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STANLY’S GHOST


 


Cynical, solitary Stanly Bird used to be a fairly typical teenager (apart from the fact that his best friend was a talking beagle named Daryl). Then came the superpowers. And the superpowered allies. And the mysterious enemies. And the terrifying monsters. And the stunning revelations. And the apocalypse. Now he’s not sure what he is. Or where he is. Or how exactly one is supposed to proceed after – hopefully – saving the world.


 


All he knows is that his story isn’t finished.


 


Not quite yet…
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??????????????????????


‘Where’s Tara?’


Kloe nuzzles into my neck. Her hair has dark blue streaks today. I point straight up with a sleepy smile and Kloe’s eyes follow the gesture. She laughs when she sees her, our little girl, red and blonde against the summer sky, chasing clouds, raining giggles. I’ve always got one mental eye on her, just in case. I know she’d never fall, but even if she did, it’d be fine. I’d catch her.


Kloe walks two fingers across my bare chest and I shiver. The grass is slightly damp beneath us, cool and full of oxygen, the lake ripples contentedly, alive with the tiny sporadic splashes of playful fish, and the trees sway meditatively, tall enough to tickle the sky, the forest’s low chant echoing between them.Whispering.


‘What are we going to do today, then?’ I stroke Kloe’s head.


‘I foresee more of this.’


‘Cooool.’


Whispering again. I’m sure that it’s the shiver of the trees, of leaves in the wind, but I’m also sure I can hear the suggestion of words. I can’t make them out properly, though, so I ignore them. A yawn rolls out of me and Kloe catches it and yawns too. Above us, Tara’s joyful laughter is like escaped memories, finally free . . .


Help us . . .


I shake my head. ‘I’m hearing things. First sign of madness, isn’t it? Or is that talking to yourself?’


‘One or the other.’ Kloe smiles. ‘But you’re a bit late for that, I’m afraid. You’ve been knitting with only one needle for a long time.’


I laugh and grab her and we roll over on the grass and everything’s perfect.


Except it isn’t. The wind has a steel edge and I can definitely hear voices, scratchy and blurry but growing more and more insistent. Help us.


Shadow . . .


The story-book sky has dimmed. I wasn’t aware of it happening, it’s just . . . grey now. Tara is still flying but her laughter is faint. I stand up and Kloe asks me what’s wrong, but her voice has lost clarity. I look at her, she’s there, I can touch her, but she doesn’t feel right.


‘I don’t know.’ My voice doesn’t sound right either. The sky is granite, smothered by cold cloud, the trees still as charcoal pictures, the lake a sickly green murk.


Help us.


It came from behind me. I spin around but there is nothing there. I know the voice. The voices. All the same but all different. I reach for Kloe but she’s not there. I call for her but she doesn’t answer.


Shadow . . .


I look up and yell Tara’s name. I can still make out her shape, just about, but the definition has gone. Help us. I try to fly to her but I can’t, my wings have gone and so has the sun. Night snarls down, the stars bound and gagged and stashed away. Shadow. I scream for Tara but my voice doesn’t come and she’s not there anyway, I know she isn’t, she’s gone and my stomach is filling with pain, as though burning hot liquid is being poured in from somewhere. I double over. I feel like I’m losing bits of myself. Help us . . . it hurts . . .


A voice from another life murmurs shimmers in the forest and for a second I’m surrounded by beings made of pure, translucent blue. The agony is rising, snapping, boiling, seeping through pores and coiling black tentacles around my body, dragging me down. Help us. I’m lost in the dark, lost, drowning, thrashing around in living water, but no, it’s dying around me . . . screaming . . . no air . . . I’m fighting to get to the surface but I can’t, and through the blue and silver I can see a black shape and I want to scream but my mouth and throat are full of dying water—


Help us—


Shadow—









PART ONE









Chapter One


I opened my eyes, in a manner of speaking. Actually, it was more like they were opened for me . . . although I couldn’t feel it happening. I tried to move, but couldn’t. Tried to speak. Couldn’t. It was a familiar non-feeling, not that that made it any better.


Freeman? Is that you?


I became aware of my surroundings. A cramped public toilet, grimy walls sweating away the dregs of old posters, a general shiny stickiness to the floors and sinks. I tried to look down at myself, tried to raise my hands, but nothing was responding. I couldn’t even blink. It was like I was a camera, being watched by somebody else.


The shimmers . . .


Things started flooding into my brain, which was a relief in one way because it meant that my brain was still working. In other, very important ways, it was the absolute opposite of relief. I was suddenly swamped with images: Kloe and Tara, alone in the woods. Eddie, broken beyond repair. Connor’s furious face. Sharon’s tears. Daryl’s angry, bloodstained muzzle. Freeman disappearing back to a ravaged, devastated London, triumphant. Me, saving the scumbag’s life. Overwhelmed by memory and feeling but with no mouth to scream, no eyes to cry . . .


What exactly the hell kind of fresh hell is this, then?


I thought Freeman’s name with as much ferocity as a non-specific ineffable presence could muster, but there was nothing. No indication that he was there or anywhere nearby, no suggestion of thoughts exerting their control over me. Just me, floating, disembodied, like a ghost . . .


Something made me turn towards the main door, just as it opened. A man was standing there. Tall, spindly, greasy-haired, leather jacket, gun. He gave no sign that he’d seen me. A toilet flushed and I turned again, against my will – if the concept of my will even meant anything now – to see a cubicle door open. If I’d been able to, I would have gasped.


It was me.


He was several years older, his hair longer, face a little more weathered, but he was definitely me. He stepped out and turned and I turned with him, and the tall stranger raised his gun and fired three times. I swung back, crying out silently, watching bullets thump brutally into my own chest. The impact knocked him backwards and big dark poppies of blood spread across the dirty wall behind him. The wounded Stanly collapsed to the floor, gasping, clutching at his wounds, and I kept staring, unable to even consider doing anything else.


What am I seeing?


The gunman walked towards the other Stanly. Smiled.


Levelled his weapon . . .


Then Stanly looked up, with a look in his eyes that I knew well, even if I’d never exactly seen it myself.


The man’s gun arm dropped to his side. He struggled, trying and failing to raise it, while the wounded Stanly got unsteadily to his feet. The older me closed his eyes, making a real effort to concentrate, to control his heavy, rasping breaths, then jerked painfully as three bullets exited his chest in a cloud of red spray and fell to the floor with a high, cheerful jingling noise. Through his torn T-shirt, I saw his wounds close, bloody, brutalised flesh becoming smooth, unblemished skin.


Stanly opened his eyes.


He smiled again.


The man with the gun had just enough time to make a disbelieving face before he flew backwards, as if he’d been yanked by an invisible rope. He smashed straight through the door and crashed to the ground outside on a bed of splintered wood, groaning. Stanly, giving no indication that he’d been even mildly injured, dusted himself off and walked past me.


What—


 


The thought didn’t have time to complete itself, because suddenly I was somewhere else. Desperately, I tried to bring my racing, disconnected mind under control. I needed to think straight. I was not in the shimmer world anymore, submerged in the living lake. I supposed that this could have been a series of crazy dreams, theoretically, but shimmer dreams didn’t feel like this. There I dreamt of serenity, of Kloe and Tara, peace and quiet and beautiful flight. Comforting, soft-focus lies. This was categorically not like that.


Plus, I couldn’t really think in there. Not properly. And I certainly didn’t experience grief, the gnawing animal pain currently lurking at the back of my cognition, waiting for its moment to break through and claim what rightfully belonged to it. Memories desperate to escape . . . and not in a joyful way . . .


Think, damn it.


I was trying, but at the same time I couldn’t help but take in this new place, because it was fairly stunning, like a digitally spruced up watercolour painting of someone’s idealised dream of the countryside: soft green hills and fields unrolling in every direction further than I could see, dotted with proud and majestic trees, a staggering view drenched in sun . . .


Then my view tilted downward . . .


Oh.


Monsters. Hundreds of them, all different. A centipede longer and fatter than a London bus. A shifting mass of black goo, limbs forming and un-forming with a grotesque slurping sound. Unholy combinations of bear, insect and asymmetrical shape. A huge armoured cockroach with tentacles sprouting from its back. There are always tentacles. A purple dragon, a five-legged rock man, several undulating black serpents with wickedly curved spines. Spiders.


There are always spiders too.


And at the centre of this ring of monsters, one small figure, in a fighting stance.


Another me.


WHAT—


 


A series of staccato flashes: a desert, with a younger me, barely fifteen, blasting a line of tanks into the sky with a thought and a giggle—


A hospital ward, a sea of vicious injuries, burns and blood and protruding bone, and an older bearded me, mid-forties perhaps, sitting by a low bed, eyes closed. He was healing the patient who lay there, horrific mottled black and red scars receding—


A city street at night and another me, thirty-odd, viciously beaten, bloodied, reaching out . . . to another me. A younger me. Something was happening, I couldn’t see it but I could feel it, even in my non-anything state, power, glowing in the older me, rising in the younger me, as though one was inspiring it in the other, turning it on like a light switch—


WHAT THE WHAT—


 


Now flying, far above the ground, so high that the world was just an indistinct blur of colour. There was someone else flying a little way below me, arms outstretched, rolling and laughing. I caught a glimpse of his face a couple of times, not that I needed to. This Stanly was in his twenties and had bits of blonde in his dark hair, which was pretty odd.


Yeah, this was all standard operating procedure before, but blonde highlights? Yeah, they really tip things over the edge. However will—


SHUT. IT.


I waited for the inevitable attack, flying monsters or fighter planes or a giant robot version of my old headmaster or whatever trippy bollocks I was expected to endure next, but none came. I just floated in the air, watching my other self having fun, falling with style.


Great. I can remember Toy Story.


All is not lost.


I kept threatening to break down, or the non-corporeal equivalent of breaking down, because Eddie’s face kept coming back to me, cut to shreds, lifeless, with Connor’s voice saying your fault your fault your fault over and over again, even though he’d never actually said it, at least not to my face, but I forced it away. If and when the time came I could mourn Eddie, miss those who I’d left behind, punish myself for allowing Freeman his victory.


Right now, though, I had to work out what was . . .


Unless . . .


I would have slapped myself in the forehead if I’d had a hand. Or a forehead.


The shimmers live in another dimension.


Something tore me out of it.


And now I’m flashing through other dimensions.


The concept of things making sense didn’t seem like something I could rely on at the moment, but that idea felt plausible. I hadn’t really entertained the notion that there were other worlds, other universes apart from mine and the shimmers’. I’d not exactly had time to ponder it extensively, but I’d sort of assumed the shimmer world was a kind of underworld, something very definitely attached to mine. A sort of Hell, though with more skyscraping beasts, surreal upside-down forests and evil lakeside soliloquies and less fire and brimstone.


Not technically a soliloquy, it was more of a conversation.


Thanks for that. You’re doing a bang up job today, brain. I should keep you on full time.


It made sense that there were more worlds. That was a thing, wasn’t it? Many-worlds theory?


So I was seeing alternate versions of myself. Other Stanlys with powers.


The Stanly below started to dive, becoming a speck within seconds, and even though I had no stomach I felt an echo of that delicious lurch, the beautiful mania of remembering I can fly, I’m ACTUALLY FLYING RIGHT NOW, one of the best of all possible feelings . . . and with it I felt an anger, a rage that I wasn’t in charge, that something, whether that was a sneaky unseen presence or just some bonkers consequence of extra-dimensional physics, was robbing me of my agency. I wanted to be flying, not just floating here like psychic mist babbling a hysterical director’s commentary that only I could hear.


You’re not really the director though, are you?


Seriously brain, don’t make me come in there and—


Oh shut up.


HOW ABOUT YOU SHUT UP. I. Want. To.


FLY!


There was no pop. No flash. But that command, that desire, and the desperation behind it, had done something, because I was a person again. I was solid!


I was whole!


I was . . .


Plummeting through a freezing sky in hilariously inadequate hospital pyjamas, pounded by ferocious winds, limbs flailing.


Screaming my lungs out.


It was amazing.


All right. Let’s punch it.


I took command. Felt my power, felt myself return to myself. Brought my descent under control, pulled up, flew.


Yes.


Yes!


YE—


 


NO!


I was gone again. Incorporeal, insubstantial, floating in yet another new place that I didn’t recognise. This time it was a snowy city, all wonky neon and dilapidated buildings, mournful and neglected in the night.


This was starting to get pretty tiresome. Listen, I thought, trying to think loudly and authoritatively. If there’s someone doing this, show yourself. Please. Hello? Freeman? Is it you? Don’t give me more reasons to kill you. Hello? Hello? HELLO? Shit.


Another me walked past and I followed against my will. He was about my age, bundled up in a long grey coat and a silly red hat with furry ear flaps.


No. Ignore him.


Instead, I concentrated on me. My self-image. My legs, arms, face. I concentrated on my voice. On the feeling of being able to speak. The feeling of using limbs.


Maybe being anaesthetised in the shimmer lake had made me like this?


How long had I been there?


I pictured myself fighting, laughing, running, kissing, eating.


I imagined those feelings. Tried to translate the physicality into something mental, so my brain could really taste the memories.


Tried to break through, force myself into reality.


Tried so, so, so hard.


It didn’t work.


AAAAARGH! Bloody let me out, you buggering shitweasel! Whoever you are, let me out or you’re going to be really fucking sorry!


I could have laughed at the stupidity of that thought. For one thing, I had no idea whether someone was actually doing this to me. And for another, I didn’t feel like I was going to be making anyone really fucking sorry about anything any time soon.


I managed to break out of this before.


By flying.


I tried picturing myself flying again, forgetting everything else. Just flight. Flight. I conjured the memories, bathed in them. Nothing. This was the prize jewel in the crown of frustration. I’d managed it before. I’d freed myself. And I knew the thought, the feeling that had done it, I knew it in the abstract, but I couldn’t quite visualise it properly. Couldn’t bring it to the forefront. It was like it was hovering just out of reach . . .


If someone is messing with me, you’d better hope I never find you.


If it wasn’t a person doing this, though . . . maybe I was just collateral damage? Maybe the release of power when the shimmers had died – if they had died – had sent me screaming off, flying through parallel universes, an intangible ball of consciousness?


Maybe I’ll settle down at some point?


Maybe I’ll land somewhere and it’ll be normal?


It happened once, it can happen again . . .


Although that might mean interacting with another version of myself. I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. And might it cause a paradox and destroy the space-time continuum?


I really wish all my science knowledge didn’t come from films.


The latest me had stopped on a deserted, snow-caked street, as though waiting for a bus he wasn’t terribly bothered about catching.


Except he wasn’t waiting for a bus. He was waiting for . . .


These guys.


Five men emerged from the shadows, all clad in black and variously armed with knives and guns. They all looked mean. Oh . . . and two of them were women.


This new Stanly stood, watching them come.


‘I’ve been waiting for this,’ said one of the women.


OK. Come on. Time for the big fight scene.


Stanly raised his hand. ‘Don’t fight me.’


The five assailants were immediately still, their expressions glazed, limbs floppy.


‘Drop your weapons,’ said Stanly.


They each dropped their weapons.


‘Forget about me, and the House of Bird.’


Seriously? The House of Bird?!


C’MON . . .


‘Go home. Be nice to your partners. Sleep soundly. Wake up as better people.’


All five nodded, turned and went their separate ways. Stanly watched them go, smiling to himself, then melted into the darkness.


Holy crap. Jedi mind tri—









Chapter Two


—ick.


I was somewhere else again . . . but immediately, something was different.


No, lots of things.


I felt warm.


I could blink.


I was . . .


Physical.


‘I’m here,’ I whispered. My voice made a sound. Real. A real voice. ‘I’m here!’ I yelled.


I’m—


Oh God—


A tsunami of nausea, as though every cell in my body had gone from sober to blackout drunk in less than a second. I dropped to my knees. My limbs felt like paper. I vomited and so did my brain, raw power spewing out of my head, and I heard the sound of a tree snapping in half and immediately threw up again, falling sideways onto the ground – grass – spasming violently, gasping, drawing my knees up to my chest.


Wh—


Wha—


What—


What t—


Seen this—


I’ve seen—


This—


Before—


CONTROL—


I’d seen empowered go through this, waking up from shimmer-induced slumber, unable to control their power. I’d been responsible for it. The pain in my body and head, the sickness, was bad enough, but there was other pain too, memories, emotions, flooding in. I’d been aware of them before when I’d been floating around: grief for Eddie, fear of what had become of my other friends, shame and fury about Freeman and what I’d allowed him to do, but the thoughts had been abstract. Now they were hitting me physically. This was too much. No way could I cope with this, come back from this, no . . .


No.


You WILL deal with this.


I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to think around myself, think a cocoon. Tried to bring my breathing under control, calm my racing pulse, stop the trembling.


Concentrate.


CONCENTRATE, YOU PATHETIC WASTE.


I opened my eyes again but everything swam. Oh God, no. I slammed them shut again.


Feel.


Smell.


Listen.


Where . . .


It was definitely grass beneath me, warm and springy. Fresh. Alive. Countryside? I could feel sun beaming down. No voices, no vehicles. That was lucky. At least I hadn’t materialised in Piccadilly Circus, or in the middle of a war zone or something.


Come on, kid. Calm down.


I tried to remember what I’d done to help those wretched empowered and do it to myself, turn my own thoughts inward, bring myself in for a soft landing. After a little while I even risked opening my eyes again and this time I could actually see properly. I was lying in a flat, grassy clearing surrounded by trees, the uppermost branches and leaves haloed with sunlight, baby blue sky beyond. The grass smelled damp and lush. Springtime smells. I drank it in. Smell helped.


Smell.


Touch.


I gripped the grass and my whole body tingled. Amazing how much I’d learned to miss my other senses when I’d been without them for . . . how long? I had no idea. I’d barely had time to get used to them again when I’d reappeared in the sky above that one world. This whole thing, this weird trip, felt as though it might have been going on for twenty minutes . . . but God knew what it had done to my sense of time.


I managed to sit, then stand. My legs were weak, but not as weak as they thought they were, and I took a few exploratory steps, avoiding the sick I’d produced, which was not a healthy colour.


I’m hungry.


Maybe—


Wait—


Someone was coming through the trees and I didn’t have time to think about hiding. I doubted I could have moved quickly enough anyway, in my current state. They’d definitely seen me now.


They . . . she.


A girl.


She was my age, give or take a year, olive-skinned, her brown-blonde hair pulled back into a dreadlocked thicket, and she wore big mud-caked boots and a functional brown and green outfit that looked like the sort of thing you’d wear while out hunting. This made sense, because she also carried an elegantly curved longbow and a quiver of arrows slung across her back.


Holy tights. I’ve gone back to Robin Hood times.


The girl stopped a safe distance away and eyed me with healthy suspicion, although gratifyingly she didn’t immediately reach for an arrow.


‘Um,’ I said. ‘Hi.’ My voice was like stagnant water.


‘Hello.’ Her voice was mostly neutral with a slight edge of suspicion.


She speaks English. Cool.


‘Um,’ I said again.


Her eyes dropped briefly, taking in my dirty bare feet, hospital pyjamas and no doubt sickly complexion. ‘Have you escaped from somewhere?’


‘Kind of.’ I realised what she was implying. ‘Oh! You mean like a mental institution? No! I’m not an escaped mental patient.’


That got an unimpressed laugh. ‘Well, you would say that, wouldn’t you?’


‘Yeah, fair point.’


OK, so she thought I might be a mental patient. Which means this could be my world. And it implies twentieth century at least, rather than Robin Hood times.


Why the bow and arrow, then?


The girl stared at me as though unconvinced that she could trust a single word that came out of my mouth. I didn’t blame her. Then she glanced away and her eyes fell on the tree I’d broken. ‘What . . .’


Oops.


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to.’


She frowned. ‘You cut my tree down?’


Her tree?


‘Not exactly.’ I moved towards her but she took a few corresponding steps back and – balls – reached for an arrow. Even though I knew I could break it in half before it reached me, I froze and raised my hands. ‘Woah! No need for that. Sorry, I’ll stay right here. Look . . . don’t worry. I’m harmless. Really.’


‘That sounds like the sort of thing someone who wasn’t harmless might say.’ She positioned the arrow on the bow, although she didn’t point it at me. ‘And you just told me you accidentally cut down my tree.’ Her frown deepened. ‘Where’s your axe? Hidden axe also implies you might not be harmless . . .’


‘No axe.’ I spread my hands further apart. ‘Promise. I’m absolutely not an axe murderer.’


She laughed. ‘You’re not from around here, are you?’


‘Kind of . . . not.’


‘Then you don’t know how ridiculous that is.’


‘What?’


‘The idea that I’d be at all worried about meeting an axe murderer. That would be far too interesting.’ She put her head on one side. ‘Are you all right? Do you need help?’


‘Really . . . not all right,’ I said. ‘I . . . do you have a drink, by any chance?’


She nodded.


‘Could I have a bit? I don’t have any diseases.’


‘Every time you say you aren’t something, or that you don’t have something, it sounds like you actually are that. Or do have that.’


‘Sorry.’


She put the arrow back in its quiver and placed her bow reverently on the ground, then reached into her pocket and withdrew an unmarked bottle full of clear liquid. She tossed it over.


‘Water?’ I said.


‘Vodka.’


‘Really?’


A sardonic tilt of the head. ‘No.’


I opened the bottle, sniffed it to be sure and took a gulp. Water had never tasted so tasty. I drank as much as I thought was polite before throwing it back. ‘Thanks.’


‘You’re welcome. So . . . you’re not from around here.’


‘No.’


‘But you’ve lost your shoes.’


‘Yes.’


‘Where are you from?’


‘I . . .’ What the hell to say? ‘Tref-y-Celwyn?’


‘Where’s that?’


‘OK, never mind. London?’


She shook her head. ‘Sorry.’


She spoke English like someone from England. A modern someone, too. And she seemed pretty intelligent. But she hadn’t heard of London. Which meant that I was definitely, one hundred per cent, in a parallel universe.


Probably.


I sat down heavily, making her jump. ‘Do you need me to call a doctor?’ she asked. She sounded more concerned than suspicious now.


‘I don’t know. Maybe.’ I put my head in my hands. The initial nausea had faded, leaving just a general upset stomach feeling, but I was starting to feel a very severe kind of mental vertigo. I imagined that it was a delayed reaction, as I hadn’t exactly had the necessary tools to process dimension-hopping before. I almost wished I was intangible again.


‘I could take you to one?’


‘No thanks. I don’t think I do need a doctor, actually . . . I need . . .’ I decided to hedge my bets. ‘My memory’s a bit . . . gone. In places. Where am I?’


‘You’re near Dramawn.’


‘Dramawn . . . that’s a town?’


‘Yes.’


‘In which country?’


‘Cwmren.’


‘Cwmren.’ It sounded like the Welsh word for Wales, but a bit different. ‘OK. Um . . .’


‘You’re really strange,’ said the girl, smiling as though she’d found some unattractive but scientifically fascinating plant life.


‘Thanks.’


‘And I probably shouldn’t be talking to you.’


‘Probably not.’ I tried a smile of my own. It felt weak. ‘My name’s Stanly.’


‘Senia,’ she said, after a few seconds’ hesitation.


Senia. Not an English name. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ I held out my hand. After a second she held out hers, but before we could shake I disappeared again.


Sigh.


 


More flashes. That desert again, except now I was looking at a statue, hundreds of feet tall . . .


A statue of me—


Sky. A jumbo jet, engines aflame, spiralling down, closely pursued by . . .


Guess who—


The valley of monsters, older me fighting off swarming beasts . . .


OK I GET THE PICTURE—


 


Green. Trees. Blue sky. And . . . I could feel. I could move.


I was me again.


I dropped to my knees and threw up yet again. Physically, that is, and with no accompanying release of power, which was probably a good thing. There wasn’t a great deal left for me to throw up, admittedly, but what was there seemed to need to come up.


Composure regained, I stood up and looked around, wiping my mouth. I was back in the clearing where I’d met Senia . . . and there she was, walking towards me. She was dressed differently, but she still had that suspicious look on her face. More importantly, she was pointing her bow and arrow at me.


‘I wondered if you’d reappear,’ she said.


‘I . . . disappeared?’


She nodded.


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘That was . . . I didn’t do it on purpose.’


‘My theory was right,’ said Senia.


‘Theory?’


‘That you’d reappear today.’


‘Today? You mean . . . what do you mean? How long have I been gone?’


‘A day. Twenty-four hours exactly.’


What. The. Shit. I shook my head. ‘I . . . I’m sorry. I really haven’t got a clue what’s going on. I’m as confused as you probably are . . .’ I frowned. ‘Hold on . . . why did you come back?’


Senia looked baffled. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean . . . I appeared out of nowhere, accidentally knocked down a tree, said a lot of weird nonsense, then disappeared. Weren’t you freaked out?’


‘“Freaked out”?’ She said it as though she’d never heard the phrase, which I guessed was plausible.


‘You know. Scared?’


‘A bit. Hence . . .’ She nodded at her weapon.


I laughed. ‘What, did you think I was a demon or something?’


She gave me an impressively sarky look. ‘What do I look like? Some sort of primitive?’


Ouch. Is it OK to say ‘primitive’ like that?


Maybe they don’t have PC in this world.


‘To be fair,’ I said, ‘you’re the one pointing the bow and arrow.’


Senia took a few seconds to think, then lowered her bow. ‘Seemed sensible.’


‘Probably. So . . . why did you come back?’


‘Mysterious boy appears and vanishes minutes later?’ Senia smiled properly for the first time since I’d met her. ‘Then reappears at the same time the next day? It’s like a story! Why wouldn’t I come back?’


Ordinarily that might have made me laugh, but it just made me hear Freeman’s voice in my head, sneering about stories. It reminded me how pathetic he’d made me feel. How he’d taken something I loved and . . .


Forget it. Forget him.


For now.


Also . . .


Hold on—


‘Aaah!’ I jumped to my feet and Senia recoiled in shock, one hand going instinctively towards her arrows.


‘What?’ she said. ‘What’s the matter?’


I’d felt something. It prickled the back of my neck, disturbing my blood, like a pebble tossed into a lake. A force, beneath everything else. Power.


It was going to happen again.


‘I’m going to disappear,’ I said. ‘I can feel it coming.’


‘Could you feel it before?’


‘No, this is the first time . . . and I’m not going again. Screw this. I’ve had enough.’ I gritted my teeth and gripped the ground with my bare feet, feeling the grass, the solidity beneath, thinking no. I concentrated on the trees and the sky around me. I was in charge and I wanted to stay here. I’m in charge.


I’m in charge of me.


I could feel it, though. Like a current, when you swim out further than you should have, that inexorable tug, pulling you where it wants you to go. I could feel no design underneath, no personality, no emotion. Just the tug.


Maybe it was natural, after all.


That scared me a lot more than the idea that someone had been doing it to me.


I felt myself begin to fade.


No. Not going. NOT GOI—


 


OK. Maybe going.


I was still physical, which was a relief, but I wasn’t in Senia’s world anymore. I was standing on the beach in the cave of shimmers, a tiny speck in their vast, scarlet citadel of alien rock. The lake, which should have been a deep, dream-like blue, glowing with unknowable life, was black sludge, and the cave was thick with a repulsive smell of rotting and wrongness. It made me gag.


So they are dead.


I was sorry. It was awful. I hoped there were more of them, somewhere.


But I hadn’t killed them. I hadn’t meant for them to come to any harm.


Just as they hadn’t meant for any harm to come to my world.


So I owed them nothing, at least not for now.


I closed my eyes and thought back.


Back to the other world.


Back to the clearing.


I pictured the grass, the trees, the sky. I pictured Senia. I brought back the smell, the temperature, the taste of the air.


Recalled the conversation we’d been having.


Tried to find cracks between here and there, cracks into which I could slip psychic fingers, prise open a doorway . . .


Concentrated so hard that my temples began to pulse.


But nothing happened.


‘Damn it,’ I said. ‘OK, whoever you are, how about—’









Chapter Three


‘—you . . . show . . .’ OK.


Cold.


Sharp underfoot.


Hold on . . .


I was standing on a mound of rubble which, on closer inspection, was all that remained of one half of a building. The other half was still standing, just about, although it looked dangerously close to collapsing. Hanging off the edge of one partially destroyed floor was a huge framed photograph that I recognised. A black and white image of London.


This was the Kulich Gallery.


I lifted a few centimetres off the rubble to avoid getting shards in my bare feet and floated down to the ground. Looking up at the gutted building made my stomach turn. It was simultaneously more imposing than it had ever been – the exposed brickwork, girders and wood looked like the teeth of some primeval beast – and weirdly forlorn. Where before there had been an electrified fence of some kind there were now big, solid barriers, more than twice as tall as I was, with coils of razor wire connecting smart-looking CCTV cameras. I couldn’t see what lay beyond.


Is this home?


The building was obviously familiar, but after what I’d just been through I didn’t want to assume that I was back in the right world. Maybe something similar had happened in a different one.


It feels like home.


I couldn’t trust that, though. I rose up to peer over the barriers and saw two more layers of fences, some of which looked to be electrified, and plenty more viciously sharp razor wire. And beyond that . . .


I barely managed to stop myself before I hit the ground.


OK, deep breath.


Try again.


I floated shakily back up and looked again. Fences . . . razor wire . . . cameras . . . and then the river Thames, criss-crossed with bridges, some brand-new, some only halfway to ­completion . . .


And then the skyline.


A new skyline.


‘This can’t be home.’ Saying it out loud felt safer than just thinking it. It meant that I believed it. Or that it sounded like I believed it, at least.


I’d seen plenty of devastation, but it had all been under cover of darkness, lit by otherworldly lightning and the glow of explosions. In a way, it hadn’t seemed real. Now, in the light of day, it was like a boot in the gut. Many of the buildings were smashed husks, encased in protective webs of scaffolding and bridged by the arms of huge cranes, but some had already been fixed, to the point of being unrecognisable. Brand-new edifices of shining chrome and glass, like someone had plonked new buildings in there . . . even Big Ben had a new face. Similar, but different.


Different . . . like, why?


Either make it the same or . . .


I shook my head. More information needed. I zipped up and over the layers of fences and touched down on cracked concrete. It was, at a guess, February, and a raw breeze rustled its way under my pathetic hospital pyjamas. I looked down at them, ill-fitting around my legs and ending well above my ankles, and at my bare feet, which were pretty filthy at this point. ‘Wow,’ I said. ‘What a state.’ I giggled. It wasn’t a healthy sound.


Right.


Come on.


Let’s go.


I walked away from the gallery towards the street where we’d once parked my parents’ car, with an Angel Group heavy locked in the boot. Last time I’d seen that car I’d been psychically hurling it at a huge slimy monster. It felt like mere hours ago . . . but it also didn’t. I didn’t really know how long ago it felt like. I didn’t even really know how I felt generally. I was making a major effort to keep calm, to breathe normally, to think clearly, to be in the now. What was I doing right now? I was trying to find more information. For the moment, all that other stuff, other universes, other Stanlys, it all had to go in a brain box, locked away, along with Eddie and Kloe and Tara and Freeman and everyone, everything, else.


There were no cars on this road, but as I walked I saw that vehicles were passing across the junction at the end. Some of them looked normal, old, dented, rusty, but some looked . . . new. Generally bigger and shinier, but more streamlined too. Some of the traffic lights were also different. Curved and grey, rather than boxy and black.


I don’t like what I’m seeing.


A high mechanical whistling noise made me look up, just as something white zipped overhead, travelling incredibly fast. It looked familiar.


Drone?


I turned on the spot, looking around, checking the different corners of sky that I could see from here. Sure enough, there were more: sleek shapes, smaller than the ones I’d encountered in the past, zipping here and there, keeping a watchful eye.


I really don’t like what I’m seeing.


I kept walking, emerging a few moments later on a street lined with businesses. Shops, cafés. Normal places. There were a lot of boarded-up buildings and several that were still basically ruins, propped up by scaffolding, but many were open. People were buying things. They were eating.


Where—


No—


WHEN—


NO—


I spun to my right, looking wildly around for someone to speak to. A middle-aged woman had just stepped out of a nearby shop and her eyes widened as she clocked me, her grip tightening on her shopping bags. I imagined I looked pretty terrifying, boggle-eyed and messy-haired in my hospital getup, stinking and shoeless.


‘Excuse me!’ I said. ‘What’s the date, please?’


The woman squinted at me. ‘You what? It’s Tuesday . . .’


‘No, the date, please.’


Not the kind of question you want from a stranger looking like me. ‘March,’ she said, nervously. ‘The fifteenth of March.’


Oh God.


Don’t do this to me.


‘No,’ I said. And as the next words came out of my mouth I suddenly felt weirdly light. This had to be a dream, surely? Nobody in real life ever had to say the words I was saying, did they? This conversation I’d seen endlessly repeated in films and television series, this clichéd time-travel bollocks? Even this, telling myself that it had to be a dream, was so familiar. I was a dream me, or a fictional me wandering through a film version of my own life, some messed-up hyper-meta adaptation. Or whoever had taken me between universes was messing with me.


Surely.


‘No,’ I said again. ‘I mean . . . what year.’


Haha.


Still in a story.


Always a story.


‘Are you all right, love?’ The woman, to her credit, was looking more sympathetic than scared now.


‘Not even remotely. Please, what year is it?’


She said a year at me. I said it back at her. She said it again, but more slowly. I said it back at the same speed I’d said it before. I’ve never been the best at maths, but it still took an embarrassingly long time for me to work out how long it had been between the present as I understood it and the date I’d just been given.


I did realise, though, the penny dropping like a nuclear bomb, the mushroom cloud rising and spelling out the words MIND BLOWN in incandescent bubble writing, higher than the sky. Some time later I’d look back on this moment and think wow, wish I could have seen my face.


And her face when I vanished into thin air.


 


I fell to my knees on damp grass, body shaking, hyperventilating. Someone was speaking, using a girl’s voice, who? I couldn’t look up, just had to stare at the ground, ground, grounding – maybe if I hold on for a couple of hours I’ll stop shaking – ­gripping grass – alliteration – trying to think of any word but those two, don’t think of those words, please, just look at the glass, the grass even – oh God here it comes – and now I retched, hard, like I was going to lose some organs. There didn’t seem to be anything else that could come out at this point.


F—


No.


The voice, I realised, was Senia’s. She was asking me what was wrong. What could she do. What was the matter. Her voice was far away, muffled, echoing . . .


Can’t say.


Fi—


NO—


FIVE YEARS.


Oops.


Let myself think it.


I started to laugh. My body was fluctuating between feeling terribly heavy, so heavy, and utterly weightless, feathery, buoyant. I straightened up – not flying right though haha – and fell backwards in superduperultraslowmotion, down down down onto the grass—


 


No, not grass. Something hard. And wow. Noise. My hearing rushed back into my ears, bringing with it a cacophany of car horns, shouting, sirens. I sat up. I was on the bonnet of a car at the intersection where I’d been moments – hours days FIVE YEARS – ago. The road ahead was full of sleek police cars and black jeeps – recognise those ’cept ooh they’re a bit different – and people in uniforms. Police uniforms. And . . . other uniforms. Smart, black. White As on the shoulders, like epaulettes. I swivelled and jumped off the bonnet of the car, landing unsteadily in the road – ow my feet – with the car’s horn blaring at me, the driver gesticulating, shouting. A helicopter chugged overhead, flanked by a whole squad of white torpedo-like drones.


What is happening, please?


Voices. People with megaphones, shouting. Presumably at me. ‘Stay where you are!’ Guns cocked. Not everyone had guns, though. Some of the people in the black uniforms were just staring at me. Concentrating. I could feel power.


Empowered?


Empowered . . . police?


(Stanly.)


I spun. The voice was in my head . . . and I knew who it was.


Lauren.


She was standing a little way away, her hair shorter, dark mahogany. Dyed. Looks nice.


What a thought to be having right now.


She was wearing one of those uniforms too, except the As on her shoulders were shiny and gold rather than white, and standing behind her was another woman, younger, twenty maybe, tall, black, her hair pulled back in a dark bob. She wore a similar uniform and seemed worryingly ready to attack . . .


Lauren wasn’t, though. She was reaching out to me, smiling a reassuring smile.


(It’s all right.)


Her voice in my head. Soothing. Like a warm sponge. Lilac scented. That’s what calm felt like. Actual calm. Not weird numbness. Everything else, the voices, the noise, seemed to have melted away.


‘Lauren . . .’


‘It’s OK,’ she said. ‘You’re all right. You need to come with me.’


‘Is this the right world?’


‘Yes.’


‘Prove it.’


She spoke, but in my head again. (You’re home. I promise. A lot of time has gone by, but this is your home.)


‘I said prove it!’ I bellowed the last two words without meaning to and with them came a wave of raw power. The car I’d landed on jerked a foot backwards. Police stumbled. Fingers tightened on triggers. The other young woman moved towards me, but Lauren barred her way with one outstretched arm and she reluctantly hung back.


‘Nobody fire!’ Lauren yelled. Her voice was so commanding. I wasn’t used to it. ‘That is a direct order! Nobody does anything without my say-so!’ She was talking to me at the same time, in my brain. It was confusing. (Nailah told you about me. When we first met, I saved you from a soldier. Down an alley. Then you stayed with me. I cooked chicken. We practised with our powers. I played the piano. We travelled to meetings via the Tube. And once via the sewers. Then we carried out the attack, and . . . it went wrong. I got hooked up to the machines. You saved me.)


No.


‘No,’ I said. ‘NO—’


 


Grass. I fell gratefully down, flat on my arse. It was dry again now. I looked around. Senia was there at the edge of the clearing, running towards me. ‘Stanly! Are you all right? Where did you go?’


She stopped a few feet away. I must have scared her before. Of course I scared her.


‘Home.’ The word sounded odd in my mouth. Like when you say a word loads of times and it loses all meaning, except I’d only said it once. ‘What happened? From your point of view?’


‘This is the fourth time you’ve appeared,’ said Senia. ‘The fourth day. Last time, yesterday, you were in shock . . .’


Yesterday? That was . . . like . . . ten minutes ago . . .


‘Then I disappeared again?’


She nodded. ‘And reappeared again today. Same time of day again. I was really worried.’


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘This is all . . . it’s intense. Like . . .’


‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I can’t imagine what it must be like . . .’


Haha.


Neither can I.


‘Five years.’ I’d already said the words multiple times. Thought them multiple times. But now, saying them out loud . . . that made them true.


I closed my eyes, clutched my head—


 


‘There he is!’


My eyes flew open. I was back in the street, at the centre of the horrible chaos, police sirens and bright lights and helicopters and shouting, and Lauren was there, and that other woman, but before I could speak I felt something sharp in my neck and for about four seconds I felt incredibly stoned . . .


Then . . .


Then . . .


 


Elsewhere


It seemed as though the flowers should have been wilting, but they stayed tall and bright, mocking the sombre room with their colours and perfume. The lady lying on the white bed, leaf-like hands flat on her blanketed stomach, something that could have been a smile painted weakly on her mouth with feather-light brush strokes, was too far away to notice them, but to the old man sitting next to her bed they were a chorus of insults. A rainbow-coloured choir of disobedient children, heartlessly intruding on this private, painful moment.


His hands shook and several of the flowers fell to the ground, severed at their stalks. His eyes flickered to the remaining flowers and they recoiled, shrivelling to dead brown skeletons.


The old man looked from the dead flowers to the lady on the bed and forced himself to respect her wishes.


Forced himself to let her go.


And, quietly, she died, comfortable and content and so far away.


The old man felt her pass, and wept. He wept for a long time, quietly and with dignity, the way elderly people do, and with every tear the dead flowers decayed further. By the time he had stopped crying they were barely more than dust.


He stood up and bent over the old lady. He whispered something in her ear, kissed her cheek, stroked her hair and turned unsteadily to the window. Then he closed his eyes and did to himself what she hadn’t let him do to her. His skin flattened itself, absorbing its own wrinkles, re-distributing and removing them. Liver spots and other blemishes faded. He straightened up and muscles began to re-assert their dominance. Inside, his bones and organs changed, shrugging off decay and illness and decrepitude, and his sunken eyes began to shine again with youth. The process hurt. He could have stopped it from hurting but he chose not to.


The young man reached into his bag and removed a change of clothes. As he changed, he refused to look at the old lady in the bed. He had only ever seen her with old eyes. Now his eyes were young again and their memory of her would be as she had been. Young and smiling. Running. Alive.


The young man stepped out of the room just as a nuse arrived. He had seen her every day for weeks. ‘Thank you for looking after her,’ he said, with a smile. The quality of the smile was the only thing that might have suggested his real age.


The nurse’s face creased in confusion. ‘I’m sorry . . . who are you?’


‘No-one. Goodbye.’ The young man turned and walked away and the nurse stood shaking her head, certain that she must have seen him before.









PART TWO









Chapter Four


I felt myself begin to wake up, consciousness and unconsciousness still sloppily intertwined. I had a vague memory of cars . . . police . . . a clearing . . .


A cabin in the woods . . .


And . . .


Oh no.


I sat up, felt sick and lay straight back down again. I was on a hospital bed in a small private room, hooked up to various machines by long wires and sticky pads, surrounded by a general computer-ish hum and rhythmic bleeps and bloops that presumably represented my current physical state. Didn’t sound too bad.


Must be faulty.


Sitting in a chair next to the bed was Lauren. She had short hair and wore black.


‘Right,’ I said, groggily, throat dry, voice cracking. ‘Not a dream, then.’


‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’


Ignoring the nausea, I pulled myself into a sitting position and took a proper look around the room. Sickly green curtains drawn across the only window. One wall dominated by a wardrobe, the other by a huge painting of a serene tropical beach. For some reason, I felt as though there should have been dead flowers, an old man . . . what? An old who?


Dream?


Dream . . .


Like this isn’t.


I glanced down at my arms. ‘What’s—’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Lauren. ‘We needed to monitor you, that’s all. Make sure there were no adverse effects from the shimmers. Or from the tranquiliser.’


‘Cheers for that, by the way.’


‘We had to take you down quickly. I wasn’t sure that powers would be enough.’


‘And were there any adverse effects?’


‘No.’


Good to know.


‘We also removed the bullet we found in your shoulder,’ said Lauren.


‘Oh.’ I glanced down at my shoulder. There was no sign that there had ever been a bullet in it. ‘Actually forgot about that. Thanks.’ I coughed. ‘How long have I been unconscious?’


‘Almost a day,’ said Lauren. ‘Seems as though you needed the sleep.’ She smiled suddenly, as though she’d lost control of her face. ‘Sorry, but . . . it’s so strange. You don’t look a day older.’


‘Yeah.’ There was a dispenser of water next to my bed and I poured a cup and sipped.


Lauren pursed her lips uncomfortably and her eyes fell to her lap. ‘Sorry.’


I lay back again. My body felt so heavy, like a big bag of wet mash. ‘So the world didn’t end.’


‘No.’


‘What happened?’


‘Shortly after you left us . . . maybe an hour . . . the monsters just faded away. Like they were never even there. It was eerie. They did some damage in the meantime . . . but it could have been worse.’


‘Well,’ I said. ‘That’s good.’ That is good. Sound like you mean it. ‘There was . . . I remember there was another big one. Did it . . .’


‘It’s been in and out of my nightmares ever since,’ said Lauren. ‘But we got it. It was sort of . . . stuck, halfway between, like the big green one. If it had been properly mobile . . . doesn’t bear thinking about.’


I nodded. ‘How is everyone?’


‘Everyone?’


Don’t make me go Gary Oldman on you. ‘You know. Kloe, Tara, Sharon, Daryl. Skank. Connor. Everyone.’


‘I don’t know where Kloe is, I’m afraid,’ said Lauren. ‘I know she was OK, she survived, but that’s all I know. Everyone made it.’


Apart from Eddie. Tears were queuing up for entry but I turned down their applications with extreme prejudice. ‘What about Nailah? And my parents?’


‘Nailah is fine too, yes. And as far as I know, so are your parents.’


How would she even know?


She’s probably just trying to make me feel better.


It seemed as though a subject change might be appropriate. ‘So you work for the Angel Group?’


‘It’s Angelcorp now.’


‘Really.’


‘Yes.’


‘Really?’


‘Really.’


‘Terrible name.’


‘It wasn’t my idea.’


‘Just awful.’


‘Like I said, it wasn’t . . .’


‘Whose idea was it, then?’ I asked. ‘Freeman? He’s in charge, I presume?’


She nodded.


I closed my eyes and gripped the sides of my limp, spongy mattress. Don’t psychically trash the room, demand to know where Freeman is, then fly to wherever he is and kill him.


Yet.


‘Stanly?’


Freeman’s in charge.


Freeman won.


‘I’m surprised,’ I said.


‘Surprised?’


‘That I didn’t come back to a full-on fascist police state. Sirens and searchlights and huge Big Brother-style posters of his face. Stormtroopers patrolling the streets, tasering dissidents. Although the drones gave me pause . . .’


Lauren looked confused. ‘Well, the drones are necessary . . . but why would you expect a fascist police state?’


I opened my eyes. ‘You what? Well, it’s Freeman isn’t it? We are talking about the same genocidal maniac, aren’t we? Or is this just a hilarious misunderstanding?’


Also, the drones are ‘necessary’? Wut wut WUT?


‘Genocidal maniac?’ Lauren frowned. ‘He’s not . . . I’m sorry, I really don’t know what you mean.’


I was momentarily deafened by the clang of an awful penny dropping.


She doesn’t know.


‘Um,’ I said. ‘I . . . I think maybe my brain’s a bit smushed. From everything. Maybe it was a dream I had . . . sorry. Forget it. Babbling.’


Lauren still looked confused, but she nodded. ‘All right . . . well. Yes, he’s in charge. He took control of Angelcorp shortly after the monsters disappeared. Put procedures in place, processes, policies. Made speeches. Helped to soothe people’s panic, the trauma . . .’


Trauma he was responsible for . . .


If she doesn’t know . . . does anyone?


‘What happened?’ asked Lauren. ‘Between you and him?’


‘He hasn’t told you?’


‘It’s classified,’ said Lauren. ‘And I got the impression that it was . . . difficult for him to talk about.’


Ha! Ha! My aching sides.


‘To be honest,’ I said, ‘it’s all a bit blurry. Cos of the shimmers, maybe? Or travelling back . . . scrambled brain . . . anyway, you were saying? After it was all over?’


She didn’t believe my amnesia story, I could tell – possibly because it was painfully, laughably transparent – but she sighed and carried on. ‘It was so strange . . . once we were sure that the monsters weren’t coming back, that the atmospheric disturbances had stopped, obviously we had to rebuild. Not a small job. And people needed to heal . . . also not easy, with all this new knowledge, superpowers, monsters . . . things were on a knife edge. I thought there would be rioting, complete collapse . . . but there wasn’t. Well. Some rioting. But . . . anyway. Freeman helped the captured empowered to recuperate, to integrate, and spearheaded the rebuilding campaign, in partnership with them.’


‘With the empowered? They agreed to work for the Angel Group? After everything they did to them?’ I can’t believe I’m hearing this.


‘More of them had volunteered than we thought,’ said Lauren. ‘To be hooked up to the machines, I mean. And the others . . . well, there were some who wanted no part of it. Some, it turned out, had been captured because they were dangerous. And . . .’


‘What happened to them? The dangerous ones?’


Lauren fidgeted uncomfortably in her chair. ‘They . . . they’re safe. And people are safe from them.’


Jesus. That doesn’t sound ominous.


‘Without Freeman’s leadership,’ said Lauren, obviously keen to skip past this bit, ‘and Angelcorp’s knowledge and resources, London would still be in ruins. I mean, there’s still lots to do. But it looks a lot better than you’d expect. The amount of rebuilding that’s already been done should have taken ten, fifteen years. We’ve done it in less than six.’


Five and a half, if we’re being nitpick-y. ‘Good for you.’


‘Angelcorp—’


‘Can you just call them the Angel Group? For my benefit?’


‘OK. Sorry. The Angel Group is part of the government now. Officially.’


‘What? Like a political party?’


‘Not exactly. It exists as a kind of . . . organisational framework. Law enforcement, transport, most of the big reconstruction projects, it’s all co-ordinated by them. The government is in charge, of course, but Angelcorp is involved with practically every aspect of the decision-making process.’


‘And people are happy with that?’


‘People didn’t have much choice,’ said Lauren. ‘The country was traumatised after the Collision. The world was.’


‘The Collision?’


‘The term we generally use. To describe what happened. You know. Two worlds colliding . . .’


‘Oh.’ Bit generic.


‘Anyway, Angelc . . . the Angel Group stepped in and got on with it. Things are a lot better than we could have hoped for.’


‘Fair enough.’ Or not. In fact, absolutely totally entirely ludicrously far from fair enough.


‘You have to bear in mind, Stanly, that they were pretty heavily involved with things behind the scenes before,’ said Lauren. ‘It’s just that it’s all out in the open now. And there’s been surprisingly little resistance. Obviously not everybody’s happy with it, but—’


I should bloody hope not. ‘What about Morter Smith?’ I said, suddenly remembering that joyful old pal o’ mine. ‘Did he survive?’


‘He’s still around, yes.’


‘Working for Freeman?’


She nodded.


That made no sense, from several angles. Except . . . maybe it did. In fact, it probably filled in a major blank. Freeman must have used his powers on everyone. Made them forget. That was the only explanation, no way in hell would Morter Smith have agreed to work for him otherwise. ‘Well,’ I said. ‘Nice to know murderous torturers and psychopaths get let off the hook if they can compromise with upper management.’


‘What can I say,’ said Lauren. ‘I don’t have much to do with Smith . . .’


‘Lucky you.’ I closed my eyes. Surely I was still dreaming? Still slumbering softly in that ethereal blue living lake? The shimmers had just got bored projecting my little forest paradise, tired of me flying with Tara, laughing with Kloe, singing under imaginary stars. They were having some twisted fun with me.


Surely . . .


‘I’m so sorry you have to go through this,’ said Lauren.


‘What? Come back to a topsy-turvy nightmare version of my world that I have no place in? Pfft. All in a day’s work.’


‘It must seem overwhelming,’ said Lauren. ‘But when you’ve been here for a little while, seen how well things are going . . . there could be a place for you here. There is.’


‘I need to see Kloe,’ I said. ‘I need to find her.’


‘Stanly . . .’


‘She’ll have waited for me.’


‘She—’


‘She will. She will have waited.’ I tried to fight the thought that was lurking. The knowledge. The truth.


That . . .


No.


Almost six years.


She’d be nearly twenty-four.


Of course she wouldn’t have waited.


Wouldn’t she?


‘Please, Lauren,’ I said. ‘Before I do anything else, before this goes any further . . . I need to know where she is. Please.’


‘OK. I’ll see what I can do.’ She got up and left the room and I lay there staring at the picture of the ocean, wishing myself there. Some dream ocean where nothing mattered, or maybe an ocean in a different universe, where none of the pain and confusion of this one could follow me. No people. No monsters. Just me and the sea.


No. Come on, kid. While she’s gone, while we’re having a break from earth-shattering revelations, let’s absorb. Think. Review the story so far.


OK. I needed to at least vaguely rationalise all the crap that had been chucked at me. The fact that I felt like I could do that was a minor miracle, or at the very least implied some severe emotional issues on my part.


Oh well. Waste not want not.


So I was back. I didn’t know how, but someone was responsible. All that, however, the travelling, the other worlds, the other Stanlys, Senia’s world, that was going on the back burner. There was nothing to be done about it for now. I needed to deal with what was right in front of me. Compartmentalise.


Hopefully I won’t disappear again.


Or maybe hopefully I will.


One of my main concerns, at this point, was that I was probably in a lot of danger. Freeman wouldn’t have been expecting this. He’d probably happily – delightedly – resigned himself to the idea that he’d never see me again. He wasn’t going to be happy to find that I’d materialised unexpectedly in his new world, without the benefit of five and a half years of therapy and meditation to process my feelings towards him.


Or, y’know, mind control.


I had to assume that I was the only person who knew the extent of what he’d done. That put a fairly large target on my back.


So for now, I needed to keep it all to myself. Next to me, Daryl had known the most, and Freeman hadn’t had him bumped off. That suggested that he’d messed with everybody’s memories. Surely that was the only thing that would have stopped Connor from breaking the sonofabitch in half with his bare hands, stopped Daryl from tearing out his jugular a second time?


At least their ignorance meant that they were safe. I couldn’t jeopardise that; what I knew was far too dangerous.


Although maybe it could work in my favour? If, as far as everyone knew, there was no reason for Freeman to want to harm me, then perhaps he wouldn’t? Killing me could draw suspicion . . .


So maybe I could make a deal with him.


If I don’t decide to just murder the shit out of him, that is.


Jeez Louise. This is all a bit much.


Lauren came back after about twenty minutes and I could immediately tell that she didn’t want to pass on what she’d found out. ‘What?’ I said.


‘I made some calls.’


‘And?’


‘Kloe is fine. She lives in America.’


America. Wow.


‘She’s at Harvard.’


Harvard. Wow.


‘She . . . she lives with . . .’


‘A boyfriend.’


‘I think so. A John—’


‘I don’t need to know his name, Lauren.’ My guts felt like they were full of living shrapnel, gleefully churning everything up, slicing intestines and organs, mincing and dicing. ‘Fucking hell. Why would I want to know his name?’


‘Stanly, I’m—’


‘Can you go away for a bit, please? Just . . . leave me alone.’


‘OK. Call if you need anything.’


Call if I need anything.


LOL.


She left the room and I fell apart, because what else was I going to do.









Chapter Five


Some time later, God knew how long, Lauren came back with a tray of food. I’d cried myself dry – and hungry – so I accepted it silently and ate.


‘Do you mind if I stay?’ she asked, gently replacing the picture on the wall and pushing the wardrobe back into place.


I shook my head. The food was good, for hospital slop.


‘Do you want to know about the others?’ She closed the curtains, retrieved her chair from the other side of the room and sat down.


I nodded.


‘Your parents are both alive. I checked just now. They live in Tref-y . . . how do you pronounce it? Your old town?’


‘Tref-y-Celwyn.’ I was glad they were alive, so glad that it made me warm. Whether or not I was going to seek them out was another matter entirely.


Surely they’d want to know you’re alive?


‘And everyone else?’


‘All in London,’ said Lauren. ‘We tried to recruit them but they said no. Too painful, I think, after everything.’


Hmm.


‘They’re all active, though. Integration, rebuilding communities, getting things moving again, it’s been complicated, as you can imagine. Sharon and Connor are involved with several big projects. Helping people recuperate, getting businesses going, putting lives back together.’


Good for them.


‘Tara still lives with her foster parents,’ said Lauren. ‘That’s about all I know.’


Tara . . .


Shit on a Balrog.


‘Sixteen,’ I said. ‘She’s sixteen.’


Too weird.


Also, I’m going to need to have a word with those foster parents.


‘What about Skank and Daryl?’ God, I wanted to see Daryl so much. If anyone could help me through this, it was him. Lauren was doing her best, but behind her reasonable voice and business-like manner, there was a haunted emptiness. No matter how hard she tried to hide it, it was in her eyes, like she knew she’d been compromised. Like part of her had given up.


‘110th Street was destroyed,’ she said. ‘Skank didn’t rebuild it. Daryl lives with him, actually.’ The thought of Daryl and Skank sharing a flat actually made me smile, which felt like a foreign concept, but one I could maybe learn to enjoy again, at some point in the far-flung future. Yeah, round about the heat death of the universe.


‘And Nailah?’


‘Also in the city. She runs a small independent newspaper. Mostly online, but they have a limited print run too. It’s good stuff. Not exactly friendly to Angelcorp, but . . .’


‘Cool.’ I finished eating and put the tray on the table by my bed. ‘By the way, where am I?’


‘A private Angelcorp clinic. North London.’


‘Is there a shower?’


‘Yes.’


She showed me the shower and gave me my privacy. It felt like I’d never showered before, and I spent a long time in there. It was, to state the blindingly obvious, cleansing. And when I cried again, my tears just became one with the water, which made it easier.


When I emerged there were clothes waiting for me: a pair of grey jeans, a white T-shirt, a black zip-up hoody and some skate shoes. There was also a toothbrush and toothpaste. I dried and dressed, grateful to be rid of hospital pyjamas – my disgusting five-year-old ones had thoughtfully been replaced with fresh new ones, but it still wasn’t a look I was massively keen on.


I turned and caught sight of myself in the mirror and it gave me a jolt.


Who the hell is that guy?


Like . . . literally? Who?


Superhero, said one of the many voices in my head, in about the most contemptuous sneer my psyche could muster.


I gave my reflection an acid smile and brushed my teeth.


Lauren was waiting back in my little room. ‘Thanks for the clothes,’ I said. ‘Did you pick them?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good picking.’ She’d chosen clothes for me before, years ago.


Yeah, it’s like poetry, sort of, they rhyme.


Shut UP.


What’s wrong with your braiiiiin.


‘Good.’ Lauren looked nervous. ‘Um . . . Stanly . . .’


‘If that was you about to offer me a phone, and maybe a taxi, then yes please to all of the above.’


‘Not exactly,’ said Lauren. ‘First, I really need to know how you came back.’


‘Dunno. You don’t have to worry about monsters, though. The shimmers are all dead.’ I told her an abridged version of the story, leaving out most of the specifics of the other worlds. She was clearly fascinated, but I clearly wasn’t up for an extensive post-mortem and she didn’t push.


‘So you can rest easy,’ I said. ‘No apocalyptic entourage. Were there any shimmers left behind here?’


‘We’ve never found any. We assumed they all retreated to their own world.’


Wow. So they are all gone.


‘I want you to know that I tried to get you out,’ said Lauren. ‘I agitated for years for us to work on a method of breaking back through to get you.’


‘I imagine Freeman wasn’t keen.’


‘He said it was too dangerous.’


‘He was right. But thanks anyway.’


Lauren nodded, suddenly uncomfortable again.


‘Have you told him I’m back?’


‘I haven’t been able to get through,’ she said. ‘He’s not in the country at the moment, I think he’s in the States. But there’s every possibility that he’s found out anyway. He has eyes and ears everywhere.’


Well duh. I shrugged. ‘OK. Well . . . can I go then?’


Lauren chewed her lip. ‘I’m really not sure if I can, if I should, just let you out into the city . . .’


‘I see where you’re coming from, but I don’t see how you can stop me leaving if I want to. I’m fairly powerful, as you probably remember.’ So is she.


Yeah, but so am I.


‘I could stop you,’ said Lauren, mildly. ‘Quite easily.’


‘Are you going to?’


‘I don’t want to. But there are issues. You’re not registered, for one thing.’


‘Not what?’ I gave her the full force of my most incredulous eyes. ‘Empowered need to be registered now?’


‘Of course,’ said Lauren. ‘We need to keep track of who has abilities. It’s essential, if we want to maintain even a semblance of order.’


I didn’t like it, but it did make sense. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I guess I’ll pop down the post office at some point and pick up the relevant forms. For now, I’ll just tell anyone who asks to give you a ring. Now, are you going to answer my question?’


‘What question?’


‘Are you going to stop me?’


‘I don’t want to.’


‘That’s not an answer.’


‘I could, but—’


‘Go on, then.’ I moved towards the door.


(SIT DOWN ON THE BED.)


Her voice was in my head, as it had been before, but amplified to a massive extent. It went right through me, booming and deep, straight to my core, beyond, and before I could even consciously think about doing as she’d said – or disobeying – I was already sitting down on the bed. I frowned and stood up. ‘What the hell? Was that—’


(SIT DOWN.)


Once again, I heard her voice everywhere. Not just in my ears but in my mind, my chest . . . and, most importantly, in my limbs. It was as though the request had bypassed Stanly and gone straight to Stanly’s body. I frowned harder and tried to stand up, but Lauren thought-told me to stay sitting and I did so.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘Cute trick.’ It was something I knew, as well. Something I’d tried. Making soldiers sleep. Making people not notice me. This felt like a heavily levelled-up version, though, more like what I’d seen that other Stanly do. Stanly of the House of Bird.


I need this trick in my life.


‘Sorry,’ said Lauren. ‘But as I said before . . . there’s a lot that you’ve missed. There are more empowered now than there were before. They’re living out in the open, able to use their powers. Which brings new challenges, new obstacles. New battlegrounds.’


She sounds like a trailer voiceover.


‘Interesting.’ I stood up. ‘But now that I know what you’re doing, I guess I just need to keep my wits about me. Not let my guard down.’


Lauren smiled at my cockiness. ‘All right then. Sit down.’


She said it out loud but I still heard it in my head, and of course I obeyed. My frown became a scowl. ‘OK, I didn’t—’


‘Stand up.’


I stood up. ‘Enough. I’m getting pretty f—’


‘Don’t swear.’


‘—fudging tired of this.’ I had to laugh at that one.


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘You just . . . need to be careful.’


‘Clearly,’ I said. ‘If everyone can just mind control everyone now, it’s got to be chaos out there.’


‘It’s not as easy as I made it look,’ said Lauren. ‘In fact, it’s among the hardest psychic skills to learn, let alone master. Brains do not like to be told what to do by other brains, they reject it on a basic level. So it’s a challenge. I’ve actually been quietly bypassing your defences for several minutes, I didn’t just do it instantly on the spot.’


‘Well, I suppose that’s sort of good news. Mega creepy, though. Any tips?’


‘It’s much harder to do to a fellow empowered. Non-empowered are much more vulnerable.’


Freeman managed to get you though, didn’t he? ‘Right,’ I said. ‘Again, super creepy, but makes sense. I’m empowered, though. Pretty majorly. So . . .’


‘It’s also easier to do to someone you already have some sort of connection with. Personal, mental . . .’


OK. A hat-trick of creepy.


I wonder how many relationships have been totally ruined by this fun new pastime.


‘Well,’ I said, ‘cheers. I’ll bear all that in mind. Now can I go?’


‘You can,’ said Lauren. ‘But there’s one more important thing we should discuss before you go out.’


‘Of course there is.’


‘It’s . . . a big thing.’ She sat down.


Jesus.


What’s she going to tell me?


Is someone pregnant?


Is there some sort of official league of superheroes?


Is Firefly back on air?


I perched on the edge of the bed, of my own accord this time. ‘Go on.’


‘The official story,’ said Lauren. ‘About what happened . . . that night. When the monsters came. It’s different from . . .’


‘From what actually happened?’ No way. I literally can’t believe it except I completely can.


She nodded. ‘Very few people knew the real circumstances. It made sense to keep certain details . . . off the record.’


‘What’s the story, then?’


Lauren laid it out as quickly as she could. The Angel Group had been working with the empowered to stop the monsters coming through. It had been kept from the public for their own safety. There had been an accident, the specific details of which were classified. Monsters had come. Contingency measures had been put in place by various Angel Group personnel – and a few unnamed ‘good Samaritans’ – including Freeman, Morter Smith, Lucius and the dearly departed Pandora. Presto. New world order. My friends and I, to all intents and purposes, hadn’t been involved.


‘Lucius is still around, then?’ I said. ‘He wasn’t Freeman’s biggest fan, as I recall.’


‘He’s been one of his strongest advocates. He works for Angelcorp’s US division.’


Wow. Way to totally betray your religious principles Lucius, you dick.


Unless he mind-controlled you as well, I guess.


‘So what you’re basically saying is that if I’m going to go out into the world, I have to keep shtum about what really happened,’ I said. ‘Not that I can remember everything . . . blurry, like I said . . . but I shouldn’t waltz into pubs and restaurants or go on YouTube and announce myself as the saviour of humanity.’


‘Basically,’ said Lauren. ‘Also, be aware that I will be keeping tabs on you.’


‘Fine. Tab away.’


She reached into her pocket and handed me a very small, very shiny phone. ‘This is yours. It has all the relevant numbers in it. Mine, Skank’s, Sharon’s.’


‘Thanks.’ I stared at the phone, feeling about as weird as I, or possibly anyone in the history of humankind, had ever felt. Weirdness in my life was a pretty fierce curve – exponential? – but this took the weird biscuit, blended it up in a weird blender with some weird milk and weird ice cream and made a weird milkshake, which was then force-fed to me through a weird funnel and—


OK, brain, you can be quiet now.


In fact, take the rest of the day off, if you want.


‘The phone is your ID,’ said Lauren. ‘If anyone official asks, just show it to them. And there’s some cash in the wallet, although people mostly pay for things with their phones too. Just so you know, I will be pushing for Angelcorp to look after you and help you get on your feet. As far as I’m concerned, they owe you. The world owes you.’


‘Owes me.’ I snorted. ‘This whole thing is my fault.’


‘No it’s—’


‘Forget it,’ I said. ‘Thanks for the phone. I’m going to call . . .’ Not Sharon. Can’t speak to Sharon. Or Connor. Not yet. ‘Skank.’


‘Of course.’ Lauren stepped out and I successfully navigated the phone’s overly oblique touch screen menu and found Skank’s number.


Dialled.


Ring.


Ring.


‘Yes?’ Skank’s voice.


A pathetic croak from me.


‘Hello? Who is this?’


‘Skank,’ I said.


‘Yes? To whom am I speaking?’


‘Skank . . . it’s me.’


‘Who’s . . .’ He stopped abruptly. ‘Stanly?’


‘Yeah.’


‘But . . .’


‘Yeah.’


‘When . . . how . . .’


‘I’ll explain later. Promise. Is Daryl with you?’


‘He’s out at the moment . . .’


‘Can I come and see you guys? I’ll explain . . . but this is all a bit . . . kind of . . . peculiar. I need familiar faces.’


‘Of course, of course.’


‘Thanks. Text the address to this number, please. I’ll be there soon. And Skank?’


‘Yes?’


‘Don’t call anyone yet, please. Not Sharon, not Connor. Tell Daryl, if he gets back before I get there. But nobody else. I’m not ready yet.’


‘Of course.’


‘Thanks. See you in a bit.’


‘Yes . . .’


I hung up and a few seconds later something appeared. A swirly text. It looked as though it was supposed to link directly with whatever map software was loaded onto the phone. Lauren poked her head around the door. ‘You got through OK?’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘He sent his address.’ I handed her the phone and she did whatever needed to be done, although I imagined she probably knew the address already.


‘It’s quite a way from here,’ she said. ‘I’ll get a car for you.’


Part of me wanted to go by myself, fly or something, but another part of me, a more sensible part, knew that was a stupid idea. ‘OK.’


‘Are you ready to go now?’


God knows.


 


London looked different. I’d already known that, of course. But it also felt different. Familiar buildings in various states of reconstruction, the Thames criss-crossed with sleekly anonymous new bridges to replace those that had been smashed . . . it was all as you might imagine it to be, although that didn’t make it any easier to take in. Every now and then we’d pass a desiccated ruin, seemingly untouched but for some supportive scaffolding, and a chill would run up my spine as I imagined monstrous feet and fists caving in roofs.


Interestingly, the endless anonymous mirrored steel edifices that characterised central London seemed to be languishing at the bottom of Angelcorp’s list of priorities. Many had had temporary steel webs erected around them, but it seemed more as a safety measure to ensure they didn’t collapse – there were no work crews here. The busiest construction sites were around residential areas, shops, parks and transport links.


It was brighter than yesterday, warmer too, and our black executive car wound its way powerfully through the streets and over temporary roadways, following many, many diversions to avoid roads that had not yet been repaired. Our driver never once looked back and never said a word. The air conditioning was cool, the seats were some next-level leather, there was a TV and a fridge . . . the whole thing was too surreal to comprehend, which actually made it easier, in a way. I could just observe with a vaguely ironic feeling, smirking inwardly at how like totally bizarro everything was, yo. It meant that I didn’t really have to process what was going on.


I probed a little bit, trying to work out how much Lauren knew. As far as she was concerned, Maguire et al had received some vague information that we’d all been far too willing to misinterpret, and some that was simply inaccurate, and the whole thing had basically been a horrible misunderstanding. Freeman was in no way culpable. No, no, officer, ’e’s no villain, sir! He came up with the plan to end the Collision!


And I bravely volunteered to help. Yay for me.


I wondered if Freeman had immediately gone about the business of brainwashing my friends, or if they’d had time to consider striking back against him. It was all too creepy and infuriating for words, and hearing Lauren talk about my amazing sacrifice made me feel sick, so I decided to change the subject.


‘How long did it take to get things working again? For people to come back?’


‘Many never left. They didn’t have anywhere to go. Those who did . . . it took a while. It was challenging. Central London took most of the damage, as you can see. There was obviously some fallout elsewhere in the city, isolated pockets, but . . . well, nothing big made it out of the centre, anyway. Not before you stopped it.’


‘Right.’


‘It wasn’t just the physical damage, though,’ said Lauren. ‘It was psychological. I wasn’t sure the place was ever going to be operating again. It still hasn’t healed, obviously. And it took a lot of political manoeuvring to persuade any large businesses to touch the city with a bargepole. Pretty much all the really rich business people and property owners ran for it at the first sign of trouble, before the monsters even started to arrive, and many didn’t come back. A large contingent relocated to Birmingham, believe it or not. London is actually a more affordable place to live now. For, you know.’


‘Normal people?’


Lauren nodded and laughed. ‘Shame that it took an apocalypse for that to happen, but there you go.’ She looked out of the window for a moment before continuing. ‘But people feel an attachment to this city. A loyalty. It has so much history . . . and it’s not like huge swathes of it haven’t been destroyed and rebuilt in the past. This was slightly more . . . Biblical, I suppose. But I was still surprised.’


‘By what?’


‘People. I’ve always been pretty cynical about human nature, but people really pulled together to sort things out. Cleaned up. Helped each other. Everyone kept talking about the Blitz spirit . . . things aren’t perfect, far from it. But it’s better than anyone had any right to expect. And there have been wider changes. Throughout the UK . . . globally . . .’


Globally.


Woah.


‘Might have to wait a bit before I start delving into the global side of things.’ I watched a sleek new silver train glide over a bridge in the distance. Most of those I’d seen were the recognisably functional, cantankerous trains that I remembered, but this one looked like something from the future. ‘What about the empowered? You said there were more.’


‘Yes, lots more,’ said Lauren. ‘And not just those who were hooked up to the machines. New cases. The working theory is that all the otherworldly energy affected people’s brains. Stimulated the process that leads to powers developing. Scientists are still trying to work it out.’


‘What’s the new policy, then? Or is it still lock ’em up underground and hook them up to whatever machines you happen to need powering?’ It was unfair, but at the same time I sort of didn’t care.


‘No,’ said Lauren, patiently. ‘Many were recruited. Most of them, in fact. That’s partly why we managed to rebuild so fast. A combination of technology, money and superpowers. And sheer bloody-minded determination.’


Seems legit.


‘Some chose to reject the power,’ said Lauren. ‘Unsurprisingly. After what happened, some felt that they were unnatural. Or just a horrible reminder of stuff they wanted to forget. So they opted not to use them.’


Also fairly legit.


I had more questions, but I decided to wait. Plenty of time. Although part of the reason I’d started talking was to drown out my own thoughts, muffle them with questions. I was still a long way from accepting the idea that Kloe was no longer mine.
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