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PROLOGUE


Takhterum Old Quarter, Alternate Two-Seven-Six


A Long Time Ago


Exhaustion nearly overwhelms Lars Ulven before he can ascend to the top of the university’s tower. He stumbles, hands clutching at the topmost steps, so that he almost has to crawl the final distance to the stone balustrade. He leans on it heavily, breathing hard, almost shaking from the effort, but filled with a need to look at the streets below and see if there is anyone, anywhere, still alive.


The skies of this alternate, at least, are empty of the invaders: no dark forbidding shapes falling out of the sky and destroying whatever they touch. Lars looks out across the still green waters of the Bosphorus towards the city’s Public Transfer Facility, a vast pyramid rising from its artificial island at the mouth of the river. Closer to hand lies the city’s Old Quarter, dominated by ancient domes and minarets that glisten beneath the afternoon sun. But instead of the bustle of street markets and music, and the dance of holographic displays, there are only deserted avenues, abandoned vehicles and a terrible, unending silence.


Lars makes his way back down to the university’s transfer facility and crosses to Alternate One-Nine-Four. Takhterum becomes Kushta: once again, Lars seeks out the version of the tower that exists in this universe, and counts the steps as he climbs to the top. There are two hundred and fifty-six. There are always two hundred and fifty-six.


Once again, he sees only empty streets and hears only the thin wail of the wind.


The Syllogikos is a single culture spread across hundreds of parallel Earths, linked one to the other by transfer gates. Within the Syllogikos are two hundred and seventy-three iterations of this city on the Bosphorus, nearly all of which contain, in turn, some version of this university. In some alternates the streets are spread wide, while in others they are squeezed close together. In some, the tallest buildings rise no more than five or six storeys, while in others vaulting towers of steel and glass reach all the way to the clouds.


Since the invasion from the Deeps began, Lars has visited barely more than a dozen of the alternate universes that make up the Syllogikos. And yet everywhere he goes, he finds only the silence and stillness of death.


He comes very close to climbing onto the balustrade and throwing himself to his death. Then he thinks of his daughter, and somehow he finds the willpower to make his way back down into the bowels of Kushta’s university.


Lars sleeps that night in an office picked at random. He dreams of his wife, her hand slipping from his grasp, of the surging, panicked crowd around the transfer stage, of the great dark shapes of the invaders floating down to swallow terrified refugees in their thousands. He sits up, gasping like a drowning man, and searches through his rucksack for the tiny carved box he has carried through universe after universe. He opens it and picks out the string of memory beads, shuffling them through his fingers one after the other and sinking briefly into the memories with which each one is encoded. His favourite is of his daughter when she was still a little girl, running in the field by the house when he was only just starting his career in the sciences.


If there is even the slimmest chance his daughter Erika is still alive, he cannot allow himself to give up.


His hunt goes on. Kushta becomes Fu-Lin; Fu-Lin becomes Istambol, then Constantinople, then Chalcedon, and on and on, the name of the city morphing and shifting in line with the buildings and streets as he travels from alternate to alternate.


Often, on arriving at an alternate, he finds the control console for the transfer stage has been wrecked, in the misguided belief that this could halt the spread of the destruction. On such occasions, he is forced to hunt through supply cupboards and break into equipment bays in order to locate the portable stage he needs to continue on to the next universe.


It is not long before he comes to the conclusion that his search is hopeless, that there cannot be a single unaffected alternate the length and breadth of the Syllogikos. If there is anyone left alive, they must be located in those alternate universes that are not part of the Syllogikos – those of interest solely to the scientific and research community.


And that, at least, is a community Lars knows better than any other.


Lars travels back home to Alternate Seventeen. From here, as head of research, he has led numerous expeditions to dozens of unexplored parallel Earths – some populated, some not, and some with such wildly divergent histories that they might as well have been alien worlds.


Once there, he quickly locates a list of all the alternates currently under investigation by the Eschatologists, the group of which his daughter is a member. Unsurprisingly, every last one of the alternate universes on the list is a post-extinction reality. In Lars’ eyes, the Eschatologists are little more than a death cult, religious fanatics obsessed with the apocalyptic end of worlds.


He visits nearly a dozen of these in quick succession, searching the forward bases established on each by the Eschatologists. Despite his efforts, he finds no clue as to where Erika and her husband might have gone.


On one, in an abandoned laboratory, he stumbles across an uncalibrated Hypersphere – one of the devices responsible for the destruction of the Syllogikos. He uses a chunk of rebar to smash it over and over until it crumples on one side and turns forever dark.


Then, at last, the miracle.


This time, when he steps off a transfer stage and out through the wide doors of a hangar, he finds himself on a semi-tropical island with a deserted town nearby. The Eschatologists have, as elsewhere, vandalized all of their equipment, although the transfer stages remain functional. He remembers visiting this alternate years before, when Erika had only just joined the Eschatologists and they were still – just – on speaking terms.


He discovers amidst a pile of discarded luggage a purse containing more memory beads, much like the ones he carries in a carved wooden box. He shuffles these new beads through his fingers, and they throw up a plethora of images and memories that clearly belong to his daughter. He catches glimpses of her husband, as well as some of their fellow Eschatologists. One bead records her memories of a statue that gazes out across a desolate cavern, its bearded face full of anguished sorrow.


Once, Erika told him of this statue, and the post-apocalyptic alternate of which it is part, and of how she and her husband hoped to set up a religious retreat there one day.


A getaway for fanatics, he had said dismissively. Even so, it is the first real clue he has found to her whereabouts, and he still has the coordinates for that alternate. She is all that is left of his former life, and he knows he cannot rest until he knows she is safe.


He quickly gathers what he needs, then climbs onto one of the island’s two stages, his heart full of desperate hope as the light transports him to yet another universe.


When he materializes at his destination, Lars finds himself immersed in a darkness so profound it is almost physically tangible. He drops to his knees, fumbling through the heavy canvas bag he has brought with him, until he finds a torch. He shines it around, seeing he is at the centre of a portable transfer stage set amidst ruins. Perhaps he was wrong and his daughter is not here. Worse, perhaps she has been taken by the invaders, as uncountable millions already have, and his search is in vain. Even so he shouts her name into still air that smells of mould and damp earth, unpleasantly reminiscent of a graveyard.


It is only when he is on the verge of giving up that he finally hears voices, coming closer.


There are six survivors, all bedraggled, dirty and tired-looking by the light of their own torches. His daughter Erika is amongst them, her husband Brent by her side. Suddenly she is in Lars’ arms, crying so hard she can hardly speak. When Lars looks past her, however, he sees only disapproval on Brent’s face.


‘Lars,’ says Brent, fixing a smile on his face as he shakes his father-in-law’s hand, ‘how did you find us?’


‘With difficulty,’ Lars replies and looks around the others. ‘How many more of you are there?’


‘This is all of us that’s left,’ says Brent, his voice clipped. Lars senses he is far from welcome, even amidst disaster. ‘You shouldn’t have come here, Lars.’


‘Is there anyone else left out there?’ a brown-skinned girl with large, frightened eyes asks him.


Lars shakes his head. ‘You’re the first living people I’ve seen in nearly two weeks.’ He starts to elaborate, but the words choke in his throat. ‘There’s something all of you need to see,’ he says finally.


Brent’s face settles into an unreadable mask. ‘We have a camp,’ he says, nodding back the way they came. ‘Come and eat first, then we can talk.’


‘Here,’ says Lars, once he has shared some of their meagre rations, taking out the carved wooden box and passing it to Erika.


They are huddled around a campfire amidst the ancient ruins. Light glows softly from within tents. She opens the box, seeing the string of beads within. She lifts them out carefully, laying the beads across the back of her hand so they do not come into prolonged contact with her fingertips or palms.


‘Memory beads?’ she asks.


He nods. ‘Everything you need to know is in them.’ He looks around the rest of the survivors. ‘They prove the Hyperspheres are the cause of the invasion.’


Erika frowns. ‘But . . . how is that even possible? They’re just transportation devices.’


‘No, our transfer stages are “just” transportation devices. The Hyperspheres are much, much more than that.’


‘But how could they . . . ?’


‘I don’t know the exact mechanism,’ Lars explains. ‘Given time, I could work it out.’ He gestures towards the beads. ‘Please. I spent a long time gathering the evidence. It’s all there.’


The beads glint dully in the firelight as Erika shuffles them through her fingers, one after the other. Her pupils dilate, and almost a full minute passes before she takes a sudden, sharp inward breath and drops the beads back into the box.


‘Oh God,’ she says faintly. ‘It was like reliving it all over again, seeing them falling out of the sky . . .’


‘You see that the invaders originate from the Deeps – from universes with different physics from ours, universes that cannot support life as we know or understand it.’ But life of a kind is there, nonetheless: he knows this now.


She nods uncertainly and Lars frowns. How could she doubt the evidence, presented so clearly? But then he looks at Brent, his mouth set in a thin, angry line, his shoulders and neck rigid with tension.


The box is passed around the fire until all have taken their turn with the beads – all except Brent. He darts an angry look at Lars, then finally shuffles them through his own fingers.


‘Now you see?’ says Lars, when his son-in-law drops them back into the wooden box. ‘If I’d known then what I know now, we might have been able to prevent this disaster from ever happening.’


Brent stands, then, every muscle in his body trembling, his face a mask of furious rage. The rest watch him with terrified, silent eyes. Lars is appalled by their submissiveness, and he understands for the first time that they look to Brent as their leader.


‘There may be other survivors out there, on other, equally remote alternates,’ Lars continues, hoping to calm the man down. ‘We have to try and find them, but we need to work together if we’re going to survive.’ He gestures to the shadows all around. ‘Skulking in some hellish tomb isn’t going to help us survive and rebuild, Brent.’


Erika stands and tries to take her husband’s hand, but he shakes her off, storming away into the darkness.


Lars sleeps fitfully that night, the box of memories close by his side. He dreams of feet shuffling around him, of whispers in the darkness. When finally he wakes and reaches out to the box, he finds it is no longer there.


He sits up quickly, searching frantically all around. His bag is gone as well – along with the portable stage he had packed inside it.


For a terrible heart-rending moment, he fears the memory beads have been thrown into the campfire. But then Brent steps into view, the box held tightly in one hand. Erika is by his side, but she does not meet his eyes.


Lars turns, seeing that the rest of the group are awake as well, standing in a half-circle on the far side of the campfire, watching him with fearful expressions.


‘These,’ says Brent, raising the box in his hand, ‘are lies.’ He throws the box far into the shadows, spilling its contents amidst the ruins. ‘God chose us to inherit the coming world, not you.’


Lars sits frozen. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘I’ve dedicated my life to sifting through the ruins of endless extinct alternates, looking for the evidence of holy judgement,’ says Brent. He pounds his chest with a fist, eyes bright with madness. ‘Then I realized my hubris. By looking for God, I had doubted Him. He requires faith, not evidence. It took the invasion for me to understand that it was our turn to await judgement.’


Erika finally meets her father’s gaze. She looks pale, but determined, and he realizes that the little girl he remembers running through a field is long gone. Brent is right: he should never have come here.


For the first time, he notices the sledgehammer gripped in one of his son-in-law’s hands. Brent’s chest is heaving, as if he has just exerted a great deal of effort.


Lars stands, filled with a terrible chill. ‘What have you done?’ he demands, his voice hoarse.


‘God guided us here,’ says Brent. ‘And here we stay.’


Lars snatches up his torch and flees into the darkness, soon finding his way back to the transfer stage that first brought him to this dreadful place. When he sees the kicked-over field-pillars and smashed control unit, his throat constricts with horror, the high ceiling of the cavern seeming to press down on him until the air is choked from his lungs. Next to it lies his canvas bag, and the smashed remains of the portable stage.


Lars falls to his knees in the dust and the blackness. Without being entirely aware of it, his hand reaches down to grasp a chunk of loose masonry. He stares off into the dark until he hears footsteps approach.


He turns to see Erika looking down at him, Brent by her side. The others are there, too, hanging back in the darkness.


‘You’ve murdered us all,’ says Lars, choking the words out as he stands. ‘And murdered my daughter, damn you!’


Brent looks back at him. ‘You don’t understand now, but you will. Give yourself to God, Lars. Pray with us, and you’ll find peace.’


And with that, Lars lets out a roar, swinging the heavy lump of stone against Brent’s skull with every ounce of strength he can muster. Brent staggers and falls, the blood pouring down the side of his face.


Erika’s screams echo far through the empty air for a long time. But eventually there is only darkness, and silence.




ONE


West African Principality,


Twelfth Republic of the Novo-Rossiyskaya Imperiya


Now


From the moment I saw their broad, Slavic faces and long dark coats, I knew they were agents of the Tsar. The two men stood together at the far end of the swaying train carriage, questioning the water merchant who had set up pitch there.


I wondered how they had found us so quickly. Our last stop had been at N’Djamena, barely a few minutes before; they must have got on board then. It was just by luck that I had spotted them on my way to buy water.


I retreated into the compartment and slid the door shut. Tomas looked around from the carriage window. He had spent most of our journey staring moodily at the lush green hills in the distance.


‘They’ve found us,’ I said, unable to hide my terror. ‘Imperial agents. Herr Frank must have sent them.’


His face grew pale. ‘Are you sure?’


I nodded sharply. ‘Very sure, yes.’


He swallowed and licked his lips, fingers gripping his thighs. ‘Then we have no choice but to turn back.’


‘Tomas, we can’t, not after coming all this way.’


‘Katya, it’s our only choice! If they know we’re here, we have to get off this train and . . . and trek back to N’Djamena. At least then we’d be able to try and find some other way north!’


I pointed out of the window at the scrubby terrain whipping by. ‘You can’t be serious,’ I said. ‘Look how fast the train is going! Not to mention it’s the middle of nowhere and over forty degrees out there. We can’t just—’


‘There’s no time,’ he said, pushing past me and sliding the compartment door back open. He peered cautiously left and right along the corridor. ‘I don’t see them. They must have gone into one of the other compartments.’ He reached back in and grabbed my hand. ‘Now come on.’


He led me out into the corridor. We were in the last carriage, and we hurried to the end, Tomas slamming open the door. Raw heat baked through my clothes in an instant, drenching my skin in sweat. I looked down, seeing the rails and patchy clumps of grass whip by in a blur. The rattle and thunder of the wheels was deafening.


‘Are you insane?’ I shouted over the noise. ‘We’ll be killed!’


He pulled me close and kissed me. ‘We have no choice,’ he shouted back.


Before I could raise any further objections, he had swept one arm around my waist and lifted us both up and over the safety rail. I screamed as we fell, rolling and tumbling down an embankment, the force of the impact driving the air from my lungs.


Once I had come to a stop, I pulled myself into a crouch with my face pressed against the hard black soil, tasting sand and grit in my mouth. My ribs ached more than I would have believed possible. It was a miracle I hadn’t broken my neck.


I looked up, and saw that the train had already receded far into the distance.


I dragged myself upright and looked around until I saw Tomas lying sprawled on his side in the dust several metres away. When I stumbled over to him, I saw he had both hands wrapped around one thigh, his teeth bared in a snarl.


But at least he was alive.


I dropped onto my knees beside him. ‘I might have broken something,’ he gasped.


‘Can you stand?’


He shook his head tightly. ‘I don’t know.’


I hooked an arm around his shoulder and managed to ease him upright. He leaned on me heavily. I kept expecting the train to grind to a slow halt, and the two agents to jump down and come running back for us with their guns drawn. Instead it continued into the far distance and out of sight.


The heat already made it hard to think clearly. I thought longingly of the water merchant, his steel insulated trolley loaded with ice-cold jugs of water. Just another few hours on the train, and we would have reached the rebel-held territories . . .


It wasn’t worth thinking about. With a little bit of effort, Tomas was able to take first one step, then another, and then another.


After a while, Tomas found the going a little easier, though he still had to lean on me most of the way. It took several hours more than it should have to walk back to N’Djamena, but by the time the sun began to drop towards the horizon we had reached the city’s outskirts. I was soon able to locate a store, where I bought water and other supplies.


‘N’Djamena isn’t Free Africa,’ said Tomas, once he’d had something to eat, ‘but it’s close. If we can find the right people, someone might be able to help us get the rest of the way.’


‘And if they’re the wrong people?’


Tomas didn’t reply at first, and I immediately regretted my words. If not for him, we might never have got even this far.


‘They won’t be,’ he said at last. ‘And even if they are, we still have this.’ He patted the bulge in his jacket where a pistol was concealed.


I resisted the urge to say that since he had never shot anyone in his life, I doubted whether he had it in him to do so now.


The streets were still busy even at this late hour. N’Djamena, on this alternate at least, was a frontier town. Mosques and churches stood side by side with bars, tobacco shops and trading posts. From time to time a few people approached us from out of the gloom, looking for easy pickings, but Tomas warded them off by showing them his pistol. Instead of jeering at us and snatching his weapon from his grasp, as I half-expected them to do, they vanished back into the shadows.


‘Wait,’ Tomas croaked, still leaning on me heavily. With a nod of his head, he indicated a blocky whitewashed building with smoky dark windows and a twisted neon sign above the door. ‘We can try in there. It’s as good as anywhere else we’ve seen.’


Despite my trepidation, I helped him inside the bar and into a booth. There were perhaps three or four customers at most, but I felt the eyes of every one of them following us as we entered. A broken screen above the bar ghosted fuzzy holographic images: a news report about General Yakov leading the Tsar’s imperial forces against the rebels on this alternate.


The bartender was a gangly Sudanese with tribal scars on his cheeks. I bought something to drink and asked him how I might go about buying a vehicle, without specifying exactly how far I intended to go and in what direction. As I did so, I drew out the small metal token I had been given by a contact at the Khartoum inter-parallel transfer facility: an imperial coin, with the symbol of the revolution stamped over the Tsar’s face.


The bartender gave me a knowing look, and I listened to the thudding of my heart, unsure how he might react. But then he directed me in halting Russian to speak to a man sitting in a shadowed corner, and twenty minutes later, at the cost of all our remaining money, I had somehow managed to negotiate the purchase of an all-terrain vehicle that had once, apparently, belonged to a goat-herder.


I excused myself briefly and went back over to Tomas. ‘He’ll know we’re on the run,’ he said. ‘You didn’t tell him where we were going, did you?’


‘We’re two white people speaking Russian on the edge of Free North Africa, who just wandered out of the desert and bought transport in cash from a random stranger in a bar,’ I said. ‘Where the hell else would we be going but north? The only reason anyone comes here any more at all is because they’re headed that way.’


‘You know, he could probably make a lot more money by selling us to Yakov. We’re obviously on the run.’


‘You said yourself we had no choice,’ I snapped in irritation. I glanced around the bar, in time to see multiple pairs of eyes suddenly look the other way. ‘He has no idea who we are, anyway.’


The man I had spoken to walked past us and headed for the door. He glanced back at me, then pushed the door open and stepped outside.


‘I think he wants us to go with him,’ I said, helping Tomas stand.


‘Here,’ he said, turning away from the rest of the bar and pressing his pistol into my hands. ‘I can barely stand, let alone shoot. Just in case he tries anything funny. There’s no law here, Katya, unless you count General Yakov.’


Outside, the wind blew grit in my eyes. The man led us several blocks before presenting us with a battered, open-top all-terrain that was clearly worth a tiny fraction of what we were paying for it. Even so, I gave him the last of our money and we soon left N’Djamena behind, racing along beneath a wind-battered moon. I drove while Tomas slumped beside me.


We had been underway for a couple of hours when Tomas glanced up at the night sky. ‘Do you hear something?’


‘No,’ I said. I could hear hardly anything over the rattle and thump of the engine.


He frowned. ‘I can hear something.’


Then, at last, my ear picked it out of the noise of the engine and the wind: a thin, high-pitched whine that seemed to come from somewhere directly above us. I looked up, but could see nothing in the darkness.


I glanced at him uneasily. ‘It’s probably just some surveillance drone that wandered off-course. We can’t be that far from the fighting.’


Tomas kept his attention fixed overhead. ‘I swear, I think it’s coming closer.’


I listened again. It did sound louder than it had a moment before . . .


Tomas reached out, grabbing hold of the wheel and twisting it so that we slewed off the road.


‘Tomas!’ I shouted, ‘what are you—?’


‘Just keep your feet on the pedals!’


The whine faded – then grew stronger once more, finding its way back above us.


‘Is it tracking us?’ I asked, when he let me have the wheel back again.


‘Of course it’s tracking us,’ he said. ‘I think we’re going to have to—’


Suddenly, the desert all around lit up as bright as day. I glanced up, seeing the outline of an unmanned drone against moonlit clouds.


Something slammed into the desert floor directly in front of us, kicking up a great fountain of dust and dirt. The transport crashed to a sudden halt as its front wheels fell into a hole that hadn’t been there a moment before.


I swallowed and coughed on the choking dust billowing through the shattered windscreen. My vision was blurred, but I could hear a rumble of car engines, coming closer.


‘Tomas?’ I felt for him next to me. ‘Are you all right?’


‘It’s too late, Katya,’ he mumbled, his speech slurred. ‘They’ve found us.’


I blinked and looked out through the windscreen. A troop-carrier rolled to a halt before us, disgorging half a dozen troops with imperial insignia on their uniforms. Moments later, a black limousine pulled up next to it.


The troops came forward and hauled us out of the transport. One pushed a gun against my head. I watched as Herr Frank, wearing a long dark overcoat despite the dusty heat, emerged from the limousine, followed by the two imperial agents and the man who had sold us the transport. The man looked dazed, his face covered in cuts and bruises.


‘Very good work,’ said Herr Frank. He nodded at the man from the bar. ‘We don’t need him any more.’


‘Sir,’ said one of the agents, drawing a gun and shooting the man in the head.


I watched in horror as he crumpled, lifeless, to the ground.


I barely had the strength to protest when one of the soldiers pulled a black hood over my head.




TWO


Department of Okhrana Special Operations, St Petersburg,


First Republic of the Novo-Rossiyskaya Imperiya


Two Days Later


‘Gospodin Borodin?’


The man whom Herr Frank had addressed turned from the window at which he stood. He had deep-set eyes and thinning dark hair, and hollow cheeks that gave him a consumptive appearance. His gaze briefly passed over Tomas and me, taking in our bruised faces and plastic cuffs, then moved on to Herr Frank, standing beside us at the door, along with two guards.


‘Thank you, Herr Frank,’ said Borodin. ‘You can remove their cuffs. It won’t be necessary for you to be present.’


Herr Frank blinked. ‘These two are my responsibility. I should be there throughout their interrog—’


‘You can wait downstairs until I’m finished,’ said Borodin. ‘That is final.’


I risked a glance at Herr Frank and saw a muscle twitch in his bony cheek. ‘Gospodin Borodin, I must insist that—’


‘Do as I ask,’ Borodin interrupted him, ‘or you can explain to the Tsar in person how you let these two escape in the first place.’


Herr Frank grew pale, but spun on his heel and spat orders at the two guards. They removed our cuffs and then departed with Herr Frank, pulling the heavy double doors shut behind them.


‘Well,’ said Borodin, turning to us and gesturing towards two chairs placed side by side at the centre of the room. ‘Sit. We have a lot to talk about.’


I glanced at Tomas, his face as full of indecision and fear as my own, then sat carefully, massaging my sore wrists. After a moment, Tomas did the same.


Apart from an antique-looking desk standing in one corner, the room was bare of furnishings or personal effects of any kind. A pistol lay on the desk, next to several dark green folders and a heavy lighter set in a block of onyx. Borodin pulled a drawer open and removed a slim steel case, from which he tapped out a single cigarette. He touched it with the lighter, then breathed blue smoke into the air. Bare-branched trees swayed in a late autumn breeze through the tall windows behind him.


‘My name is Mikhail Borodin,’ said the man, ‘and yours are Katya Orlova and Tomas Szandor. I gather you’re a native of the Twelfth Republic, Mr Szandor – I suppose that helped you get as far as you did.’


Tomas nodded warily.


Borodin sat on the edge of the desk and touched a finger to one of the green folders by him. ‘I’ve been studying your records. Both of you were separately found guilty of seditious activities some years ago. You, Miss Orlova, were sentenced at the same time as your father and a number of his colleagues.’ He took another drag on his cigarette, and smoke jetted from his nostrils. ‘Instead of execution, the Tsar decreed that you should all be permitted to continue your work in exile at Herr Frank’s research facility at the Crag. Can you tell me why that is?’


‘It was felt that we could best repay our disloyalty by furthering the greater glory of the Novo-Rossiyskaya Imperiya,’ I said, repeating words that had been drilled into me almost from the moment I had arrived at the Crag.


‘And what,’ asked Borodin, ‘has been the primary focus of your work over the last ten years?’


I hesitated. ‘Don’t those folders tell you?’


Borodin regarded me critically. ‘I am not a scientist, Miss Orlova. There are things I would wish you to explain to me in terms I might clearly understand. So far, the primary focus of your collective research has been the Hypersphere. Am I correct?’


I nodded.


‘Explain to me what it is, if you will, Miss Orlova,’ he said. ‘In layman’s terms.’


‘A technological artefact recovered from an abandoned Syllogikos base,’ I replied, ‘designed for the purpose of establishing stable traversable links to alternate universes.’


‘What makes the Hypersphere different from, say, the transfer stages the Empire already uses to achieve that same end?’


‘It can take months – more often, years – to identify even a single viable alternate using our current methods. These methods further necessitate the use of exotic forms of matter, which are enormously difficult to refine and store even in trace amounts.’ I spoke with growing confidence: this was a subject I knew well, after all. ‘By contrast, the Hypersphere – at least according to the historians of the Syllogikos, before they disappeared – can establish a link with any imaginable alternate – instantaneously – merely by holding it in one’s hands.’


‘Then why did the people of the Syllogikos bother with transfer stages, if they were capable of creating such wondrous devices?’


I shook my head. ‘They didn’t create it. All the evidence points to it having been created by some other, presumably older and certainly more advanced, civilization whose ruins they probably encountered in the course of their own explorations.’


‘And they just stumbled across it?’


I nodded. ‘Much the same as an Imperial survey expedition “stumbled” across an abandoned Syllogikos transfer stage on our own First Republic, yes. Or at least,’ I added, ‘that is our primary conjecture.’


‘And it can take one to any imaginable destination? What if I were to ask the Hypersphere to take me to Heaven, or even Hell?’


‘Nothing, Gospodin Borodin. Those are abstract and supernatural concepts only. But even then, the multiverse allows for a near-infinite range of possibilities—’


‘Yes, yes,’ said Borodin, sounding impatient. ‘I take your point. Now – will one of you tell me why it is, after all these years of study, and despite your collective scientific acumen, none of you has managed even once to make the Hypersphere function in the way it was supposedly intended to?’


I felt a sudden, sharp spike of terror. ‘There are still avenues of research to be explored,’ I replied in a babble. ‘The algorithms that control the Hypersphere’s internal systems have not been mapped out in their entirety. It might be possible that with sufficient time—’


Borodin sighed and put a hand up to stop me. ‘I assume you are afraid to tell me the truth, because you fear punishment for your collective failure.’


I said nothing.


He picked up one of the green folders again and held it high. ‘Herr Frank, as part of his administrative duties at the Crag, provides the Tsar’s security services with regular detailed reports about your work – and every one of them, I assure you, is a masterpiece of obfuscation.’ He dropped the folder back down with a slap. ‘His reports are designed not so much to inform, as to prolong the period of time that he remains in charge of the Crag and the Hypersphere research project. The longer you take to achieve any real results, the more comfortable he becomes in his sinecure. However, matters have recently come to something of a head.’


Borodin reached across the desk and picked up the pistol, then held it loosely in his lap without pointing it directly at either of us.


I heard Tomas swear quietly under his breath.


‘Let me rephrase my question,’ said Borodin. ‘Can the Hypersphere you’ve been picking apart all these years ever be made to do what the Syllogikos said it could?’


My heart beat so wildly I found it difficult to speak. ‘When . . . when it was found, it turned out to have been severely damaged, Gospodin Borodin. The only reason we know as much as we do about it is because some of the Syllogikos’ records survived the vandalism its own people appear to have inflicted on every one of their bases we’ve found.’


‘Would it be reasonable to suggest,’ asked Borodin, ‘that contrary to Herr Frank’s reports, the artefact is in fact so badly damaged that it is unlikely to ever function?’


‘Reasonable?’ Tomas sneered at Borodin. ‘Is locking us all up in some remote fucking prison just so we can find a way to make the Tsar young again reasonable? As if conquering entire alternates and enslaving their populations wasn’t bad enough!’


‘Ah. You speak at last, Mr Szandor. You came very close to stealing away one of our most brilliant minds and handing her over to our enemies.’


‘Maybe you should ask Herr Frank why it was so damn easy for me to hack into the Crag’s computer network,’ Tomas snarled, his hands gripping the sides of his chair. ‘It was all there – the truth behind why we wasted so many years locked up in that Godforsaken shit-hole, just so that drooling cretin you call a Tsar could grab himself a few more years on the throne. As far as I’m concerned, you and him and all the rest of them can go fuck yoursel—’


Borodin raised the pistol from his lap and shot Tomas three times in the chest in rapid succession. The force of the impact threw him backwards. He landed in a sprawl on the floor and lay unmoving.


I stared at his corpse, a keening sound fighting its way up from my throat before I managed to find the words to speak.


‘Why . . . why did you . . . ?’


‘Mr Szandor was not essential,’ said Borodin. He pressed a button set into one corner of the desk. I heard a faint buzzing from somewhere outside the double doors. ‘You, unfortunately, are. Now, if you could answer my question?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Is the Hypersphere too badly damaged for it to ever function again?’


I swallowed hard and nodded, my eyes fixed on the weapon once again resting on Borodin’s lap. ‘Yes. Yes, it is.’


‘Thank you,’ Borodin said drily. ‘That’s actually more of a straight answer than I’ve heard from Herr Frank in nearly ten years. I gather much of what we’ve learned about the Hypersphere is thanks to you, Miss Orlova.’


The doors swung open, and the same two guards stepped into the room. ‘Clean this up,’ said Borodin. They saluted, then grabbed hold of Tomas by a leg and arm and unceremoniously dragged his body back out through the doors, pulling them shut as they went. A trail of smeared blood marked his passage.


‘Now, Katya,’ said Borodin, ‘I want you to focus. Look at me.’


By an effort of will, I turned back from the doors and looked at Borodin. I felt sure I would never leave that room alive.


‘Herr Frank,’ said Borodin, ‘was recently given orders that, should the Hypersphere programme fail to produce conclusive results within the next six months, all of the research personnel under his supervision are to be executed. That means you, your father, and all the rest of the exiles held in the Crag. However, there has been a new development, one that even Herr Frank is not yet aware of: we have learned of the existence of a second Hypersphere – and an undamaged one at that.’


‘A . . . second Hypersphere . . . ?’


Borodin placed his pistol back on the desk beside him. ‘What I’m about to tell you is a state secret, Katya, so listen very carefully. For a few years now, we have known of the existence of another civilization that, like our own, is in possession of transfer stage technology. And like us, they are engaged in exploring Earths parallel to their own.’


‘You mean . . . the Syllogikos? But they disappeared long ago.’


Borodin shook his head. ‘No. Not the Syllogikos.’


He handed me a folder – a blue one, its cover stamped with warnings. My hands were shaking so badly that I had some difficulty opening it. I gazed blankly at the pages within. After witnessing Tomas’ murder, the words might as well have been in Swahili.


‘As you’ll see,’ said Borodin, as I stared down, ‘this other civilization refers to the Syllogikos as “Stage Builders”.’ He moved to stand beside me and slid a photograph out of the back of the folder in my hands, placing it on top of the pages. It showed several men and women, all standing grinning in front of a number of huge metal shelves piled high with an assortment of unidentifiable machinery of all shapes and sizes. Just barely visible in the shadows behind them was a Hypersphere, mounted in a cradle.


The shock of seeing an intact Hypersphere was almost enough to make me forget what had just happened. ‘Do they know what it is? Or what it can do?’


‘Not at all. Their understanding of Syllogikos science is, so far as my spies can ascertain, extremely limited.’


‘Then . . . why are you telling me all this?’


‘Your insight regarding the Hypersphere makes you well-suited to a very specific task I require of you. Consider it recompense for your escape attempt. You will identify on which specific alternate this Hypersphere is located, and then travel there to assess whether it is indeed operational. If it is, you will aid one of our agents in its retrieval. Because this will initially require infiltrating this other civilization, you will undergo a period of training specific to your mission, before being embedded amongst them with a cover identity sufficient to allow you to pass as one of them.’


I struggled to take all of this in. ‘Gospodin Borodin,’ I said, ‘I am no spy.’


‘You and Tomas managed to subvert the Crag’s security systems and escape from a secure penal facility in one alternate, before escaping to another. I think you’re entirely qualified. If you manage this, then you, your father and all of your colleagues will, I assure you, remain alive. But from this point on you take orders only from me, and you will not see your father or anyone else until this task is completed. Is this understood?’


I licked suddenly dry lips, my head full of a deep bass thrumming. I knew to refuse would mean a bullet in the head. ‘Yes.’


‘Good.’ He pressed the buzzer again and stepped back towards the window, studying the view. Footsteps approached and the double doors again swung open to admit Herr Frank, his face a mask of fury.


Borodin turned from the window. ‘Herr Frank, Miss Orlova will remain with me until further notice. I trust the details of our . . . arrangement remain satisfactory to you.’


Herr Frank regarded the other man with hard, flat eyes. ‘Please wait outside a moment, Miss Orlova. I wish to discuss something.’


I hesitated, then Borodin gave me a small nod. ‘Wait in the outer office, Miss Orlova.’


I made my way through the double doors and sat in the chair that was the only furniture in the room beyond. Herr Frank slammed the doors shut, leaving me alone. I stared dully at the streaks of blood on the tiles. No tears came, no grief. At least, not yet.


I looked around. Another set of doors leading back into the corridor were also closed. I got up and tentatively tried the handle, but they were locked.


I stepped back over to the chair, then paused. I could hear muffled shouting coming through the doors leading into Borodin’s office: the two men were arguing loudly.


I glanced up, seeing a narrow transom window situated above the office doors. Most of what I could hear was coming through it.


A sudden, powerful impulse gripped me. The chair was upholstered and set into a heavy wooden frame. It could easily take my weight. I pushed it up next to one of the doors, then clambered on top of it, kicking off a shoe for ease of balance before placing my bare foot on top of its backrest. I hauled myself up, catching hold of the lip of the upper door frame beneath the transom window by my fingertips.


The chair teetered dangerously beneath me, and for one panicked moment I thought I might be sent tumbling to the floor. But then I managed to steady myself enough that I could lean in close to the transom and hear what they were saying:


‘. . . The Tsar is unsatisfied with your progress, Herr Frank, but this is the last straw. We cannot – cannot – afford to be discovered. If Dmitri’s agents had got to those two before you did, I doubt even the Tsar could save our necks.’


‘Prince Dmitri will find out nothing,’ Herr Frank replied, his voice cold and angry. ‘Nor are you in any position to make demands, not since your demot—’


I heard a sharp intake of breath. ‘Let go of me,’ I heard Herr Frank say, his voice full of outrage. ‘Damn you, let—’


‘Listen to me,’ said Borodin, so quietly that I had to strain to hear. ‘Just because Dmitri handed my department to some puppet of his doesn’t make a difference. All that matters is that the Tsar has at most a few months to live, perhaps less. And I am not the only one with close ties to him, Herr Frank. We have no choice but to help each other, because if we fail, the instant Dmitri takes the throne he’ll eliminate anyone loyal to his father – and you and I will find ourselves kneeling over a ditch with a gun against the back of our heads. Do you understand me?’


‘I understand perfectly,’ said Herr Frank.


‘Remember – this must remain between the two of us, and no one else.’


‘Of course.’ Herr Frank’s voice sounded distant, terse.


‘I am not so lacking in resources as you seem to think. The girl will undergo training. And you still command the Crag.’


‘So long as Dmitri doesn’t find out what we’re up to,’ said Herr Frank. ‘There are rumours his network of spies rivals your own.’


‘Then you had better get back there,’ said Borodin, ‘and make sure he doesn’t. Is that understood?’


I listened for more, but heard nothing. Then came the sound of footsteps approaching the doors. I dropped back down in a panic, the chair briefly wobbling beneath me before I managed to drag it back to where it had been.


I had just managed to sit back down when the doors swung open and Herr Frank emerged, his mouth a rigid line of anger.


His gaze dropped to regard my feet. ‘Your shoe,’ he said.


I glanced down. My shoe still lay on the floor. I picked it up and quickly tugged it back on.


‘It’s very tight,’ I said feebly.


He stared at me for what felt like an eternity. Then he stalked past me without another word and into the busy corridor beyond.




THREE


Easter Island Forward Base,


Alternate Alpha Zero, under Authority Jurisdiction


Six Months Later


For a barely measurable instant, I hung in a grey void, caught between one universe and the next. Then I found myself standing on a transfer stage in a broad hangar, while brilliant sunlight poured unfettered through wide open doors directly before me.


I put up a hand to shield my eyes. Even so, the sunshine felt wonderful after long months of freezing rain and unbroken wintry skies. Even the air, when I next drew breath, made me dizzy with its extraordinary richness.


I was not alone. Four others stood next to me on the stage, and it was clear that the transfer process had proven particularly wrenching for at least one of them. I watched as Elena Kovitch stumbled down the broad ramp and past several bemused American soldiers, before vomiting her breakfast against a wall.


Like the others on the stage around me, I wore a uniform, which we had all come to detest – a modified jumpsuit with a hammer and sickle over the breast. Each had a carefully stitched label reading Soviet Science Detachment, in case our hosts somehow forgot who we were. Beneath it was stitched my name: Katya Orlova. That much of my old identity Borodin had allowed me to retain. Everything else was a carefully constructed lie.


Nina Gregoryeva and Vissarion Chakviani, meanwhile, simply stared with stunned expressions, as if until that moment they had been unable to believe that the means existed to travel from one universe to another. Boris Yedov, the Georgian, just stood quietly with eyes half-closed, reciting some Orthodox litany under his breath while fingering the tiny crucifix he habitually wore.


The day before, we had been flown from Moscow to Washington onboard a specially chartered Aeroflot passenger jet, amidst conditions of absolute secrecy. We had barely touched down before we were bundled onto yet another plane and flown to an unnamed military camp somewhere in the American Midwest. Finally, and without delay, we were bussed directly to a windowless concrete bunker that proved to contain a transfer stage.


And now I was here, on a post-apocalyptic alternate that functioned as the Authority’s primary foothold in the multiverse – or the ‘Provisional American Civil Authority for the Emergency’, to give it its full name.


While the others were occupied, I took a moment to observe my surroundings. Americans with accents that sounded strange and vulgar to my ears yelled to each other as they hauled crates containing our equipment and personal effects down from a second transfer stage adjacent to our own. Although most wore military uniforms, a few others in dark suits were clearly civilians. From the way they directed the soldiers it was equally clear they were in charge. One of the suited men regarded us with barely concealed distaste.


I stepped down from the stage and went out through the open hangar doors to savour the sunshine more fully. I looked up into a pale blue sky dotted with seagulls riding high on a thermal. They dipped out of sight behind a rocky bluff, from the far side of which I could hear the boom and hiss of waves. I could feel the watchful eyes of the soldiers on me as I bathed beneath the porcelain sky, but I did not care.


‘Katya?’


I turned when Elena called my name. She had accepted a handkerchief from one of the two men in suits and was wiping her mouth and apologizing profusely for her loss of control.


‘Come back inside, Yekaterina,’ she called to me again. ‘We must keep together.’


I took a last longing look at the sky and went back inside the hangar.


Vissarion and Nina had by now recovered sufficiently from the shock of transferral to make their way down the ramp to join us, closely trailed by Boris. Elena stared pointedly at the crucifix still grasped in Boris’ hand, the chain around his neck drawn taut, until he blinked and finally tucked it back out of sight.


‘I understand all of you speak English,’ said a uniformed man who stepped up beside the two men in suits. We nodded – fluency in English was a requirement for membership of the expedition, and even before I first set foot in his office Borodin had known that I spoke the language. ‘My name is Major Howes,’ the soldier continued, before turning to the two civilians beside him. ‘I want to welcome you to Alternate Alpha Zero, though you’ll find most people tend to refer to it as just “the island”. Easter Island, to be specific.’ He gestured to the nearest of the two civilians. ‘This is Art Blodel, our new director of operations. And this is Kip Mayer, assistant director.’


Blodel was broad and muscular, spine ramrod straight as he surveyed us. His expression was flat and hard, his mouth set in a thin line, his hair a wiry grey brush standing straight up from his scalp. Mayer, by contrast, was small and wiry, almost delicate in appearance, although there was a sharp intelligence in the eyes of both men.


‘Just so you know,’ Kip Mayer said to Elena, ‘I puked my guts up the first time I used a transfer stage. It gets easier after the first time.’


‘Thank you,’ Elena replied gratefully. ‘May I ask – where are the other members of our team? My understanding was that they arrived before us.’


Blodel nodded stiffly, and I sensed he was less than comfortable in our presence. ‘The Russian engineering team got here a few days ahead of you, yes. We’re putting you up in neighbouring houses – one for them, the other for you . . . theoretical types. You’ll get to meet them later this afternoon.’


The Soviet engineers had arrived in advance of us, in order to be more thoroughly briefed regarding what little the Authority had so far learned about how their transfer stages worked. I knew nothing about the engineers beyond their names and specialities, although I had heard that Wasikowska, the expedition’s political officer, had been replaced at the last minute.


‘We’ll let you settle into your new digs first and save any further briefings until later,’ said Mayer. ‘But tomorrow we’re dropping you in the deep end. You’re going to visit a couple of other alternates of particular interest to us. Then we’re going to have a little meet and greet so you can get to say hello to our Pathfinders.’


Vissarion frowned. ‘What is Pathfinder?’ he asked, in heavily accented English.


Blodel looked around us with evident irritation, realizing that none of us knew what a Pathfinder was. ‘Whenever we open up a new alternate, the Pathfinders are the first people to go in and explore it. As you can imagine, they’re a pretty hardy bunch. They’re also going to be responsible for escorting all of you through some alternates we’re currently exploring.’ He frowned. ‘Weren’t you briefed about all this already?’


Elena and the others shook their heads, clearly mystified.


‘Are you joking?’ spat Vissarion. ‘Nobody back home tell us one damn thing, because you Americans refuse to tell us anything outside of barest facts. Chert vozni, I never even knew such places existed until was told I would be sent here two weeks ago. Parallel universes! Transfer stages! Alternate Earths struck by meteors or destroyed by plagues!’ He swore under his breath. ‘When they hauled me into the Kremlin and started telling me all this, I nearly accused them of being drunk.’


‘I apologize for my colleague’s language,’ said Elena, darting Vissarion a hard look. ‘He was a late addition to our team.’


Blodel muttered something under his breath that sounded a lot like fucking Russkies, and Mayer shot him an angry look. Major Howes, beside him, closed his eyes for a moment.


‘I’m sorry, Director Blodel,’ said Elena, smiling sweetly as if she hadn’t just thrown up against the hangar wall. ‘I didn’t quite catch that?’


‘I was just saying,’ said Blodel, smiling thinly back, ‘that we look forward to having you here as our guests. It must be nice to have your first taste of visiting a free country.’


‘I wasn’t aware this was a country,’ drawled Boris. ‘I thought we were on some deserted parallel Earth. And speaking of free countries, just how many years has it been since the war ended, and you Americans still haven’t had a free election?’


Blodel’s face coloured, and Mayer stepped quickly forward, clapping his hands to get our attention. ‘Okay!’ he exclaimed brightly, ‘I think it’s about time to get you all settled in, don’t you?’


A few minutes later, we were guided into the back of an open-top truck with benches mounted on its rear bed. We drove away from the hangar, passing through a wire cordon and then onto a dusty road edged with weeds. I looked back to catch a last glimpse of Meyer and Blodel shouting at each other just outside the hangar, pugnacious expressions on both their faces.


The road ran parallel to an air strip that looked disused, and I saw the roofs of buildings just a mile or two ahead. There was no sign of any of the moai, the megalithic structures unique to Easter Island: only bare scrubby land segmented here and there by low stone dykes.
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