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  Chapter 1


  


  "Umph..." I rolled over...and over again, "Uh?"


  I opened my eyes and blinked in shock at the blazing sunlight shining in despite the thick dark curtains. A shrill ringing was coming from the bedside and I groped for its source, finding a solid-seeming receiver set upon a block-like set.


  


  "Er?", I pulled the thing to me.


  "Sir?", spoke a deferential voice, unfamiliar yet concerned.


  "Er....yes?", I coughed.


  "Are you well, sir? Shall I cancel your 09:00 appointment...only the Dalmatian Ambassador is already here...?"


  "Ungh", I said, trying to clear my head, "What?"


  "Do you need a doctor, sir?"


  "Doctor?", I harrumphed again, as much to try to clear my head as my throat, "No, I....I just need to rest."


  "Very well, sir... Will you still be expected at Madame Olivier's for High Tea, or should I cancel that too?"


  "No...", I was kneeling now, looking around me in complete puzzlement, "I mean, er cancel it."


  "Very good sir... I will let His Majesty know of your indisposition."


  "Oh....right"


  


  He rung off, leaving me looking at the thick black plastic instrument in perplexity. I carefully replaced it on its cradle, and moved to a sitting position on the edge of the bed....the huge king-size bed that I definitely did not possess in my small council flat.


  


  The sunlight too was playing on my mind. Was it not the middle of Winter, a cold, bleak and depressingly damp Winter? Yet, how was the sun blazing through my window...? Well, it obviously was not my window, was it? I knew that I did not even possess a telephone, let alone a bed like this...or a room as opulent as this!


  


  As my eyes grew accustomed to the brightness, I saw now that I was in a room resplendent in dark-wood carvings, satin draperies, and what looked to be porcelain or alabaster statues, mostly of rather immodestly-posed women. Some had classical features, now that I came to look at them, some Indian, or Indonesian, but perhaps half seemed to be deliberately lifelike, as if you would undress any woman in the street, well any good-looking woman at that.


  They were ranged in niches, on shelves set back into the wooden surround, and on tables and plinths that ringed the bed.


  "Very nice" I said, only half-sarcastically.


  


  I carefully stood, finding my bare feet buried in the deep pile of a dusky blue carpet. It was warm as if heated from below, and strangely soothing to the touch. I repressed the urge to lie down and bury myself in it. Whatever would people think?! What, indeed, would whoever owned this apartment think, even supposing they knew I was there? I held a hand to my head, and rubbed at my eyes, but the vision did not go away.


  Well, the least I could do was find what was going on, I thought.


  


  The door took only a moment to find, as one with the carvings but lacking both drapes and the egregious statues. The handle was brass and porcelain and turned easily at my first attempt. I walked slowly out into a hallway, the sunlight somewhat dimmer out here, but the decor not dis-similar. Black was the predominant colour, from carpet, to even darker wood, through to the painted colour of the ceiling, but the whiteness of the erotic statues stood out clearly, as did a series of photographs along one wall.


  I stopped and stared at them, open-mouthed.


  


  They were all of me! If there was one person I could recognise, despite unfamiliar dress, setting and situation, it was myself, and all three definitely applied to the half dozen photographs before me now. I knew for sure that I had never posed for anything like these, but... Well, there I was...


  In a couple I looked to be not much more than twenty, still possessed of all my hair, done up in a tidy pony-tail as I accepted gold-rimmed certificates from important-looking gentlemen. I stepped closer and read the tiny print below them


  "Graduating from The Temple, 1991" and then "Masters First Class, The Temple, 1992"


  Well, that explained that, I thought, and rubbed at my eyes. It explained the hair, but it explained nothing else.


  


  I moved on to the next pair, separated by a snaking carving of almost black wood that proved on close inspection to be of women and snakes entwined around each other.


  "How....nice", I muttered then turned my attention to the more important matter - myself.


  One photograph showed me in a ceremonial gold and white uniform, something very much like a submachine gun cradled in my arms. The other showed me in a black and silver uniform, that had far more menace to it, and the thing in my hands could have been a pike, except for the spray of electricity sparking out of the business end. Surprised, I read on


  "Commission, The Elite, 1995" and then "Slayer, 1997"


  


  "Slayer...", I tried the word for size, and shuddered, "How strange"


  Maybe the other pair of photographs would explain what was going on...Maybe they would only complete this insanity, but either way perhaps there was some sort of answer contained within them.


  At first glance they appeared to be almost identical, with me in a dark black and blue get-up, half Renaissance prince it seemed to me, and half dress-down businessman. In both I was standing before an imposing white marble structure, and in both I was next to a man in a far more elaborate get-up than mine.


  As I peered closer I could see the difference. In the first, the man was elderly, spry and balding but upright and staring into the camera with his sharp blue eyes. In the second, the man was more my age, his hair cut short, his glance just a little uncertain, but the blue eyes the same.


  Beneath them, again in tiny print was the answer I had been looking for


  "Aide to His Imperial Majesty, Marcus II, 1999" said one, "Advisor to His Imperial Majesty, Lucius IV, 2005", said the other.


  


  And it was me... Both in the photographs and referenced in the text below them, but how could it be...? But if it was not me? Did I have an unknown twin? I doubted it! A doppelganger? Maybe...it is said that everyone does, and perhaps they had kidnapped me?


  A shiver of alarm shot through my body, then subsided as I realised the ridiculousness of this. It was not just their leaving me alone with a working telephone, but it was what the captions beneath the photographs said. Who were these people? What was a Slayer? I could not have failed to notice if the world had an Emperor Marcus or an Emperor Lucius?


  But what other choice was there?


  


  Assuming that the hallway had to go somewhere, I walked on. The next section had a set of six small portraits instead of photographs, artistically done, showing young women with not a lot of clothes on. I almost missed the captions, but came closer to the last one.


  "Lavinia, 2002, by Sir Augustus Paulus"


  Hmmm, Lavinia eh? She looked to be no more than eighteen, something of a lascivious cast to her eye as she stood there naked, before a fountain of some sort. Classical pose, but a real setting? Apparently, so...


  


  The door at the far end was the only one I could discern in the hallway apart from the one I had entered by. Upon my opening it swung back into a galley-like kitchen, light brown wood and cream ceramics, for once registering an absence of erotic images anywhere in sight. I made a beeline for what was definitely the fridge and opened it to an unexpected cornucopia of alcoholic beverages. Squatting back on my haunches I supposed that I should be glad that I had not found some dismembered body or exotic insect collection, or something like that, but I had foolishly been expecting bread, cheese and orange juice... Ah, yes, there was a carton of that, hidden behind some cloudy liqueur labeled in....well, it was either Cyrillic or Greek, I could not rightly remember.


  


  Lifting the orange juice to the ceramic counter, I half went to open the cupboard above it, then paused. Suppose something strange was in this too? Well, I shook my head, so what? Was I to be shocked? I doubted it. Perhaps just a little surprised.


  As it happened, that was what I was, surprised this time at the prosaic nature of my find. Just plates, dishes and a selection of mugs all bearing labels. I drew one down, and frowned at the skull motif upon it. OK, not so prosaic perhaps. There was writing on the opposite side


  "First Slaying, 1998"


  Lovely, I thought, and poured the orange juice into it, downing it in one, and then replenishing it straight away.


  


  This one I sipped as I studied some of the other mugs. One had an eagle coat of arms, and the legend "A gift from Montenegro". Another a similar device, but "Greetings from the Kingdom of Poland" inscribed beneath it.


  "Kingdom...?" I wondered aloud, then shrugged.


  How much stranger was it than a pair of emperors whose names I had never seen before?


  


  I carried the mug of orange juice to the far end of the kitchen, to a sliding door that slid back before my touch to reveal a spacious lounge, stretching out in three directions, with at least four doors off it, that I could see from where I stood.


  "Wow", I said unthinkingly, then snorted at the no doubt clichéd nature of my utterance. It was clear to me that I was alone in the place, no indication or intimation of fellow occupancy came from anywhere, but if it were my place, why would I not be alone?


  Because it were not my place, and I was not the person on the wall, for all they looked like me... Wasn't I?


  


  I didn't know which presumption to work upon. That I was the person on the wall, and somehow had imagined a whole different life for myself, culminating in living alone in a small council flat - hardly a fantasy I could imagine most people having! Or that I had simply lost my mind? Not too outrageous, but far too simplistic... Well, if not either, then I was not the person who belonged here and...what? It was not as if this were simply Australia or somewhere and I had been drugged and brought here, it was a different...


  "world..." I said


  


  There, it was both thought and spoken... What if this were a different world, some sort of parallel reality and I WAS the person who belonged here...only... Only I possessed memories solely of where I had come from, and not those I needed in this place...?


  It seemed as good an idea as any, which was to say it seemed crazy and insane, but no worse than anything else I could think of. Oh, sure, this could be an immense practical joke but I couldn't think of anyone who would be bothered to play such a trick, let alone be able to afford it, and to what purpose? No, that made even less sense than my parallel worlds idea.


  


  Maybe if I just went back to sleep? Was it a dream? Had I taken some strange substance? But how can you tell if you are inside a dream? I could see detail in everything, but I knew that was how dreams worked - if you focused on something, the detail would come into being, supplying focus for the dream, even if until that moment it had been a hazy nothingness on the edge of the visualised scene.


  Well, I could lie down, see if I could doze off, and hope to wake up again in my little flat... if that was a better hope than that this was somehow real.


  


  I moved slowly across the lounge, crossing maybe ten feet of bare carpet before I came to a sofa set beside a small table, with a book with a plain blue cover upon it. I lifted it up and looked at the spine


  "Directory of Brothels, London County, 2000"


  "Oh", I said, "Hmmm"


  And laid down upon the sofa, its soft warm white fur embracing me as I quickly slipped back into slumber. Was I to dream myself out of here?


  Chapter 2


  


  I awoke, as the sun set and the shadows lengthened in the room. Experiencing a moment of confusion, my eyes set upon the book on the small table.


  "Directory of Brothels", I read, "Oh...."


  So... I was still here... Well, then...


  


  I rose to my knees and for the first time became conscious of what I was wearing, or mostly not wearing as the case was. A pair of silken briefs and a sleeveless tee-shirt of some soft fabric, both black in colour.


  "Kinky..." I muttered to myself, then wondered what would happen if I had to answer the door dressed only in these... then wondered where exactly the door was, and who I might be opening it to.


  


  "Okay", I looked down at the table and saw the mug still with an inch of liquid in it. I downed it and sat back, looking around me, "What exactly do I know?" I asked myself.


  Answers flooded my mind, none of them useful. They ranged from "Nothing" to taking everything at face value, but none of them offered any definite course of action.


  "Knowledge is power" I muttered, then realised that I was increasingly talking to myself. Surely, though, it was only a sign of madness if you answered yourself.


  "Yes, I think so", I said.


  Oops!


  


  I sprang off the sofa and looked around me. In contrast to the other rooms I had been in, the lounge seemed to be mostly carpet with a few other things thrown in, all spaced out beyond what one would expect, and with the walls largely, but not entirely, free of the erotica that graced the more private areas of the apartment.


  


  I walked to the fire place, inspected the ash upon the hearth, picked up a solid iron poker and prodded the blackened logs in the fireplace. Yes, this was definitely a real, working fire...


  Standing up, I looked at the mantelpiece and sighed. More photographs of a me who was not me, smaller ones this time, and lacking in any captions, but I could set them into the rough chronology given me by the six in the hall earlier.


  There I was in my late teens, casual garb and loose long hair, posing with my arm around an unfamiliar guy who held a trumpet in his other hand. University? The Temple, whatever that was?


  There I was my pony tail tidied away behind my head, pen in hand, sheaf of papers before me, a whisp of a smile playing across my lips. University again, maybe the less carefree days of my Masters?


  My Masters, how silly that sounded to me. Me, who had given it up after barely a term, but not in this...world? Not in this world? Not in THIS world... No, it still sounded crazy however I phrased it to myself


  


  The others seemed to match the days of The Elite, and of The Slayer, different and probably more practical everyday takes on the uniforms I had seen earlier upon my frame, and then I stopped and shuddered. I had not realised it before, but it was... I was standing in black and silver, the pike-like weapon in my hand, angled down....down into the body of some young woman, her back arched as sparks shot out of the weapon.... My first slaying? I remembered the mug I held in my hand, and shaking, set it down upon the hearth. Who was she? What had she done? I was killing her....or just...just torturing her? But surely a slayer, slew? I closed my eyes


  


  But that would get me nowhere. Opening them again, I looked at the rest of the photographs, glad to find that no such surprises lurked there. Usually I was alone, in some businesslike pose - Aide, Advisor, whatever the difference was. In one I stood with a vaguely familiar-looking young woman, in another with an elderly gentleman who grinned toothlessly at the camera whilst, I swear, an eagle hovered above.


  


  "Okay", I turned my back on it all and tried to settle my thoughts, "Whatever this is, and where-ever I am, I have to act as if it were real", I told myself.


  "So...", I looked more closely around the lounge, but whilst I could see more windows, I still could not see anything that looked like an outside door.


  "But why do I want one?" I asked myself, aloud again, but who was to ridicule me for that habit here?


  There were five doors off the lounge, one I knew led back into the kitchen, two of the others were in the same wall as the fireplace, the other two in the opposite wall, all alike, all seeming to be interior doors.


  


  "That one", I decided and headed across the floor to the one I had hoped from its position would have been the external door. Looking from the kitchen, it would have been on the left, at the far end of the wall, beside the windows through which now a greatly weakening sun cast an increasingly orange light.


  The door was locked. I leant my head against the coolness of the wall, and calmed myself down with an effort. OK, it was annoying....really fucking annoying! No, no, calmness, calmness... OK, was there a lock, and if so where was the key?


  There was no lock


  


  "No lock, no key" I said aloud, then stopped and wondered. Perhaps that was it? Perhaps it was voice controlled!


  "Open!", I commanded, but nothing happened


  "Entrance.... Entry..... Exit..... Fuck..."


  Nothing happened, not that I had expected the last word to be the key, but this whole place was beginning to get to me.


  I grasped the handle in annoyance and yanked down on it. A red glow at the limit of my vision seemed to swim over my hand, then a disembodied voice chimed


  "Palm print accepted!"


  I almost wet myself, but the door opened, and hopping back I got control over my bladder in time to walk sedately forward into pitch darkness


  


  "Lights!" I cried uselessly, but this time it worked


  "Voice print accepted" said the disembodied voice, this time causing just less of an underpants mishap.


  The room illuminated itself, or I suppose it was more correct to say that some kind of computer illuminated it for me, on receipt of my vocal command. Either way it got light and was no longer dark anymore.


  


  Whether that was a good thing or not was solely a matter of debate.


  "Holy fuck!" I exclaimed


  "Unable to comply" came the computer's voice


  I was momentarily so taken aback I forgot about the scene before me. Did the computer really think I had ordered the Immaculate Conception? But then sanity returned, and with it the realisation of what I was looking at.


  


  There was no doubting what this room was, a giant sign up by the ceiling announced it in half a dozen languages, not that I could read half a dozen languages, but I could read the top one


  "TROPHY ROOM" it proudly announced


  Why I wanted it in Cyrillic, and in other even less identifiable scripts I had no idea but the increasing feeling of megalomania I had had since the disturbing sight upon the mantelpiece reasserted itself here with a vengeance


  


  The room was lined with glass cabinets. In some were bloodied scraps of cloth, in others were weapons, all with neatly typed captions which included a name, a rank, a nation and a date.


  But far worse was on the wall opposite, glass cases mounted halfway off the floor. In some were shrivelled things


  "Count Piloski's Penis, Krakow, 1999" the writing said, this time large and blazoned proudly beneath it in gold and black.


  "Larennia III's Nipples, Brabant, 2000 - By Challenge" said another


  


  I felt sick to the stomach, but this was not the worst of it. In a row of three cases up upon the ceiling were three disembodied heads, staring down at me, as if in reproach.


  "Holy fuck" I whispered


  "Unable to comply", I ignored the computer this time, hardly hearing it in my shock


  I looked from one head to another, each was as proudly labelled as the other.....trophies below.


  "Lord Gaius Prion, By Challenge, 2002 London Arena"


  Lord Gaius did not look happy, even despite the fact his body was missing he looked distinctly pissed off, and if this were indeed his head and his dying expression one supposed it made sense. What better expression to wear at one's untimely death than that of annoyance?


  "God IV, King of Shut, By Assignment, Gold 2002" said another


  OK, so that was just weird, but no less weird was the dreadlocked head, with rings through the nose, that looked....well, serene was probably pushing it too far, but if Lord Gaius had been annoyed to be slain, this fellow looked almost as if he had been nonchalant about it.


  "Lavinia 2003, By Command"


  "Good God" I spluttered. It was the girl from the painting in the hallway, here her head severed and displayed, the blond hair arrayed like a sunburst behind a rather sad expression on her face.


  


  The computer had not spoken. I noticed it a moment too late and whirled around, though what I expected I did not know. No one was behind me, the door was still open, and the computer was just a disembodied voice.


  "Explain!" I shouted, not knowing what I was demanding an explanation for, but knowing I wanted one, whatever and however.


  "God is Good", the computer said.


  Ah, so it had taken my expletive at face value and had seen no reason to respond...but if God was good, why did I chop people's heads off? Why did I chop their nipples and penises (penii?) off? But it wasn't me, of course it wasn't! It was...


  "Who?!" I wailed


  


  The computer paused and I could almost feel a fuzzy logic program running through my words and their responses, learning before it replied,


  "Present is Jason Wolfe, Advisor to His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Lucius IV..."


  It paused and when I did not respond it seemed to decide that additional information was needed,


  "Additional Information : Rank of Slayer, First Class, achieved 1998, defended by challenge, 2002 on last call-out..."


  I said nothing, thinking at least that it made sense and was coherent, albeit in an insanely perverted way. The computer apparently had a different set of command routines, and decided that my silence indicated a wish for further information, which it provided,


  "Further Information : Aide First Class, by Imperial Command, 2001; Advisor, Primary, by Imperial Command 2006, defended by challenge, 2007."


  So...I had killed again? But why should I assume I had not done so in the intervening period? My life here seemed to be one of killing...perhaps I did it every day.


  "Supplemental Information", the computer said, almost causing me to yell at it, but I held my peace out of interest as to what it would say now, "Ducal equivalence, 2004 by Imperial Command, grant of Benbecula; Great Ducal equivalence, 2005, by Challenge, estates and chattels of God V, Great Duke of Shut; Princely equivalence, 2007 by Challenge, estates and chattels of Imperial Prince Magnus Marcusson."


  


  "Fuck", I whispered - I had slain a son of the late Emperor? Or if not slain, had bested him in combat and taken what was his for myself


  "Unable to comply" the computer rumbled, but I ignored it


  So, I was some kind of killer extraordinaire...but perhaps everyone here was? Everyone of note that was, everyone who rose to a position and managed to hold it.


  Maybe the computer could provide the information if properly prompted.


  "His Imperial Majesty" I said to it, wondering what it would say in return


  It said nothing, but a hithertofore hidden screen in the ceiling passed from a black as dark as the surround to a sudden luminance


  


  "Ah, Jay, you fucker" said a face I recognised with a start as that of Emperor Lucius IV


  "Your Majesty", I staggered down to one knee, as much in shock as in a conscious effort at courtly form.


  "You may rise", there was no humour on the imperious face, "I had thought you hiding today"


  "H...hiding?", I coughed, swallowing bile as I tried to speak to the man who I had to assumed ruled here.


  "But I see you are indeed not well", he frowned at someone off screen then stuck one finger into the air in an unmistakeable gesture to them, "Yes", he returned his attention to me, "Four challenges were filed today.


  "Four?!" I squeaked


  "Had it not been for evidence of your indisposition I would have granted them"


  "Thank you", I gasped at evidence of sudden salvation from an unexpected doom


  "As it was I will only grant one"


  


  "What?", I stammered


  "You mean who", the Emperor corrected me, apparently not noticing the note of panic in my voice, "God VI has a claim that cannot be denied, once made"


  "I...suppose not", I looked up at the disembodied face of God IV


  "Since you slew his grandfather and his father killed himself after you defeated him, young God has been readying himself for this moment"


  "I would expect so" I muttered


  "He would have been best advised to wait until he was of age, but your absence today has inflamed the passions that naturally abound in the court and I cannot deny his challenge...for all that you will get no satisfaction at slaying a child"


  "Child?!" I gasped


  "Legally, as he will not be fourteen until the Fall"


  "Thirteen..."


  "I realise you will make short work of him", Lucius IV shrugged, "It is a pity he did not wait, a real contest between the two of you, now that would be something worth seeing..."


  "Yes..." I gasped


  "Well, make sure you are well enough two days hence", he laughed, "It would be hilarious to forfeit to a child for anything less than Plague"


  "Yes..." I managed


  "Out"


  The ceiling went black again


  


  I sat down heavily upon the cold marble tiles of the floor.


  "Fuck..." I said


  "Unable to comply"


  I growled, but apparently a growl brought no comment from the computer.


  So, in two days I had to kill a thirteen year old or be killed, or forfeit a vast amount of estates and no doubt all of my credibility if I failed to turn up.


  But why was I thinking in the first person? Why was I thinking that it really was me?


  "Because there is no one else", I whispered, "It really is me"


  "Confirmed" said the computer


  Chapter 3


  


  Eventually, I left the Trophy Room having dared not to speak again for fear of what I may accidentally set in motion. I closed the door behind me, and heard it seal with a hiss and a click.


  "What now?"


  But out here my voice had no power, other than to emphasise to myself how alone I was. I headed for the other door in this wall, and carefully put my hand to it. Nothing happened and it proved to be unlocked.


  It opened easily for me, and I stepped forward into a library, lined with shelves of books, with a desk centre-placed before a window that now admitted only the grey light of night.


  


  I approached it, and a light in the ceiling winked on. I reached out and turned on the desklamp, adding unfettered luminance to the gentle glow from above.


  I moved around behind the desk, all caution lost now. What did it matter who I was if some adolescent was going to kill me in two days time? I had no doubts about that. Whatever I was here, I knew I was no warrior, no swordsman or whatever challenges were fought with here. If it came to the fight, I was dead...even if I was not truly alive here in the first place


  So I ransacked the desk


  


  None of the drawers were locked, three to either side of the desk, each revealing secrets as I probed. In one a pistol and a clasp of silver bullets....silver?! In another a journal, and much intimate detail of a sexual nature in a hand similar to mine, but not mine, not that I thought anyone would notice now... In the bottom one, a wad of photographs, mainly of young women in a variety of lewd poses, six or seven with bodiless heads... one or two of these with young women hugging me and leering at the decapitated head...


  "Nice" I said, but there was clearly no computer voice-control in this room


  


  The other side held an appointments diary in one, an address book in another, and a single black tin box in the bottom one.


  "Ah", I sat down upon the green leather chair behind the desk and wondered. The books provided an excess of information that was going to be difficult to properly assimilate, and the box no doubt a surprise I did not want to know about... Another severed penis?


  


  So.... I looked in the address book, noting that it seemed to have been in use for years, the crossings out and changes, additions etc indicating a response to a changing world. I came upon "L" - Lavinia, an address, crossed out, then another with "2000" by it, then it all scored out with a note in the margin "Slain by Command, 2003"


  "Fuck", I sat back.


  How prosaic was that? Some knob commanded her death and I did it? What did that make me?


  "A fucking murdering bastard" I said aloud


  And angrily I wrenched open the black tin box


  


  There was not a penis inside it, well that was the good news. The bad news was....bad... There was a finger, a shrivelled old-man's finger with a ring upon it, and beneath it a label printed on gold paper.


  "The Command Finger of Emperor Marcus II, Bequeathed to his favourite Slayer, Jason Wolfe"


  "Oh...", I blinked, "Right..."


  So, I hadn't chopped it off someone...the old dude had left it me in his will...A finger!


  "The Command Finger", I corrected myself, as if made a difference.


  


  I must have stared at it for five or ten minutes before jerking myself off back to the present.


  Before me upon the desk were several piles of paper, and I turned my attention to these.


  


  Twenty minutes later I gave up and leant back in the chair. Half of them had proven to be begging letters, or at best crawling letters, from out and out losers. Others might have had merit :- please support this application to the Imperial Patents Office; Great Duke Slammer is a bastard and I have proof; I have sexy pictures of Duchess Regina, I know you like her...


  Well, I decided, merit of a certain kind, at least for the man who was not me, but who I seemed to be...


  Oh!


  


  What if he was still here? What if he came home and found his....double in his apartment? Since I had come to the conclusion that this was another world, a parallel reality I had forgotten about such things, but what if?


  What if he caught me here? Well, I swallowed heavily... No doubt my penis would join his collection, if not my head (that would be harder for him to explain!)


  


  But what good were what-ifs? What was I to do about them other than to find the exterior door and run half-naked into the street, fleeing for my life from....from myself? I doubted I would get a sympathetic reaction from anyone I should meet. After all, surely a Slayer was only as good as his deeds, and a Slayer on the run was so obviously a failure who would want to help him?


  


  But me! I almost hit the desk in frustration! I was me, I was not a Slayer! But if nobody believed otherwise, what difference did it make?


  Damn....


  I had to make a decision one way or another...


  


  The telephone rang... It took me a moment to locate it, an erotic nymph on a pedestal to my right as I sat behind the desk. I lifted her pudenda to my mouth and spoke,


  "Yes?"


  "Aha!", said a voice, a foreign voice, "Two million crowns"


  Oh?", I resisted the temptation to lick the pottery genitalia, then wondered at myself for having such thoughts. Maybe they simply seemed normal in contrast to everything else that was about.


  "Five and we take the little skunk out"


  "And how would I pay you?", I searched for a normal-sounding answer


  "You gave us access", he laughed, "Sure not to 5 million, but we can forge that - you will hardly contest it!"


  "No" I said


  "So it is agreed?", he weaselled


  "Yeah", I said, confused


  "Good", the line went dead


  


  It was agreed? What was agreed? Had I just paid an anonymous voice on the phone 5 million crowns? And for what?


  Was it any worse than losing my estates to God VI...


  


  Oh God! God VI! Little skunk?!


  Had I just agreed for someone to kill the little...... skunk?


  "Shit", I said and sagged down in my chair


  What the Hell was wrong with this world?


  


  Whatever it was it didn't right itself within the next quarter of an hour, and I eventually raised myself up and took myself to the book shelves, deciding that a bit of culture would probably be a good thing after the repeated shocks to the system.


  Well, culture was no doubt in the eye of the beholder and this became ever clearer as I found myself amidst an arsenal of erotic stories, pornographic lithographs, and 'History of The Slayers' which seemed to consist of one grisly image after another.


  


  Eventually I gave up, leaving a pile of books four feet high in the centre of the room. If there really was another me to come back and discover me here, I doubted that this would be at the centre of his ire.


  I headed back across the lounge to the kitchen, and unashamedly peed into the kitchen sink. It had been growing for hours, and I had decided better the water receptacle I knew than one in the bush, or something like that.


  I crouched once more before the fridge and tried to make sense of the alcoholic cornucopia. Brandy I recognised, and something "By Appointment to the Royal Icelandic Court" I was sure was a cherry liqueur. The rest were increasingly perplexing.


  Feeling a rare abandon, I drank several swigs straight from the bottles; an orange something written in Spanish, or something similar; something green and minty; something blue and powerful, written in...well some script I could not begin to recognise


  


  No doubt massively intoxicated, I moved back into the lounge, feeling a lot better.


  Two doors remained, on the right. I chose the one nearest to the fireplace at random, and opened it upon an opulent bathroom


  "Damn" I said, "I didn’t need to pee in the sink"


  But nobody was listening, or looking, so what did it matter? I felt up the gold taps a while, then headed out.


  One door remained


  


  I opened it, and froze. Someone was standing the other side pointing a gun at me. They did not move...and I was suddenly glad that I had peed in the sink. The shock passed, and I realised it was a waxwork, thank god not a mummified corpse or something else in that vein.


  "What the fuck...?" I still gasped out


  "Negative" came the computer's voice


  So, this room was wired for sound too, though the door had not seemed to be locked to my palm print. Perhaps that was because what was in here was all reproduction, whereas the Trophy Room contained the real thing....penises, nipples, and heads alike.


  


  I stood hands on hips, no doubt looking faintly ridiculous given my skimpy dress, but I was looking out not inwards. I saw the dozen or so waxworks, not my own body, and I wondered at them, who were these people I had immortalised in this fashion.


  "Identify", I snapped at the nearest, the white garbed fellow with the gun pointed at the doorway


  The fuzzy logic on the computer appeared to be working again as it apparently discarded other options and came up with the required answer,


  "His Highness, Prince Ramos Magnusson, Slain 2005. Avenged 2007 by Jason Wolfe, Slayer First Class"


  "Ah", I interrupted in case the computer felt like a recital of my titles...my titles? How odd it was that I was thinking that way!


  


  "Slain by whom and avenged how?"


  "Prince Ramos Marcusson, bastard child of His Imperial Majesty Emperor Marcus II was slain 2005 by Imperial Prince Magnus Marcusson in a challenge retrospectively deemed lawful. He was Avenged 2007 by Jason Wolfe, Slayer First Class by Challenge against Imperial Prince Magnus Marcusson"


  "Oh", I looked at the likeness of the dead bastard. Had he been my friend? Had I killed the Emperor's son...the current Emperor's brother to avenge a friend? Maybe if I had it made sense...


  Though I doubted I would make everything else make sense.


  Shrivelled penises for example...


  Chapter 4


  


  I spent a good couple of hours in the waxwork room, getting the feel of the dozen characters portrayed there, and pressing the computer by every question I could think of for answers as to their identity and fate. Only one was analogous.


  "Lavinia, Imperial Courtesan", the computer announced about the shockingly familiar face which sat atop a waxwork by the far wall, "Slain by Imperial Command, 2003"


  "Go on!", I had demanded


  But there was little more


  "Lavinia, born 1984, Province of Gelderland. Admitted to Court, 1998. Accepted as Courtesan, 1999. Slain by Imperial Command 2003, Slayer First Class, Jason Wolfe."


  "Why?!", I begged of it.


  "No information available"


  


  So I had retired to the kitchen, hunger finally reaching into my innards. The fridge had proven a dead loss, nothing more solid than ice cubes being contained within it, but I had found rice in one cupboard and saucepans in another, and cooked myself a wholesome if unappetising meal upon the ceramic hob.


  I ate it squatting back in the library, going through another pile of books that I had dragged off the shelf. No doubt the true owner would have baulked at such things, but ... Well, did he even exist anymore? Or was I really him?


  How could I know?


  


  Nibbling the rice, I sought out history books from amongst the erotica and monographs and tried to put my mind to the task of understanding this world, but each time I approached it it slipped away from me.


  I read of empires I did not know of, of Kazan, of Songhay, of Hyderabad, a world I did not know existed, yet which seemed in the context I found it in to be as natural as anything


  Certainly as natural as a Slayer beheading his friends and mounting their heads in his Trophy Room... Was that the price of duty?


  


  I read for hours, perhaps, occasionally peeing in the mug I still carried around with me, unwilling to leave the source of such strange everyday information even for a few minutes. Perhaps I thought it would disappear if it did. Perhaps I thought peeing in the mug was some kind of challenge to the absent 'real me', a way to make him come back if he would... but he didn't. I was not surprised, not really.


  


  Lucius I had emancipated Satanists... Lucius II had been the first to have ten wives... Lucius III had destroyed the Knights Templar... The history of Luciens assumed that the IV would have an equally glorious reign


  


  Jairus I had instituted the Slayers, Jairus II had, ironically the books said, been slain by one. Harold III had been an abomination, Elias I a saint.


  


  It was insane, but it made sense, it was a chronology of a world that was not mine, but a world that I could piece the parts together from.


  


  And then I was into the science... A dozen black-bound books stuck in a corner shelf, published by the Imperial Theoretical Foundation... I skimmed them, then I backtracked and read some of them in more detail, then the light seemed to change and I realised that dawn was breaking through the window behind the desk


  


  I trudged my way back to the giant bed in the bedroom and was soon asleep... No sooner than I had achieved this then did the phone ring.


  "What?!" I gurgled into the mouthpiece


  "Sir?!", it was the same obsequious but concerned voice


  "Not today", I gasped, an almighty yawn rocking my frame, "Tomorrow"


  "For the challenge, sir!"


  He sounded excited, almost as if he was creaming his pants


  "Yes, for the challenge...", I stifled a yawn, "The fever is broken, but I must sleep today to recover my strength"


  "Yes of course!", he ejaculated, probably literally too by the sound of him, "Until the Challenge!"


  "Until the Challenge" I echoed wearily


  And was asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow


  Chapter 5


  


  I awoke soaked in sweat, and divested myself of my skimpy night clothes, tossing them onto the floor and wandering naked through hallway, kitchen and lounge to the bathroom. A long warm shower was just what I needed, the controls hardly proving at all complicated, though the sudden blast of warm air as I turned off the water caught me by surprise.


  Almost dry, I walked still naked back into the lounge and looked around. Everything seemed to be as I had left it. I crossed to the furthest door, and wrapped my hand around the handle once again, watching more carefully this time as the red glow passed over it.


  "Palm print accepted!"


  I was ready for it this time, and strode in,


  "Lights", there was no need to raise my voice I realised; why would there be? The computer was not deaf.


  


  As if to prove this realisation it latched onto what I muttered next,


  "How strange is this?", I said, staring around the room, still trying to take it in.


  The computer's response was momentarily delayed, surprising me by coming at all after the pause.


  "Possible two fields of reference... One, it is strange that your body is not showing heightened signs of arousal, percentage of occurrence 2% as opposed to 98% positive."


  Oh nice... Did my other self come here and beat off to his trophies, the severed penis, the severed head?!


  "Second field of reference, all Slayers possess Trophy Rooms... The catalogued collection of Jason Wolfe, Slayer First Class ranks second only to Aurelius Prick, Great Duke of Oban, Slayer First Class."


  


  "Second to him?", I muttered, staring around. So someone had even more grisly mementoes than I did?


  "The catalogued collection of Aurelius Prick, Great Duke of Oban, Slayer First Class rates five primary trophies, and seventy secondary trophies. Catalogue comparison is with the three primary trophies, and fifty-nine secondary trophies of Jason Wolfe, Slayer First Class."


  "Ah..."


  The computer did not respond to that. Primary trophies... Presumably that would be the heads then... This Prick had five of them, did he, whereas I only had three?


  


  I shivered myself back into sanity. It was not me! It was insane to be jealous over how many severed heads someone who had my name and looked like me, but WAS NOT ME, had..


  Shaking my head, I walked backwards out of the door and into the lounge, shutting the place out again. Why had I gone back in there anyway? Well, I knew why - to assure myself that it was real, not some drugged-out alcoholic schizophrenic dream!


  Or if it was, then all of this was, but it remained an integral part of it. I remembered my nakedness and headed back across the lounge, paused in the kitchen to down another few swigs of various alcoholic substances from the fridge (strength to face the remains of the day, I told myself) and returned to the bedroom via the hallway.


  


  I could not remain naked... Well, I supposed I could if I remained indoors, but at some point I would have to grasp the nettle and...either run away or try to play it out. There didn't seem to be any other choice.


  So..clothes? Well, this was still my 'off' day, the second day of sickness, so I could dress for comfort and worry about the morrow on the morrow. First, though, to find the clothes.


  


  One of the erotic carvings proved to have a pressure pad in the genital region of a rather statuesque goddess...or nymph or whatever. I was not surprised, in fact after the experience the night before with the telephone in the library I was actually rather expecting the button, or catch to be there, hence my questing hands.


  A section of paneling swung back revealing itself to be the door to a cupboard, inside of which arrays of black clothes were folded neatly on the shelves. I began pulling them out, opening them up and studying them. The jockstraps I discarded as just not 'me', whatever the 'me' of this world thought of them... Heck, he probably posed in them and had his photograph taken! But not me.


  


  I eventually settled on a soft black pair of leather-effect trousers, no underwear unless I wanted to change my mind on the jockstrap or wear the still damp skimpy briefs from the night before, which I didn't. Socks, black, tee-shirt, black, sweatshirt, black, downy jacket, black, and ankle-length leather boots, black, completed the ensemble.


  I looked at myself in the mirror on the back of the door-panel and grinned


  "Very black" I said to myself, "Very black indeed..."


  


  "Open the fucking door you traitorous bastard!"


  The shrill yell had me literally leaping in the air. Who, how, where?


  "What?" I said


  "Open the fucking door now or I will break it down."


  I sourced the voice to an intercom located in the head of one of the alabaster statues, a mermaid or something, unnaturally balancing on its tail end, though that was the least of my worries. Ah, the head lifted off, and below were three buttons. Great! No doubt one of them opened the door, but which one?


  "Ten seconds you bastard", said the voice again, and I realised with surprise that it was female - harsh, powerful, but female.


  Looking down at my clothes I stabbed at the black button.


  


  It didn't open the door... Quite exactly what it did do I was to be unsure of for the moment, but it led to several high-pitched screams, then their dying out in a sort of guttering breath. Then there was silence.


  "Oops", I said, but there was no reply, "So which one is the door?"


  The colours were of no use to me - of the other buttons one was blue and the other purple. Red and green would have been a much greater help to me in this situation, but that was my world, not this one...for all that I had now to think of myself a denizen of this place, at least for the moment.


  I tried the blue button.


  


  A section of the ceiling came loose, untwined itself like a corkscrew and headed downwards, revealing a platform with a strange black dust layered across its surface.


  "Ah....of course!"


  Why had I not thought to look for the door in the roof?! I couldn't think of a reason...apart from sanity, and all of that, but what was sanity here? Well, at least it explained why I had been unable to discern an exterior entrance anywhere in the apartment.


  


  My mind was now in a quandary. If I went up, could I come back down? Did I care? Well, probably, for if anything went wrong I would need a bolt hole...and the suddenly ceased voice of the very angry woman seemed to indicate that something indeed HAD gone wrong.


  "Hmmm..."


  I walked swiftly back out of the bedroom, through the corridor to the kitchen and opened the fridge from where I palmed a bottle of brandy, the Spanish-seeming orange liqueur and the Icelandic cherry thing.


  "Ok....so I've got my booze..." I laughed maniacally..."A weapon?"


  If only for show, it would seem sensible to have one, if it were expected of me...but was it? I doubted Slayers walked around with their giant electric pike things, but did they not have weapons as a part of everyday attire?


  In the end I decided not, mainly because I didn't know where to go to find one, and partly because I was anxious to see what all the shouting had been about...and the screaming.


  


  Back in the bedroom, I cradled the booze, and stood on the platform.


  "Hmmm..." I said as nothing happened.


  "Command?" barked a voice that may have been the distant cousin, or the unruly younger brother, of the computer from the Trophy Room


  "Up..." I hazarded


  "Command accepted" and with scarcely a jolt the platform rose swiftly, and smoothly towards the roof...


  Chapter 6


  


  The first thing I noticed was the sunshine. It was definitely summer, which made no sense at all, but why should it when nothing else did?


  The second thing I noticed were three blackened and burnt bodies lying in twisted poses of final agony around where the platform came to rest. I was too surprised to be sick, too intrigued to feel guilty, and besides hadn't one of them been really rather rude to me? Ah, that would be the one with the long frazzled hair, now apparently glued to the marble paving slab.


  At least they were all dead, which was probably a good thing...


  


  So, the black button had done this? It took no genius to work that out, but the exact means was not in evidence, though again it was not a work of genius to reason that if it had been people wouldn't have stood right next to it...or upon it.....or whatever...


  Finally, I looked around me some more, and saw that we were in some kind of walled garden, perhaps twenty feet square, the wall maybe seven or eight feet high and topped not with spikes or wire but with ornamental severed heads.


  "Of course..." I nodded, "Very tasteful"


  And it was...kind of


  


  Bushes, shrubs and small trees dotted the place, with pink-quartz paths between them, all very tranquil and beautiful...apart from the three hideously burnt corpses in the middle. At least nobody else could see them, I thought.


  There was only one gate, an elaborate ironwork thing, open and no doubt how these.....people had got access... I tried to fix my mind, I couldn't think of these people having been corpses when they entered, that was insanity. I must have done this to them with the black button


  But why did I not feel guilty? Was I somehow becoming this other me, or was it just that at some level I could still not think of this as being real?


  


  Well, what was I to do? I could hardly hide three corpses, the bushes here were too spaced out, and I had little stomach anyway for dragging bodies about! That left the platform-door, but I equally had no wish to have these....things in the apartment. So, what? I would just leave them here and pretend that I didn't do it? As if anyone would believe that...


  "Okay", I pressed hard at my temples, "If anyone else is on the way, I'm probably screwed anyway so three corpses makes no difference. And if they're not, then I can leave them here for a while at least"


  "That makes sense", said a voice, causing me to spin around in shock.


  Someone was standing in the gateway...


  


  "Oh?", I tried to play it nonchalantly, without having a clue how one would do that.


  "Gavril Lechkov", he approached, and I realised that I knew the voice!


  "The man on the phone!"


  "Ha!", he laughed, "How amusing, Mr Wolfe, yes the man on the phone... The five million crowns have been called."


  "Er....good", I managed, wondering if this fellow was an ally, but if so what was he doing here? Didn't his sort work in the shadows?


  "Louise always was a bit headstrong" he said, apparently apropos of nothing.


  I stared at him. He frowned back then suddenly launched into a riotous guffaw.


  "You did not recognise her!"


  I realise whom he was talking about now, the corpse of the woman at our feet.


  "She, er, is not at her best" I offered


  


  When he had stopped shaking with laughter, he clenched my hand in his before I could stop him and shook it up and down fit to make my shoulders ache.


  "Excellent, Mr Wolfe", he wheezed, at last finding his voice, "Nor of course is young God."


  "Oh?", I coughed, "How er tragic..."


  "The other passengers on the Mecca Line certainly thought so!", he laughed, "His body exploded on impact with the force barrier, splattering his remains over the crowd..."


  "I expect that was....not pleasant for them"


  "Not at all, but it bought us time. It was two hours before he was identified."


  "I see...Good...So...?", I asked the unspoken question he seemed to be expecting, whatever it was


  


  "I only learnt twenty minutes ago that the Procurator General had decided to indite you"


  "Um...She...?"


  "Louise always thinks...thought with her swordarm", he kicked the corpse, and I heard a dry snap from inside it somewhere, "It caught us by surprise, unfortunately."


  "Yes?"


  "Normal procedure would have been a wait of two days by which time the five million would have cleared and, well", he smiled a wolf's smile at me, "we would not have cared about you."


  "Oh...I see..." and I did.


  It was all about the money, but when was it not?


  


  "I had hoped to get here first, but her two Sherrifs were able to stop the traffic in Garrotting Avenue, and I am ashamed to say they beat me to it."


  "Yes...", I looked at the other two corpses...Sherrifs? Well, dead sheriffs now... I tried to find a feeling inside of me, but there wasn't one.


  "But I see that Louise's sword arm is not the only one that is swift to action."


  "It isn't", I said, and suddenly remembered what my arms were in fact doing, clutching three bottles of booze to my body.


  "Er, drink?", I offered the brandy bottle to him.


  Gavril looked at it in surprise, then shrugged,


  "Why not"


  To my surprise, or perhaps absolute shock, he drained it on one go, then patted himself on the belly.


  "Good", he said.


  He looked down at the three corpses and stroked his chin


  


  I waited, and took the time to put the orange liqueur down upon the platform, taking another swig from the Icelandic cherry in the meantime. My life clearly was in his hands, but he did not realise to quite what extent this was true, which was undoubtedly a good thing. To get his money it seemed I needed to remain free until...well, I assumed he meant the day after tomorrow.


  "I can get the bodies cleared, but somebody is going to need to clear the record... Louise wouldn't have filed it officially yet, that could tip a target off... But when she made the call for the Sherrifs, it was logged - that was how we were able to learn about her intentions so fast.


  "I see", I said, and I did - at least as far as that was concerned.


  "I know someone", he said uncertainly, "But it will cost you..."


  "Cost has not been a worry up till now", I pointed out.


  "Ha....no, it will cost you personally", he sounded grave


  


  I swallowed heavily, and managed to keep my voice steady,


  "How?"


  "The Ambassador from the Neapolitan Empire is a great fan of yours", he said, again more than a little tangentially. Since the ambassador clearly was not lying dead at my feet, I found this one a bit more of a puzzle than his last apparently irrelevant remark, and decided to just wait it out.


  He took my silence for a question, and nodded sombrely,


  "The Caligulans have the power to break into the system and remove the record, but...They prize genitalia above all else."


  "Er..." I said, wondering how to tell the weird fellow that I wasn't about to chop my cock off, no matter how useful it would be to my cause.


  "He would want..." and here he paused for effect


  "What?!" I snapped


  


  After a moment of silence he replied


  "Count Piloski's penis as a downpayment"


  "Ah...." I coughed, "and then?"


  "I understand the Caligulans will name a Challenge that you must put through..."


  "You understand rather a lot on this matter", I could not help but notice


  "We are always thoroughly prepared, Mr Wolfe"


  "I see... Do...um, do you know what challenge?"


  "Yes", he was gleeful, "And it would of course be in our interest NOT to interfere in this one..."


  "I...I can see that"; of course it would. The payment could only come in kind, and could only happen if the challenge went through, so any untoward accidents were out of the question...


  Why did it all make so much sense to me of a sudden?!


  


  "The Great Duke of Oban's penis would complete the collection"


  I had somehow known that that was coming. Of course, fans of mine would require me to defeat the only person with a Trophy collection greater than my own. What else made sense? But if I were to survive, surely I needed their help, and I could at least afford the downpayment. However sad Count Piloski may have been to say goodbye to his penis, I would not be sad to see it go.


  "I agree" I said, stony-faced.


  Gavril broke into a wide grin,


  "Excellent! I will have Alexei and Kyril come and remove these...this waste, and will contact the Neapolitan embassy immediately."


  "There must be no trace", I said, "Or the count's penis stays here"


  I blinked - I could not believe I had said that!


  "Of course", Gavril nodded, "The Caligulans pride themselves on their efficiency"


  And then, without a backwards glance he was gone, striding down the path, out of the garden


  


  I stepped back onto the platform and lifted up the other bottle, feeling the sweat pooling in my armpits and realising that I had not sought out any kind of deodorant or anti-perspirant. A change of clothes definitely seemed in order...if this thing would move.


  "Down" I said imperiously, feeling a little foolish, then a lot foolish as nothing happened


  "Descend!"


  Still nothing.


  "Fuck!", that brought no response either, "What the Hell is the command?!"


  "Command?" echoed the gruff-voiced computer, and I realised that I had stated the right word by accident


  "Down", I tried again


  The platform descended, then as soon as I stepped off it began to ascend again to close the hole in the bedroom ceiling.


  "Pressure pads" I said aloud, then wondered quite how insane all this talking to myself was making me...But surely no more insane than agreeing to give some fan of mine from Naples a shrivelled penis as a present?!


  


  It was simple enough to change clothes, the cupboard contained numerous sets of the same outfit, but a quick visit to the bathroom (to pee as well as to look for toiletries) proved fruitless and I had to again do without any kind of under-arm protection. Maybe such things just weren't manly enough for Slayers?


  I set the bottles of alcohol down at the bottom of the bed, and walked out into the hallway once again. Surely there was something useful I could be doing whilst Gavril's men removed the corpses and he let the diplomat from Naples know that the penis was on the way?


  "Hmm..."


  Chapter 7


  


  I ended up in the study/library, having no appetite for the Trophy Room, and not finding anything of interest in the lounge or the waxworks room, not in my current mood anyway. I sat down at the desk and began to go over some of the things I had looked at previously, in case they made more sense now in the light of recent events.


  


  I went back through the journal, and realised with a start that the last entry was indeed for Summer, June 2007, so was I now back in time as well as shifted sideways into some alternate reality? It became more insane by the moment!


  The entries were largely as I remembered them - screwed this girl here, visited that Brothel there, seduced so and so's sister, saw a beauty in the street and coaxed her into bed. A right stud my other self seemed to be!


  


  There was the occasional entry of greater use to me, though most of them were rather obtuse


  "May 5th 2007 - Court Hunt, Great Duke Aurelius Prick wins The Big One!"


  How nice for him, I snarled to myself; not only did he have a bigger Trophy collection than me, and not only did I somehow have to kill him, or at least chop his penis off.... but he won....well, The Big One, whatever that was! Bastard...


  I shook my head. This was crazy! I did not know the fellow, I had no personal wish to slay or emasculate him, I couldn't actually care less who had the most severed heads... But... Well, he deserved whatever was coming to him, that I WAS sure of...


  


  I tossed the journal aside again, and tried the address book. No L for Louise, but perhaps I had not been on personal terms with the Procurator General? Or maybe she simply had a surname and it was under that, whatever it may be...


  No G for Gavril, no L for Lechkov but that didn't surprise me, I was hardly going to keep his name in such an obvious place


  Ah, C had the Caligulans... I picked up the erotic nymph and pressed my face to her pudenda, wondering how one made an outgoing call. There was no dial or button pad, maybe one indeed listened and waited for the Operator.


  It seemed not, as her pudenda refused to speak, so I replaced the device. OK, perhaps it had been a dumb idea anyway, I thought.


  


  I tried the appointments book next, and this time, focusing properly was able to make a bit more sense of things. There was the June 2007 appointment with the Dalmatian Ambassador, and there was High Tea at my favourite brothel, both of which I had sadly passed up upon my arrival in this place.


  I looked at the appointments for what I assumed was 'today', nothing quite so grand, though I had been expected to give an audience apparently and choose....well, something...my scribbled entry had not been clear on the matter


  Mine?! I slapped myself in the face. Fuck, but this was not me! But what did that matter? It was knowledge that would do me no good at all, as the fried woman and Sherrifs attested to. People would treat me as if I were me...I mean, the me who was the one who lived here, not the me me... Oh God, this was driving me insane even trying to think about it
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