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CHAPTER ONE

Trouble at Mill




THE WATER WAS icy and Drome’s breath escaped in a gasp as his head broke the surface. Water dripped into his eyes, and he blinked to clear them. Greasy light filtered through the high windows of the bathing house, illuminating the figures standing around the pool they’d thrown him into. Their alien faces all wore expressions of satisfaction.

“Get me out!” Water spluttered from his mouth.

Drome’s heart sank as he saw the smiles around the pool broaden. There was a mixture of large, bug-eyed brankians; ratlike dentharians; short, grey, three-eyed garflungs; big-jawed, lumpy-faced nisix and small, pale, needle-toothed ponnomies. Mostly ponnomies.

All were dressed in uniforms of red and black with a purple and white emblem on the chest.

He swivelled around, looking for a way to escape. The pool was circular, a bit wider than an arm span, and he could touch the bottom with his toes. He could have pulled himself out if his hands hadn’t been tied behind his back.

At least the pool was indoors and he was out of the cold mountain wind.

“Look, you’ve had your fun,” he said. “I’m cold and wet, which I’m sure is hilarious. Get me out and I’ll buy you all a drink and we can have a laugh.”

“You called us names,” said a dentharian.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I was just a bit annoyed.”

“You said we're a useless bunch of idiots,” said one of the ponnomies.

“Couldn’t find our rear-ends with both hands,” added another.

“I didn't mean it. It was only banter,” said Drome. His feet were going numb. He could no longer feel the bottom of the pool.

“Not so funny now, eh?” said a dentharian. A chorus of sniggers and chortles greeted his remark.

“I’m sorry,” said Drome. “I truly am. Deeply sorry I offended you.”

“Oh, you didn’t offend us,” said a ponnomy. “We’ve been called a lot worse. But we can’t have people calling us names and getting away with it or where would we be?”

“Yep, we’re making a sample of you,” said a brankian with a face that had all the charm of yesterday’s teabag. His appearance wasn’t enhanced by a lightning bolt tattooed sideways across his forehead.

The others in the audience stopped chortling and stared at him.

“Sample?” said a ponnomy.

“Yeah, you know,” said the brankian. “We’re making a sample of him.”

“We’re not going to eat him,” said a dentharian. “Are we?”

Some frowned in disgust, apart from the ponnomies, who looked speculatively at the human floundering in the pool.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” said Drome. “He meant ‘example’. You’re going to make an example of me.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” said the brankian with the tattoo, relieved the issue had been sorted out.

“Don’t you forget it,” said a nisix. He gave Drome a hard look.

“I’m hardly in a position to forget,” said Drome. His voice shook with his shivering.

“You seem a bit cold,” said a garflung. “Let’s warm you up.”

With cries of joy, a few spectators scrambled towards a panel set into the wall next to the pool. Before they had taken more than a step or two, the tattooed brankian shouted, “Halt!”

The runners skidded to a stop.

“Rank has its privileges. I want to do it,” he said.

The others stepped aside as he went past them.

With a dramatic flourish, the brankian grasped a lever poking out of a slot in the panel and pulled it down halfway.

There was a loud hiss, and steam billowed from cracks in the paving.

“There,” said the brankian. “We wouldn’t want you to catch a chill.”

The audience shuffled back. Bubbles streamed into the water, boiling out of a ring of pipes in the pool's wall.

Drome's apprehension sharpened, but after a minute the water warmed, the numbness left his toes and fingers and he relaxed.

Another minute went by, and he began to feel very warm. Perhaps a smidgen too warm.

“Thanks very much, but I'm fine now. Please turn it down,” he said.

The brankian grinned. “What’s that you say? Not hot enough?” He pulled the lever all the way down.

A loud gurgling came from the pipes. The paving vibrated as the jets of steam shot higher. The water frothed, and the pool shook as the bubbling intensified.

In some alarm, the audience retreated further from the edge. A crack in the floor near the brankian widened and released a powerful jet of steam. He jumped back from the panel with a yelp.

The water temperature edged higher. Drome became more than a little uncomfortable as the shaking intensified and water frothed into his eyes. A few brave members of the audience came closer so they could see past the steam jetting up from the paving cracks.

Drome shrunk away from the hot bubbles coming from the sides. Beads of sweat trickled down his forehead.

I’m going to be boiled alive!

He opened his mouth to yell, but stopped when a voice rang out.

“What’s going on? Why was I not informed of this?”

The questions came from the doorway where a tall human woman stood dressed in black boots, leggings and a cloak that hung to her knees. She had short, fiery red hair and vivid green eyes that stared out from her expressionless face. Drome was not a great judge of age but thought she was in her mid-forties. Close behind her stood a leather-clad nisix, his lumpy face set in an expression of distaste. His lean figure was swathed in straps which held an assortment of knives, cudgels and a nasty-looking mace.

Drome’s tormenters fell to their knees. The woman strode to the pool, stepped through the swirling clouds of steam and gazed down at Drome.

Drome gurgled and looked back at her.

“You” She pointed at the tattooed brankian. “Turn off the steam.”

The brankian hesitated. “I can’t. The lever… It’s too hot.”

“Are you defying me?”

“No. I… It’s just…”

Whatever he intended to say was lost as his words tailed off. His face twitched as he stood up and tentatively approached the lever.

The steam erupting from the paving in front of the panel prevented him from getting close enough to touch it.

“Um, excuse me, ma’am. May I borrow your sword to push the lever?” He pointed to the tip of a scabbard showing below the woman’s cloak.

She raised an eyebrow.

The brankian dropped his eyes. “No. Of course not,” he mumbled.

He took a breath and thrust his arm through the steam. He screamed in agony as he pushed up the lever.

The steam streaming from the paving dwindled away. The brankian clutched his arm, his breath hissing through his clenched teeth.

Drome nearly fainted with relief. Steam no longer bubbled into the pool.

“Get him out,” said the woman.

Two aliens came forward and pulled Drome from the water. He staggered to his feet, his bound wrists making his movements clumsy, and gazed at his saviour.

The woman regarded him with flat, cold eyes. His wet clothes clung to his body. Her gaze swept him from head to foot and back up again.

“It would be awfully nice if I could change my clothes,” said Drome. “I’ve got some dry ones in my bag which these, um…” - he nodded at his former tormentors - “…were kind enough to bring along.”

She grunted. “Untie him. Let him change then take him to my quarters.” She turned and strode from the room.
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The dead tuzi was getting heavier with every minute. Neve’s shoulder hurt where the stick the creature hung from pressed into her flesh.

Tuzis were like oversized rabbits, with their long ears and short brown fur, although with their six legs they would look a little out of place on Wimbledon Common.

She shifted the stick to a less tender spot, making the arrows rattle in her quiver.

The clothes the villagers of Amblesby had given her were comfortable and practical, even if their Earth fashions were weird. She liked the toughness of the denim jeans she now wore, along with a pale green T-shirt. A darker green would be a better match with her brown eyes, but she had to admit she felt good in it anyway.

There had been lots of strange things in the village. Some were unfathomable. The black rectangle on the wall in Drome’s living room, for example. He said that when Amblesby had been on Earth, the rectangle had shown moving pictures. Other things bordered on miraculous, like the bow and arrows she had found in Drome’s wardrobe. She had used bows before, but none as impressive as this one. The shape wasn’t entirely unfamiliar - she’d come across bows with curved-forward tips before - but the materials from which it was made were amazing. The bow was lighter, but more powerful than any other she’d used. Drome said he’d bought it to learn archery but had lost interest. How could he have lost interest in such a magnificent weapon?

A smile twitched her lips. Drome had some quirks, but she loved him all the same.

Not far to go. She was getting close to the campsite where she had left him.

Sometimes she felt weird in a way which probably no-one would understand. She’d spent so long as a skeleton she’d grown used to not having flesh. Now she had her full body back she appreciated more than ever how tender human flesh was. When she’d been literally nothing but bones, she could have walked all day with a stick on her shoulder without feeling a thing.

On the whole, though, she was glad to be normal again.

When she’d first met Drome, she’d found him annoying. At the time, she had told herself she’d only let him tag along because she’d felt sorry for him. Thinking about it, though, she reckoned something about him had attracted her even then.

And look at her now. She was so sure of him she was taking him to meet her mother.

Drome was supposed to make a fire while she went off to catch something for their supper. He tried hard, but his fire making skills were somewhat limited. Among the things he’d packed when they’d left Amblesby was a box of matches. She had never seen the like, and it thrilled her how easy they made it to light a fire. Even Drome could manage the job.

Good things don’t last. The matches had run out, and they’d resorted to her trusty flint and Drome’s curses every time he tried to use it.

There wasn’t any smoke above the trees, so she didn’t hold out much hope of a welcoming fire. More than likely he was bent over the map the students from New Bristol had given him. Keeping track of where they were had become an obsession, especially since they’d left the well-trodden south road to take a shorter route across the mountains. It made him feel in control, he claimed, unlike when they had fled Skarnelm and hadn’t known where they were most of the time. At the end of every day’s walking, while there was still enough light, he’d add a little more to the pencil line that started at Amblesby and ended at their current position on their way to Likthenic.

Likthenic. Her home town.

It had been a long time since she’d left. Her mother must have forgiven her by now…

She huffed. There’ll be plenty of time to worry about her mother later. Right now, it felt good to be back in her home country. The mountains marked the border between Glaskwall and Kyro.

Hopefully Drome had at least built a fire ready for her to light. He could be so inept at simple things she wondered how he’d got through life. But he was lovely in his own way and…

She was near enough now to see the camp through the trees.

It was too quiet. No sound of the flint being struck or Drome swearing. No muttering as he pored over the map. Not even that snorting sound he made when he felt life was unfair, which, if she thought about it, happened quite often.

Something was wrong.

She laid down the dead animal, drew an arrow from her quiver, and notched it in her bow.

Dropping to a crouch, she crept between the trees. She stopped at the last ones before the clearing in which she and Drome had set up camp.

The clearing was empty. There was no sign of Drome, their bedrolls or backpacks. A small cone of sticks in the ring of stones around the fireplace showed he’d made a start at building a fire.

She scrutinised the trees surrounding the clearing. When she was satisfied no-one was watching, she entered the open ground, still in a wary half crouch, holding the bow in readiness, and circled the fireplace, one eye on the ground, the other on the trees.

Drome’s compass lay against a fireplace stone.

He would not have voluntarily left his compass behind. He claimed it brought him luck even though the thing didn’t work in Hollow.

So… he hadn’t gone off on his own.

On the other side of the fireplace, the grass had been flattened by many feet. There were scuff marks, signs of struggle, but no blood.

Which meant he must still be alive.

And, since he was nowhere to be seen, he must have been taken prisoner.

She gave her head a shake. Why couldn’t he stay out of trouble? Here, in the middle of nowhere, halfway up a mountain, he had found someone to start an argument with. Either someone with a lot of feet or someone with a lot of friends.

Most likely the latter.

At least lots of feet made for an easy trail to follow. She cast a rueful glance back at the tuzi, picked up the compass and followed the footprints out of the clearing.
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A ponnomy conducted Drome in silence from the bathing house. His wet jeans chafed his thighs, and he shivered in the cold outside air, his T-shirt clinging like it was made of ice. After a short walk along a thoroughfare which ran down the centre of the fortress, they entered a squat, windowless building. His guide led him to a door, opened it and pushed Drome through into a cramped room.

He’d expected a fireplace to warm his chilled body, but there was no such luxury. Most of the floor was taken up by a small table pressed against one wall and a wooden chair standing next to it. The walls were smooth and devoid of windows. The only light came from a single candle in a bracket above the table.

The ponnomy closed the door, leaving Drome on his own.

He sat on the chair and rubbed his arms to warm himself. There wasn’t much else to do.

A few minutes later, the door opened again. The ponnomy threw his and Neve’s backpacks on the floor. The door slammed shut once more.

Things were looking up. He was being treated with… well respect might not be the right word, but certainly a lot better than before the pool incident. He picked up the backpacks and placed them on the table.

He couldn’t tell if the bastards had opened them or not. Everything seemed to still be in them. Perhaps they hadn’t fathomed how the zips worked.

Where was Neve? Was she okay? Despite there being two backpacks, it didn’t seem to have occurred to his captors that there had been another person travelling with him. Best they didn’t find out. If she got caught too, he’d really battle to rescue them both.

Not worrying about her was easier said than done. Was she worrying about him? By now she would have found out he’d gone. Maybe she wouldn’t be able to survive in the wild without him.

Drome paused from his examination of the packs.

Actually, if he was honest, Neve was better at surviving in the wild than he was. She had more experience. He was getting quite good at making campfires, though.

Bloody hell! He had to escape and get back to her.

Drome took the topmost clothes - a red T-shirt, boxer shorts and a pair of denim jeans - from his backpack, undressed and put them on.

It felt good to be in dry clothes again. He draped his wet things over a chair while surreptitiously scanning the room for any avenues of escape. He didn’t know if he was being watched, but he’d learnt to be paranoid. In this bloody world, he could take nothing for granted.

Even so, for the first time since his capture, he felt a glimmer of optimism. Things couldn’t be that bad if they had returned the backpacks.

The door squeaked open, and the ponnomy poked his head into the room. “Hurry up. Krislemeen sent me to fetch you.”

“Are you going to let me go?”

“It’s not up to me. Krislemeen will decide.”

“I don’t know who Krislemeen is,” said Drome.

“She’s the one who stopped us boiling you alive,” said the ponnomy. He licked his lips as if tasting cooked human flesh. “Make sure you do everything she says. She’s in charge.”

“In charge of what?”

The ponnomy looked at Drome the way a teacher might regard a particularly dim pupil. “Her territory. You know: the area you entered illegally.”

“How was I supposed to know it was her territory? And as for it being illegal, it’s not as though there were ‘keep out’ signs.”

“We’re wasting time. Do you want me to call the guards?”

Drome took a breath to speak, then thought better of it. He pulled on his trainers, then nodded to show he was ready.

It struck Drome, as he followed the guide, how unusual ponnomies were. Most of the alien species he had met were straightforward and easy to understand once he’d got to know their quirks. Ponnomies were different and took offence easily. They even walked strangely. With their stick-like limbs and globular bodies, they moved like puffer fish on stilts. Their flat heads sat forward of their shoulders, giving them a slightly stooped appearance. Even though they were hairless, they didn’t appear to mind the cold, for they often wore next to nothing.

Drome’s guide was one of those whose apparel was on the light side, looking rather like a fine but slightly soiled vest and baggy underpants.

Not that Drome really noticed. Or looked too closely.

It made him a little uneasy. But, he hastened to tell himself, he wasn’t being homophobic. It was only that he didn’t find male aliens in underwear very attractive. But then, was his ponnomy guide male? What did a female ponnomy look like? He tried not to imagine his guide in bra and panties, but the image wouldn’t go away.

They walked out of the building and into another. This one was newer and had a more refined look with its tall windows and elegant gables of carved stone. Inside it had polished floors and clean, painted walls.

“Where are you taking me?” said Drome.

“I already told you: Krislemeen.”

“You didn’t actually say you’re taking me to her. You just said she sent you to fetch me.”

“If someone sends someone to fetch someone, then that someone meant they want someone brought to them by the someone they sent.”

“Er… I’m not sure-” began Drome.

“Shut up. It’s simple. I’m taking you to see Krislemeen.”

“That’s all I asked. See? It wasn’t difficult.” 

The ponnomy didn’t reply. They walked down an arched, pillar-lined hall in silence.

“I have to say,” said Drome, keen to break the awkward silence, “this is quite an impressive place for a bandits’ hideout.”

The ponnomy looked back over his shoulder at Drome. “Who said we’re bandits?”

“Um, nobody… but I couldn’t see a town or anything when I was, uh, brought here, so… well, this place… it looks like a fortress, so I thought you must be bandits.”

“So only bandits have fortresses, do they?”

Drome thought for a moment. “I guess not.”

“We’re not bandits,” said the ponnomy. “Well, not anymore.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Look, it isn’t important. Some of us were bandits once, but when Krislemeen came along she recruited us. Took us in. Joined us with the soldiers she already had. Now we’re legitimate.”

“Legitimate?”

“Yeah, you know. We don’t rob any longer. We sequestrate.”

Drome grimaced. “Have you considered becoming a politician?”

The ponnomy didn’t answer. They had arrived at the end of the hall and stood before a large, ornate door. The ponnomy tapped on it. A voice on the other side called out, “Come” 

“This is where I leave. Go inside. And don’t forget your manners.” The ponnomy smiled, revealing a set of needle-sharp teeth.

He pushed open the door and waved Drome through.

Drome walked forward and heard the door click shut behind him.

He was at one end of a long, high-ceilinged room with a row of white pillars down each blue-painted wall. Drapes framing the windows at the far end muted the light, casting shadows in the corners of the room.

“Hello? Anyone there?” said Drome.

“You may approach,” said a female voice.

Krislemeen. She had been sitting on a dark red divan near the drapes and it wasn’t until she stood that Drome realised she was there.

The room’s opulence made Drome feel a little under-dressed in his jeans and T-shirt. Even more so when he saw what Krislemeen wore. She had taken off her cloak and was resplendent in black leather inlaid with gold motifs. Her waistcoat, with flared shoulders and laced front, was decorated with twisting lines of gold that reminded Drome of Celtic knots. Similar patterns decorated her trousers and boots.

“Hi,” said Drome. “Er… Thanks for, um, helping me earlier.”

Krislemeen said nothing. She walked closer to Drome until she was a few feet away, then circled around him.

He gabbled to fill the silence. “I don’t know why I’m here, to be honest. Your people brought me from my campsite and although they were quite polite - well, until the pool episode anyway - which, I suppose, might have been because I’d spoken my mind - they were very firm and…”

Krislemeen continued prowling around him. He wasn’t sure what to do, so he carried on speaking.

“I mean, when they found me in the clearing they didn’t get physical at first. They just asked me to go with them, but I told them to go away. Well, words to that effect anyway. I suppose I should have been more civil, but I was already cross because I hadn’t been able to light the fire and I probably got… well, I spoke in quite a frank manner - if you get my drift - so what I’m saying is I’m sorry and if you’ll let me be on my way, I won’t trouble you again.”

All the time he was speaking, Krislemeen carried on circling him. She moved like a cat, and the way she regarded him made him feel like prey.

“Where are you from?” she said.

“Earth.”

“You haven’t been in Hollow long.”

It was a statement, not a question, but Drome felt he had to answer.

“No, I haven’t. I’m still learning about the place. It’s quite different from Earth. I’m sorry if I caused any upset.”

She stopped circling him and looked into his eyes. “My great grandparents were from Earth.”

“Oh good. How nice.” The words tumbled unbidden from Drome’s mouth. Her direct stare and expressionless face unnerved him.

“It’s been a long time,” she said.

“Since you met another human? Or, since you… um… you know…”

“Yes.”

She continued to stare. Drome felt like an amoeba under a microscope. After several seconds, she spoke.

“You will stay here in the palace.” She turned her head to one of the darkened corners next to the window. “Braxt.”

“Yes, ma’am?” A nisix stepped from the shadows. It was the same well-armed person he’d seen with Krislemeen when she’d entered the bathing house.

“Put our guest in the west wing. Make sure he’s comfortable.”

“Yes Your Majesty,” said Braxt.

Krislemeen turned away. She walked back to the divan and gazed out the window. It was as though she had forgotten Drome was there.

Braxt took Drome’s arm and hustled him from the room. Once they were in the hall, the nisix closed the door and rounded on Drome. His expression wasn’t pleasant.

“You’ve got a damned cheek,” he said. “Don’t ever speak to the queen like that again.”

“I didn’t know she’s a queen,” said Drome. “No-one told me. In any case, who the hell do you think you are talking to me like that?”

“I’m the queen’s lord-lieutenant. Her second-in-command. And you’ll do as I damn well tell you.”

“Well, I’m British! I have rights, you know.”

“Quiet!”

Still gripping Drome’s arm, the lord-lieutenant pulled him down the hall and turned into a side passage.

Drome didn’t like the way Braxt treated him. He didn’t like the nisix’s attitude either, but thought it best to keep his mouth shut until he could find out what was going on.

They came to a line of doors on the left of the passage. Braxt tugged one open and thrust Drome inside.

“A servant will bring your bags. Stay here until you’re sent for.”

He slammed the door in Drome’s face.




















CHAPTER TWO

Upper Amblesby




GEORGE SAT OPPOSITE Rupert and put his hands on the side of Rupert’s head. They were alone in the dining room of the house attached to the bakery.

“Calm down. Take slow breaths,” said George. He tried to radiate a sense of peace from his hands into the other student’s mind.

Rupert nodded. He slowed his breathing and took off his glasses.

“Good.” George spoke in a soothing tone.

“I get so excited,” said Rupert, scratching at his scraggly beard.

George took his hands away and surreptitiously wiped them on his trousers. “That’s all right. It is very exciting. But we must stay calm.”

“Don’t they realise how much they have?”

“No. Not yet. Where they come from it’s completely normal.”

“I try to tell myself that… but sometimes I get overwhelmed.”

The two students from the University of New Bristol wore clothes the villagers of Amblesby had given them. Earth clothes were so much better than the students’ own travel stained and slightly whiffy items. Before the meeting with the villagers, George had tied back his hair and neatened up his thick beard with a borrowed pair of scissors.

Someone knocked softly on the door. “Everything OK in there?” said a muffled voice. It was one of the village leaders, Dora Banks.

“Yes, fine,” called George. He got up and opened the door. “Rupert felt faint. The air was a bit stuffy with all the people in the meeting. He just needs a drink of water.”

“Oh,” said Dora. “I’ll get a glass for him.”

While Dora went to fetch water, George spoke quickly to Rupert. “Don’t give anything away. We don’t want them to realise yet what they’ve got. Once we’ve established ourselves as brokers we’ll let them know.”

Rupert gave a nod and rubbed his hands over his face.

Dora came back with a glass of water. Rupert gulped it down.

“Is he all right to come back to the meeting?” said Dora. “We can postpone if you like.”

“He’s fine. I’ll keep an eye on him,” said George. He beamed a smile at Dora, putting every ounce of honesty into it.

They filed out of the dining room and went back into the bakery’s shop where the meeting was being held. The talking stopped when they entered, and the other attendees crammed into the room looked at Rupert with sympathy.

“We were just saying how important you two are,” said John Banks. He was another leader, probably a little more gullible than his wife, but not stupid.

George needed to be careful. Play his cards with tactical precision.

“Oh, I’m sure any other native of Hollow could do what we’re doing,” he said.

“I don’t think so,” said John. “You have access to a great university, you’re well educated and you know a lot of people. We need to learn as much about this world as we can. You and Rupert are perfect for the job.”

George arranged his features into a thoughtful expression. “I suppose we do have a lot to offer.”

A villager raised his hand. It was Pete Trunny, the owner of a shop in the village.

“Before the interruption earlier,” he said, “I was about to say I think George is right. In order to survive we need to trade with the people if this world. If we don’t, we’ll starve. It’s as simple as that.”

“I know what you’re saying, Pete, but what things do we have to trade?” said John. “We don’t have much in the way of crops, we don’t make anything… I’m not sure why anyone will want to trade with us.”

“I’m sure they will,” said George. “You may not be able to think of anything to trade right now, but we will help you draw up a plan.”

“He’s right,” said Pete. “We probably have things the locals want. We just have to convince them of that. You know, like marketing people do on Earth.”

“We’ll hardly be able to run an advertising campaign,” said Dora.

“Don’t worry, we’ll do your marketing for you,” said George smoothly. “We know people who can spread the word about what you have to offer.”

“Ah, yes,” said Peter Reeves. “Word of mouth. Very powerful. Go viral. I can help with that.”

George pursed his lips. Peter Reeves? Wasn’t he the one who had a lot to say but with very little substance? He’d been some sort of adviser - consultant - on Earth. Judging by his neat hair and smart clothes, his priority might lie more towards promoting himself than caring about his fellow villagers.

“A tiny problem with going viral is the lack of Internet,” said Miriam Weckle. She was a teacher and seemed to be one of the clearer thinkers. “Anyway, I’ve had a thought. With all the useless cars we’ve got, maybe we should become scrap metal dealers.”

George felt the blood drain from his face. “No! I mean, um, nobody will be interested in scrap metal.” He needed to focus their minds on something else. “John, you mentioned you don’t make anything. Well, that needs to change. With my and Rupert’s knowledge of the local market we can help you decide what areas you should concentrate on.”

“Do you mean we should start manufacturing things?” said John.

My, he caught on quick. George set his face in a serious expression. “Yes. There are things in the village you could trade but once you’ve sold them, they’re gone.” He flicked a glance at Miriam. “For long-term benefit you need to manufacture things.”

“I understand… but what sort of things?”

“Oh, you know, things people in New Bristol need. As I said, we’ll help you draw up a plan.”

“Good,” said Peter Reeves. “Plans are good.”
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“Why didn’t you just tell them what they need to do?” said Rupert.

He and George were upstairs in the bedroom they shared. The meeting had ended with the attendees promising to make a list of all the skills in the village. George said he would collate the data and draw up a plan.

“We talked about this earlier,” said George. “If we keep them in the dark we’ll be able to arrange things so we’re in control of what the villagers sell. We can make a lot of money if we can get them to trust us.”

“I don’t understand.” Rupert had bewilderment written all over his face.

“It’s like this: They give us a list of their skills; we pretend to consider the list but all we’re really interested in are the blacksmithing skills; we suggest some business they should start, like carpenters, basket weavers and so on; then we-”

“But there are loads of basket weavers in New Bristol.”

“I know! I’m just giving an example.”

“Not a very good one.”

“It doesn’t matter. What I mean is we tell them all sorts of things they can do and amongst those will be blacksmithing.”

“Why don’t we simply tell them everybody needs to be blacksmiths?”

“For the gods’ sake, Rupert. You’re an intelligent man but sometimes…” George took a deep breath. “If we tell them to all be blacksmiths, they will realise how important their metal is and then we lose the chance to control it ourselves.”

“Oh, so we are trying to make them think their metal isn’t that important?”

“Exactly! That’s what I’ve been telling you all along!”

“No, you haven’t. You said we should tell them to be basket weavers.”

George rolled his eyes. “Forget about the basket weavers! That’s only to throw them off the scent. Don’t you worry about a thing. Leave the talking to me.”

Rupert went over to the window and rapped his knuckles on the radiator. “Metal! It’s everywhere. It’s amazing.” 
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The last person left, and the bakery’s shop was empty apart from John and Dora. She shut the front door and slid the bolt across. The door frame was splintered around the lock, and John had fitted the bolt until he had time to repair the damage.

“It’s funny how less safe I feel even though we no longer need to worry about Wainscott,” she said.

Wainscott had been the leader of the faction who had tried to gain control of the village. The arrival of the brutal imperial troops - the skalpriss - had put paid to that ambition. The villagers were now fairly united by the fear of what the alien world might throw at them next.

“Yeah,” said John. “Though just because no-one has seen him since the skalpriss incident doesn’t mean he’s gone away. He could be waiting for a chance to rear his ugly head again.”

“No, I don’t think so. I reckon he’s been scared off.”

“According to George the skalpriss are about the worst aliens we’re likely to encounter in Hollow.”

“He might be right, but I don’t I trust him. There’s something odd about him. I think he’s hiding something.”

“What do you mean?”

“He comes across as charming and honest but if you watch Rupert’s face while George is talking you get another picture. I’m convinced the pair are hiding something.”

“But they’ve helped us with so many things already. They seem eager to learn about us and they’ve told us loads about Hollow.”

Dora frowned. “I know. But did you notice how Rupert started stuttering when we asked what things we have that Hollowers would find useful. George interrupted him, said Rupert wasn’t feeling well, and took him from the room. When I went to see if they were all right I could hear George telling Rupert off but when I got there, he made up some story about Rupert needing a drink of water.”

“I think you’re being too suspicious. What would they gain by hiding things from us?”

“I’m not sure. All I’m saying is I think we need to be wary.” She sighed. “I wish Neve was still around. I trust her.”

“Me too. It’s a shame she and Drome have gone. He’s the only person from Amblesby who has any experience of the world beyond the village.”

“I’m not convinced his observations are entirely reliable. I mean, his story about what happened after the aliens abducted him sounds… well, unbelievable. Neve is much more dependable.”

“Probably. Anyway, getting back to the skalpriss. I’ve been thinking we need to make a plan to protect ourselves. Those troops walked into the village without any resistance.”

“Not entirely true. Some of Wainscott’s followers challenged them.”

“Yes, but look what happened to them. We’ve only just finished burying their bodies. I’m saying if they’d been properly trained and armed they’d have stopped the bastards.”

“I suppose so.”

“I think we should get a group together to defend the village. Guards who can protect us from any aliens coming here with evil intentions.”

“It’s a good idea, but we don’t have many guns, and we need them to help feed the village. Red and Shiner have a rifle each, but they’re struggling to meet the demand for meat. Red’s asked if they can take the remaining nine rifles so they can train more people to hunt.”

John puffed out his cheeks. “Oh? When did he say that?”

“This morning. I meant to tell you but we got sidetracked.”

“OK. We’ll compromise. Food’s a priority, so how about we let him have six and keep the remaining three for the Village Guard?”

“Fine. I’m sure he’ll understand. I’ve just had a thought: what about getting Frank to make some weapons like spears or swords or something?”

“Frank Upton? I’m not sure he’d know how, would he? He calls himself a blacksmith but, as far as I know, he only makes horseshoes and ornamental stuff.”

“I think he does more than that. He’s the only one I know with metalworking skills.”

“OK, it won’t do any harm to ask him. Well, that’s unless we start getting sword-wielding idiots accidentally lopping off their own arms.”

“Don’t be such a pessimist. Once we’ve found reliable people for this Village Guard of yours, we’ll find someone who can train them properly. There’s bound to be someone in the village who’s a member of one of those medieval reenactment societies and knows something about swords and spears and what have you. And we could get Red to do the gun training.”

“I don’t know. The interfering meddlers in the Village Action and Planning Committee aren’t too keen on Red because of his dodgy past. First, I have to get their approval to even set up a Village Guard. It’s best I call a meeting to discuss this stuff.”

“Meetings will only cause delay. In fact, I wouldn’t mind betting it’ll take more than one meeting for the committee to make up their minds. Another bunch of aliens could come up the slope to massacre the lot of us before the committee has even finished reading the minutes of the previous meeting!”

“What do you suggest?”

“We ask Jim Hargreaves to set up the Guard. He’s retired, but I think he’ll be happy to get involved. He used to be very active in Amblesby’s affairs when he was the local bobby.”

“The committee will moan like drains when they find out we went behind their backs.”

“Let them. They won’t be able to do a thing about it if the Village Guard is already in place. Fait accompli.”

“You have a devious mind my love. I like it.”

He kissed her forehead.




















CHAPTER THREE

The Tower




SHEETS OF MIST sped across the dark hillside, swirling around every outcrop of rock, every bush and twisted tree clinging to the slope’s thin soil. Whipped by the gale, clumps of grass twisted, flattened, and lifted wearily again as each gust passed. Clouds obscured the sky, cutting off the evenshine from the other side of the world. The wind howled around a tower on the hilltop and rain lashed against it, probing every nook and cranny, every tiny imperfection, for weakness. For centuries the tower’s weathered stones had held against the elements, and this night was no exception.

But whereas stone is a bastion against time, wood is another matter altogether.

Under the onslaught of the weather, an aged wooden peg holding a tile gave way. The tile slipped from its place, slid down the steeply pitched roof, clattered over the eave and plummeted to the ground. Like a tongue exploring a cracked tooth, a rivulet of rain probed the gap left by the vanished tile. With child-like exuberance it entered the roof space and ran down a wooden truss.

The tower had no ceiling for it had been built as a lookout, a place for sentinels to watch for enemies of Glaskwall, with little regard for the comfort of the troops who’d been garrisoned there in times past.

With nothing to slow it down, the water dripped from the truss and onto the floorboards of the uppermost room. It formed a puddle which expanded until the edge reached a space between the boards. With a merry little surge, the water slipped through the crack and dripped to the stone floor of the lower room.

The drops were large and their splashes soaked into the side of a small pink cushion.

A human’s head rested on the cushion. The head was bald and belonged to a thin, bearded old man who looked dead. His skin was pale, he didn’t seem to be breathing and the undisturbed dust laying over and around his prone body showed he hadn’t moved in a long time.

Another drop fell. The cushion fizzed and glowed. The human’s body twitched.
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Vester groaned.

He felt old. Each of his three hundred odd years dragged at the very marrow of his bones. He tried to move his arm but failed, gasping in pain as his joints cracked and his muscles protested.

Wait.

His arm? His own human arm?

Relief shuddered through him. He was back in his body.

But the relief was short-lived.

He couldn’t open his eyes. Or were they open already but saw nothing?

Where was he? Had Hulger buried him thinking he was dead?

He certainly didn’t feel good. Stiffness and pain fought for attention as life crept back into his extremities.

He lay face up on a layer of fibrous material. A rug? The padding in a coffin? There was something softer than a rug under his head. A pillow?

With great caution, he flexed his fingers, then his toes. Once they felt normal, he systematically worked on gently moving more of his body, starting with the smaller parts and moving to the larger.

His face prickled as feeling returned. His eyelids were closed, and he eased them open.

He was in darkness. For a moment he felt a flutter of panic that his fear of being in a coffin was real.

Then he became aware of sounds: shutters rattling in the wind, the pattering of rain.

Coffins didn’t have windows. He hadn’t been buried after all. He went to sit up, but his body refused to cooperate.

God’s precious blood! Why can’t I move?

He reigned in his anger. Control. He had to stay in control.

He went back to gently flexing his fingers and toes. Then his arms, then his legs.

By the time daylight began filtering through the gaps around the shutters and door, he could move his limbs a little and raise his head.

He knew exactly where he was.

The tower. Specifically, the room where he had been using the equipment he’d manoeuvred Hulger into taking from the courtiers… the room where he had been working on his new life, his rise back to power. The room where Hulger had betrayed him.

Never again would he allow that to happen. He had grown soft. He should have killed the hairy, stupid jehs the moment he’d come to the tower rather than believing he could continue to use the creature.

What had made his mind return to his own body? Had Hulger relented?

The back of his neck itched. His right leg twitched in response.

God’s teeth! It would probably take a while for his mind to remember it was in a human body again.

As he worked on loosening his limbs, his head span with the sensations of being back. The first, once there was enough daylight, was colour. He hadn’t realised how much he’d missed colour when he’d been inside that damned dog’s head. It felt good to have his own eyesight back. On the other hand, his nostrils felt numb. Gone was the rich world of smell he’d grown used to. He felt bereft. The same with hearing. High-pitched sounds were missing. Flattened. Diminished. His human ears were shadows of his canine ones.

Enough of dwelling on the unimportant. He had to move on, rebuild. The debacle with Hulger, the lost time in the dog’s head and the skalpriss failing in their duty were mere setbacks.

It must have been a couple of hours since he’d woken in the tower. Before that he had been trapped inside the head of a diminutive, wily, viciously cruel and thoroughly unpleasant dog. The monster had been put to bed by its owner - a woman who had reminded him, uncomfortably, of his mother - and he’d been planning his next attempt to wrest control from the canine when his mind had been ripped from the foul little animal’s skull.

And returned to his own body which, by the feel of it, hadn’t moved in a quite a while.

How long had he been in the mind of a dog in the godforsaken human village - the one that had inconveniently been brought to Hollow? A month? Two months? A year?

It was difficult to tell because he’d had no means of measuring time. The days passed in a blur. Every day had been the same. The filthy little dog had spent most of its time sleeping, urinating and fawning at its owner. That was when it wasn’t defecating on the lawn or barking at anyone who passed the garden gate. He’d been a helpless passenger apart from the time he’d taken control when the skalpriss came.

Nevertheless, as hampered as he’d been, he’d seen and learnt a lot about the village. Especially how much metal there was in it. It was everywhere.

Riches beyond measure.

He pushed his arms against the floor and raised his upper body. A moan escaped his lips as he sat up.

Damn Hulger’s blood! Where was the traitorous, pox-ridden jehs?

He looked around the room. The equipment was gone. There was no sign of Hulger.

The bald-arsed ninnycock had taken the equipment and left him for dead.

There was a puddle of water on the floor next to him. And where his head had been was a familiar pink cushion. He touched it. The side nearest the puddle was wet. So, the water had triggered the cushion into drawing his mind back into his own body. Hulger must have put the damned thing under his head, hoping it would atone for his guilt.

The jehs’ weakness would be his undoing.

Never mind that now. Revenge would have to wait. More importantly, he had to find out how long he’d been away and what had happened in Skarnelm during that period.

He’d already decided he had to return to the capital city. He wasn’t cut out for the life of a hermit living in a tower. No, Skarnelm was the only place where he could restore at least some of his power, where he could find clues to the courtiers’ location and, through them, find Hulger and the equipment.

The biggest fly in the ointment was Zharvak. The emperor was bound to have missed his Master of Ceremonies, but did he suspect Vester of any wrongdoing? Zharvak wasn’t renowned for his forgiving nature.

He would have to be careful.

His stomach growled.

Food. He hadn’t eaten since arriving at the tower. He’d never had a chance to eat the meal Hulger had been preparing in the moments before betraying him.

Gathering all the strength he could muster, he stood. For a few seconds he swayed unsteadily, then shuffled over to the table next to the fireplace. There was a pile of dry, curled vegetable peelings left from Hulger’s cooking, and two wizened carrots - or roots that looked like carrots to Vester’s eyes. It didn’t matter what they were, as long as they were still edible. He picked one up and gnawed on it while looking around to see what else had been left behind.

There was a wooden cup, which he filled with water dripping from the ceiling. A growl erupted from his stomach. He needed to eat more than a handful of dry vegetables. His gaze stopped on a thin cord binding a stack of firewood. Good. He’d make a snare and catch a tuzi.

Feeling stronger, he planned his next moves.

First was to make himself a proper meal.

Second was to return to Skarnelm in secret and visit an old friend.




















CHAPTER FOUR

Frontier




THE THING STARTED as a molehill-sized blob that looked like the top of a creamy-coloured mushroom. It poked out of the ground in Lower Amblesby, close to the rear of the communal building everyone called the village hall.

The kids noticed it first. As with anything new, they didn’t tell the adults because it was always a possibility they would be forbidden to go near it once grownups became involved.

Like when animals wandered into the settlement. The grown ups always started yelling at the kids and telling them to stay away even though the animals looked harmless. They didn’t have huge fangs or claws or anything, but the adults behaved like the animals were the most dangerous things in the world.

The mushroom thing was getting bigger. Every time one or other child ran past it, it was higher and wider. The first to stop was eleven-year-old Katherine. After a few moments, she called to the others. A group of five kids broke away from the rest and formed a council of war around the smooth, creamy growth. It was as wide as Katherine’s hand and about as high as her knee.

“What do your think it is?” said Jamal. He was nine but sometimes seemed older.

“Who cares?” said Brian. At twelve he was one of the oldest and considered himself the leader of the group. It annoyed him he hadn’t stopped to investigate first.

The thing didn’t look dangerous. In fact, it looked squidgy, like a marshmallow, which wasn’t how it felt when Katherine had touched it.

“It’s awesome,” said Katherine. “Check this out.”

She pressed her finger against the blob. There was the briefest of pauses, then her finger slid into the pale surface like it was made of porridge. She pulled out her finger, leaving a hole which closed over in a second.

The other kids gathered around to examine her digit.

“It’s not even got any stuff on it,” said Jamal with disappointment.

“What did you think was gonna be on it?” said Katherine.

“You know. Slime and stuff.”

The children listened round-eyed. This was the sort of thing they’d expected from an alien planet. So far, most of it had been pretty normal.

“Did it hurt?” This was from Gemma. She was eight.

“No. It was sort of like… I dunno… like nothing.”

Brian gave her a scornful look. “How can it feel like nothin’?”

“Why don’t you try it and see?” said Katherine. “Or are you scared?”

“Course I’m not,” said Brian. He scowled, extended a finger, and tentatively touched the mushroom thing.

It felt firm, then suddenly gave way under his fingertip. He yelped and snatched back his hand.

“See? I wasn’t scared,” he said. He wiped the perspiration off his top lip.

The kids leaned in to inspect his finger. It looked normal. Even the dirt under the nail hadn’t changed.

They all had a go at sticking their fingers into the mushroom thing. After a while it got boring so they went off to play by the river, telling each other they would come back later to see if the thing had got more interesting.

A few hours later, it was only Katherine and Gemma who came back.

The thing was much bigger now - higher than a grownup - and it looked nothing like a mushroom any longer. It had grown thicker and taller, like a wide tree trunk. The cream colour had turned light brown, with streaks of darker brown that went from top to bottom. Equally spaced around the top were three fist-sized lumps.

The annoying thing was that the adults had also found it. Just as they’d expected, Katherine or Gemma weren’t allowed to go close to it. They nearly said they’d touched it earlier, and it was safe, but they didn’t because adults get stupid when you argue with them or tell them things.
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There was a knock on the bakery’s front door, and John got up to answer it. As he opened the door, he couldn’t help thinking he needed to take some time to repair the lock. It had taken quite a hammering when the skalpriss had entered the building. The trouble was there were so many other more important things to do.

A man in his fifties stood at the door. He had a concerned expression on his face.

“Yes, Mr Collins?” said John.

The man shuffled his feet. “It’s been quite some time since the electricity and gas were interrupted,” he said. “I know you’ve made progress with the water and food situation but I was wondering when all the services will be restored?”

“You do actually realise we’re not on Earth anymore?” said John.

“Although that appears to be the case, I’m not convinced.”

“Not convinced? What do you mean? Isn’t the weird sun enough? The absence of Huddon and every other town we knew? The complete change of landscape?”

“Be that is it may, it doesn’t necessarily follow that the village was moved to another planet. It’s probably a hoax. Like in The Truman Show. They could have built a big dome around the village to make us think we’re somewhere else but actually we’re still on Earth.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

“You know. The ones who do that sort of thing. The ones who control our lives.”

“Mr Collins… Amblesby used to be in a valley. Now it’s become a village on a flat-topped hill.”

“But still in a valley,” pointed out Mr Collins.

“It’s not the same valley!” said John. He took a deep breath.

Mr Collins’ mouth was set in a line.

John took a new tack. “We can’t start up the services just like that.” He snapped his fingers. “We need experts, people who know about these things.”

“Have you asked anyone?”

“Uh. No, not as such. But someone would have come forward if they knew how to make the electricity work. Or the gas or the water.”

“That isn’t good enough. You can’t just wait for someone to offer. When we all got together in the village hall, right after everything changed, you promised to look into meeting our energy needs.”

“I didn’t promise. I said we’d try to find a way to generate electricity if we could. As for the gas supply… to be honest I don’t think we’ll be able to do anything about that.”

“We’ve been without electricity and gas and proper water for far too long so I’ve drawn up a petition.”

“A petition?”

“Yes. It’s been signed by lots of people in the village and we’re asking - no, demanding - that you sort things out.”

“I don’t mean to be rude, Mr Collins, but you are wasting my time.”

Dora stepped forward.

“It’s okay John,” she said. “Mr Collins. Tell everyone we’re working really hard to bring things back to normal.”

“Um… well, um, thank you,” said Mr Collins. He looked from Dora to John and back again. John grimaced. Dora smiled.

“We’ll let you know first as soon as we get everything going again,” said Dora.

“Yes, um, thanks. I’m sorry I sounded cross. We all really appreciate the food from the manor house. And the meat coming from Lower Amblesby.”

Dora smiled. “It was fortunate Mr Montgomery-Jones had such a large stock of supplies.”

“His guns have been useful too,” said John. “If it weren’t for those, the hunters in Lower Amblesby wouldn’t bring in as much.”

Mr Collins brightened. “You see? It’s not all bad. I hear we might be getting mushroom from Lower Amblesby soon.”

“Mushrooms? Has someone started growing them down there?”

“No, it happened naturally. And it’s mushroom not mushrooms. Apparently a huge fungus has sprouted in the middle of the settlement,” said Mr Collins. “Everyone’s hoping it will be edible.”

“I see. Thanks for letting us know,” said Dora.

“Right then. I’ll be off.” Mr Collins nodded politely and walked away down the street.

Dora closed the door. “Strange man.”

“There’s a few of them about,” said John. “Some sort of denial thing going on.”

“I’m sure he’ll come to believe where we are after a while. He probably hasn’t even been down to Lower Amblesby in case he bumps into the side of his precious dome.”

“Speaking of Lower Amblesby, we need to go down there to talk some more to Red about the expedition to New Bristol. We’ll also take a look at the giant mushroom. Hopefully, it’ll be fit to eat but we’ll get it checked first. I’ll ask Anand to come with us to do some tests.”

“I think we should take George and Rupert, too. They might know what it is.”

“Good idea. Give them a chance to make themselves useful again.”

“It’s odd how they told us a fair amount about Hollow when they first arrived but they’ve been quite cagey since.”

“Maybe they’re just overwhelmed by everything in the village. It’s all new to them.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”
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Dora, John, Anand, George, Rupert, Red, Katherine and Gemma stood on the outside of a ring of sticks poked into the ground around the strange growth that had appeared in Lower Amblesby. The ring was about twelve paces in diameter and was there to warn people not to go near. A few others from the settlement looked on, but most people were just getting on with their business.

“I thought you said it was a giant mushroom,” said Anand.

“That’s the way they described it to me,” said John.

“It started out lookin’ like a mushroom,” said Red. “Then it changed. Ain’t that right Katherine?”

“Yes Mr Red,” said Katherine. “It was all sort of creamy and round when it started to grow.”

“It definitely isn’t a mushroom,” said Anand. “I’m not sure what it is.”

“It’s a mindlearn node,” said George.

“A what?”

“A mindlearn node. The Progs created them. They grow wherever people build settlements.”

John narrowed his eyes. “The Progs? The beings who created Hollow?”

“That’s right,” said George. “They set up a number of things in Hollow to enable beings from all over the universe to live together. Mindlearns make it possible for people from different worlds and cultures to communicate.”

“Okay…” Anand stroked his chin. “So if the Progs made this thing then it’s artificial… You’re saying it grew here in Lower Amblesby because people had started building houses?”

“Yes, although I’ve never seen a new one before.”

Anand frowned. “I’m struggling to get my head around this. Do you realise the implication?” Without waiting for a reply, he continued. “The Progs must have placed a network in this world that monitors what’s going on.”

“If by network you mean the Progs built a nexus that senses where people are, then that’s correct,” said Rupert. “Well, to some extent anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“Scholars believe the nexus responds to groups, not individuals. Wherever a group of people build permanent dwellings, the nexus causes a mindlearn node to grow in the centre of the settlement.”

“So this node thing is a translation machine,” said Anand. “What else does this nexus of yours do?”

“It’s not my nexus,” said Rupert. He looked perplexed. “I’m not a Prog. And the node isn’t a translation machine.”

“It’s just a turn of phrase,” said George. “He meant ‘Hollow’s nexus’ when he said ‘your nexus’.”

“A node still isn’t a translation machine,” said Rupert, folding his arms and looking at the sky.

George rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes. When he opened them again he said, “We’re not sure but we think another thing the nexus does is fight disease. People still get sick from time to time, but for the most part, there isn’t much in the way of sickness in Hollow.”

Anand’s eyebrows shot up. He turned to John and Dora. “That’s what those strange microbes were I saw under the microscope when I analysed the river water we’d collected. They must be nano-machines - microscopic disease killers.”

“Right now I’m more concerned about this,” said Dora, pointing at the node. “If it isn’t a translation machine, then what does it do?”

Rupert unfolded his arms. “Like I said, it makes it so people can talk to each other.”

“But how?” asked Dora.

“It puts a thing - a mindlearn - in your head that lets you understand any language,” said George.

“Mindlearns do more than that actually,” said Rupert. “They also assist with non-verbal communication - you know, like the facial expressions of non-humans or the clicks the kynbar make.”

“It doesn’t stop there,” said George. “They also do things like converting the units of measure of each species into ones that another species can understand. If I told a dentharian I’d walked five miles today, he’d hear the five miles as thirteen nirbasts.”

“Really?” said Anand. “Sounds like snake oil to me. Come on, how do they work?”

“I don’t know,” said Rupert. “I don’t think anyone does.”

Anand raised his eyebrows. “Hasn’t somebody ever tried to open one up to see how it ticks?”

“No. Mindlearns aren’t real in the sense that you can see or touch them.”

Red raised his hand palm out at Rupert. “As int’rested as I’m sure you boys are about ‘ow these mindlearn fings works, the burnin’ question is: ‘ow does this tree” - he pointed at the mindlearn node - “put one in your ‘ead?”

“You just walk up and touch it,” said George.

John grimaced. “It slices open your head and puts something inside?”

George shook his head. “No. It-”

“I touched it this morning, and it didn’t do anything,” interrupted Katherine. “Like this. Look.”

Before anyone could stop her, she ran up to the node and pressed her finger onto its side.

“Katherine!” shouted Red. He started towards her.

“See? It just feels weird,” she called.

One of the lumps at the top of the node abruptly swelled. In a blur, a translucent brown tentacle burst from the swelling and touched Katherine’s head.

She screamed.

Red reached her just as the tentacle withdrew. He carried her back to the outside of the ring of sticks.

“I’m all right Mr Red,” said Katherine. “I’m not hurt. You can put me down.”

“First Anand will to take a look at you,” said Red.

“I’m not a doctor,” said Anand. “I’m a microbiologist.”

“She’ll be fine,” said George. “The node just put a mindlearn in her head. Apart from you recent arrivals, everyone in Hollow has one.”

Red put Katherine down on her feet. She looked slightly shaken.

“Are you sure you’re all right, Katherine?” said Red.

“Yes,” said Katherine in a small voice.

“That’s how it works,” said George. “I was about to tell you before Katherine, um, demonstrated it. Mindlearns are semi-real. They don’t have a physical presence so you don’t notice they’re there most of the time.”

Katherine put her hands on her head. “I felt a bit dizzy but now I’m fine.”

“It’s only when you meet someone who doesn’t speak your language that you’ll feel it,” said Rupert.

“So… Katherine will understand anyone, no matter what language they speak?” said John.

“Yes. As we keep saying,” said Rupert.

“I’m going to take Katherine to her mother,” said Dora. “I think she needs to know what’s happened to her daughter.”

“Honestly, Katherine hasn’t been hurt or damaged,” said George.

Dora gave him a tight-lipped smile and went off with Katherine to find her mother.

John looked thoughtfully at the node. “I’ve just remembered something. When we first arrived in Hollow, there was this leaf creature thing that only Drome could communicate with. At the time some of us thought he must be in cahoots with the creature but now I realise he must have had a mindlearn.”

“He told us about that,” said George. “He said the creature put the mindlearn in his head, but I’m not sure I believe him. I’ve never heard of mindlearns coming from anywhere except mindlearn nodes.”

“It doesn’t matter how it got there,” said John. “The point is that Drome has a mindlearn and he doesn’t seem to have suffered any ill effects.”

“Of course not!” said Rupert, clenching his fists in exasperation. “George and I both have them! We’ve had them all our lives. Well, since we turned nine anyway.”

“Keep your ‘air on,” said Red. “Don’t forget this is new to us.”

John still had a thoughtful expression. “This has come at a good time. We’ll need mindlearns so we can speak to anyone we meet on our expedition.”

“Expedition?” said George.

“Yes,” said John. “We discussed what you said about trading with the people of this world. We’ve decided to send a mission to New Bristol to meet the locals. We’re hoping you and Rupert will show us the route and make some introductions when we get there.”

George looked aghast. “There’s no need to go! We’ll organise for them to come here instead. It’ll be much easier.”

“Why will it be easier?”

George spoke quickly. “It’s dangerous! People get killed on the road all the time.”

“You and Rupert seemed to get here all right.”

“Yes, but we know what we’re doing. You’d be at the mercy of everyone you bumped into.”

Rupert looked puzzled. The others wore disbelieving expressions.

“With my network of contacts - people who trust and believe in me - I’ll be able to get people to come,” said George. “There is absolutely no need for any of you to go to New Bristol.”

“I see,” said John.
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The bag made a loud clonk as Rupert edged out the bakery’s front door.

“Shhhhh!” George glared and shook his head. The night was clear and the evenshine’s glow lit the street outside the bakery.

Rupert pulled the door closed with a soft click and the two students set off down the road, looking around them furtively as they scuttled along in a half crouch.

They carried a large sports bag between them. It was heavy, and they had to stop every dozen yards or so to get their breaths back and ease their aching arms.

It seemed to take forever to reach the Edge, but at least the path had become well worn and easy to follow in the evenshine.

Getting down the slope with the heavy bag was a little tricky, but they made it in good time. It was quite a relief when they found Rupert’s donkey still in its little paddock in Lower Amblesby. With the bag on the donkey’s back, they headed out of the settlement towards the place where they had left their cart.

[image: Image]

It was night. The best part of the day as far as Wainscott was concerned. Although, technically, he thought, it wasn’t part of the day because it was night. Nevertheless, it was a good time to leave the shelter he’d built in the forest where he spent most of his daylight hours. He wasn’t going to bump into anyone who might bear a grudge against him, seeing as all the loonies in Lower Amblesby were tucked in their beds.

It was beyond belief. These imbeciles were starting a new settlement in an alien world, and they hadn’t even bothered to set guards. Any hostile aliens could wander in and kill the lot of them while they slept. They had an insane belief that being idle, sponging layabouts made them immune to nastiness.

Still, it made it easy to come here every night and help himself to the stuff left lying around.

He chewed on a scrap of meat he’d taken from the curing shed. It was quite tasty. He had to give them that. They’d done good things with herbs and what not.

Most of the meat from hunting tasted like venison. There were some, though, that tasted like nothing he’d eaten before but, he supposed, it was only to be expected seeing as the animals weren’t from Earth. On the other hand, he’d never tasted crocodile or lemur or panda or loads of other Earth animals.

The two former employees of Montgomery-Jones certainly seemed to have sewn up the market for meat. It was a cloudless night and in the evenshine he could see the butcher shop one of them had set up with its hand-painted sign above the door:




SHINERS

Oven Ready Game And Sliced Meats

All your needs met.




Bloody fools couldn’t even make a proper sign. They obviously had no idea about promoting their products. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t an area that interested him. Too much hard work in the food industry. He needed an untapped market he could control without getting his hands dirty.

There were bound to be opportunities aplenty in this world. He would have set himself up nicely already if it hadn’t been for the skalpriss with their swords. His followers had lost their stomachs after those bastards had shown up. Some of them literally. And their heads.

Never mind. They’d vanished, apparently. The skalpriss, that is, not his followers.

Strictly speaking, the people who had been following him weren’t his followers any longer, seeing as they had turned on him after the incident with the skalpriss. Bloody traitors. A few had even accused him of orchestrating the debacle, as though he was in the habit of undermining his own hard work. They had forced him to flee - no, make a tactical retreat.

He walked across a piece of open ground and stumbled when he bumped into a stick stuck vertically into the ground. As he recovered his balance, he saw a movement nearby. Someone was coming towards him. They didn’t seem to have seen him. In fact, it appeared they were trying hard not to be seen themselves. There were two of them, and they had a sneaky, suspicious air about them.

He moved over to the cover of a nearby tree. Some sort of stumpy local tree, by the look of it. He cautiously peered around the trunk.

There they were again. Two men keeping to the shadows and carrying a heavy bag between them.

He put a hand on the tree to steady himself as he shifted position. It felt odd. His hand sunk into the surface as though it was only half there.

His eyes flicked up at a sudden motion at the top of the trunk. A branch shot down. The tip smacked into his forehead and quickly withdrew.

He lurched back. Disoriented, dizzy for a couple of seconds before recovering.

What the hell was that? He rubbed his forehead. It felt normal. The bloody tree thing had slapped him on the head. Must be a defence mechanism, a warning not to get too close. He stepped further away in case it had another go at him.

Where had those miscreants gone? He kept an eye on the tree while scanning the area where he’d seen the two men.

He spotted them a few seconds later. They were taking a donkey from a fenced off enclosure.

Hang on a minute. Hadn’t the natives who’d journeyed to Amblesby brought a donkey with them? He’d heard about them. They claimed to be students hoping to make it big by studying the village from Earth. Were these the same two making a secret getaway?

They fitted the descriptions he’d heard. One was well built and had long curly hair and a bushy beard, while the other was skinny, thinly bearded and wore glasses.

His suspicions were confirmed when they loaded their bag onto the animal’s back and led it away from the settlement. Not back to Amblesby, but in the opposite direction.

What were they up to? Why were they leaving in the dead of night? What was in the bag?

They were up to no good. That much was obvious.

The bag must contain loot. But why steal from the village when they stood to gain academic standing from studying it instead?

Then it hit him. The whole academic thing was a ruse. They were thieves, and the bag was stuffed with goods they’d stolen. It was too big to be filled with jewellery. Too small for televisions… although, for that matter, there was no point in stealing electrical goods, seeing as electricity was a little on the scarce side… Something else then. Something that they knew was worth a great deal to the natives of Hollow.

Wainscott smelled a business opportunity.

He hurried over to a bush outside the settlement to pick up a backpack he’d filled with things he’d pilfered to take back to his shelter: dried meat, paper, pens, matches and a bottle of water.

This was his chance. He could sense profit.

He slipped through the darkness, following the pair and their donkey at a discreet distance.

After about half an hour, the students stopped and pulled a cart out from under a tree where they must have hidden it when they came. They hitched the donkey to the cart, loaded their loot into it, and set off again.




















CHAPTER FIVE

The Equipment




“IT’S ONLY TO be expected,” said Lungwil.

Ranthar raised its central eye from the segment of equipment it was examining. “What?”

The short, neckless garflung’s face wore an expression that said it wasn’t sure it wanted to know the answer.

“Well.” The sleamarian swept all four of its arms in a flourish that took in the bits of equipment scattered in disarray around the room. “The equipment needs to be, ah, reassembled by someone who knows what they’re doing.” Lungwil closed its eyes and wiped the back of a hand across its forehead. “I know you think you can get it working again, hem, but it’s been weeks and, ah, it looks in a worse state than when you started.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. There isn’t anyone who can do a better job than me.”

“Really? What about Hulger?”

Air exploded from Ranthar’s mouth. “Hulger? A novice!”

“Hardly.” Lungwil sniffed. “I distinctly remember Hulger maintaining and calibrating the equipment - even after Bakalwe’s unfortunate demise - while you strutted around pretending you, ah, knew what you were doing.”

“I do know what I’m doing. Now go away and leave me to get on with it.”

“When Hulger gets back from the, ah, market I will tell him to help you. Hem.”

“Don’t you dare!”

Lungwil stalked out the door.

Ranthar muttered in irritation and picked up a piece of equipment that looked important. A series of thin, parallel struts were arranged between two endplates like the strings on a harp. Ranthar plucked one of the struts, which responded with a musical sound. Lying on the floor, another strut resonated, vibrating synchronously with the one in Ranthar’s hand.

Feeling pleased with itself, Ranthar assembled the two together.

A few hours later, when Lungwil returned with Hulger, the garflung had joined all the components together. Three tall, dark wooden cabinets stood on one side of the room. A complicated structure of rods, straps, and struts spilled from the open cabinet doors.

“There. You see? Didn’t I say I could fix it?” Ranthar could not keep the triumph from his voice.

“It doesn’t look the same as it used to,” said Lungwil. “All the sympanetic components were inside the cabinets.”

Ranthar harrumphed. “I’ve made some improvements,” it said.

“Does it work?”

“Sort of…”

“So the answer is no.”

“I admit it needs some refinement.”

Lungwil folded its arms and stared straight into Ranthar’s central eye. “Hulger,” it called.
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