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      To you magical readers,

      who have put up with multiple platform changes,

      a weird fixation on tentacles,

      and far too many author asides.

      These stories wouldn’t exist without you.

      Thank you.
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            AN OPENING NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      In looking back at the first Oddly collection, I see that I started with “I don’t normally go in for forewords, or introductions, or prefaces or preludes or any of that stuff that happens before we get to the good bits.”

      Unfortunately, subsequent books seem to have proved me wrong, as it seems I often feel the need to ramble on about something or other, which may or may not be relevant to the book, and quite likely has no bearing on your (hopeful) enjoyment of it at all.

      But given that you can just skip this part should you wish (there are no penalties, and no one will feed you to the shed), I shall try to offer a small introduction for those who fancy it.

      Firstly, the majority of these stories have already been shared with (and are possible due to) the wonderful members of what is now The Familiar Society over on Circle. Their support has enabled me to write a brand new tale every month, and this collection is very much thanks to them. However, I have also popped a couple of extra, new ones in, and there is a final brand-new story to download from the link at the end of the book. It was meant to be included, but with true Kim style it grew and sprawled and crawled up the wall, and in the end I couldn’t squish it in. It would’ve made this volume way too full. So it awaits you at the end.

      Secondly, there are no rules as to how this book works. There’s no order to the stories, and in fact I haven’t even presented them in the order in which they were written. So feel free to dip in and out at your leisure, to choose what takes your fancy. The only exception is that the last three stories are linked, and do build on each other a little. But only a little.

      Thirdly … Well. There is no thirdly. Here are some stories, little snippets of worlds and lives and possibilities, glimpses of magic and mystery and mayhem, from me to you. I hope very much that you enjoy them.

      Just do watch the jam. Bad things can happen in the jam …

      

      
        
        Happy reading!

        Kim
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            SOMEONE DID SOMETHING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I often think I would like to write some sci-fi, then realise that I am not very clear on many technical details that are probably required for the whole ‘sci’ part. And also that all the proper sci-fi readers would likely be very displeased, because I would write things like this …
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        * * *

      

      Someone had done something.

      Of course they had. Someone always does something. If the history of sentient life can be boiled down to one phrase, it’s that: Someone did something.

      Usually something unwise, often something unexpected, and generally speaking always something unwelcome.

      Such was the life philosophy of Carolina Ruiz (Lina to her crew, bloody nightmare to her superiors in The Fleet, such as they were, and that woman to quite a lot of other people, usually embellished with some colourful language), who currently had her forehead resting against the nav console in the bridge and her hands set widely on either side of it.

      “Tell me again, Rikki,” she said.

      “The engines won’t work,” the young engineer said, fiddling with the neck of their overalls.

      Lina turned her head without lifting it, eyeing them. Rikki was new, but had come with impeccable references, other than the note that they didn’t integrate well. Lina wasn’t bothered by integrating – what that tended to mean was that some human captain didn’t like the fact their whole crew didn’t get down to ancient Earth music and stuff themselves with Sunday roasts. Or they had tails. People got really weird about tails.

      Rikki flicked their tongue nervously, testing the air, and Lina wondered what her stress pheromones tasted like. Oily, she imagined. It had been a busy week, what with the capture of four fugitive rock climbers in the orbit of Ephemeroptera (rock climbers being a slang term for smugglers of Blackpool rock, which had gained an astonishing value on the black market over the last century) and their delivery to the citrus orchards of Caelestra to work off their punishment; then refuelling in Tarsius, which had somehow turned into a chase for three illegally bred unicorn foxes (Tarsius being a known haunt of rogue geneticists); and finally the whole thing with the poker game in Numididae, in which her first officer Claudette had lost an eye. Lina looked at Claudette, who shrugged. She had a Band-Aid over the missing eye, which would be regenerating already. She could see fine out of the other six, anyway.

      Lina shifted her gaze back to her new engineer. “I rather gathered that the engines aren’t working, Rikki, love, based on the fact we’re currently drifting. My question is why, and how long until they will be?”

      “Right,” Rikki said. “Of course.” They fiddled in their pockets, coming out with a piece of string and some sockets, then put them away again. “Ah … I don’t know.”

      Claudette chortled. “Told you those new drives were a bad idea, Lina.”

      Lina went back to staring at the console from very close range. “Gloating doesn’t become you, Claud.”

      “Rubbish. I’m great at gloating. Aren’t I, Rikki?”

      “Um,” Rikki said, checking their pockets again as if there might be a good answer hidden inside.

      “Don’t harass the crew,” Lina said, pushing herself upright and rubbing a hand over her close-shaven head. “That’s why Steve left.”

      “No, you fired Steve because of the shark,” Claudette said.

      “There was that,” Lina admitted, and looked out at the void that surrounded the ship, pocked with the scattered glitter of distant suns and planets, and smeared with the paths of galaxies. At least the engines had chosen an empty bit to stop in. Although it was all pretty empty, Lina supposed. Non-travellers were always convinced that you spent the whole time thrashing through asteroid fields and having narrow escapes with black holes, but if that was happening on a regular basis you were a pretty poor pilot. Or had bought your charts from X’atat, which used inverted ratios and right-angled physics, and made no sense to anyone except X’atatians.

      “What shark?” Rikki asked.

      “Steve sneaked one on,” Claudette said. “Not big.” She waved vaguely. “A metre or so long, maybe.”

      Rikki blinked. “But why?”

      “That was Steve,” Claudette said cheerfully, and popped a couple of live crickets into the mouth on the back of her neck, still speaking out of the other. “Couldn’t have a mouse when a carnivorous boar rat would do.”

      “But on a ship …” Rikki trailed off, lifting their hands slightly. They were scaled and palely luminescent, colours rising and falling in them like a cuttlefish. “Where did he keep it?”

      “It was an air-shark,” Lina said. “Modded, you know. So it didn’t need water, and sort of wriggled about on its fins. Only then it couldn’t keep up with him, so Steve gave it some wheels, and it scooted into the bridge and bit a sodding customs agent. So I had to fire him on the spot or have the ship seized for a full investigation.”

      Rikki looked around as if wondering if the shark was still lurking in the corridors somewhere. “You’d have let him stay on otherwise?”

      “Not the shark,” Lina said. “Steve, maybe.”

      “He dropped hair a lot, though,” Claudette said. “It was gross.”

      “The shark?” Rikki asked, their eyes wide.

      “Steve.” They stared at each other, and Lina pulled her fluffy boots on.

      “Enough of this. Rikki, let’s go and see if we can figure out what’s happening with the engines.”

      “Together?”

      Lina grinned at them, a small, rounded woman with broad shoulders, wearing a floral housecoat with a tool belt strapped over it. “You’re not on The Fleet cruisers now, you know. We specialist services have broader job descriptions than you’re used to.”

      “And smaller budgets,” Claudette said, going back to gluing bits of the nav station back on. A rogue gremlin had bounced across it a few days ago and chipped pieces off everywhere. Lina wasn’t sure Claudette was getting all the bits back in the right places, but as long as it worked, it hardly mattered.
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        * * *

      

      Lina was still considering her someone’s done something life philosophy as she led the way through the narrow, metal-walled corridors of the ship, the floor plates clanking beneath her soft boots. She supposed it should be someone’s done something, or someone hasn’t done something that they really should have done, but that was a bit more of a mouthful. She had the feeling that life philosophies should be short and pithy, not that she was much of an expert in that.

      She was an expert in quite a lot of other things, though, which was why, even if her ship was currently being held together with duct tape and superglue, she was the least likely member of The Fleet to be pulled in front of her superiors (most of whom had been in test tubes when she already had her first command). And also why there were no questions asked over things like rogue sharks and missing eyes. She was just there, taking her miserly specialist’s ship budget and stashing her (now rather considerable) pay cheque away after each trip. She knew there were generals who’d kill for her salary, and would probably like a chance to try, but also that they’d never actually dare. She was an expert in not getting killed, too.

      So she picked and chose the jobs that interested her, made sure her crew had decent food and comfortable beds and enough cash to buy modded bloody sharks, and just got on with things, and The Fleet let her do so. Some new young lieutenant with creaky, barely worn boots had come on the ship a few tours back and suggested she must be thinking of retirement soon. She’d taken him as an unwilling guest on a couple of jobs, and the last she’d heard he was pouring clam juice martinis on Io.

      She glanced back at Rikki as she walked (the halls were too narrow to walk abreast) and said, “How’re you finding it, then? Everything okay?”

      “Um, yes?” they said.

      “You don’t sound very sure.”

      “No,” they agreed, and little pulses of pale blue alarm from their skin reflected off the walls around them.

      “Look, we’re not big and shiny, but you tell me what you need and I’ll get it,” Lina said.

      “Well, I can just do the requisition⁠—”

      “No. You tell me.”

      “Yes, Captain,” they said, a little squeak creeping into their voice.

      Lina stopped and examined her new engineer curiously. “What’s up? You’ve been on board for what, sixty days now?”

      “Sixty-three,” Rikki said, giving the impression they were counting them carefully.

      “How are you still this nervous? We can’t be doing with nervous. I told you, we all have wide job descriptions here. You’re going to need to get your hands dirty.”

      Rikki looked at their immaculate hands. “I’m okay with that.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Well …” They took a breath. “You have a … reputation.”

      Lina tipped her head. “Which one?”

      “Um …”

      “Does it relate to drinking, fighting, or shag⁠—”

      “No!” Rikki yelped. “No, not any of those. Work.”

      “Oh, right.” She shrugged. “That’s my least interesting reputation, really.”

      “Um … okay.” Rikki looked vaguely confused. Lina wasn’t sure (and it seemed a bit rude to ask), but she thought they might’ve been brought up in one of those morality farms. She hadn’t seen them touch a drop of alcohol, and anytime she or Claudette swore it was like disco lights on Rikki’s skin.

      Lina gave them the most encouraging smile she could manage. “Go on, then. What about my professional reputation is currently worrying you, and why?”

      They scrunched their face up, revealing a few rows of hefty teeth that would’ve made Steve’s shark a bit insecure, then said, “That it’s not, exactly. Professional, I mean.”

      Lina pressed one hand to her chest in mock horror. “Excuse me?”

      “I mean … I just … they said … and I … because …” Rikki’s skin was incandescent, drowning the low lighting of the corridor, and Lina looked around, impressed.

      “That’s beautiful, that is.”

      “What?” There were so many flashes of light on the engineer’s skin that Lina could barely look at them.

      “Calm down, poppet. Here’s the thing.” She leaned forward a little, as if to whisper a secret in the empty ship. “In very ancient Earth times, women like me were thought to be witches.”

      “Women like you?”

      “Older. A bit weird. Good at what we do. Disinclined to tolerate nonsense.” She grinned, wide and wolfish. “And The Fleet, you see, for all its all galaxies together and pretty wording and all that, is very much made up of the sort of people who still think women like me are …” She considered it. “Unwanted. Unnecessary. So they say things about me. Whisper behind my back. Tell stories to scare the children. Like you.” She winked at them. “And they send me out here where they don’t have to look at me. Keep me out of the way.”

      Rikki blinked at her. “But doesn’t that upset you?”

      Lina chuckled. “Why would it? They give me plenty of money to stay out of sight, and I get to do what I want. And somewhere there will be another woman who looks at that and thinks, Yes, I’m a bit of a witch too. And that, dear Rikki, makes me happy. The old and the weird live on, even in our shiny new universe.”

      Rikki considered it, then said, “Was I sent here as a punishment?”

      “Probably,” Lina said, examining the engineer’s smooth skin and meticulously rolled hems and the small flowers they’d embroidered on the chest pocket of the overalls. Not very Fleet, that. “Does it feel like one?”

      “Not exactly.” They hesitated. “So you won’t throw me out of the airlock, then?”

      “Only did it once, and he was handsy.”

      Rikki’s mouth twisted. “Ew. But still⁠—”

      “Not handsy to me. Handsy to young females who thought they had to put up with it.”

      “Ah. What about feeding me to the maw of Jern?”

      “Stole from the other crew.” She shrugged. “Also I just didn’t like him much. Anyway, the maw just makes you kind of snotty all over for the next ten years. It doesn’t kill you.”

      “Stranding me on an asteroid of Pith?”

      “Bad jokes. I can’t abide bad jokes.”

      “An asteroid for bad jokes?”

      “He was picked up in like a month. And I mean bad jokes, not just unfunny ones.”

      Rikki was quiet for a moment, and Lina knew they were going through all the stories they’d no doubt been told when their new assignment was announced. There were plenty of stories, and she supposed they weren’t all justified, but she regretted none of them. If one wanted to keep one’s reputation intact, one had to keep up a good level of strandings and crew ejections.

      “Now are you going to tell me why I should do any of that to you?” she asked.

      Rikki sighed. “I’ll show you. But please don’t feed me to the maw of Jern. That sounds … icky.”

      “Right. No ickiness.”

      Rikki shuddered, somehow without it seeming theatrical, and set off little bright green flares on their cheeks. “I really can’t abide ickiness.”

      “Noted. I shall reserve ickiness for only the worst of transgressions.” She raised her hands instantly as Rikki’s mouth fell open. “Joke. Joke.”

      “You deserve an asteroid for that,” Rikki said, and Lina grinned as she waved to them to lead on.
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        * * *

      

      Rikki stopped outside the engine room and looked at Lina. It was ominously silent, and she put a hand on the heavy door, feeling for the slightest vibration, but there was nothing. Her ship was dead in space, and a sudden sickness seesawed in her belly. Would they give her another ship, if this one was beyond resuscitation? Was this yet another attempt at forced retirement, only with no way to run away from it this time?

      She looked up at Rikki, eyebrows raised.

      “I’m really sorry,” they said, swallowing so hard she could hear it in the dull, flat silence of her lifeless ship. “They … they made it sound like it’d be the end of my career, joining your crew.”

      “It probably is,” she said. “They never send me their best. The brightest, yes, because The Fleet doesn’t want those. They just want tidy little drones. That’s what they call best.”

      Rikki twitched, and nodded. “They said this wasn’t a punishment, but a way to prove myself. That if I did … something, they would reinstate me in a cruiser. With a promotion.”

      “I see.” Lina kept her voice as calm as she could, then nodded. “The engine upgrade. When you first arrived.”

      “Yes.”

      “You sabotaged it.”

      “Not exactly.”

      She looked at them narrowly. “Not exactly? It’s a Devious NX-23-5J9. It’s a bloody workhorse, and completely over-specced for this size ship. We should be skipping across galaxies like a damn cirrus-snake, and you’re saying you didn’t exactly sabotage it? I helped you install it, for the Bang’s sake! It was fine.”

      “You’re not an engineer,” they pointed out.

      “In a small ship⁠—”

      “You have broad job descriptions, I know.” They sighed. “The night we installed it, when you and Claudette went out … carousing.”

      “Carousing?” She almost grinned, then remembered her broken ship and scowled instead. “You were going to some bloody trans-dimensional meditation thing.”

      “I didn’t.” Rikki looked pained. “I made some … tweaks to the cat converter.”

      “Tweaks?” Lina took a breath, ready to tell them exactly what she thought of unauthorised tweaks, then stopped, suddenly recalling a bit of cross-universe gossip that had been drifting in the bars last month. It had concerned a Fleet ship corralling refugee vessels fleeing the war-torn planet of Mutos for the safer but unwelcoming skies of Panarch. It was well-known that The Fleet’s official role was to turn the boats back. The exact manner in which it did that was a matter of nods and winks, and also the reason why Lina had ended up nearly being retired the last two times, since she didn’t hold with nodding, winking, or official roles, and had escorted several refugee ships to more sympathetic landing spots while on her days off.

      But this particular Fleet ship … “You were on The Welcomer,” she said. “You tweaked the feral phase wave cannons.”

      Rikki didn’t say anything, but their skin was suddenly clammily pale.

      “You tweaked the cannons and they fired roses and waterlilies and banana muffins.”

      “I like banana muffins,” they mumbled.

      “You fired them at ships. In space. What was that meant to do?”

      “They took some on board,” they said, twisting their fingers together. “Maybe they like banana muffins too.”

      Lina stared at the engineer, then burst out laughing. “You’re a genius. How did you not get court-martialled?”

      “They couldn’t prove I did anything. It was just a programming thing and I changed it back. No trace, but they had enough suspicions to … this.” They waved around vaguely, encompassing Lina and the creaking old ship.

      “I would love to know what sort of programming thing replaces feral phase waves with banana muffins.” Lina leaned against the engine room door, listening to the silence, then said, “You are a very interesting person, our Rikki. So tell me, why do you want to go back and work with the murdering b-”—she swallowed, remembering the engineer’s neon flashes—“blighters?”

      “I have to send money home,” they said quietly, and Lina watched them for a moment, her heart suddenly tired. Of course. Of course they did, because their family was caught in some other world that maybe wasn’t Mutos, but it was the same. It was rendered barren by overpopulation, or raging with war, or torn by storms or pollution or just the collapse of a dying, overexploited planet, and this creature, this child, because however old they were, Rikki felt like a child to her (most people did), was out here working for an organisation that might very well destroy the exact ship their family was scraping and saving to make their escape on, but it was the only hope they had. And even such a desperate and crumbling hope was better than none at all, because hope is life and life is hope, and someone should do something, but no one ever did. Or not the right somethings, anyway.

      She sighed and dug in her tool belt, coming out with a small package of fudge. She offered Rikki a piece, who took it with a bemused look on their face, then she took one herself and popped it in her mouth. “So you sabotage my ship, they retire me, you get reinstated, and maybe you can save your family.”

      They nodded.

      “Why tell me?”

      Rikki considered that, sucking on the fudge. Then they said, “I only knew stories before. They’re not … well, they’re true, but not how they tell them.”

      “Truth’s tricky,” Lina agreed.

      “I programmed the tweak into the install,” they said. “That was when I first got on board, and now … well, I was kind of hoping it hadn’t worked.”

      “Can you un-programme it?”

      “That’d be like turning the banana muffins back into feral phase waves. Once they’re created they’re just … there.”

      “Right.” Lina ran her hands back over her head. “Let’s see, then.”

      Rikki took a deep breath, and spun the round handle that opened the engine room door. There was the whisper of the seal opening, releasing a whiff of grease and fuel and gases, but not the usual rush of heat. Lina stepped inside. The floor was cleaner than the bridge floor, and the engine looked as if Rikki had been polishing it like their aunt’s favourite silverware. It was cramped, though, not one of the big ships with their walkways and workshops, and she had to squeeze around the belly of the engines to where the catalytic converter … wasn’t. She stared at the blank space, pipes sheared as neatly as if someone had been running about down here with a laser cutter, and looked at Rikki.

      “What happened to the cat converter? Where is it?”

      “Them,” they said.

      “Sorry?”

      Rikki turned away from her and bent to a tool cabinet that was bolted to the floor. They opened the front, reached inside, then hesitated for a moment before turning back. “Them.”

      Lina stared at the two large and slightly disgruntled ginger cats dangling from the engineer’s hands and said, “Sorry?” again.

      “Cat converter,” Rikki whispered.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Lina had finished laughing, and had called Claudette down from the bridge (she hit Rikki around the head with her tail a few times, then claimed the cats to snuggle), Rikki had resorted to sitting on the floor in the hall with their forehead on their knees, both hands clutched over their head.

      “I’m so sorry,” they said again. “If I’d known … I mean, they made you sound like a monster!”

      “She is,” Claudette said. “Shall I call this one Fred and this one M’Ng’th’cal-y’thu?”

      “No Aitch names,” Lina said. “Someone’ll just mispronounce it and we’ll end up with a dimensional tear as well as no engine.”

      “Fred and Ginger?”

      “Uninspired, but better.” She sat down next to Rikki. “Can you fix it?”

      “Maybe,” they said, and gave her a timid look. “What’re you going to do to me?”

      “Make you clean their litter boxes,” she said, pointing at the cats.

      Rikki blinked at her. “I sabotaged your ship.”

      “Yes, but I think the best punishment for that is that you have to stay here and clean up your mess,” she said. “No promotion for you. Bad engineer.”

      Claudette laughed. “Look at them go!”

      Lina glanced at her first officer, but she was entirely taken up with flashing a laser pointer around the engine room for the cats to chase.

      “So I stay here?” Rikki asked. “Really?”

      “I like inventive people,” Lina said. “If you’d just cut a couple of wires I’d’ve been like, off with your head! But the cats were funny. Even better than banana muffins.”

      “Really?” they said again, and there was a wobble in their voice.

      “Sure. We’ve not sent out any SOS. No traffic in the area. When The Fleet get in contact, you tell them I busted you and won’t let you leave.”

      “They’ll try something else,” Rikki said. “They really don’t like you.”

      “I know,” Lina said, with that wolfish grin. “Isn’t it marvellous?”

      And when she laughed this time, Rikki joined in a little hesitantly, but it was drowned out by the sudden groan of the engines turning over. Lina stared at Rikki, and they stared back, and Claudette popped her head out of the engine room door.

      “Um, that dimensional tear thing?”

      “No,” Lina said.

      “Can cats run fast enough to cause one?”

      “No.”

      Rikki dived into the engine room, and came out a moment later with a cat in each hand and a bewildered look on their face. “There’s still no cat converter,” they said. “But the laser pointer and the cats and … it’s like a plasma ball, but not, and …”

      “Do we have power?” Lina asked.

      “Yes, but …”

      “You are a clever sod,” she said. “Onward! We’ve got a …” She trailed off, trying to remember.

      “Stolen shipment of yams to catch,” Claudette supplied, and pointed at the cats. “Are you done with them?”

      “I don’t know,” Rikki said, looking at Fred and Ginger. Their fur was standing up in all directions, static leaping from the tips of their ears and tails, but they were both purring so loudly Lina wasn’t sure if it was the engine or the cats she could hear.

      “Figure it out, then meet me on the bridge,” Lina said. “I want to know what tweaks you can make in the galley.” She turned and strode off, Claudette pattering behind her and occasionally using the wall or the ceiling instead when it suited her. Lina wondered where the kid’s home planet was, and how big their family was.

      Now that would really twist the knickers of The Fleet, wouldn’t it? If someone did something.

      She grinned, wide and wolfish, and at least a little witch-like.
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            READY. STEADY. BAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Of course I love Bake Off. Who doesn’t love a show full of cakes and bright moments and niceness? It’s the best sort of refuge from the world.

        But then my subconscious gets involved, and things get weird.

        Like, really weird …

        Do mind the jam.
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        * * *

      

      Jade smoothed her apron down with shaking hands, the bright blue plaster on her index finger an exclamation against the grimy beige cloth. Flour still dusted the dark skin of her forearms, and she wondered vaguely how much she’d inhaled during the incident with the mixer. That hadn’t been ideal. But at least she’d got everything back under control in time to finish, even if it had been messy. Some chopped nuts had found their way into her socks, and there was a large splodge of batter on the toe of one trainer.

      The details loomed large, as if sucking all the colour out of the world, and she struggled not to look at the cameras. They lurked like spindly, headless beasts along one side of the big marquee, the jeans-clad legs of their operators emerging smug and stain-free beneath them. Even when she kept her gaze carefully directed elsewhere she could feel the all-seeing eyes of the lenses, blank and hungry, gobbling up the row of bakers perched on stools around her. Rain streaked the plastic windows of the tent, the bunting soggy and limp outside, and the green fields and graceful trees that surrounded them were drowning in the grey day.

      She swallowed hard, her throat clicking, and in front of her one of the judges leaned on the table, supporting himself with his large hands placed wide, pale eyes narrowed.

      “I like this one,” he said, straightening up to poke one of the cakes with the tip of a knife. There were eight of them, studded with fruit and nuts, all rendered in varying degrees of elegance and precision. “Nice structure.” He sliced into it, the knife catching the lights from the cameras and winking like a cheeky aside.

      Next to him, an older woman in a luminously bright shirt and chunky earrings made an encouraging noise, flashing a smile at the row of contestants. “I rather think you’re right, Don,” she said. “A lovely colour to it, too.”

      “Maybe a bit too much colour,” Don countered, and Jade felt the woman next to her tense.

      “Well, one doesn’t want them undercooked,” the woman pointed out, taking a morsel off the side plate as he offered it to her.

      “Hmm.” Don narrowed his eyes at the contestants, chewing slowly. “Good flavour.”

      “Very good,” the woman agreed, moving on to the next cake. “Now this one has some problems, I’m afraid. I think someone ran out of time.”

      Don sliced into it, revealing a pale, sticky centre. “Underbaked,” he declared, and as the woman leaned over to examine the clumpy, slowly unfurling wedge he set on the plate he added, “Don’t eat that one, Beryl. It’ll bite back.”

      “Oh, you are awful,” she said, but she didn’t move to try the cake, and the two hosts, standing watching the judges with their hands clasped behind their backs, made sympathetic faces at the contestants.

      “Never mind,” the one in a short skirt said, their voice hearty. “I like a bit of fight in my food, me.”

      “It’s half the fun!” the one in an overcoat and fascinator exclaimed, and they both laughed.

      The woman on the stool next to Jade swallowed a sob, and Jade took her hand in one of her own as subtly as she could, squeezing gently. No one else moved, and the judges continued along the line of cakes, laying down their verdicts with a mix of bad jokes and knowing smiles. The bakers tried to laugh along where they could, but Jade could barely breathe for the tension thrumming through them all. It wasn’t as though there was no chance of coming back from a bad technical challenge, of course, but if one had already had a bad signature bake, like the woman next to Jade (her name was Liz and she was a self-taught cook, that was how she described herself, frightfully practical and well-spoken and always wearing tasteful pearl earrings and well-cut clothes), things were fraught, to say the least.

      “Last place is this one,” Don announced, using both hands to indicate a particularly misshapen cake with broken edges and a burnt bottom. It was a hard gesture, brusque and final.

      “That’s mine,” a bespectacled man with a twitch in his cheek said, raising his hand.

      “Underbaked. Undermixed. You need to work on your presentation,” Don said, delivering the verdict with casual brutality.

      “The flavours were well-balanced, though,” Beryl said. “Better luck next time.” She moved down the table and pointed at another cake. “Next is this one.”

      “Oh, that’s me!” the oldest contestant said, pushing her glasses up her nose and waving. “Silly me, I think I put too much baking soda in.”

      “You did,” Dom said, with feeling. “I can still taste it, Myrtle. It’ll be haunting me in my dreams. Or that might be you.”

      Myrtle flapped her hand at him. “Oh, you.”

      Liz was fourth, and Jade felt her relax a little. Jade herself was third, which eased the tightness in her chest, not entirely, but enough for her to manage a breath that felt like more than a sip of air through a half-crushed straw. Third was fine, third kept her in the competition, third would do for today. But she needed to do better. One didn’t win by coming third, after all. Third made it to the end, and that was something, that was enough, but enough didn’t get the plate. She needed the plate.

      The plate was everything.
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        * * *

      

      The next day was wetter still, if that was possible, and a petulant wind had built up in the night. It set the trees sighing and shuddering, and rain whipped under the contestants’ umbrellas as they walked through the attractive, rambling gardens and onto the sodden green where the tent crouched. It was rendered grubby by the dull light, and unsettlingly alive, the wind sending billows down its canvas sides like a beast twitching in its sleep. Liz walked next to Jade, adjusting her hair with nervous fingers. It was flawless, of course, and her blouse looked freshly steamed, but the shadows under her eyes weren’t quite fully disguised with foundation, and the pale pink cardigan done tightly up over her chest made her look older than Jade suspected she might be.

      “I hate caramel work,” Liz said, her voice low as they walked the long route to the tent, chased by cameras.

      “You’ve had time to practice the showstopper,” Jade said. “You’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t even like watching caramel. It’s very stressful.”

      Jade linked her arm though Liz’s, smelling dusty perfume and toothpaste. “You’re going to do just fine.”

      “I don’t know,” Liz whispered. “I just don’t know.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Jade just didn’t know either. The rain was coming down harder, drowning out what stilted conversation might’ve been attempted, and outside the tent the carefully staged chairs had blown over, rolling a couple of times before coming to rest. The hosts had resorted to writing cheery little notes on bits of card and holding them up to both cameras and contestants, and the wind tore at the seams of the tent, sneaking in the gaps and howling around the benches. Jade’s meringue had started to slowly collapse in the humidity, and her sugar work was weeping. She gulped air as if she were out drowning in the downpour, wondering how much of her caramel would survive until judging.

      “Hi Jade!” the skirt-clad host exclaimed, appearing in front of her bench. Jade jerked back, dropping an egg on the floor. “Oh, sorry! I want you to spill the tea, not the eggs!”

      “No, no,” she shouted back over the roar of the wind. “Can’t make a meringue without breaking a few eggs!” She was grinning so hard she could feel her lips trying to split at the edges, tears prickling her eyes.

      “Ha! Good one! How’re you feeling? Confident? You did well yesterday!”

      She could barely hear them over the rain on the canvas, but nodded enthusiastically anyway. “Yesterday was good! Today I just need to get the sugar work right and it’ll be fine! I’m feeling really positive!” She could hear her own exclamation marks, as if they were sprouting above her head like alien antennae, and she hated them. But she was the bubbly one. She had to use all the exclamation marks, and giggle a lot, and be a bit cheeky and flirty. She didn’t feel bubbly, not usually and definitely not now, but Abby, who had been two benches over, was the nervous, self-doubting one, so there couldn’t be two. Jade wondered briefly if, since Abby had gone out last week, she could step into that role, and her gaze drifted to the outside table, which was still standing. She couldn’t see the broken corner through the rain, or the stains on the wood, but she knew they were there. She’d seen them.

      The host gave her two thumbs up and moved on, the cameras following them, and Jade rolled her shoulders, cracking her neck as she looked around the tent. Myrtle was opening a freezer to put her mousse in to cool, and Ed (the laddish, unexpectedly artistic one) called, “No, that’s my freezer, love.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Myrtle exclaimed, and retreated, walking slowly with her tray in both hands, as if it were full of jelly waiting to set rather than mousse. Her grey hair was firmly set in tight curls, defying the weather, and she toddled past Jade in her sensible shoes and support stockings. “Can’t take me anywhere,” she said, blue eyes twinkling.

      Jade smiled politely, then turned her attention back to her showstopper. She still had three elements to complete, and she didn’t have time to worry about Myrtle and her mousse. The clock was running down, and she wasn’t going home because she finished late. Not a chance.

      She didn’t think about Myrtle after that, except to think it was lucky, when Ed was eliminated, that it hadn’t been due to his mousse being disturbed in the freezer, but rather a drastic issue with his meringue, which he’d somehow managed to make with salt instead of sugar. It was inedible, and coupled with a poor showing the day before, it was his name the host in the overcoat called out, a tear trekking down their cheek and vanishing into their beard. Ed was hugged and back-patted, his sobs rising above the endless rain into something close to a wail. Jade didn’t watch him go. She couldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      The next week was bread week, the sun turning the tent into a greenhouse and setting her sweating uncomfortably, mopping the back of her neck with a piece of kitchen roll, her scalp itching under her headscarf. The heat threw her off, and her signature bake on day one (sweet cardamom rolls) bordered on over-proofed. That was better than poor Andy, though (the studious, scientifically-inclined one), whose oven tripped off. He didn’t realise it until his plaited, boozy fruit buns had already been in for twenty minutes, slowly blooming into unrecognisable blobs. Something had spilled on the outlet, and he couldn’t get it switched back on, his chest heaving with panicky breaths and little moans of fright escaping him.

      Jade’s rolls were all on one tray, so she let him use the second shelf in her oven, and Anette (the foreign one) did the same. Andy’s rolls still ended up underbaked, but it was something. He bore the criticism stoically enough in the judging, but once the cameras were off he protested that he should be given some leeway. The crew (not the hosts or the judges, they were there to deliver support and verdicts respectively, not enforce rules) just said, somewhat apologetically, that it was his responsibility to check his equipment. Jade found her gaze drifting to the power points, but the outlet wasn’t where Ed had been. Maybe the rain had got in.

      On day two, as they raced to get their towering showstoppers of savoury doughs done, Andy’s mixer broke. The Pyrex bowl shattered, the dough lashing out and sending shards exploding across his bench and into his assortment of waiting fillings. By the time he’d got new batches done he didn’t have time to proof them long enough before baking. The structure was tight and hard, and Jade could see it when he arranged the shaped rolls and sticks inside his intricately woven basket of golden dough. He looked at the breads, shoulders slumped, then sank to the floor behind his bench with his back to the cabinets, elbows on his knees and his hands laced behind his head. Jade checked the cameras, then crept over to join him, dropping into a crouch by the cold oven.

      “It’s not that bad,” she whispered, and he raised his head to meet her gaze.

      “It is.”

      “You did well on the technical.”

      “But not on the signature. You know one out of three isn’t enough.” He looked across the room, to where Myrtle was frowning at her wonkily-shaped breadbasket, sprouting fougasse and breadsticks. “I should’ve had time.”

      “But your bowl⁠—”

      “I should’ve had time,” he insisted. “Especially in this heat. They should’ve risen at least a bit, but they didn’t at all.” He scowled, gaze still on Myrtle. “It was her yeast.”

      “What?”

      “She brought me some dough, to ask if I thought it was proofed, and knocked my yeast all over the floor. She gave me some of hers instead, but I don’t think it was the same. It’s barely risen at all.”

      Jade nodded, but didn’t answer. Everyone always needed someone to blame. He hadn’t had that much time, and he’d been rushing. Probably the water had been too hot when he added the yeast, and he hadn’t waited to see if it frothed. Or he’d used too much salt, or his proportions had been off, or any number of things. Bread was a delicate beast, prone to being temperamental at the best of times. It was why everyone feared it, and why it had to be tackled with brutal precision. One had to let it know who was boss.

      She put her hand on his arm. “Sorry,” she said, and got up, straightening her floury apron. A little, ugly worm of satisfaction wound through her belly as she perched on her stool to wait. She felt bad for Andy, but she wouldn’t be going out. Not this time.
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        * * *

      

      And then then were five. Jade looked around the tent, her throat working and her mouth sticky. She was almost safe. Almost. She wanted the plate, of course, because the plate was the key to everything, but if she made the final three, she’d be safe, if nothing else. The competition was tight now, though.

      Ahmed, with his quick, talented fingers and wild showstoppers.

      Cassie, with her pretty summer dresses, Dr Martens, and quirky bakes.

      Lewis, with his flawless, precise pastry work and half-glasses.

      Jade herself, the bubbly one, the flavour queen.

      And Myrtle, everyone’s favourite grandmother, serving up one classic bake after another, never fancy, always a little clumsy, but also invariably enough. Maybe they wouldn’t have been, if not for all those inevitable tent catastrophes, the dropped cakes and missed timers and forgotten ingredients, and the simple, human mistakes that Myrtle had so far avoided, but no one ever said winning didn’t require its share of luck.

      Two more bakes to go. Jade just had to survive two more bakes, and she’d be safe. She was starting to think that would be enough, that she didn’t need the plate, but she still wanted it. Of course she did. Why else would she be here? She took a deep breath and pressed her hands against the worktop, the burns on her fingers throbbing. They hadn’t had time to heal since the last bake day, and though the blisters had popped, her hand was still clumsy and swaddled in burn dressings.

      It had been a silly accident, one of those should’ve known better ones. Myrtle had shuffled up to her with a brandy snap in one hand, begging her to taste it and see if it was burnt. Jade had been taking a batch of her own snaps out at the time and her grip had slipped, the tray escaping from her oven mitt and heading for the floor. She’d grabbed it with her bare hand, ignoring the sizzle of scorched flesh and the pain screeching into her nerve endings, saving the delicate, creeping tulles while Myrtle cried out in horror. The older woman had rushed her to the sink to get cold water on the injury, fussing and efficient all at the same time. Jade wasn’t sure if it was annoying or soothing. A bit of both, she supposed. A mum thing, perhaps.

      “Ready. Steady … Bake!” the hosts shouted, then did some strange sort of hoedown at the front of the tent. The judges looked on with indulgent smiles, Beryl with her lipstick staining the skin around her mouth, as if she’d been slurping on a luminous ice lolly. Jade shuddered, and glanced at the space when Andy’s bench had been. There was still a touch of discolouration on the flooring.

      But then was no time to think about Andy. The signature bake was an ice cream sandwich, which was hardly on her list of favourite things, but she was the flavour queen, she could do this, and do it with a twist. Ice cream first, cream and sugar and eggs to make the custard base, with a little miso to give that depth of flavour. Cool it fast, then into the ice cream maker and lock it down before anything starts getting iffy. Then the cookies. Dark chocolate, roughly chopped to give big, toothsome chunks. A pinch of dried chilli, not too much, not enough to excite anything, just a suggestion. A lick of salt to hold it in place. The tent faded around her as she worked, the world becoming nothing more than sugar and flour and the heavy, sweet scent of browning butter.

      “Jade,” Myrtle whispered, and Jade looked up, disoriented. “Here.” The older woman set a mug of tea on the worktop, then showed her a flask, tucked inside her apron pocket. “Leftover from my biscuits. I put a little tipple in for courage.”

      Jade blinked at the mug, then pointed at her headscarf. “I don’t drink.”

      “Oh! Oh, no, of course not!” Myrtle grabbed for the mug. “Sorry, sorry— Oh!” Because in her haste she’d knocked it over, sending tea splashing across Jade’s worktop.

      Jade bit back on a curse, snatching up her tea towel and slapping it down to stem the tide.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Myrtle was trying to use the bottom of her apron to wipe the bench. “Let me clean it up⁠—”

      “It’s fine, leave it,” Jade said, trying to keep her voice level as she hurriedly mopped up the mess, waving the other woman away. “Really, Myrtle. Please.”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you⁠—”

      “You haven’t.” Jade turned her attention back to her mixer, which was still beating the burnt butter and sugar. She stopped it, lifting the head and staring into the bowl. She’d only gone and spilled the chilli powder somehow. She could see the red dust clinging to the side of the bowl, and that hadn’t been there before. Did she have the jar in her hand when Myrtle came by? It was next to the mixer, top open, and she frowned at it. She had been about to add it, she supposed, and found a teaspoon to taste the batter. As soon as it touched her tongue she winced and spluttered. Inedible. She’d have to make it again. Her heart was going too fast as she whirled and dumped the bowl in the sink. She had time. She had to have time.

      She did. It wasn’t her best effort, her miso ice cream slapped on the barely cooled chilli-chocolate cookies at the last moment and all thoughts of decorating abandoned, but the flavours were good. Unlike Cassie, who’d somehow used lard instead of butter in the cookies, and whose ice cream seemed to have been made with soured milk. It tasted, Don declared, like old bacon and despair. Cassie couldn’t explain how it had happened, and nor could anyone else.

      Ahmed was star baker the next day. Cassie, shaken by the ice cream sandwich incident, was the opposite. She slid off the stool, her face twitching as she tried to give a bright smile for the cameras.

      “It’s been such a pleasure,” she managed, her voice cracking. “I love everyone so much. We’re all such good friends.”

      Lewis was already crying, and Jade could feel tears on her own cheeks as she hugged Cassie. “I’m sorry,” she whispered to her. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Oh, no, it’s been wonderful,” Cassie said, loudly enough to be captured by the microphones, then breathed in Jade’s ear, “Watch her.”

      “What?” Jade pulled away, recoiling from both the warning and the possibility of being seen whispering. That wasn’t allowed. There were consequences.

      Cassie’s voice rose again as she released Jade and shot a look at Myrtle. “You all helped so much. You’re all so wonderful. It’s been such a good experience!” The tent darkened, the trees outside tossing as a sudden, wild wind rushed in, and heavy cloud robbed the summer day of light. The hosts stepped forward, smiles wide and sympathetic, and Cassie took a matching step back, her voice wobbly, her fragile poise abandoning her. “Wait. Can’t I have another chance? I mean, the whole lard thing makes no sense. I don’t know why there was lard on my bench. It wasn’t on my list!”

      “Come now, Cassie,” Beryl said, taking one of her arms as the day grew even darker, fog boiling across the grass to swallow the trees, alive with chittering, directionless noise as it pulled the cloud down to meet it. “Only a poor worker blames their tools.”

      “No, please⁠—”

      “I’m disappointed,” Don said, taking her other arm. “I expected better of you.”

      Cassie tried to pull away, but the judges’ firm grip never faltered, their fingers sunk deep into her pale flesh. “No! No, please!”

      The lights in the tent flickered, then came back stronger, making Jade squint. The world outside was lost to shadow, only a narrow margin of grass visible before the fog swallowed reality, and barely-glimpsed forms moved and shifted within it, fish in deep water. One of the hosts, wearing a tube top and a banana-themed headdress today, opened the door.

      “We’re going to miss you, Cassie! This hurts us more than it hurts you!”

      “You go out, then!” she screamed at them, and Jade stared fixedly at the floor, tears dripping from the tip of her nose. She wiped them away as surreptitiously as she could, in case the cameras were watching, and didn’t look up even when Cassie’s scream went up an octave. Something growled and snarled, the sound rolling around the tent and coming from all directions at once. Jade still didn’t look up when the door slammed shut, or when the screams lost definition, grew blurry and mushy, then finally stopped.

      Only when Lewis hugged her, one-armed, did she risk a small peek around.

      “She’s gone,” he whispered. “It’s okay. They did it out of sight. That was nice.”

      They both glanced involuntarily at Andy’s bench. Something dully white leered out of a gap in the flooring, and Jade pressed the back of a hand to her mouth. It looked like bone.

      “Well done, bakers,” the second host said, straightening their cow suit. “You’re into the semi-finals! One more elimination to go!”

      “I’m going to be sick,” Jade said, her voice low and jagged.

      “Not now,” Lewis hissed, squeezing her a little more tightly. “The cameras are still on. Smile!”

      Jade didn’t think she could, not at first, and then Myrtle was there, fussing and petting her, patting her cheeks and cooing something unheard and meaningless. Jade found a frozen smile somewhere, one that lasted just long enough for her to press a hand to her chest and say how sad she was to see Cassie go, but how excited she was to be in the semi-final, and wasn’t it wonderful?

      Outside, the clouds rolled back and the sun got to burning off the final traces of the fog, painting the red spatters and scraps of white and purple debris in glossy colour. Faintly, through the last of the murk, she could see the judges wandering off to wherever they went when they weren’t in the tent. Beryl still had something in one hand, gnawing on it absently.

      Semi-finals. Imagine that.
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        * * *

      

      The tent was so thick with tension Jade thought she could smell the ghosts of past contestants rising in the hot air. She tried not to think about it, but found herself wondering how well the cleaning crew could really scrub things down, how much sank into the seams and joins of the flooring, or was soaked into the canvas. How much of what she was smelling was just her imagination and how much was the sticky heat of the day teasing traces from the tent like memories.

      She caught Lewis’s eye and he gave her a thumbs up, his expression fixed into something that was more grimace than grin. Ahmed kept staring at the space where Cassie’s bench had been, and she wondered if he was seeing his own ghosts. Only Myrtle seemed not to be frozen by the loom of the penultimate bake, scuffling in her cavernous handbag for her asthma inhaler, and popping a couple of antacids, crunching them noisily. Jade took a deep breath. This was it. One final chance to get through. Everyone who made it to the final got to go home, and one would get the plate. The plate. She was so close. She just had to survive the next two days.

      She cracked her fingers, straightened her apron, and smiled for the cameras. Three bakes. Two days. All to play for.

      Ready.

      Steady.

      Bake.
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        * * *

      

      It was a week for traditional bakes, and the signature was an interpretation of a Battenberg. Jade’s green tea and jasmine cake was smooth, near-flawless, but so was everyone else’s. Ahmed got a handshake. No one’s marzipan was overworked. The sponges weren’t underbaked, and none collapsed. The field was level.

      Then, the technical challenge. Some strange, traditional bake Jade had never heard of, with a name she wasn’t sure how to pronounce, and no instructions other than, make the Ecclefechan, which was singularly unhelpful. She thought, given the name and the dried fruit (which she hated working with. It hid all sorts of surprises), it might be like an Eccles cake, and started making a flaky, unsweetened pastry. But after a surreptitious glance at Myrtle humming around her bench and making what was clearly a sweet shortcrust, Jade decided Ecclefechan must be more like a mince pie. After that it was fairly straightforward. Dosing the dried fruit liberally with brandy subdued the more active ingredients and stopped the blinking, and rinsing the nuts with baking soda and water flushed out anything too toothy. Her mum’s trick, and it always worked.

      Her tarts had a touch of the dreaded soggy bottom, but Beryl declared them delectable, and even Don gave them a grudging nod. Only Myrtle’s were rated higher, the pastry flawless and the filling perfectly balanced. Lewis had used too much brandy, making Beryl’s eye twitch, although she did sneak a second bite, Jade noticed. Ahmed had gone the Eccles cake route and not sweetened the pastry, earning him last place. He bore it stoically, but his fingers tapped an anxious rhythm on his legs.

      No one had missed the brandy step. No one had forgotten to pick over the nuts. There was nothing between them, and anything could happen in the showstopper.

      One day to the final. One bake to go. They filed out of the tent into the long summer shadows, not talking.

      All to play for.
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        * * *

      

      The showstopper was an afternoon tea. Finger sandwiches, scones, pastry, a layered cake, biscuits, and mini cakes. It was a lot to do, and while there was time, there was nothing to spare. Jade set her folder on the worktop, open to the timetable she’d drawn up for herself. Bread first, and get it rising. She checked the mixer for debris, wiped the bowl out just in case there was something in there she couldn’t see, and set the yeast to foaming. No shortcuts. Everything had to go exactly to plan.

      She’d opted for fondant fancies for her mini cakes, and had just placed the sponge in the freezer for a fast cool down when she turned to see Myrtle leaning over Lewis’s bench, cooing at the custard creams. He’d stamped them out in the shapes of ducks and chickens, to go with his tea by the lake theme, but as he was icing the chickens one of the ducks made a break for freedom. Jade darted forward and caught it before it tumbled off the bench, and as she did so she saw Myrtle drop an antacid into the cooling pot of strawberry jam. The contents boiled up like lava, glossy and red, sprouting whipping tentacles. Eyes snapped open in the seeds, rolling in every direction, and she started to say something. Myrtle straightened up, her gaze catching Jade’s, and the younger woman paused, waiting for her to apologise, to exclaim over her clumsy fingers or absentmindedness, but she didn’t. Instead she winked one twinkly blue eye and held up three fingers, the gesture hidden from both Lewis, who was corralling the other ducks, and the cameras. Three.

      Three left, if Lewis went out.

      They’d be safe.

      And there’d be no proving anything, the antacid long devoured by the tentacles, which had coiled back on themselves, lurking under the glossy surface. In fact, Jade could be the one disqualified, for casting aspersions on the audience favourite. Or they both might be removed, leaving the two men to fight it out in the final. And neither of those options bore thinking about. She could still smell that charnel house stench seeping under the scent of baking bread and melting sugar.

      “Thanks, Jade,” Lewis said, holding his hand out for the duck she still had clutched in her hand. “I already broke my spare. Can’t afford to lose another one.”

      Jade looked at the duck, which was trying to peck her, but its beak was too blunt too hurt. One only made that mistake once. The cameras were on them, Myrtle smiling in a way that showed too many teeth, and Jade looked at her own unattended bench. A lone eldritch shade that had broken out of one of the eggs when she was boiling them for the sandwiches was inching across the worktop like a bloody caterpillar. It must’ve clawed its way back up the sink, and she needed to stop it before it nested in the lemon drizzle batter. Three.

      “Jade?”

      The jam looked flawless. The tentacles wouldn’t move until the scones were being assembled, and by then it’d be too late for Lewis to make more. And it wasn’t even a definite fail, because there was always a risk of tentacles, no matter how careful one was. They could’ve come from anywhere.

      She found a smile and handed the duck over. “The wings are small enough,” she said, “But you’ve done the feet too well. Always risky, feet.”

      “Fair play,” Lewis said, and went to redraw the feet on the rest of his biscuits, before any more got away on him. Myrtle’s smile widened, and Jade didn’t return it. She went back to her own bench, tasting blood and bone at the back of her throat as she caught the shade and bludgeoned it back down the sink with a wooden spoon.

      Three.

      Anyone could get tentacles.

      It was still all to play for.

      The plate was still to play for. The one that ensured you never had to do another contest again, not ever.

      Three.

      Ready.

      Steady.

      Bake.
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            COFFEE BREAK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Look, I have nothing against coffee. I may be primarily a tea drinker, but coffee is an acceptable substitute at times. It’s just … well, coffee seems very serious, doesn’t it?

        A little too intense.

        A little too … insistent …

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Monday.

      So this happened today.

      I mean, I think it happened. But you know, it can’t have, right? I mean, I know, it’s Monday, haha, Monday-itis, weekend regret, amirite – all that stuff that memes are made of. And to be fair, I was still a bit hungover from Sunday brunch, which had lasted about twelve hours and ended up with me taking Pete home in a wheelbarrow because not even the Uber would let him in.

      I don’t know where we got the wheelbarrow, come to think. Stace and Jay live in a flat.

      I should probably take it back, but I don’t remember where I put it. Maybe Pete still has it. Hopefully he has my phone, too, because I’ve no idea where it is.

      Anyway.

      This thing that happened today – and yeah, I was still hungover. I think I’m still hungover now, and I’ve had about four bottles of Lucozade and three of the world’s greasiest bacon butties.

      So … hungover, in that world’s too bright and sharp and the angles are all wrong way, like your brain being pickled has let you see the reality our beliefs are pegged on, and it’s not that different, but it’s not nice either. But I wasn’t still drunk. The way my brain felt like it was shaking in my skull with every step assured me of that, as did the fact that Bri’s laugh from across the office was like a drill straight into my cerebral cortex. So I clutched my Lucozade in one hand and my coffee in the other, and my first bacon butty of the day was sitting a bit uncertainly in my stomach, like it hadn’t quite decided whether it liked the environs or not, and I went straight to my desk. I put on my headset, and I flicked the screen on, and a moment later I was talking to Mrs Joan Miller of Abergavenny about whether she’d like her next cruise to be out of Florida or Nice.

      I don’t remember what she decided, but she booked something, so I guess my patter is pretty much automatic these days.

      But Joan wasn’t what happened. What happened was that after Joan and I said our goodbyes (her telling me what a lovely young man I was and how I was very welcome to pop in for a cuppa next time I was in Abergavenny), I went to top up my coffee from the machine in the staffroom. It’s one of those pod things, which kind of negates my effort in bringing my own to-go mug, but whatever. It makes better coffee than the ancient pot that used to sit stewing all day, smelling vaguely of oil and despair. I shoved a pod in and stuck my mug underneath, lining up two more pods ready to go. It was most definitely that sort of day.

      And then the machine said in a smooth, featureless voice, “Error.”

      I stared at it. It had never said anything before, unless I counted it beeping hysterically that time when Steve had put the pod in backward and stood there jabbing the buttons in panic, trying to make it do something.

      The machine looked fine. No flashing lights, no water indicator. I pinched the bridge of my nose and pushed the start button again.

      “Error.”

      There was more emphasis this time, as if the machine was annoyed at me for not listening the first time, but that was definitely the hangover talking. I think. I took the pod out and checked it, but it seemed fine, so I put it back and tried again.

      “Error. Error. Error.”

      This time I switched it off at the wall and gave it the requisite thirty seconds, and while I did Jen came in.

      “Is it playing up again?” she asked, clutching her mug to her chest. She’s small everywhere – small face, small hands, small voice – and likes colour. Today she had neon green hair, a long red skirt, and a bright blue shirt. It made my hangover worse just looking at her.

      “Seems to be,” I said.

      “Honestly, it’s a nightmare,” she said. “I don’t even know where they got it from.”

      “Aldi centre aisle, knowing this place,” I said, and we both laughed dutifully at my bad joke. She was right, though. There wasn’t even a brand name on the thing, let alone a logo. Just smooth black plastic, and a little green light to say it was ready to go, or a red one to say it wasn’t. I plugged it back in now, and the green light came on. I poked the button, and it spat coffee into my mug.

      “Oh, well done,” Jen said, as if I’d done something miraculous with it.

      “Never fails,” I said, and took my one meagre measure of coffee away with me. It felt a bit greedy to stand there feeding more pods in while she was waiting, and it wasn’t like I couldn’t go back. So I headed back to my desk, put my headset back on, and called Mrs Hannah Green in Donnington on Bain. She’d been through the French canals last year, and had expressed interest in one of the German cruises. She also thought I was a nice young man, and I swallowed my Lucozade burps and tried to be one.

      Once Hannah had been convinced of the joys of cruising the Rhine, I headed back to the coffee machine. My one pod had been nowhere near enough to get me through a third call of the morning. I lined up my pods again, but I had barely shut the top of the machine before it said, “Error.”

      “Oh, come on,” I said, and tried pushing the button anyway.

      “Error. Wrong pod.”

      That was new. I opened the top and inspected the pod. Some store own-brand stuff, but it looked fine. And it wasn’t like the machine could insist on some big-name stuff when it so clearly wasn’t big-name itself. I picked one of the other pods and tried it instead.

      “Error.” There was that irritated tone again. “Try a different pod.”

      “I did,” I said.

      “Try a different pod,” the machine said as if contradicting me, and a new light lit up on the front. It was small and yellow and … I bent over to make sure I was seeing it right. It was a frowning emoji. I straightened up and stared at the machine. “Try a different pod,” it insisted.

      I rubbed a hand over my face. I was too hungover for this. But I went to the store cupboard where we keep backup supplies and found a plastic bag full of unmarked pods. When I turned back to the machine, the emoji had changed. Don’t tell me how I knew – I mean, the staffroom’s small, but the store cupboard’s at the opposite end of it to the coffee machine. I shouldn’t have been able to see a detail that small. But I felt it. The machine was smiling at me. I stood there for a moment, considering just how bad a hangover I must have, then went and put a pod in the top of the machine.

      “Good,” it said, and the smiling emoji morphed into a grinning one. I shuddered, some whole-body rejection of my muddled mind, and hit the start button. The coffee spat into my mug, and the next two pods worked just fine. I put a couple of handfuls of the unmarked pods in the cupboard above the machine so they were easy to grab, then went back to my desk, already deciding that I was sticking with Lucozade for the rest of the day. I’d evidently had too much caffeine already.

      The coffee was bloody good, though.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tuesday.

      Okay, so all that stuff I wrote about the coffee machine yesterday? Total hungover drivel. I should’ve had more water and … I don’t know, some vegetables or something, rather than Lucozade, coffee, and bacon butties.

      Jen was in the staffroom with me today when I made a coffee, and it gave the little smiley face. I pointed it out to her, and she said it was a software update. Steve on reception told her – he’d had an email about it, with a link for the new coffee pods. Old ones won’t work anymore, but on the flip side the new coffee is so good. Like, I had three cups today, when I’d normally only have one, and I noticed everyone was going back for more. Hope Steve’s got that stuff on auto-reorder!
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