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It seemed unbelievable, but I had managed to land myself in debt. I had settled down to
sleep happy in the knowledge that I had almost a million pounds of credit in my account - for
which I had great plans, naturally - but I awoke to an ominous thud on the doormat which
sent my dreams skittering into oblivion. I picked up the post as a man picks up a revolver
with a single bullet hidden somewhere in its spinning guts, and fortified myself with tea and
tobacco before opening the first of the half-dozen envelopes. And there it was: a letter from
my bank, its tone somehow both apologetic and threatening at once, explaining that I had
been the victim of a scam.

I phoned the number of the special advice line printed at the top of the letter, established my
personal credentials, and asked to speak to Harlan Quinn, special adviser.

‘Good morning, Mr Hook,” he greeted me in an amiable but not particularly special mid-
Atlantic burr. ‘I’m just getting your details up on screen. Bear with me a moment...”

“Tell me this isn’t happening,’ I pleaded. ‘It’s a mistake, right?’

‘I wish I could confirm that,” he said, ‘but the facts are as stated in my letter. In the course of
the past twelve months, three sizeable transfers were made to your account by a company
trading under the name of Resurgam Investments. You were not the only recipient of such
largesse, sir. I have several other customers who find themselves in the same unhappy
situation, and I’'m advised by the Financial Services Authority team looking into this case
that the other major banks are facing a similar headache.’

‘So what happened?’ I asked. ‘Did Resurgam go bust?’

‘It never existed,” he said, ‘and nor, of course, did your money. We’re still not sure how it
was done exactly, but some clever so-and-so has evidently been hacking into the central
clearing process and playing his own version of Who Wants to be a Millionaire? Have you
any idea why you might have been targeted, sir?’

‘No,’ I lied. ‘I haven’t a clue. How many people did you say this has happened to?’

‘I didn’t,” he said, ‘and I can’t discuss that, for obvious reasons. I can tell you that,
according to the FSA, the hoax seems to be an international one. It was probably done for
pleasure rather than profit — as far as we can tell at the moment, it’s just a prank rather than a
case of serious fraud.’

‘Very droll,” I said. ‘So where does that leave me?’

‘Sir, you presently have an unauthorised overdraft of one hundred and eleven pounds. In the
circumstances, the bank has decided to waive the usual charges until the end of this month.
If you find yourself in difficulty, I’d be pleased to discuss converting the overdraft into a
loan.’

‘I’'m sure you would,” I said ‘Can I get back to you on that, Mr Quinn?’

‘Call me Harley,” he suggested. ‘Ring me any time, Mr Hook. Glad to be of service.’

So there I was, not merely broke but reduced to a condition of abject dependence in the
course of a single phone-call. I stared hopelessly at my bookshelves, wondering how many
volumes I could live without, then remembered that the one buyer who I knew might have
been willing to offer a decent sum for selected titles was no longer in business. It looked as
though I had no option but to drag my carcase along to the nearest office of the Department
for Destitution with my worthless hand cupped in hope of receiving a few farthings of public
charity.



There didn’t seem to be much point in opening the rest of the post, but I had nothing better to
do with my unemployable talents. Trusting that the remaining chambers in the cylinder
would be empty, I pulled the trigger a second time and found myself looking at an
appointment letter from Dr Hannah Li.

‘Dear James,’ she had written; ‘I am pleased to be able to tell you that your treatment is now
concluded, and that you will no longer need to attend my weekly clinic at Yersinia Hospital.
I would like to see you to discuss any matters that you feel might still pose a problem, and to
assure myself that nothing stands in the way of your full rehabilitation. | suggest that we
meet at the offices of my private practice, where | will be happy to see you on Wednesday
23" December at 10.00am. If this is inconvenient for you, please let me know and I will try
to arrange another appointment early in the new year.’

She had signed off with a handwritten Yours scribbledly and a flourish that doubtless
represented her name in some script with which I was unfamiliar. The address at the top of
the letter was 27 Key Street, Lundern EC1 IMB: I couldn’t think why that set a faint bell
ringing at the back of my befuddled head. I phoned the number and confirmed with a
secretary that I would keep the appointment, for which I now had two days to rehearse my
doubts and anxieties.

The third envelope disgorged a message which was shorter and markedly less sweet than Dr
Li’s. It was composed of letters cut from a newspaper — I thought I could guess which one —
and pasted onto a rectangle of rough grey card. ‘WatCH out QUeERY!’ it said: ‘yOUr TUrn
NeXt!” Unsurprisingly, perhaps, there was no signature or sender’s address, and only the
local postmark on the envelope gave me any clue as to where I might expect to find my self-
appointed nemesis.

Reasoning that there couldn’t be anything worse to come, I lit another cigarette and
continued opening envelopes. The fourth, addressed in familiar handwriting, proved to
contain a greeting-card bearing a print of a snowy wooded landscape by Caspar David
Friedrich. The message inside wished me a sublime winter solstice and a cool Yule, with
love and the season’s good wishes from two of my closest friends, Miriam Kurtz and Brian
Templeman. As I had no mantelpiece, the card took its place alongside a couple of more
conventional Christmas scenes on top of a CD rack.

Feeling somewhat cheered, I tore open the fifth envelope and released a cascade of pink and
yellow confetti onto the floor, where it served to renew my resolve to hoover up the biscuit
crumbs and fag-ash which had been accumulating in the shadow of the sofa for the past
fortnight. What was left in my hand was a slip of card with a scalloped and gilded border,
announcing the wedding of a rather more distant friend: Isobel Mellor was due to marry
someone named as Bernard Crane, at a ceremony to be held on New Year’s Day in St Ives.
It seemed a long way to go to deliver my condolences, even if I’d been able to scrape
together the train-fare, so I wrote myself a memo to send my suitably insincere
congratulations before the postal service seized up for the holidays.

That left the sixth shot of the morning, which turned out to be another invitation. My
presence was cordially requested at the end-of-year knees-up which followed the umpteenth
annual general meeting of the Crackjaw Club, as the honoured guest of no less a luminary
than Professor Leo Cartwright. I didn’t need to check my diary or my petty cash before
accepting, but I did suffer a moment’s hesitation prompted by the improvident state of my
wardrobe. What the Hell, I thought: if the club rules encoded a prejudice against the wearing
of denim on formal occasions, the party could surely swing along quite happily without me.
Having consigned the empty envelopes to the recycling bag, I made some more tea and rang
Miriam to thank her for the Friedrich and to pass on the rest of my news.

‘Easy come, easy go,” she said when I told her about the funny-money. ‘At least that should
stop you dreaming of running a bookshop, James.’



‘I’11 have to postpone that one for a while,” I acknowledged. ‘Maybe when I’'m old and grey
and full of sleep, I’ll have enough to invest in a postcard kiosk beside the sea somewhere, to
keep the glorious name of McGill alive. Meanwhile I’ve got to think about where next
month’s rent is going to come from. I need a job, Miriam.’

‘That you do,” she said neutrally. ‘What are your prospects?’

‘Gloomy, at best,” I said. ‘Nobody wants the otherworld book, but that’s all I’ve got to give
the world at the moment. Maybe I could find some office work to tide me over...’

‘Maybe pigs will fly,” she said, ‘and you could sell something to Country Life on the
aerodynamic properties of different breeds of porker. I'm sorry to sound so harsh, James,
but I’m pretty sure that your CV is not going to win over the average employer. What you
need now is a bit of lateral thinking.’

‘You’re right,” 1 admitted, ‘and I seem to have plenty to be lateral about. My doctor’s
signing me off, which is great but also a bit scary — I guess I've got used to being looked
after. Now I’m officially fit to face the world, I’ve got the local branch of Queerbashers
Anonymous offering to take care of me.’

‘Who? What do you mean?’

‘I had one of those cut-and-paste jobs in today’s post,” I explained, ‘telling me to watch out
because it’s my turn next. Somebody out there doesn’t like me, it seems.’

‘Are you going to report it to the police?’

‘I suppose I should,” I said. ‘Not that I expect any protection, but presumably they like to
know when there are homicidal homophobes at work on their manor.’

‘Yes, well do,” said Miriam, sounding a little exasperated. ‘And try to treat it with the
seriousness it deserves. After what you’ve been through, James, you really don’t need any
more trouble. These people obviously know where you live...”

‘That’s right,” I said, joining Miriam in a negative feedback loop. ‘Oh, fuck! What am I
going to do? I'm a sitting duck here.’

‘Maybe a change of scene would help,” she said, ‘but going into a panic won’t. What’s
keeping you in Lundern at the moment?’

‘There’s the Zwischenzuggers,’ 1 said. ‘I don’t like the thought of being too far away from
you and Brian and Phil — you’re my family now. And I’ve got a couple of appointments to
keep in the next week or so — the doctor on Wednesday, then a do at the Crackjaw Club.
Other than that, there’s not much going on right now.’

‘Come over for dinner tonight,” she suggested. ‘We’ll try to get hold of Phil as well, then the
four of us can put our heads together. And please — take care on the way!’

‘Thanks, Miriam, I will. Any time after six, is it?’

“You got it,” she said, ringing off.

I reminded myself that I’d never been overly fond of Monday mornings, but this one seemed
to warrant something more than my habitual mild distaste. I had enjoyed a restful weekend,
finding enough in the papers to distract me from any thoughts of work, and until the post
arrived I’d been looking forward to a lazy week of scratching around for a few grains of
literary inspiration. Now I was suddenly living beyond my means and waiting for some
hate-filled imbecile to pour petrol through my letterbox...

I had to get out of the flat, though I knew that I wouldn’t feel appreciably safer on the streets.
Filled with a claustrophobic energy, I wrote hasty replies to the two invitations, regretting
that I couldn’t get down to Cornwall and wishing Isobel and her Bernard every happiness,
then assuring Leo that I looked forward to seeing him again on the evening of the 28" I
folded Dr Li’s letter and the minatory collage into the back of my diary, gathered up all the
cash I could find, and stuffed some clothes and writing materials into the smaller and sturdier
of my two rucksacks. All I needed then was something resembling a plan of action.



The desk sergeant at the local nick had clearly benefited from a course of minority-
awareness training, and had probably gained a distinction in tutting, head-shaking and
calming the affrighted.

‘We take this kind of thing very seriously these days,” he assured me as he held the
incriminating document up to the light. ‘Doubt we’ll get any prints off it, though.’

‘Maybe not,’ I said, ‘but couldn’t your forensics people identify the paper, at least?’

‘I can tell you that, sir,” he said. ‘It’s last Friday’s South Lundern Gazette. Looks like I
wasn’t the only Slug-reader to get a blank bingo card. Criminal, I call it.’

‘Shocking,” I agreed. ‘Well, I guess that narrows the list of suspects down to a few tens of
thousands of disaffected bingo fans. What about the message?’

‘I’d say that was the work of someone with an irrational hostility towards persons of
alternative sexual orientations,” he hazarded. ‘Don’t mind my asking, sir, but have you been
putting it about a bit lately?’

‘No, I haven’t,” I said. ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve hardly got anything to put — but that’s not
the point, is it? This is supposed to be a liberal democracy we’re living in, where all citizens
are free to express themselves within the limits of the law — and with the full protection of
the law. The day of the lynch-mob is over.’

‘I only wish it were,” he said sadly. ‘Had a young chap in here only yesterday, straight from
hospital and saying much the same thing about citizens’ rights. Wanted us to patrol Bright’s
Park twenty-four hours a day, so he and his friends could be sure of getting some fresh air
without being molested. I’'m afraid I had to tell him that, if we could spare the manpower for
such duties, he’d probably be liable to arrest himself for misusing a municipal open space.’

‘I get the picture,” I said. ‘For the record, I'm not into cruising or dogging or any of that
stuff. I live a very quiet life, well away from any scene that might attract the interest of the
vigilante brigade. I’ve no idea why I was picked out to receive this threat, but I do have a
definite expectation that there’ll be more to follow. What can I do?’

‘Just go about your normal business, sir,” he said, ‘and try not to worry too much. I’ll pass
this nasty little note on to the relevant officer — you’d best have her name and number in case
anything else happens.’

He handed me a small laminated card, printed with the legend: ‘WPC Gillian McReady —
GLB Liaison and Support — Serving the community with pride.” I tucked it into my wallet,
wondering whether I’d get an opportunity to ring the number before my head was caved in.
The desk sergeant offered me a leaflet on health and safety issues, which I declined as
politely as I could.

‘Well, mind how you go,’ he said cheerfully, ‘and have a nice day.’

I left the police station feeling only slightly more vulnerable than before I’d entered it, and
crossed the road to the post office to buy a couple of stamps. Once the letters were on their
way to Isobel and Leo, I had exhausted my immediate agenda and still had several hours to
fill before heading for Camberwell and the heartwarming prospect of being among friends. I
decided that I might as well spend the day visiting some of my favourite loitering-places in
the West End, where I could reasonably hope that I wouldn’t run into the unknown
correspondent who had my welfare so much in mind. It had to be worth the expenditure on
fares and coffees, I reasoned, to gain the illusion of security offered by buildings devoted to
fine art and secondhand books.

It turned out to be the best decision I could have made, in more than one respect. There was
a temporary exhibition at the National Gallery which I had not seen mentioned in the
weekend reviews, a rather haphazard assortment of fantastic art by minor painters described
as Followers of Bosch. The single room was dominated by a reproduction of the master’s
great triptych, The Garden of Earthly Delights, on either side of which were arranged the
imitations of his disciples on similarly hedonistic themes. I made a rapid tour of the later and
lesser works, then stationed myself in front of the Garden and began to reacquaint myself



with its happy multitude of naked human revellers. I had no doubt that their imaginative
sport with birds, beasts, flowers and fruit would have earned them a police caution for
misusing a municipal open space...

‘It’s a riot, isn’t it?” commented a voice at my shoulder. ‘Dig that strawberry-sucker!’

I turned my head to look, not at the painted figure with an extravagant love of soft fruit but at
the life-size character wrapped in a shabby blue raincoat who had stealthily moved into an
art-lover’s stance beside me.

‘Hi, Frank,’ I said. ‘I’ve been wondering when you would turn up. Having a day off?’

‘In a manner of speaking, Jamie,” said my daimonic friend and erstwhile employer. ‘I find
that [ have a little spare time on my hands, and no better way to spend it than here among
scenes of such wholesome entertainment. How’re you keeping, lad?’

‘Just fine,’ I said, ‘as long as I can stay one step ahead of the baying pack.’

‘Trouble?” he mused. ‘We’ll have to see what we can do about that.’

I had grown accustomed to having my innermost thoughts treated as an open book, but
Frank’s gimlet gaze and casual manner were still somewhat unsettling. Despite that, I was
genuinely glad to see him again, and hopeful that he might offer a solution to my latest
predicament.

‘I could do with a break,” I said. ‘Lundern can be an unforgiving place in winter, and now
that I’'m certified fit I’d like to see some action — and some decent weather.’

‘Splendid!” he beamed. ‘Let’s go and discuss the details over coffee, shall we?’

We disengaged ourselves from Bosch and his followers and returned to the altogether greyer
world outside the gallery, where a well-padded Father Christmas was doing his best to cheer
up the grim-faced shoppers crossing the tundra of Tarraflag Square. We slid away into St
Mervyn’s Lane, where the crowds were thinner and less heavily laden, and walked up
towards Seven Dials.

“This’ll do nicely,” Frank announced, executing a neat sideways manoeuvre into an almost-
deserted branch of Starbucks. ‘D’you fancy a muftfin?’

‘It’s a bit early in the day for anything solid,” I said, ‘but I could murder a molto grande
cappuccino. Looks like we can smoke upstairs, too.’

‘Up you go, then,” he suggested, ‘and give your lungs a treat. I’ll join you presently.’

Clouds of steam rose from the Boschian machinery and gathered in the mezzanine, where I
sank into a deep armchair with a sense that things had taken a pronounced turn for the better.
I was on my second cigarette when Frank came up with a tray supporting a couple of buckets
of coffee and a generous selection of pastries.

‘I couldn’t decide,” he explained, ‘so I went for one of each. Do help yourself.’

‘Maybe later,” I said. ‘I’m sorry to start off on a ticklish subject, but what can you tell me
about the evaporation of Resurgam Investments?’

‘Only that all bubbles burst sooner or later,” he said, poking at the froth on his coffee with a
grimy fingernail to illustrate the point. ‘Sudden wealth is an airy nothing, Jemima, and
poverty is even airier. You’re as rich as you feel.’

‘I’m in debt,” I said. ‘Admittedly not by much, but it’s disconcerting all the same...’

“To find yourself on Queer Street? Stranger things have happened to you, and you shouldn’t
be in the least surprised to find that the strangest stuff is still to come. Forget about the
money — there are more important matters to consider.’

‘OK,’ I said with a shrug. ‘It’s forgotten. What’s next on the agenda?’

‘At the risk of repeating myself,” he said, ‘the time has come to talk of many things. There
have been some interesting developments since you and I last had an opportunity for
conversation. You’ll recall, I hope, that I looked forward to welcoming you back to active
service — well, from today you can count yourself among the ranks. What would you say to
another front-line posting?’



‘I’d welcome it. Can I take it that the military metaphors point to a fresh outbreak of infernal
hostilities? Where’s the war-zone this time?’

‘Everywhere’s a war-zone,” Frank said, ‘if you look carefully enough. It never ends, I regret
to say. Are you sure you won’t have that apple Danish?’

I picked up the sweetmeat and took a bite, waiting for him to continue the briefing.

‘That’s better,” he nodded. ‘Now, what do you remember about the Abaddon affair?’

‘Only what I was told,’ I said, ‘which didn’t amount to much. As I understand it, the daimon
who called himself Abaddon — among other titles — tried to exploit the enmity between
Heaven and Hell in order to gain power for himself. He had built a network of allies in the
otherworld, and apparently here too. Presumably some of those forces are still active in
some way, and I suspect you’re about to tell me what they’re up to.’

‘Perhaps I am.” Frank said, in that unnecessarily mystifying way of his, ‘but it’s not really
what this meeting is about. I couldn’t help noticing that your admirable précis failed to
mention Olivia’s part in bringing about Abaddon’s demise. Why was that?’

‘Because I find it painful thinking about Olivia,” I said. ‘I feel like a part of me’s missing
when she’s not around...’

‘Steady, lad,” he said: ‘Don’t take on so, or you’ll get us thrown out of this haven of
vaporous warmth. Let’s talk about finding a way for you to see Olivia again — I take it that
would count as a positive goal for you?’

‘Stop it, Frank,’ I said. ‘You may find these mind-games funny — I don’t.’

‘I’ll take that as a yes, then,” he said, unperturbed. ‘Do finish that pastry... I’'m sure that
Olivia told you that she was working closely with the Prince, and perhaps she allowed you to
understand that the work entailed certain risks. I don’t know how much thought you’ve
given to that — possibly it’s something you prefer not to dwell on too much...’

‘Will you please get to the point!” I said, spilling tobacco as I tried to make another cigarette
with hands that had suddenly acquired a mind of their own. ‘What’s happened to her?
Where is she? Is she even alive?’

‘She’s alive,” he said. ‘I’m sorry — I forget sometimes how attached you people get to each
other, or to your ideas of each other. She’s somewhere in the infernal world still and, as far
as I know, she’s in reasonably good health and spirits. The war goes on, and Olivia’s still
doing what she can to prevent it escalating into you-know-what. In my view, she’s a plucky
wee fighter, but she could do with some back-up, a bit of support from someone she trusts.’
“You don’t have to talk me round to this, Frank,” I said. ‘Just send me to her.’

‘Would that it were that simple, Seamus. I don’t doubt your eagerness to be off, but it’ll take
more than an ardent heart to get you where you want to be. If you’re imagining that you can
just stride through the otherworld armed with nothing more than desire, then you’ve
forgotten the kind of traps you encountered last time. You wouldn’t last five minutes, Sonny
Jim, and you know it.’

‘A fair point,” I conceded. ‘What do you propose, then?’

‘How about another cup of coffee?’ he suggested. ‘And then perhaps you’ll let me sketch in
some useful background information without too many interruptions.’

I nodded my acquiescence and, while Frank was seeing to the refills, tried to talk my brain
into playing it cool for a while. I met some resistance there, but that may have been the
caffeine talking...

‘Apropos of Abaddon,” Frank resumed as he set two more foaming firkins down on the table,
‘I should probably give you some idea of just how much influence he’d managed to acquire
before his disintegration. I hate to touch upon a sore point, but you must be aware that
several members of your own family were numbered among his most loyal adherents. Your
Great-aunt, of course, had won control of a strategic port, and I need hardly remind you of
the role played by your twin.’

‘They weren’t exactly real relatives,’ I said.



‘They weren’t exactly unreal, either,” he countered, ‘as you found to your cost. The point is,
Mr Hook, that you still have any number of cousins and collaterals on the daimonic side of
the family. For reasons that I don’t fully understand, the Hook clan seems to be drawn to the
kind of trouble that Abaddon represented. You too...”

‘I’m not one of them,” I protested. “You know that!’

‘What I was going to say,” Frank continued levelly, ‘was that you too seem to be drawn to
trouble, though of a different kind. You’re familiar with the alchemical concept of a catalyst,
I take it — an agent whose presence in a situation brings about a change in the relationship
between other elements, while itself surviving unchanged. Like it or not, that seems to be
the role that Fate has allotted to you. It’s something to do with your capacity for remaining
uncommitted to any single purpose or viewpoint.’

‘Ouch!’ I said, but I had to admit that he was onto something. ‘When you decide to do some
straight talking, Frank, you really go for it. OK, you’re right — that does seem to be how my
life organises itself. I like to think of it as a kind of open-mindedness.’

“Think of it how you like,” he said, ‘but remember what the song says - you don’t want your
mind to be so open that anything can crawl right in.’

‘Got me with the old one-two,’ I said, abashed. ‘I should have seen that one coming.’

‘I’m not trying to knock you down, Jack. As a matter of fact, I’ve been enumerating your
virtues, as I see them. You evidently have that rare quality which young Mr Keats, in a
moment of inspiration, called negative capability. Of course, others may prefer such terms
as wishy-washiness, or chronic dither, or fence-sitter’s palsy...’

‘A pose is a pose is a pose,” | said. ‘Let’s just agree that I have an attitude problem, and
dispense with the rest of the psychoanalysis. How does that make me suitable — or not — for
whatever scheme you have in mind this time?’

‘It offers you a certain immunity,” he said, ‘from contagion by Big Ideas. It enables you to
see the funny side, as you would say — to catch the wink of the absurd in the fixed gaze of the
serious. It provides you with a built-in bullshit detector. On the other hand, it prompts you
too often to go along for the ride, without the least idea where you might be going. And,
when it comes to the crunch, it leaves you at risk of being crunched.’

‘Sure,’ I agreed, ‘but what does that make me? A double agent? Or just a stooge?’

‘Neither,” he said. ‘If you must have a label, I’d suggest bricoleur — it sounds a bit classier
than improviser or opportunist.’

‘I can live with that,” I said. ‘So, what sort of bricolage do you anticipate I might be getting
into? Or is that a self-defeating question?’

‘I can’t predict what’s going to happen,’ he said. ‘There are far too many variables in play,
for one thing, and my sources of information are not as reliable as I might wish. Did you
notice anything — or anyone — missing from the otherworld when you were there? To put it
another way, what did you expect to find, only to be disappointed?’

‘I’'m not sure,” I said. ‘I only saw a small part of it.’

‘Including the Museum of Mortality,” he prompted. ‘What was that about?’

‘The Prince’s hobby,’ I recollected. ‘He seemed to regard himself as an authority on the
ways in which people dispose of the dead — which I guess he must be.’

‘And what of the dead themselves?’ Frank asked. ‘Where were they?’

‘It depends what you mean,’ I said. ‘The museum’s full of bones and other remains, much
like any anthropological collection. I didn’t see any living dead there — if you’ll pardon the
oxymoron. In fact, the only dead people I met were some of my relatives who turned up in
Jacobstown — but they were daimons, not humans.’

‘Didn’t that strike you as odd? After all, the otherworld is generally supposed to be the land
of the dead, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,” I agreed. ‘It did occur to me to wonder about that, but then I got distracted by more
urgent matters. Of course, I didn’t go round asking people about their ontological status —



somehow I don’t think that would have gone down well as a conversational strategy. I just
assumed that the ones I met were daimons...’

‘And I don’t doubt you were correct to do so,” Frank said. ‘That still leaves the riddle
unsolved, though, doesn’t it? Where are the dead?’

‘Search me,’ I said, checking my pockets. ‘Not in here, anyway.’

‘Let me offer a suggestion,” Frank said. ‘Given that we’ve established your preference for
sitting on philosophical fences, you probably haven’t quite made your mind up about what
happens to human beings when they die. No doubt the rational part of your consciousness is
inclined to accept a materialist view — once the body’s cold and the brain’s no longer ticking,
that’s the end of the personal story. But I suspect that there’s another part of you that stills
finds some merit in the prescientific opinion, that death is a transition to another state — that
something of the person survives. Correct me if I’'m wrong, Jacoby, but don’t you secretly
hope that’s true?’

‘Not so secretly,” I said. ‘I’d be delighted if someone could come up with some proof of life
after death — and I don’t mean the kind of proof furnished by mediums and ghost-watchers
and reincarnation merchants. The religious are already convinced, but I think the rest of us
are hanging on for a scientific breakthrough — there’s a Nobel Prize waiting for whoever can
prove that there’s a place in the universe for souls.’

‘Perhaps so,” Frank said, ‘but I don’t think that the place can be found using standard
laboratory equipment — or the standard scientific method, for that matter. It’s more of a job
for the imagination than for reason.’

“You know where it is, don’t you?’ I said. ‘Or, at least, you’re going to tell me that you
know, and I’m probably going to end up half-believing you.’

‘Half-belief will be sufficient for present purposes,” Frank said, ‘and I am going to tell you
something of the sort, but not here and now. I gather that you’re planning to dine this
evening with some of our friends. How d’you think they’d feel about making a place at the
table for an additional guest?’

‘They’d be delighted,’ I said. ‘Of that I’'m perfectly convinced.’

- & —

2 Whithersoever

‘For those we are about to deceive,” intoned Frank, breaking the end off a stick of garlic-
bread, ‘may the Lord make us truly grateful.’

‘Do you have any particular lord in mind there, Frank?’ Brian asked as he poured the wine.
‘Or is that an all-purpose thank-offering?’

‘Pick a patron,” Frank suggested. ‘We’re going to need all the help we can get.’

‘I think a simple wassail will be enough,” Miriam said, beginning to carve slices from a fat
roast fowl. ‘I’d rather not hear any invocations to the powers in my house, if you don’t
mind. They’re buggers to get rid of once they take up residence.’

‘Good health to you all, then,” Frank conceded, raising his glass. ‘Season’s grittings, and
may the roads be free of ice on this longest night!’

The rest of us joined the salute and drank, making an irregular pentacle around the festive
table. Such was the liberality of Miriam’s kitchen that there had been no difficulty in
accommodating one more at dinner — indeed, my fellow-Zwischenzuggers were as pleased to
see Frank again as I had predicted.

‘So,’ said Phil, ‘I guess we’re all waiting to hear the latest news from the shadowy regions.
What’s been happening over the border, Frank?’



‘It’s not a happy tale,” Frank said. ‘The best of it is probably the rebuilding of the city of
Nonesuch, which I’'m told is a triumph of the imagination. It seems to me, though, that so
much energy is being devoted to the project that other matters are being sadly overlooked.
Pride was always that fellow’s downfall.’

“Would you prefer to see the city lie in ruins?’ I asked with some annoyance.

‘Of course not,” Frank said. °‘It’s a question of proportion, though. The face is being
beautified while the body’s rotting, and when anyone dares to ask the Prince why he’s
concentrating all his resources there, his answer is: because I’m worth it. Not that he
tolerates much criticism, of course...’

‘And elsewhere?’ Phil prompted. ‘What are the consequences of imaginative neglect?’

‘It’s turning grey,” Frank said. ‘James saw the beginnings of it, I believe, and the state of the
map confirms his report. The detail is being lost. It seems that a wave of entropy is
sweeping over the Prince’s realm, and perhaps reaching into other parts — it’s not always
possible to get accurate news from further afield.’

‘When did you last see the map?’ Miriam said, adding: ‘That’s my way of asking whether
you’re still in contact with the others — I miss them, rather.’

‘I was at the college yesterday,” Frank said, ‘partly to examine the map again, but mainly to
repair the breach, if that’s possible. I think that we may be able to persuade the other faction
that one head is better than two.’

“You’re going to have to be a little less cryptic, Frank,” Miriam said, ‘or I’'m going to have to
devote my attention to the pleasures of the table, at the risk of missing the rest of the
conversation. Are you saying that Milton and the rest are ready to offer their support to the
project again — and if so, what’s changed their minds?’

‘Poor Milton,” said Frank, looking genuinely distraught. ‘He’s not himself these days.
Meddling with the likes of Abaddon didn’t do him any good at all, I'm afraid, and I doubt
whether he has much support left to offer. Thérése is looking after him, I’'m sure you’ll be
glad to hear, but she thinks he’s slipping away. If anything has changed her mind about the
project, it’s what she’s seen and heard in the sick-room. The same goes for Jocelyn and Leo,
I imagine.’

“You mean the old man’s lost his mind?’ Brian said. ‘Sorry to put it so crudely, but I think
we need to be clear about this: Milton is mad?’

‘If you like,” Frank sighed. ‘I think broken might be truer — and a little kinder.’

‘If there’s anything we can do,” Miriam said, but left the thought unfinished.

‘Oh, there is,” Frank assured her. ‘Not for Milton, perhaps — or at least, not while he remains
in this world — but certainly for the greater good. And I’'m wondering whether Milton
himself may be able to help, when he gets to the other side.’

‘The other side,” I echoed. ‘That brings us back to the question you were teasing me with
earlier, doesn’t it: where are the dead?’

‘It does,” Frank said, thoughtfully swilling the wine in the bottom of his glass. ‘James and I
were pursuing that old riddle over coffee this afternoon. 1 wonder whether anyone else
would like to volunteer a solution?’

‘I don’t have any theories on that,” Phil said, ‘but if you’re expecting Milton to carry on the
good work once he’s no longer with us, I’d guess that you’re going to endorse some version
of the traditional belief. That is, the dead continue to enjoy some kind of existence in the
otherworld — but what kind?’

‘Maybe it depends on a person’s beliefs while they’re still alive,” Miriam suggested. ‘If the
otherworld is an embodiment of the human imagination — which seems to be the working
assumption that we all share — then presumably you end up more-or-less where you imagine
you will. Or is that too simplistic?’

‘It’s a reasonable conjecture,” Frank said. ‘It certainly ought to work like that, other things
being equal. Unfortunately, though, other things are far from equal these days. One of the



oddest aspects of James’s accidental journey was that he didn’t meet anyone in the infernal
realm who was certainly a human shade — only daimons masquerading as such. I find that
rather worrying...’

‘Another sign of entropy?’ Phil suggested. °If the country’s turning into a wasteland, and the
inhabitants are missing, that’s unlikely to be a meaningless coincidence. What I don’t
understand, though, is why the daimons should think it worthwhile to put on a show of
business as usual. What’s the point of the masquerade?’

‘It reminds me,” Miriam said, ‘of those stories of forts being defended by the last remnants of
the garrison. You know — propping up the fallen on the battlements to fool the enemy into
believing that it’s too risky to attack.’

‘Or deterring burglars with lights on time-switches,” Brian said. ‘Or driving with a dummy
in the passenger seat — same principle.’

“Yes,” Frank agreed. ‘I think it probably is the same principle, or something very like it.
The question is, though: who is being fooled?’

‘The angels,’ I suggested. ‘They’d easily overrun the Prince’s domain if they believed it was
empty. Maybe that’s why they didn’t follow up their first strike with the invasion that
everyone was expecting — they couldn’t risk the collateral damage.’

‘It sounds plausible, doesn’t it?” Frank said. ‘It happens to be the wrong answer, though, if
only because angelic intelligence is not that dumb. They can tell a daimon from a human
without any difficulty. Any other candidates?’

‘It could be a case of self-deception,” Miriam said. ‘Maybe the Prince and his allies don’t
want to believe what’s really happening. That kind of denial can certainly lead to play-
acting in this world, so why not in the otherworld too?’

‘Let’s keep that hypothesis on the table,” Frank said. ‘It has some merit, though it’s probably
not a complete solution. Could we have another bottle?’

‘Coming up,’ said Brian, heading for the kitchen. °In vino veritas, with a bit of luck. How
about the possibility that the daimonic show is partly for themselves and partly for the sake
of visitors — like Milton and James and Olivia? I don’t know how many humans claim to be
in contact with spirits, but it must run into millions. Maybe some of us need them to keep
providing evidence that the dead live on?’

‘Indeed,” Frank acknowledged ‘Human needs have something to do with it - we can be sure
that daimonic behaviour is always shaped to some extent by human thought.’

‘I’ve just remembered something,’ I said, ‘but I don’t know how relevant it might be to the
present question. The Prince told me — if I understood him correctly — that whatever
happened in his domain was governed by Fate. Even he wasn’t free to do as he liked,
apparently — or at least, there were some constraints on what he could do. If that’s true, then
the explanation for what’s happening in the otherworld goes beyond the motives of
individual actors. Something else is writing the script.’

‘Deaths and rebirths,” Phil said. ‘Isn’t that what Fate’s really about, in most cultures? Not
so much the day-to-day incidents of people’s lives, but the transitions between one life and
another. If there really is such a principle at work in the universe, then it has its greatest
influence on the dead — on those between lives.’

‘We are getting metaphysical, aren’t we?’ Frank said cheerily. ‘This is the kind of
conversation I really enjoy. Let’s try to pull some of these threads together, if we can.
Suppose that the normal situation is represented by the most popular and enduring traditions
about death: when the universal machinery is working as it should, humans die out of this
world and spend some time in the otherworld, then most of them come back again to live
other lives. That’s not the Judaeco-Christian or Islamic view, of course, but I’d say it counts
as a global norm — and there are plenty of people who think of themselves as members of
those faiths but nevertheless ignore the orthodox teachings on the destiny of the soul.
Suppose further that the process is normally governed by what we call Fate — without
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making any more definite assumptions about what Fate might be — and that it tends to keep
the world in equilibrium somehow. OK so far? Well, we’re agreed, I think, that the world is
no longer in a healthy or balanced state, so let’s risk the further assumption that something
has gone wrong with the workings of Fate itself. What might we expect to see then?’

‘The dead are no longer coming back,” Miriam said immediately. ‘They may not even be
getting as far as the otherworld. Either they’re being diverted elsewhere — or they’re being
extinguished altogether.’

‘Just so,” Frank said. ‘And if the dead are not reborn?’

‘Goodbye humanity,” Phil said. ‘And I thought it was just a matter of falling sperm-counts -
though world population is still rising, isn’t it?’

‘For the moment,” Frank said. ‘Some demographers predict that it will peak within the next
few decades, even without a global catastrophe to thin the numbers. What we’re witnessing,
I suspect, is not a complete breakdown of the process but a degeneration. The machinery is
still grinding on, but less efficiently than before.’

‘And what do you think is happening to the dead?’ Miriam asked. ‘Diversion or extinction?’
‘That’s what we’re going to find out,” Frank said; ‘with Milton’s help, if we can get it, and a
few hardy volunteers from among the ranks of the living.’

“That’s us, folks,” I said brightly. ‘It’s time for some between-moves...’

‘Enthusiasm,’ said Frank, shaking his head. ‘It’s a blessing for some, but with you, Jimmy,
it’s an affliction. You must learn to hold your horses.’

‘’'m a Fool,” I pointed out. ‘It’s my prerogative to rush in — though I may have been a little
hasty in using the first-person plural. I just assumed...’

‘I’'m in,” Phil said, covering my confusion; ‘and I may be able to introduce a new recruit, if
we’re looking to replace those who are no longer with us.’

‘I’'m in, too,” Miriam said. ‘Your new recruit, Phil — that would be the girlfriend you’ve
been keeping hidden away from us? I’ve been wondering if we’d ever get to meet her.’

‘Kate has her own way of doing things,” Phil said. ‘I’ve tried to tell her that she’d be
welcome here, but she’s waiting for something — a sign, I suppose. You’ll like her.’

‘I’'m sure we will,” Miriam said. ‘“What about you. Brian?’

‘What?’ Brian said. ‘Will I like Kate? Or am I volunteering to hunt down the dead?’
‘There’s no obligation to do either,” Phil said, with a laugh that wasn’t entirely convincing.
‘We’re all free agents, aren’t we?’

‘That’s a useful illusion,” Frank said, ‘but we’re running ahead of ourselves. Let’s meet your
Kate, by all means, Philip — if you have reasons for thinking that she’d be interested in
joining us, that’s recommendation enough. And if you have doubts, Brian, then you have
time to resolve them, one way or another. You might like to consider the possibility of
remaining Topside — we’re going to need someone steady to take care of things here.
Meanwhile, let’s eat, drink and be merry.’

‘That sounds like a cue for apple pie,” said Miriam, rising with a purposeful air.

There was a flurry of table-clearing and provision-fetching, during which Frank sat
motionless with his hands pressed together in a position suggesting prayer.

‘It occurs to me,” he said when the rest of us had taken our places again, ‘that we may be
needing Isobel’s talents before long. I gather, though, that she may have other commitments
these days. Any thoughts on that?’

‘Izzy’s found a new life,” Miriam said, ‘and it seems to suit her, judging from her latest
letter. Brian and I were thinking of going down for the wedding, if we can agree on who
gets to drive. Which talents are you thinking of, Frank?’

‘The most significant is the one you share, Miriam,” Frank said. ‘But how would you feel
about opening up to otherworld visions again?’
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‘Ambivalent,” Miriam admitted. ‘Making drawings is fine — exciting, even — but the dreams
can be hard to shake. It’s an exhausting process, and I start feeling like a bug-eyed monster
when I don’t get enough sleep.’

“Then I think we’ll spare you that ordeal,” Frank said. ‘Another solution may present itself.
Is something wrong, James?’

As Frank turned to look at me I became aware of an extraordinary sensation in the middle of
my head, as if a black hole had suddenly formed there and was dragging my mind into its
inescapable gravitational well. I had an answer ready to utter, but the words apparently
lacked the energy to reach my mouth.

‘James?’ I heard Miriam say, then: ‘What’s happening to him, Frank?’

There were four faces looking at me, but I couldn’t be sure that they belonged to my friends.
There were also voices...

‘Quaqua,’ opined the Duck. ‘Quaqua, quaqua quarantine.’

‘Mmm,’ the Dodo agreed; ‘mimble blerwm amber marble emblems.’

‘Quite,” the Duck confirmed. ‘Quality control, doctor?’

‘Emphatically,” the Dodo said, ‘but don’t blame me if amiability immobilises the limbs and
the lumbar region. It’s a matter of the utmost gravity.’

‘A quagmire?’ the Duck suggested. ‘We could whip out the quodlibet.’

‘Ambivalent, Miriam?’ the Dodo muttered. ‘Admittedly my dreams make diagnosis
difficult. Maybe we should draw on Dr Thimble’s method and imbricate the dirigible
membranes before they become immeasurably monstrous.’

‘Is that really necessary?’ I wanted to ask. ‘I just need some rest.’

‘I think it’s trying to speak,’ said the Duck, leaning in a little closer. ‘How curious!’
‘Remarkable,” said the Dodo, jotting something down on a wooden writing tablet. ‘Maybe
it’s a communicable disease. Assemble the anomalous mumbles.’

‘Terraqueous aphasia,” the Duck pronounced confidently. ‘Queer as a coot.’

‘Watch out!” the Dodo warned. “Your turn next!’

‘No,’ I said, perfectly clearly; ‘that’s not right, is it? Can’t pay, won’t pay.’

‘Awkward customer,’ the Duck decided, retreating.

‘Malevolent,” the Dodo said. ‘Move him to Limbo’

The two birds backed away, to be replaced by a brace of green-gowned ibis who lifted my
body by its head and feet and placed it in a long narrow box.

I was lying on my back with my arms, or possibly my wings, crossed over my chest. Above
me, the sky was full of stars that seemed too close and much too bright. I felt the coffin
being lowered and heard a slight splash, as of a boat being launched; then the vessel was
caught by a current which carried me away down a reedy river, and I began to have some
inkling of what had happened to me. There was nothing I could do about it in my paralysed
state, so I just went along for the ride...

‘How are you enjoying the Whitewater Experience?’ someone asked me some time later, as
the sky was turning an enchanting shade of amethyst.

‘I’d like it better,’ I said, ‘if I could see where I was going.’

‘I suggest you sit up, then,” my unseen companion said; ‘but don’t rock the boat.’

I was about to object that I couldn’t move, but before I could speak I found that my body was
already reorganising itself into a sitting position. As far as I could work out, I was the sole
passenger in a punt which was being poled along a placid stream by a half-familiar figure. I
tried to refocus my gaze, and the details became a little clearer: he was dressed in white
Oxford bags, a dark-blue blazer over an open-necked white shirt, and a jaunty straw boater,
and he handled the pole like an expert. His face, still a little fuzzy, was a disconcerting
hotchpotch of features: above Roger Rimmer’s generous mouth and moustache there
protruded a great hooked nose, between a pair of close-set eyes with reddish irises and
pinpoint pupils. As if this were not enough, his skin was blue.
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‘I’ve had you before, haven’t I?” he said.

‘I’'m not sure,” I answered, ‘but I wouldn’t rule it out. Who are you?’

“You’d know me as Charon,” he said, pronouncing the name with a rough aspirate at the
beginning, a rusticated rhotic roll in the middle and a nasalised stress on the second vowel.
“You haven’t paid your fare, by the way.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ [ said. ‘The usual arrangement, is it?’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he said. ‘The usual arrangement is an obol under the tongue
or a couple of pennies on the eyes, but I don’t see any evidence of either.’

‘I’ll owe you,’ I suggested. ‘I’ll try to make sure my executors get it right next time.’

‘Fair enough,’ he agreed. ‘It’s no skin off my nose, I’'m sure. Nice day for it.’

‘Very pleasant,’ I said. ‘Where are we going?’

‘Whithersoever. I can drop you off anywhere along the river.’

‘Fine,” I said. ‘Let’s just keep rolling along for a while, shall we? I haven’t quite got my
bearings yet, but I’'m assuming that these delightful meadows are the Fields of Asphodel and
that this river is the Styx...’

He didn’t contradict me; then again, he didn’t confirm the conjecture either.

‘Well, maybe the names don’t matter,” I continued, wondering whether we were anywhere
near Nonesuch. ‘In fact, nothing seems to matter very much right now. Why would that be,
do you suppose?’

‘It’s a matter of complete indifference to me,” he said. ‘I’m just doing my job, as I've
always done it, as I always will do it — round and round and round and round and...’

‘It sounds like a lot of fun,’ I interrupted him. ‘Next stop, please.’

He poled the punt effortlessly over to the left bank and brought it to a halt in the shade of a
giant willow. I took hold of a convenient branch and stepped ashore.

‘Thanks for the lift,” I said. ‘Could you tell me where this is?’

‘Mind how you go, now,” he answered with a shake of the head as he propelled the craft
back into midstream, where it was soon carried out of sight and out of mind.

I sat down on the bank to contemplate my situation. It seemed clear enough that I was dead,
though it felt much like being alive. My body had its usual mild aches and pains and was
still dressed in the clothes it had worn to the gathering at Miriam’s house. My tobacco tin
and lighter were nestling in their customary pocket, so I put them to good use while trying to
work out what to do next.

Certain immediate problems had been rendered harmless, I realised. My overdraft might
remain a source of annoyance to someone else, but it no longer meant anything to me. My
landlord would miss the rent, and sooner or later would clear my possessions out of the flat
and instal a new tenant. My appointment with Dr Li would not be kept, but perhaps Frank
would explain to her that I had been unexpectedly called away. And whoever had sent me
the poisonous bingo-card would find themselves one number short of a full house...

‘It’s remarkably warm weather for the time of year,” said a creaky voice from the willow.
‘Today could turn into a real scorcher, don’t you think?’

“You’d know better than me,’ I replied without looking up. ‘I’m a stranger here.’

‘That’s what they all say,” said the voice. ‘Just passing through, et cetera. Nobody ever
seems to want to put down roots here. I suppose you’re in a hurry to get somewhere?’

‘Not exactly,” I said, ‘but somewhere may be in a hurry to get me.’

‘Give us a fag, then,’ said the voice. ‘I’m dying for a smoke.’

A bundle of rags dropped out of the branches and settled beside me, resolving itself into a
grimy, grinning urchin. I passed over the tobacco tin and the lad rolled himself a lumpy
cigarette.

‘Aren’t you a bit young to get the habit?’ I asked as I gave him a light.
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‘Me, guv’nor?’ he wheezed. ‘That’s a laugh! I’'m four-hundred years old, if I'm a day, and
I’ve been smoking the Devil’s weed since it came in clay pipes. I could curse that Walter
Raleigh — he was such a stupid get!’

‘I’d take your word for it,” I said, ‘if only I hadn’t heard it before.’

‘Suit yourself,” said the boy, puffing contentedly. ‘What’s your name, stranger?’

‘James Hook, late of Lundern,’ I said. ‘What’s yours?’

‘I’ve forgotten,” he answered. “You’d best call me Jack... Do you need a guide? I can offer
my services at very reasonable rates.’

‘How reasonable is nothing?’ I said. ‘I’m not carrying any currency, apart from what’s left
in that tin. And I’m not inclined to do any deals in this place.’

‘Pity,” he sniffed. ‘I could help you out, you know, for a percentage of the takings. You
won’t find anyone else who knows their way around better than I do.’

‘Well,’ I said cautiously, ‘I won’t refuse your help — but what kind of takings do you have in
mind?’

‘Oh, you know,’ he said; ‘this and that, and maybe a bit of the other if we find any.’

‘That sounds like larceny,’ I said. ‘Not really my game at all.’

‘It’s a living,” he said with a shrug. ‘Of course, if you’re too high-minded to help yourself to
what nobody else needs, you can starve. It’s a free country.’

‘OK,’ I said, not without misgivings. ‘I guess you know what you’re talking about — I accept
your gracious offer.’

‘And I welcome your gracious acceptance,” he said, offering me a filthy hand to shake.
‘Now that we’re partners, let’s talk business. You’re buying my unrivalled knowledge and
my cheerful companionship for a period of not less than forty days, in return for which you
undertake to divide the proceeds of our enterprise equitably — that’s half-and-half, in the
common lingo — and to keep me out of the hands of the Beadles, to the best of your ability.’
‘The Beadles?’ I queried.

‘Jaune and Jauje,” he said. ‘Terrible men! I can’t go anywhere without them after me, trying
to get me put back in the home - but as long as I’'m under your protection, they can’t touch
me. |I’m free as a bird, tra-la!’

‘I’ll do what I can,” I promised. ‘Shall we be making a start soon?’

‘Let’s go,” he agreed happily, springing to his feet. ‘View and spy — you view, and I'll spy,
as you’re new to the racket. Ah, it’s just like the old days...’

As we walked across the flower-spangled meadow, Jack paused to steal a drink of milk from
an unprotesting cow, and recommended tht I should try the same trick.

‘Anudder time, perhaps,’ I said. ‘I’m not dirsty just now.’

‘As you please, master,” he said, standing up with a ring of foam around his lips. ‘It’ll be the
tea-houses of the town you’re looking forward to, I don’t doubt. We should find some rich
pickings there, sure enough.’

‘I’'m glad to hear it,” I said. ‘And the name of the town?’

‘Is a bit of a mouthful,” he said, ‘but the locals call it Limborough, on account of it being on
the border. It’s a great place for the passing trade.’

‘I may have heard of it,” I said. ‘Tell me, Jack, have you spent all of the past four-hundred
years in the one place? I’d imagine that could get pretty tiresome.’

‘Not at all,” he chirped. ‘I like to see a bit of urban life, but most of the time I’m out in the
fields and woods or padding along the byways, seeing what I can find. I generally visit the
town at twilight, for a bit of roaming in the gloaming, if you get my drift.’

‘And what sort of changes have you seen there?’ I asked conversationally. ‘It must look
very different now, compared to how it was when you first knew it.’

‘Maybe,” he said. ‘I don’t remember. If you’re interested in that sort of thing, you want to
listen to the Town Crier — the miserable old wretch.’

‘Not a friend of yours?’ I guessed.
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‘He’s a Beadlemaniac,” Jack said, as if that were sufficient cause for lasting enmity. ‘Just
because I pinched his precious hat once or twice, to keep the rain off.’

‘Do you have any friends in town?’ I asked. ‘Or are we going to find the entire population
summoning the Beadles as soon as you show your grubby face?’

‘I’ve got plenty of friends,” he said. ‘Don’t you worry about that.’

We came to a stile set deep in a flourishing hedge, a massive wedge of purplish stone with
three narrow steps projecting from its face. Jack took a short run and leapt clean over the
obstacle, but I thought it prudent to take it one step at a time, watching where I placed my
feet.

‘Hang on a minute!’ I called from the top of the stile. ‘What are these markings?’

‘Dunno,’ the boy said carelessly. “What do they look like?’

‘Come up and see for yourself,” I suggested. ‘Maybe you can read them.’

He shook his head, then climbed the steps on the further side and sat himself down on the
curving edge of the stone to examine the find. Someone had thought it worthwhile to carve
an inscription into the top of the slab, a single row of neatly-formed glyphs which had been
cut to a depth of at least two inches. Jack traced the shapes with an incurious finger, then
glanced up at me and shook his head again.

‘No idea,” he said. ‘What does it say?’

‘Don’t ask me,’ I said. ‘I told you I’'m a stranger here. Do you know whether the stone has a
name, at least?’

‘Of course,” he said. ‘It’s the Keystone. Everyone knows that.’

‘Well, that’s something to be going on with,” I said. ‘Presumably you’ve been jumping over
it for the past few centuries, so what else can you tell me about it?’

‘It’s a swine if you catch your foot going over,” he offered. ‘I broke my head open one time,
when I was fetching water.’

‘But you’ve never stopped to look at what tripped you?’ I said, trying to keep the note of
exasperation out of my voice. ‘What about local folklore? Do people round here have any
stories to tell about it?’

‘Couldn’t say,” he said. “You could eavesdrop on the Old Woman, I suppose — she knows
just about everything there is to know.’

‘Can you take me to her?’ I asked. ‘This could be important.’

‘To you, maybe,” he said. ‘I’d rather stay out of her way, if you don’t mind.’

‘Let me guess,’ I said. “You stole a pie?’

‘Might’ve done,” he admitted. ‘A hungry traveller’s got to eat, hasn’t he?’

‘Tell you what, Jack,” I said. ‘I don’t want to land you in any trouble, but I would like to
have a word with these local oracles — the Town Crier and the Old Woman, and anyone else
you can think of who might have an interesting tale to tell. It’s a quirk of mine - picking up
useless information, reading books, that sort of thing. So perhaps you could point these
people out to me, or tell me where to find them. You can stay well out of the way, and I
won’t mention your name to anyone.’

‘That sounds alright,” he said, ‘but that lot won’t welcome your questions. They’ll have you
marked down for a busybody or a snooper if you just march up to them and demand
information. You need to go at that sort of thing sideways hereabouts.’

‘Sideways?’ I said. ‘You mean I should dissemble? That’s to say, I should just hang around,
and pick up what I can?’

‘That’s the style,” he agreed. ‘You’ll soon get to know the tricks of the trade.’

‘Lead on, then, partner,’ I said. ‘I’ve got some serious hanging around to do.’

- & —
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3 Eleemosynary

We came into Limborough on a broad road of clean yellow brick, on either side of which
stood barn-like buildings set in gardens that enriched the air with the mingled scents of herbs
and pigsties. I noticed that each of the bricks on which we walked was stamped with the
word VOLENS, which at first I took for a maker’s mark; then Jack told me that we were on
Goodwill Street, and that the barns were in fact hostels established for the benefit of the
town’s many indigent visitors.

‘And who pays for such munificence?’ I asked as we passed yet another doss-house.

‘Not me,’ he said simply.

The street arrived eventually at an open square where market stalls were being set up, their
striped awnings making a jolly show in the clear light of early morning. There were
tempting aromas of coffee and freshly-baked cakes in the air, and I saw chairs and tables
being brought out of houses and arranged at intervals on the cobbles around the perimeter of
the square.

‘Breakfast?’ Jack suggested, nodding towards a pink-washed place that was already doing
brisk business with the market traders.

‘Broke,’ I reminded him. ‘No wherewithal.’

‘Don’t worry about it,” he said. ‘We can put it on the slate.’

We sat down at a table and were promptly attended by a girl who gave Jack a knowing wink
before asking us for our orders. When she came back a few minutes later with a pot of
coffee and a basket of croissants, Jack reached out and pulled her towards him.

‘Good girl, Bess,’ he said, planting a kiss on her cheek. ‘I’ll see you alright.’

‘Rogue!’ she said, smiling. ‘I know what you’re up to.’

I turned my gaze away from them and studied the sign over the entrance of the house, which
was painted with unreadable characters bearing some resemblance to those carved on top of
the stile.

‘What’s written there?’ I asked our waitress, who seemed to be in no hurry to detach herself
from Jack’s attentions.

‘Why, the name of the place, of course,’ she said. ‘What else would it be?’

‘Don’t mind him,’ Jack told her. ‘He’s a harmless antiquarian.’

‘Take him to see the amber marble emblems, then,” she suggested. ‘He’ll like those.’

I poured myself a cup of coffee and tried to ignore my companion’s canoodlings. He had got
the girl sitting on his lap now, feeding him nibbles of pastry while his hands performed some
magician’s trick beneath her apron. None of the other customers seemed to notice this, and I
thought it polite not to comment, even when Jack produced a wriggling rabbit and held it up
for my approval.

‘Tonight’s dinner,” he said. ‘Fluffy little fellow, isn’t he? Take him in and see that he gets a
carrot before you give him the chop, Bess — it’ll improve the flavour.’

‘See you later, then, Jackie,” she said, taking the rabbit by the ears. ‘Don’t go getting into
any trouble, will you, with your new friend...”

She offered me an ambiguous smile, then skipped away to resume her duties. Jack brushed
the crumbs from his rags and helped himself to another croissant.

‘That’s how it’s done,” he explained. ‘A coney for coffee, a teal for tea — although in
practice any kind of duck is considered acceptable.’

‘I’ve obviously got a lot to learn,” I said. ‘Your friend mentioned some emblems — where
might I find those?’

‘In their usual places, probably,” he said with an extravagant yawn. ‘They don’t move about
much, as far as I know.’
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‘Let me remind you,’ I said, ‘that I’'m buying your unrivalled knowledge, as you yourself
described it, so you could be a little more forthcoming.’

‘A thousand apologies,” he said. ‘The amber marble emblems, for which the ancient town of
Limborough is famed throughout three continents... how does it go? 1 forget the exact
wording, master, but they’re at the thresholds of all the old hospitals and almshouses and so
on. There are twenty-seven of them altogether, I seem to remember, and you’re supposed to
visit them in a certain order. There’s a rhyme that tells you how to do it.’

‘Go on,” I encouraged him. ‘Be so kind as to recite the directional ditty.’

‘Picture yourself in a boat on a river,” he said. ‘That’s how it begins, and the boat’s the first
emblem - it’s at the Ferryman’s Temple, I think — or maybe not.’

‘Well, it’s a start,” I said. ‘No need to trouble your brain any further for the moment, but I
would be glad of your company on a stroll round the town. Who knows — there might even
be a tourist information office.’

‘Just across the square,” he nodded, ‘right next to the guildhall.’

‘Let’s go, then,” I said. ‘Queue and eye, wasn’t it?’

‘View and spy,’ he said, standing up and stretching. ‘Funny stuff, coffee — it always sends
me to sleep. D’you suppose they put something in it?’

‘Spoons,’ I said, stirring myself into action.

It turned out, though, that Jack’s memory was not merely patchy but utterly threadbare.
According to a leaflet which I was handed by an amiable tourist guide, the river-boat was not
the first but the second emblem in the series, and was to be found in the porch of the
Wherryman’s Chapel. The curious visitor was encouraged to visit this place on a tour
beginning at the Quince Orchard, where pots of marmalade were to be had for a pittance
from a souvenir shop established in the porter’s lodge, the doorway of which featured the
quince emblem. The third stop was the Ear Hospital, where the deaf were treated with
courses of madrigals delivered in a call-and-response style, and where the motif of the ear
was displayed on a polished stone plaque in the reception area. And so it went on, but I
pleased Jack by abandoning the quest after viewing the first three emblems: I had learned all
I wanted, for the time being.

‘What’s it all about then, Master Hook?’ he asked. ‘Anything I should know?’

‘Not really,” I said, ‘unless you ever feel the need to delve into local history. You’re
probably wiser to stick with your present repertoire of skills and to go on catching rabbits
and cadging cigarettes — much more useful, I should say.’

‘That’s what I thought,” he agreed with a grin, producing a pack of tobacco from a poacher’s
pocket hidden deep within his layers of rags. ‘I picked this up in the market while you were
bothering your head with the emblems — it should last us a while.’

‘Good lad,’ I said. ‘Now, what shall we do with the rest of the day?’

‘I was going to suggest a woodland ramble,” he said, ‘but it looks as though I might have to
reconsider that. Here comes trouble.’

Two stout gents in dark blue uniforms of a nineteenth-century cut were bearing down on us
with a purposeful stride. Jack seemed tensed for a rapid escape, but I could see no way to
disappear without drawing pursuit.

‘Remember,” Jack hissed; ‘you agreed to keep me out of their hands.’

‘Just a moment,” one of the Beadles called. ‘A word if you please.’

‘Good day, officer,’ I said pleasantly. ‘This lad’s in my employment, so I’ll answer for him.
I trust he’s not done anything wrong.’

‘He’s wanted for everything from arson to zone-violation,” said the Beadle, ‘but we don’t
have a warrant for him. It’s you we’d like a word with, sir.’

‘What sort of word would that be?’ I asked as Jack began to edge away.

‘How does arrest sound?’ the Beadle said, taking hold of my arm.

‘I could do with one,” I said. ‘It’s been a trying time lately.’
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‘Now there’s an unfortunate coincidence,’ said the second Beadle as he took my other arm.
‘Trying time begins in approximately fifteen minutes.’

“You can’t do this!” I protested. ‘I’m not a criminal.’

‘Can’t help that, sir,” said the first Beadle. ‘It’s your turn next, that’s all. Come along.’

I had no choice but to comply: I was wheeled around and propelled back to the market
square, quickly losing sight of my fugitive business-partner. The Beadles offered no further
puns for my amusement as they marched me into the guildhall, across a lobby and through a
high doorway that led into a courtroom. I was ushered into the dock and told to remain
standing, flanked by my two captors.

‘All rise!” called the clerk of the court, though there was no-one else present. ‘The case of
James Hook, late of Lundern, will be heard by His Excellency, the Earl Minos.’

There was a sound of groaning at the door, but it was not the Earl who appeared next. A
gang of labourers backed their way into the room, hauling on ropes which proved to be
attached to a gigantic set of scales. The machine was pulled and pushed into place in the
centre of the court with its weighing-pans swinging wildly, then the clerk made some
adjustment which brought it into a steady equilibrium. Apparently satisfied, he resumed his
place below the raised judgement-bench and closed his eyes.

‘Say your prayers,” one of the Beadles advised me in a whisper; ‘if you have any.’

‘I’m not here,” I muttered under my breath. ‘This isn’t happening.’

It didn’t work, of course. Another door opened and my judge came in, wearing a sombre but
perfectly ordinary business suit. He took his seat and said: ‘Begin.’

‘James Hook,” said the clerk; ‘do you have anything to say in your defence?’

‘I don’t even know what I’'m charged with,” I said, ‘so it’s impossible to make a defence.
You might as well carry on without me.’

‘Dejection overruled,” the Earl said sharply. ‘Weigh the evidence.’

The clerk opened his eyes and stepped forward to place a feather — possibly plucked from a
raven, given its size and colouring — on one pan of the scales.

‘Out with it,” said the Beadle on my left, nudging me in the ribs.

“You can’t be serious,’ I said. ‘Auto-surgery?’

‘Your soul,” the Beadle said; ‘and be quick about it.’

‘I’m sorry,” I said. ‘I seem to have mislaid it somewhere.’

“This is more serious than I thought,” said the Earl, giving me a disapproving look. ‘You
have bartered your soul, no doubt. What did you receive in exchange?’

‘A few empty promises,’ I answered, ‘and a portion of pain.’

‘The proceedings will have to be postponed,’ the Earl decided. “You can come back for the
weighing when you’ve retrieved the missing item. Meanwhile, you are fined a sum of one
hundred and eleven ducats for wasting the court’s time.’

‘Can’t pay,’ I said. ‘Won’t pay.’

‘Awkward customer,’ sighed the clerk.

‘Malevolent,’ the Earl agreed. ‘We seem to be at something of an impasse.’

“You could just strike me from the record,” I suggested. ‘I throw myself upon the mercy of
the court.’

‘That’s a trick I’d like to see,” said the Earl. ‘No, it really won’t do to have acrobatics in
here — there’s the dignity of the institution to consider. In the circumstances, James Hook, I
have no alternative but to impose the following doom. You will wander the world until you
find your soul, whereupon you will bring it back to this court to be assayed as the regulations
prescribe. If you do not return within a year and a day, you will be extinguished, with no
possibility of parole. How does that sound to you?’

‘Delightful,” I said. ‘Couldn’t we just get on with the extinction straightaway, and cut out
the wandering? I’ve had more than enough of this farce.’

‘Contempt of court?’ the clerk said, looking up at the bench.
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‘Contempt of life, I rather think,” the Earl corrected him. ‘It’s an unusual case, but by no
means a unique one. If we hadn’t closed down the nihilists’ treatment programme, I’d know
where to consign such a sorry piece of self-pity. As it is, the doom stands and he’ll just have
to make the best of it. Take him away.’

‘Thank his lordship for his extraordinary charity,” a Beadle advised me.

‘I’'m damned if [ will,” [ said. ‘Let’s go.’

I made no show of resistance as the Beadles escorted me from the dock and out through the
marketplace onto Goodwill Street. As we walked down the road side-by-side, I saw that I
had misread the lettering on the dirty yellow bricks: the word repeated all the way past the
odoriferous hostels was plainly NOLENS.

‘Here we must leave you,” one of the Beadles said sadly when we reached the sign marking
the borough boundary. ‘Don’t come back without your soul.’

‘Good luck with the search,’ the other Beadle offered a little more cheerfully. “You never
know what you might find out there.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I hope we never have to meet again.’

They gave me a synchronised salute, then turned and walked away back into the town,
humming a tune which I almost recognised. In the other direction the road curved away
between pleasant pastures where rabbits waited to be turned into illicit stew by the likes — if
there were any likes — of my old-young friend Jack. Somewhere along this highway was a
gate opening onto a footpath which would take me back to the Keystone, but I wasn’t
convinced that I wanted to return that way. I recognised that there was no profit to be had in
searching for my supposed soul, whether in this world or any other, but I had no other
schemes to which I could attach my errant will: all I had was fury...

‘That’s no use at all,” I heard Frank’s voice say.

I opened my eyes to find myself propped in an armchair in Miriam’s sitting room, where a
game of cards provided a context for Frank’s remark.

‘Are you with us, James?’ Miriam asked. ‘Would you like a coffee?’

‘Hallo,’ I said, and: ‘Yes, please - that would be very welcome.’

‘Nice trip?’ Frank said, without looking away from the cards in his hand.

‘No, not really. How long was I gone?’

‘About half an hour,” Phil said. ‘Maybe a little more. How’s the head?’

‘Capital,” I said. ‘I’ve just come back from the dead.’

‘So it seems,” Frank acknowledged. ‘Did you learn anything while you were there?’

‘I’m not sure. It appears that I have no soul, but I think I already suspected that. Oh, and
there’s this...’

I retrieved a folded leaflet from my pocket and offered it to Frank, who examined it with an
air of mild curiosity before passing it onto the others.

‘I picked that up at the tourist information centre in Limborough,” I explained. ‘The staff
there are very helpful, but I don’t think I’d recommend a visit.’

‘James,’ said Brian, looking from the leaflet to me; ‘you haven’t left this room.’

‘There’s a puzzle, then,’ I said. ‘“What d’you make of it?’

‘It’s clever,” he said as he handed the leaflet to Miriam; ‘but not very funny.’

‘No joke intended,’ I said. ‘At least, not on my part. I went to look at some of the emblems,
and they didn’t seem at all comical.’

‘Perhaps you’d better tell it from the beginning, James,” Miriam suggested. ‘It might make
better sense that way.’

‘Sure,’ I agreed, and told them what I could recall of my abbreviated adventure.

‘It sounds like bilocation,” Frank said when I reached the end. °If it weren’t for the evidence
of this extraordinary document, I’d have put it down to indigestion. As it is, though, I think
we have to accept that you were really there.’
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‘Well, thanks,’ I said. ‘That’s charitable of you. Next time I'll try to persuade Jack to pop
over here for a visit, just to clear up any remaining doubts.’

‘Take it easy,’ said Phil, not for the first time. ‘Here’s a question for you: did you see any of
these emblems in the inscription on the Keystone?’

“Yes, I think so. They may have been in a slightly different form, but I definitely recall the
boat — I’d just had a ride in something very similar — and some of the other symbols seemed
to match pretty well.’

‘A pity you didn’t copy the inscription,” Frank said, ‘but that can’t be helped. As it is, we’ve
got something for our linguists to look at, and I suspect it’ll turn out to be very helpful. So,
well done, Seamus!’

‘Think nothing of it,” I said. ‘Now it’s my turn for questions. Assuming that I’'m not
suffering from indigestion, and I really did bring something back from the otherworld, how
did I manage it? I didn’t go through any kind of gateway, as far as [ know. I was just sitting
with you guys, enjoying the dinner and the conversation, and — wham! — there I was, gone -
for what seemed much longer than half an hour. Does anyone have a plausible explanation?’

“You may have just discovered an unsuspected talent,” Frank said. ‘Some people are born
with it, but you seem to have had it thrust upon you. It’s possible that your earlier
otherworld journey left you with a propensity to return — particularly if something is calling
you back. Certainly Milton found the transitions becoming easier with each trip — and more
controllable, you may be glad to hear.’

‘So I can look forward to more of the same?’ I said. ‘I don’t know that I feel too
comfortable with that. What might be calling me back, as you put it?’

‘Apart from your obvious death-wish,” Frank said, ‘there’s a deal of unfinished business
waiting for you over there. You’re still under contract to the Prince, as I understand it. And
I think it’s fair to say that you’re missing Olivia...”

‘Right,” T agreed. ‘That could account for it. If that’s how it’s going to be, I’d like to find
some way of choosing when and where I go. Is that possible?’

‘It’s possible,” Frank said, ‘but it may take a while to acquire the necessary skills. I think
you should talk with Milton, while you still can.’

‘I’d like that,’ I said, feeling a sudden rush of sympathy for the old man in his final sickness.
‘I’d best arrange to see him soon, I guess.’

‘I’ll drive you down to the college,” Phil offered. ‘We could go tomorrow, if you’ve got
nothing else planned. And if anyone else would like to join us...’

‘Yes,” Miriam said immediately.

‘Sorry,” Brian said. ‘I can’t take a day off at such short notice, I'm afraid.’

‘And I’d merely be in the way,” Frank said. ‘Three is plenty.’

“Then I hope four won’t be too many,” Phil said. ‘I think Kate would like a day out in the
country, too.’

“That’s splendid!” Miriam said; and so the matter was settled.

The evening ticked along at a more-or-less normal rate, with the others continuing to play a
game that Frank had evidently taught them while I sank deeper into the chair in a state of
morbid reflection. I couldn’t work out why I felt so vile until I hit upon the notion that the
good folk of Limborough had let me down in some way. I was rattled by the bland kindness
of the place, I realised, and inexplicably disturbed by a sense of my own inadequacy: I
should have been able to do more...

‘Come out from under that cloud,” Frank suggested.

‘Sorry,” I said. ‘I don’t want to spoil the party. Maybe I should just take myself home and
get some sleep. This bilocation lark evidently eats up a lot of energy.’

“The spare bed’s made up,” Miriam said. ‘Why don’t you crash here? You don’t look like
you’re in a fit state to go anywhere.’

‘Thanks, Miriam,’ I said, levering my dead-weight out of the chair. ‘I’ll do that.’
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There was a chorus of goodnights as I left the room, then an explosion of laughter as
someone played the wrong card. I fought gravity all the way up the stairs and into the
bathroom, where the mirror confirmed that I looked as lifeless as I felt. I scowled at my
unforgiving reflection, then shuffled into the spare bedroom, wrestled my clothes onto a
chair, and tumbled gratefully into the oblivion offered by the bed.

I must have slept very deeply. When consciousness returned, it came in the form of a mug of
tea which Miriam was setting down carefully on the floor beside the bed.

‘Good morning,” she said. ‘Did you dream?’

‘Don’t think so,” I answered. ‘It’s hard to tell sometimes. What day is it?’

‘Tuesday,’ she said, ‘and we’re going to see Milton — remember?’

‘Sorry about last night,” I said. ‘Spectre at the feast.’

“You don’t need to keep apologising for yourself, James,’ she told me. ‘It’s good to see you
looking a bit more human — so drink your tea, have a shower — there’s a towel on the chair —
and take your time. Phil and Kate won’t be here for another hour or so.’

‘Fine,” I agreed. ‘I should be back to something like normal by then.’

She left me to follow her advice, and it almost had the desired effect. 1 was still moving in
slow time, but at least I was alive and willing to accept that, which had to count as a marked
improvement.
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