t transmit through the gates; you know this. It has to be carried through in packets, the way you send bookings out to all your hotels and resorts: solid state drives, chips, even tapes. There’s a lot of info on this world, and I can see it all. But it seems Pinchas never had dealings with Tsanak, so there is no record. Looks like no one was ever interested enough to bring any here, either.”

      “Well, is there a book? Printed, like?”

      “I’m sure there are plenty. Must be. But I don’t know of any. If anyone had ever accessed information about Pinchas here on Tsanak, including from books, then I’d know.”

      “Well, that’s… bollocks. I thought you were all-seeing. So, is that it? Is there nothing I can do now?”

      “Of course there is. You could do the very thing for which you claim to be an expert. The thing that has earned you a living for the past nine and a half years.”

      “You mean sitting on my arse, at a desk, with nothing to show for it?”

      “No, Theo. I mean travel. Get off your arse. Get off Tsanak. Go west, young man. Go to the Ring. Go where the data is.”

      That shut me up. Leave Tsanak? The thought was insane. Preposterous. There were a million reasons I couldn’t go to the Ring. I told Jim as much.

      “A million reasons, Theo? Really? Okay, tell me one.”

      I thought about it.

      “I don’t have a passport. Or an exit visa. Or paperwork.”

      Jim laughed. Deep, honking, farmyard sounds. As I’ve said, he’s not meant to laugh at me. He’s not meant to find me an object of ridicule. And definitely not with so much enthusiasm.

      “Stop it, Jim. You’re not helping.”

      “Theo, you are a travel agent. A member of the Association of Spherical Travel Agents. If anyone knows how to fast-track a passport application, it’s you. And you still have your unlimited ASTA gate pass and credentials. You just need a passport with visa details appended, then you’re good to go.”

      “I don’t know that I’ve still got my gate pass. Unemployed, remember?”

      “It was in your jacket pocket yesterday. Maybe if you got showered, then dressed. Put the jacket on. Then I’d be able to connect to the pass and check if it’s still active. Anyway, why wouldn’t it be? You were still employed yesterday.”

      The stuff about getting showered and dressed was a bit harsh. I’m not an untidy person. When I choose to slob around for a day, I get showered and groomed first. I wear a shirt and tie, but for comfort I might slip into a clean pair of laundered and pressed pyjama bottoms. I looked down to check, and sure enough there were two nice, sharp, centred creases down the legs of my Ultimate Fighting Championship-themed pyjama bottoms. The slobbing-around part was metaphorical. It’s hard to wallow when you’re clean and dressed to look sharp, despite the UFC pyjamas, but I did the best I could.

      And Jim was right. Flissy wouldn’t have cancelled my gate pass yet. Anyway, I felt sure she’d call me back into work after a mutual cooling-off period. And re-activating an open gate pass would be a lot of faff.

      I reached my jacket from the wardrobe and slipped it on.

      “Yup,” said Jim.

      “What do you mean, ‘Yup’?” I said.

      “Yup, as in, gate pass is still valid. It’ll take you, what? Ten minutes to rattle off a fast-track passport application? You’ve got boilerplate visas on your roll-screen, so that’s another one of your million reasons eliminated. What are the other nine-hundred and ninety-nine-thousand, nine-hundred and ninety-eight?”

      “Well, money. Space travel is expensive.”

      “Cobblers. You’ve plenty money. You never spend any.”

      This was true. And I couldn’t say too much about the cost because the ASTA gate passes Flissy had given to both Jemma and me were open ended. They allowed us to go off in our spare time and explore the Sphere of Influence for free. Flissy said it was necessary. Integral to our jobs. That it shouldn’t just be up to her to come up with all the new travel ideas for our clients. She also said she’d pay our expenses and granted us generous out-of-office time so we couldn’t complain about having to use our annual leave entitlement.

      Neither of us had ever used the passes.

      “Well…” I was sure there was another reason not to go.

      “And now you can’t use work commitments as an excuse, either, because, as you keep banging on about, you no longer have any work. Time with friends, perhaps? No, you don’t have any friends either.”

      “I’ve got friends.”

      If Jim had had eyebrows he’d have raised one.

      “Jemma’s a friend,” I said.

      “So. Jemma, hey? You spoke of her with a bit of passion, Theo.”

      “I miss her, that’s all.”

      “Oh, ho. You’ve only been gone a day. Is it… lu-u-uve?”

      I considered throwing off my jacket and trousers, pulling on my sweats, which are dumb, and heading out for a few hours of Jim-less quietude.

      “Wait! I’ve got a reason you can’t go,” said Jim, before I’d had a chance to undress. His voice became mocking. “It’s fear, isn’t it? Cold-sweat terror. Could it be that Theodore Stern, the guy who sends a thousand travellers a year up the Needle and through the gates, is too scared to go himself?”

      “I’m not scared.”

      “I think you are.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Then go.”

      Sometimes I hate Jim.

      “Theo.” Jim’s voice lost the caustic edge. His tone mellowed as he adopted the arm-around-shoulder kindness of a caring friend. “Theo, pack a bag. Grab your pass. Get your arse into gear and go research your book.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          HAVE SUITCASE, MIGHT TRAVEL

        

      

    

    
      You could see the New Leicester Needle from fifty miles outside the city. It was one of those ever-present fixtures that become almost invisible and unnoticed because they’re, well, ever present, like litter and advertising and the insectile buzz of a million one-sided conversations with imentors. Now, as I stood with my packed suitcase to heel, the full grandeur of the construction that was New Leicester Needle hit home like a punch in the guts: A tower that went all the way to space. Absurd. Magnificent. Terrible.

      I’d never been this close. In my provincial life there had been no reason for me, ever, to alight from the tram at Needle West. Why would I? Needle West was a tram halt on the Circle Line spur for travellers going to space.

      I’d taken Jim’s advice. I’d packed a bag: clothes, toiletries… binoculars, because there’d be things to see out there and the Sphere of Influence was big.

      I should have called Jemma and told her where I was going. I hadn’t spoken to her since leaving Experio—I felt kind of embarrassed about how I’d exited the building, carrying my small box of desk possessions, tail between my legs. I only planned to be away for a few days, so I decided I’d talk to her when I got back. I had Jim message her Kim instead.

      I’d taken a last look around my apartment as if I were going away for years. I’d slipped on my special tweed writer’s jacket—the one with the elbow patches—grabbed my gate pass, and boarded the Circle Line tram. And at Needle West, when I emerged into the cathedral-like space of the booking hall, I’d turned and headed straight for the exit. No, not because I was wimping out, but because I wanted to see the Needle with my own eyes. I wanted to stare upwards from the foot of the tower. Proper sightseeing.

      And I was only ten miles from home.

      I craned my neck and squinted against the light to where perspective shaved the tower down to a slender stiletto before it disappeared from view somewhere in the indigo blue. There wasn’t even a wisp of cloud on this day, and the sun, low in the sky, cast a blood-red glow onto the Needle, making it appear as though some malicious god or demon had seen fit to slash the sky open with a blood-tipped scalpel.

      I took a long, shuddering breath.

      “Come on, Rolf. Let’s go,” I said, with a tremor in my voice.

      Rolf was my suitcase. Yes, I named him… it. Most people have those suave suitcases with the pocket ZG generators inside to make them float. I, for once in my life, back in the day, had been an early adopter, and I had chosen the kind of suitcase with four chondrodystrophic but strong legs, bred by geneticists to be short and stumpy. A suitcase like a French bulldog, but bigger. You never see animatronic suitcases anymore; they developed a habit of making a bid for freedom every now and again and running away from their owners. Mine had never run away. Mine had only been outside the junk cupboard in my apartment on that one occasion for which I’d first bought it: a weekend cage-fighting course in Smith, an unlovely industrial town not fifty miles from New Leicester.

      Rolf stood and waited for me to move. Just like the ZG versions, he’d been programmed to stay at heel, never straying more than a foot from my side, except in avoidance of other people. So far, on our short journey from home to Needle West, he’d failed me at least a half dozen times. I’d grown weary of apologising to people while helping them back up to their feet. Most were okay about it. They laughed. One or two cursed me and made a scene. Sometimes they teetered on the edge of punching me in the face, then decided to vent their wrath instead on Rolf, who now showed scars of combat. I didn’t mind. Mostly, he deserved it. And now, hey, I looked more like a seasoned traveller, striding out with my ever-faithful, scuffed and battle-scarred Rolf beside me. We resembled a pair of foot-sore vets that had seen the rougher regions of the Sphere. And Rolf didn’t just acquiesce when the stroppy and intolerant types attacked him, either. He showed he could give as good as he got. There’s a mighty kick in them there doggy legs, I tell yer’. He’s built to haul luggage right up to maximum hold-baggage weight limits, even on two- or three-gee worlds. You got a problem? Well, you don’t wanna go messing with my Rolf. No sir.

      I returned to the booking hall and headed straight to the ticket desk. I had to queue, but not for long. I flashed my ASTA gate pass so I could get my twenty percent discount. There are real benefits to being a travel agent. A pity I hadn’t made use of those benefits sooner in life. A pity I was no longer a travel agent. From my desk, I could have printed my own ticket.

      “You’re in luck,” the booking clerk said. “I’ve just had a cancellation, otherwise, well, it’s been a busy day. I wouldn’t have had a slot for you until late tomorrow.”

      She probably wondered why, with ASTA credentials, I’d wasted time standing in line with Joe Public.

      “Snap decision,” I said, not wishing to elaborate on how being sacked should have invalidated my Association of Spherical Travel Agents gate pass. Anyway, “snap decision” wasn’t a lie. Three hours earlier, I’d been wallowing in bed feeling sorry for myself. Now I was about to quit the land of my birth… the entire planet of my birth.

      And this particular overworked booking clerk didn’t seem like she’d be in any way engaged by my backstory, so I gathered up the bundle of discount vouchers for stores I never used, plus my precious elevator ticket that would take me, Jim, and Rolf up to the orbiting Tsanak Station, from where I would, at last, use my ASTA gate-pass lanyard offering free access to the whole, wide Sphere of Influence.

      With Jim’s help, I brought the errant Rolf back to heel, led him through security, and made my way to the departures lounge.

      Departures. The word had a certain ring to it and brought with it a thrill of excitement. I was a man about to depart. Lounge brought to mind sofas, carpets… log fires, even. I guessed the NSLN lounge would offer none of those things, and I was correct. Just six back-to-back cold plastic seats, to accommodate about three hundred leg-weary travellers. There had never been carpet. There might have been carpet tiles in the olden days, but now there was just concrete with a layer of black sticky something where sorry, mildewed squares of carpet might once have lain down to die. The scent in the air told an epic story about how mildew had vanquished carpet.

      Above our heads hung the merest suggestion of a ceiling: a lattice of Meccano struts from which stray, live wires dangled for no obvious reason.

      I was certainly not so naive as to have expected high-end lounge-like accoutrements such as log fires, but some heating would have been nice in mid-winter. I had always imagined space travel to be glamorous and exotic. Glamorous and exotic was the way I’d packaged and sold space travel to my customers. What I sensed upon entering this place of sorrow was a heavy burden of disillusionment.

      I told Rolf to lie down, then sat on him and waited.

      “Jim? Why are there so many people? Surely it’s not always like this. Where are they all going?”

      “At a guess, since they’re all wearing yellow and green, I’d say there was a hangball match somewhere, involving Lemmings.”

      Jim was right. I remembered processing the large block booking for the New Leicester Lemmings supporters club. Several hundred tickets. The Lemmings had won their semi-final game on Erymanthus—the one that cost me my job. I’m not a hangball fan, but now I wished I’d taken a little more interest, because if I’d thought on it, I could have waited a day and let all the excitement die down before setting out on my adventure. I’d been lucky to get the cancellation ticket, otherwise I might have been heading back home.

      I heard my elevator departure being called, so I set off towards barrier 15, noticed Rolf wasn’t with me, then hurried back to where he lay and got him onto his feet with a kick. A gentle kick. Yes, he’s inanimate, he’s a suitcase, but I would never mistreat luggage the way others did because once Rolf’s up and moving he looks more alive than many people I know. Certainly more so than the drooling, slack-jawed Lemmings fans who were heading towards barrier 15 with me.

      At barrier 15, we waited again. The only difference between the lounge and the boarding area was: no food outlets. I felt hungry. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

      “Excuse me. How long do we wait?” I asked a man with a clipboard. He shrugged.

      “Do I have time to go and find something to eat?”

      “Eat? You don’t want to eat.”

      What did he mean? Did they serve food on the elevator? I asked him.

      “They do, but I stand by what I said. You don’t want to eat.”

      Now that I’d been told that I didn’t want to eat, I really did.

      “Seriously, I do. How long have I got?”

      Clipboard man sighed and looked at his watch. “Five minutes.”

      “Can I leave my suitcase here? Will it be safe?”

      He looked at the case then laughed. “You think anyone’s going to nick that?” With a brief nod f the head he indicated back towards the lounge. “Go on. I’ll keep an eye on it. But I won’t be holding the elevator if you’re late.”

      I turned to Rolf. “I’ll be gone a few minutes. Don’t follow. Don’t wander off.”

      I took a step backwards, and Rolf made a move to clamber to his feet.

      “I mean it, Rolf. Stay!”

      He lay down again, sulkiness all over his body language. I took another step. He stayed. I turned and ran.

      The Lemmings hoards hadn’t left much in any of the departure lounge food concessions, but I risked a limp, unappetising sliver of vat-turkey, sandwiched between curled bread slices, that appeared to possess neither the energy nor the will to reanimate and run away.

      I checked my watch. I’d only been gone a couple of minutes. Good. I hurried back, getting to the barrier with an ample cushion of seconds to spare. Rolf wasn’t there. Neither was anybody else. The barrier was closed.

      I panicked. My ticket was non-refundable, and elevator travel was bloody expensive, even with my twenty percent discount. Okay, so once aloft, my ASTA gate pass would allow me to travel from planet to planet for free. But before I could avail myself of that benefit I first had to get up to the waystation.

      I ran over to the barrier, a heavy metal door that would not have looked out of place securing a bank vault. I hammered my fists on it. They didn’t make a booming sound. They didn’t even make a dull thud. They made the kind of sound fists would make if you bashed them against a granite boulder, and it hurt just about the same, too.

      The Tannoy crackled to life. “Attention! Last call for barrier 15. Attention, Passenger Theodore Stern! Last call for barrier 15.”

      “I’m here!” I shouted. “Open the bloody door. I’m here.”

      Silence.

      I abandoned all my hopes of going into space and seeing the Sphere, and resigned myself instead to the acceptance of a quiet and provincial life on Tsanak. I took a bite out of my sandwich. By now I didn’t care what toxic carnage it might inflict on me. It wasn’t half bad. Which was a surprise. Better than I expected.

      As I turned to leave, the barrier door slid open and a woman with a clipboard stepped out.

      “Are you Stern?”

      “Yes, of course I am.”

      “You’re late. We’d have left, but since your suitcase had already been boarded…”

      “I was told I had five minutes.”

      “Not by me.”

      “A guy with a clipboard.”

      “Don’t know any guy with a clipboard. I’m the boarding officer on this elevator.”

      “He had the same uniform as you.”

      “Are you going to board or not?”

      I took a step forward. Rolf ran up to me from inside the elevator and lay down at my feet. I gave him a nudge. He wouldn’t move. I grabbed the handle and dragged him along the floor. I’d packed light, as I was only going to stay away for a night or two, but the bio-tech perambulation device inside the case has some heft.

      “How heavy is that thing?”

      “I don’t know. Seventy, eighty pounds.”

      “You should have checked it as hold baggage.”

      “No one said.”

      “You should know these things.”

      I’m a travel agent. Yes, I should know these things. I did know these things, but the stress, the fear…

      She continued. “There are no scales down here. I’ll have to charge you maximum excess.”

      As a travel agent, I knew this too.

      “You allowed my suitcase to board without me. You didn’t seem bothered about its weight then.”

      She ignored me, just showed me a reader with the excess baggage charge flashing in red: enough to eliminate all of my twenty percent ASTA discount, and then some.

      I sighed and authorised Jim to make the payment.

      “No food in the elevator,” she said, snatching the sandwich out of my hand. If I hadn’t already taken a bite I wouldn’t have been all that disappointed. But I had tasted it, and it had been, not delicious, but edible, and watching it fly through the air into the recycler funnel on the wall brought me more distress than it should have. Because it was one more disappointment in a fast-growing list.

      So far, space flight? You could keep it.

      And I hadn’t even left the ground yet.
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          TO SPACE!

        

      

    

    
      The elevator interior was just how a spaceship should be: reclining seats, the smell of plastic and ozone, lots of screens filled with data and infographics. A proper spaceship.

       This is more like it.

      Only it wasn’t a spaceship; it was a lift. An elevator. And apart from being a lot bigger than the non-ZG lifts in KreditSava shopping centres—which always smelled of body odour—and ignoring the reclining seats and infographic-rich fantasy-space decor, it was just a lift, a box waiting to be hauled aloft on cables.

      I spied a warning notice, pasted to the back of the door, warning passengers not to travel if they suffered from any of a long list of conditions. I knew the list well. I’d been emailing it to customers for years. But to have the disclaimer notice on the back of the door, where you could only see it once the door had been closed and dogged with you inside, felt like entrapment. Nobody was getting out now. If you were one of the unfortunates suffering from any of these near-death maladies, then you were about to take a giant leap closer to your day of reckoning.

      At the far end of the cabin was a velvet curtain not dissimilar to the kind one might find in a crematorium, gliding around the coffin on silent runners to prepare for the occupant’s final journey. Not an omen though, because beyond the curtain I glimpsed an opulent space with its
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