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At the end of time all directions are given in relation to 
the body of God. His head lies to the north, and his feet 
point south.!

 !!!!!!
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CHAPTER ONE!!
A FLAT SINGULARITY carried the unfinished body of 
God through an empty universe. The colossus lay on 
his back, a being so vast he might easily have put his 
arms around a world, if any still existed. His left hand 
rested palm upwards. In the shadow of the Thumb a 
brass and wooden flying machine sped southwards. 
Max Ocel sat in the forward cabin of the Bricolage. If he 
glanced through the porthole to his right he could see 
the Knuckle, thousands of miles away, like a wall cut-
ting the sky in half. !

A map rested on the table in front of Max. He knew 
they flew somewhere between the fortress of Abductor 
to the north and the second joint of the Thumb, heading 
home to the city of Metacarpi. The chart covered almost 
fifty thousand square miles of nothing. Whistling to 
himself he pored over his notes, marking the worm-
holes they'd explored this trip. Dead, dead, sealed, live, 
dead, live, dead. Not good. The descendants of the people 
who built the Thumb relied on these portals for sup-
plies and luxuries to wile away the boredom as they 
waited for everyone else to finish their part of the Great 
Task. Max was a Time Scavenger, searching the worm-
holes for anything of value. It's getting harder, he 
thought. Each time he found fewer open shafts into the 
past. Only this morning he’d stood on a landing and 
stared down another infinite well lost to them forever. 
The stairs ended in a rusted tangle at his feet. Below lay 
doorways to thousands of worlds full of treasure and 



wonders. Just half a dozen could make him rich, but 
they might as well have been in another universe.!

At this rate the city'll be out of food in decades, he 
mused. It's no good hiding behind the walls with our heads 
up our backsides, we'll have to open the old trade routes to 
Abductor and Tip, otherwise we'll all starve. Time to tell the 
news to Father. When had he last seen the ruler of Meta-
carpi? Five years ago? He remembered the sour old bas-
tard standing silhouetted against the windows of the 
tower they called the Carceral Archipelago, all rage and 
austerity. He shuddered. The thought of meeting Her-
man Ocel gave him a pain behind his eyes.!

Max flew over long-dead worlds ground into dirt 
and spread over the singularity to make a land for all 
the kingdoms and empires around the body of God. 
One day, so the story went, he’d come to life and save 
humanity. The God Door waited out there in the void, 
leading to another universe filled with stars and plan-
ets. Max didn't care. He wouldn't live to see the new 
cosmos. That lay aeons in the future. He'd be long gone 
by then, just more dust under another scavenger's fly-
ing machine.!

Max wore baggy khakis, a linen shirt and a waistcoat 
made from lizard skin. The scales still lived and moved 
across his chest and back, making the garment shim-
mer. He ran shaky hands over his head. At thirty he 
found it harder to bear the energies locked inside the 
wormholes. They dried him out, consumed him, leach-
ing the colour from his cropped hair.!

Dynamos crackling, the vessel flitted across the 
Wasteland. Everywhere lay scraps of scaffolding, 
frames as big as mountains and machines rusted into 



meaningless shapes. Each time they passed over metal 
the Bricolage discharged arcs of electricity and the inside 
of the cabin flashed blue-white. Max tasted ozone on his 
tongue and saw the hair on his arms stand up.!

He heard music. Puzzled, he looked up. Abby 
Fabrice sat cross-legged on the forward deck, picking at 
a lute she'd found on their last successful forage. Des-
pite his tiredness he couldn't help but smile at the ex-
pression on her face and the melody she was slaughter-
ing. It sounded truly hideous. He wasn't ready to for-
give her though. He thought her a pain in the arse, reck-
less and insolent. That stolen lute had led to a running 
firefight with a squad of lizard men in a storm-lashed 
forest on an ancient planet, followed by a screaming 
row lasting the entire five-mile climb up the wormhole 
stairs. In the end she'd tearfully pledged to be more 
obedient to her captain's orders, if he let her keep the 
lute. Max knew the promise wouldn't last. Stray electri-
city from the engine arced behind her. A spark caught 
the strings and she snatched her fingers away with a 
yelp of pain. Serves her right, thought Max, turning back 
to his map. He smoothed its folds, lay his head on the 
table and closed his eyes.!

He woke to the sound of Abby banging on the win-
dow. She waved for him to come outside. She'd 
swapped the lute for a telescope and he saw excitement 
in her face. Never a good sign. He stepped onto the 
deck, shielding his eyes against the light. The wind 
tasted bitter and the ground beneath the flyer 
shimmered as it sped past. Abby handed him the spy-
glass and pointed. Dreading what he might see, Max 



tried to focus but the Bricolage moved too fast and the 
ship rocked under his feet. He staggered.!

"Come on, you're not that ancient," said Abby, stand-
ing in front of him so he could rest the telescope on her 
head. Looking again he saw a house canted at an angle 
on top of a ridge. That's impossible. Abby gave him a 
mad grin over her shoulder. He could see in her eyes 
that he hadn't imagined it. Even so, he had to say it.!

"That shouldn't be there."!
No-one lived this far away from the city. Who'd erect 

a building in the middle of this Wasteland, amid the 
junk left by the creators of the Thumb? He tried to make 
out the details. It didn't even look like a real dwelling. It 
reminded him of a child's drawing. He counted a single 
door and four windows, all different sizes.!

"I know," said Abby, "isn't it exciting?"!
Max rolled his eyes. That was her first response to 

anything that looked like it might kill them. His skin 
crawled with fear. They should open the dynamos till 
they roared with blue fire and put a hundred miles 
between them and that house.!

"Over there, in the shadow of the slope," said Abby.!
Max saw a flyer crumpled at the bottom of the hill. 

Two black fins stretched from a tear-drop fuselage, one 
looked broken. It hit the ground at an angle and slid 
across the floor into that clump of rocks, going at speed 
judging by those gouges in the dirt. Where in God's 
name did it come from? He looked around at the 
shabby wood and brass of the Bricolage. Not one of 
ours then. He noticed the hunger in Abby's green eyes.!



"There's nothing like that ship for thousands of 
miles," he heard the longing in her voice. "I reckon it 
could fly above the atmosphere, even to the Palm itself."!

He couldn't reason with her when she spoke like 
this, but he tried.!

"OK. Before we go charging in, like we did in the 
lizard men's temple," he said, "why's it crashed? Why's 
it crashed there? And what about that house?"!

Abby gave him a lopsided grin of disbelief.!
"Max, we scratch a living from the few remaining 

wormholes because they're all we can reach with steam 
and electricity," she said, "and they're closing one by 
one, you know that."!

He looked at the wreck once more while Abby's 
voice murmured beside him.!

"With a ship like that we could open up the old trade 
routes again, make proper contact with the other cities, 
not just Abductor but Tip as well, perhaps as far as 
Wrist or beyond."!

Max trained the telescope on the house. Now that he 
looked at it more carefully it appeared oddly familiar. 
He knew for a fact Metacarpi had no buildings like it, 
but it still nudged at something deep in his mind. Fear 
gave way to curiosity. He cursed Abby, how did she 
manage it every time? He knew from experience that if 
something didn't make sense it was probably out to get 
you. Anyone with half a brain would run away, but a 
nagging feeling of déjà vu and that bloody woman's 
voice in his ear made a lethal combination.!

"Just a quick look, please?" begged Abby. "We'll keep 
down in the shadows, first sign of any trouble and we'll 
leave."!



"This is completely mad," he said wearily.!
Abby laughed in triumph and slapped him on the 

shoulder!
"Come on you coward," she said, "we'll survive, we 

always do."!
She ducked back inside the cabin. Max looked at the 

building again. Where, oh where have I seen you be-
fore? In a photo, in a painting, in my dreams?!

The dynamos span up and the ship turned towards 
the ridge. Olaf came on deck. The engineer stared 
moodily ahead, a slab of a man with the eyes of a sad 
wolf and a pigtail down to his waist. They’d signed him 
on for this trip after their last mechanic fried himself 
with a faulty accumulator, but his grumbling was 
already getting on Max’s nerves.!

"More fighting?" asked Olaf. Max shook his head 
and gave him the spyglass.!

"Recognise that ship?"!
Olaf whistled.!
"Nope, it's an evil looking machine though," he said, 

"and I don't like the look of that house either. Is that 
lunatic making us take a look?"!

Max bristled. As irritating as Abby could be, she re-
mained his closest friend and she'd saved his life more 
than once.!

"Just take us in," he said. Olaf spat over the rail and 
went back to the engine room.!

The Bricolage slowed to a stop. From the bottom of 
the ridge the house carved a cliff-sized chunk of dark-
ness out of the sky, the windows dead shadows on its 
facade. No lights shone. It still looked familiar, like the 



fragment of a barely remembered song tugging at Max's 
memory.!

We're five thousand miles north of the city. There's noth-
ing here but debris left over from the Great Task, and a few 
undiscovered wormholes, most of which are useless. No-one 
could live in this place, and yet here's a house I half recog-
nise. Mysterious sights filled the land around him, the 
legacy of a million years of construction as the cities of 
Tip, Abductor and Metacarpi brought machinery and 
materials out of deep time to create the Thumb. In his 
travels Max found buildings, machines, even the re-
mains of creatures of such terrifying proportions that 
they haunted his dreams. Yet that simple dwelling on 
top of the crest, with its lopsided walls and picture-
book windows, disturbed him far more than the 
strangest relics he'd found abandoned in the Wasteland. !

"Come on." said Abby, jolting him out of his 
thoughts. They climbed over the side of the flyer and 
lowered themselves to the ground. The slope reared up 
above them in an arc. A quarter of a mile away the 
house leaned over the edge of the crest. To Max it 
looked ready to topple any minute. He tried to ignore it 
as they made their way towards the wreck. He stepped 
warily across the slippery ground. It looked like melted 
plastic.!

Abby walked a few yards to his right, scanning the 
surroundings. She'd tied her red hair into an unkempt 
bun on top of her head, fixing it in place with two long 
pins. With her tight-waisted, high-collared jacket, cu-
lottes and boots her silhouette carved a jumble of tri-
angles in the dusty light. Secretly he admired her stupid 
bravery. She made it look so effortless. He always had 



to fight the sick fear nibbling at the edges of his mind. 
Abby scampered into peril without another thought. 
She held a square machine pistol in both hands. To 
Max's relief she kept it pointing at the ground. He 
didn't want to provoke anything in the ship or the 
house.!

Max reckoned the crashed flyer looked like a single 
man fighter or a reconnaissance vessel. He pointed at 
the red spiral painted on the side.!

"Recognise that?" he asked.!
Abby shook her head. She lifted a fragment of wing 

and handed it to Max.!
"This engineering's way beyond ours," she said.!
He held it, trying to guess at the metal. Some kind of 

alloy? In his hands it felt as light as paper. They walked 
round to the front, guns trained on the cockpit window.!

To Max's surprise the cabin was empty. Through the 
cracked glass he could make out a couch, two steering 
handles and a control panel. With a chill he saw blood 
smeared on the dials and buttons. His hands started to 
tremble. They continued round to the far side of the 
ship, into the shadow of the slope. Max almost tripped 
over a hatch cover lying on the ground. Stay alert dam-
mit! God knows what's watching us from that house. Beside 
it a tangle of bloody webbing spilled out of the interior. 
Abby stuck her head inside.!

"They're not here," she said.!
She looked at Max. He saw the worry in her eyes. He 

peered past her into the ship at the open locker under 
the couch, and the bloody hand print on the inside of 
the lid. Abby touched it and showed him wet fingertips.!



"We must look for the pilot,” she said. Her voice fell 
to a whisper and she nodded towards the house. Max 
seethed. Oh you've seen it now, have you? You realise what 
you've got us into. It was never simple, never easy. The 
parameters shifted all the time, and always in the 
wrong direction. Up to this point he'd itched to tell 
Abby to get back on the Bricolage, but now duty kicked 
in, prodding him up the slope with an insistent finger.!

"So now we're on a rescue mission," he said poin-
tedly. She nodded with that expression of desperate 
confidence and sheer terror she called her 'brave face'.!

"For God's sake, Abby," he muttered. One day you'll 
kill us all.!

 She walked a few steps up the slope, her gaze on the 
ground.!

"There's more blood," she said. Max followed her. 
Scattered drops led away from the craft and up through 
the shadows. Here and there he could just make out 
footprints along a path that barely made a crease in the 
surface. At least the pilot could still walk. Unfortu-
nately, they'd walked up to the house.!

"They probably just smacked their head on the con-
trols when the ship went down. Maybe they're dazed, 
that's why they headed that way." Abby pointed up at 
the ridge. Max forced himself to look at the building. 
Where had he seen it before? It still tugged at his mind, 
quietly stoking his curiosity, yet at the same time it 
frightened him. He wanted to flee back to the ship, 
dragging Abby with him, but his feet carried him on-
wards up the slope. The closer he got, the stranger it 
looked. His gaze kept sliding off the walls. Details 
blurred or suddenly jumped out at him. Was some 



strange quality of the light messing with his eyes? He 
stopped and Abby banged into his back.!

Enough is enough. Danger filled the air. It flowed over 
him, seeping under his clothes, soaking him in sweat. 
All his experience and instinct told him to turn around. 
He wasn't going to risk their lives for a dead or dying 
stranger. He'd order Abby back to the ship, carrying her 
if he had to. Olaf could help if she put up a fight.!

He saw a woman appear in one of the upper win-
dows. She glanced down at him for a second, before 
fading back into the darkness. She didn't look like a 
pilot, he could have sworn she wore a purple dress.!

"She's up there," he said, his voice tight.!
"She?" asked Abby.!
"The pilot, I think. I saw her, at the window."!
They couldn't leave now. He looked into Abby's face, 

gathering his courage. Here we go again, he thought. She 
nodded.!

"OK, please don't do anything too stupid," he said.!
"Of course," said Abby, her face a picture of sensible 

innocence.!
They climbed the slope. Max led the way. The sur-

face curved above his head like a wave. He kept his 
eyes on the ground, searching for more blood. He knew 
where to go, but he didn't want to look at the house. He 
could sense its presence above him. It filled him with 
dread. Invisible hands squeezed his chest, forcing the 
breath out of him and pressing his heart against his ribs. 
He glanced behind at Abby's drawn face. She looked 
tired and frightened. That made it worse. Nothing 
fazed Abby Fabrice, but he could see his own feelings of 
growing panic mirrored in her eyes. God, it's affecting 



you too. That building radiates fear. Maybe it's some kind of 
defence mechanism. With relief he saw the Bricolage lift 
into the sky and move towards the ridge. Thank God 
for Olaf. The morose bastard, anticipating their plans, 
tracked them with the ship. He raised the steam 
powered chain gun from the deck and pointed its bar-
rels at the house. If worse came to worse he'd have 
them off the path and a hundred miles away in 
minutes. Max looked down at Abby to reassure her but 
before he could say anything the ground beneath his 
feet gave way and he fell down the hill.!

He flipped over and over, arms flailing as he tried to 
stop himself. His head banged painfully against a rock 
and the sudden agony disoriented him. Yet amid the 
pain, disquiet tugged at his mind. I'm falling upwards. 
The ground hit him hard, driving the breath out of his 
chest. Silence descended. Instinct kicked in. He forced 
himself onto his hands and knees, searching for his gun. 
Gone. Damn. I must have lost it in the fall. He looked up. A 
dark shape loomed over him. Panic sent him scrabbling 
backwards on his bottom until he fetched up against a 
boulder.!

This isn't possible. The house stood in front of him, 
but not on the ridge. He glanced around, heart still 
pounding, expecting something shadowy and full of 
claws to attack any second. He sat at the bottom of a 
circular amphitheatre. Jagged hills curved away on 
either side. Sheer slopes disappeared into a sky filled 
with mist. Where the hell was Abby? Nothing stirred 
amid the rocks. He crept round on all fours, feeling the 
cracked ground bite his knees. He forced himself to 



breath slowly, calming the gibbering idiot inside his 
mind.!

Had he fallen over the other side of the ridge and 
found a second building in the valley beyond? No, 
they'd scarcely made it halfway up the slope. Maybe the 
ridge collapsed, but he saw no rubble. Winded, and 
desperately scared, he checked himself but found noth-
ing but bruises. He needed Abby. He ought to stay 
quiet, who knew what hid among these boulders or 
waited for him in that house, but he shouted her name 
anyway. The rocks flung it back at him in an echo. He 
dared to close his eyes and listen, trying to pick out the 
crackling hum of the Bricolage. Nothing, just wind stir-
ring the mist.!

When he eventually calmed down and death no 
longer seemed imminent he walked slowly around the 
perimeter of the depression, staying among the 
boulders. The cliffs rose vertically from the crater floor 
and he couldn't see any footholds in their rust-coloured 
faces. After a while he stopped scanning the shadows 
around him and kept his eyes locked on that damned 
building. It's for playing, he thought. He stopped. Where 
the hell did that come from? The house made him think of 
childhood games. Why? He stopped and peered at it 
closely. He could see detail at the periphery of his vis-
ion, but straight on everything appeared fuzzy. Is it real, 
or an illusion? Will it vanish if I touch it? As soon as he 
had the thought he found himself standing at the front 
door, his hand reaching out. It swung open, inviting 
him to enter.!

Max did what he always did when scared and des-
perate. He focussed on his fear, moulding it into anger, 



fighting the gut-wrenching helplessness that threatened 
to overwhelm him. Why the ship and this crazy house? 
He couldn't ignore the nagging sense of familiarity. I've 
been here before, I’ve stood in front of this very door. It means 
something to me, but what in God's name is it? Only one 
way to find out. He stepped through into the darkness.


