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PART ONE

CONDUIT

 


I

 


‘…longitudinal incision between
the fifth and sixth ribs, extending down to the costo-chondral
junction, down to the intercostal muscles, whereupon…’

Alan shifted uncomfortably in
his seat as the lecturer’s voice drifted down from the front of the
auditorium and settled upon him, as welcome as nuclear fallout. He
wondered if he could get away with slyly glancing at his watch, but
suspected it was less than thirty seconds since he had last done
so. It would only depress him anyway, so he gazed up at the ceiling
instead and began to count the tiles for the seventh time.

He lost count around the three
hundred mark because the lecturer dimmed the lights at the front of
the hall. Alan reluctantly lowered his gaze back to the little man.
His tweed suit and the amusingly bone-shaped bow tie didn’t do
anything to enliven his lecture, which as far as Alan could
remember was about some complicated piece of heart surgery in the
canine patient. The man cowered behind the ornate plastic podium,
looking as if he would rather be somewhere else. The stage was
massive, wreathed in funereal black curtains. The sombre approach
was ruined, however, because of the ill advised electric-blue neon
lights running above them in a zigzag pattern. As an attempt to
make the speeches from the podium more interesting, it failed
utterly, but it gave Alan something else to look at for a while, as
the minutes dragged their weary way forwards.

The screen that towered behind
the lecturer wouldn’t have looked out of place in a multiplex
cinema, and the man kept glancing behind him nervously as if he was
expecting a warthog to come bursting out of it. Unfortunately, from
Alan’s point of view at least, it didn’t. Instead, there was a
large picture of the lecturer in surgical scrubs and wielding a
scalpel, standing over a sterile portion of a dog. Exactly which
portion it was Alan couldn’t say, as he had been paying no
attention whatsoever from the moment the lecturer had first opened
his mouth.

How was it possible, Alan
wondered, to stand in such imposing, exciting surroundings and
still make an ‘audio-visual presentation’ that would have made a
Victorian schoolmaster cry with boredom? The man (was he a
professor of something from somewhere important?) was talking about
heart-surgery, for God’s sake. Shouldn’t it be at least a
little exciting?

The problem, Alan decided, was
that he had no interest in performing the operation the man was
talking about. In his six years as a vet he had performed heart
surgery a total of zero times, and had no intention of ever doing
so. He had only come to the lecture at all because at this late
stage in the British Small Animal Veterinary Association Congress
weekend in Birmingham it was either this or an interactive seminar
on fish diseases, and as much as Alan tried to like all animals, he
drew the line at anything that needed its own life-support system
before you could have one as a pet.

Alan glanced to his right.
George, sitting next to him, looked out of place with his unkempt
hair and his slacker-cool look (currently veering dangerously close
to simply slacker). Across his black T-Shirt were the words ‘HAN
SHOT FIRST’ in white lettering; a slogan which George had assured
Alan was very funny if you were a geek. He could have at least
tried to appear something like a vet, Alan thought. It hadn’t been
easy smuggling a reporter in to Congress on a nurse’s ticket, even
if George only worked for a magazine that covered paranormal
phenomenon.

George was sitting and staring
intently at the lecturer, nodding along with him as if he was
engaged in deep conversation with the man, and scribbling furious
notes onto his complimentary note-pad with every syllable the man
spoke. Peering at the notepad, Alan could see a cartoon image of
the lecturer erupting in a shower of blood, whilst tentacled
creatures demolished the front two rows of the audience.

Alan sighed. George was tall,
blond and would have been handsome if he hadn’t been so aware of
it. He caught Alan’s glance and winked at him, adding a fresh gout
of blood to the slaughterhouse scene on the pad. Alan inspected his
own checked shirt and corduroys. From where he was sitting, he
could see at least fifteen more checked shirts, probably all with
cords too. Maybe George was right after all.

At the front of the auditorium,
the lecturer cleared his throat. Alan risked a glance at his watch.
Ten minutes to go. Ten more minutes of ‘Emergency Cardiothoracic
surgery of the Canine Patient’ by Professor Whatever BVSc MRCVS
Cert VS Dip VS, courtesy of the University of High-Power Rugged
Manly Vet Work, USA.

‘…found at necropsy that the
left ventricular wall was thickened by approximately two
centimetres above the median for a dog of this size…erm…ah…now
then…’

The multiplex screen now had a
large photograph of a dog’s heart on it. It was not surrounded by a
dog. Presumably this particular procedure had not been successful.
The lecturer was standing in front of the picture, looking
flustered, and waving his laser pointer around it like a drunken
sniper. He pressed a button on the podium. The image of the heart
disappeared, replaced by a black screen with the words

AUDIO – VISUAL FEED INPUT
ERROR

on it.

‘Erm…ah…’ said the lecturer in
his tremulous voice, and pressed another button. The screen went
blue. Alan cringed, even though he had been expecting this, as it
happened in almost every lecture he had ever attended. He turned
his head to George in the hopes of giving him a knowing,
world-weary look.

George was not there. Not only
was he not there, a small, round-faced lady was sitting in his
seat. She was staring intently towards the front of the theatre.
Alan blinked. The lady remained next to him. He opened his mouth to
ask her what the hell she was doing, but stopped. The lecturer had
begun speaking again, and there was something very unusual about
his voice, something that for some reason reminded Alan of the few
times he had gone to church. It was lower, and deeper, and…and in a
different language.

Alan’s eyes swivelled toward the
podium, his brain noting in a distracted way that the hall he was
sitting in now was about twice the size of the one he had thought
he was sitting in a moment ago. Where the screen had been, Alan
could now see another row of chairs behind the stage – in fact, all
the seats had been rearranged so that they were now in a circle
around it, like an amphitheatre. The stage had changed colour from
its sci-fi black and blue to a regal red. Alan only half-noticed
all of this, however, because the lecturer himself had changed from
a monochrome monotonous professor to something…well, something
different.

The thing on the stage that was
barking and garbling like an overexcited fax machine wasn’t human.
Its gnarled body had some passing resemblances to the human form;
at least, it fitted into a suit. The suit in question was purple,
with a black shirt and a purple tie, and the thing had a head with
hair, but it gave the overall impression of having been sculpted by
someone who had been given a vague description of a person over a
crackly telephone line. There were bumps and holes in odd places,
and textures that were simply wrong. From this distance Alan
couldn’t see what exactly it was that disturbed him, but he was
suddenly very pleased that he was a long way from the stage. The
voice - which sounded like an angry badger being drowned in a
cement pit - continued to spill from the thing’s throat. The rhythm
and cadence somehow made Alan feel as if he was attending mass.

‘Wh…?’ he whimpered, but it was
drowned out by a tremendous cheer that erupted from the people all
around him. Suddenly, everyone was on their feet, clapping and
whooping. The woman next to him looked down at him urgently, making
frantic jerking movements with her head, a false grin plastered on
her face.

Confused and more than a little
scared, Alan stood up and began clapping. He even managed a little
cheer that seemed to go down rather well. He cheered again, and
then once more for good measure, and slowly became aware that his
last cheer was echoing around the otherwise silent theatre. All
around were surprised people, who had turned in their seats to peer
at him. With a horrible masochism Alan looked down at the stage,
where a very confused-looking professor in a brown suit with a
brightly coloured bow tie was staring up at him from in front of a
large screen displaying a picture of a dog’s heart.

There was a very long moment of
painful silence. Eventually, Alan nodded slowly and mumbled, ‘Yes,
yes. Couldn’t agree more.’ Bewildered, he sat down, trying
unsuccessfully to make himself small enough to avoid George’s
questioning gaze.

 


II

 


‘What in the name of Satan’s
knobbly nuts was all that about?’

‘George, please, look, I’m just
very…erm…very…’

‘Standing up in the middle of
the lecture and clapping like an idiot? I didn’t know who was more
embarrassed, you or him. Or me,’ muttered George, though he had a
grin on his face. ‘Actually, I didn’t mind all that much. Certainly
livened up the bloody talk.’

‘Look, George,’ said Alan, as
George sat down in front of him and handed him a coffee in a
cardboard cup, ‘I’m not in the mood for this at the moment. I’m
very…’ He paused again and took a sip of the coffee, wondering what
he was ‘very’ and hoping it wasn’t the sort of thing you found in a
psychology textbook.

George shrugged, rolled his eyes
with a ‘whatever’ look on his face, and scanned the convention
centre café, looking, as he had been all day, for ‘a group of foxy
nurses who might want a story written about them’. Why the
periodical that George worked for, a Fortean Times knock off
called Mysterious World, would be interested in such a story
Alan wasn’t entirely sure. George, however, had seemed very keen on
exploring the paranormal potential of a group of nubile young girls
and had convinced Alan to let him come to Congress with him.
Possibly George had read too much into the word ‘Congress’ when he
heard it, but Alan had been glad of the company on the drive up
from Bristol.

George was Alan’s ex-flatmate,
and Alan had been surprised that George had returned to work at
Mysterious World, after the strange events – all that
‘Conduit’ nonsense - that he, Alan and Kate had been drawn into the
year before. Alan himself had spent the previous twelve months
trying to forget about them, which is why it was annoying that
something strange had happened to him again. Should he talk to
George about it? Frustrating as he could be, he was also one of the
only people in the world that might understand. It just didn’t seem
the right time at the moment.

It was then that Alan noticed
the two men in suits standing by the checkout. There was nothing
remarkable about that in itself, of course. The place was full of
drug reps and medical equipment salesmen, but several things about
these two caught Alan’s eye.

The first thing was that they
were staring straight at him. They didn’t even attempt to break
their gaze when Alan looked back, until after a few seconds he
broke it himself, feeling embarrassed and exposed. They were
standing by the cash register with a tray that had contained a
single one-use carton of milk. The youth on the checkout did not
look amused. Their suits were drab, and grey, and utterly
unremarkable. They looked for all the world like a couple of sales
reps – one slightly older, with hair greying around his temples and
a receding forehead, the second younger, and slimmer. Something
about them, however, was deeply unnerving - like receiving a
personal call in a place where no one should know where you
are.

He gazed at his coffee for a
moment, then dared to look back at the two men. They were still
looking directly at him. Alan once more locked his eyes with
theirs, as if it were a staring contest, but quickly decided that
he wasn’t going to win. These guys looked like they did an awful
lot of staring. They probably devoted whole afternoons to it. The
checkout boy was shouting at them in a vain effort to attract their
attention, but they ignored him.

Instead of finding this comical,
Alan began to feel unaccountably nervous. Not again, he thought.
Haven’t I had my dose of insanity for today? For this lifetime?

‘…listening to me?’ George
said.

‘Um…yes, yes, I am,’ Alan
murmured, tearing his gaze from the voyeuristic pair.

‘Well?’

‘Well what?’

‘Well, have you?’

‘Erm…yes, I have. Twice.’

George’s face dropped as if the
tendons holding it up had just been snipped. ‘What?’ he said,
sounding like a man being told he was adopted and his real father
was the Pope. ‘Twice? Not at the same time, surely? You lucky
bastard! I knew that’s what these conferences were like!’ George
was struck into silence, momentarily out-boasted. Alan thought he
would press home the advantage before his companion recovered. He
leaned over, trying to look casual.

‘Listen, can you see those two
men over there?’ he flicked his gaze toward the counter, and
stopped. The two men were no longer waiting by the checkout.

They were standing right next to
him.

 


III

 


‘Erm…hello?’ Alan said, like a
man caught in his wife’s underwear.

The two men looked at each
other, then back at Alan. George cleared his throat, but this
elicited no response at all. They were both very tall, with
jet-black hair and dark brown eyes. With the pair towering over
him, Alan felt as if he had fallen down a deep hole. He hoped this
was not a metaphor for his situation. Their faces were smooth, and
both looked similar to each other without quite looking the same.
Alan wondered if they were related.

Moments passed. No one spoke.
George cleared his throat again, louder this time but with no more
effect than the first attempt. During the silence, Alan wrinkled
his nose. There was a strange smell in the air; the smell of melted
wires, or burned out electrical equipment. Just as he started to
notice it, it faded away. He was fighting a mad urge to simply get
up and run away when the older man spoke.

‘Mr Reece,’ he said. It had not
been a question. Alan opened his mouth.

‘Mr Alan Reece,’ the man said
before Alan had a chance to respond. Alan glanced down at his
shirt, where there was a blue and white badge upon which was
printed

Alan Reece

CLARIDGE VETERINARY
HOSPITAL

He shrugged and tried to regain
some control of the situation.

‘What do you think?’ he said,
gesturing at the badge. In his mind he had sounded strong and
uncompromising, like Humphrey Bogart in tough-guy mode. What he
heard coming out of his mouth was weak and scared, and sounded as
if he genuinely wanted to know what the men thought.

The two men looked at each other
again, then back to him.

‘We would like you to come with
us,’ the older one said.

‘What?’ George said from the
other end of the table, journalistic instincts a-tremble. ‘Why?
What’s going on?’

The men ignored him, but Alan
felt that George had asked a couple of very pertinent questions, so
he repeated them.

‘What?’ he said. ‘Why?’

The men blinked. Alan realised
this was the first time they had done this since they had arrived
at the table. The younger man frowned, and looked with a concerned
expression at the older.

‘We would like you to come with
us please,’ said the older man, sounding puzzled, as if things
weren’t going according to plan.

‘Who the hell are you?’ Alan
said, managing to sound tougher this time – if not quite Bogart,
then at least Peter Lorre.

The men glanced at each other,
looking uncomfortable and confused. A few people in the café had
begun to stare at them. The older man tried once more.

‘We would like it very much if
you would come with us,’ he said, and then smiled an appallingly
false smile, which stayed for a second, then slowly began to drain
off his face like treacle pouring down a window pane.

‘Erm…no. No, thank you,’ said
Alan, and turned away from them, hoping that they would give up and
go away. He sat there for a moment. The two men gave up and went
away. Alan looked at George.

‘What in the name of the devil’s
dumplings was that all about?’ George said. Alan didn’t speak, but
his stomach writhed and knotted with fear. It was happening
again.

 


IV

 


The drive home was quiet and
tense. Alan slumped into the passenger seat, and pretended to fall
asleep, thus avoiding any awkward questions. George seemed to sense
Alan’s reluctance, and remained quiet. This suited Alan fine. He
lay back in the passenger seat as George’s Skoda cruised down the
M5, and kept his eyes shut.

Was he going mad? Again? No, he
corrected himself. The last time anything like his lecture
hallucination had happened, it had turned out he hadn’t been going
mad. In fact, it had been much worse than that, hadn’t it, leading
to him being possessed by a hundred-year-old dead magician, and
nearly destroying all life on Earth in the process. Better for
everyone concerned if he was just nuts. But then, what about the
two men – George had seen them too. Should he go to the police?

Alan imagined a brief
conversation with a desk sergeant, explaining that he had been
maliciously talked to by two men in suits at a conference, and that
he was hallucinating large theatres with strange purple-clothed
man-things in them. He imagined explaining that last time something
like this happened, the world had nearly ended, and that Alan had
saved it without anyone really knowing anything about it, and he
was a bit worried it might be happening again.

He stopped then, because his
imagination had started treacherously pointing out what might
happen next, and it probably involved sedatives.

He shifted in the seat, and
decided there was only one thing he could do, and it was the thing
that he was best at. He was going to ignore it all, and hope that
it went away.

 


V

 


Outside of Kate’s red Ford
Fiesta, the grey skies poured their woes upon the traffic of
another Bristol morning rush hour. Inside Kate’s car, intergalactic
war was breaking out.

‘We just picked up the
signal, sir. It took the system about thirty minutes to find
it.’

‘And?’

‘And…it’s not good news, sir.
It’s gone. The colony. The whole damn colony.’

‘The whole…Great gods, there
were fifty thousand MakChaks at Roggo III! Are you sure?’

‘We’re sure, sir.
There’s…’

WOOP WOOP WOOP WOOP WOOP

Kate reached for the volume knob
on the car stereo and turned it down, her mouth a tight thin line
as the drama continued around her, albeit more quietly.

‘What is that thing?’

‘Analysing now, Captain.’
Blip Blip Blip Blip BEEP

‘Well?’

‘Some kind of sub-space
anomaly, sir, enveloping Roggo III! A Tachyon cloud, Captain. At
least fifty megatacs wide.’

Kate bit her lip and muttered
under her breath.

‘The cloud, sir. It’s heading
this way.’

‘How fast is it
closing?’

‘Two thousand kps,
sir.’

‘Ensign, full power to
engines. Maximum warp!’

Okay. That was it. Kate had lost
patience with the whole bloody thing now.

‘NO NO NO NO NO! That’s crap!’
she yelled. ‘That’s total crap! How can it be closing at two
thousand kilometres per second? Don’t you even know what a tachyon
is? Have you even the faintest idea in your stupid, unimaginative,
vacuous craters of dung that you call brains!’

Kate wiped the spittle from her
lips. The crew of the Starship Intrepid ignored her. Sirens
began to ring out.

‘Listen, a tachyon is a
hypothetical particle, it probably doesn’t even exist!’ she
explained. ‘And, if it did, it would not only move backwards
through time it would also be physically unable to slow down
below the speed of light! There’s no way it would be able to move
at two thousand kps!

The stereo remained unmoved by
Kate’s outburst.

‘Listen,’ she said, followed
quickly by ‘Shit!’ as she slammed the brakes on to avoid driving
her elderly car into the back of a large truck filled with
televisions. Insurance claims thus avoided, she continued to
rant.

The starship captain still did
not respond. His voice had been recorded in a studio in California
twelve months previously, leaving him little chance to react to
Kate’s tirade. Instead, he began telling people to head to the
transporters so they could get beamed down to the planet, because
it told him to say so in the script.

Kate decided she might be
over-reacting a little to the CD that George had lent to her. It
had seemed like a good idea a week ago. The short car commute to
the University of Bristol Physics Department building had been
getting more and more stressful, especially now the school holidays
were over and the roads were filled with four-wheeled drive
monstrosities packed with screaming children and parents at
breaking point. Kate had mentioned it to George at their last
‘Conduit Council’ (as, for some reason, he insisted upon calling
his, Alan and Kate’s semi-regular get-togethers), and he said he
had the perfect solution. Audio CDs, he said, science fiction ones.
Kate had been suspicious, knowing the kind of crap George liked to
listen to (and read, and watch, and, on occasion, write) but she
had let him talk her into trying it.

‘Great stress relief,’ he had
said, selecting one from his car for her to try. ‘Ooh, you’ll like
this one, good for you. Really physics-ey.’

Physics-ey. That should have
been a warning. The Physics in the world of the Starship
Intrepid bore as much relation to the real world as the ACME
Corporation.

‘...sub-space anomaly seems to
be…’ the radio said. Kate slammed her hand onto the off switch,
breaking a nail in the process, then pulled the steering wheel hard
to the right to prevent another insurance claim.

On the whole, the audio CD had
not been a calming, soothing experience. She hated it, hated the
general public’s ignorance of even the most basic scientific facts.
This might have something to do with the fact that she had been
utterly ignorant once, in her old job, before she had gone back to
University. When she had been a medium. When she had seen
the…things that she saw.

She had known, even then, that
she didn’t understand what the voices that used to visit her in the
quiet hours of the night were telling her, and that none of the
‘mystics’ who claimed to understand them really knew either. She
had thought then that she would never know, and she couldn’t stand
living a lie. So she had hung up her robes, packed up her crystal
ball, and decided to tackle something that could make sense of the
world around her. There were some strange things that happened in
quantum physics, there was no denying that; this was largely what
attracted her to it in the first place. That, and the fact that she
couldn’t think of anything less like what she had used to do for a
living than completing degrees in Computer Programming and Particle
Physics.

Anyway, it turned out she had
been wrong. She had found out all about the voices last year,
hadn’t she? Her and the rest of the ‘Conduit Club’ (another one of
George’s ideas). She had spent much of the time since then trying
to forget about it, throwing herself into her work, trying to make
sense of the world. Science was her god now, and she didn’t like
people blaspheming it.

The beeping of what sounded like
every car in Bristol interrupted her reverie. She sighed. George’s
plan hadn’t worked. Oh well. She would just have to try to convince
Alan to get her some valium again.

 


VI

 


Kate usually liked to
pop into Professor Lattmann’s office on the way to her own, if only
to reassure herself that it was actually possible for a human to be
less organised than she was.

Wil’s little room, secreted a
few yards up the corridor from her own, had always been untidy, but
in the last year he had seemed to make it his personal mission to
create the biggest pile of unsorted paperwork anywhere outside of
Whitehall. Frightening rickety towers of unfinished theories,
unread papers and old copies of New Scientist stood in every
corner and lined two walls, threatening to pounce. Some of the
papers had somehow managed to struggle up onto one of the shelves
or, if they were extremely lucky, the single bookcase, where they
lay, limp and exhausted from the journey. Kate had initially
believed it had all been a complicated experiment to demonstrate
the law of entropy, but she had since decided upon a different
theory : Wil was trying to collect together enough matter in the
small space of his office to create a black hole.

The wooden door to the office
was closed, and the streaky yellow window to it gave no indication
to the horrors that lay within. As usual, a student stood outside
the door, her arms folded and her lips pursed into a thin line. The
student was a permanent fixture in the corridor outside Professor
Lattman’s office. The individual student changed from time to time,
but there was always one there.

This particular student lifted
her head as Kate approached. Kate smiled. The student didn’t. Her
arms were folded around a textbook and an essay with rambling red
ink all over. The ink was in Wil’s handwriting. Kate could tell
because and it looked as if he had been plotting the individual and
progressively erratic trajectories of the participants of a pub
crawl with it.

‘Is Professor Lattman in?’ Kate
asked in a cheerful voice.

‘How the bloody hell should I
know?’ the student muttered back. ‘I’ve only been standing out here
ten minutes. He usually makes us wait at least half an hour.’

‘Ah,’ said Kate, trying to sound
caring, but probably not managing it. ‘Do you mind if I…?’ she
gestured towards the door. The student glared pointedly at her
watch, but nodded.

‘Thanks,’ Kate whispered,
slipping through the door and closing it behind her.

‘I am afraid that I am not
ready,’ Wil’s voice rumbled from somewhere behind the pile of books
on his desk. ‘You will have to…Ah, Kate my dear. Come in.’ Wil’s
face smiled benignly as it appeared from its hiding place. Kate
could never understand how someone who, in appearance and
demeanour, resembled a dark-haired Santa Claus could inspire such
rage in his students. At least, she hadn’t been able to
understand it until she started her PhD with him as her mentor.



Wil was, for some reason,
sitting on the floor. He gestured towards the two chairs in front
of the desk, both of which were covered with academic detritus.
Kate shrugged.

‘It’s okay, Wil, I’m not
stopping. I was just popping in to…incidentally, why are you
sitting on the floor?’

‘I read it in Vogue,’
said Wil, creaking slowly to his feet. ‘Supposed to be good for the
spine…or the hips, or something. I forget.’

Kate wasn’t sure which was
stranger, the advice or the thought of Wil reading Vogue.
She decided to let it pass. Lattmann absently brushed some dust off
the top of one of the journal piles by the wall, which promptly
collapsed. He sighed, then turned to Kate and smiled.

‘Why do you leave them waiting
outside so long?’ Kate asked.

‘Cold treatment,’ he said, with
a wistful smile. ‘By the time I let them in, they have generally
calmed down about whatever it was they were annoyed about.’

‘Are they always annoyed?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Wil.

Kate considered this, and the
expression of the student outside. ‘Does it work?’

‘No,’ said Wil with a sigh. ‘But
at least if gives me time to think of an escape route. Never mind
all this. How are you, my dear?’

He knocked a pile of books from
a chair to the floor, then sat in it, a worried expression
momentarily crossing his face then quickly disappearing. Kate was
used to this. She assumed it was some genius idea impacting in his
brain, as they did with frustrating regularity. Despite being hands
down the worst teacher in Bristol, he was by far and away the most
intelligent person she had ever met. The University agreed. So long
as he attracted research money, the fact that his students were in
a permanent state of outrage didn’t really matter to them. Kate
understood, and felt desperately sorry for the students who
basically had to teach themselves, but it was impossible to remain
annoyed at him for any length of time. Impossible for her,
anyway.

‘I’m well, Wil, very well. I
just came in to see if there was any news on my thesis?’

Wil’s face relaxed into an even
wider smile. ‘Ah, not officially, my dear, but I can tell you that
it is going well, very well indeed. I expect to hear something by
the end of the week.’

Kate clenched her hands into
fists, but behind her back. ‘That’s great, Wil, really great, but
it’s exactly what you said to me last week.’

Lattmann’s smile drooped like a
sedated bloodhound’s. ‘Ah. Is it?’

‘Yes,’ Kate nodded, somehow
hoping vainly that nodding her head would speed up the confirmation
of her PhD thesis, which she had submitted two months ago.

She was desperate. Partially
because she would quite like to be known as Dr Schekter (if only
because it would annoy Alan no end - He was still a Mr, despite
vets being called doctors in every other country in the world), but
mainly so she could get a proper teaching post at the University
and so finally begin to pay off some of her debts.

‘Well, in zat case,’ Wil said,
his German accent getting stronger, as it always did when he was
uncomfortable with the conversation, ‘I’ll haf to see what I can
do.’

He gave her another smile, but
it was a poor offspring of the previous one. Kate smiled back,
through gritted teeth. She suspected that the thesis was hidden
somewhere in one of the towering piles around the room. ‘Thanks,’
she said.

‘Oh, another thing,’ Wil said as
she turned to go. ‘I’ve had a few calls from your latest fancy
man.’ Kate hated him calling them that. It sounded like there’d
been a string of them. The Professor obviously felt that having
three boyfriends in two years was a bit racey and exciting. He
wouldn’t think that if he’d actually met any of them, she thought,
not without bitterness.

‘Oh, right,’ she said.

‘Yes, apparently he was trying
to get hold of you this morning, but your portable phone was not in
functioning order.’

‘Yes, yes, it’s…er…out of
battery,’ she said, because it was less embarrassing than admitting
that she’d dropped it down the toilet by mistake.

‘Ah, well, apparently he would
like to speak to you. He sounds like a nice young man, you
know.’

‘Does he,’ said Kate absently.
She found that her teeth were gritted again.

 


VII

 


Kate slumped into the leather
chair in her office. It gave out a tired little squeak, suggesting
imminent collapse. Kate knew how it felt.

She looked at the blank computer
monitor on her desk, knowing that she didn’t have the will to turn
it on. She turned instead to the menacing pile of student essays in
her in tray, and picked the first of the pile.

‘…Higgs-bosun has as yet been
undiscovered, leading to several critics of string theory to
suggest…’

Super-string theory, you mean,
she thought absently, slapping the paper back on top of the pile
and sighing. The papers could have been marked at home. She had
only really come in to work on the off-chance that Professor
Latmann, her supervisor, would have some news about her thesis.
Waste of time. It was going to be at least another two weeks before
she heard anything about her PhD.

She gazed blankly at the dark
monitor. Waste. Of. Time.

That thought led to another.
Paul.

Paul was…what was there to say
about him? Another in her terrible string of boyfriends. Not
terrible in the traditional sense, of course; they had all been
really nice people. In their own ways. It was just that they were
so…boring. That was the word, wasn’t it? Why? Was she trying to
prove something to herself? Or was she just a secret masochist?

She appraised her reflection in
the screen. Not hideous, she thought. Not great, maybe, but there’s
a nose and two eyes and ears, and they’re all in the right place.
So why did she have such an abysmal recent history with men? Why
wasn’t she at all attracted to George? At least he was fun. As for
Alan…well, that was complicated. Kate wasn’t really sure why it was
complicated, but it was. She left it at that.

Paul was an archaeologist.
George had been very excited to hear this, of course, even digging
out his Raiders of the Lost Ark DVD in anticipation of
meeting him, but Paul was no Indiana Jones. In fact, Paul would
have had trouble making it on to Time Team. It wasn’t that
Kate found archaeology boring – in fact, she had a passion for
history; a passion which had started when she had been a medium.
History was not the problem. The strange thing was, Paul himself
didn’t seem interested in it. Kate thought he might at least be
enthusiastic about his work, but no, when he talked about it he
sounded the same as when he talked about anything else – nasal,
monosyllabic and dismal. He seemingly had little interest in
anything at all. If there beat within his chest anything other than
five kilos of heart muscle, Kate had yet to find it.

So what was it about him? Kate
didn’t know. She had met him at a wedding party for one of her best
friends a few months ago, and had found herself drawn to him, even
though he was awkward and nervous, and did nothing to encourage
her. A few weeks later they were an item, and Kate was damned if
she knew why. It was as if he had an aura, something she couldn’t
resist.

The phone on her desk rang. Kate
jumped guiltily, as if she had been caught reading FHM magazine by
her mother, and picked up the receiver.

‘Hello, Kate Schekter here.’

Silence. Then, a
depressed-sounding voice echoed down the line.

‘Hi, darling, it’s Paul.’

He managed to make the ‘darling’
sound as if he were a bank manager addressing a customer with a
very poor credit rating.

‘Hi Paul,’ Kate said, picturing
his blank face and his thick dark eyebrows drawing together as she
spoke. ‘How’s Scotland?’

‘Not quite Scotland,’ he
replied. ‘Northumberland, really.’

‘Okay , how’s
not-quite-Scotland-Northumberland really?’ she asked.

‘Good,’ he said, dully.

Silence again. Conversations
with Paul were full of long, uncomfortable pauses, as if he had to
recharge himself after each burst of words.

‘Oh right, great,’ Kate said as
cheerfully, hoping to energise Paul through sheer force of
personality. ‘So how’s the dig going? Finding any interesting
relics up on the Wall? Found the Holy Grail yet?’ Paul was working
on a project at one of the old Roman forts that ran along Hadrian’s
Wall. Kate wasn’t sure what the project involved, though, because
the effort of getting him to tell her about it always seemed more
trouble than the reward she received from it. It was only now,
after his being away for a whole week, that she was starting to
question why she was going out with him in the first place.

‘No, it doesn’t exist,’ said
Paul, sounding baffled. ‘We have made some interesting finds
though,’ he continued, as if he was reading the shipping
forecast.

‘Oh, really?’

‘Yes.’

Another uncomfortable silence,
but this one was broken, to Kate’s surprise, by Paul.

‘Listen,’ he said, as if she had
any other choice, ‘I was wondering if you wanted to come up and
visit. See what I’m doing. Maybe.’

The romantic idea of an exotic
dig site briefly engaged Kate’s excitement. Then she imagined
herself standing exposed in the rain and wind, staring at a few
broken rocks with only Paul for company. No way, she thought. Time
to tell him now.

‘Yes, that’d be great,’ she
heard herself saying. ‘Brilliant! Would this weekend be okay?’

‘Great,’ said Paul, his voice as
lively as cold porridge. ‘I’ll email you the details from the
hostel. I can pick you up from the station if you get the
train.’

‘Brilliant!’ Kate said again.
‘See you soon, darling. Bye!’

She put the phone down and
stared at the traitorous handset. What had she just said? Hadn’t
she just been planning to dump him?

Slowly, she began to bang her
head against the desk.

 


VIII

 


Kate closed and locked the door
of her office, and headed back down the corridor towards the
exit.

As she walked past Professor
Lattman’s office, the young student, who was waiting outside in the
vain hope that the Professor would let him in soon, disappeared.
There was no smoke or special effect, no noise. The student, the
folder he was holding, and the lumpy red rucksack at his feet,
simply stopped existing in the corridor.

Surprisingly, Kate didn’t react
to this unusual development. She didn’t even notice it. She had
vanished too. So had Lattman’s office, the corridor, and the entire
physics building. In its place was an Imperial Britannic
Courthouse, a building that, in its own way, had been there for
over twenty years.

Similar things were happening
all over the world, and the only person on the planet who noticed
them at all stood in what had been until very recently his
consulting room and whimpered, very quietly.

A few moments later, the student
reappeared again, along with Kate, the corridor, the building and
the rest of modern civilisation. Kate continued towards the exit,
worrying about Hadrian’s Wall, and utterly unperturbed by the
preceding seven seconds during which she had ceased to exist.

 


IX

 


The rabbit jumped and skittered
on the table in an irrepressible lagomorph tantrum. Alan hunched
himself over it, one of his hands gripping it by the scruff of its
neck, the other clamped over its back end, and tried to look
professional.

The rabbit was small, black,
lop-eared and unhappy. Alan was tired, stressed, caffeine-deficient
and unhappy. The only entity in the room that in any way seemed to
be enjoying itself was the owner of the demonic pet, a small thin
woman who was cackling (presumably to herself, as neither Alan nor
the rabbit were in any mood for gaiety) and saying helpful things
like ‘Spirited little chap, isn’t he?’

Alan wasn’t sure if she was
talking to him or the rabbit. He manoeuvred the furry nightmare
around and clamped it under his right arm, freeing up his left to
reach for the nail clippers. The rabbit must have been familiar
with this move and brought its back leg round in a swift arc that
left three thin red lines of pain across Alan’s forearm. Alan
managed not to swear.

‘I think,’ he said, clamping his
other arm back onto the rabbit’s bottom, ‘that I might need to go
and get..argh…reinforcements.’

The rabbit bucked under Alan’s
grip like a rodeo bull as he looked up at the owner. ‘Do you think
you could hold him, just for a moment?’

The woman’s expression changed
from amusement to horror faster than a Bristol traffic light.

‘It’s okay,’ Alan managed to
smile, picking up the rabbit and pressing it close to him to give
it less room for manoeuvre. ‘I’ll go and find Nicki to help me hold
him.’

He freed a hand from under the
malevolent bunny, managed to open the door, and staggered out to
the prep room whilst the creature attempted to burrow through his
chest towards his spine. Five minutes later he returned looking
happier. The rabbit looked no happier at all.

‘All done,’ he said, slightly
out of breath. ‘Claws are much shorter now. Was there anything else
you needed for…erm…,’ he glanced at the computer screen,
‘Tyson?’

The woman’s eyes narrowed ever
so slightly. ‘Flopsy is fine,’ said Mrs Tyson. Alan forced his
professional smile to stay fixed on his face.

‘Oops, sorry, Flopsy,’ he said
to the rabbit, with a mock-chuckle, trying to lighten the mood. It
didn’t work. ‘I’ll just pop him back.’

He wrestled the still-wriggling
creature towards the box on the floor. The woman made no attempt to
help him. Obviously she wanted to get her money’s worth from the
consultation.

Alan pushed the rabbit towards
the front of the box. It got halfway in and then clamped itself to
the floor. Alan pushed its bottom. Flopsy spun round and bit him
right in the fleshy part between thumb and forefinger. Alan gritted
his teeth, persevered and managed to push the rabbit all the way to
the back of the animal carrier, barely getting his hand out in time
before the satanic creature took another chunk out of him.

At least, he thought, as blood
welled up from the wound, getting him in was easier than getting
him out. And I didn’t have to look at the little bugger’s
teeth.

He lifted the box onto the table
and smiled once more at Mrs Tyson.

‘All done, then,’ he said
cheerfully.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I forgot. I
wonder if you could check his teeth for me? I think they’re a bit
long.’

 


X

 


‘Bad day?’ Nicki asked
cheerfully as Alan walked in to the prep room and invented several
colourful new swear words. Nicki was Alan’s favourite nurse –
short, dark-haired with a bright, smiling face. She was the most
professional nurse in the practice, but easy-going and
good-natured.

Alan shrugged. ‘Well, it wasn’t
too bad, except for the last one.’ He glanced down at his mangled
fingers. ‘And…well, this morning started badly.’

Nicki didn’t say anything. She
had been helping him, so she knew what he meant.

Alan had become used to
euthanasia, of course. He had to. He would have gone mad long ago
if he allowed himself the luxury of thinking deeply about it every
time he put an animal to sleep. The barriers went up – get on with
it, look competent, look caring, and make sure you don’t cause any
pain. Get the job done. A lot of people said, ‘It must be the worst
part of your job, this,’ and such comments always made Alan
unhappy. Not because it was true, but because it wasn’t. He could
do it, like most vets, without thinking about what he was actually
doing.

Some of them slipped through the
net, though, bypassing his defences however much he tried not to
let them. His first appointment this morning had been one of them.
A three-year-old Labrador retriever, Susie, who was bright,
beautiful and full of life. Until this morning.

Six months ago the owners (a
young family with a child on the way – caring and friendly, the
kind of clients who made Alan’s day a little happier when they
walked in) had come in with Susie. She had been a little quieter
than normal for a few weeks. Nothing serious, only not quite
herself. Alan had felt the lumps in the throat immediately. When he
felt them in the groin and the backs of the legs he was sure what
it was, but he hadn’t wanted to say. Lymphoma. Cancer. Whilst he
had been feeling the lumps, Susie had been bouncing around the room
and licking his face.

The biopsy confirmed it. Six
months of chemotherapy later (which was six months more than she
would have had – happy months, Alan told himself. It didn’t make
him feel much better) the cancer had returned. Susie had started to
vomit, and the weight had poured off her until Alan and Susie’s
owners had known there was nothing else to do. So they came in this
morning.

Alan had tried to be
professional, and caring. ‘We’re going to give her an anaesthetic,’
he said, as he always did, ‘but it’s an overdose of anaesthetic, so
she’ll slowly go to sleep but…won’t wake up.’ He managed to get
through the speech. He made it through the signing of the form. He
made it through shaving the leg, when Nicki came in to help him
raise Susie’s vein. Susie had licked his face playfully, if weakly,
when he approached with the needle. She had smiled her doggy smile
and wagged her tail as Alan injected her. He gently held her head
as it lowered to the floor, and managed to whisper condolences to
her owners. When they left, he put his hand on Susie’s head, the
dog he had just killed, and cried.

It was part of the job, that was
all. Sometimes they got to you.

Nicki smiled, returning his mind
to the present.

‘Well, I’m afraid you’re stuck
with me this morning,’ she smiled. ‘Emma drew the short straw.’

‘Simon,’ Alan said. Nicki
nodded. From where he was standing, Alan could see into the second
operating theatre. Emma, one of the junior nurses, was standing
looking extremely unhappy opposite Simon, the practice’s resident
super-surgeon (and didn’t he know it?), who was hunched over some
part of a dog, his face a picture of extreme concentration.

‘What’s he doing?’ Alan
asked.

‘Total aural resection.
Bilateral,’ Nicki said, poker-faced.

‘He’s taking both ears out at
once?’ Alan didn’t know why he was surprised. Poor bloody dog. He
shook his head, because he didn’t want to think about it, and
clapped his hands together. ‘Right, well, at least we can do some
good. What have we got?’

Nicki pointed at the ops list.
It was a long one. Alan was determined to cheer himself up.

‘Right, well, let’s grab a quick
coffee and start with a nice juicy abscess then.’

 


XI

 


‘Well,’ the middle-aged lady
said as Alan knelt down to feel her middle-aged retriever’s
abdomen, ‘this is going to sound a little strange, but...’

Alan repressed an urge to sigh.
Whenever a client said ‘this is going to sound a little strange
but...’ a little part of Alan died, because they invariably
followed this up with something that even Rod Serling would have
hesitated to make a programme about. It was second only on his list
of least favourite things clients said to him to ‘I’m not being
funny, but...’ When a client said that, they were usually
absolutely correct, because Alan had never found anything anyone
had ever said after that sentence in the least bit amusing.

The dog whacked her tail
repeatedly into Alan’s face in excitement as he palpated her
abdomen. The owner ignored the dog’s repeated attempts to turn
round and lick Alan’s face, so that Alan found himself waddling
round in a circle with a face full of fur and dog saliva. Well, it
made a change from getting bitten.

‘I was just wondering if you
could feel anything wrong with her bladder,’ the lady said. Given
that her dog could have quite effectively doubled for a table if it
could stand still for more than three seconds at a time, Alan had
about as much chance of feeling her bladder as he had of feeling a
deflated balloon between two pillows stuffed with lard.

‘Erm...I can’t feel anything
unusual,’ he said, between thwacks of the tail. The lady was
sitting on the chair in his consulting room, studying the scene
without offering to help as if Alan were a performance artist
demonstrating his new piece ‘dog wrestling’.

‘Was there something you were
worried about?’ he said, giving up on the abdominal exam. He stood
up and turned to the lady in the chair, subtly trying to fish wads
of hair out of his mouth under the cover of pretending to rub his
chin thoughtfully. ‘Any incontinence? Is she straining to pee at
all? Any blood? Is she drinking a lot?’

With each suggestion the lady
shook her head, sadly. Alan got the impression that the lady was
rather depressed that her dog had none of these symptoms. It was
strange, but some people seemed to want something to be seriously
wrong with their animal. Maybe it made them feel they got their
money’s worth.

‘So...um...what made you wonder
there was a problem with...’ he glanced at his notes, managing to
remove a good lump of hair as he did so, ‘...Rosie’s bladder?’

‘Well,’ said the lady, looking
at him. Here it comes, Alan thought. ‘I have a horse whisperer, who
comes and checks that all my ponies are okay. And, of course, talks
to them about their problems.’

‘Riiight....’ Alan found himself
saying. He was familiar with the concept of whispering, of course,
and certainly felt that it was a useful technique for dealing with
horses. Maybe he had missed the point, though, because as far as he
was aware it didn’t actually involve having a chat with the horse
involved.

‘Well, you can take this however
you like, of course,’ the lady said, heavily implying that if Alan
didn’t take ‘this’ as anything other than the gospel truth he was
clearly an imbecile, ‘but she said that my horse, Olivia, told her
that Rosie had been speaking to Olivia. Rosie told Olivia that she
was uncomfortable because she had a pea-sized lump in her
urethra.’

The lady finished the statement
with the finality of the closing words of a legal argument, a
slightly smug expression on her face.

‘Um...’ Alan said. He tried to
imagine the supposed conversation between the lady’s two pets.

‘Alright, Olivia.’

‘Yeah, not too bad, not too
bad, Rosie. Yerself?’

‘Well, now that you mention
it, Olivia...’

He briefly wondered how the dog
had learned the horse word for ‘urethra’, and then wondered why he
was finding this part of the story the difficult bit. He was
surprised that this equine Dr Doolittle had been unable to speak to
Rosie herself, and had to rely on Olivia as a translator.

‘Err...’ Alan said. ‘Well, all
sources of information are helpful. I’ll just double check.’ He
hated himself. Why was he such a client pleaser? He couldn’t even
bring himself to say anything against the story. Slipping on a
rubber glove, he checked Rosie’s urethra, and so received a fresh
mouthful of dog fur to make up for the one he was just removed. It
was fine.

‘It’s fine,’ he said, smiling
and dropping the glove into the clinical waste bin. ‘No lump.’

‘Oh,’ said the lady, clearly
disappointed. Alan could tell that she now thought he must be an
incompetent idiot. How could he not feel the lump? Didn’t he listen
to the story?

‘So,’ Alan said brightly, ‘All
good news! Just the vaccine today!’

‘Yes,’ the lady said, obviously
no longer trusting him to deal with her precious animals. ‘Thank
you,’ she said. Alan just knew that she would for evermore request
to see a different vet whenever he was in the practice. He could
almost hear her saying to her friends ‘...and he couldn’t even feel
it!’

 


It was a constant source of
frustration to Alan that people seemed much readier to believe
random lunatics that they were to believe the word of a qualified
professional. Alan had met his share of incompetent vets, and had
made his share of mistakes in his time, but at least he had passed
exams, and knew what he was talking about. He was accountable. He
didn’t think there was a regulatory body for investigating
negligent horse whisperers, but it didn’t matter if there was
because of the two of them, Alan was far less likely to be
believed, and far, far more likely to be sued.

Maybe he should just embrace the
madness that had happened at BSAVA. If he started talking
mystically, it was a fair bet that a lot of his clients would
listen to him more. So long as he used a crystal somewhere along
the way.

 


XII

 


The everyday stresses and
tragedies of Alan’s job made it very easy for him to happily ignore
what had happened at BSAVA Congress. The morning after, it hadn’t
seemed all that bad. Alan was amazingly good at putting things into
the back of his mind to worry about them later, even with all that
he’d been through the year before.

His life had been immeasurably
better since the…soul thing. He couldn’t really remember the
important bits anyway. The mad dash through the countryside that
had ended with a confrontation with a hundred-year-old dead
magician who had been sharing his mind with him for several weeks
was all there, of course. You tended not to forget things like that
too quickly. He remembered jumping across the room, and entering
the…other place, where Cranmer had come from, and then nothing.
Nothing until he found himself lying on the floor of the
accelerator with a crisped arm-bone in his hand. Kate and George
told him things he had said that he had no memory of, but that
didn’t bother Alan. It made life easier. Sometimes he dreamed about
a vast, luminous sea that filled him with foreboding and a strange
sense of nostalgia, but not very often.

On the whole he was content,
like the rest of the world, simply to forget about it. It had
shaken people’s faith for a while, but things quickly returned to
normal. They always did. Alan never went back to his old practice.
He took a job in the centre of Bristol working with small pets
only. His previous boss had kindly given him a good reference
despite his rapid exit from the practice, and Alan had settled down
to nights where he only got called in for cats and dogs, and days
where he never saw any horses. He was, as much as he could be,
content.

He’d had a few girlfriends, but
nothing serious. He had even gone out with Nicki a few times, but
they had soon decided they preferred being friends than partners.
He saw George and Kate quite often – in fact, they were meeting
tonight, in some new pub in town that George wanted to try out –
and Alan had started to enjoy life again. He had even begun to
think about getting himself a hobby.

Then…then the thing in
Birmingham had happened. What was it with him? Was he some kind
of…of weirdness magnet? Did he attract these sorts of things like a
child smeared with jam attracts wasps? The previous year, he had
been told he had become the ‘Conduit’ – some kind of bridge between
the spiritual world and the real world. Could it be possible that
he still was? Alan had always assumed (or, at least, hoped) that
his ‘special’ status had disappeared along with everything else,
last year. Was he branded for life with the spiritual equivalent of
Herpes? He didn’t really have any idea what being a Conduit meant,
and he had no intention of finding out, either.

He wasn’t sure what he had seen,
or whether it had anything to do with the strange men who had
accosted George and him in the café. He knew he should be doing
something about it – at least worrying, or maybe even visiting a
therapist. He didn’t want to, though. He refused to be drawn in
this time. He was just going to ignore it. The fact that this was
exactly what he had done last time and it hadn’t helped a bit was
just one more thing to ignore. He could talk to George and Kate
about it tonight, anyway, if it was that important. He had seen no
more of the strange men and had no more hallucinations or whatever
they were. Maybe it was all over with. Maybe it wouldn’t happen
again.

 


XIII

 


It happened again that
afternoon. Alan had been trying to keep hold of a cat with one hand
and a thermometer in the other whilst the cat tried desperately to
stop Alan doing what he was about to do (for which Alan couldn’t
really blame it). Suddenly, without warning, the cat, the
thermometer and the whole room changed into something else. Alan
was now standing in a dark basement. Next to him was a monstrous
grey machine of cogs and gears that was clanging and battering as
if it was having some kind of mechanical seizure. The room was
filled with sulphurous fumes that belched out of one side of the
contraption, and what little light there was came from an angry red
glow that emanated from deep within it. It was the kind of thing
George Stephenson would have given both his ears to get a good look
at, but all it did for Alan was half-deafen him and make him cough
like a heavy smoker after a twenty-yard dash for the bus.

In a state of shock, he dropped
to his knees and clamped his hands over his ears, whimpering like a
chastened dog. He only became aware that this was what he was doing
when his consulting room reappeared around him seven seconds later,
complete with smashed thermometer, cat and the cat’s owner, the
latter two of which were staring at him in bemusement.

Alan slowly stood up, brushed
his knees off and pretended nothing had happened. He was good at
that. He finished the evening’s consultations on autopilot and,
with his ears still ringing, grabbed his coat and headed off to
speak to George and Kate.

 


XIV

 


The bar, which George was very
excited about, was a new one in the centre of Bristol’s Broadmead
shopping area. Alan could see why George liked it, it was just his
sort of place; the lighting was moody, the wood was bare, and the
steel was polished. Strange shapes that appeared to be robots in
ball gowns lurked in dark corners, and if they were supposed to
mean anything their significance was lost on Alan. The overall
effect was like the bridge of the Starship Enterprise, all
dolled up for Kirk’s leaving do.

Alan peered into the dim
recesses spread around the bar, hoping that he didn’t look too out
of place in his work clothes, but he supposed that as he was barely
visible to anyone else in the room his dress code didn’t matter a
great deal.

‘Alan! Hoi, over here,
mate.’

Alan turned to see George
gesticulating wildly from a round table with flashing blue lights
around it. He was holding a glass of fluorescent green liquid,
which looked like it should be being poured into a blocked sink
instead of being drunk in a bar.
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