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1


Junk Doyle watched as his hands disconnected from his wrists and flumped on to the table in front of him.


There was no blood. It was reasonable to expect blood but there was none. His hands lay there looking like a pair of dead spiders with an insufficient number of crooked legs sticking up in the air. Junk felt light-headed. Then one of his hands, the right one, twitched. A moment later, it jerked. Shortly after that it spasmed. Then suddenly it jumped up and stood upright. The index finger and the middle finger were acting as substitute legs. The thumb and little finger were arms hanging loosely by its sides. The third finger hid itself from view as best it could to aid Junk’s hand in its effort to look like a little person standing there in front of him.


A small slit about a centimetre in length appeared about two-thirds of the way up the back of the hand. As Junk watched, it stretched, tore and repaired itself, taking on the aspects of a tiny mouth. It grinned and flexed and Junk saw two rows of crooked teeth. A tongue slithered out like a little pink maggot trying to feel the warmth of the sun. It moistened the newly created lips before darting back inside. Above it something small and spherical moved beneath the skin. Then another similar object appeared next to the first and the two small bumps pushed their way to the surface. They blinked. Eyes. They looked up at Junk. Junk looked back.


‘You’re probably thinking this is a bit odd,’ said the mouth on the back of Junk’s hand.


‘Yeah,’ said Junk. ‘Odd sort of covers it.’


‘Well, hold on to your hat. You ain’t seen nothing yet,’ said the small man that his hand had now become. He spoke with a curious accent. A slight Scots brogue with a sh sound on the s. Junk thought he recognized it.


‘Are you doing a Sean Connery impression?’ he asked. Junk was a big fan of James Bond. Had seen all the films numerous times and read the books at least three or four times each. Moonraker was his favourite book but his least favourite film.


‘Maybe, maybe not. We’ll see as we go.’ It wasn’t a good Sean Connery impression, but then, thought Junk, it was just a disembodied hand who had only had a mouth for less than a minute so he shouldn’t be too critical.


‘Simon, my dear boy, if you’d be so kind,’ said the hand.


‘Who’s Simon?’ asked Junk.


In answer, the other hand, the left one, Simon apparently, came to life, flipped over and scuttled, crab-like, over to the right hand where it flipped itself over once more and froze into a sort of throne-shaped pose. The hand-man settled himself down on it, crossing his index-finger leg over his middle-finger leg.


‘Now then,’ said the hand-man, ‘I suppose you have questions.’


‘Only a hundred or so,’ said Junk. He looked around, only now taking time to study his surroundings. He was in a very dark room. There was light coming from above but he couldn’t make out the source. It stayed obstinately just on the edge of his peripheral vision. The room felt small and restrictive though it was so dark he couldn’t see the walls, ceiling or floor. The legs of the table, chair and his own feet dissolved into blackness. It felt as if the walls were within reach, but when he held out a stump, the tip was swallowed by watery shadow and didn’t touch anything. He pulled his arm back and cradled the stump in his lap with the other stump. He focused his mind. ‘Why are my hands talking to me?’ he asked.


‘Smart question,’ said the hand-man, ‘clever boy. Let me answer your question with a question: tell me, what do you remember?’


Junk closed his eyes and tried to think, tried to corral the many wild thoughts galloping across the open plains of his memory. But it was like the thoughts were made of smoke, and as he tried to gather them to him he only managed to waft them further away. He tried again, harder this time. He latched on to one thought as it passed. He remembered Lasel on the balcony of the hotel in Arrapia. He could remember the smell of her, and the smell of her triggered more memories. He concentrated on her face and she became more solid and focused. Other memories surged towards him now, taking on substance as they approached. Garvan. First his jailor, then his friend. A Goliath of a man. His ancestors had been elephants in the same way that Junk’s had been apes. Garvan stood four metres tall and almost as wide but not fat. Strong. Muscular. Powerful. Junk remembered the attack of the birdmen. Creatures that were an evolutionary midpoint between bird and man. Scrawny. Feral. He heard the guttural cries they made as they came for them, sounding like a didgeridoo:




IwannagetinthereIwannariphimapart


IwannagetinthereIwannariphimapart.





He remembered Dr Otravinicus. The little man. Devious. Self-serving. Had tried to steal the box from Junk. Got thrown through a portal for his duplicity. Spoke with a southern American accent straight out of Huckleberry Finn. An accent he picked up from a man calling himself Han Solo. Someone from Junk’s time. A mystery to be solved.


He remembered the Casabia; a ship that runs on land and sea, with blood-red sails. Her disparate crew. Her captain, Hundrig. Larger than life. Hands the size of shovels. A round jelly belly like an inflated Santa.


He remembered the Brotherhood of the One True God, Pire. Monks. Holy men. Zealots. He remembered the intense, torturous pain they inflicted upon him and he remembered the copper-coloured box they guarded so carefully and that he and Lasel stole.


He remembered Jacid Mestrowe and the League of Sharks. The stark, dusty compound they called home. He remembered the Twrisks. He remembered the physically superior Pallatans being overcome by their much smaller parasitical opponents. He remembered the screams and the fat little bodies, hollow and discarded.


And finally he remembered Ambeline. His sister. He remembered her face. All her faces. From squalling infant to feisty toddler to terrified six-year-old being carried away over Mestrowe’s shoulder, screaming, reaching out to Junk to save her. For a long time he thought he had failed and that she was dead. Now he knew otherwise. Mestrowe had not murdered her but abducted her on the orders of the unknown Nine Emperors. Why? What did they want with her? Who were they? And where was she now? More mysteries to be solved. He needed answers. Direction. Help.


He remembered now. Remembered why he was here, in this room. Remembered what this room was. Where this room was.


They had left Cul Sita where the League of Sharks compound was, the four of them, five if one was to count Mestrowe and Payo as separate individuals, but of course they weren’t. Not any more. Now they were something else. A new creature, more than the sum of each. Payo the parasite and Mestrowe the host. Payo the pilot and Mestrowe the vehicle. Every day there was a noticeable change in them. Payo’s sweet, happily inquisitive disposition was seeping into and infecting Mestrowe’s suspicious, aggressive, ornery personality. The image of the big, angry Pallatan stopping to smell a flower or climb a tree was always a little amusing to Junk. Even if the idea of seeing his enemy in a more charitable light was difficult when he stopped to think about it. So he decided that the easiest thing to do was not to think too much.


The Nine Emperors had taken Ambeline. ‘Fatoocha mammacoola charla,’ Mestrowe had said to Junk the night he ripped Ambeline from her bed and changed the course of Junk’s life forever. ‘Fatoocha mammacoola charla – The Nine Emperors send their regards.’


The key to finding Ambeline was finding the Nine Emperors, so they had travelled through the Room of Doors to a pinprick of an island in the middle of the Glarn Arka Sea (what in Junk’s day was the North Atlantic). Little more than a volcanic burp, the island was so small it had no name, which made getting there courtesy of the Gatekeeper a nerve-jangling business as they had to trust Mestrowe to guide them honestly. He did. Mestrowe explained that whenever he had worked for the Nine Emperors in the past he had been instructed by an intermediary. A man called Tolfke, whose face he had never seen. Tolfke always wore a mask, and Mestrowe understood that he had been horribly disfigured somehow.


In the past whenever he had been summoned to meet with Tolfke, he received instructions on where to find the entrance to the Room of Doors. He would go through and his course would already be mapped out for him. He would merely follow the illuminated path, step through the door at the other end and find the masked man waiting for him on this little island. He would be sitting in the shade of a clump of trees that were bent over severely, a casualty of their exposure to the harsh ocean winds. The only man-made structure on the island was here: a rickety old lean-to that housed two chairs and a table, all constructed in an exceedingly slapdash fashion. From the lean-to they could see nearly all of the island. Tolfke spoke H’rtu (the language of Mestrowe’s people) fluently, though it was clear from his slight build that he wasn’t Pallatan. He would give Mestrowe detailed instructions on what the Nine Emperors required him to do, his payment (the Nine Emperors always paid well) and then Mestrowe would leave. He would travel back the way he came, through the Room of Doors, and would follow another pre-decided (by Tolfke or someone else) route and carry out whatever task was required of him, without the slightest intentional deviation. Then, once done, he would follow the set path back home and wait until he was needed again.


That meant of course that once they all got to the tiny island the trail went cold. In the past Tolfke had always been there when Mestrowe arrived and would still be sitting at the lean-to when Mestrowe left. He knew nothing about the masked man or how to find him.


They would have been stumped then had it not been for Lasel’s keen powers of observation and her rather fortunate knowledge of nasal leeches. In certain parts of the world some people enjoy inserting small slug-like creatures, called flatoushes, into their nostrils, where the flatoush will crawl up deep into the nasal cavity, attach itself and feed off its host’s blood. In return, they emit an intoxicating odour directly into the olfactory system. Flatoushes being greedy little parasites, they will gorge themselves over a period of several days until they burst from overindulgence. This leads to a sudden and rather dramatic outpouring of blood from the host’s nose, and shortly after the carcass of the dead flatoush will slither out encased in mucus and yet more blood.


As Lasel described this practice, Junk was revolted but thought it was probably no more disgusting than certain practices in his time. He remembered seeing his paternal grandfather, Eugene, coughing up a yellow-brown ball of phlegm the size of a walnut, the result of smoking three packets of cigarettes a day. Grandpa Eugene died when Junk was eight and had lived the last four years of his life without a voice box of his own and instead had to rely on a strange electronic substitute that he pushed against his throat any time he wanted to speak.


Lasel had found several dried husks of flatoushes in various stages of dessication. Assuming Tolfke was the only person to come to this island regularly, then it was a safe bet that he was the one who liked to floushe, as the practice was known, and as a flatoush could be traced to its origin point easily enough by anyone who knew their markings, Lasel collected several of the curled dried balls that were once the blood-sucking nose-dwellers and they went back through the Room of Doors to Corraway, the Bartayan coastal town where Junk and Garvan had first met Lasel. There she knew a flatoush dealer who identified the dead leeches as being Cul Jjenian. It was a reasonable assumption then that Tolfke came from Cul Jjen, what in Junk’s time had been the more southerly regions of the Arctic. A little voice in the far reaches of Junk’s head was hollering for attention right about now, but Junk wasn’t sure why. He knew there was something relevant that he was missing but he couldn’t say what. He figured it would come to him in time.


While in Corraway, Garvan had spotted a stall in the marketplace that sold dried nolic petals. These were the same petals that Garvan had used to brew the hallucinogenic tea that had mapped out his journey from his home in Cantibea to the island where he netted Junk and from there to the Room of Doors, Cul Sita and beyond. It was unusual to find nolic petals in this part of the world so Garvan bought a small sachet.


Lasel had friends in Corraway and knew a place on the fringes of the town where they could spend the night. Her friends, musicians called Yartik and Huppa, were warm and hospitable. They cooked them all a hearty meal and played music around an open fire in the walled courtyard of their home. Garvan and Junk snuck off quietly together, leaving Payo–Mestrowe singing most enthusiastically of all, and Garvan brewed up a pot of tea from the nolic petals he had bought. As soon as he told Junk he had them, Junk was eager to try them. He wanted to see what would happen next. He wanted to know what the journey ahead had in store for him.


Garvan had steeped the dried petals in a small amount of water and then squeezed out as much of the liquid as he could before transferring the petals to a pot. Then he added boiling water, put on the lid and allowed it to sit for ten minutes. Junk and Garvan sat staring at the pot as it brewed, neither of them speaking, which made ten minutes seem like an interminably long time. Finally Garvan took the lid off the pot and inhaled deeply. The aroma made him jerk and cough and his eyelids fluttered. Then he poured out a small amount, no more than two mouthfuls, into a warm cup and passed it to Junk. Junk sniffed it. The smell was powerful, a mixture of rancid vegetables and rotten eggs, and he could feel almost every muscle in his body contracting for a split second and a wave of dizziness passed over him.


‘Drink it back quickly,’ said Garvan. ‘Oh, and try not to throw up,’ he added. Junk took a deep breath, held his nose and knocked back the hot, pungent liquid.


It had coated his tongue and throat in what felt like a carpet of tiny barbs and he could feel the heat flooding down to his belly. Very quickly he then started to feel drowsy. He closed his eyes briefly and when he opened them he was sitting in the small dark room watching his hands disconnect from his wrists and drop on to the deep-grained table in front of him.
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Junk looked down at his hands. One with two small eyes and a mouth on the back sitting on the other, Simon, which was pretending to be a throne.


‘This is a vision-quest dream thingy,’ said Junk. That explained the hands. Bit of a relief really. ‘Garvan never said my hands would talk to me.’


‘He wouldn’t necessarily know. The experience is different for everybody. Each person brings their own uniqueness with them.’


‘Is that why you sound like Sean Connery?’ asked Junk. ‘Because it’s something I know, something I’m bringing in?’


‘Precisely.’


‘I see. So how does this work?’ asked Junk. ‘Do I ask questions and you tell me the answers?’


‘No. Nothing so unimaginative. The answers you seek are already here. There’re all around you.’


Junk looked around once more and still he saw nothing but darkness. ‘I can’t see anything,’ he said.


‘That’s as may be,’ said the hand-man, ‘but they’re there nonetheless. You just need to relax. Open your mind.’


Junk frowned, then closed his eyes. Took a deep breath. Tried to breathe in a steady rhythm. He opened his eyes again and absolutely nothing had changed. He was still surrounded by thick, dripping darkness. ‘How do I go about opening my mind?’


‘You don’t. It’s not something you can force. Think about something else, let your mind wander, sing a song, count backwards from a hundred. Relax and you’ll see.’


Junk considered the hand-man’s words. It was hard to relax when someone told you to, because you were thinking about relaxing and therefore not relaxing. It was like being told not to think of the colour green. All you could do then was think of the colour green. Junk closed his eyes and let his mind wander as suggested. This he could do. A mnemonic Mrs Trethewey had taught them at school to remember the eight planets (post Pluto being demoted) popped into his head: Mary’s Violet Eyes Make Johnny Stay Up Nights. He said it over and over in his head. Mary’s Violet Eyes Make Johnny Stay Up Nights. Mercury Venus Earth Mars Jupiter Saturn Uranus Neptune. Mary’s Violet Eyes Make Johnny Stay Up Nights. Mercury Venus Earth Mars Jupiter Saturn Uranus Neptune. Mary’s Violet Eyes –


He opened his eyes and the room was gone. He was in space, moving considerably faster than the speed of light (which was 186,000 miles per second; he had learned that in the same class). He passed Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune, saw Pluto in the distance and then swung back around, his speed increasing as he went. The planets became blurs of colour as they shot past him until he was on a collision course with Earth.


He went faster and faster now. Passing through the layers of the atmosphere, the names of which flitted through his mind ever so briefly from the very same lesson. Then he saw the names written in front of him as if on a screen: ‘Exosphere … Thermosphere … Mesosphere … Stratosphere … Troposphere’. He was passing through clouds now. They parted and there were green fields beneath. The ground hurtled towards him and he towards it. He braced himself for an impact that never happened. Instead he came to an abrupt but gentle stop a few centimetres above the ground and then his feet were touching land. There wasn’t so much as a jolt.


He turned and looked all around, rotating three hundred and sixty degrees. There was nothing but green fields in any direction. He stopped for a moment and something, instinct, a feeling, told him to look again. He glanced slowly over his right shoulder. Everything was accelerated, his feelings, his thoughts. His heart thumped … ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-bum-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-bum … with either anticipation or trepidation, Junk couldn’t tell which. A huge building was behind him now, having appeared out of nowhere, as if it had sprung from the ground fully built. A skyscraper, a palace. As broad at the base as it was tall. It appeared to be made of chrome or some similar reflective metal. A cloud must have moved, uncovering the sun, because at that moment the metal palace was hit by the sun’s rays and it bloomed, bright orange. An explosion of light pulsed out from it. Junk turned away, closing his stinging eyes tightly. When he looked again, the palace was gone. Or possibly he was the one who had gone.


He was no longer standing in an open field. Now he was inside a cavernous room. The floor beneath his feet was copper-coloured and covered in lines and squiggles. He recognized it immediately. It was the box, the key to the Room of Doors. But a thousand times its normal size. Almost immediately it started to change shape. The edges were vanishing before his very eyes, moving inwards towards where he was standing. The box was shrinking. It made a sound like a million beetles scuttling over glass and each other. The cube was separating into smaller cubes; the smaller cubes were sinking into one another as if the whole thing was consuming itself. The box continued to dissolve until what he was standing on wasn’t big enough to hold Junk and he fell. He tumbled down and down through impenetrable blackness, falling, screaming.


And then suddenly he was back in the small dark room, sitting in the chair in front of the table with the deep grain. And there in front of him, on the table, was the box. He reached out to it. Paused for a moment as he realized that his hands had returned to his wrists, which was nice. He picked up the box and felt its familiar solid weight in his grasp. As if independently to the rest of him, his hands started to move over the surface of the box, tracing out seemingly random patterns, tracing the bumps and indentations. Then, all of a sudden, the smaller box started to collapse in on itself just as the giant version had. And just as the giant one had done, it broke down into smaller cubes. Three-dimensional pixels making the complete object. Junk tried to catch the falling mini-blocks, but soon realized they weren’t dropping. They were transforming. The cube was changing shape. As if it was melting, it changed from a cube to a band and looped around Junk’s wrist, becoming a bracelet. The bracelet thinned out and stretched up his forearm, covering it like a layer of armour. The armour spread out over his entire body, encasing him completely. Then just as swiftly, as if it was a living creature, the armour swirled around him briefly in a serpentine sort of way and curled around his neck like a chain. Suddenly the chain shot off and turned into a pole some two metres long, which Junk caught in his hand. Then both ends shot towards the middle, disappearing from view entirely. When Junk opened his hand there was a much smaller cube sitting in his palm. It was the size of a die. Then it started to grow. More and more tiny cubes vomiting out impossibly from within. And as he watched it dance and transform, it took on the shape of a bird, which became a cat, which became a mouse, which became a flower and the flower bloomed. Its copper petals spread out, opening themselves up until a tiny vibrant emerald-green core was revealed. Junk saw an image engraved on it. The image was of a tree, the trunk broad and ancient, the lower leaves young and sprightly and the upper leaves strands of fire from a blazing sun. Then just as quickly it closed up again and vanished.


Junk glanced around him, searching for it. Where had it gone? He became aware that he was standing in a vast shadow and the shadow was moving. He forgot about the box as he looked up and up and up some more and saw the silhouette of a giant. An easy thirty metres high. Backlit by the sun. He could make out no details but he could tell the giant was coming towards him and he knew he had to run, so he ran.


He entered a forest choked with blazing yellow leaves on the trees, on vines, on the forest floor, so that yellow filled his entire field of vision. He could hear the giant coming after him, crushing the trees in his path. Junk ran faster.


As he ran he became aware of someone or something running parallel to him. Maybe whatever it was was running away from the giant as well. He caught brief flashes of red, standing out against all the yellow, flitting between shadows and trees, moving fast with sure-footed agility. An animal? His curiosity was guiding him towards it rather than away.


Suddenly the ground gave way beneath him and he was falling, sliding, screaming. His feet were scrambling against the collapsing earth, kicking up a cloud of yellow leaves that danced and swirled around him. The floor disappeared completely and he now faced a dizzyingly high drop. The forest had simply gone. Far below there was nothing but white. Was it snow? Cloud? He couldn’t tell. All he knew was that he was about to find out. His panicked scrabbling for purchase was failing. He was about to drop.


Then suddenly a hand clamped around his wrist. Junk looked up and saw a small wiry figure dressed all in red, its face hidden by a mask. All Junk could see was a pair of huge merry blue eyes. Eyes that for a moment he thought he recognized, but before he could say anything the owner of the blue eyes spoke:


‘Sometimes down is better than up.’ The voice was husky. Almost certainly that of a young girl, a young Irish girl, but before Junk had time to think or speak the red figure spoke again: ‘Find Pirestus,’ she said, and then released her grip.


‘AMBELINE!’ Junk cried out as he fell. He was looking up at the red figure, watching it watch him fall, and then the white clouds wrapped their ghostly tentacles around him, enveloping him, and his vision started to fade until he could see nothing at all.


*


He woke with a start and he was back by the stove in the kitchen of the house on the outskirts of Corraway, with Garvan sitting nearby.


‘Did it work?’ asked Garvan. ‘Did you see anything?’


Junk didn’t reply. His breathing was heavy and his mind was racing.
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The following morning Yartik and Huppa prepared a lavish breakfast and packed food for their guests’ onward journey. Junk was unusually quiet and just pushed his food around his plate. There was so much to process and he worried that if he focused too much on one thing he had seen he might forget other things. So he played everything over and over in his head constructing a sequence of events: space, planets, Earth, skyscraper, changing box, shadowy giant, yellow forest and, finally, Ambeline. If that’s who it had been. He asked Garvan if he knew who or what Pirestus was, but the word meant nothing to him.


He so wanted to believe it was an indicator of things to come, but how could it be? How could a foul-smelling cup of tea predict the future? Of course it couldn’t. It was just his imagination running riot. He wasn’t going to be flying through space any time soon, that was for sure.


‘It might not be so literal,’ said Garvan when he spoke to him about it later in the courtyard as they were preparing to leave. ‘If you remember, in my one you were a rodent of some description. You’re not a rodent,’ he added unnecessarily. ‘Maybe space doesn’t mean space. Maybe it means somewhere wide open.’ He waved a hand at the uncultivated expanse of fields that stretched out before them. The house where Yartik and Huppa lived was situated on the very edge of Corraway, where the town ended and there was nothing to see from here to the horizon apart from dusty fields with the land-ship track cutting through the middle of them.


‘Maybe,’ said Junk, ‘but some of yours was literal. Like a prediction or whatever you call it. Us sitting on a ship next to a tree, for example. That’s pretty damn specific.’ Garvan thought back to the moment he and Junk had been sitting on the Casabia and he’d first told Junk about his vision-quest dream thingy, as they had taken to calling it.


‘And maybe some of yours will be literal too. Only time will tell.’


‘But it can’t be,’ said Junk. ‘It’s not possible.’


‘Why not?’ asked Garvan.


‘Think about it. How could petals from a flower know the future? They couldn’t. It’s just our imagination, and then we read into it, see what we want to see.’


‘Maybe,’ said Garvan, ‘or maybe it’s not the petals that can see the future, it’s you. The petals just let you.’


Junk screwed up his face as he played Garvan’s words through his head a couple of times, trying to make sense of them and failing. ‘What does that mean?’


Garvan considered how to answer. ‘In Cantibean legend, folklore, there were people who could do magic. I don’t know what they’d be called in your language. We called them nawgru. But it is said that such people died out long ago and their abilities were lost … forgotten. They became stories and nothing more.’


Junk nodded. ‘We had the same sort of thing in my culture. They were called wizards or witches.’


‘It’s believed that a nawgru could see the future, among other things. Just say it was true and my, I don’t know, great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather was a nawgru who could see the future and somewhere deep down inside I have his abilities but I don’t know how to access them. What if all the nolic tea does is make me forget that I don’t know how to access them?’


Junk thought about that and nodded. ‘Wow, that’s kind of deep.’


‘I thought so,’ said Garvan.


*


Junk, Lasel, Garvan and Payo–Mestrowe bid farewell to Yartik and Huppa and set off for the land-ship station. At least that’s what they told their hosts. Having access to something like the Room of Doors was not a fact they were keen to broadcast unnecessarily. Once a safe distance away, Junk withdrew the copper-coloured cube he and Lasel had stolen from the Brotherhood of the One True God, Pire, from a leather satchel he carried slung casually over his back. He manipulated its surface, placing his fingers precisely, and a doorway of green light materialized in front of them. One by one, they stepped through.


The Room of Doors was vast. A seemingly never-ending cavern full of thousands of portals of green, shimmering light stretching into the distance. There were no walls or ceiling they could see. Just a metallic green-black floor that reminded Junk of the wings of a scarab beetle. The only anomaly in the whole place was a single raised dais on top of which stood a column about a metre and a half high. On top of this was an indentation.


Junk stood on the dais and opened out the grapefruit-sized cube, unfolding its six solid faces and the six transparent, almost invisible, faces within. They slotted together again to form a dodecahedron. This he placed in the indentation on the top of the column, where it clicked into place with a satisfying snap. A projection surged outwards, filling the entire cavernous room, labelling every glistening green door within view and probably all the others that were too far away to see.


‘Morning, Horace,’ said Junk.


‘I am the Gatekeeper,’ said a booming disembodied voice, ‘and I have asked you to stop calling me Horace.’ The Gatekeeper was the Room of Doors’ super-sophisticated operating system. It spoke every language under the sun and understood every calendar system that had ever existed. The Gatekeeper could send you anywhere to any time. It could deliver you to your chosen destination to within the specified second and to the millimetre if necessary.


‘Gotta call you something.’ Junk had decided to christen the Gatekeeper, and for some reason, unknown even to Junk, the name he chose was Horace. He’d never known a Horace, so wasn’t entirely sure why he’d gone for that. It seemed to irritate the Gatekeeper, which made Junk all the more eager to keep it. Though it did make him wonder just who or what the Gatekeeper was. Could computer programmes get irritated? Junk liked the idea that this one was actually a little man behind a curtain somewhere, like in The Wizard of Oz, which had been Ambeline’s favourite film. He corrected himself. Still is. Now that she’s alive again. Three years was a long time. A lot could have happened and he still had no idea why the Nine Emperors had arranged for her to be abducted in the first place. Abduction was unlikely to be a good thing, but Junk pushed all such negative thoughts from his mind. His little sister was alive again until he found out differently.


‘Horace, we need to go to Cul Jjen,’ said Junk.


‘Temporal information required,’ came the Gatekeeper’s baritone response. ‘And don’t call me Horace.’


Ignoring him, Junk turned to the others. ‘What do you think? Do we go present day or past?’


‘There’s no way of knowing if this Tolfke person is still in those parts,’ said Payo.


‘How long do you think those slug thingies had been there?’ Junk was looking at Lasel.


‘Weeks, not months,’ she said. ‘They don’t last too long after they’re desiccated.’


Junk considered this and nodded. ‘I say we go present, and if we don’t have any luck finding him we can always go past later.’ The others nodded. It was agreed. ‘Horace, Cul Jjen, presen—’ Junk stopped. Ever since they had visited the flatoush dealer the day before there had been a nagging voice at the back of his mind desperate to be heard. Junk knew he would work out why sooner or later, and now he had. Cul Jjen: a place Otravinicus had mentioned. He had taken the man from Junk’s time, the man who called himself Han Solo, to Cul Jjen, to a town called Ollamah, where they collected a crate. Coincidence possibly. Probably. Maybe. ‘Horace, Ollamah. Present day.’


A line in the projection flowed quickly out from where they were standing and made its way to a door ten levels up and twelve doors along. ‘Location: Ollamah. Present day,’ boomed the voice of the Gatekeeper. ‘And don’t call me Horace.’


Junk plucked the dodecahedron from the top of the column and stored it back in his leather satchel. He and the others followed the projected line through a door on the ground level that whisked them up to the tenth level. They hurried along the tiny metallic black ledge to the twelfth door along and one by one they stepped through.


*


They came out into a swirling, whirling torrent of snow. Each of them was shivering violently and crusted with ice in seconds.


‘W-we really n-n-need to s-start p-p-p-planning ahead a little m-m-more,’ said Junk through clattering teeth. Ollamah was the frozen north. Having travelled from balmy Cul Sita to sultry Corraway, all of them were decidedly underdressed for sub-zero temperatures. The blizzard that raged around them made the world appear to be blank and empty.


‘W-w-w-we sh-sh-should p-p-p-probably g-g-g-g-go b-back,’ said Mestrowe. It was so cold it was a job to speak and the others all nodded in agreement, but they were all shaking so much anyway that none of them could tell. Then just for a moment the storm paused as if the wind had changed its mind, and they saw a light about a hundred metres away.


‘D-d-d-did y-you see th-th-that?’ Junk managed to say. His arms were wrapped around him as he tried desperately to retain any residual body heat, but he was losing the battle rapidly. His black hair was completely white, and tiny icicles were starting to form on his eyebrows.


‘S-s-s-see w-w-w-w-what?’ chattered Lasel.


‘L-l-light.’ Junk made a decision. They had to do something. Back into the Room of Doors or forward. One or the other. He took Lasel by the hand. ‘E-everyone hold on … to each other.’ It took a lot of effort to keep his voice steady and shout over the wind that was screaming like a demented hag. He set off towards the light, pulling Lasel after him. In turn she grabbed hold of Garvan’s hand and Garvan grabbed Mestrowe’s hand. The Pallatan shook free as if holding hands was an insult to his masculinity. But the more sensible part of him, namely Payo, grabbed on to Garvan’s shoulder. The four of them formed a living train and they shuffled towards the light. The wind slapped them with a million tiny ice crystals and every gust felt like beaks pecking at their skin. Garvan and Mestrowe were considerably thicker-skinned than Junk and Lasel because of their ancestry and their size, but even they were suffering. All of them kept their eyes screwed half shut and shielded them as best they could, but the sharp snow found its way through, seemingly determined to seek out their faces.


Junk noticed that the snow and ice were clinging to the arm he held in front of him. It was turning white and blending into the background. He had lost sight of the light but was hopeful that they were still moving in the right direction.


‘W-we’re g-g-going the wr-wr-wrong way,’ Mestrowe shouted, and his powerful voice was nearly obliterated by the wind so the words were weak by the time they reached the ears of the others. Garvan stopped and his stopping stopped Lasel and her stopping stopped Junk. He looked back to see what was wrong.


‘Mestrowe s-s-says we’re g-g-going the wrong w-way,’ Garvan called to Junk.


‘Th-there’s the l-l-light!’ Mestrowe pointed, and all their squinting eyes turned to catch a brief glimpse at a light even further away than before and in a completely different direction.


‘M-m-maybe it’s m-m-m-moving,’ said Lasel. ‘I th-th-think w-w-we should g-g-g-go b-back.’


Junk knew she was right. It was so cold he was finding it difficult to concentrate. He tried to pull the satchel around so he could get to the box, but his hands were now frozen. He couldn’t move his fingers. Panic was starting to set in. If he couldn’t move his fingers enough to open the bag, there was no way he could manage the digital dexterity required to activate the box. He rubbed his hands together to try to get the circulation going. ‘M-m-my h-h-hands are f-f-frozen.’


Suddenly Lasel stumbled. Garvan caught her before she fell. As the smallest of the group she was the most vulnerable to the intense cold. Junk knew he wouldn’t be far behind.


‘W-we have t-t-to g-g-g-g-get back into the Room of D-D-D-Doors,’ said Garvan, wrapping his arms around Lasel in an attempt to warm her up. Junk refocused himself, forcing his frozen fingers to move. It was agony. They were curled up into claw-like hooks. He tried to straighten them but they didn’t want to respond. ‘I c-c-can’t d-d-do it!’ His vision was almost gone now as the moisture of his eyeballs was freezing. Unless a miracle happened right now, thought Junk, they were dead.


And just then a great light shone down on them from directly above. It was so bright they now had to protect their eyes from it as well as the biting snow. Junk looked up, shading his eyes with his hand. It took him a moment to realize that the light was in the shape of a whale smoking what looked like a fat cheroot cigar. It wasn’t neon but it was something similar. The light blinked out again. Then a door beneath, directly ahead of them, opened and an inverted triangle of warm orange light shone out, cutting a path through the blizzard. From within they could hear chattering voices. They saw a broad figure standing in the doorway.


‘Arnk carg va doon ansnac hacal,’ said the broad figure, and gestured for them to enter. The four of them raced inside.
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