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CHAPTER I


In Which a Birthday Party Takes Place, and We Learn That One Ought to Be Careful With Candles (and Dangling Prepositions).


In a small terraced house in the English town of Biddlecombe, a birthday party was under way.


Biddlecombe was a place in which, for most of its history, it seemed as though nothing very interesting had ever happened. Unfortunately, as is often the case in a place in which things have been quiet for a little too long, when something interesting did happen it was very interesting indeed; more interesting, in fact, than anybody might have wished. The gates of Hell had opened in a basement in Biddlecombe, and the town had temporarily been invaded by demons.


Perhaps unsurprisingly, Biddlecombe had never really been the same since. The rugby team no longer played on its old pitch, not since a number of its players had been eaten by burrowing sharks; the voice of the captain of the Biddlecombe Golf Club could still occasionally be heard crying out from somewhere at the bottom of the fifteenth hole; and it was rumoured that a monster had taken up residence in the duck pond, although it was said to be very shy, and the ducks appeared to be rather fond of it.


But the creature in the pond was not the only entity from Hell that had now taken up permanent residence in Biddlecombe, which brings us back to the birthday party. It was not, it must be said, a typical birthday party. The birthday boy in question was named Wormwood. He looked like a large ferret that had suffered a severe attack of mange1, and was wearing a pair of very fetching blue overalls upon which his name had been embroidered. These overalls replaced a previous pair upon which his name had also been embroidered, although he had managed to spell his own name wrong first time round. This time, all of the letters were present and correct, and in the right order, because Samuel Johnson’s mother had done the stitching herself, and if there was one thing Mrs Johnson was a stickler for2, it was good spelling. Thus it was that the overalls now read ‘Wormwood’ and not ‘Wromwood’ as they had previously done.


Wormwood was, not to put too fine a point on it, a demon. He hadn’t set out to be a demon. He’d just popped into existence as one, and therefore hadn’t been given a great deal of choice in the matter. He’d never been very good at being a demon. He was too nice for it, really. Sometimes folk just end up in the wrong job.3


A chorus of voices rang out around the kitchen table.


‘Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday dear Woooorrrrrmmmmmwooo ood, Happy Birthday to you! For he’s a jolly good, um, fellow …’


Wormwood smiled the biggest, broadest smile of his life. He looked round the table at those whom he now thought of as his friends. There was Samuel Johnson and his dachshund, Boswell. There were Samuel’s schoolmates, Maria Mayer and Tom Hobbes. There was Mrs Johnson, who had started to come to terms with having demons sitting at her kitchen table on a regular basis. There were Shan and Gath, two fellow demons who were employed at the local Spiggit’s Brewery as beer tasters and developers, and who were responsible for a fifty per cent increase in the brewery’s profits, as well as a 100 per cent increase in the number of explosions due to the instability of the still-experimental Spiggit’s Brew Number 666, also known as ‘The Tankbuster’, which was rumoured to be under consideration by the military as a field weapon.


And then there was Nurd, formerly ‘Nurd, the Scourge of Five Deities’ and now sometimes known as the Nurdster, the Nurdmeister, and the Nurdman, although only to Nurd himself. Nobody else ever called Nurd anything but Nurd. Nurd had once been banished to the remotest, dullest region of Hell for being annoying, and Wormwood, as his servant, had been banished with him. Now that they had found their way to Biddlecombe, Wormwood preferred to think of himself as Nurd’s trusty assistant rather than his servant. Occasionally, Nurd liked to hit Wormwood over the head with something hard and memorable, just to remind Wormwood that he could think of himself as anything he liked just as long as he didn’t say it aloud.


But in the end Nurd, too, was one of Wormwood’s friends. They had been through so much together, and now they worked alongside each other at the Biddlecombe Car Testing Institute, where Nurd tested the safety of new cars, aided by the fact that he was immortal and hence able to walk away from the worst crashes with only the occasional bruise for his trouble.


Wormwood had never had a birthday party before. Until he arrived on Earth, he didn’t even know there was such a thing as a birthday. It seemed like a very good idea to him. You got cake, and gifts, and your friends sat around and sang about what a jolly good fellow you were. It was all quite, quite splendid.


The singing ended, and everyone sat waiting expectantly.


‘What do I do now?’ asked Wormwood.


‘You blow out the candles on the cake,’ said Samuel.


When they’d asked Wormwood how old he was, he’d thought that he might just be a few billion years younger than the universe itself, which made him, oh, about ten billion years old.


‘The cake’s only a foot wide!’ Mrs Johnson had pointed out. ‘He can’t have ten billion candles. They won’t fit, and if we try the whole town will go up in flames.’


So they’d settled on one candle for every billion years, which seemed like a reasonable compromise.


Nurd was seated directly across the table from Wormwood. He was wearing a red paper party hat, and was trying unsuccessfully to blow up a balloon. Nurd had changed a lot in the time that they’d been in Biddlecombe, thought Wormwood. His skin was still green, of course, but not as green as before. He now looked like someone who had just eaten a bad egg. His head, which had formerly been shaped like a crescent moon, had shrunk slightly. It was still long and odd looking, but he was now able to walk the streets of Biddlecombe without frightening too many children or causing cars to crash, especially if he kept his head covered.


‘This balloon appears to be broken,’ said Nurd. ‘If I blow any harder, my eyes will pop out. Again.’


That had been embarrassing. Samuel had used a spoon to retrieve them from Nurd’s glass of lemonade.


Wormwood took a deep breath.


‘Make a wish,’ said Maria. ‘But you have to keep it to yourself, or else it won’t come true.’


‘Oh, I think I’ve got the hang of the balloon now,’ said Nurd.


Wormwood closed his eyes. He made his wish. He blew. There was a loud whoosh, followed by a pop and a distinct smell of burning.


Wormwood opened his eyes. Across the table, Nurd’s head was on fire. In one of his hands, he held the charred, melted remains of a balloon.


‘Oh, thank you,’ said Nurd, as he tried to douse the flames. ‘Thank you very much.’


‘Sorry,’ said Wormwood. ‘I’ve never tried to blow anything out before.’


‘Wow,’ said Samuel. ‘You have inflammable breath. I always thought it smelled like petrol.’


‘The cake survived,’ said Tom. ‘The icing has just melted a bit.’


‘I’m fine,’ said Nurd. ‘Don’t worry about me. I love being set on fire. Keeps out the cold.’


Samuel patted Nurd on the back.


‘Seriously, I’m OK,’ said Nurd.


‘I know. Your back was on fire, though.’


‘Oh.’


‘There’s a hole in your cloak, but I expect Mum will be able to fix it.’


Mrs Johnson cut the cake and gave everybody a slice.


‘What did you wish for, Wormwood?’ asked Tom.


‘And if you tell me that you wished my head was on fire, we’ll have words,’ said Nurd.


‘I thought I wasn’t supposed to say,’ said Wormwood.


‘That’s before you blow,’ said Tom. ‘It’s all right to tell us after.’


‘Well, I wished that everything would stay the way it is now,’ said Wormwood. ‘I’m happy here. We all are.’


Shan and Gath nodded.


And in the general hilarity and good cheer that followed, nobody noticed that it was only Nurd who had not agreed.
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CHAPTER II


In Which Someone Sees a Ghost. (Yawn.)


As has already been established, the town of Biddlecombe was a lot odder than it once had been, but the curious thing about Biddlecombe was that it had always been ever so slightly strange, even before the attempted invasion from Hell. It was just that people in Biddlecombe had chosen not to remark upon its strangeness, perhaps in the hope that the strangeness might eventually grow tired of being ignored and just go and be strange somewhere else.


For example, it was well known that if you took a right turn on Machen Street, and then a left turn on Poe Place, you ended up back on the same corner of Machen Street from which you had recently started. The residents of Biddlecombe got round this peculiar geographical anomaly by avoiding that particular corner of Machen Street entirely, instead using the shortcut through Mary Shelley Lane. Visitors to Biddlecombe, though, tended not to know about the shortcut, and thus they had been known to spend a great deal of time moving back and forth between Machen Street and Poe Place until somebody local came along and rescued them.


And then there was the small matter of the statue of Hilary Mould, Biddlecombe’s leading architect. Nobody could remember who had ordered the statue, or how it had come to be in Biddlecombe, but the statue had turned up sometime in the nineteenth century, shortly after Mould disappeared under circumstances that might have been described as mysterious if anyone had cared enough about Mould to miss him when he was gone, which they didn’t because Mould’s buildings were all ugly and awful.


The statue of Hilary Mould wasn’t much lovelier than the buildings he had designed, Mould not being the most handsome of men, and it had often been suggested that it should quietly be taken away and lost. But the statue of Hilary Mould had a habit of moving around, so there was no way of knowing where it might be from one day to the next. It was usually to be found near one of the six buildings in Biddlecombe that Mould had designed, as if the architect couldn’t bear to be separated from his work.


As with so many of the strange things about Biddlecombe, the townsfolk decided that the best thing for it was to ignore the statue and let it go about its business.


Which was, as we shall come to learn, a terrible mistake.


As it happened, the statue of Hilary Mould was, at that moment, lurking in a still and silent way near what appeared to be an old sweet factory but which now housed a secret laboratory. Inside the laboratory, Brian, the new tea boy, had just seen a ghost.


The effect this had on Brian was quite considerable. First of all he turned pale, so that he bore something of a resemblance to a ghost himself. Second, he dropped the tray that he was carrying, sending three cups of tea, two coffees, and a plate of assorted biscuits – including some Jammie Dodgers, of which Professor Stefan, the Head of Particle Physics, was especially fond – crashing to the floor. Finally, after tottering on his heels for a bit, Brian followed the tray downwards.


It was only Brian’s second day on the job at the secret Biddlecombe annexe of CERN, the advanced research facility in Switzerland that housed the Large Hadron Collider, the massive particle accelerator which was, at that very moment, trying to uncover the secrets of the universe by recreating the moments after the Big Bang. The Collider had been notably successful in this, and appeared to have confirmed the existence of a particle known as the Higgs Boson, which was believed to be responsible for giving mass to the universe.4


The Biddlecombe annexe had been set up to examine the strange goings-on in the town in question, which had so far included the dead coming back to life, an attempted invasion by the Devil and all of his demonic hordes, and the abduction to Hell of a small boy, his dachshund, a number of dwarfs, two policemen, and an ice-cream salesman. It was clear to the scientists that Biddlecombe was the site of a link between our universe and another universe that wasn’t half as nice, and they had decided to set up an office there in the hope that something else very bad might happen so they could watch and take notes, and perhaps win a prize.


The problem was that the good people of Biddlecombe didn’t particularly want scientists lurking around every corner and asking hopefully if anyone had been abducted, possessed, or attacked by something with too many arms. The people of Biddlecombe were hoping that whatever hole had opened between universes might have closed by now, or been filled in by the council. At the very least they wanted to forget about it because, if they did, then it might forget about them, as they had quite enough to be getting along with, what with rescuing tourists from the corner of Machen Street and avoiding walking into old statues.


The result was that the scientists had been forced to sneak into Biddlecombe and cleverly hide themselves in a secure location. Of course, Biddlecombe being a small place, everyone in the town knew that the scientists had come back. Now they could only pray that the scientists might blow themselves up, or conveniently vanish into another dimension.


The location of the secret facility was slightly – well, considerably – less spectacular than CERN’s massive operation in Switzerland. The annexe was housed in the building formerly occupied by Mr Pennyfarthinge’s Olde Sweete Shoppe & Factorye,5 unoccupied ever since a tragic accident involving Mr Pennyfarthinge, an unsteady ladder, and seventeen jars of gobstoppers. To keep up the pretence, the scientists had reopened the sweete shoppe and took it in turns to serve sherbet dabs, liquorice allsorts, and Uncle Dabney’s Impossibly Sour Chews6 to various small persons for an hour or two each day.


Technically, Brian was not, in fact, a tea boy, but a laboratory assistant. Nevertheless, as he was the new kid, his duties had so far extended only to boiling the kettle, making the tea, and keeping a close watch on the Jammie Dodgers, as Professor Stefan was convinced that someone was stealing Jammie Dodgers from the biscuit tin. Professor Stefan was wrong about this. It wasn’t ‘someone’ who was stealing Jammie Dodgers.


It was everyone.


Brian’s proper title was ‘Assistant Deputy Assistant to the Assistant Assistant to the Assistant Head of Particle Physics’, or ‘ADAAAHPT’ for short.


Which, oddly enough, was the last sound Brian made before he fell to the floor.


‘Adaaahpt,’ said Brian. Thump.


The noise caused Professor Stefan, who was concentrating very hard on a piece of data analysis, to drop his pen, and Professor Stefan hated dropping pens. They always managed to roll right against the wall, and then he had to get down on his hands and knees to find them, or send the Assistant Deputy Assistant to the Assistant Assistant to the Assistant Head of Particle Physics to do it for him. Unfortunately, the ADAAAHPT was now flat on his back, moaning softly.


‘What is ADAAAHPT doing on the floor?’ said Professor Stefan. ‘He’s your responsibility, Hilbert. You can’t just leave assistants lying around. Makes the place look untidy.’


Professor Hilbert, the Assistant Head of Particle Physics, looked at Brian in puzzlement.


‘He appears to have fainted.’


‘Fainted?’ said Professor Stefan. ‘Fainted? Listen here, Hilbert: elderly ladies faint. Young ladies of a delicate disposition faint. Assistants do not faint. Tell him to stop all of this nonsense immediately. I want my Jammie Dodgers. He’ll have to get some fresh ones. I’m not eating those ones after they’ve been on the floor. We can give them to the numbskulls in Technical Support.’


‘We don’t have any Technical Support,’ said Professor Hilbert. ‘There’s only Brian.’


He helped Brian to sit up, which meant that Professor Hilbert was now technically supporting Technical Support.


‘Guh—,’ said Brian.


‘No, it’s not good,’ said Professor Hilbert. ‘It’s not good at all.’


‘Guh—,’ said Brian again.


‘I think he may have bumped his head,’ said Professor Hilbert. ‘He keeps saying that it’s good.’


‘You mean that he’s bumped his head so hard he thinks good is bad?’ said Professor Stefan. ‘We can’t have that. Next he’ll be going around killing chaps and asking for a round of applause as he presents us with their heads. He’ll make a terrible mess.’


Brian raised his right hand, and extended the index finger.


‘It’s a guh—, it’s a guh—, it’s a guh—’


‘What’s he doing now, Hilbert?’


‘I think he’s rapping, Professor.’


‘Oh, do make him stop. We’ll have no hip-hoppity music here. Awful racket. Now opera, there’s—’


‘IT’S. A. GHOST!’ shrieked Brian.


Professor Hilbert noticed that Brian’s hair was standing on end, and his skin was covered in goosebumps. The atmosphere in the lab had also grown considerably colder. Professor Hilbert could see Brian’s breath. He could see his own breath. He could even see Professor Stefan’s breath. He could not, however, see the breath of the semi-transparent young woman, dressed as a servant, who was standing in a corner and fiddling with something that only she could see. Her image flickered slightly, as though it were being projected imperfectly from nearby.


Professor Hilbert stopped supporting Brian, who duly fell backwards and would have banged his head painfully had not some Jammie Dodgers absorbed most of the impact.


‘So it is,’ said Professor Hilbert. ‘I say, it’s another ghost.’


Professor Stefan peered at the young woman over the top of his spectacles.


‘A new one, too. Haven’t seen her before.’


Professor Hilbert carefully approached the ghost.


‘Hello,’ he said. He waved his hand in front of the ghost’s face, but she didn’t seem to notice. He considered his options, then poked at the woman’s ribs. His finger passed right through her.


‘Bit rude,’ said Professor Stefan disapprovingly. ‘You hardly know the girl.’


‘Nothing,’ said Professor Hilbert. ‘No response.’


‘Just like the rest.’


‘Indeed.’


Slowly, the image of the girl began to fade, until finally there was only a hint of vapour to indicate that she had ever been there at all, if, in fact, she had ever been there at all. Oh, she was certainly somewhere, of that Professor Hilbert was sure. He just wasn’t convinced that the somewhere in question was a laboratory in twenty-first-century Biddlecombe.


Brian had managed to struggle to his feet, and was now picking pieces of Jammie Dodger from his hair. He stared at the corner where the girl had been.


‘I thought I saw a ghost,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ said Professor Hilbert. ‘Well done, you. And on only your second day too. You can’t go around fainting every time you see one, though. You’ll end up on the floor more often than you’re upright if you do.’


‘But it was a ghost.’


‘Just make a note of it, there’s a good chap. See that big hardbacked notebook on the desk over there?’ He pointed to a massive black volume, bound in leather. ‘That’s our record of “ghost sightings”. Write down the time it began, the time it ended, what you saw, then sign it. Professor Stefan and I will add our initials when you’re done. To save yourself some time, just turn straight to page two hundred and seventy-six. That’s the page we’re on now, I think.’


Brian looked like he might faint again.


‘Page two hundred and seventy-six? You mean that you’ve filled two hundred and seventy-five other pages with ghost sightings?’


Professor Hilbert laughed. Even Professor Stefan joined in, although he was still disturbed at the loss of so many perfectly good Jammie Dodgers.


‘Two hundred and seventy-five pages!’ said Professor Stefan. ‘Young people and their ideas, eh?’


‘Two hundred and seventy-five pages!’ said Professor Hilbert. ‘Dear oh dear, where do we get these kids from? No, Brian, that would just be silly.’


He wiped a tear of mirth from his eye with a handkerchief.


‘That’s volume three,’ he explained. ‘We’ve filled one thousand, two hundred and seventy-five pages with ghost sightings.’


At which point Brian fell over again. When he eventually recovered himself, he added the sighting to the book, just as he had been told. He noted down everything he had seen, including the hint of black vapour that had hung in the air like smoke after the ghost had disappeared. Had Professors Hilbert and Stefan taken the time to read Brian’s note, they might have found that black vapour very odd.


Outside, the statue of Hilary Mould stared, solid and unmoving, at the old factory. A cloud passed over the moon, casting the statue in shadow.


When the moon reappeared, the statue was gone.
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CHAPTER III



In Which We Travel to a Galaxy Far, Far Away, But Since It’s Not a Long Time Ago the Star Wars People Can’t Sue Us.



Some things are better left unsaid. Among them are ‘This situation can’t really get any worse,’ which is usually spoken before the loss of a limb, a car going off a cliff, or someone pushing a button marked DO NOT PUSH THIS BUTTON. EVER. WE’RE NOT JOKING; ‘Well, he seems like a nice person,’ which will shortly be followed by the arrest of the person in question and the removal of bodies from his basement, possibly including your own; and finally, and most better-left-unsaid of all, ‘You know, I think everything is going to be just fine,’ because that means everything is most assuredly not going to be fine, not by a long shot.


So. Everything is going to be fine. Are we clear on that?


Good.


In another part of the Multiverse, a couple of dimensions from Biddlecombe, a small green planet orbited a slowly dying star. The news that the star was dying might have proved alarming to the inhabitants of the planet had any of them been sufficiently advanced to be capable of understanding the problem, but so far the planet had not produced any form of life that was equipped to do anything more sophisticated than eat while trying not to be eaten itself. Much of the planet was covered by thick coniferous forests, hence its colour from space, although it also boasted some very nice oceans, and a mountain that, at some point in the future, representatives of some species might try to climb because it was there, assuming the star didn’t die long before then.


The creature that moved through the depths of one of the planet’s oceans didn’t have a name since, as we have established, there was nobody around with the required intellectual curiosity to give it one. Also, as the creature was very large, very toothy, and very, very hungry, any contact with it would have gone somewhat along the lines of ‘Look, a new species! I shall name it – AAARRGHHH! My leg! Help, help! No, AAARRGGHH! My other leg!’ etc., which doesn’t tend to look good in history books.


There was very little in the oceans that the creature had not encountered before, and nothing that it had so far not tried, successfully, to eat. But on this particular occasion its attention was caught by a small bright glowing mass, a clump of atoms that vaguely resembled a cluster of blue fish eggs. The creature, always hungry and open to trying new foodstuffs, wolfed the blue mass down and proceeded on its none-too-merry way, already on the lookout for even more tasty and interesting things to eat.


It had been swimming for a mile or so when it began to consider what all of this hunting and eating was about, really. I mean, it swam so it could eat, and it ate so it could keep swimming, and that was the sum of its existence, as far as it could tell. It wasn’t much of a life when you thought about it, which it hadn’t until only moments before, and there had to be more to it all than that. What would happen, it wondered, if it sent other creatures out to hunt on its behalf while it put its fins up and made plans for the future, among which were the enslavement of the planet’s population – hey, we’re on a planet? – followed by the building of spaceships and the further enslavement of lots of other planets’ populations, upon which it could then feed to its belly’s content? That sounded great! Oh, and apparently the star – star? – around which its planet was orbiting was dying, so the sooner it got started on this whole business of building spaceships, whatever they were, the better.


Before it could get to work on the fine print of its grand design, a larger, even toothier, and even hungrier monster bit it in half, and the creature’s brain had just enough time to think, Oh, well that’s just great, that is, before its divided body was chomped to mincemeat and began the great journey through the digestive tract of another.


Whereupon that large, hungry creature began to wonder about the nature of good and evil, and how evil seemed much more fun, all things considered, and so this might have continued for a very long time until there was an unfamiliar popping sound in the ocean’s depths, and into existence popped a wobbly being with one eye. It was wearing a very fetching top hat tied with a piece of elastic beneath what passed for its chin, just to ensure that its hat didn’t float away, as it was very fond of that hat.


The massive ocean monster, all teeth and gills and eyes and horns and scales, looked at the new arrival, opened its jaws, and prepared to chew, but before it could start chomping the little hat-wearer shot into its mouth and down its gullet. The monster gave a kind of fishy shrug and swam on, distracted from the peculiar appearance of its latest meal by all of this evil stuff, which sounded just fascinating.


Deep inside the monster’s gut, the gelatinous mass, whose name was Crudford, Esq. began searching through half-digested flesh and bone. It stank something awful in there, but Crudford, cheerful and contented by nature, didn’t mind. In fact, he even whistled a happy tune just to pass the time. Eventually, somewhere in the newly consumed remains of a giant segmented eel, he found what he had been looking for: a small group of atoms that glowed a bright blue. Crudford lifted his hat, the elastic stretching as he did so, and retrieved from the top of his head a glass bottle. The bottle was sealed with a cork, and the blue atoms in the monster’s belly found a kind of reflection in a similar, but larger, cluster already contained inside. Crudford removed the cork and carefully added the new atoms to the old before resealing the bottle and placing it safely under his hat. His jellied features split into a deep smile, and he patted his hat happily.


‘There you are, Mrs Abernathy,’ he said. ‘We’ll have all those bits of you back together again in no time.’


With that, he popped out of existence again, and the huge sea creature that had recently swallowed him forgot all about being evil and simply went back to eating things, which was probably for the best.


There were many advantages to being an entity composed entirely of transparent jelly. Actually, there weren’t, but Crudford, Esq., who was a creature of boundless optimism, tried to find the bright side of any situation, even his own, which was very unbright. Looked at from the outside, he appeared to be on the same level as slime7, and in possession of only a single hat. But in Crudford’s own mind he was a sluglike object on the rise, a wobbling thingummy on the way to greater things. Someday, an opportunity would present itself, and there would be only one gelatinous demon for the job: Crudford, Esq.


Amazingly enough, that day had come when Mrs Abernathy, the Great Malevolence’s left-hand demon, had suddenly found herself with each of the billions and billions of individual atoms that made up her body separated from its neighbours and scattered through the Multiverse, all because she had messed with Samuel Johnson, his dog, two policemen, four elves, and an ice-cream salesman.8 Oh, and four of her own demons, including Nurd the Scourge of Five Deities, who everyone had thought so useless at being a demon that even Crudford was more terrifying than him, and Crudford couldn’t help but be nice to everyone he met.


Crudford imagined that being blown apart at the atomic level must have hurt a lot. Unfortunately for Mrs Abernathy, as Crudford had come to realise, she hadn’t just been blown apart at the atomic level: the protons, neutrons and electrons that made up her atoms had also become separated from one another, and then the particles within the protons and neutrons, known as quarks, had been scattered for good measure. There were three quarks within each proton and neutron, bound together by other particles called gluons, and all of those various bits and pieces were now scattered throughout the Multiverse. Being blown apart on the sub-atomic level must have hurt an awful, awful lot, thought Crudford. Still, look on the bright side: at least Mrs Abernathy was seeing new places.


But cometh the hour, cometh the congealed, hat-wearing jelly being. It turned out that Crudford had always been very good at squeezing into small spaces, and oozing through tiny holes. No one in Hell was entirely sure what Crudford was made from, exactly, but it was remarkable stuff, and there was no other creature remotely like him in that awful place.


And Crudford couldn’t just squeeze through cracks in rocks and wood and metal: no, Crudford could ooze through the rips and tears in universes, the holes and flaws between dimensions. It made him the perfect candidate to search for, and gather up, Mrs Abernathy’s quarks and gluons and occasional reconstituted atoms so that the process of putting her back together again could begin. At last, Crudford had found his purpose. The recreation of Mrs Abernathy was his responsibility, and his alone. He was searching for subatomic needles in the universal haystacks of the Multiverse, and he loved it.


He could even explore those spaces between universes, although Crudford didn’t like hanging about there for long. Like everyone else in Hell, he had always felt that the Great Malevolence, the foulest, most evil being in the Multiverse – but probably a lovely demon once you got to know it, Crudford tried to believe – was the cherry on the cake when it came to entities of which one ought to be frightened.


But Crudford had come to learn that there were things in the gaps between universes that made the Great Malevolence look like a small flowery unicorn that pooed fairy dust. At least you knew where you stood with the Great Malevolence. Admittedly, that was on the edge of an infinite fiery pit or a cold, bottomless lake of ice, into either of which the Great Malevolence might plunge you if the mood took it, but there was no mystery about the old GM: it hated everything that breathed, especially everything that breathed on Earth, and ultimately it wanted to torment the living for eternity and turn the Multiverse into a realm of ash and fire. Fair enough, thought Crudford. Aim high. Everybody needs an ambition.


But between universes there were entities that didn’t feel anything at all, not even hatred. They had no form, and barely a consciousness. They existed only to bring about nonexistence. They put the ‘thing’ in ‘nothing’. When Crudford came close to their non-kingdoms, he was aware of their non-attention coming to rest upon him, their complete and utter uncaringness, and even his relentless optimism would start to flag somewhat.


But the worse of the unknowable entities dwelt in the Kingdom of Shadows. They had taken the concept of nothingness – the aching absence of absolute emptiness – and added one simple ingredient to the mix.


Darkness.


And not just any old Darkness either, but a dense, suffocating blackness that coated the body and the mind and the soul, a Darkness like eternal drowning, a Darkness from which all hope of light had fled because it came from a place in which light had never been known. Even calling the place in which they lurked the ‘Kingdom of Shadows’ was a kind of mistake because shadows required light to form. The Great Malevolence, who had seen so much and recorded it all, had shown Crudford the fate of universes invaded by the Darkness, and it had always begun with shadows where no shadows should have been.


So Crudford moved carefully through the spaces between universes, and he carefully watched every shadow. He listened too, for Crudford could hear the rips widening in the fabric of universes, just as he could see the light through the new gaps. Now, as he moved through the Multiverse to return to Hell with his shiny blue prizes, he became aware of a rhythmic, pulsing sound coming from somewhere distant. It was familiar to him.


It was a heartbeat.


Crudford’s senses were so keen that he could tell the beating of one heart from another, for each heart had its own unique beat. But this was a very special heart. He alone, sensitive beyond any other demon, had heard its secret rhythm in Hell. It was a human heart through which no blood flowed, only malice.


Somewhere in the Multiverse, Mrs Abernathy’s heart was beating.





[image: Image Missing]

CHAPTER IV


In Which We Go Shopping, and Rather Wish That We Hadn’t.


Let’s drift back through Biddlecombe on this cold dark night, drift like smoke.


Like Shadows.


Wreckit & Sons had once been the largest shop in Biddlecombe. It sold almost everything that anyone could possibly want: pins and pots, bread baskets and bicycles, televisions and tea trays. It was four storeys tall, took up an entire block of the town’s centre, and its shelves stretched for miles and miles. Its basement was so huge and poorly lit that a man named Ernest Tuttle had once got lost there while trying to buy a tennis racket and a socket wrench, and promptly vanished. His ghost – a pale, moaning figure – was said to haunt the store, until it was discovered that it was not, in fact, Ernest Tuttle’s ghost but Ernest Tuttle himself. He had spent two years trying to find a way out, and couldn’t understand why people kept running away from him. When they pointed out that he was pale and moaning, he replied that they’d be pale too if they’d been trapped in a basement for two years living only on rice cakes, and they’d probably moan a bit as well. His feet hurt, he told reporters, and he believed that the mice had adopted him as their king. He still hadn’t managed to find a tennis racket or a socket wrench either.


The store was another of Hilary Mould’s buildings, but it wasn’t quite as offensively awful as the others. There was something almost grand about Wreckit & Sons. In the right light – somewhat dim, a bit murky – it resembled a cathedral, or a temple. Arthur Bunce, the man who had originally asked Hilary Mould to design the store, took one look at it and promptly went mad. Instead Mould bought the building himself, and he disappeared shortly after. The building remained empty for many years until a gentleman named Wreckit took a fancy to it, and opened his department store there.


But if Wreckit & Sons sold a lot of things that people might want, it also tried to sell a lot of things that nobody could possibly want. As he grew older, Mr Wreckit became more and more eccentric. He began calling it Wreckit & Sons for starters, which annoyed his daughters greatly, as he didn’t have any sons. His buying habits changed. For example, he bought two thousand three-dimensional Chinese-made photographs of the man on the next page. (We put him there so that you can prepare yourselves for the shock when you turn over. Ready? Are you sure? Okay then. Don’t say we didn’t warn you …)


The man’s name was Max Schreck, and he was famous for playing the vampire in an old film called Nosferatu. Max Schreck was so strange-looking that it was whispered he might even be a real vampire. The 3D nature of the photos bought by Mr Wreckit meant that Max Schreck’s eyes followed you around the room, and NOBODY wanted this man’s eyes following them around the room. Mr Wreckit sold precisely one of the pictures, and that was to himself. He kept it hidden under a blanket.
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Mr Wreckit also bought 100 unicycles, but it was only when they were shipped to him that he discovered they were not actual unicycles but merely bicycles that were missing one wheel. If it is hard to ride a unicycle, it is significantly harder to ride a bicycle that is fifty per cent down in the wheel department. Mr Wreckit tried. The resulting bang on the head made him even stranger.


He bought teapots with no spouts, sieves with no holes, and steel piggy banks with a slot for the money to go in but no way of getting it out again. He bought televisions that only picked up signals from North Korea, and radios that tuned into frequencies only dogs could hear. He sold gloves for people with six fingers, and gloves for people with three fingers, but no gloves for people with four fingers and a thumb. His fire extinguishers started fires, and his firelighters wouldn’t light. His fridges boiled milk, and his ovens were so cold that when a penguin escaped from Biddlecombe’s Little World of Animal Wonders, it was later found to be living in one of them, along with its entire family and a single confused chicken.


Nobody seemed able to reason with Mr Wreckit. He had simply gone bonkers. He was nutty as a fruitcake. Still, as he was the sole owner of Wreckit & Sons due to the absence of any real sons, and refused to talk to his daughters because they weren’t men, he was free to run the business into the ground and there wasn’t anything anyone could do to stop him.


So Mr Wreckit did, in the end, wreck it. The store went out of business. Mr Wreckit, broke and crazy, retired to a cottage on the Devon coast. When asked what had possessed him to destroy his own business, he replied, strangely, ‘That’s a very good question. What did possess me?’


But he had no answer. On his deathbed, he apologised to his daughters. His last words were: ‘The Voice in the Wall made me do it.’


Nobody wanted to take over Wreckit & Sons after that, and the building stayed empty. It stood at the end of Biddlecombe’s main street, a great block of not-quite-nothing, for it always seemed as though the spirit of the great old store was still present, infusing its bricks and mortar, its wood and its windows, waiting for the moment when its doors might be opened again, and people could get lost in its basement.


But nobody came, and the spirit slept.


So it was that the store had been closed for what seemed like a very long time – and was, actually, a very long time.9 Two generations of Biddlecombe children had grown up without any memory of Wreckit & Sons being anything other than an empty shell, its groundfloor windows boarded and its doors locked. Eventually people just stopped noticing it, although strangers would sometimes pass through the town and gaze up at it. And when they asked who had designed such a building, the residents of Biddlecombe would shrug their shoulders and point at the statue of Hilary Mould, assuming they could find it.


But if the history of Wreckit & Sons was odd, its oddness didn’t stand out quite so much when monsters and demons began invading Biddlecombe, even if they didn’t leave a lot of proof behind once they went away again, monsters in ponds and spectral voices from golf courses excepted. Psychiatrists spoke of mass hysteria, and comedians made jokes about the townsfolk. Experts arrived and took readings. They dug in the ground, and tested the air, and poked at people who didn’t want to be poked, thank you very much, and warned that, if the experts continued to poke them, they’d find their poking sticks stuck somewhere the sun didn’t shine.10 With so much strangeness going on, suddenly Mr Wreckit’s old store began to seem not so strange after all. But it was. It was very, very strange, and strange things have a habit of attracting more strangeness to them.


In the basement of Wreckit & Sons, something moved. It was pale and naked, but it eventually managed to find a suit that fitted it, and a shirt that wasn’t too yellowed, and a smart grey tie. As thousands of eyes followed it round the room, it wiped the dust from an old mirror and smoothed its hair.


‘What is my name?’ it asked.


The Voice in the Wall told him.


You shall be called Mr St John-Cholmondeley.


‘How do you spell that?’


The Voice in the Wall spelled the name.


‘But you say it’s pronounced Sinjin-Chumley?’


Yes.


‘Are you sure that’s right?’


Yes.


The Voice in the Wall sounded a bit miffed. It was so difficult to find good help these days.


The newly animated Mr St John-Cholmondeley looked doubtful.


‘If you say so.’


I do.


The Voice in the Wall directed Mr St John-Cholmondeley to a safe, and told him the combination. Inside the safe was a great deal of gold, along with details of secret bank accounts. The bank accounts were all in the name of St John-Cholmondeley, even though they had been set up more than a century earlier.


‘What do you want me to do?’ asked Mr St John-Cholmondeley.


The Voice in the Wall told him, and Mr St John-Cholmondeley set to work.


Wreckit & Sons was about to reopen for business.11
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CHAPTER V


In Which We Go on a Date – Well, Not ‘We’ as in You and I, Because That Would Just Be Awkward, But We Go on a Date with Other People. No, Hang On, That’s Still Not Right. Oh, Never Mind. Just Read the Chapter.


There may come a time in your life – I hope that it does not come, for your sake, but it might – when you realise that you may be with the wrong person. By this I don’t mean being in Russia with Napoleon just as the weather starts to turn chilly, or on a raised platform while a chap with a hood over his face raises a big axe and looks for a way to make you roughly a head shorter, although neither of those things would be good.12


No, what I mean is that you may ask someone out on a date, and during the course of the date you may discover that you have made a terrible mistake. You may even get a clear signal that a terrible mistake has been made. The person sitting across the table from you, or next to you in the cinema, may announce that she wasn’t sure that she was going to make the date because she was certain the jury was going to find her guilty, even though she hadn’t really murdered anyone because her last boyfriend had simply tripped and fallen on the knife she just happened to be holding at the time, ha-ha-ha, what a silly boy he was, and DON’T EVER MAKE ME MAD! Other subtle signs that you may have erred in asking someone out for an evening include: shooting the waiter for spilling the soup; laughing very loudly any time anyone dies in a film, especially if they die horribly, and everyone else in the cinema is weeping; or telling you that they’ve never gone out with anyone quite like you before, and when you ask them what that means you get the reply, ‘You know, a real person. One that I didn’t imagine, or build from Lego.’13
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