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This book is a work of fiction. All the charactensthis book are
fictitious, and any resemblance to actual personsgliar dead, is
purely coincidental.

In addition, the magical world of Lyndesfarne describedhis
book is entirely fictitious, and bears no resemblaiacéhe charming
Holy Island of Lindesfarne in North East England.
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Chapter One

Life for Kevin and Tanji had fallen into a regular patte Not a
rut, exactly — the mysterious world of Lyndesfarne wamnenow far
too new and exciting a place for Kevin to be in thghgest bit bored
and, although Tanji knew vastly more about his own wtrh he
knew about hers, there was still a great many intageshings for
them to do together.

Kevin's introduction to Lyndesfarne — a series of esenbw
quite a few years in the past — had been a slow and, derstood
only in hindsight, extremely carefuly managed procesBeing
initiated in the existence of what many might regardamasentirely
mythical world was a delicate and protracted businesyuah the
Other World itself was one whose description in myhd legends
had a surprisingly consistent character across seventihents and
thousands of years.

His first exposure to the enchanting strangeness ofCither
World was when Kevin had been commissioned as thenfgadi
architect for the construction of the New Bridge. sTlwas
introduced as a minor civil engineering problem: the desifra
bridge between the mainland of North East England andsritel
island which lay a few hundred metres off the coasir dverything
that he had understood hitherto, this was a distinetbkWwater area
and, even at the time, he wondered why such an elabarad
expensive construction was considered necessary.

It was not long before he had the first inkling of theth: the
stormy straights that lay between the Mainland of &mjjland the
island of Lyndesfarne was actually a crossing betwéenwn world
and another one; that the apparently deserted islareb dart end of
the bridge was a placeholder in his world’s reality tioe universe
which contained the other. The same effect wasreédefrom the
Other World: his own world seemed to be represented ty and
uninhabited island.

The second surprise he had not fully appreciated until ¢hirisa
visited the island, on the pretext of inspecting the Bidige — the
original stone bridge built several hundred years ago. The
engineering principles and technological solutions thatirKénad
long ago studied, and more recently applied in the desigarafus
sophisticated civil engineering structures were simply apylicable
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in the Other World. Instead, an alternative setutds and operating
principles were in place, principles that even now Kefaand
mostly incomprehensible and were generally referreabtnagic”.

One principle which Kevin did understand was that magic was
both pervasive and reliable: with the right gestures +cifody,
incantations did not seem to be necessary — anyond eativate
everyday magic as easily as he could operate an eléghticswitch.
While an individual's skills and innate abilities — coupledth
extensive training — was certainly a factor in theogation of more
complex magic, Kevin found to his surprise and delight — astdg
little pride, too — that even he had learned to fastelnak or turn on
the illumination in a room without the slightest diffity.

Magic seemed to be a property of the universe — indeedn Kev
was later to discovehoth universes. There was nothing intrinsic in
his world which prevented magic from functioning as idegh The
reason magic did not, in general, work was that a cirefesigned
barrier surrounded the crossing, fitting in the inteestiof the
passage between the Two Worlds. This interfered tceptewagical
devices and artefacts from working when moved from Lyiades.
The same magical blockade also acted in the oppositeiaireto
prevent sophisticated technology from working in the OtWerld.
The barrier was actively and carefully maintained, dotasionally
something would slip through: some magical artefact wouldugnin
our world still active — or at least partially so.

It was during the construction of the New Bridge that iKénad
first met Tanji. She was then a Guide in the GuilDibéctions — the
Lyndesfarne organisation that trained individuals tosas4sitors to
the world of Lyndesfarne. Members of this Guild provithetp with
language and culture, and how to get about in a world withéng
worked as they would have expected.

Tanji was a petite and blonde-haired woman, althoughwstse
usually more blonde when on the Lyndesfarne side ofctbesing.
Kevin was convinced that people from the Other Worldrewe
definitively as human as he was, but there was somemon trait
which gave them a certain elfin facial appearancewals something
about the shape of the eyes and the cast of the ches=kband a
consistent tendency towards slightly pointed ears.

In all probability, none of this would have caused muamment
in modern-day England, but most visitors from the Othanrld —
including Tanji herself — used whatever limited shape-changi
ability they possessed to adapt themselves to the nofnk&vin
home world. In Tanji's case, this involved a modeskelaing of her
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hair and the smoothing of the contours of her facée ®as still
immediately recognisable in either guise, although Keginte
definitely preferred her true Lyndesfarne appearance.

Since the completion of the New Bridge, Kevin had bewme
than filling his time with consultancy work, having iggrged from the
international firm of architects which had employecth Hor several
decades. He had been surprised at the amount of desigrmevhdd
been offered — he was apparently rather more well-knthah he
appreciated. Some of the commissions were convehticinh
engineering undertakings including a number of bridges in w&rio
countries, often with some technical difficulty causgddezation and
geography.

Other work was specifically around the crossing to Lyfaias
and relied on his knowledge of both magic and technoldgyetwas
more industry based around this crossing that he hadsatdalised.
He had even been offered an honorary chair at hidUaldersity,
although he was not sure how to react to this offer.

Kevin thought of himself as just an average forty-stimgt
bloke, although in truth he was probably less overwedgldt rather
more fit than most British men of his age. It wastja fluke of
genetics that he had so far retained all of his danwibtwair and that
it had yet to show significant signs of greying. He dopérhaps
have been mistaken for a man ten years younger —sif lg@il he
opened his mouth. Then, his cautious demeanour and cawefoker
of speaking declared his true age and upbringing.

In Kevin's own estimation, he was conceivably shkghbver-
educated, and could perhaps be described by the words ‘aoorak’
‘geek’, depending upon which side of the Atlantic one waseotly
resident. He had been extensively educated in ther batte of
schools and university, and his sharp intelligence artitinge
demeanour had meant that he had learned a great dea ftvoopader
experience of the world — indeed, both worlds.

His studies and private ruminations had led Kevin to harbo
grave concern about the stability of the crossing,thadoolitics that
inevitably infiltrated every aspect of its governanciae intertwined
history of the Two Worlds was something he was tstilhg to get a
handle on. Any number of new friends and acquaintareesed
intent on telling him stories with deep meanings and g@sh
ambiguous — even conflicting — motivations.

At one time — hundreds or even thousands of years agore- the
had been a great many crossings and pathways betweehwthe
Worlds. A myriad of stories and tales, myths and legemals
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attended these ways and the peoples which had used thesnpoma
which persisted to the present day. From the stofi€aerie folk in
Ireland to the Spirit Guides of the North American vesj the Elves
of Iceland and the troglodytes of Germany, these st@llehad their
roots in a long history of communications betweenvtbeds.

All of these pathways were now closed, save for tlossing at
Lyndesfarne.  From all accounts, any amount of dramd an
excitement, death and heroics had accompanied thesegedpsnd
many of the tales he heard spoke of epic actions isettar-off
times. It seemed that repercussions of events indidtant past
echoed forward to the present day and even now put @hedkagile
tranquillity and perceived peacefulness of the last rengaitrossing
between the Two Worlds.

*

Bret arrived on Kevin's doorstep one Saturday morningairly
Spring. His appearance was announced by a brisk knockitige at
door of the little flat in South Manchester which Kevhad
maintained, and inhabited intermittently, for much lué tast decade
— ever since, in fact, his wife had chucked him out, degleherself
eternally bored with his company all those years ago.

Kevin had met Bret when they were both working ondbsign
of the New Bridge to Lyndesfarne. The design of thedarihad
presented a whole series of unique technical challenBesause of
the barrier, technology could not be relied upon in oweldvand
magic was disabled in the other, and so there wasgé sechnique
which could be used for the entire structure.

The solution to this conundrum was to design the bridgevan
halves, each supporting only the weight of its own hdlhe short
central section, where neither magic nor engineeriag @ntirely to
be trusted, had been filled with a laminate: altergafyers of steel-
reinforced concrete and the magical “construction Stadhat was
widely used in the Other World.

Kevin had been the technical lead for the England gaheoNew
Bridge, while Bret was the lead designer for the Lyndasfaection.
They had met under strange circumstances and had become fi
friends, although it was not until much later that Kevad begun to
appreciate the deeper connections that Bret maintaintdd tie
Boards and Guilds, the groups that could only be called the
Establishment: the interlocking organisations whichrmied the
governance of the crossing on both sides.
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Kevin had been slightly startled by the unexpected knockhen
door. He peered through the viewer cautiously, saw theas Bret,
then opened the door and beckoned him inside.

“Hi,” Bret said as Kevin closed the door behind himréAyou
busy this weekend?”

As it happened, Kevin had very few plans for that palgic
weekend, other than enjoying a great deal of Tanji'spaomy and,
perhaps, indulging in one of his other passions, thaboking. It
was still sufficiently early that neither Kevin ndanji were dressed;
indeed, she was still in bed and he was making her a mumgptof
chocolate in his dressing gown.

Bret's appearance had not changed since Kevin had &sthsa.
He still wore his blond hair unfashionably long anduasal tied back
into a neat ponytail. He had an open and smiling, &estsh, face
and was dressed fairly casually in dark brown trousersaabidusy
white shirt.

Kevin reached out and shook the other man’s hand warmly.

“How are you?”

“Oh, fine, fine,” Bret replied casually.

“And did you have something specific in mind for this week®
Kevin pressed, grinning at the sudden appearance of Imd.frie

Just then, Tanji appeared in the doorway in Kevin's spare
dressing gown, evidently having heard the unexpected sound of
voices. She did not seem patrticularly pleased to see @ré Kevin
suspected he knew the reason why this was so.

Bret's role in the Lyndesfarne Establishment, anddiseness
with the Ferryman — the secretive final arbiter ofligyo and
ombudsman of disputes in the management of the crossirgd— h
drawn both Kevin and Tanji into the darker side of thditipal
relationship between the two worlds. This had resuited anji
having the terrifying experience of being kidnapped, transpor
between the Two Worlds in a crate, and held hostagprdwent
Kevin and Bret from discovering too much about a kind of a
conspiracy which even now none of them truly understood.

True, Bret had been instrumental in tracking down Tamgi he
and Kevin had together rescued her from her captors,vbuats® she
retained a certain amount of — well, not distrust, bubhggesdisquiet
— at the unexpected appearance of Bret. Neverthelesgreated
him civilly, together with a certain degree of nervass which
Kevin thought only he could detect.

Attempting to lighten the situation, Kevin ushered Breb ithe
kitchen and offered him hot chocolate, the kind he usew) bee best
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approximation that he had been able to locate to thal@ohot drink
served everywhere in Lyndesfarne. Bret nodded appredjatand
Kevin poured him a mug, as well as one each for Tadjhemself.

“I would like you to help me,” Bret said directly, aftep@ng the
warming drink, “I would appreciate your insight on a delicate
matter.”

Kevin glanced at Tanji, who shrugged.

“I'll go and get dressed,” she said, without waiting to rhiis
response.

“Of course I'll do whatever | can to help,” Kevin regai politely
to Bret, “But we’d better take Tanji.”

‘I wouldn't dream of suggesting otherwise,” Bret responded,
smiling broadly.

“OK. You drink your chocolate, and I'll get myself reddy.

Kevin went for a hurried shower and then to pack, thmgva few
items into a small rucksack of the kind he had noticed pogsilar in
the Other World. In less than fifteen minutes, thee¢ people
regrouped in the hallway of Kevin's little flat.

“Come on then,” Bret said, “Let’'s go. We have tat\aCave”

“A cave?” Kevin queried.

“Cave” Bret responded, emphasising the francophone
pronunciation, “In France.”
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Chapter Two

Jean-Luc could see the long line of lights from innumerable
candles stretching out in front of him. Each candle ge&tsinto its
own little arched niche and was flickering intermittgntl the gentle
drafts always found underground.

Glancing around again, he noticed something strange — no, two
things that were strange about the passageway. Fifstl\lights at
the far end of the corridor seemed to be somehow envkliopa
dense white mist, or at least they were progressivelgendo see.
Secondly, the lights at the far end of the tunnel vibeir@ing steadily,
and did not seem to be flickering at all, compared with ¢andle
right next to him.

The young Frenchman peered cautiously out of the blind aloove i
which he hiding. Behind him, the brick-lined arched opening was
filled with an immense stack of bottles of champagneniéd to lie
undisturbed for years, maturing steadily in the cooloés$ise cellars.

It was a scene of frantic activity. In the mainr@or, teams of
porters moved to and fro, some of them carrying heawylles or
supporting large boxes between them. Others were pushing
handcarts and wheelbarrows, all loaded high with goods &fralk,
although it did seem that a substantial number of timspats were
loaded down with wooden cases containing champagne bottles

There seemed to be some kind of guards on duty as waell, the
stern-faced silence at odds with the shouts and impresatibthe
overseers and the harsh oaths of the porters. Looking ahmsely,
he could see what looked very much like a guard-room — o, tw
guardrooms — at a more well-lit point about half-way aldhg
corridor.

This central point was marked by a stone archway decbvatk
elaborate carvings, unlike the plain brickwork elsewherghese
caverns. There were guards on both sides on the archeaneluc
could now see that they wore different uniforms — atnagsif it was
some kind of a border crossing.

Jean-Luc was deep inside the Forbidden Cellalses- Caves
Interdites— and he was all too well aware that he would be in very
serious trouble if he was discovered. He shrank backhetalcove
that formed his hiding-place and watched with one eydrtdrwezied
movements around the grand arch.
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He considered himself just an ordinary Champagne woliker,
his father before him. He worked in the vineyards duringn§pand
Summer, pruning and tying the vines at one time of year, and
harvesting the ripe grapes in another. This work was byeitg
nature seasonal and he turned his hand to whatever taskquared
at that time.

After the harvest, the urgency turned to the pressing attlini,
and it was this work that had given Jean-Luc familiaoifythe vast
system of underground cellars — laboriously dug into tredkcby
hand and lined with brick — whose consistent coolness veesigasl
to the maturing of the bottled Champagne.

By now he knew the layout of the caverns extremelyl, vaed
had discovered that certain areas were out-of-boundse dthel there
throughout the network of caves were locked and bolted doats
gates, and grilles formed from a grid of stout wrought-ipars filled
certain tunnels floor-to-ceiling. The bars and posts wireply
embedded in the chalk floor and brickwork ceilings, and seemed
immovably stout.

Jean-Luc had explored the boundary of the forbidden aitta w
considerable curiosity. The inaccessible region wasded on three
sides by corridors he knew well, and appeared to occupgrean
perhaps one-third of the size of the remainder of theagassys.
Nothing could ever be seen through the bars, as the shidors
always faced a blank wall, but occasional mysterious d®un
suggested movement and activity just around the corner.

He knew that some workers did sometimes pass through & gat
individuals from a certain cadre who did not mix with tbiner
working men. These labourers were a gruff lot and alvkes
themselves to themselves, and spoke French with a saocent
which suggested that it was not their mother tongue. -Uean
thought he recognised some of these individuals amonggothers
who scurried urgently to and fro, although his hiding place wa
sufficiently far away that he could not be sure.

Jean-Luc spent every moment he could exploring the boesda
of the Forbidden Cellars, lurking in hidden spots, watchingdeho
passed the iron gates. His patience had been rewardedetkis
morning, when a small party carrying a collection of deo boxes
had approached the locked entrance that he had been watching
assiduously from a prudent distance.

The leader of the group had taken a bunch of keys frorhetis
and fumbled for a moment, presumably selecting theecbkey for
this particular lock. The man opened the gate with akcref
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inadequately oiled hinges, held it wide for his cohort to passigftr,
then looked around carefully before pushing the noisily-camioig
gate back into position. The leader, obviously under guessure,
was distracted at the critical moment by some shoutedy,gaad
failed to close the gate completely before turningkéhein the lock.

Jean-Luc could not contain his curiosity. It was eyattis kind
of opportunity that he had been seeking all this time. iidads little
time as he dared, he darted across the vaulted cormadbslgped
though, opening and closing the gate as slowly and quietlyeas h
could, and set off in the direction that the party taan.

The frenetic activity along the corridor seemed to é&aching
some kind of conclusion. The last of the boxes anglows had been
carried through the stone archway and along the comiddhe other
side. The bulk of the labourers seemed to remain orathside,
disappearing into the fog or the cross-passages wheeliogriying
their loads.

The guards who were stationed on the nearer side oftdhe s
arch saluted their counterparts, then formed up inton@ &nd
marched off, clattering past Jean-Luc’s hiding-place arkingahim
shrink back behind the dusty stacks of bottles. By the Jma@-Luc
felt he could safely re-emerge from his hiding place,ghards on
the far side had also retreated, leaving the archway whegiawhich
seemed incongruous after the effort applied hitherto.

It was suddenly quiet and still, the noise and busti&é@fpbrters
and guards receding into the distance. There was no reowveno
sound, for ten minutes or more, and Jean-Luc began tdewxainhe
could remember the way back to the gate he had useddpthis
zone.

Then, in the stillness, he could just make out the sodirslow
footsteps approaching, echoing in the silence. Jean-Luld qust
make out a lone figure approaching, emerging from the whise m
that still seemed to permeate the corridor on the dailuer of the
stone arch. He was a tall man with a ramrod-sttasgyiaight back
despite his long white hair and beard. He was clothedongagreen
robe and walking with a long staff, the kind that traassll used,
although he did not seem to be relying on it for much support.

The man stopped a few paces on the far side of the atohgand
stood apparently inspecting the archway and the brickwork tha
surrounded it. After a few moments, he was joined by tiveer
figures, both women and both also tall and wearing #maesrich
green robes.
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The three figures stood in conversation for a long tithejr
heads bowed together. Jean-Luc could not make out woeds,
except for one word that was repeated frequently and se&med
invoke strong emotions in all three. Who, or what, Jdaan
wondered, motionless in his hiding-place, was “Lyndesfarne”?

The threesome stood in a line facing the arch. Astbeg,lifted
their hands, drawing back the voluminous sleevesaif tobes, and
began gesturing fluidly and with great complexity. Jeaa
wondered at the complex synchronisation of the movesnehthe
three people. It was all artfully orchestrated,fa®me great piece of
music was being conducted, some symphony of action whigh Jea
Luc could neither see nor hear.

Belatedly, Jean-Luc realised that there was somethindpeto
sensed. The ground beneath his feet began shaking awlcrtige
brickwork of the wall where he was resting his handreskto be
becoming warm. There was a dull rumbling which seemedeto b
coming from nowhere and everywhere at once. The Vidngtevhich
permeated the corridor on the far side of the storte sgemed to get
thicker, so that the three figures became more indistinthe second

As Jean-Luc watched, the movements of the three rodpeces
seemed to reach some kind of crescendo, or perhaps sionclu
There were some final emphatic gestures and then thee$
dropped their hands to their sides. They turned their shead
looked to one another, nodding with a surprisingly prosaic
workman’s sense of a good job well done. Without furtbes,fthe
three mysterious people walked backwards a few step&intp
closely at the archway which was now vibrating visilbhen as one
they turned on their heels and strode away into the fog.

No sooner had they disappeared when the noise and commotio
increased dramatically. Here and there, bricks felinfrthe lined
ceilings of the corridor, and dust seemed to swirl up onyesiee.
There was a rolling crash and a series of bangs, anstdhe arch
itself seemed to collapse inwards on itself in a way, tlader, he
would find impossible to explain.

The white fog seemed to thicken and solidify, here dmet
showing irregular darker marks in grey and brick-red. Timebting
noises suddenly increased in intensity, followed by an eixglos
thump accompanied by a gust of wind which stirred the dustant
frenzy of movement.

Then there was only settling dust and silence, interrulpyetthe
occasional pop of a champagne bottle exploding — a conemough
occurrence at any time when the pressure of the feimgegases
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within overcame a flaw in the glass of the bottlewrexacerbated by
the violence Jean-Luc had just witnessed.

He lay still for several long minutes, wondering if rdnevas
worse to come. Finally, he screwed up his courage andgethe
from his hiding-place, and picked his way through the dust diach fa
bricks to the spot where the stone arch had stood. MNete was
just a blank wall of chalk and fragments of brokenKsicas if the
ceiling of the section beyond had long ago collapsezhn-Luc ran
his hand over the unexpectedly smooth surface. He tawély feel
the transition from brick to chalk, as if the entiralvhad been made
together by a single stroke from a giant’s sword.

Shaking his head in shock and confusion, he picked his weky ba
along the corridors and returned to the caverns he knelwiaehe
open gate he had used earlier.

Unlike most of his peers, Jean-Luc could both read ante wri
reasonably proficiently, thanks to the influence of his tido.
Maman had been a servant in a nearby Grand Chatemaforyears
after she was widowed and, with the blessing of her pastoan had
taught letters and numbers at a local church school.

As might have been expected, Maman included her sdrern
own classes, carefully disciplining him just very sllglmore than
other children in order to demonstrate her lack of schow-t
favouritism. She was firm but fair, with him as wal the other
children, and her lessons had stuck firmly in his head eften all
these years.

Latterly, she had returned to work as a ladies maid aisdnea
accompanying her employer on a visit to a distant cousnestere
in the south of the country. She never spoke to Jeamsfube
accident that had killed his father, although he underdtoatdsome
freak stroke of lightening from a blue sky had struck theratdan
down one summer’s day.

That evening, in the quietness of his lodgings and remembering
the lessons from Maman, Jean-Luc sat down to compdsttea to
send to her. He still had a few precious sheets of pawhm the
little wooden box he kept locked and hidden under his bed.
Laboriously forming the characters with the quill ped &k he had
been presented with as a school prize by some long-fergott
philanthropic aristocrat, Jean-Luc sat long into the tnagid wrote a
rambling account of the events he had witnessed that day.
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Chapter Three

The trip to France went surprisingly smoothly. Bregvik and
Tanji were collected at Charles de Gaulle airport bpard-carrying
driver with a large and very black diesel Mercedes, wlavealithe
three of them at surprising speed along the well-magdainads east
of Paris. The large car, and its vaguely official appece,
effortlessly persuaded even the most recalcitrant gédriin the fast
lane to pull in as soon as a gap in the slow-movindidrafas
available.

The road trip was boring in the extreme. Bret was @ fthnt
seat next to the driver — ‘riding shotgun’, as Kevin had hetard i
described. He and Tanji had been cautioned not to discugsrany
unless they were completely alone, and Bret seembd too caught
up in his own thoughts to engage in very much casual coniersat

Kevin sat next to Taniji in the back of the car. Shensekbto be
rather tired and subdued after the flight. He tookhaerd in his own
and squeezed it gently in a reassuring kind of way. This lad t
desired effect of invoking a smile but she too seemeenrdibktant.

As Tanji dozed fitfully, Kevin stared out of the window in a
glazed-over kind of way at the scenery rushing past, hisdomn
only slightly enlivened by realising that the globular giesvof green
leaves in the otherwise bare trees were very probabstldibe.
Kevin recalled dimly that the Druids collected this eveegr parasite
for some reason, but could not quite recall what the merpatually
was.

It also occurred to him that the small areas of woatlkasible
from the main road were probably rather difficult teess without
screaming to a halt on a busy highway. But someon¢ Ipeugoing
to these places, at least occasionally, presumabbpine back route.
The rusted wreck of an ancient Citroen van wedged intedbe of a
coppice he had noticed earlier could not have got thene the road
they were currently using.

Almost unexpectedly, their driver pulled off the main rcadl
paid the toll electronically without stopping at the boo#iter that,
they drove more sedately along country roads, throughaftes row
of well-tended vines, supported on wires tautened acro$sritph of
the vineyards, and now just beginning to show green shiietstlae
winter.
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From reading the road signs, Kevin had come to the conolusio
that they were heading for Epernay. He knew this Wwasentre of
the Champagne area, where the drink of the same nanee foam
but wondered why they had come all this way. He couldmagine
that Bret had come all this way just to get a few bsttf sparkling
plonk.

It came as quite a relief to finally roll up outside thecktpainted
wrought-iron gates of a grand champagne house. It sedatethey
were expected, as the gates opened automatically déerseconds.

A smartly-dressed young woman came down the steps to meet
them. She was attired head-to-foot in fashionably bladkiolp and
was equipped with one of those short-cut hairstyletsaight, Kevin
thought, to look boyish, but somehow managed to remain both
feminine and very French.

While Kevin eased himself from the car and stretched
ungracefully, watching Tanji gradually waking up with mild comger
Bret had leapt fluidly from the vehicle and was alreagaking
urgently to the Frenchwoman.

Kevin was not entirely surprised to hear Bret speakingdfre
apparently fluently, or at least much better and fasten himself.
His schoolboy French was very poor, being taught, as thas
standard of the time, as an academic subject, not asvarsational
skill. Kevin found it very hard — nigh impossible — to felldhe
conversation.

“Can you understand what Bret's saying?” Kevin asked Tanji
urgently.

“Sort-of,” she replied, “My French is very, err, rusty've not
spoken it since | left the Guild school the first timeand that was
years ago.”

“So whatis Bret doing?”

“He seems to be negotiating for a private tour ofcilars.”

Seemingly satisfied, Bret turned back to Kevin and Tanje H
introduced the young woman as Millie, and explained thawst®ea
tourist guide for the champagne company. He also odtlinat she
had been commissioned to assist Bret and his compamottieir
exploration of the underground caverns, Gaves below the rather
grandiose chateau.

Smiling professionally, and seamlessly switching toeated but
understandable English for the benefit of Kevin and Tamgi,duide
collected a couple of electric torches and handed origrét. She
offered the other one to Kevin, who took it unenthusiaségica
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Following the thoroughly modern Millie, Kevin and the others
were guided through the airy and stylish foyer, decoratéd arty
advertising posters for the champagne brands promulgateadidy
company. The guide directed them towards a stairwehenfloor,
which led down several wide and steep flights of stairs.

The transition from smooth modern walls painted iashionable
shade of pale pink to rough stone foundations was both sudden an
unexpected. Kevin found the drop in temperature was very
noticeable and he was glad he was still wearing his sweaftanji
stopped a moment to wrap her Lyndesfarne cloak around her
shoulders.

Millie, clearly already in automatic tourist guide moéeplained
that the cellars felt cool in summer and warm in wintthe
temperature inside always hovering around ten degreesu€elsi
Apparently, this thermal stability was essential toghsper maturing
of the wine.

She also explained that these tunnels had been dug peeiod
of several centuries specifically to allow the battthampagne to be
stored for years. There were now some eighteensmié
underground cellars, carved from the soft chalk and reiaébiia
places by brick arches. Kevin wondered idly whether this
environment would be familiar and comfortable to people from
Lyndesfarne in the olden days.

The four of them spent an interminable time walking tHeoew
tunnels, which were damp in places after the recent velnese the
water had seeped through the porous chalk walls. Therpsarehnes
and openings everywhere, and many tunnels included tiny arched
alcoves at regular intervals which were occupied by diectic
lights. The passageways and tunnels all looked very sinola
Kevin, and he imagined it would be rather easy to get shdere.

Even so, Bret seemed to know where he was going. After
while, he thanked the guide for her help and indicated hbatvas
happy to continue the exploration without further dasise. Millie
mouthed a few pleasantries and turned back the way tliegdmae,
rapidly disappearing into the gloom with her echoing dteys
receding swiftly into silence.

Both Kevin and Tanji were unsure as to the wisdom of tlogen
Kevin gripped his electric torch as if his life depended upamith
one hand and kept a firm grasp on Tanji's hand with therotlt
suddenly occurred to him that, apart from Millie, he had sexn
anyone else in thesgavesduring the entire visit.
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Appearing entirely unconcerned, and followed closely by Kevin
and Taniji, Bret turned into a short corridor in an andeere the
provision of lighting was even more sporadic than usuahe T
passageway ended almost immediately. Even in theligalf the
end of the tunnel looked to Kevin rather different from shefaces
they had been passing hitherto.

The miles of passageways they had already walked westlym
smooth cut chalk, with ancient and in some cases ratheoded
brickwork at junctions and occasional areas of reidrconcrete
where modern repairs had been made to the antique tunnels.

The end of this particular tunnel was a jumble of chatk laricks,
tightly packed together. The bricks were at odd angiles)aid flat
and level, and looked as if they of slightly differerdmafacture than
those used to support the ceiling elsewhere.

It looked to Kevin as if there had been a cave-in, buattempt
had been made to remove the debris. The strangegtdhall was
that the surface of the blockage was almost complstatyoth, as if
chalk and brick had been sliced by some huge sharp bladdyshort
after the cave-in.

Kevin laid a hand on the surface. He could feel the reiffe
textures of the damp chalk and the smoothly polished cuak,bri
glinting in the torchlight. There was nothing else telfe no
movement, no vibration. He almost expected something, falh
obscurely disappointed not to feel anything. A whisper of
recognition ran though his mind.

“What is it?” He asked Bret. He could see that Tang &0
rather interested in this question.

“Well, it was at one time,” Bret began, “A crossigpassageway
to my World.”

Kevin nodded slowly. Tanji seemed surprised, and came up to
the odd wall to take a closer look, also running her ham the
oddly-featured surface.

Kevin had already had his suspicions, now confirmed, amd
back to Bret to ask another question.

“No longer working, then?”

Bret nodded.

“But | thought that crossings tended to blow up when theye
removed?”

Bret snorted mirthlessly.

“Only when you don’t do it right,” he replied, “Or you hatedo
it in a hurry.”
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Bret explained that this crossing was underneath a popuimwals s
town. Extreme care had been taken to avoid any vieleat. There
was inevitably a certain amount of fracturing of thekspdence the
debris which had blocked this passageway briefly before the m
complete block of solid chalk had replaced the opening tevtrél
of Lyndesfarne as the crossing finally closed.

“All very smoothly done,” Bret concluded, “And almost ooe
noticed. Just a few rumbling noises and a tremor or two.”

The site of the crossing, Bret suggested, now formedaineh-
western edge of a network of tunnels which were used in the
manufacture and storage of champagne. Kevin imagined s
were superstitious — or perhaps other, more practical engdgr not
wanting to dig further tunnels into rock which, until retgrhad not
actually been there.

At Bret's prompting, Kevin and Tanji explored a large and
darkened chamber, set to one side of the strange wattamukected
by several doorways and other openings into the corridBret
explained that this was once a Guard Room, housing theadejl
of the modern-day Guardians checking on those makingtssing.

“So why are we here, exactly?” Kevin pressed.

Bret was quiet for a long moment. Kevin found himsslielning
to the occasional drip of water, the only sound to brealsiience.

“Well, there are several reasons,” Bret resumeadhteradly, “One
simple one is that | wanted to re-assure myself thist crossing
really is closed — is still closed, | should say.”

Kevin was immediately curious.

“You thought that someone might have re-opened it?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“But surely a new crossing could be anywhere?” Kevin poesse

“Well, yes, true — but there are some complex reasamg lw
wanted to look here.”

Bret explained that, in theory, there are some canditivhere it
was easier to re-establish an old crossing rather thasuitd an
entirely new one, but only if the crossing had been pusiyo
carefully closed. Under favourable circumstances, he stemeit
might be possible to re-establish it in less thanaa.ye

“As far as | know,” Bret continued, “This has never belme.
There are no official records of any such carefuluies

“So what'’s the problem?” Kevin persisted.

“This letter,” he almost shouted, vehemently waving &lpaent
at him, “This letter suggests that this crossing wasedias such a
way, and this was kept secret.”
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He let the hand holding the letter fall to his side an
uncharacteristically dramatic manner.
“And | don’t know who sent the letter, or why!”

© Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009 21



Chapter Four

During the design of the New Bridge to Lyndesfarne, Kewid
Bret had spent quite some time exploring various possibilior the
final link, the section of the bridge which spanned thansition
between the worlds.

At the time, Kevin had considered the use of a conveatistone
arch to join the two sections of the New Bridge thatand Bret had
been devising. The construction would have used a seulari
arch of traditional materials: old-fashioned cut stdmecks and a
cement mortar. With the benefit of 20-20 hindsight, henkthat this
particular idea would always have been a non-startece sihere
would be too much movement in the sections of the bridgedern
design and materials meant that the individual halveg wgpected
to move slightly, literally to sway in the wind, andee this tiny
movement would have caused the stonework to crack aftewa
years, with the risk of catastrophic failure in extesstorms.

Aware of the problem, Kevin certainly did not want tNew
Bridge to collapse in a storm, and he spent an inordeuai@unt of
time exploring ways in which the inherent problemausihg a “pile
of rocks” — his favourite term for old-fashioned masocwoystruction
— could be avoided. He investigated the mechanical prepartithe
locally-quarried stone in some detaill. He thought aboumgus
alternative adhesives to mortar that blocks togethdie even
considered ways in which the joining arch could be oeddd with
both steel beams (which could not be relied upon o.yhdesfarne
side of the crossing) and magical sprites (which wouldwrtk in
his world), like a miniature version of the Old Bridgeeif.

Eventually, Kevin abandoned the masonry arch approach
altogether.  Nevertheless, he had been curious, inwakdy
professional kind of way, about the stone that was usedhe
construction of the OId Bridge, and it was therefore pr&ing that
he should find himself in a quarry in his own world, fetfrom the
crossing where the New Bridge was to be constructed.

This was in the early days of Kevin's introductionthe world of
Lyndesfarne, and before he had really appreciated very miuthe
strangeness and sophistication of the Other World. haté only
recently been introduced to Bret and had had not yet apf@edis
remarkable shapeshifting abilities — his ability to app®male when
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he (or should it be she?) wanted. Indeed, this wasdeftge he had
met Tanji, and he was still being guided everywhere envibrld of
Lyndesfarne by old frog-face Ricard, his previous Guidenfrihe
Guild of Directions.

Given the intense interest in traditional masonryhaps it was
not surprising that Kevin was keen to understand more atbheut
process of construction and the materials that wouldsee. After
one of their regular working sessions, when he and \Bee¢ trying
to pull the complete design of the New Bridge together,irkev
broached the question of a visit to a local quarry iatwevin was at
that time still thinking of as the Mainland — meaning dvn world.

Bret looked thoughtful for a moment.

“l think that could be easily arranged,” he replied, “Hiake
some enquiries.”

Early the following week Kevin received a message o® hi
answering machine from Bret, asking him to meet incdrepark by
the causeway at eleven o’clock the following mornifidhe message
concluded with a recommendation that he bring a stoutop&ioots
and a waterproof coat. Kevin never travelled to tlyadesfarne
crossing area without such equipment. From personal erperihe
knew that the weather was often inclement and sorestwiolently
changeable, and in any case he always seemed to endlkipgwa
everywhere.

Bret was waiting for him when Kevin arrived, standingegjyiin
the cover of the nearly deserted car park wearing thg fmoded
cape that was even now so very popular in the othddwor

“Ready for a walk?” Bret asked laconically as Kevin dexjdpis
coat and rucksack out of the boot of the Volvo.

“Sure,” Kevin confirmed, locking the car, “Which way dee
go?”

Bret pointed across the car park away from the directighe old
causeway where a narrow gate in the low dry-stone appleared to
lead to a farmer’'s field. It was a direction that Ketad never
explored before, and indeed one which he would never aege
considered. Nevertheless, he walked with Bret to the, geom
where he could see the faint marks of a path that ledsithe field.

“That's our route,” Bret explained as he eased open the, ga
“About an hour’s walk.”

They followed the footpath across several fields aner @vlow
rise, Bret setting a fast pace that Kevin found he justscapable of
keeping up with. They clambered over several gates, swime
modern tubular galvanised steel, others of a traditiovabden
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construction in various states of disrepair. The paite¢l a wider
track obviously more heavily travelled, mostly by heafarm
machinery. Their route passed cultivated fields on @ snd an
area of rough ground dotted with gorse and bracken on tee oth

They skirted a heavily wooded area making their way dyeadi
uphill, then stopped to catch their breath at a pointrevhiee edge of
the woodlands curved away from the path. Their wind-swept
vantage-point gave them a view out over the coast. inKewuld
make out the causeway stretching out across the tiddibaiaks and
merging into the bulwarks of the Old Bridge. The threshes of the
bridge were plainly visible, but the causeway on theemotside
disappeared almost immediately into the perpetual hazetcatded
the crossing almost all the time.

The far coast of what Kevin still thought of as tlséahd could
barely be made out, and it was impossible to discerndaails.
Kevin was left, as always, with the impression ofoarren and
windswept island, devoid of trees or human habitatiohe ffuth of
the matter, of course, was obscured by the mist: slaed was just
the visible edge of an entire world, a world of wonderd magic, the
world that he knew as Lyndesfarne.

Another twenty minutes walking brought the two men te th
abandoned quarry itself. Kevin stopped to look around asrdbk
levelled out into what was, at some time in the pdm&,cutting and
finishing area. Ahead of him, and curving around bothefoand
right, was a cliff face, perhaps fifty feet high, cratkand very
broken, and now very mossy and green.

Kevin knew quite a lot about how large blocks of stoneewaeit
and finished in olden times. He had gained a basic uaneisy
from his University education, and had subsequently undertake
fair amount of research on the subject when the plitgsibf a
masonry arch had been first mooted.

Even so, it was difficult to imagine, for one who ha brought
up in an age of powered machinery, how all this work haenb
undertaken. It had required a vast amount of skilled andsinte
labour, and utilized a number of techniques which werebuadl
forgotten today.

Huge blocks had been cut from the quarry face using a
combination of two approaches. Firstly, holes weikedrwith great
labour into the face of the rock to undermine the dliffi allow a
block to be separated. From above, the resulting craeks opened
further by hammering in dry wooden wedges which were then
dampened so that they expanded slightly, but with consideiaie,
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eventually enough to separate the stone block fromate éf the
quarry.

To Kevin's moderately expert eye, the tell-tale signsl marks
made by cutting rocks by hand were visible everywhesayere the
signs of transportation. There were holes in thpesleading up the
the quarry made to assist in the process of removindewtiocks
from the quarry face. Stout poles would have been edanto these
holes, which would have been used as belays for ropepualeys
that allowed large blocks to be slid down to a levelretibey could
be worked or transported using, in fact, the slope up wihacland
Bret had just hiked.

All about were the tell-tale irregular mounds of spodpe where
chips and off-cuts, and larger blocks which had split acled while
they were being worked, had been discarded. These pitesnoes
covered in undergrowth and turf, virtually unnoticeable ssilene
knew what one was looking for.

The cut and shaped blocks would have been lifted using bietk a
tackle, and a derrick of heavy timbers — all long sinceored or
rotted away, of course — and loaded onto carts drawn lysted
oxen, or perhaps donkeys for smaller loads. These leads then
hauled along the rough track that he and Bret had walkgek toere.

“It should be possible to get powered machinery in hereyil
mused aloud, staring at the access route.

“What's that?” Bret said, spinning around suddenly, seeming to
be unusually startled by the other man’s mutterings.

Kevin explained that the track would have to be widened and a
proper surface constructed to allow the passage of heavgslamd
the like. Bret nodded his agreement, apparently mollibgdthe
explanation. Kevin spent a further hour or so poking abodhe
quarry watched, for the most part, by Bret with an amesgdession
on his face.

“OK, I've seen enough,” he announced finally.

“Fair enough,” Bret responded, shouldering his rucksack rieady
the march back.

Kevin walked back along the track, following Bret in
companionable silence and thinking about the implicatiohs o
masonry arch for the final section of the bridge. vitrild realise it
only much later - when he knew a great deal more aboait t
properties of magic - but he had noticed signs that rabgrocesses
had been used to cut and form the blocks of stone.

When he thought about it - in a reflective mood ingbetness of
his little flat in South Manchester and long after thenNBridge had
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been completed — he could identify all sorts of inconigss He had
noted various anomalies, some oddities in the markingth® rock
faces and on the worn and slippery ground surface upon wiegh t
had been standing. In particular, there were astmgbhistraight
cuts in the quarry face, the kind of thing that would beiatifif to
achieve even with modern powered machinery, let alone thé ha
tools that would have been available at the time the caysamnd the
Old Bridge had been constructed.

So, Kevin mused, magic was still possible in this worldhat
time the Old Bridge, or at least the causeway leatting was under
construction. So exactly when did the barrier betwbe worlds, the
artefact that prevented magic from working in this waurid disabled
technology in the other, come into existence? A# evidence
suggested that it was about the same time as the campddtthe
Old Bridge, rather than much earlier as he had previously leeeto
believe.
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Chapter Five

On the return trip, walking back from the site of thelenground
crossing through the tunnels, Bret was a good deal ahattie
seemed that a weight had been lifted from his mind. Prenby
Kevin, he explained why this old crossing had been builtcellar.

“Placing crossings underground,” Bret explained, “Wasy ver
popular at one time. A large fraction of all crossimgse once built
in this way.”

Tanji nodded slowly in agreement.

“The advantages are obvious,” he continued, “The only iwar
out is through a tunnel, which is easy to guard, and it'®fbes easy
to control the passage of people and goods. You'veilketthbdod of
getting unexpected visitors that way.”

Bret explained that there was a second important rea3dris
was that the impact of the climate was considerablycslusince
conditions underground were much more stable. A critoacern
with siting a crossing above ground, like the one at Lyrsdesf was
to ensure that the climate was compatible, so thatirtipact of
different weather on each side of the crossing wasnmsed. Even
so, Kevin knew from personal experience that the Lyradeef
crossing was prone to rapid and extreme changes of weather
conditions.

“So why weren't all crossings built that way?” Keyressed.

Bret smiled.

“Well, there are several reasons,” he said, “Oneasdlgreat deal
of extra effort and more magic is required to, welt;sl sayprocess
the rocks underground.”

“Why is that?” Kevin asked

Bret was clearly amused by Kevin’s persistent questioning.

“It's difficult to explain in English,” he replied, “Bt think of the
static, dense rocks as opposed to the fluid of the sktharair.”

Kevin knew that the crossing to Lyndesfarne was in tiages of a
pair of circular saucers pressed together at the rithg upper dome
of the barrier between the worlds rose only a thoudaat or so
above the island and the surrounding sea, although ittweasa four
miles across.
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“Surely even a crossing like that at Lyndesfarne hdsaat half
of its volume underground?” Kevin persisted.

“Quite true,” Bret agreed, “So it makes it only twicehasd if the
whole shebang is embedded in the rock.”

He also explained that there was additional efforbwdd the
tunnels themselves, although magical means of tunnelliogl dme
used. At least, it had been used before the proscriptidgheouse of
magic in this world, and the creation of the barrierscratssings
which neutralised both magic and technology.

In addition, it was not possible to know for sure prelgisvhere
the crossing would be, once established. Often, it sedma top of
the dome of the crossing was fairly close to ground levelmay
even have been above ground in one or two places.

“So, if they got it wrong,” Kevin asked, “It might just habeen
possible to cross at ground level?”

“Well, it has happened,” Bret agreed, “But not here. palits of
this crossing have always been underground, as it wageesi

“But that was not enough,” he continued, “It also tumg,
although it was not fully appreciated at the time, thdeoground
environment, the variations in the rock strata, reduced the
effectiveness of the magic barriers. This certathty happen here.
Frankly, the barrier was full of holes. And various arapulous
persons attempted and sometimes succeeded in constructing
additional tunnels, which bypassed the control of the (aas.”

Tanji was shocked at this revelation. Her gasp of conaas
plainly audible in the quiet corridors. Kevin imaginedttBhe was
perfectly well aware of the importance of the basjieand the
importance of keeping the two Worlds apart in their use of
technology and magic.

“So it's like the way the iron and steel in the NewdBe disrupts
the barrier at Lyndesfarne?” Kevin said.

“That’s right,” Bret confirmed. “It's all part of theame problem.
Underground crossings became less and less secure with
improvements in technology in this world.”

“‘How so?”

“Well, when all tunnelling was carried out by hand, it wowaket
a team of men many months to build a tunnel. This wasteaspot
with minimal local patrols. But, these days, withplesives and
tunnelling machines, a couple of people could dig a crossang
quickly.”

“Ah.” Things were beginning to come clear to Kevin.
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“This is a major reason why the Lyndesfarne crossingtils
there,” Bret concluded, “The hard rocks in the area, tegetith the
natural barrier of the sea, make it much more diffituldig a tunnel
in secret.”

At this point, the party arrived back at the stairs ilgdip to the
foyer. Somehow, it seemed to Kevin, the return walé teken
almost no time at all. Millie was waiting for thean the top of the
stairs. Bret thanked her profusely, and Kevin added his bamks
as he returned the electric torch.

Their car was waiting outside, and their chauffeur jumpedo
open the doors and usher them inside. Bret spoke brieftieto
driver, who nodded and set off immediately.

“Where are we going now?” Kevin inquired.

“You'll see,” Bret replied, mysteriously.

The drive from Epernay over the hills was all rathetpiesque,
Kevin concluded. They passed through a series of quailg litt
villages perched on the sides of the hills, each witbuts selection
of narrow and winding roads and rustic buildings. Leaving th
villages behind, they passed through a long stretch oftfoirked
with old, mossy trees, fallen down in places. It did Iook to Kevin
as if the woodland was managed as a source of timber.

Bret, who seemed to have inherited Millie’s role asw guide,
explained that the vines were planted on the sideslisf deally
south-west facing, in locations which were both sunny waed-
drained. Apparently, the plants were quite fragile ardile
damaged; it was considered too windy on the tops of hillstao
cold and frosty in winter at the bottom.

“You seem to know a lot about growing grapes.” Kevin noted.

“Just a little — asoupcon as they say,” Bret said, in a manner
Kevin was beginning to find slightly irritating.

They entered another region of closely-cultivated viadsch led
after a few minutes to an expanse of tilled arable lalachtgd with
what Kevin thought was wheat, sugar beet and oilseed rBipis.in
turn gave way to the outskirts of a modern town, whiclr tthever
deftly navigated before arriving at the gates of anothesn enore
imposing Champagne house.

“Welcome to Reims,” Bret announced, pronouncing the place
name with panache, much rolling of the R’s and, Kevin suspea
certain amount of unnecessary throat-clearing noises.

It took only a few minutes for Bret to negotiate his way ithe
caves of this house. This time, there was no guide, and the
companions were able to set off alone. At first, Kevianfb this
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walk through the chilly arched passageways almost indisishable
from the previous cellar, but he soon found that this wiateading.
After a few minutes, they entered an area where thel tisnaels
entered a series of much less regular caverns. Tagoinlooked
really ancient, with the walls sloping together at tbp a hundred
feet above their heads.

Kevin stopped suddenly, looking around. He could see some
light leaking into the tops of these caves, just enoogitiuminate
the highest parts. The caverns were approximately danichape,
with a small circular hole at the point, which wagetund level.

Bret explained that these holes were dug in Roman tiaes
source of building materials. They were conical sitey twere dug
from the top down, and gradually widened to avoid going top.dee
Blocks of chalk were removed by winch from the openindghattop,
and they were liked together by a series of irregulanidmms.

The companions explored these caves for several mirkees)
and Tanji following Bret closely so as not to get lodte finally
identified another passageway, narrow and irregularapesh Kevin
expected to enter another of the tapering chambers, éyiatsage
was blocked with crushed and fallen chalk. As he drew ¢léssin
could see that the chalk surface had the same smotsth dis the end
of the passageway in the Epernay tunnels. Bret ran hisdwer the
surface again, and then turned away, nodding to himself and
apparently satisfied.

“No sign of any disruption,” he said, to no one in paitc.

Bret turned back to the others, rubbing his hands together.

“Good,” he exclaimed, “There’s nothing here to suggest éhre-
opened crossing is expected here.

The relief in his voice was palpable.

“So this is a second tunnel which at one time lead throeoighe
world of Lyndesfarne,” Kevin asked.

“Yes, that’s right.”

“So, why two tunnels?”

Bret chuckled.

“There weren't supposed to be two tunnels,” he said, “Bhis
was, in fact, built secretly, as | was describing earlilt was only
discovered after it had been in operation for some, tand was one
of the reasons why this crossing was closed.”

“But what was it for?”

Bret once again shook his head in amusement at the peceisif
Kevin’s questioning.

“In short,” he replied, “The Champagne trade.”
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Bret explained that, in the olden days, bottles and cases
champagne were transported directly to the world of Ly@adesf
through the tunnels and crossing. Apparently, the drinkthesand
is still now very popular in various parts of the Otkéorid.

Kevin was fascinated. He had heard that the trade was asis
Britain was a large consumer of French champagne. eéSmulsed, a
huge number of bottles were transported to the UK, bue w8l
relatively expensive in the shops. With a characterigash of
insight, he realised that most champagne shipped tdJkevas
actually destined for Lyndesfarne, being transported by loory
north-east England. From there, it used to be convieyedagon to
Lyndesfarne over the Old Bridge, and was now whisked bynthre
efficient transportation he had helped to devise oveNtw Bridge.
From there, onwards transport by goods portal to all pafrthe
Other World would be provided.

“It still seems a strange thing to do,” Bret mused, lahimself,
“To consider re-opening a crossing in this vicinity. Thinktloé
danger of accidental discovery. For example, takeethesv tunnels
they're digging for the new TGV line from Paris to Shasrg.”

He stopped suddenly, looking frustrated.

“Of course, they could be digging tunnels anywhere, in dveen
Caves or any other excavations anywhere. It coulddsa the new
railway tunnels themselves, although that’s far too obvéosite.”

Bret paused again, as if coming to a conclusion.

“It's fruitless to try and search every possible lamatfor new
tunnels in this world, and frankly | don’'t have eithiee tauthority or
the contacts to do this. So,” he said with an &ifimality, “I need to
search from the other side.”

“From Lyndesfarne?” Kevin asked.

“Well, from the Other World, certainly,” the other ma
confirmed.

Kevin was reminded that distances between crossings were not
necessarily the same in both worlds. In his own dydtie distance
from Lyndesfarne to Epernay was only a few hundred miias he
was beginning to suspect that the distance would be muategia
the other world.

“I'd like you too to accompany me,” Bret said abruptly.

“OK, sure, but why?” Kevin responded.

“Well, | would appreciate your insight,” the other mardsdAnd
you’re very good at asking questions.”

Kevin felt obscurely flattered by this.

“And Tanji?” He asked.
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Bret smiled indulgently.

“Well, after certain recent experiences, | feel syma wouldn’t
want to leave her behind, and I'm also sure you'd want a guide
there in any case.”
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Chapter Six

The massive wooden scaffolding for what would eventually
become the Bridge to Lyndesfarne was still under cortgtruc The
scaffolding was a complex framework of huge beams andetsnb
their assembly itself a great work of engineering. wHs made
especially difficult since it was not possible to supbet framework
in the centre, where the Two Worlds met, since was the very
point where the waters were, quite literally, immeadsiyrdeep. This
was all the more impressive in the knowledge thatwiais strictly a
temporary structure, to be removed a few years lateznwihe
stonework of the Bridge was complete.

Jean-Luc stopped from his labours for a moment, andd=resl
the events which had brought him to the site of thedgbr He had
been fascinated by what he had seen and heard in tiéden
Caves. The reply to his letter Mamanhad not been able to shed
any light on what had happened, and it had taken a good fleal o
assiduous work in the public libraries in Reims and Epefmayean-
Luc to finally learn that Lyndesfarne was a place,oéscure little
island off the north-east coast of England, apparemite dhe home
of some secretive sect of monks.

He made all kinds of enquiries locally, making a distinasance
of himself in the local marketplaces and taverns @& @hampagne
region. No-one he found was able, or at least willlegshed any
light on the mysterious events he had witnessed. Nwrthere any
sign of the working men with the strange accents tlkahdd seen
labouring in the tunnels. All he could discover was thatstrangers
had apparently disappeared on the same day that he hadsettne
what he concluded was a deliberate destruction of thegasay.
Finally, he had decided that his only chance of disaogemore
about the mysterious goings-on was to visit this nefmigotten
island.

It had taken Jean-Luc two years to reach the poinherthglish
coastline where the long causeway stretched out tesldre known
as Lyndesfarne. He had made his way from his honiepernay,
first to Paris and then on to Calais, mostly on fantl occasionally
hitching a lit on a farm cart. He had had little ragnand had
therefore found it necessary to break off his journeyfrequent
intervals, taking casual labouring jobs as he could firethand
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sleeping rough in barns and outhouses when clement weadlaer it
possible or lodging in the cheapest of inns when it veds

On his arrival in Calais, Jean-Luc found work in theaaaround
the docks, working as a porter loading and unloading the ships,
serving in the bars and taverns in the vicinity. é¥en managed to
pick up a smattering of English from the sailors and caétwough,
as he would later realise, he had acquired an eclectiabutary
containing many words the meaning of which his motweuld
definitely not have approved.

Eventually, he managed to save enough money to pay lyis wa
across the English Channel as a passenger in steerig@rrival in
Dover in the damp depths of winter was something ofoalshalone
in a strange country with no friends, little money anlimited grasp
of the language, it took some time for him to find kstf However,
his travels had given Jean-Luc an ability to form chaoquaintances
easily, and it was not long before he was able to exguvariety of
odd jobs to replenish his funds. As spring turned to sumheer,
resumed his itinerant lifestyle and made his way ndalbpuring on
the land and walking the old back roads much as he had Hdene t
previous year in France.

By the time that Jean-Luc reached the crossing to Isjade,
the stone piers to support the arches were already de plad the
caissons which had been constructed to keep the watbesy dnad
been removed. The scaffolding upon which the stonewasktev be
laid was all but complete, the complex structures of tihmbers,
skilfully jointed, were being re-enforced by the fittio§ the last few
of the cross-bracing timbers. At the same time, maogecranes and
derricks were being constructed, using the same approactoss-
braced timbers held together with slotted and pegged joints.

All the noise and bustle and raucous cries were botarlgle
audible and visible to Jean-Luc from the vantage-poird twiw rise
close to the end of the causeway. After his seemieglfless
journey, he was obscurely relieved to see that theas at least
somethinggoing on at the place associated with the name he had
heard so long ago, under such strange circumstances. dHeeba
overwhelmingly dedicated to solving this riddle, displayintg\ael of
commitment to assuage his curiosity which, whenevecdmsidered
it, seemed like a noble quest, an adventure from thentedfiories
his Mamanused to tell him.

Being a resourceful young man, Jean-Luc had gained numerous
skills during his peregrinations and he was soon ableingb &
foreman who was willing to engage him to work on thede. He
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was hard at work the very next day, toiling to and faorying the
heavy timbers or hauling on ropes under the instructminshe
foremen, or aiding the unloading of the heavy stonekbldmm ox-
drawn carts. Jean-Luc found it was familiar enough warki gave
his eyes time to watch and his mind an opportunity titate even
while his body laboured.

He found a place to stay in a nearby inn - a large antbling
establishment clearly prospering from the presenceoahany men
working up a thirst during the day, and having the copper tadspe
beer to slake that thirst in the evenings. Jean-lim privately
preferred to drink his beer heavily watered-down, foundséim
nursing his pint many an evening, in all of the taveans public
houses in the area, listening to tales and fablel kihds.

Jean-Luc still struggled with the language, and the many and
varied accents of its native speakers, but it slowbabe clear that
there was more to this bridge than merely linking asigmficant
little island to the mainland of Britain. With mucHigknt listening
and a few carefully-chosen questions, he was eventafallyto pick
up some hints as to the nature of the Lyndesfarneiogpssthough
much of what he heard seemed either impossible oramticitiory.

What was clear was there was a careful demarcatiothef
labourers quartered on this side of the bridge and the vgodtethe
island. The two groups never met, even when workindgénvery
centre of the middle arch. When blocks of stone netuldée laid, a
team from the mainland side under the direction of aerser
would be directed to undertake the work. When completead e
group would leave, to be replaced by a similar team fioanother
side.

Jean-Luc eventually became regarded as both skilled and
trustworthy enough to be included in these parties, andabiasto
take a closer look at the construction of the othdéirdiahe bridge,
the part that was out of bounds. On one of these ioosasie had
caught sight of the plans held by the Overseers. Hel amalgine it
would be a wondrous construction when completed, a mafugle
modern world.

All this work was undertaken under watchful eyes of tha me
had heard called Guardians, silent and armed guards whoge ver
presence made it impossible to slip over to the otlder sJean-Luc
had also heard rumours of other, more secretive, Watcee well:
mysterious men in dark robes and hoods who would appeabgs i
magic in impossible places on the island and the mainlatand
motionlessly for minutes apparently inspecting the work tbe
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bridge before disappearing again. The Watchers were suppmsed
see all, although Jean-Luc never caught a definitiveisgglaf one,
although he did occasionally get that curious sense o veatched,
as if eyes were burning into the back of his head, Hmretwas never
anyone visible when he turned around to look.

The assembly of the arches was a precise and detipatation,
although the masonry itself was monumentally heavyachEstone
block had to be measured and cut exactly at, Jean-Lucehaukd,
several quarries nearby. This involved many hoursackibreaking
labour with saws and chisels and hammers, as well awiety of
other hand tools. The cut blocks were loaded onto wagods
transported on these wooden carts along the rough roamstire
guarries and then along the causeway. The wagons werallyo
pulled by oxen; while an ox was not capable of movingy vast, a
team could move up to four tons of cut stone at two raielsour.

The order in which the blocks were assembled wasingrgrtant
to ensure a manageable level of stress on the woedénlding and
on the other blocks already in place, so that it did cwtapse.
Eventually, of course, the scaffolding would be removed #re
arches would become self-supporting. In Roman timedean-Luc
had heard it told, the architect of a bridge was mads&aod under
the main arch when the wooden scaffolding was removdds was
understandably supposed to make sure that the architectsdinbhi
well.

The task of adding the cut stone blocks on the mainlaedveas
stupendous. Each building block was winched on hemp rophas wit
block and tackle, the ropes tightened with winch and estahd the
use of great labour. The cranes and derricks themselees
fabricated from heavy timbers, carefully jointed anddhe place
with wooden pegs set in holes which were individuallyletti- the
same approach which had been used for the scaffoldinguhantly
supported the arches. There were no iron nails used iat the
construction of either derricks or scaffolding. Of ceurthe tools
used by the craftsmen and masons contained a greanpbut all of
the workmen were encouraged to make sure that nothing afade
iron was left on the bridge when the work for that dags
completed.

As each block was made ready to be lowered into plaogam
would be added by a quick-witted and quick-limbed lad. The mortar
itself was made from locally-fired quicklime from limelnsg along
the coast, combined with fine sand and water. Inegdnnes, Jean-
Luc had made several visits to a working lime kiln. kile was
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loaded with chalk quarried nearby, and heated to the high
temperatures required using coal imported from Newcast#hibyto
Seahouses, which was the closest deepwater seaport.

The mortar also used to hold in place a latticework afught
iron bars that were, Jean-Luc had been told, intendeeiriforce the
masonry arches once completed. The stout ironworkgstbat the
centre of the bridge. Although he had no way of being,stiere
appeared to be no corresponding reinforcement in the p#ré of
the construction.

The approach to bridge construction on the island side was
perhaps less laborious than the approach on the maintand,
probably rather more time-consuming. Jean-Luc could observe
the work from a distance but, on the Lyndesfarne sidstrange
floating platform had been created which seemed to naneever
the scaffolding supporting the cut blocks from above. ®omethe
flying platform picked up the vast cut stone pieces as #pgd by an
invisible giant hand. The stone block, now impossglpported in
mid-air, was moved very slowly - usually, just pushed bydhaover
the partially completed masonry.

The precise positioning of each block took hours, asetred to
hang in the air just above its final position. Mornteas spread over
the area where the stone was to be laid then, aftemtic series of
gestures by the individual Jean-Luc had heard called thaéeMas
Builder, it was finally lowered into place. Over a periof a day or
so, as the mortar dried (or perhaps this was just aideince), the
stonework gradually came alive with a strange kind of .light
Somehow, inside the stonework, there were numerousg®ran
sparkles which, when observed directly, would appear staiip but
when glimpsed from the corner of the eye would appearroedand
shimmer as if in constant movement.

All of the building work appeared to Jean-Luc to be causanges
disruption to the commercial traffic still carried bgais across the
straits to the island. There was a degree of corfigttveen the
builders and the carters, and the ferrymen who oper&edrmall
fleet, often breaking out into shouts and abuse, and ¢basmnal
scuffle as the different priorities of the various growmnerated
frictions or antagonised differences of opinion or backgd.

For much of the time during daylight hours, travellers and
Messengers were boarding at the piers, close to the sagpothe
minor arches now under construction. However, theeeewew
goods being transferred, just a few heavy man-packs; st swaply
not possible for animals or vehicles to cross at ddlan-Luc realised
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that there must be some expectation of a considenatiease in
traffic between island and mainland. Otherwise, heechuke could
not imagine what the justification could be for the erggeand effort
of the construction of the bridge.
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Chapter Seven

Bret, Kevin and Tanji emerged from the front doorshef grand
Champagne house to find their chauffeur waiting for themheir
driver rushed to open the passenger doors to usher thela the
highly-polished Mercedes.

“Back to the airport?” Kevin enquired laconically aseyth
clambered back into the car.

“Well, no,” Bret replied, slightly apologetically, “Therare still a
few lines of enquiry | want to follow up while we arethe area, and
I've already booked a place for us to stay tonight.”

Kevin was not quite sure what to anticipate of the accoahatimn
but the first sight of the hotel would definitely hasgceeded any
expectations he had set. After a drive of no more tearminutes,
the big Mercedes drew up at traffic lights alongside a bighcoed
wall capped with red clay tiles.

As the lights changed, the car turned sharply and swuaggh a
pair of high wrought iron gates that stood open and alongevwhy
that lead to a well-maintained old building that must hbgen an
extremely Grand Chateau in years past. The house anddydad
clearly been in place for several hundred years.cdtiwed to Kevin
that this was exactly the kind of institution — welladdished and
centuries old — in which Bret and almost everyone elsehdd
encountered from the Other World felt most comfortable.

The car swept up a wide straight driveway edged by cayefull
manicured lawns and exquisitely pruned shrubbery, and putiedin
turning circle in front of an extravagantly formed fotneatrance.
Even before they had managed to get out of the vekimteeone in a
uniform had rushed out and opened the doors of the Mercebis, w
a second flunky efficiently whisked away their bagsrfrthe boot.

Bret emerged from the car and looked around, suddenly looking
both relaxed and urbane — very much the image that Kevin
remembered, and quite a contrast to the over-excitéd bt was
exhibiting not half an hour before. He strolled into tlgio the front
door and into the lobby, followed by Kevin and Tanji in aestat
some confusion. The entrance hall itself was equippid the
obligatory polished stone floor, tinkling fountain and famarble
columns that Kevin thought precisely matched the neighbodrho
ambience.
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After a very few moments of obsequious attention a th
registration desk, Kevin and Tanji were ushered to a rajhend
suite on the second floor, all three windows of whiebrtooked the
entrance and driveway. As they approached their roores Weved
at them casually before he was directed along a diffex@ridor and
out of sight.

“See you for dinner,” Bret called, “Downstairs, eightlock.
Don't be late.”

Kevin and Tanji spent a few moments exploring the roonas —
full examination would take rather longer — when theas & discreet
tap on the door. Kevin opened it to admit yet another unifdrme
bellman with their luggage. He deposited the bags on #rd st
provided for this purpose, briefly explained the facilitiéshe@ room
in immaculate English and then departed silently withgayin was
pleased to note, any obvious attempt to solicit a tip.

Kevin was feeling slightly dishevelled after his unexpeécaad
hurried departure that morning. He came to the conclusminitth
would be best to take a shower and said so to Tanji, iiSéeemed,
had rather more definite ideas on the subject and gadgtpushed
him into the shower cubical, which was more than big enough fo
two — which was just was well since she followed him in
immediately.

They soaped each others bodies, Kevin enjoying the yielding
softness of her breasts under his hands. They ma&eafterwards,
facing the mirror, still dripping water, with her gloriouseasts
resting on a towel over the washbasin, and her tefleself panting
and moaning and grinning back at him.

Afterwards, they collapsed on the bed, still damp. Kevintmus
have fallen deeply asleep almost immediately afterwakiis awoke
in the luxurious embrace of the soft mattress and envejolmen
sheets. As he stirred, he became conscious of the sotitits bath
running and Tanji humming contentedly. Rising to his elbowes, h
could see Tanji wandering around the suite without a stitth
clothing. Through the window, he could see the reddeningosuml
the sky.

“Hi, sleepy-head,” she called grinning cheekily.

He was about to reply in kind when the ringing phone mauwhe hi
jump. It was Bret, reminding him to dress for dinner.

At the appointed time — a good deal later than he would adbyrm
have taken his evening meal at home — Kevin stood at thedeuite
holding it open for Tanji. They were so engrossed ikilgpat each
other that he nearly bumped into Bret who was passeigdbor.
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“That was well-timed,” Kevin said as they made theirywa
downstairs to the dining room.

“Just luck,” Bret replied modestly.

The three were greeted by an immaculately turnedhbaitre
d’Hotel at the entrance. By unspoken agreement, they declheed t
opportunity to take araperitif in the bar beforehand, to Kevin's
relief, he was already beginning to feel quite hungry sinderely
hoped that food would soon be forthcoming. TWaitre d’Hotel
immediately ushered them through to the main restaurahgaided
them to their table.

The table itself was circular and set with four plae@th crisply-
starched napkins and a white linen tablecloth. It waa sttte away
from the others, in a corner of the high-ceilinged rdinfoom, and
partially screened by a large parlour palm and a folding rdigier.
A pair of slightly obsequious waiters assisted thenh wlite chairs
and napkins, and then presented leather-bound menus JatlriaH.

Following the conventions of grand French restaurants, nKevi
found himself holding a menu which included the prices whaagji,
who was sitting right next to him and being obviously a wom
received a menu without costs. Ever curious, Kevin peaked/ays
across the table at Bret’'s menu, which was — as he hmipated —
also the version which included the prices. He was @iiydtighly
amused — after all, Bret was biologically a woman asbapeshifter,
although today wearing the male appearance he usuallyeadbgte
in this world.

The menu itself was impenetrable as far as Kevin wasetoed,
set in a tiny crabbed typeface, and riddled with comprlekarchaic
French. Feeling confused and slightly foolish, Kevin leaver to
Taniji.

“Can you understand any of this?” he asked under his breath.

Tanji shook her head.

“Some of the words,” she replied, “But not enough to ted
what anything will actually taste like.”

“Shall | just order for us all?” Bret interjected, evity having
noticed the discomfort of his dinner companions.

Kevin nodded gratefully, both he and Tanji immediately iolps
their menus in some relief. He sat back to enjoydkgeerience,
looking around the room at the other diners. Most eftdibles were
already occupied by guests dressed up in their finest aigiag
served what seemed like a never-ending series of dastggiby an
army of waiters.
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In Kevin’s admittedly very limited experience, restausaof this
class seemed to employ at least three grades of waiify those
who brought the food, those who cleared away the ustesand
those engaged entirely in a supervisory role. The lasgagy, it
seemed to him, only engaged with the diners to take theroand to
enquire if everything was satisfactory — the latter it while the
diners themselves had their mouths filled with food.

A member of the most senior grade of waiters approached th
table. Unhesitatingly, Bret addressed him in apparentignfl
French, ordering — as far as Kevin could tell — itemsftbe menu
for them all. The waiter nodded approval ingratiatinghile
scribbling furiously in his notebook, then scurried off radgtan air
of extreme unctuousness.

Bret must have ordered wine and sparking water for thésal
well, as bottles were opened and glasses were filiga polished
efficiency by a separate squadron of staff. Given wheeg were
and what they had been doing, Kevin was mildly curious Bnat
had not ordered champagne. However, he did not feebbahle to
contemplate such questions right at this moment. tdenly
realised that he was ravenously hungry — although natluably
convinced that he could eat enough to justify the — notdeulinous
cost of the meal.

In less than three minutes, a procession of lower-aaiers
returned with the first of what would become a seemingyer-
ending stream of tiny but extremely flavoursome dishd&evin
tucked into theamusant bouchéhat had just been placed in front of
him with gusto, eager to appreciate the kind of food thah ean
enthusiastic and moderately talented amateur cook likedti could
not possibly attempt.

Kevin, who was dressed in his usual clothes — black jeana and
dark blue sweater - felt distinctly underdressed for thieosndings.
The feeling worried him for quite some minutes, until heised that
it did not seem to be bothering either Bret or Tafljie waiting staff
was not paying the slightest attention either. Fmdle came to the
conclusion that, as long as one did not smell too mualpset the
other diners, then anyone willing to pay the no doubt etarbi
prices demanded here would be welcomed effusively.

He turned to Bret after the first couple of courses haehbe
presented and consumed, another question already formeatigoits
his lips.

“Why are we here,” he asked, adding, “Impressive though this
place is?”
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Bret smiled at Kevin's perspicacity.

“We are to meet someone,” he replied, indicating thptg place
setting opposite, “Someone who is an old friend of myhdos.”

Bret was referring to the Ferryman, the leader odaet faction
in the interlocking governance that surrounded the crgpds#tween
the worlds. The Ferryman was the final arbiter ofitrand justice in
disputes over control and propriety, and appeared to lezeditary
post, being handed down from father to son, and indeed mimther
daughter, over the millennia.

“Someone you knows about your, err, country?” Kevin agked
hushed voice, leaning forward across the table and tryingebkistd
be discreet.

“That’s right,” Bret replied, a tight smile crossing ffese.

Just then, a well-dressed man approached, escorted byeranoth
one of the more senior grade of waiting staff. A talin in late
middle years, Kevin considered, now slightly running to fatt a&n
exceptionally flamboyant appearance. He wore a ligy Gnen suit
with a tie and shirt in a contrast of pale colours thavin felt he
could never have worked if he had donned the apparel himself.

He had a mane of grey hair covering his collar and earsalpar
hiding his oversized facial features, including a partitylar
protuberant nose. All in all, a distinctly Gallic appeare, Kevin
thought wryly, surprised only at the absence of a stromgisg
cigarette to complete the stereotypical facade.

Bret introduced the new arrival as Jean-Marc and beckbmed
to the vacant place at their table.

“Bonsoir, bonsoir” the newcomer boomed, reaching over the
table elegantly to shake everyone’s hand in turn — even’'san;
Kevin noted that he made no move to embrace them orteveiss
Tanji's hand, which did not quite fit the characteristlos had
imagined from the man’s typecast appearance.

Kevin was the last to be introduced, and made some idicatigt
polite reply in English. The grey-haired man looked glyaat him
and said something to Bret in the language of Lyndesfarne.

“What did he say?” Kevin hissed to Taniji.

“He asked what you were doing here,” she responded quietly,
speaking almost directly into his ear, “He’s just realighat you're
not from my World.”

Bret answered the Frenchman in English, sounding faintly
irritated.
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“Kevin is helping me with my enquiries, as is Tanji," leplred,
adding with noticeable emphasis, din here in an official capacity,
you know.”

Jean-Marc deflated, looking slightly less pompous thaorbef

“Kevin is the designer of the New Bridge,” Bret continued
patiently.

“Ah, yes,” the Frenchman said, suddenly smiling, “I have cheér
you.”

He spoke in good educated English, with only the slightestoti
a French accent. Kevin nodded self-deprecatingly in respons

“And you may have heard that both Kevin and Tanji,” Bret
indicated both of them with a wave of his hand, “Haedpéd us
before with various enquiries?”

The Frenchman nodded slowly, now apparently reminded of thei
modest reputation.

“And so,” Bret concluded, “I have asked my friends to sissie
once again in my present enquiries, which have led up tk gpea
you.”

“Well, yes, OK,” Jean-Marc stuttered, waving in the gahe
direction of Kevin and Tanji, “But perhaps | should starttéling
them some of the background.”
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Chapter Eight

Just at that moment, one of the waiters appeared vatuple of
fresh glasses, deftly poured both bottled water and regl famJean-
Marc, topped up everyone else’s glass, and then retreatsiertly
and as efficiently as he had appeared. The Frenchmast sywehis
wine glass and held it up in a toast, then sipped, lookedvpdns a
moment and then nodded appreciatively. He returned the tglake
linen tablecloth and leaned forward over the tableh vait slightly
conspiratorial air.

“I am a member of one of -” the Frenchman pausedHought,
then said something quietly to Bret in the Lyndesfaanguiage.

“The Old Families,” Tanji interjected before Bret cdbuipeak,
“That would be the conventional translation.”

“Indeed, The Old Families,” Jean-Marc nodded agreeably, “S
my family has been associated with the Other World rfmany
generations and my forebears have lived both in tea around the,
ah, crossing at Lyndesfarne, as well as in this’area.

Jean-Marc looked sideways at Bret.

“Where, once upon a time, there was another crossBrg{’ said
in measured tones, “Whose entrance was hidden in thenztgne
cellars.”

“Indeed, just so,” the Frenchman said, looking reassursl,is’
the responsibility of the Old Families, | keep a clese to the local
gossip, and a watch for strangers and unexplained goingsven,
though the old crossing has been closed for centuries.”

Kevin suspected wryly that Jean-Luc rather enjoyed xhase to
spend much of his time sitting in café-bars in sunnyntsguares and
chatting idly with a wide circle of acquaintances. @a tther hand,
it probably allowed him to hobnob with policeman andgtar alike
without fear of raising suspicion as to his true motives

“This task is one | have undertaken with great stoicam
commitment for decades,” the Frenchman went on, sognuiore
pompous again, “Now, there are many caves in the chalhis
region. It is said that, even thousands of years agumpl@evould
mine the chalk for building materials, forming vast cahicaves
whose only entrance from ground level was a smalularchole in
the very top.”
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“We were in one of those caves only this afternb&ryvin said,
as Tanji and Bret nodded in agreement, “It was very isgire.”

“Indeed, quite so,” Jean-Marc said, looking slightly deflate

“We took the easy way in,” Kevin added, “down the stairs

“Ah, yes. It wasn't always that easy,” Jean-Mamntmued,
“Many years ago, a new cavern, one apparently unknovag w
discovered by a local farmer, a grower of the grapdsatfgaused to
make the wines of the region. This farmer was a youngwenhad
just taken over a vineyard from his father. The eng&aicthe
cavern was hidden in a building at the corner of one videyalittle
outhouse that had been disused for many years.”

Jean-Marc paused to take a sip of his wine, then spoke again.

“The older man had, as is the nature of these thingshewen as
active in recent years than before, and might e&silye abandoned
the distant hut to time and decay. The son, explorisg new
domain, was more diligent than the father, and diseuvesn
apparently bottomless hole in the floor.”

“The manner of its discovery was very dramatic, | havesay.
The hole had been boarded over and it was only found wieen t
young man, a stoutly-built youth, had stepped heavilyhenfioor,
only to find that the old and rotten timbers had crumbledeuris
feet. It was only his quick wits and powerful arms viahsaved him.
He was able to grab the doorframe just as the floor gaye and
pull himself to safety.”

“I heard of this strange happening through my contacts, and me
with the young farmer immediately, in the bar wherewas regaling
his friends with his lucky escape over a bottle of evin After
interviewing the shaken farmer, | at once volunteereexpore the
mysterious opening in the company of two others, all of usgbei
experienced cave explorers.”

Kevin, or perhaps Tanji, must have registered an expressgion
disbelief on their faces.

“I was more svelte in those days,” Jean-Marc saidiljpuf

In fact, Kevin was impressed. In a moment of madnassa
student many years before, he had been encouraged taonj@in
caving expedition. He had been persuaded by an acquaintnce,
drinking buddy, who was a keen member of the spelunking gatiet
the University. Kevin could clearly remember absgiliinto a
darkened hole in the ground — or, more precisely, beingrémve
under the control of a more experienced caver, the dsslgmmehow
being made more alarming by being fitfully illuminated bgad-
mounted lanterns. He had found himself terrified by sbase of
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being out of control, suspended over a dark drop, and swaveuld
never do this again.

Jean-Marc was clearly made of sterner stuff, Kevimdearned.

“Our brave trio,” the Frenchman said, “equipped with theyver
best pot-holing equipment money could buy, set out thng mext
morning to the little hut at the bottom of the vineyardabseiled
down thirty metres or more to the floor, followed monselater by
one of my companions. The third remained on the surfacase of
need.”

Jean-Marc smiled broadly at the memories.

“The first time in an unexplored cave is always a ice@lgnoment
and this one was no exception. There was no sound,vaottbe
dripping of water, other than the movement of ropes amdown
breathing. There could have been anything down there, ongahi
all.”

“Of course we were equipped with powerful electric tesch
which we shone about us, the light glistening on the wtiitlk
walls, and showed us the confines of the cavern. Matlyest caves
are joined up to conventional wine cellars these daysdn-Marc
said, nodding to Kevin, “But as we looked around, it seersdtithe
cavern had lain untouched for centuries, ever since thguasrying
workers left. There was no indication of any tunnedslileg off, and
the walls formed a perfect cone above us, with no sigrany
collapse, and with just a dim light showing from theyveentre
where our ropes still hung.”

“The floor was dry, but stepped and irregular in placemesof
which still showed the marks of the tools used to caeitbcks, with
a pile of rubble directly under the entrance in thef raoove. It
looked as if all kinds of rubbish had fallen into the cawver the
centuries, but the debris was by now just dirt arountieaop broken
stones.”

Kevin was listening carefully, as he had learned to do when
someone from the Other World - or at least assatwaith it - told a
tale. There seemed to be a tradition of using the ivadit spoken
story for both information and entertainment, oftethatsame time.

“We carefully explored the edges of the cave,” JeaneMa
continued, “Where the stonecutters from ancient tihaes last been
working. Perhaps we were hoping to find some valuabl@aem a
roman coin or lost treasure. What we actually found avaurprise: a
couple of buttons of an old-fashioned design, still wittewa rotten
threads attached. They looked like they had been fbsomeone’s
clothing while climbing in the cave itself. At first vieought even
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the buttons might fetch a small price, but later weilaiscover that
they were made from Bakelite, and actually could notehbgen
more than twenty years old. Elsewhere in the caverfownd a few
paper pages torn from a note book, all blank, nothing wrdtethem
that we could make out. In any case, the paper crumblddstoas
soon as we touched it.”

Jean-Marc paused, no doubt for dramatic effect.

“And then there was one other thing, a curious itenewtllery,
crude and heavily-made in form, although there was aicartdve
and rustic charm about it.”

Kevin leaned forward, suddenly suspecting the true naturesof th
item Jean-Marc was describing.

“My companion did not recognise the device, not being from o
of the Old Families, but to me it gave the appearafi@n amulet of
power from the Other World, although it was now of ceurs
completely inert.”

Jean-Luc sat back with the air of someone successfully
completing a difficult task.

“Obviously, all this is suggestive that someone from yoarlat
- he nodded politely in Bret’s direction - “had been exiplg these
very caverns, in the company of someone from this sidéhe
crossing.”

Kevin was fascinated by this story, as was Tanji, and iheirest
must have shown on their faces. Jean-Marc beamedheat
approbation.

“But who was it that had explored this cavern before@hjr
asked, the curiosity burning in her eyes.

“We don't know,” Bret interjected darkly, “But | persolahave
my suspicions.”

Bret had clearly heard the Frenchman'’s tale before arldamed
forward to prompt Jean-Marc towards a different topic.

“But there has been a more recent incident, has tizaf8

Jean-Marc nodded, then picked up his wineglass and once again
sampled the very fine red wine in an unhurried fashion.

“Following the traditions of my family,” he resumed,tuming
the glass to the table, “I maintain a complex netwdylsloall we say,
friends and neighbours who | can trust to tell me adlualstrangers,
especially since | will frequently provide a modest rewtardnyone
who does report something | can use.”

Kevin could imagine how this could work. An affable make |
Jean-Marc, would have many acquaintances and contactsamden
no doubt women too who would be only too happy to pass on any

48 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009



tittle-tattle they heard, as a personal favour to hidnd if there
happened to be a favour in return, or perhaps a little mresebottle
of brandy or a small sum in cash - well, that wiasahe good.

“It was just five or six months ago that | receivedravérom the
Board of Control, and separately from your Mother” - rwded
once again to Bret - “About some unexplained activity.was all
very vague and uncertain, but somehow implying that ther® a
plot to attempt to re-open the old crossing. | redoubledefforts
and | started getting reports of some newcomers, d sinaber of
individuals delving into forgotten corners of the landscapel
making tentative enquiries about the purchase of land.”

“These strangers hung around for only a few days. My
informants said that they claimed to be working forTi&v/” - Jean-
Marc pronounced the letters in the French fashionsrieéeto the
firm than ran the country’s high-speed rail networkout*a trusted
contact of mine in the company denied that anyone wagimmgrout
surveying work in this area.”

Jean-Marc looking frustrated, unusually vexed.

“I myself was never able to catch up with these mysterio
strangers,” Jean-Marc resumed, “Despite the mostnisires
enquiries, | never discovered where they were staymgjitzey never
appeared in the same place twice. | never even giot affea hame,
and descriptions of their appearance - and even theiregengere
worryingly inconsistent.”

“Using my contacts in the TGV, and in other organisatioase
locally, 1 did my utmost to find out everything | could about
excavations and public building works in this area. tare was
nothing, no building activities of any kind officially rstered or
otherwise known to be underway, anywhere close to theos$ithe
old crossing.”

The Frenchman paused for a moment, apparently deep in thought
as if confirming that he had not omitted anything from haat.

‘I have of course reported this through the usual charireds,
concluded.

“Indeed,” Bret agreed, “But | thought it was worthwhile fory
companions to hear your report first-hand. Thank you dor yime
this evening.”

“The pleasure is all mine,” the Frenchman said, agaeeping
up his wineglass and draining the last few drops, “It is fonene to
be on my way. | have a few more calls to make themg. So, let
me wish a good night to you all.”
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Jean-Marc stood, reached over the table to shake hdmdsrad,
then swept grandly out of the dining room.
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Chapter Nine

After the Frenchman had left, Bret sat back in heg sath an air
of frustration admixed with several degrees of relidé looked from
Kevin to Tanji and back again.

“So,” he began, “It's more-or-less as | had understoddere’ve
been numerous attempts to build tunnels in this areaetiecto
provide a private route. It's not unusual; the Guardiane leeen
unearthing tunnels in the vicinity of other crossings €enturies.
But there’s no new evidence here or, rather, no epe&@f new
excavations that we've been able to dig up.”

Kevin winced at the series of puns, but the other nre@med to
be unaware of the double meanings. Bret shook his hehgieked
up his wineglass.

“As | was saying earlier,” he continued, “I don't thittkere’s any
more investigations we can carry out here, and Jean®la
information, while fascinating in itself, doesn’'t lgatake us any
further right now.”

Bret swirled the wine around in the bottom of his glass

“So, we’'ll return to England tomorrow. In the meamjntet’s
enjoy the last of our wine, or perhaps a little poh¢’ concluded,
glancing over Tanji's shoulder, “I can see that theeshketrolley is
approaching.”

In fact, there were three trolleys, each supporting aatful
arrangement of French cheeses, most of which Kexihriever even
heard of before, let alone tasted. Each trolley wasined by a
separate waiter, and a more senior member of théengvataff was
on hand to guide them through the intricacies of choadegse to
suit their palate.

Following Bret's, and the sommelier's advice, Kevilowakd
himself a glass of an aged port. This was not songethimch he
had sampled before, but he found - to his surprise and delight it
really did complement the veined and pungent cheeses he had
permitted himself to be recommended.

The rest of the evening dissolved in a pleasant blur of
conversation and cognac, and even Bret's evident ftisstraeemed
to dissipate. Tanji giggled at his witty remarks and Bretern
countenance was softened by laughter and his own ootiecf
amusing anecdotes over the cheese plates and later@rahgery.
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The next morning, Kevin awoke feeling refreshed and,ateuch
to his surprise, despite the generous nature of the dstenight.
He did not have the slightest hint of a hangover, ndridi feel
particularly heavy or bloated. After a few momentBection, he
imagined that this was the effect of a meal thaethsteveral hours,
and where the courses, although numerous, were indivichadligr
tiny.

Tanji was still deeply asleep at his side when thers avdight,
even diffident, tap on the door. Belatedly rememberinad he had
ordered room service breakfast late the previous nightjinkswung
himself out of bed and slipped into the luxurious fluffy hit
dressing gown provided by the hotel. He tiptoed acrosddbp-pile
carpet in his bare feet and opened the door.

Outside the door stood a uniformed waiter who nodded politely
then wheeled in a trolley covered with a starched evtablecloth.
The flunky reached under the cloth and, with a flouriledl up two
flaps to convert the trolley into a circular tablee then adjusted the
items on the table, augmenting them with fruit and braadl juice
and milk and, Kevin was reassured to see, a large patfielec all
drawn from compartments - one hot, one cold - set tintoends of
the trolley. The waiter drew up two chairs which haérbstanding
against the bedroom walls, then added the final toudasfully
adjusting the single flower in its miniature glass vase ldowing his
head before departing swiftly and silently.

Kevin, who had been watching the immensely polished
performance with as much awe as he could summon atirtf@sof
the morning, was distracted by Tanji just as the damsecl. She has
apparently wakened while breakfast was being so deftyedeand
had probably been peeking out from under the bedclothes.

“So,” she purred, “Do you need to work up an appetite?”

Kevin grinned, needing no further encouragement. The two
lovers spent the next fifteen minutes energeticallerégining each
other in the already dishevelled bed in which they Ipadtsthe night.

The coffee and croissants were still tolerably wdoynthe time
they emerged from under the bedcovers. They enjoyeldx@edeand
leisurely breakfast, chatting and giggling their way throplgttes of
prepared fruit and bowls of cereal, culminating in Tanglaléeng the
hot chocolate “not bad” - high praise indeed from aveatf the
Other World, a world where drinking chocolate was widsywed at
any time of the day.

Their breakfast was interrupted by a call on the housaeh It
was Bret, reminding them that they were to be catkdn thirty
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minutes time. Kevin swallowed the last of his - lmywn noticeably
cool - coffee and dived into the bathroom for a shoveaving Tanji

still sitting in her dressing gown finishing the lasthef hot chocolate
and nibbling on a bread roll spread with a soft blue sfheand

drenched with honey.

A few minutes later, Kevin emerged dripping and towellinfy of
vigorously. He dropped his towel uncharacteristically digtiand
started to get dressed quickly while Tanji, evidently detexdnto
take things at a more leisurely pace, wandered into dtlerdom
humming happily to herself. While Tanji was showerik@vin
packed up his bag, which did not take very long at all decéad
brought very little with him, and then attempted to readéfrench
newspaper with little success. Shortly afterwards,ji Temerged
from the shower, slipped into her clothes and packed &m d&ss
time than Kevin.

The two of them arrived in the hotel foyer to findeBrabsent,
although he materialised on the stairs no more thaty tteconds
afterwards. Bret handled the checkout, using some dark+ealo
credit card with heavily-understated branding that Kevidh dot
recognise. Immediately afterwards, they were coliedtem the
hotel entrance by the same car and driver that hadpoated them
from the airport the previous day.

Bret had returned to his persistent withdrawn mood ogitnit
seemed, and sat in the front seat immersed in histloawghts for the
entire journey. He stirred only when they arrivedtts concrete
maze that was Charles de Gaulle airport, through winelp tvere
deftly navigated by their driver, finally depositing theat the
departure area. They moved swiftly though the VIP chedounter
- a process so smooth and efficient that Kevin waslpaware of
the transfer. Very shortly afterwards, the threavellers were
ensconced in a private section of the departure lounge the
morning’s second cup of coffee in their hands.

“'ve been pondering what to do next,” Bret began, “I'm
convinced that there’s something going on. Yes, | admaite not
found any kind of evidence - recent evidence, at |eBat.| still have
this uneasy feeling that there’s more to this thaatethe eye.”

Bret had clearly been fretting over this for much loé¢ tight,
Kevin imagined, and the man looked tired and drawn. Bpged
his coffee and continued.

“So, | want to investigate some more, and I'd like yaihbto
help. It’ll mean another trip, this time in the Oth&orld.”
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Kevin glanced at Tanji, who nodded vigorously and
unhesitatingly in response.

“Of course,” he replied earnestly, “So where will weedning?”

Bret's reply was drowned out by the announcement off flggt
over the tannoy, although Tanji nodded in apparent undeistan
The next few minutes dissolved in a flurry of locatihgit bags and
finishing their drinks.

The flight back from Paris to Manchester was uneventftiie
best thing, in Kevin's view, which could be said aboutight. The
there was the usual hanging around for disembarking and piasspor
control, followed by a short taxi ride to Kevin's Mamester flat,
ostensibly to collect his car. In fact, both hel aranji took the
opportunity to refresh the contents of their travegsha Kevin
grabbed a few clean shirts and underwear from the drawtre
bedroom while Tanji, who often stayed over, also foteplacement
garments in a different drawer.

Soon, Kevin was driving them along the familiar routethe
island of Lyndesfarne with Tanji at his side. Shettgdthaway gaily,
trying to tempt him with suggestions for their next teutrip. Her
choice of destination apparently decided, she then dozedhéo
remainder of the trip. Bret sat in the back seatonFwhat Kevin
could glimpse in the rear-view mirror, the other mams@®me of
the time talking quietly on his mobile phone and makingsian an
old-fashioned leather-bound notebook, and the remaindengstout
of the window looking pensive and withdrawn.

Finally, they arrived at the Lyndesfarne causeway. virKe
dumped the Volvo in the usual nearly empty and windsweppanr.
He and Tanji wrapped themselves in Lyndesfarne-stylakslo
Having experienced the variable and often inclementthveean the
vicinity of the crossing, Kevin kept a couple of thesergats in the
boot of the car for himself and Tanji. Bret producesinailar item
from his own pack and hefted it across his shoulders.

Today, the weather was reasonably bright, althougtif disteze
across the causeway whipped Bret’'s and Tanji's ponysadsind
their faces and made them all glad of the warm clothifige three of
them strode briskly across the mile or so of the caageless busy
now that the New Bridge was carrying the bulk of the mencial
traffic.

They stopped for a few moments close to the apex ofOibde
Bridge, at the centre of the causeway and in the examttwhere the
Two Worlds met. Both Bret and Kevin admired the asytrioa but
impressive shape of the New Bridge with a degree of padeefitted
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its principal designers. The two tall towers caught @asional glint
of sunlight from between the clouds, casting into shalipfrthe web
of steel cables which supported the roadbed on one sidethe
triangular magical support sails which performed a sinfillaction
on the other. Even here, Bret was silent, withdraand Kevin did
not wish to interrupt the other man’'s musings with whatuld
probably be regarded as naive or irritating or unans\ieegaiestions.

After a minute or two they resumed their walk, reachimg end
of the causeway without further delay, nodded to the Guedia
deployed inconspicuously but efficiently around the crossihgn
entered the low stone-built building that nestled in shad-dunes
and sea-grass only a few tens of yards from the etiteafauseway.

Bret studied the signboard and then took advice in a loeevo
from Tanji, whose knowledge of the operation of the gdametwork
seemed to be greater even than his own - no doubt ¢ Guild
of Directions training, Kevin considered. The twotbém rapidly
decided on a route and Kevin was guided to the stone aath th
dominated the far end of the brightly-lit interior. dgether, they
approached the smooth grey surface which filled the ambarently
solid and unyielding. They stepped though, Kevin failinguppsess
a blink, and emerged immediately into a large airy spiled fvith
bustling people and their luggage traversing to and fro betwees
of identical stone archways.

In the few years since he had first been introduced to
Lyndesfarne, Kevin had taken an understandably keen shtier¢he
operation of the portal network, as a system. This wartially
because he discovered he could comprehend more of theezompl
schedules and timetables which were used, as opposed nagjieal
point-to-point transport itself, whose functioning heurfd utterly
opaque.

The portals themselves seamlessly linked two distarteplan
this world - the smaller version of the vast conioecbetween the
Two Worlds known as crossings. But the portals did mdt two
placesall the time This, Kevin now realised, would have been
hopelessly cumbersome and inefficient. Rather, eactalpwas
connected five, six or more different remote placks, dconnections
changing according to a regular schedule every ten minutes®.o
This meant that, to travel between two arbitraryceda it was
necessary to take a series of portal transits, petfapsg to wait as
much as an hour before the portal was finally conketiethe next
point on your itinerary.

© Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009 55



The transits between portals were undertaken withiminer
which housed many portals within the same building ant Kleain
always found strikingly analogous to a Swiss railwayictatexcept
that the informational signs and the occasional pubiicouncement
were even more unintelligible. A considerable degreeskdf was
required to select the most efficient route for a paldicjourney, one
which minimised the time spent hanging around, and whiohldv
depend both on the destination one desired as well asntbeat
which one set off.

The party emerged from the final portal after an undvkeand
unrushed thirty-minute transit. Kevin was feeling, asdften did,
slightly disoriented, more from the effects of a suddeiva rather
than anything to do with the transit itself which was remarkably
unremarkable as anything operated by magic could be. Tanij
stretched up and kissed him on the cheek, then took his arm
companionably and guided him gently towards the open doooivay
the portal building.

All portals, even those “Level Five” devices at thdge of the
intricately-connected network, were enclosed in somed kof
structure. Most were in nearly identical building stowihnstructed
of either carefully-jointed masonry - for the olderfieds - or the
magical building material Kevin knew as *“construction nsto
Apparently, this was nothing to do with the operatiorthe portal
itself, but more as a convenience to travellers wight have just
arrived from a very different climate or season aretdfore needed
time to adjust their clothing and/or attitude. Privatehe also
suspected there was another reason, since these buildiegs
always very strongly constructed, but he was unsure whétis was
to do with the need for military defence or as protectgainst the
depredations of the larger species of dragons.

Kevin stepped past the solid timbers of the portal buildogrs -
noticing the faint orange sparkle within the wood tmalicated the
presence of magical reinforcements - and walked blinkig ihe
sunshine outside. Then the realisation struck him: de®gnised
exactly where they were.
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Chapter Ten

Kevin had once again allowed himself to indulge in a strgort
both recommended and guided by Tanji. He thoroughly enjoyed
these explorations of the Other World, appreciatingntag she was
perfectly content to organise everything down to the smalletstil,
so that all he to do was tag along and be amused. Teecbsf any
kind of pressure meant that he was able to relax anddagtnt with
life in general and Tanji's very personal attentionpanticular.

As on many previous trips, Kevin found himself completely
unable to interpret the signboards that marked out the next
destinations for each of the portals and so felt rdtbgrless as Tanji
worked out a suitable route. Apparently making her mindsbp,
took his hand to walk quickly from the portal through whicéythad
just arrived to another one fifty yards or so down taaninus
corridor.

There was also a surprisingly lengthy and faintly tedioat fer
around twenty minutes in one of the terminals: not becatisay
technical failure, Tanji assured him, but just one of thuesmuliarities
of portal travel is that even the most efficientteowould sometimes
encompass an irritating delay. Even so, the entirehaip taken
rather less than two hours. This was pretty impresstevin
acknowledged, especially since Tanji assured him that theg wer
literally on the other side of the world, in the s@uthhemisphere at
a latitude rather closer to the equator than the oey iad left in
Northern England.

Kevin was struck by the change in weather as they stepped
through the portal building exit; having left from Lyndesfammehe
damp chill of early spring, they had arrived in the sultrymth and
bright sunshine of autumn.

“Do you speak the language here?” Kevin asked, suddenly
worried that she would be out of her depth.

She laughed lightly, squeezing his hand.

“Well, yes, of course,” she replied reassuringly, “Bugyt have a
different accent, so it is sometime a little difficto understand.”

Kevin was later to learn that there were relatively fdifferent
languages in the world of Lyndesfarne, one of the effelts
imagined, of instantaneous transport being available &rybudy
over thousands of years. In general, practically daxty spoke the
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common tongue - the language Tanji habitually used - althehgh
told him that many people spoke another language at h@neold
language, a “kitchen language” mostly kept alive as part of a
domestic tradition.

Kevin came to understand that the role of interpreter iwgalf a
relatively unusual one in Tanji’'s world, although of ca&uran
essential skill for a member of the Guild of Direasoand one who
travelled regularly to the Other World, the strange anekn
dangerous world that he called home.

Their local guide on this trip was a burly looking manarded
and barrel-chested, and with hands like plates of meatpit2 this,
his face was marked by the elfin features that seemedathastic of
people all over the world of Lyndesfarne, features whichne time
Kevin could only have imagined being associated with taif, &nd
willowy individuals. By contrast, their guide was dtgcdark-
haired and ruddy-faced, as if he had spent a great deaief
working in the sun. He did not appear to speak any Englisiv
people in this world did, of course, unless they were somehow
connected with the management and operation of tlesiog

Tanji introduced herself in the conventional way, and prodpte
Kevin to do the same. She turned and faced the beardedwha
was watching her and Kevin with a carefully neutral expoessn
his face, held up her right hand and spoke her name alood. |
response, the other man spoke his name, at least Keuimexds He
was by now familiar with this custom but, even so, lterait catch
the rapid stream of syllables that the guide uttered, disttaas he
was by a desire to echo the formality correctly and siggpnes near
instinctive attempt to shake hands

“What’s his name?” Kevin hissed to Tanji in an embarisse
fashion, bending forward slightly to whisper in her ear.

“Call him Horth”, she answered, pecking him on the chedieeit
for emphasis or perhaps just to cover up their whispering.

Tanji then conducted several rapid-fire exchanges with iHort
which concluded in a grunted expression from the guidekain
took to mean “well, come on then”. Tanji threaded hen #rough
the crook in Kevin's elbow and urged him forward.

The stocky man directed them to a waiting transport, na ki
familiar to Kevin from previous trips. The vehicle reserdut@thing
so much as a pair of overstuffed sofas covered in bo#engeather,
set one behind the other and facing in the same direciibe. seats
were joined by some articulated mechanism, under afltdon, that
Kevin had never quite understood, but which allowed the faoat
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rear seats to twist and turn independently when corneoing
traversing rough ground.

The two travellers clambered aboard, seated themselves
comfortably in the back seats. Their guide stepped heativer’s
seat, then said something Kevin did not understand.

“Two hours,” Tanji translated, using the sing-song intamashe
adopted when she was interpreting the words of othess,atided in
her own voice, “Better make ourselves comfortablej.the

“Is there no closer portal?” Kevin wondered aloud.

“I don't know,” she replied, “Let me ask.”

The answer, it seemed, was no. According to Tanjiisstation
of Horth’s remarks, this area was some kind of a redernveildlife,
although she was unspecific about exactly what kind. Adteleft
series of gestures from Horth, their vehicle moved igphacaway
from the small village which contained the portal biddat a speed
which Kevin judged to be no more than ten or twelve npksshour.
He had already learned that the authorities in thisdvdidcouraged
vehicles which could travel much faster than a horskoadh it was
unclear to Kevin if the reason for this was public satetythe roads
or public control of individual mobility.

Kevin sat back and took in the view. They were progressing
sedately along a dusty road whose surface had the smadthrtish
of almost all roads that he had come across in thiddworhe road
ran across a cultivated plain, a patchwork of well-rgadafarmland
with fields separated by laid and trimmed hedges. It lodiked
there had been no rain for weeks, and the lush greeméesfields
contrasted with the dusty road, and clearly indicatedthsence of
irrigation devices of some sort.

Ahead of them was a range of low hills, their boundargketby
a steep escarpment striding arrow-straight acrossatiiscape and
disappearing into the haze on either side. Over the eofithe next
twenty minutes, the steep incline grew steadily closertaa tilled
fields gave way to patches of woodland. Their way fodldwa zigzag
route up the face of the escarpment, with long stesldpes
punctuated with hairpin bends. The road itself wasspersed with
occasional level spots which, in Kevin’s own world, wooiitte have
been places where the carters would stop to resthbeses and, he
suspected, would at one time have performed the same pugrese h
By contrast, their present vehicle neither slowed mesitated for
either bends or the steep sections, but ploughed amtleslsly at the
same speed as before.
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Very different scenery greeted them once they crebeedge of
the scarp. It was a broad sweep of dusty grasslandnaitfisible
sign of cultivation, and very few trees; the few tivate about looked
stunted and windswept, huddled in the occasional depressidn as
hiding from intruders. The appearance of the countrysideckst
Kevin as a cross between the Derbyshire Dales and tita Sowns.

The open grasslands appeared to be used for grazing - &g, she
Kevin imagined - and were broken by occasional dry-stonis,wa
themselves a grey-brown colour that merged imperceptilbdy thme
rest of the landscape. It would be difficult to remandetected in
this area, he thought, unless you were specifically atiagito do
so. Any feature not a dusty grey-green would stand out lkera
thumb.

In spite of the sunshine and dryness, it felt cool exnwlnd that
blew over the open vehicle, and Kevin was glad of the waraded
cloak he had brought with him. It was a Lyndesfarneedtgl found
himself adopting with increasing regularity; indeed, it wage of
several little things - things he would once have founallfoalien -
which he now enjoyed, even found welcomingly familiar.

After a little questioning, it became clear to Kevintttias was a
preservation, not of something natural - endangered feildli rare
plants - but of an ancient way of life. It was arkog museum,
although a little larger than his normal expectationaomuseum;
more a working farm or series of farms, preserved assome time
in the previous century, or perhaps the one before that.

They headed along the road - now more a track, Kevin thpitght
previously smooth surface now replaced by packed gravel
interspersed with weeds whose principal function appeards tto
prevent the stones from washing away in occasionaltoams. As
they rounded one of the low hills, Horth turned to thand said
something that Kevin did not understand, then pointed alideal.
dusty green pasture was dotted with white spots, clearlyadsiof
some kind, although they did not look like sheep or goatsven
deer, although they seemed to share some of the chaacieof
each.

Horth stopped their vehicle at the closest point on thed,r
allowing the passengers to get a better look. What#eernnimals
were, they looked unusual to Kevin. They had a pair ahdo
mounted close together, sticking straight out fromrtleieheads
rather than being curved back towards their necks likeetbdshe
sheep and goats with which Kevin was reasonably familiEney
had smooth white pelts, and were bigger than Kevin would have
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expected - almost the size of a small pony. Someeo&tiimals had
only one horn, making them look even more strange and, indeed,
strangely familiar to Kevin.

“What are these animals?” he asked Taniji.

“They’re a kind of goat,” she answered immediately.

Kevin looked again.

“They don't look like any kind of goat I've seen before,” he
remarked.

Tanji giggled.

“They are different, aren’t they?” she replied with a laughher
voice, “l thought you’'d be interested.”

Kevin looked cautiously at the dangerous looking horns on the
nearest of the creatures, now alternately croppingltbet grass and
looking around warily for other males to challenge,udthdhey dare
to encroach on his territory.

“So what have they got on their heads?” he asked.

“The males grow those long straight horns every vyear,
challenge other males for the right to impregnateféineales,” she
replied, sounding as if she had just consulted a guidebddiey*
often fight - as you can see, some of them loseodnkeir horns as
the result of losing a challenge.”

Tanji grinned widely again, then added, “You might know them
as Unicorns.”

Kevin laughed. Of course, another mythical, magical béashd
to be a perfectly ordinary animal native to the World yfidesfarne.

“So, do you need to be a virgin to catch a Unicorn, then?”

It was Tanji's turn to laugh aloud.

“They can sometimes be difficult to round up, especiallyhe
mating season, and they always tend to shy away if apmddob
closely. The herding is traditionally done by youngmen, not
necessarily virgins,” she added, grinning cheekily, “That's no
actually an essential part of the specification.”

Kevin and Tanji spent much of the day touring the areatisgot
other groups of the animals, sometimes being guided by thenpat
movement of non-necessarily-virginal women in longtskicloaks
and broad hats to protect them from the elements.

Towards the end of the day, on their way back towardpdhl
building from which they had emerged, their guide took a detur
what was apparently once a lookout beacon, a high paithe edge
of the escarpment they had climbed earlier. Kevin angi Emerged
from the vehicle to have a good look, and to stretcir tgs. On
one side, over the face of the escarpment, theylomled a

© Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009 61



patchwork of fields separated with hedges and the occéswonaen

copse; on the other side, all that was visible wasititiilating dusty
grazing lands. All they could see, standing out againstuiferm

colouration of the upper plain, was the red leather soone similar
material - of another Lyndesfarne world transport asiénding
inside it, a figure who seemed to glow blue in the sunlight.

As the other vehicle drew closer and stopped, Kevin was
astonished to find that he recognised the individual whadstoitin.

It was Tweedledum - proper name, Duncan Tweedy - anatiar
of Kevin’'s own world who had been the lead representativine
firm of contractors employed to build the New Bridgewekdledum
was wearing a Hawaiian shirt in a particularly virulshade of blue,
dotted with the representation of palm trees in a lighbade. The
shirt was set off by long baggy shorts, the officialfamn of the
British Tourist overseas, worn just below the knemcks (black,
inevitably) which would not have looked out of place watlhree-
piece business suit and polished leather shoes, and thak-s
sandals firmly affixed to his feet with a multitude ofagts and
buckles.

Kevin had always found Tweedledum to be a boorish buffoon,
impervious to criticism or even advice, and one who liked
surround himself with hangers-on, bag-carriers and yes-men,
presumably in order to boost his own self-esteem. Degspge
overbearing personal presence, Tweedledum had struck kesvin
particularly ineffective in practice, and had felt tHa¢ New Bridge
was completed nearly on schedule in spite of Tweediéiu
management style, rather than because of it.

The other man had clearly recognised Kevin immediatelgl, an
strode forward with his hand held out while uttering a bogm
greeting. Kevin responded automatically, subjecting himzel&
bone-crushing handshake. It was a gesture which would e
familiar enough in an office building in Manchester, faditich here
seemed curiously foreign, even alien to him here and now.

“Kevin, old boy,” Tweedledum thundered, “What brings yoemov
here?”

“Just being a tourist,” Kevin replied, indicating his cloakl ataff
and rucksack, items which would - he appreciated this ondy lat
made him look much more like a resident of this world.

“Tourist?” the other man interjected, “Looks like you'gene
native to me.”

Kevin let that one slide without comment. Tweedleduamced
over at Tanji, who was conversing in a low voice withrtHon the
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other side of their vehicle. She seemed to Kevin tarimeerrsed in

her own conversation, and not at all deliberately igmpthe other
man. Tweedledum smirked and nodded to Kevin, running a finger
over the side of his nose before glancing again at T&gvin, who

had never before considered there was anything in the least
underhand or furtive about his relationship with Taniji, tddscurely
offended by the other man’s responses.

Fortunately, Kevin did not have to wait long to extrechimself
from this unexpected and unwelcome company. He exchanigau
inconsequential pleasantries, then answered a fairlgtdip@estion
about what work he was currently undertaking. Tweedlesieemed
to relax when it became clear that Kevin’'s current msiénal
commitments had little or nothing to do with the world o
Lyndesfarne, and seemed happy enough to excuse Kevin fadter t
polite minimum of time.

As Kevin set off with Taniji in their own vehicle, he founuinself
wondering about Tweedledum’s presence. He had not redlised
other man was this familiar with this World; it certaintyot
something he had even hinted at during the constructioreadfiéw
Bridge. So what else, Kevin wondered, had been concediel the
bridge was being constructed?
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Chapter Eleven

“We've been here before,” Kevin exclaimed to Tasjippping
dead in his tracks and looking around.

“Of course,” she confirmed gently, taking him by the again,

“l thought you realised that.”

Kevin still struggled with many aspects of the language of
Lyndesfarne, especially when the names of places anplepeere
uttered quickly. He belatedly realised that he recognisech@ame of
this place; it was the area where he and Tanji hacedoall those
months ago. Mentally, he had tagged it Unicorn Fields.

Bret, who had wandered on ahead, suddenly stopped and then
called out and waved to a cloaked figure who stood to dleeasithe
road looking out towards the escarpment. The figure turneld a
approached, pulling the hood of his cloak from his headvinkeuld
see it was Eosin, who he knew to be Bret's husbane.hddl never
seen the two of them together when Bret was adoptsighasculine
appearance. Husband and wife hugged each warmly, then kissed.
Kevin noticed that no-one seemed to be in the letstdmcerned
about two apparent males embracing in this fashion.

Disengaging from their welcome, Eosin and Bret spoke
animatedly for a minute or so, then turned to the stheFanji had
also recognised Bret’'s husband, and held up her hand inngreat
warm smile on her face. Kevin followed suit, smileqgually widely.

Kevin knew that Eosin’s command of English was shaky,
although much better, even now, than his own graspeolatiguage
of Lyndesfarne. He took care to ensure that he spakelyshnd
clearly for the other man’s benefit, even though ade him feel like
the stereotypical arrogant monolingual English touristiroreign
land.

“Hello, Eosin,” he said carefully, “Nice to see you iaga

The man raised his hand in response, then said somethin
idiomatically friendly to Tanji that meant, in Kew&' limited
understanding, something like “peaceful welcome”.

“What are you doing here?” Kevin asked.

Bret interjected with an answer.

“| asked Eosin to join us because | wanted the help wiesoe
familiar with the, umm, magic used around crossings.”
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Kevin nodded in understanding. He already knew that Eog: w
a magic worker whose principal role was to continualligasmce the
protections in the barrier around the Lyndesfarne trgss He
understood that this was a demanding role, given thatameacts
and technologies where being invented in both worldshalltime,
and it was something of an arms race to keep ahea@ afrtbvators
in each.

“But | thought Eosin spent a lot of time at home witbuy
children?” Taniji said softly, apparently wondering aloud.

“The children are fine,” Eosin said, looking confused &umting
to Bret for help.

“The kids are with my parents,” Bret interjectedndeded Eosin
here. | want someone | can trust on this. And thezenot many
people, even in Lyndesfarne, who are really aware of would - for
most people, it's all just myths and legends.”

Bret hesitated for a second, then leant forward caatspially.

“Besides,” he added in a low voice that only Kevin arahjil
could hear, “Eosin has re-discovered a way of detectiagntagic
used to create a crossing. He's been working on ibretehand he
thinks he’s got it all, err, documented.”

“That should help a lot,” Kevin commented.

Bret looked worried.

“Frankly, | hope it turns up nothing at all,” he replieBut | have
a sneaking suspicion that we’ll find something.”

Bret turned and looked about, with the air of someorna@ved to
a course of action.

“Well, let’s get on with it,” he said.

The party set off, walking along the main road that Keand
Tanji had taken on their previous visit. Kevin wondevdd, Bret,
who was normally incredibly well-organised, had not oedesome
kind of transport for them. The reason soon becamerapaAfter
only a few hundred yards, Bret guided them off the roadgakn
rough and overgrown track, which wended its way betwegh hi
hedgerows. Almost any vehicle - magical or otherwisgger than a
bike would have had difficulty navigating the dense foliage.

Kevin realised the trail might once have been widet enore
widely travelled. It seemed to him that the hedges leaeh brimmed
back on the other sides, probably by farmers keenaa aso much
encroachment of their fields, but allowed to grow maore less
unchecked over the track. Similarly, the trees timadlimany parts
of the way seemed to grow together forming an archwak quiet,
and cool, and surprisingly dark under the shade of the tregsjlers
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on this route, Kevin imagined, might have been able p&ss
practically unnoticed through the countryside.

After perhaps an hour’s walk, the way opened out int@ariolg,
almost circular in shape, filled with grass that lookedpssingly
well-trimmed - although conceivably by animals, Kethought - and
the space was lined by trees and undergrowth. Looking umuie
see the face of the escarpment looming over them arntdught he
could identify the high point, the beacon, where he aadjiThad
stopped to admire the view.

The glade seemed to exude an almost palpable sense ohmpliet
peacefulness, and somehow Kevin felt safe, secure daxkde in
sharp contrast to his confusion and nervous tensioontyf a few
moments before. Enough of a contrast, in fact, tevdiiention to
the feeling.

“What is it about this place,” he asked Tanji quietlyhdl makes
me feel so relaxed?”

Tanji looked at him sharply for a moment, then frownad
concentration.

“I'm not sure,” she replied eventually, “I didn’'t thinkdte were
any of these places left.”

“What places?” Kevin demanded.

“It's an old magic,” she replied, “One which is not péted any
more. A magic which alters the emotional state ofdnof anyone
who encounters it. One which gives a sense of vedligh and
security.”

She paused, then added.

“I'm told that, in the olden days, this magic was usexbe&lto a
crossing to trap unwary travellers, to make then untebleonceal
their true purpose.”

Kevin had noticed in the past that there was somet@ngne and
peaceful about the Lyndesfarne crossing, something ¢leates] able
to disengage parts of the higher brain function, to redeslengs of
stress and worry. Were there some vestiges of &smagic still to
be found thereabouts, he wondered. He held Tanji closeaf
moment, revelling in the purely animal feelings of wdrnand
security. Then he came around, somehow waking up suddadly, a
realised Bret and Eosin had moved ahead without them.

He and Taniji hurried to catch up. The rest of the daatycome
to a halt at some worn and mossy rocks more or fe®eicentre of
the clearing.

“Let’s stop here and rest for a while,” Bret said,Kimg around.
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Kevin was relieved to hear this suggestion. It seetinatthey
had been walking slightly uphill more or less continuogsige they
left the portal building, and he was feeling just a litted. Eosin,
who had carried a larger than usual pack on his backeaivdly up
the hill, produced a picnic lunch which Kevin, for oneurid
extremely welcome. Once again, he marvelled at tepgpation of
the food and drink, especially the “magic Clingfim”, the
indestructible wrapping made, he suspected, entirely frorgicma
which resisted any attempt to tear but which disappeartelg and
immediately when the correct gesture was used.

While he was eating, Kevin sat on one of the mossyders next
to Tanji, re-assured by the pressure of her presencewdight
against his thigh. Bret and Eosin seemed to be engagegrinate
conversation on the next rock, and Tanji seemed cbmberenjoy
both sustenance and scenery in companionable sildf®an looked
around idly as he munched. There seemed to be some smvam
the top of the escarpment, although he could not make gutad
deal of detail.

“What's that up there?” he asked Taniji.

“Hmm, what’s what?” she answered vaguely.

“Up there,” Kevin said, pointing.

“| can’t see anything.”

In truth, Kevin could not see anything either, nowhaligh he
would have sworn that there were figures there a moragot
Perhaps he had imagined it, or maybe it was just somest®
admiring the view, much as he had done all those magths

“It's nothing, then,” he said.

They resumed their hike and it did not seem so long béfee
reached the foot of the escarpment. The trail textathin an open
area punctuated with scrubby trees and thorny busheseant@o
level to be entirely natural. The industrial archagwt in Kevin's
training kicked in, making it possible for him to spot a feellitale
signs of where buildings of wood and masonry might onoes ha
stood in this glade. In one place, there was a massly with
suspiciously rectangular edges and which even now was dripping
with water from a spring, and was probably once a htisegh.
There, a pile of stones half-buried in brambles andpaes, probably
represented the fireplace of some large building, perhapmanr a
barracks.

Neither Bret nor Eosin displayed any interest in #les of past
human occupation, and strode on towards the face oftappEment
at the far side of the clearing. Kevin and Tanji ladrafter them,
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doglegging around a clump of undergrowth. On the other side, it
seemed that the cliff had collapsed long ago, but lefisare framed

by the bushes which was, Kevin was soon to reajiss, wide
enough to allow them entrance.

Large caves did not form naturally in chalk, Kevin knewhe
rock was too soft and weak for natural erosion to searahance
against the force of gravity - and he realised that, d6 its
tumbledown appearance, the entrance in front of thes alrmost
certainly man-made.

Bret clearly knew exactly where he was going and thesrst
tagged along after him, Tanji almost scampering to keep tiphig
rapid and purposeful stride.

“What is this place?” Kevin hissed to Tanji as theyrried
forward.

“I'm not sure,” she replied breathlessly, “But | suspegtas once
the other end of the crossing from the tunnels of Egetn

The actual entrance had at one time been, Kevin sespeather
larger but collapses and weathering had narrowed it dweyears.
Loose rocks made the ground very uneven and treacherdiney
picked their way carefully over the rubble and stepped inside

Inside, the cave opened out into a single tunnel. lisgaas of
irregular height, but always well clear of even Brdi&ad, and the
floor was astonishingly flat and smooth enough to Haeditated the
easy movement of both men and wheeled vehicles.

As Kevin stood blinking in the entrance, Bret and Eosach
produced a globe from inside their rucksacks. With a ge$tome
each man, the globes lit up, their overlapping poolsghit Iclearly
illuminating the passageway ahead. Tanji too produced dasimi
device, also lighting it with a gesture. She took hisdhia her own
free hand, in a fashion which felt was slightly clidel] if extremely
reassuring under the circumstances.

Bret made a second gesture, one which suggested thengleasi
a small bird held in the hand. His globe floated upwards then
moved over his head, moving with him as he stepped forwBiosin
and Tanji chose to keep hold of their magic lanterrispfaivhich
were glowing in a way not so dissimilar to the fatgfaperweight
that Kevin had purchased just after he had first meti.Tanj

The cave formed a series of straight and flat sectoned by
sharp corners. There were occasional branches andusidels here
and there, but these seemed to be short dead-ends opgexan
rooms, although it was unclear what they might have lsed for.
The walls were damp-looking milky chalk streaked with darker
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markings. There were places where reinforcements éewl dpplied
using both mundane building materials - although not assxedy
as the brickwork in the Champag@avesthey had visited - and, very
occasionally, the glittering orange sparkle of magicalteprwere
faintly visible within the walls and overhead.

After the third turning, the bright daylight from the e&v
entrance was barely detectible to Kevin when he Idokehind.
Other than the light that came from the globes thieerst had
produced, the tunnel and its offshoots were dark and qureehsw
enigmatically inscrutable about the purpose and history.

“Here we are,” Bret said suddenly, after they had bealking
for some minutes.

He gestured again, and the globular lamp darted forwardheln t
cool light, Kevin could make out a blockage in the tunhelaal. It
appeared to fill the passageway in front of them and hadsame
appearance as the wall in France, with both red baoklsoff-white
chalk apparently sheared apart as if by a giant cheese wi

There were dark openings - doorways, Kevin imagined -tbare
side of the blocked archway. Bret peered into eacthedet with
expressing a great deal of interest, then returned teistian to the
wall in front of them. He turned to Eosin and nodded.
Unhesitatingly, Eosin walked up to the closure and startaking a
complex series of gestures.

“What's he doing?” Kevin whispered to Taniji.

“I'm not sure,” she replied, looking intently at the reovents
being made by the other man, “It's too complex fortméllow.”

After a minute or so, Eosin turned to Bret and said saingein
the language of Lyndesfarne.

“Crossing magic,” Tanji translated for Kevin's benefiThere’s
been some activity recently, it seems.”

Kevin was fascinated. He took the glowing globe fronmjiga
hand and moved forward to more closely inspect the @¢lasghway
in front of them. He ran his hand over its smoatimost polished
surface. It was cool to the touch and he found it peapossible to
see or feel any kind of discontinuity where the bridkpped and the
chalk started.

As he did so, there was a movement behind them, a ntarge
variation in the dim daylight reflected along the wall$he four of
them turned as one, each startled by the unexpecteduptien.
Eosin called out something in the Lyndesfarne languageKi&an
did not immediately grasp - somewhere between a greetidgaa
alert, he thought.
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There was a sound of footsteps emerging from the darkness.
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Chapter Twelve

The crowd roared. The heavy ball looped around and under th
goalkeeper, who dived desperately for it with arms outdteet He
missed and the ball crashed into the back of the getfithe observer
behind the net raised his flag and the whistle blew.

Kevin had seldom seen huge crowds in the world of Lyndesfarne
but this one was large enough to make him slightly nervéubkad
something of the atmosphere of a football match in his warid,
the same sense of competitive purpose at one removesathe
feeling of supporting us and deriding them. It all seemety fgood-
natured, nevertheless, and supporters were sporting thesolbthe
rival teams and waving flags and banners with considerable
enthusiasm.

Tanji tried to explain the rules of the game, which s#no
Kevin to be some cross between netball and ice hockgly, the
additional feature that the game was all played in nid-dihere
were two teams of six players, each equipped with thedflgevices
Kevin thought of as Faerie Wings. A thin pack was attachedd¢h
player’s back with strong straps, from whence emergadstantial
wings flickering with the orange and green sprites of aatmagic.

Kevin could not tell how motion was controlled, but fhlayers
certainly seemed adept at it, flitting to and fro withoasshing
rapidity. The team members darted about chasing thesea&lining
able to accelerate and stop almost instantaneoushglbas hover or
even fly backwards. Kevin knew that some bugs, like Dragsyfl
could perform these kinds of manoeuvres and could easlyhew,
in times past, someone from his world observing such a seceule
easily be bemused into thinking that Faeries could indeediké
insects.

The noisy supporters were arrayed in banked stands sumguandi
large circle of dry sand. Mounted at opposite sides wavecircular
goals, known as “Dragon’s mouths” according to Tanji's dlation,
each about ten feet across and held on poles arounyl feettfrom
the ground. Each had a net of flexible wire or rope - iKKevas not
sure which - that deformed in the breeze or when thehiiatl, but
did not sag like football netting would have done.

The ball itself was quite solid and heavy, accordingdnjiJ and a
lot of force was required to get it to speed up or chamgetebn. It
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was magically enhanced so that it did not quite floatwould

eventually fall to the ground but much more slowly thaohject of
its size and weight would normally do. In play, contoesi were not
allowed to catch or hold the ball in any way, but were reguio

strike it with palm or fist, in the same style aslegball. The surface
of the ball was padded and dimpled, giving it a quiltedceffer his

meant that it would curve dramatically because of aistance if a
degree of spin was imparted, much like the seam of a trimde

allows movement in the air to confuse the opposing batsma

The defeated goalkeeper had retrieved the ball from eéhemd
tossed it casually to a team-mate positioned neaceh&e of the
circular pitch. The players lined up on each site,tdeast hung in
formations which were no doubt the result of long andefaér
analysis in the changing rooms and endless pre-matcticerathe
whistle blew again and the leader of the team who haccedsd a
goal pounded the ball in the direction of his team-male Wwad
darted forward as soon as play had resumed. An opposiyer pla
moved swiftly to intercept the pass, missing by inchestlos
occasion. All of the players made great displaysskifl and
athleticism and sportsmanship, passing the ball from oaen te
member to another who was closer to the opposing gbdk
pressed by skilful interceptions and tackles from theraiam.

The referee’s whistle sounded and play stopped again.e Hiaer
been a minor mid-air collision. Tanji had earlier lexped that any
kind of body contact was a foul - Kevin imagined this waprevent
any behaviour which was conceivably dangerous. To assistei
refereeing, the players’ clothing would light up magicatlyhe event
of any contact. As punishment for such a foul, both te@mbers
were taken off for a period which depended on the forceéhef
impact. Tanji explained that this prevented any argumetd afo
was at fault and meant that everyone strived to avdigions at all
times.

The game itself was policed entirely from the sidelinéBhe
official referee sat in an enclosed box and was a&sklsy a team of
observers or linesmen deployed around the circumfermtdehind
each of the goals. The referee’s task was maderdagsiseveral
magical aids. As well as the illuminated telltales body contact,
the ball was enhanced to hoot and flash if it was heldnfane than a
fraction of a second when in play, but somehow thisti@a was
suppressed after the referee’s whistle had been blown.

A dome of transparent and invisible magic covered th&eent
pitch, which prevented the ball from leaving the fieldpddy. A
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clearance from the goal mouth would leave the ball ay,pbut it

would rebound unpredictably from the enclosing magic, appgrentl
discourage deliberate attempts to bounce the ball whenngnak
pass.

This afternoon’s sporting event had been something offise.
Tanji had encouraged Kevin to accompany her to this panticula
match. He had acceded immediately, always keen to le@re
about the Other World. She had revealed herself tofaa af one
team whose colours were pale blue and white - Tanji hadbleo
translating the team’s name, finally plumping for “ireaBlue
Dragon” - while the opposing team in orange and black were
apparently named something like “The Stinging Wasps.” # erdy
after the game had been underway for half an hour, and Kewin
wondered aloud about the number and enthusiasm of the Hans t
Tanji told him that this was the final match of the seasiee winners
to become the year’s champions.

Kevin found himself entering into the spirit of the ogoasand
cheering unrestrainedly for his team - having adoptedji$a
preference as his own, of course. Their team had qustlised with,
if Kevin understood the time and score display correqilst a few
minutes of playing time left. The displays, which seetoeldevin to
be larger versions of the magical blackboards thatndeBaet had
used when they had been working on the design of the New Bridge
showed the score and the time left to place, as wettoasplex
diagrams with arrows and movements which were supposdarify c
the play on the field - if this was the right word.

Despite Tanji’'s explanations, many of the activitiesnained
opaque to Kevin. Even so, he had enjoyed it immenselye Th
atmosphere was electric, with every feint and move eleer jeered
from the terraces and every shot at goal was accoeghdnyi a vast
roar. Their team won in the end, with a last-minutel gdeere the
ball curved and twisted so impressively unpredictably thabme -
neither players nor fans - could be sure it woulceettte Dragon’s
Mouth. Kevin shouted and applauded along with the rest ef th
crowd in their part of the stadium, hugging Tanji who vehveer
pennant energetically and cheered as loudly as he did.

After the match, they made their way out of the stadimoving
slowly in a crush of people, and with Kevin holding Tanjiand
tightly, not wanting to get separated.

“What is this game called?” he asked, between beingeg 4ty
over-enthusiastic fans.
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Tanji hesitated, as she often did when an idiomatiecpnegation
did not come to mind.

“I'm not sure how to translate it properly,” she saidafly, “But
it literally means ‘Flying Ball’.”
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Chapter Thirteen

The darkness seemed to envelop everything and Kevin faund i
completely impossible to make out any single thing glearlWith
slow footsteps, a figure emerged from the gloom intqoth@ of light
formed by the globes, followed by another, and anotligach figure
was wrapped in the dark capes that were ubiquitous in thig and
with their hoods pulled over their faces in a successfidmpt to
disguise their identity.

It was clear that the figures were keeping their distémce each
of the others, spacing themselves carefully to prezaptattempt to
escape. Each appeared to be carrying some kind of knobbled s
with a menace that made it clear that it was some &inweapon,
even if Kevin had not seen these devices before.

The newcomers stood passively for a long moment, asaiting
instructions. Kevin was frozen, startled into moless, and both
Eosin and Bret seemed entirely unsure what to do. Keam just
coming to the conclusion that the silent strangers rbesteither
Guardians or some kind of local police when they weiree¢b by a
new figure, one whose girth and gait seemed curiously idand
him. The latest figure was also wrapped in a cloak arsloaeefully
hooded.

“Are they Guardians?” Kevin hissed to Bret.

“No,” he replied, speaking quietly out of the side of hisuth, “I
don’'t know who they are. Best to play along for the tbaag.”

One of the figures barked a command that Kevin failed to
understand. It was then repeated in English.

“You three stay where you are,”

Both Bret and Eosin held up both hands in front of therasel
palms facing the newcomers in what was evidently a gestre
submission. Kevin looked around. Tanji, who had been signd
right next to him just before the strangers had arrikiad,completely
disappeared. He swung his head wildly to and fro, but theseno
sign of her whereabouts. Finally, he caught Bret's eyl® was
standing stoically with his hands out. He gave no obvieastion
although he might have fractionally raised an eyehrovesponse to
Kevin's evident alarm. He realised that there must beesioing
afoot here, and managed to get his panic under control.pdilee,
or whoever they were, did not seem to react; perbHapsonsidered
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as his heart rate began to settle down, they had taketVisus fear
as a reaction to their arrival.

One of the mystery figures produced a dark rod from under his
robe. It was about nine inches long and perhaps halh&mn in
diameter. The figure grabbed Bret’s unresisting arm ablded one
end of the shaft to the inside of his wrist. The radefil with the
orange sparkles which indicated powerful active magitie ®ther
end of the bar was pressed to Bret's other wrist, pragugisimilar
flare.

Another figure took the glowing lamp from Kevin’s hand and
applied a similar rod to his wrists. There was no painsensation
more than a light tap, but he was suddenly and securalyklieldl.
The bar allowed for a certain degree of movementaofis and arms
but he found that he could not separate his wrists fremakstraint.
They were, he realized belatedly, some kind of madiaaticuffs.

Now shackled, the three men were led back along thelustill
trailed by Bret’s floating globe, until they emerged blinkiinto the
daylight. With a few shoves - not particularly hardnd vigorous
finger-pointing, they were directed back down the track ghert
distance to the open space where they had enjoyeduhelr éarlier.
Some kind of machine stood on the grass of the clearinptodke
mossy stones, being guarded by another caped and hooded figure.

The glade seemed as calm and quiet as before, andrahges
device looked quite out of place. It has a bulbous abséhat Kevin
took to be the front, which was apparently fabricatethfrmmerous
pieces of flat glass giving it the appearance of a grosagnified
insectile eye. Within, he could glimpse two rows oftsearge
enough for three people each. The vehicle seemedddnig to have
driven along the narrow track that they had walked earlie

Bret, Eosin and Kevin were guided to a large cage ateidweaf
the vehicle, the bars of which also sparkled with recif magical
sprites. The three men were pushed firmly inside andate closed
and fastened with a brief gesture. Apart from the haesjnside of
the cage was not an uncomfortable place to travel, Kesied, with
padded bench seating on either side.

Their captors packed themselves into the seating afrdhe of
the vehicle, all the while taking care to ensure thatrtfaces were
obscured by the hooded capes. One of them said somethiniy whic
Kevin understood as “sit down, now”, an interpretation Wwhicust
have been broadly correct judging by the way both BrdtEwmsin
scrambled for their seats. This was just in timghascraft suddenly
hummed and lurched, and then sprung into the air.
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Under other circumstances, Kevin would have enjoyedtripe
As far as he could tell, some kind of translucent wingd emerged
from under the floor. The wings had sparkled a magic¢mmand
gold, lying motionless for a moment, then burst into imjdgdast
movement. After the initial takeoff, the flight wasmooth and
astonishingly quiet, especially compared with the occasihight in
a helicopter that he had previously experienced. Theilmzoise
from the wings was barely audible over the wind nois@ingsover
the bug-eyed canopy.

“What's going on?” Kevin said to Bret, raising his voice rotres
sound of the rushing wind, but the other man just shook hisdrehd
raised a shushing finger to his lips.

Kevin felt there was nothing to do but sit in silenaad found
himself fretting inconclusively about what had happened tgi &ad
what was going to happen to Bret, Eosin and himself. diedhthat
Tanji had found a means of evading their captors, althoughalse
unsure exactly how she had achieved this. Some way ohgak
herself invisible, he supposed, some magic that he waaware of,
and something sufficiently unusual or powerful that itl levaded
detection. Indeed, he realised belatedly, perhaps tsomethat
Bret’'s direction was to play along was to give Tanji arae to get
away from the mysterious group which had captured them.

As for their own situation, Bret did not seem worried even
unduly surprised by the turn of events, and Eosin also skeaim
and collected. The two of them sat side by side withcaito
expressions on their faces. It was almost, Kevindeoed, as if Bret
was expecting something of this nature, that he had bédiberdgely
trying to provoke a reaction. In any case, they sekto be being
treated surprisingly well, although he was completelylaarcabout
exactly what they had done wrong, or even whetheigthep who
had detained them were really the official police, @pssing
Guardians, or representatives from some other enfemem
organisation. Apart from the obvious wrist restraitit®y had not
been mistreated in any way. Were arrests always thigeonus in
the world of Lyndesfarne, Kevin wondered, or was therpexific
reason for this behaviour?

The flight went on and on. Although Kevin had no way of
measuring the time, it seemed that at least forty m;nbad passed.
Towards the end, he was beginning to feel distinctly atddpite the
protection of the vehicle’s canopy and his wonderfullyriwva
Lyndesfarne cape. The boredom and the chill were making him
drowsy and it was all he could do to avoid falling gsleehis seat.
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Bret and Eosin too seemed to be dozing, leaning againstotiaeh
for warmth and support.

Part of the reason for the length of the flighseemed to Kevin,
was that the flyer was not travelling either particlyldnigh or very
fast, and certainly lower and slower than the helicepkavin had
occasionally chartered to inspect some major buildingksvavhile
they were underway. It seemed to him that the sambilqtion
about rapid vehicular travel seemed to apply in the atrdid on the
ground. Besides, they were not travelling in a straight keither, as
if the pilot was skirting some unseen obstacle or trymgevade
detection.

It was with some relief that Kevin realised that thashicle was
beginning to lose height and looked as if it was abodand. Ten
minutes later, they were on the ground, a sudden heaitistp
vertical drop which felt as if they were about to crasb the ground,
but decelerated smoothly just at the point of landing. green and
gold wings stilled, then snapped out of existence as yf hlael never
been.

Kevin looked around with great curiosity. Their destinati@s a
rocky beach bounded on one side by a cliff, toweringsa@lwhite
chalk which stretched a hundred feet or more over tlegdsi On
either side, the coastline swept away in smooth cumashing to
chalk headlands which sheltered the bay. The cliisnelves and
the air all around were alive with seabirds, squawkiniproes of
gulls of kinds which would not have been unfamiliar angwehin
Kevin's own world.

The beach itself was evidently some kind of a building. sitt
seemed that there was a harbour under construction, needefeat
blocks of what Kevin thought was an unusually white vargdtthe
magical “construction stone” widely used in this worldhe vast
blocks levitated, just hung in the air, presumably by #meskind of
magic that had been used when the New Bridge was ootexdy and
moving quietly and almost imperceptibly slowly down the beac
each under the guidance of two or three people wrappedlitidnal
cloaks.

The source of the stone blocks appeared to be a cave mmuth
far from the point where they had landed. One of tkaptors
unlocked the cage that had confined the three captives tedhef
the flying vehicle, then directed them wordlessly up thechan the
direction of the cave. As Kevin drew closer, he cadd that it was
not a cave but a tunnel, and one which was also undstraotion.
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Still wearing their wrist restraints, Kevin, Bret andsitowalked
inside, guarded front and rear by the mysterious hooded men who
still carried their weapons conspicuously and in a viiay suggested
that they knew how to use them if necessary. Withis alanoise
and bustle and commotion as hundreds of people laboured
unrelentingly. The tunnel was brightly lit by numerousbgs of
light which floated in the air or adhered to the cegilin

No-one paid much attention to the three captives as filesly
past, but remained concentrated on their tasks. Kevin stoderthat
using magic required a degree of focus to the exclusioheofdal
world. It was clear that, here, almost every actiwitas being
performed by magic, which must have represented a corisidera
investment in time and effort.

At one point along their route, a side tunnel was bexogaated.
Inside the as-yet shallow opening, two people stood side d&y si
making expansive gestures which looked like some weird cross
between someone using a hammer and miming taking a biteheit
fingers. Even so, it was clearly effective as lumpshalk the size of
a child’s head were being nibbled off from the rock fdeaying a
smooth cut surface behind.

As they were cut, the chunks of chalk fell almosthe floor,
where they were caught by a translucent skein thatefiezk orange
that Kevin assumed was a smaller version of the lewgatnagic
being used outside. The line of rocks on its invisible cypovéelt
led down the corridor where a huddle of people receiveththAs
Kevin watched, a lump of chalk hanging in the air disinteggtamto
dust, with a minimum of noise and fuss. With practiseduges
from two of the workers, the dust was magically diedcto settle on
and become part of a block of construction stone which itgsatf
being constructed.

Kevin knew that chalk did not make a particularly good
engineering material, being so soft and porous, but hevasitbeing
magically transmuted into a material which most clpsesembled
concrete, although he could not even begin to guess gsdbesses
involved. In this particular case, the team of magiavere
assembling smaller curved blocks which looked as if theuldvo
form part of the lining of the tunnel, to prevent coliepsand the
ingress of water.

It occurred to Kevin that the vast bulk of the constorctivork
was being undertaken inside the tunnel itself, even thouglast
crowded and noisy. He was forced to the conclusiorthigwas to
keep the work unobserved as much as possible. The eviteat,
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together with his observation that it was the samatastof chalk

being excavated here as was found in the cave where digeleen

captured, led Kevin to suspect that another route througtolthe
crossing, still un-reopened, was now being built frams tsite.

Indeed, he wondered wryly, if a closer inspection of ibenerous

civil engineering works in his world in the region of Rheiand

Epernay would reveal similar tunnels.

80 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009



Chapter Fourteen

Tanji seemed to be in a particularly ebullient mood #fftiernoon,
bouncing around the little suite of rooms that she somstshared
with Kevin. They were staying at the home of hecldrand Aunt, a
quiet older couple who had adopted Tanji while she wasashtbe
in arms, after the sudden and unexplained disappearancer of he
parents.

They were presently alone in the house. Tanji's &ralserious-
minded man with short-clipped grey hair, was still atviseakplace.
His role had been described, according to Tanji’'s ta#iosl, as a
Senior Convener in the Guild of Transportation. Tdniganisation
was apparently responsible for the operation and maintenof the
complex network of magical portals that webbed the entiorld of
Lyndesfarne, although exactly what her Uncle actually ati work
had so far evaded his comprehension.

Tanji's Aunt chose not to go out to work, but preferrednteest
her time and energy at home. Right now, she would unddiybie
outside, tending to the animals or working the large kitahp@rden
that provided a substantial fraction of their fresh dioo She
maintained a sizeable stable of horses and a menagkemher
animals: creatures familiar to Kevin such as catsdogs, as well as
ones which he had never seen before he had first tmthés world.

He remembered his alarm at his first encounter williglatwing
a year or two ago, in a cage attached to the stai&.blThe creature
was actually a small and nocturnal species of dragonwasdvidely
domesticated in this world - at least as much as, g, could be
described as domesticated. Usually, Nightwings would lzaset
from their cages at night to feed; they were reputeckta prodigious
hunter of rats and mice and similar vermin, which ofirse were
always a problem around barns and stables.

Tanji had arranged some entertainment this evenirigyugh was
still unclear exactly what she had in mind. She dessing with
rather more care than usual. She had eschewed hdarstagarb of
leather trousers in brown or black, topped with a Idigeg and
frequently colourful blouse. Instead, she had adopted antiofull-
length dress with loose sleeves, gathered at a poihtalveVe her
waist in a way which emphasised her breasts - whactdijr needed
doing, in Kevin's opinion, since the frock was cut lowthe front
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and displayed a good deal of what he had once been taught to
describe aslécolletage The display of toned flesh was emphasised
by her decision to brush out her blonde hair and albwo ihang
loose, rather than being constrained into the fanplenytail that she

so often sported.

Having been warned ahead of time, Kevin had brought kwith
the garments which he thought of as his “Lyndesfarmg/Pelothes.
These consisted of pale green linen suit and a congyasirt in pale
pink, with a silk tie in a slightly darker shade. The&#hes had
actually been purchased in his own world, although he hsisted
upon a few minor technical modifications to make thafe $o wear
in the world of Lyndesfarne; in particular, the replaeamof the
trouser zip with old-fashioned buttons.

“Ready to go?” Tanji asked brightly.

Kevin had in fact been ready to go for some time, buitgho
declined to mention this fact.

“All set,” he replied, smiling, “But where are we going?”

“To the Circus,” she replied, grinning widely, “Come aon
you'll see.”

They swiftly donned their cloaks and set off, arm im,ain the
gathering evening for the short walk to the nearesspart portal.

Perhaps twenty minutes later, they emerged from theyldesors
of a portal building in a city centre Kevin did not recsgn They
turned onto a broad boulevard set at intervals withfdreruned
trees. In the warmth of this early evening, thexensed to be a great
many people about. None seemed to be in a particulay, hust
chatting or strolling or window shopping, or maybe just iadm
their reflections in the glass shop fronts.

At the end of the boulevard, set on a small square aa pleth an
ornate fountain splashing in its centre, there wasaadgentrance to
what seemed like a rather small building. A large nuratbgreople,
mostly in couples, were making their way up a wide sweegtmfe
steps, and Tanji guided Kevin in the direction of theaste.

Kevin, who was by now much more familiar with thaditions of
Lyndesfarne architecture, was not surprised to discokat the
building was indeed much larger on the inside, not becalis&yo
magical TARDIS-like effect, but simply because the vaajority of
the enclosed space was in fact underground. This wa®fotie
quirks of civil construction in this world, and an undemstzble
reaction, Kevin considered, to occasionally sharmigdi space with
large flying creatures, dragons large enough to tear dimaily-
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constructed roof and make off with any tasty humanappkned to
find inside.

The two lovers entered the foyer, which was throngwith
people who seemed as carefully and as elaborately drass€dnii.
Despite his - by his own standards - gaudy dress, Kevidiginctly
dowdy by comparison. Some of the ladies wore intricatgtumes
which looked as if they came from another age, wih@late skirts
of what might have been crinoline. They were accaoneoia by
gentlemen in highly decorated coats with white ruffsestk and culff.

Other women wore dresses of brightly-coloured diaphanous
materials, or fabrics which could easily have beenspdn gold,
which moved as if they were standing in a modest brekzpite the
warmth and stillness of the evening. Kevin suspectatitiore than
a little careful magical enhancement had been appligdetaresses,
especially in the cases where they were cut in suchkvaaling
fashion that the only way they could have stayed ineplaas by the
use of magic.

Tanji produced two tickets, large pieces of thick card cmVén
ornate writing of which Kevin could make out only a vétye, and
scintillating with greenish-silver sprites, a magic ethi Kevin
supposed, guaranteed the genuineness and integrity of the thke
far as he could see, there was no-one checking tbketsi and he
was forced to conclude that there was some magical anisoh
which allowed access to ticket holders while denying gupessto
everyone else.

Just as they arrived, a bell sounded, just once.

“Just in time,” Tanji said in Kevin's ear, “Better gtraight in.”

She guided him to the left, down a long recurved passageway
with flights of steps at intervals. After descendingrfor five levels,
Taniji directed him through a wide doorway and they emengteda
grand auditorium. The place resembled an ornate and draditi
theatre that Kevin might have expected, featuring a egsanse of
red flock wallpaper, relieved by a remarkable amount ofechqilt.
Even so, the fig-leaved cherubs that he might have teghegere
absent, replaced by whorled abstractions that seemiedadahe eye
ever onwards.

“Welcome to the Circus,” Tanji said, guiding him to their
designated seats.

Kevin sat where she indicated and looked around. He was n
sure what to expect, although much of what was happentraglyin
seemed familiar from visits to theatres in his owarld. There were
three tiers of seating, the upper ones steeply raked tadpran
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unobscured view of the stage. The top level - “The GadgsVin had
heard it described - was already well below ground lemat the
lowest part - the Stalls and the Orchestra pit - waek erhaps a
hundred feet or more into the ground. Kevin and Tanjewer the
central level, the Grand Circle, with seats a littevards the rear.
Not the best seats in the house, Kevin consideredyédmyt good
indeed, and he wondered how Tanji had been able to atijeime

By now, most people had already got themselves seateithened
were just a few latecomers, like themselves, stikintatheir way to
their places. There was much excited chatter, witinesgpeople
evidently divided into cliques and factions. There waslight
feeling, he thought, that people came here to beenbseieir peers
and rivals as much as to see whatever entertainmegits to be
provided.

There was a sudden sense of expectation as the housefdijh
and all conversation stopped almost immediately. Thecnstisick
up and the curtains swung open, and Kevin was subjectee tolith
blast of the performance in all its glory.

Later, Kevin described the event to himself as “a calgheatre
spectacular”, unconsciously using the kind of language he would
expect to see in an advertisement hoarding on the London
Underground. @ The stage was brightly It and filled, almost
continually, with actors and singers in outrageously Wbiayant
costumes, even by the standards of the audience. Tha ops
more Gilbert and Sullivan, or perhaps Andrew Lloyd Webather
than Wagner, even though it was sung through, without ctioval
dialogue.

With his limited understanding of both language and culture,
Kevin found himself entire bemused by the plot and unabén to
get an inkling as to the storyline. He resorted tongsHianji for a
précis of the plot during the first interval.

“Well, it's a classic,” she explained, “A story of Wwothree
generations of a famous family grew from poverty - eslenery - to
wealth and power, though bravery and determination, agdoal
helpful of luck, too.”

Despite the initial familiarity of the theatre seffji Kevin soon
realised that the subtle art of magic was used neadyywhere.
Listening to the music and singing, he became convincadthere
was some magical amplification in place. He doubted hdnet
unaided human voices would have been so easily abld sodh a
large space, or whether the relatively small numbensifuments in
the orchestra pit would have been sufficient either.
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The rear of the stage was formed by a flat and unbrbé&ekdrop
upon which images representing the current scene werecteojby
some means that Kevin could not determine. The quafitthe
projections was astonishingly high and very difficulttél that the
scene shown was anything other than totally re&kerothan the fact
that it would change in an eye-blink to some complet¢her and
totally convincing representation.

The impressive operatic performance was interspersetl wit
athletic displays of dance set to energetic high-tempacmuss far
as Kevin could tell, these interludes were allegorit&lattles or epic
and heroic deeds. Some of the dance movements mustbbaxe
magically assisted, as the performers attempted seuengs and
fips which would have been quite impossible without some
intervention.

Kevin was able to study the performance in some dasaihe
theatre provided what he considered to be the equivalentgical
opera glasses. These were magnifying plates, fixedetbabk of the
chair in the next row, and appeared to be smaller orersi the
devices he and Tanji had employed when watching dragons.

One thing that Kevin wondered about, once he had stoppregl be
guite so overcome by the spectacle of the entire evwaag how the
actors were getting on and off the stage. He was wfseofamiliar
with the use of the wings at either side of the stagd,how a skilled
actor could appear on the stage in an instant with utlieerace being
only vaguely aware of the manner of their arrival.ut Bere, the
performers would sometimes appear in the centre oftéige n what
seemed to an impossible fashion.

During the second of the two lengthy intervals, Keskeal Tanji
about the sudden appearances on-stage. Were people somatiew
invisible until the dramatically-correct moment to agpdie asked.

Tanji grinned at him. She had procured them a glass @faah
nicely-chilled white wine and a small bowl of tastglthough wholly
unidentifiable - snacks he immediately mentally classifas “spicy
nibbles”. She sipped at her wine and thought for a éserds.

“It's not really invisibility,” she replied eventually'But I’'m not
sure how to explain.”

She sipped again, musing.

“The back of the stage,” she continued, “is a kind of qutipn.
Like in the cinema.”

“l can see that,” Kevin replied, “By the way the di#fat scenes
change so rapidly.”
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“But the images aren't projectexhto anything. They just hang in
mid-air and conceal everything behind them. But youveali right
through, so you just appear in the middle of the stage.”

She sipped again, then added: “It's a really old kind of make
ability to hide what is really there behind a facadepretence.
Technically, it's called glamour”

Kevin had heard this word. Intrigued, he wondered about the
provenance of a kind of magic old enough to have a distimgjoles
name in English.
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Chapter Fifteen

Dumbly following the directions of the armed men, Brggsin
and Kevin filed into another side tunnel. This one \apparently
complete and in everyday use. It was a large open Spagletly lit
by half a dozen globes fixed to the ceiling which maue ¢halky-
white walls shine glossily. The walls were unadornpdriafrom a
notice-board, although some kind of shelving in dark woockieml
part of the wall at the far end. The floor coverethwbme dark non-
reflective substance that looked like bitumen, and waeady
scuffed and discoloured by the passage of a great many dudsy b

The room seem to be set up as a meeting room, witk obward-
looking wooden chairs facing a raised dais in the cesftane wall.
The dais itself was occupied by several people who stomahd a
large table and appeared to be deep in quiet conversatioch w
stopped suddenly as they entered. It was difficult to be exactly
what they were doing, since their faces were hooded itamchs
impossible to make out any kind of facial feature.

Their captors led Bret, Eosin and Kevin to the open espac
between the dais and first of the rows of chairs.e Ohthe guards
closed the door behind them, considerably reducing thee rfaom
the work going on outside, although it was still cleat thare was
plenty of activity out there.

The blocky man who appeared to be the leader of the ghap t
had abducted the trio stepped up on the dais and spoke inaodibly t
the group of people that stood there. In contrast toslghtly
swaggering gait earlier, the group leader now seemed to widva
degree of deference which was identifiable even undecdheealing
swathes of the cloak. After a minute or two of deltateninated by
what looked like nods and motions of approval, the bloclanh m
turned on the dais to face Kevin and the others, suddzokyng
more certain of his actions. He put his hands oripis and said
some instruction in the Lyndesfarne language, then regetite
words in rather pompous-sounding English, presumably fornkevi
benefit.

“Welcome to Unicorn crossing.”
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Kevin was certain he recognised the voice, and his gwess
confirmed when the speaker drew back his concealing hodd a
revealed his face for the first time.

“Duncan!” Kevin exclaimed, unable to prevent the exetam.

The ruddy face of Duncan Tweedy - known privately in Ksvin
professional circles as Tweedledum - scowled at him.e@lgdum
had been the project manager for the firm of contractdhich had
built the England side of the New Bridge. At that tinkevin
suspected that Tweedy had known more about the world of
Lyndesfarne than he let on, or at least he had meoently
discovered - as Kevin himself had - more about the O#lderld.
Even so, he was certainly unaware that Tweedledum cpakkshe
language - something that Kevin was embarrassed to dddit
escaped him despite Tanji’'s careful tuition. He wasrasttied to
discover that the other man seemed to be in a positiosome
authority - although evidently not at the top of the psglarder - in
whatever shadowy group had abducted them.

Bret too had clearly recognised Tweedy, having encouhtere
in numerous interminable planning meetings in both & Tiwo
Worlds. To be best of Kevin's knowledge, Eosin had newet the
project manager, but Bret seemed to whisper a brief mequa as
Tweedledum strode to the edge of the dais and looked dovireiom t

“Why am | not surprised to find you lot skulking around, stigki
your nose in?” Tweedledum continued in English, “Our litdam of
bridge architects, together again. Some people reallyotaake a
hint and realise when they're not wanted.”

He glared at Bret briefly, then turned his attentioi&sin

“And Eosin, husband to the architect and son-in-lawthe
Ferryman. Another nuisance.”

Eosin looked a little confused at this, and Bret whisperdew
words of explanation in his ear.

“And Kevin, all alone. Fallen out with your lady freg®’
Tweedledum added nastily.

Kevin practically bit his tongue avoiding any answerths jibe.
He knew he could not suggest that Tanji had been with thleem
they were captured, but he could still feel himself gitim the bait.

“Why have you brought us here?” Bret demanded, covering
Kevin's distress.

“Indeed, a good question. Always good questions from you, it
seems,” Tweedledum replied, “And the answer is, | needobyeu
to take a message for me.”

“What message?” Bret rejoined, “And who to?”
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Tweedy stood up straight and lifted his chin, and put higldian
behind his back under the cloak. This had the effeengihasising
his paunch, making him look like a heavily pregnant sckaolter.
Kevin knew that Tweedy very much liked the sound of his ewaice
and tended to pontificate on any topic he fancied givérahehance,
regardless of whether he knew anything about the sudnjeit.

“You will already have guessed that we are re-openingottie
crossing,” he began, “We have hidden works here andancErto
create new tunnels, and the crossing itself will baaterated very
soon. We realise that we cannot hide this forev&o, we are
proposing a deal.”

“What deal?” Bret asked coldly.

While Tweedledum was speaking so far, the three peopléen t
dais had stood quietly. Now, they moved slowly to tlie sif the
platform and stood for a moment as a group watching Tweedy
oration. In their robes, with their faces deeply deda it was
impossible to make out who they were, or even to be waidnether
they were men or women. As one, the group steppedeofiléiiform
and moved towards the back of the room, walking quietlythen
slightly resilient floor covering, presumably, Kevin agined, to
reduce the impact of Tweedledum’s hectoring tones on dbéity of
engage in much more important discussions.

“Before | answer that,” Tweedy said with a sardonicilesm
“Perhaps | can draw your attention to these?”

He pointed to some objects on the table, a handfuhat Wooked
like chunky pieces of jewellery. With a start, Keviaddenly
realised that they were amulets, looking worryingly likee one
which had been used to deliver the self-inficted minghewthat
destroyed Demaz’s memory in the dragon’s cave.

Bret and Eosin had also realised what the objects.wdeet
swallowed visibly.

“Go on,” he said with chilly calm.

“We intend to make our crossing more, shall we sayessiigle to
the general public,” Tweedledum said, “So here’'s the deéhu
manage your crossing in your own way, and leave us aldtelll
run our own crossing as we see fit although frankly, ind the
prohibitions against the mixing of magic and machineoy ke
ludicrously outdated.”

“No!” Bret said with a sharp intake of breath.

“Oh, 1 think you'll agree,” Tweedledum went on, “Otherejis
we’'ll force the closure the Lyndesfarne crossing wéetfou want it
or not!”
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Both Bret and Eosin gasped audibly.

“How?” Kevin asked, with what he would later realiseswa
touching degree of naivety.

Tweedledum snorted derisively.

“You've got the emergency closure code!” Bret breathdtlyso
but not so quietly that Tweedledum failed to hear whadaik

“Very good, very good,” he sneered, “Well guessed, again.”

“But that’ll kill hundreds of people, perhaps thousands!etBr
protested.

“Yes, it probably would,” the other man replied, “But $kdlives
would be on your own head, your own conscience, wouttiey?
To keep them safe, all you have to do is agree to eyrreasonable
proposal. The sensible thing all around, don’t you think?”

Tweedldum swung around and leaned forward, staring directly at
Kevin.

“So, to convey our very sensible proposal, | need yotake a
message to the Board of Control,” he growled, “And ®Rarryman.
You've heard the deal. I'm sure you can describe itanstlto the
bosses.”

“Why me?” Kevin protested, “I'm a stranger here. tdhaknow
my way around.”

“All for the best, dear boy,” Tweedy said airily, “Yamon't be
tempted to try any tricks. Especially since you woavérmuch time
to get to the Ferryman and her cronies, and then g#t Hiere with
the reply. After all, I'm sure you wouldn’'t want anytgito happen
to your friends, now would you?”

“What do you mean?” Kevin said, aghast.

“You know what these are?” Tweedledum said, tapping the.tabl

Kevin nodded dumbly.

“So, if you convey this message for me, then I'll spgour
friends the attention of these little beauties.”

He indicated the amulets again, which looked somehow
menacing, frightening, despite their outwardly innocent apee.

“You bastard!” Kevin shouted, Ilunging forward in an
uncharacteristic display of rage. This was neitherquaatly helpful
nor effective, he would immediately learn; he had lataken a
couple of steps before two of the guards had grabbed hiteby
shoulders and forced him to the ground.

Kevin struggled ineffectually for a few moments agains¢ t
bodies that held him to the floor, then lay quietly.néw thought had
just occurred to him: the noises from the tunnel had nikimed
outside the closed door had diminished, fallen silentf s@mething
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or someone was stopping the frantic activities thatl teeen
progressing only a few minutes before.

“So, are you going to take my message to the Ferryman?”
Tweedledum boomed.

At that moment, the door opened quietly and a seriegufes,
also wearing hooded cloaks filed into the room. Tweedledaraly
glanced in their direction until the leading figure cadttbé hood
and said calmly, “Perhaps you would prefer to convey yoessage
in person?”

Kevin was dumbstruck, frozen for a long moment. The lsgrea
was the familiar figure of the Ferryman, the finabigar of the
governance organisations that surrounded the Lyndesfaossirg,
as well as Bret's mother. He could not imagine how &lad
managed to arrive so quickly in this section and out-efwhy
locstion.

The hooded figures that had followed the Ferryman intordlom
reacted suddenly and swiftly in a professionally chorquwd
movement. They drew a collection of menacing blagkeai® from
under their robes which looked like heavy truncheongjoatih
Kevin had little doubt that they were magical weaponsnehough
he did not have a clue about how they functioned. Theomers
surrounded and disarmed the group of guards who had abducted
Kevin, Bret and Eosin, and two more leapt onto the aagsgrabbed
Tweedledum before he could move more than a couple of steps

The group of people who had occupied the dais before their
arrival had reacted more quickly, it seemed. Bret gavieaaticulate
cry, pointing towards the far end of the room wheredqiiet figures
had congregated. Kevin span around just in time to see the
conspirators apparently stepping through the bookshelves and
disappearing. He realised that the bookshelves musthiemresome
kind of illusion - aglamour, Kevin had heard it described - which
concealed something of importance. In this caseholoeled figures
had stepped into an active portal which had promptly dedetivas
soon as they had stepped through, presumably as part odfallga
planned emergency escape route.

Even so, it seemed that the bookcase, or at leastahevas real
enough now. Bret had darted down the room to try anccepe the
hooded conspirators, even though he was still shackldte atrists.

He reached the portal seconds after the last figure lsagppbared,
colliding with the shelving and bouncing off with a criyadarm and
pain.

© Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009 91



Eosin, who had hurried down the room right behind him, aasl w
now bent over the fallen figure, clearly urgently enaugrivhether
Bret was all right and looking more concerned nowthe had done
during the entire abduction ordeal. To Kevin's reliefetBsat up a
few moments later, and was helped to his feet by Eosin.

“Too late,” he said, shaking his head and looking extrgmel
frustrated, “They got away again.”
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Chapter Sixteen

“To be sure, the Emerald Isle is a place of magic ragdtery,”
the Navvy said, slurring his words only slightly as he suppeatea
pint of dark ale Jean-Luc had just bought him.

The man he knew only as Mick was supposed to be the finest
Irish storyteller working on the bridge. The gossipd $hat he was
a second generation Navvy - short for Navigator, meaningadie
built the “navigations” or canals that criss-crossed Hmglish
countryside, and that now transported coal and wool andqgngor
mills and factories of Manchester and Rochdale. Micklzis father
before him had laboured across the length and breadtiortiiern
England, working hard during the day, drinking hard during the
evenings and sending most of the remaining money to hisdeden
family back in Ireland.

Jean-Luc had spent several evenings sitting in a loosée cir
around the fire in the tavern snug, spellbound by the balEgy spun
by the famous raconteur. Mick had a vast fund of stariethe
Faerie folk, told always as the literal truth, sterighich Jean-Luc
would have been regarded as utterly fantastic had he to¢ssed
the extraordinary events in t@avesback in France. He had become
firmly convinced that there was some connection betweervents
he witnessed, the bridge at Lyndesfarne and the Fadérgeha had
heard in the local pubs and the mess halls that hddychdiscovered,
sprung up around the site of the bridge under construction.

“Tell us a tale, Mick,” a man Jean-Luc knew only silghthad
said, his green eyes bright and reflecting the fireligithe dimly-lit
room.

“Well | don’'t know if I can rightly remember one,” Michad
responded, rubbing his chin thoughtfully and glancing meaningfully
at the near-empty beer glass that stood at his elbow.

“I'll get you a pint,” Jean-Luc had volunteered, stizgdup
abruptly and making his way to the tiny bar in the comikethe
crowded room. A short negotiation with the grey-hairecheravho
manned the beer-pumps - and indeed ruled the Public House with a
rod of iron - produced a tankard of the dark ale Mick preterwhich
the Frenchman carried carefully over to the thirstghiman. Even
the dour landlady seemed to appreciate Mick’s storesm-Luc had
noticed, leaning on the bar and listening carefully as tae spoke,
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occasionally shaking her head at some of the more nuligla
suggestions.

With a fresh pint of beer before him, Mick suddenly seém
reanimated. He swept up the drink and took a long enthusmaskic
smacking his lips appreciatively. He replaced the pint gothe
table, sat back in his seat and drew a gnarled pipe antharlpauch
of tobacco from a pocket of his waistcoat.

“Let's see, then,” he murmured, filling his pipe methadlig
“What tale would be a just reward for a tankard of adeght and
paid for by a Frenchie?”

Mick pondered for a long moment, again rubbing his palm against
the growth of stubble on his chin.

“For some reason known only to the Wee Folk, Irelaretlus
contain more of the passages to the World of Faeaie anywhere in
the world,” the Irishman began with an expansive wave @htnd,
“Perhaps it was to do with the relative seclusion shzll, damp,
green island isolated in the storm-swept wastes of tithMdlantic.
For all I know, maybe it was linked to the aspects o th
constellations or the movements of the Celestial &stie

Jean-Luc had heard all sorts of alternative suggestionshé
prevalence of Faerie stories set in Ireland, more théew of them
from Mick’s own mouth. His favourite explanation hewl do with
the occupation of most of the British Isles by the Ros+ something
he had learned a little about from Maman’s schooling.he T
Mediterranean invaders had failed to subdue the areas rmwmnkas
Scotland and Wales, and had not forged any permanent sweay o
Ireland.

“Tis true, though,” Mick continued, “There are many plade
Ireland which are difficult to get to, even now, céitfoom the world
by mountains or bogs or rocky coastlines, save for desiegsily
watched road or path, or perhaps a navigable river or 1dkem
Faerie folk sure like their privacy and, when they engagdbair own
affairs, they’re sure to use enchanted meeting placésaway from
the places of men.”

The Navvy paused and supped deeply from the drink Jean-Luc
had procured.

“One such Faerie ring was said to be hidden away, deépein
heart of Connemara. It was a place said to be wdtafways and
discreetly guarded, although by what or who no-one couldlyigh
say. It was a place that even the most determinechadee found
impossible to approach.”
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“Without fail, a traveller would be warned away, thesult of a
chance encounter with a friendly stranger smoking a, mpan old
woman gathering heather, or somesuch. Always, theyldwbe
advised to turn around, to find another path. If they ngdahe
warnings, the unfortunate traveller would return days la&zed and
confused, penniless or blinded, and endlessly spouting crazy,
impossible tales. Or, sometimes, he would not retuatl.at

There was a silence in the room, broken only by the tnachf
the fire in the grate. Mick drank again, then continuedéaies

“It seems there was a young man, a bravo of the Kdaty, who
publicly declared that he would uncover the truth. ld&sons were
all too predictable: the brother of a local maid at whearhad set his
cap had apparently disappeared somewhere nearby the Faerie’s
realm. In an attempt to win the lady’'s heart, tleadstrong youth
would, he proclaimed loudly, evade the mysterious guardieus
return the brother to his family or at least discdverfate.”

“Despite his headstrong bravado, the young Kealy watedk
and, perhaps, wise beyond his years. He set off fremvitlage of
Letterfrack in the heart of Connemara with the grudging agrof
the elders and the tearful smiles of the maiden. wé&ad the main
roads, and the paths and tracks made by previous travellers
perhaps just by itinerant sheep. Instead he made hisdagyafter
day, due west, guided only by the sun and the stars on tke ra
occasions that they were visible.”

“The young man struggled over trackless wastes, fortisgvay
through tracts of stunted and lichen-covered trees, aed smcking
bogs where a single miss-step would find him sunk over hid. hea
With immense caution, he managed to avoid the wolvesbaads
that in this age still inhabited the forests and mourgalas of
Connemara.”

As on previous occasions, Jean-Luc noticed that thetsliens
voice had changed during his oration. There was a sirg-cpaedity
to Mick’s speech, as if he was repeating tales he @ddd by rote a
long time ago, and his pronounced Irish accent had all but
disappeared. His English sounded strange, in a way thatLle at
the time found difficult to comprehend. Much later wwuld realise
what this curious quality was: the pure diction of a fgmer who had
been carefully taught to speak a language which was notdilsem
tongue.

“It had been nearly a week with neither sight nor scafrahother
human being,” Mick continued, “And our young Kealy had begun to
think about turning back. Then, quite suddenly, he found hinmsel
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an ancient forest with trees that were taller andigititer than those
he had encountered hitherto, and some were of a kind heevad
seen before. The sunlight seemed somehow differ@mt tthe light
more clear, making the shadows deeper and sharper.”

“Following his nose, and the guidance of the sun and, sfaes
young man made his way between the trees down the gdopiyng
hillside. Eventually, the traveller came across & we#saring, near
circular in shape and hundreds of yards across, setbiowl in the
hills, with verdant forests ascending on every sittethe centre of
the glade was a circle of stones: a dozen pairs ofmasbliths, each
pair bridged by a lintel nearly as large as the supportinckglo

“The brave Kealy watched carefully from the covertlog forest
edge. The area around the standing stones was populatedgly pe
who at first sight seemed to be human although, oneclos
observation, he could see the narrow faces and poiatsdheat were
the mark of Faerie-kind.”

“There was much hustle and bustle around the circletarfes,
and it was not for some time that the young Kealyisedlthat the
Faerie folk - for surely that was their kind - wereiang and
departing the glade by stepping through the openings, disappearing
and appearing with as little concern as if they wendisg through
the doorway of a barn. Others were flying in and ouhefglade on
glittering Faerie wings that emerged fluttering from th&houlders
while they flew but disappeared instantly when thegtaéd.”

“There was plenty of more mundane traffic, too: tramgpack-
mules under the control of loud-mouthed trail mastesswall as
mounted and foot travellers of all kinds and descriptioriBhe
ground-based traffic was entering and leaving the cleargigg a
well-marked and well-worn trail to the south of whene Kealy was
hidden. Curious, he looked around carefully; there werether
trails that left the clearing, as far as he could’see.

The storyteller paused again, talking the opportunity tot Wiise
whistle while the audience waited breathlessly, themmesl.

“It soon became clear to our hero that the edgeseothkmaring
were patrolled at irregular intervals by serious-faced heavily-
armed guards, and the Kealy brave-heart had to duck backhimto
undergrowth pretty sharpish on several occasions. He detide
make his way around the edge of the clearing towards thtbeso
trail. Eventually, he succeeded in reaching the poirravithe road
met the clearing, and secluded himself in thick undergrowdinbge
at a point where he could observe all the comings amyg@long
the path.”
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“From his hiding-place, he could observe the mule trams$ a
wagons that entered and left the glade at frequent alservThe
Kealy found himself familiar with the many of the godtiat were
being transported to and fro: sacks of root vegetables are$ adg
live birds and packages of rare and exotic spices, judginthdy
tantalising aromas that hung on the air. But some @fwhgons
seemed to contain goods which he could not so easiltifiden
bundles and baskets which gave no clue as to thetiemts:’

“The young Kealy watched bemused for an hour or more, hustil
attention was caught by a wagon which seemed to cojstirone
oversized enclosed wicker basket of surprisingly robusstcoction.
As the wagon drew closer, he could make out a figure insice
basket was some kind of mobile gaol. Then, with a dtartealised
that the man inside the basket was the missing brother.”

There was a soft gasp around the fireside. Mick took the
opportunity to once again refresh himself from his rigpanptying
glass.

“The prison wagon drew up to one side of the trail, goant
close to a knot of armed men who gave every impresdidieiog
guards. The prisoner, who understandably seemed to be desponde
about his circumstances judging by the sag of his shoulders,
given food and water by one of the guards, then left dlone

“Our adventurous Kealy pondered long and hard what téraim,
the relative safety of his hiding-place. Eventually,deeided on a
direct approach, balancing the risk of discovery of hisngighlace
against interception when making any dramatic move. létgesl to
remain hidden and waited silently until darkness fell. Tieredged
his way closer to the wagon and forced open the fasteninfeeo
basketwork prison using his trusty dagger. He tugged open the gate
and dragged the half-asleep prisoner from the enclosune. Kéaly
half-walked, half-carried the brother towards the darkest of the
woods. They had almost reached the safety of the feredtje when
there was a loud bang and dazzling flash, and the two msemtly
collapsed unconscious.”

Mick stopped again to drink from his glass. The fire wasidy
burning low, and the stiliness of the audience broken onlyhby
crackling of the embers.

“It must have been much later when the bravo awokeshdek
his head to dispel the feeling of a long deep sleep. It Wagiiat
and still in the pre-dawn light, and he and his stileplag
companion were almost completely hidden by thick foliage where
they had fallen. He sat up and looked around. Thereesk&mbe
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no-one about, no guards, no travellers; even the signstiones
seemed to have become invisible in the wispy mist filat the
clearing.”

“After a few moments thought, our hero came to the lcsien
that he had been dazed by some kind of firework, but lesh b
sufficiently concealed that he and his companion had, by luck,
evaded any searchers. The Kealy quietly awakened theebraind
the two men hastened away as quickly and quietly as gheggy
state allowed.”

“Following the sun and the stars to the east, the Keditgced his
steps accompanied by his companion, forcing his way throwgh th
marches and the twisted woodlands he remembered, although
somehow the passage seemed easier on the return jéurney.

“Along the way, over their evening camps, the future leth-
law told the brave Kealy his tale: that he had resdjubllowed the
barely-marked trail that rumour suggested would lead to #ezid-
ring, politely but firmly declining any advice to turn bafthm his
declared objective from the strangers he chanced toustero
Shortly after these encounters, somehow he had betmsheand
ended up wandering the trails and pathways for many a web&. T
paths and trails seemed to be confusing, the landmarks geiter
the same each time he passed them.”

“But the brother had remained resolute. Without warning, de ha
been set upon by several heavily-armed men, who had réiiredf
his knives before bundling him into the wickerwork prisdthaugh
had not attempted to remove either his pack or his pursarns.cHe
had been bundled into the wickerwork gaol and carrietied=terie
Ring, where he had been seen by the Kealy from his hidaug{j

“After a week’s travel, they two men reached familiarritory
and the old road to Letterfrack. Half a day’'s marchhigh spirits,
brought them to the village itself. Arm-in-arm with thether of his
loved one, the Kealy walked to the house of the maide Kéaly
followed the brother inside, who announced his return iloual
voice. The two young adventurers were astonished toiriside a
sprightly Matriarch in widow's black sitting down to tatea with a
brood of grown-up children sat all around her and a brace of
grandchildren at her knee.”

“The missing Kealy!" the widow cried, ‘After forty yesr he
returns. And doesn’t look a day older, neither.” Sheaps#d in a
dead faint. Both brother and rescuer took a long look aroumd t
room, belatedly recognising other friends and acquaintancds a
relations: an older sister now toothless and doddery, amliager
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brother now paunchy and sporting a greying beard. All wevplpe
who were young and lithe a few short weeks ago, amd n@w aged
and wrinkled. The shock must have instantly addled tivains; the
Kealy and the brother turned as one and ran away dkérna
screaming and howling like dogs, never to be seen again.”

There was a sudden silence, then low murmurs ran around the
room as the audience responded to the conclusion dadlthe ®ne or
two of the older men nodded their heads, whether avehecity of
the story they had heard related or the moral fated{less young
men attempting the boundaries of Faerie, Jean-Luc coaltll.

The Irishman finished the last of his ale and smadkiedlips
appreciatively.

“Well, my friends,” Mick said expansively, his accent sudge
returning to its normal lilt, “’Tis a fine night, butrieeds my beauty
sleep, to be sure. I'll be seeing you on the causewdiieomorrow,
right enough.”

So saying, he stood and walked without the slightest whee
drunken stagger to the doorway and the cool darkness ofighe
beyond.

One by one, the other men finished their drinks and leftvos
and threes to return to their lodgings, leaving Jean-taieng into
the flames of the fire and thinking. If the young Keahd ahe
brother had turned mad, their minds totally addled and undothe a
instant of their return to Letterfrack, the Frenchmamaered, who
exactly was it who had been able to record their deedadar@htures
in such detail?
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Chapter Seventeen

It was all over in a matter of moments. The fondaech had just
arrived with the Ferryman - Guardians, Kevin assumegeedily
disarmed the group which had abducted them. The erstwipters,
now themselves captives, were shackled using similacekeyo the
ones that Kevin, Bret and Eosin still wore, althougte @f the
Guardians retrieved a device - some kind of magical kegm bne
of the guards which instantly disabled the shackles libanhd their
wrists.

The new prisoners were revealed as three men and awehen
their hoods were pulled back, none of whom were faniihaKevin
and were, so it seemed, similarly unknown to Bret arrhother.
After a short conversation between the leader ofGhardians and
the Ferryman, they were quickly bundled away, no doubtdone
close questioning. Tweedledum had been similarly shackiédvas
now sitting in one of the rows of chairs which lindte briefing
room. Two Guardians stood either side of Tweedy, whakdd
around in a kind of belligerent daze after the sudden chahge
circumstances, frequently scowling in the direction loé tidden
portal that his compatriots had used to escape.

At the far end of the room, several people had gathé&edg the
wall and bookcases where the vanished portal had beatetb
They were intent in concentration, gesturing at bbéhwall and at a
variety of small devices held in their hands. Keviaught that they
must be some kind of magical technicians, trying to twod more
information about the portal and its concealydgmour As far as he
could tell from their frustrated movements, they did se¢m to be
making much progress.

Now released from his wrist restraints and supported dsinE
Bret limped over to the Ferryman and said something guretihe
Lyndesfarne language that Kevin was unable to catchajoeared
to be an apology of some kind. The Ferryman put her banaer
son’s shoulder, a reassuring gesture which fell someshast of a
full embrace but seemed to accept that he had done stisubder
what Kevin could only describe as very difficult circuarstes. The
Ferryman spoke briefly to Eosin, who nodded soundledsdn she
beckoned to Kevin, who was still having the magical deaffs
removed by one of the Guardians.
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“Are you OK?” She asked seriously.

“Yes,” he replied, “I'm fine.”

“Once again you seem to have been in the thick ofy$hiinshe
continued, “And once again | need to apologise to you fotingut
you in danger.”

“I was asked to come,” Kevin said simply, “I acceptedherg’s
no need to apologise. Besides I'm still very confusesutlvhat’s
been going on.”

“We'll talk about it later,” The Ferryman said, “Righbw, I've
got a lot to do to sort things out here.”

Kevin could see the sense in this and politely stepped, bac
leaving the Ferryman to issue a stream of instructibmsthe
Guardians, more of whom seemed to be entering theimdedve
room. Indeed, this room seemed to have becomedéhdacto
gathering point for the more senior members of thetefoprobably
because of its convenient location within the tunn€he Ferryman
was surrounded on the dais by half a dozen or more raheed, all
with their hoods thrown back to reveal older facesnéd by grey
hair, and the grim and serious look of those in a posiod
responsibility who job it was to prevent and contdis tkind of
incident.

Kevin imagined that the entire tunnel complex was n@nd
explored by contingents from the Guardians - and presunoaibgr
police forces too - and that all those he had seeufaiy at magical
tasks on his arrival would be taken away for questioniHg. had a
suspicion that many of those questioned would say that weee
simply employees, retained for a day or a week to comeme
specific and specialized task before being released, ard neally
understanding the illegal nature of what they had beendatke
undertake.

But there was one thing that Kevin could get a directvanso,
right now. He strode over and confronted Tweedledum, was
still sitting on one of the briefing room chairs.

“Why?” Kevin asked the other man, “What was in it you?”

Tweedy scowled in response.

‘I needed the money,” he growled, “They needed someotie wi
contacts in civil engineering. Now go ahead and gloatesdiere
else, and just leave me alone.”

Kevin suspected this was not the only reason. Tweedldtan
clearly relished the feeling of power he had been tblexert within
the conspiracy, judging by the attitude he had been unabledée
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when he was threatening Kevin and the others onlgwa rhinutes
before.

He realised he would get nothing more out of Duncan Tweedy,
He looked around and saw Bret, who was looking at the &nule
which still lay on the table. As Kevin approachedetBpicked one
up gingerly and inspected it closely, handling it in the Wayin
would have associated with an unexploded bomb. The bulkgl,je
suspended from a cord of what looked like plaited leathgrsstr
glinted malevolently, with green sprites moving justblisinside the
gem.

Bret turned to Kevin.

“Where do they get these things from?” he asked safityre
rhetorically than in a genuine attempt to solicit asveer, “They're
supposed to be restricted, impossible to obtain outsidemibst
senior governance circles.”

Kevin was not sure how to answer him, but a reply didseem
to be expected in any case, which was just as walleshe was
distracted for the best of reasons.

“Kevin!” a familiar and very welcome voice sounded Inehinim.

He spun around. Tanji had just entered the room, accoeapani
by two younger members of the Guardians, both female.

“Tanji"” Kevin called back, intensely relieved.

Tanji rushed up to him and threw her arms around him, holding
him tightly.

“Oh, | was afraid | would never see you again,” she dadrs
welling uncontrollably in her eyes.

She kissed his face, his lips, again and again, perhaps toyieg t
assure herself that Kevin was no apparition, but ratleerdl flesh-
and-blood. She seemed too emotional to talk, and Kevin was mo
than content simply to hold her close, trying to provigigp®rt at the
primitive, almost animal level, that she seemed to naedhis
moment.

Around them, people were still coming and going in thefinge
room. As he held Taniji close, Kevin noticed the arrivaér the next
five minutes or so, of an even larger number of senior dgur
including at least one that Kevin actually recognised. Timabse-
faced leaders seemed determined, or so it seemed to Keviu, loe
seen to be treating this incident with anything less ttatal
seriousness.

The Ferryman clapped her hands for attention and saitbe
clear instruction in the Lyndesfarne language which Kevin
understood to mean something like “please be seated.”
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Kevin took Tanji by the arm and guided her wordlessly to a
couple of chairs in the second row. All around themyetiveas a
degree of scraping and clattering as the people in tha ewmmanged
themselves on the chairs. A few still stood, someh wlite alert
posture of armed guards, their eyes continuously roving ardwnd t
room but most people’s attention was already fixed orfrtimé of the
room.

Tanji seemed to be sufficiently reassured that she dmedih to
pay attention to what was going on around them, althobghsslI
clung to Kevin as if her life depended upon it.

Four people remained standing on the dais together with the
Ferryman. One of them came forward, her head twistirgway
and that until the remaining sporadic chatter in the rdead away.
She was a tall and slender woman with short-clippeel-grey hair
who was, Tanji informed him by whispering in his ear, geader of
the Guardians in this world. Tanji, who had trained foryes a
Guide and interpreter at the Guild of Directions, sekmeable to
prevent herself from translating the older woman’s dspispeaking
softly directly into Kevin's ear.

The chief Guardian spoke in a strong voice, so clehdy Kevin
might have been able to pick up the gist of what shesaging, even
without Tanji's translation. Her briefing was on thepit of the
portal which had existing briefly at the far end of tleeywroom they
still occupied. As Kevin had surmised earlier, there ltihes specific
information to be had; it was a special kind of one-gluotal, with a
direct link to another place in this world, and appeardaketpart of a
large private portal network. This network, she explained to the
hushed attendees, was illegal, operated outside of theocohtthe
Guilds and Boards established for millennia to overseekthd of
transportation. It was one whose existence has besgrecied for
decades, if not longer, but never before now proven.

The Ferryman thanked the Guardian leader in a formed tf
voice and then turned to a second figure on the platfofims man
was the one Kevin had recognised earlier. He was War@eekD
Williamson from Cliviger Grange which was, Kevin knew rfro
previous experience, both the headquarters and the tragmtige dor
the Guardian force in his own world.

The Ferryman said something to Williamson in the langudge o
Lyndesfarne, who replied briefly in the same way. k&ntstrode to
the front of the dais, clasped is hands behind his back daréssed
the assembly in a distinctly military style. He shoto speak in
English, in his characteristic plummy Public School epialthough
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his tone was low and serious. In one or two places drthearoom,
there was the sibilant hiss of translations being whespén official
ears, in the way that he had so often experienced Tiami.

Williamson’s briefing was also short and to the pointle
explained that, in cooperation with the official authes in France,
he and his colleagues had investigated all of the tunnetsy bei
constructed on and around the new TGV route through the
Champagne region. After such a thorough search, iuwidsely that
anything could be hidden and, indeed, they had found a secret
tunnelling project not far from the railway line and headdirectly
into the circle where the old crossing had once bé&amally, as some
kind of reassurance, Williamson said that the offiaiathorities had
been given to understand that the hidden excavations warlpara
of a plot to smuggle illegal immigrants around Europe.

After Warden Williamson had finished speaking, thererewe
several questions from the floor, none of which, r@irtanswers,
seemed to add a great deal to the message already conteulniéa
hubbub of conversation broke around around the room, withes
people twisting in their seats to speak to someone in tkierow,
and others getting up and walking around to join groups e@wh
the room. The handful of people on the dais also sgémgo into a
huddle, the group being joined briefly by others from teseably,
or by Guardians who were even now still leaving the room on
mysterious errands, or arriving with news.

Kevin sat dumbly for a few moments, unsure what - if anything -
was expected of him now. Then he turned to Tanji, whe sithng
close to him, holding his hand, and asked the question wlaidh h
been vexing him since the moment of their abduction.

“What happened to you, in the other tunnels?” he asked.

Tanji smiled up at him. Bret, who was sitting just on oiieer
side of Tanji and next to Eosin, turned his head atjtigstion.

“That’'s a story I've been asked about several time tddstye
replied, “Everyone seems to want to know what happened.”

She paused, then spoke again.

“Think back to the time the four of us were approaching the
tunnels along that old lane.”
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Chapter Eighteen

“You remember when we were in that glade,” Tanji said,
addressing Kevin, “Just before we reached the entrancéneto t
tunnel?”

Kevin looked dazed and confused for a moment, then realised
what she was talking about. He nodded. Bret was airestdning
intently to what Tanji had to say.

“Well, it seems that wasn’t the only still-functionipgece of old
magic that had been left around,” she continued, “Theree two
pieces of magic in that tunnel - maybe more, for alknbw.
Proscribed magic, | think - I’'m certain no-one usessé¢hkinds of
enchantments any more.”

“But what was this magic?” Bret asked, leaning forward an
speaking before Kevin could even draw breath.

Tanji looked slightly smug.

“Did you notice the side rooms at the end of the tunnslt®
asked.

“Yes, of course,” Bret replied, looking puzzled, “But therasn’'t
anything interesting in them.”

“Are you sure?” she pressed, “How hard did you look?”

‘I don't remember,” Bret answered slowly, “I was muclora
interested in the blocked archway, the old crossingtfoin

“Exactly,” she said, “A suite of rooms, some quitegigrand the
end of a mysterious tunnel - and you weren’t really edead. I'm
certain there was an old Distracter in operationetfier

“Of course!” Bret exclaimed, so loudly that Kevin hakpected
the man to slap himself on the forehead with the pelims hand, “|
should have been on the lookout for such things. Espeaitidly the
mood-altering magic in the clearing in the woods.”

“So, when Tweedledum’s men arrived, you just steppedanto
of those rooms, and no-one noticed you?” Kevin asked.Tanji

“Not exactly,” she replied, “l think | must have steppextl a
few paces when | heard them coming, but that's not \bpt me
hidden. Such magic is not proof against any kind of determined
search.”

“Then what did happen?” Kevin demanded.

“l backed into the side room. There was a short tuseetion
before it opened out. It was dark” - Kevin rememberet Thaji had
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just handed him her magic light globe to inspect the closesking
archway - “and | must have instinctively used a ‘Revgasture to
show active places. | was looking for, well, | guess ywould say, a
light switch.”

Kevin was listening intently, as was Bret.

“What | actually found was a hidey-hole, a secret room.
stumbled upon a concealed opening in the side of the tunre.
outline suddenly became visible following my gesture. | used a
standard ‘Open’ command, and | was able to just slip insidelasd
and lock the door behind me before Tweedy’'s henchmen ralcbe
rest of you. That hidden room must have been there shee
crossing was open, and | must have hit exactly the rggtt fer my
gesture, entirely by accident.”

Magic, Kevin knew, was a kind of step change in the sththe
world. A magical mechanism - he had been discouraged than
once from using the word “spell” - once activated, kepngdorever,
unless it was specifically turned off again. This of coumsant that
magic was highly reliable and, for example, the rerifay sprites in
the Old Bridge had been working continuously for centuri€s. it
was entirely possible that the magical concealmerghimhave
remained undiscovered forever.

“It wasn't entire dark inside,” Tanji continued, “Somenfalights
appeared just after | used the ‘Lock’ gesture. | hoped desperat
they weren't visible outside. | guess they weren'’t.”

Bret and Kevin together shook their heads in silence.nji Ta
resumed her story.

“l could hear through the door something of what was happening.
| tried to be as quiet as | could. If | could hear whas happening to
you, then they could have heard me, too. | stayell atibid to
make any movement. Eventually, | could hear you being takexy,
and then it all went very quiet.”

‘I was all alone, in hiding. | decided to stay were Isviar as
long as | could to avoid the risk of detection. Judgingvhgt | had
heard, | didn’t want to be dragged away t0o.”

“They didn’t treat us too badly,” Kevin muttered, but got the
impression that Tanji was not really listening.

“It had been utterly quiet for a long time, and | wasiggttold
and stiff. | guessed | could simply re-open the comekdbor, but |
thought perhaps there was some other way out. | triedlatg, to
write a message, but nothing happened when | gestured "Send’

Eosin said something in a murmur. Tanji nodded, while Bret
translated for Kevin's benefit.
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“A Suppresser, still working,” Bret whispered to Kevin, “Likee
one at the Lyndesfarne crossing. | knew Eosin had tetec
something like that just before those goons arrived.”

“| decided to explore the hidden room,” Tanji resumed, “Which
was bigger than | at first realised - although | soon edsthat |
hadn’t. Where | was standing by the door, it was quateonv, but it
soon opened out into a larger area with a high domed ceiliilgre
were mouldy tables and chairs, set with plates and naligspvered
in dust and spiders’ webs. There was a fireplace, erafgch was
still hung with pots and pans.”

“It sounds like it was once some kind of a mess roomeaaly
room for the Guardians at the crossing,” Bret contended.

Tanji nodded.

“I'm sure you're right. But it turned out that | wasthe first to
have discovered the secret room, whatever it was 8ome others
had, a long time ago. And they were still there, markess. In the
far corner of the room, there were three skeletons.”

She shivered at the memory. Kevin gasped in sympathy and took
her hand in his own. Tanji smiled wanly, looking up at Haon
emotional support. He tried to imagine what it must Hasen like
for her, hiding in the darkness and encountering suaioisor

“I'm sure | screamed and ran away in a panic,” she coatl
quietly, “I couldn’t think clearly. 1 was terrified thahere was no
way out, that the same fate awaited me. But eventugbt a grip
on myself and realised that they were long-dead, anashitvgoing
to be able to help them that way.”

Tanji was silent for a moment, a haunted look on hee.fa

“I could not but help having another look,” she said, dukin’t
bring myself to touch them, but they had some fascinatidime
bodies were sprawled in a corner, piled up awkwardlly,vatapped
in rotten and decayed clothes that looked fifty yearsobutate. It
was such a strange combination. | didn’t at the tinadise what it
was but, now that I've had a chance to think abownig of the dead
people wore a hooded cloak, while the other two wore fadkethe
style of the Other World.”

“It was too scary for me. | had to get out. | rackbto the door
in a panic, frantically making ‘Unlock’ and ‘Open’ gesturelshad
that horrible sinking feeling that it would not open, thatould be
trapped here forever. At the third attempt - my handd e been
shaking too much - the door opened, and | dived though.”

Tanji paused again, her eyes wide as she relived the experie
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“The hidden opening closed silently behind me,” she continued
eventually, “When | picked myself up and turned aroundetheas
no sign of the doorway. | wasn't very interestedrying to get back
in, anyway.”

Kevin could entirely understand that. He squeezed her hand
sympathetically.

“It was very dark in the tunnels,” Tanji went on, “Justittel
gloomy daylight working its way down the corridor frometh
entrance. | remembered that the floor was smoothlandahd | was
fairly certain, once | had calmed down a bit, thatdlddind my way
out. Even so, | picked my way along carefully, feeling thhor and
walls with my hands so often that | was practicallgwding.”

Kevin could feel the roughness of Tanji’'s fingers wherehagds
had been marked by the rocks and dirt.

“It got easier as it got lighter,” she said, “Finallynbde it to the
cave entrance. | hid as carefully as | could, in chseetwas still
someone lurking. But | couldn’t see anyone, so afternteérutes
holding my breath and trying not to make any noise, | mada &or
it.”

Kevin knew that Tanji kept herself fit, and was probablyeabl
make the entire length of the trail back to the maadrat the run,
especially if she was understandably very frightened.

“Before | knew it, | was at the portal building. Onlyen did |
think of trying my slate again. | worked immediatelymy relief. |
scribbled off a message to the Ferryman, and similar agessto
everyone | could think of, including people at the Guild okEtions
and a couple of the Guardians. | felt safer nowttiete were people
around. | sagged onto a seat in the portal building. It mage
looked in a bad way, since someone came up to me and askesi
OK.”

“Shock,” Kevin said. Bret nodded.

“It was not long afterwards than reply messages stadaearrive,
and shortly after than a squad of Guardians, including okeew
personally from the crossing. | explained what had hagheas best
| could.”

Tanji stopped and looked around.

“Then | was whisked away in the company of the Guardissi®”
said, “I'm not sure | can remember exactly what happen&¢here it
was. | guess | wasn't paying very much attention.”

Kevin imagined it was some secret secure location usetthéby
Guardians in this world.
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“Then | had to explain it all again to your mother”ariji clearly
meant the Ferryman, judging by the way she glanced aaBdethen
across the room - “I've already asked her to send soenephave a
closer look at the secret room, and the dead people.”

Kevin had not been paying very much attention to what wagygoi
on elsewhere in the room. Rather, he had been ntratiag on what
Tanji was telling him. So, it was something of a surpwéen the
Ferryman clapped her hands and said something loudlyKenah
did not immediately understand. She immediately regkah
English, presumably for his benefit.

“Could I have everyone’s attention, please?”
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Chapter Nineteen

Tanji, Bret and Eosin turned as one to face the Femymwith
Kevin only a second behind. The other people in tlemradlid the
same, and a sudden hush fell over the gathering. Thentarr
appeared to have been in deep discussion with two youngele pen
man and a woman - while studying some things that haal flaeed
on the table beside her. She picked at the objects finger and
thumb, an expression of mild distaste on her face, #tend up
straight and swept her gaze over the audience. She spakig and
slowly in the language of Lyndesfarne and, despite henteardeal,
Tanji once again started to interpret for Kevin bén@fimost
automatically.

“It appears that today we have solved an old family emyst
Tanji whispered a translation in Kevin's ear, “Althougk may well
have uncovered a deeper mystery instead.”

The Ferryman visibly took a deep breath and then aosdin

“For those who have not heard the story, it seemats i the year
of’ - Tanji hesitated a second, then added - “that woeldL®52, |
think, three young men disappeared in unexplained circumstance
never to be seen or heard of again. Let me tell gouething about
these three young men.”

“One was named Alistair, who joined the Guardians atfter
Second Great War in the Other World. Although a fomesigihis
man travelled widely in our world and the other, and mgtoung
woman named Yise, who he married. This young man was m
father.”

There was a collective gasp around the room. Kevinentrely
astounded, even though he had heard something of thisk&tfone,
and Tanji seemed to be equally dumbfounded. Bret and Ees& w
holding hands for mutual support. Alistair and Yise wereyik
already knew, Bret's maternal grandfather and grandmother.

“I never really knew him,” the Ferryman continued, @cling to
Tanji's translation, “He disappeared when | was but lzeba arms.
My mother never forgot him, and never gave up hope ti@nsght
find out what happened. But now | strongly believe, antd sound
evidence to show it, that one of the bodies that aaweb young
Guide has discovered this day was that of Alistair.”
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Tanji coloured slightly at being mentioned in these serbut did
not hesitate in her translation for a second.

“When Alistair disappeared, he was in the company ofatiers.
One was a native of this world, by name of Bramg¢idrother and
my uncle. A brave and resourceful man, one who hadtedselled
widely in both worlds. The third was their friend andisted
companion, another native of the Other World, a quidkediand
dexterous man called Tom.”

Kevin had previously heard both the Ferryman herself lagr
daughter Bret speak about the time the three companianigfhan
the middle of the night on some unnamed and mysterioascderr
something thought to be urgent, but not perceived as partycul
dangerous, and had simply failed to return despite a promige t
back by morning. At the time, he had sensed Bret'sessdand
latent frustration at the lack of information, at giynnot knowing
what had become of his grandfather all those years ago.

“How do | know all this, you may be asking yourself,” the
Ferryman asked rhetorically, Tanji once again whisperia
translation in his ear.

Kevin was indeed asking himself this; not because he thought i
was untrue, but more because he wanted to know how thgféa -
usually a cautious and conservative individual, he thougbtld be
so sure of the facts.

The Ferryman looked stern-faced. She picked up an olpgaut f
the table and held it up for inspection. It was, as $aKewvin could
see, a book of some kind, bound in very mouldy-looking brow
leather.

“This book tells us much. It is Bram’'s notebook and,”err
Tanji's translation faltered again - “his magic slafes far as we can
tell, all three were killed quickly, by some kind of ginzal weapon.”

Tanji had difficulty with the translation of this lagthrase, it
seemed to Kevin, although he was unsure whether this lgecdus
there being no words in English to name any kind of mégica
weapon, or Tanji’'s personal disgust at the whole notion.

“The bodies were dumped in the room where they weradidu
the Ferryman continued, “Whoever it was, it must havepbaed
very hurriedly, perhaps even in a panic. It seems th&® no
attempt to search the bodies. Otherwise, such intainng
evidence” - she waved the book again - “would have besmved
or destroyed.”

By now, there were murmurs of sympathy and even alarm fro
the various groups and individuals in the room. Cleargnympeople
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here had heard something of the history. Some seemed unmsure
to react, while others were aghast, perhaps wondering ndwat
revelations were to follow.

“What we don't yet know,” the Ferryman said, again epieg
the room with her eyes, “Is who committed this criadghough | feel
sure a more detailed analysis of Bram’s book, and Towisbook,
too” - she indicated one of the other objects still lva table - “may
furnish a few clues. What is entirely clear from eveguasory
glance iswhythe young men were killed.”

The muttering and murmuring around the room stopped at once,
and everyone’s attention refocused on the stern-lookingamaat the
table.

“It seems that Bram kept copious notes about his invesiigati
one which he and the others had been undertakinghaperwe
should all hear the last entry in his notes.”

Kevin vaguely expected the Ferryman to read aloud from the
book but, instead, she gestured economically with her hghtl at
the worn and discoloured book held in her left. Theeaf what
sounded to Kevin like that of a confident-sounding man suddenly
filled the room. He sounded slightly breathless, as ifi&d just run a
distance uphill, and spoke rapidly in the Lyndesfarne language.

“Now at the end of the tunnel,” Tanji translated as \‘b&e of
Bram sounded out over the hush in the room, “I've actvahe
amulet that the Ferryman gave me and it's showing donget

While Bram’s voice carried on speaking, the presentyfren
held up another object which had been on the table andtratufti
It looked like an item of jewellery, some kind of chkymecklace of
dull polished stones.

“There’s definitely been some recent crossing madgitam’s
voice went on, “Nothing overt, nothing that changespituperties of
the interfaces but somebody had been probing around - emd v
recently, too.”

“l knew it!” Eosin cried directly to Kevin, in Englisihen added
something incomprehensibly rapid to Bret in the language of the
Other World.

There was a sound in the background, from the same magical
recording that had captured Bram’'s voice, followed by d ca
incongruously in English, presumably from either Tom GstAir.

“Over here!”

There was a further series of obscure and incomprehensible
noises.
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“Someone’s coming!” Bram’s voice said distinctly, also
English. There was a snap, as if the notebook cover d¢wal dlosed
hurriedly, and then nothing more.

The discussions around the room suddenly swelled as eeeryon
present speculated on the importance of what they hach@asd.
Bret was talking animatedly to Eosin and Tanji seemed do b
following their discussion closely. Kevin's own thougwere in
turmoil. He realised that these were men who had, Ibgcabunts,
survived numerous adventures and mishaps during the War in
Europe, only to be killed in secret and their bodies ealed in a
supposedly peaceful part of this world.

The mutterings suddenly coalesced into a babble of questions
from first this group and then that faction, clearlytidguishable,
Kevin thought, by their body language and the way they huddled
together as if for mutual support. There were answens fthe
Ferryman, and Bret, and several others who appearedawe h
positions of responsibilty somewhere in the interlogk
organisations that surrounded the crossing between the dvidsw

Tanji could barely keep up with the translations and, aftehike,
she gave up even the attempt to do so. She did managect® pré
some of the interchanges, explaining that there wetet anore
handwritten written notes, from Bram and from Tom, ahhi
described how the two men had tracked down first one iraforand
then another, over a period of many months, and in martg pa
both worlds.

Finally, they felt that they had enough information, s
collected their old friend and companion Alistair for wheas do
doubt supposed to be one last adventure before settling dokay
had taken the magic amulet - Tanji was unable to mada eixactly
how they had acquired this item - and followed the tiHil
information which led them to the tunnel that was once paa
crossing. There, Tanji reflected sadly, to meet witsudden and
untimely end.

The Ferryman slapped the table as her side with the plalraro
hand. At the sound, the discussions and question ceaseddr&w
herself upright and spoke very slowly and formally, Isat fTanji had
no difficulty in translating the words.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, it seems we are opposed, as ahasy
have suspected for a long time. There is an orgamsasinged
against us, a hidden organisation that wishes to impleitgeown
pathways to the Other World, outside of the jurisdictminthe
Combined Boards and the governance of the Guilds. Amisag@n
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without a name that would introduce unfettered magic itoQther
World, and powerful engineering technologies into our owAn
organisation that has been working against us for gemesat
perhaps centuries. And an organisation that has killednanéd our
friends and relatives many a time.”

She paused for dramatic effect, then thundered.

“This organisation must be stopped.”

114 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009



Chapter Twenty

“Wheee!” shrieked Tanji, darting ahead of Kevin and spiqyi
him head to foot with foamy seawater.

Kevin grinned maniacally, crouched lower over his owrib®ard
and repeated the gesture for more speed. The board luccheatd,
nearly tossing him into the ocean, but he managed tch dais
balance and get back on Tanji's taill. She glanced bsak, him
gaining and swerved from side to side, casting up greatil$aofa
water as she made the curves.

Kevin dodged and weaved, seeking an opportunity to pass her,
but she was in the end too fast for him. She scogpeain the beach
and hopped neatly off the board only a second or twordddevin
slid to a halt alongside her.

“That was fun!” he enthused, picking her up in a hug and
swinging her around.

“You're really getting the hang of this, aren’t you?'esteplied,
once disentangled.

Kevin modestly acceded that this might be so. He wadsan
naturally sporty or athletic person, he would have ldenfirst to
admit, and he had had reservations about attempting thisuts
pursuit. But it was easier than it looked, he had diseaveand he
felt he was becoming, if not skilled, then at leashpetent enough to
enjoy it.

The best description of the sport, Kevin had decided, was
something like waterskiing, but without the tow rope atered the
boat. The two of them had spent much of the lastiays attempting
to master this particular activity, apparent known asewhoarding.
His first attempts had thrown him into the warm aquameawvater of
the lagoon time and again, much to everyone’'s amusemeéanji
had taken a tumble or two as well, although with heunatpoise
and balance she seemed to pick it up more quickly.

They had been practicing for several hours each mobefgye
the sun got too hot for them. Towards midday, they wetdg for a
light lunch in the shade, enjoying mixed salads and apalinnks
and barbecued fish. After that, they would walk backher tlittle
apartment, actually one of numerous individual huts builtstlts
(mostly straight) over the lagoon and connected by lan@at of sun-
bleached timbers. There, they would shower togetlapisg and
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caressing each others bodies, before tumbling into b#d kisses
and more passionate embraces.

Their afternoon siesta, sleeping out the heat of thlyeirdaheir
cool and shady room, left them refreshed for the eagéni
entertainments. After sunset, which fell with equatosuddenness
at the same time every day, they would dress for afeemal dinner
in the hotel dining room. The dress code, as far amnkmuld tell,
required only the wearing of clothes, any clothes;\ilais by contrast
to daytime here, where anything at all - including maghat all -
seemed to be considered entirely acceptable.

Dinner was served in a large covered area, open tadbkng
night breezes at the sides. The guests assembled atwartarde
companionable tables that were the fashion in thisldv The
etiquette was to engage one’s dinner companions, differesry
night, in light conversation. Most of the chat westtaight over
Kevin's head - his grasp of the language of Lyndesfarng std
shaky at best - and he sometimes felt just a litttedet. But the
dinners were accompanied with much laughter and food, and a
modest amount of wine, and he found it impossible nanter into
the spirit of the occasion.

After dinner, the hotel would provide some kind of
entertainments: dancers in various styles as wela@asbats and
jugglers. Kevin was not at all surprised to discover tihate were no
magical acts, no acts of sleight-of-hand or prestidigitatHere, he
considered, what would be the point?

After the floor show, the house band would play dance anusi
Kevin was encouraged to dance or, more precisely, giv@n n
opportunity to decline Tanji's importunateness. The da@neior at
least writhing rhythmically - was something he undekt@ath more
energy than skill, although Tanji seemed to appreciateffusts and
no-one seemed to notice or care about his performalmcany case,
there seemed to be no standard format and people moved in
startling variety of styles. The stately steps ofies and groups
contrasted with the vigorous and athletic movementshefyoung
and fit, or perhaps slightly over-imbibed, all to theyveame music.

Kevin and Tanji enjoyed the party atmosphere until ong¢he
other started to tire. Kevin certainly found that famtly pleasing
muscular ache in his thighs - mostly due to the watardiog -
meant that he slept particularly well, even after diesta in the early
afternoon. They would leave the dance floor togetimel take a
cooling walk hand-in-hand along shady paths back to tpant@ment.
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Many parts of the gardens and walkways were well-litr aftark
by a variety of magical light sources, but some sastiwere very
badly illuminated with only a few sparks which seemedtive and
flash at random. Kevin had initially assumed that tiveye some
kind of sprite - those magical sparks that indicatedpitesence of
powerful influences. It was only after the second evetinag he
realised that they were live fireflies and that theswhe reason why
the lighting was kept so very low.

By daylight, Kevin pointed out to Tanji on their way toase
breakfast, the hotel grounds were crawling with othedlifigl. One
more obvious form was that of monitor lizards, which Kevin
suspected could also be found in similar places in his covidw He
had not realised that these creatures could swim; Hegg, could
frequently been seen nosing around the pontoons and pilinga whic
supported the walkways to the apartments over the lagétenhad
been assured that they were harmless, but was digtimetvous
when they were around.

The vegetation seemed to Kevin to be nearly as alarnsirthea
animals. At one point on their walk to the restauthely passed a
near-vertical rock face with the roots of severalgnemning over its
surface. The insistent roots had clearly forced they g0 any
cracks or fissures that they could find and was in thegsydn an
interminably patient vegetable kind of way, of turning theire
outcrop into soil.

The tropical island upon which they were holidaying, aparnfr
the central hotel buildings and the apartments owerlagoon, was
apparently unoccupied by any people, although there seemed to
plenty of monkeys about. From the veranda of theirtapant, they
could look down through the gaps in the decking and seetlgrigh
coloured fish nosing around the sand and corals.

Looking up at the high forested centre of the island tdoeyd see
any number of brilliant birds flying, and there was sometlalsg,
too. It was only on the third day that Kevin realised thay were a
small species of dragon, or something like it. They wisledaters,
diving repeatedly into the water to catch fish with tieaws before
flying off, fish still wriggling, to their lairs. Thesksh-dragons built
their nests in high trees at the very top of thenglenountain, and
every tree along the skyline seemed to house at least fairs of
these creatures whose calls were plainly audiblearstitiness of the
mornings.

Their week-long trip to this tropical island paradise waen to
end - far too soon, Kevin considered. Over dinner on thstimight,
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their conversation fell to a comparison of their tripsKevin would
be the first to agree, some of the more exotic pdr®th worlds. In
a completely unserious way, the two of them debatecbline and
minus points of the places they had been, and how eadt be
improved by the addition of capabilities from the other.

They agreed that there were many points of similanitthe Two
Worlds, but they chose to take opposing viewpoints ashy this
was so. Tanji was convinced that the similarities vibeeresult of
deliberate copying. Travellers from one world woukkethome with
them the best ideas and re-create them. Kevin wasmdure.
Surely, he reasoned, relatively few people even knewtahe Other
World and fewer regularly travelled between the worldsvas more
like, he maintained, that human nature meant that brdahdl same
things would appeal to people in each world, and would occur
separately.

“I know that there are plenty of places like this in yoworld,”
Tanji asserted, “But hotels are a relatively recentntioa here. We
don't have to stay anywhere overnight - portal travelans you
could always just go home.”

Kevin knew this was true. He resolved to persuade Tanji to
accompany him to a resort in his own world, to see hosvvgould
react to a luxurious retreat without the benefit of imagnd how
much difference the travelling actually made.

The venue Kevin selected, after not very much consideravas
a landmark hotel just off the coast of the Red Seae ffavel of
course required the usual tedium of international flightanji was in
the possession of a perfectly functional British pass and Kevin
did not want to ask how she had come to acquire it.

On their arrival, stepping out of the chauffeured lisine that
had been provided, the hotel was, as he had expected, ludiicrous
expensive - and ludicrously over-the-top too, in his skgbtinical
opinion. However, he wanted to see what Tanji's reaatias.

As it turned out, and to his entire satisfaction, shedat.e She
was fascinated by the gadgets and gimmickry, revelled itathgh
décor and the subservient service, and the astonishingyvafithe
cuisine offered at all times of the day and night.

Some of the most unusual meals were served in the watker
restaurant - actually a restaurant underground, but wittaaview
both above and below the water. The sub aqua effecientaanced
by massive aquaria, well-stocked fish tanks so large Kastin
imagined that they would require cleaning by a membehehbtel
staff in scuba gear.
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Kevin had booked dinner for the evening of their arrival.e Th
restaurant was entered by a submarine ride - actudigraeyland-
style Virtual Reality presentation. Tanji was amusedHhayattitude
of the waiting staff when they ordered a fresh seafodteplaFruits
de la Mere When this arrived, it was an impressive collection of
crustaceans and shellfish on a bed of cracked ice.heRa&han
tackling the dismantling of crabs claws and king prawnmsadves,
as Kevin had anticipated, liveried waiting staff wearing @/lgitoves
skilfully separated the meat from the shells and pteserthe
prepared morsels for their plates.

The following day, Kevin and Taniji tried waterskiing, under the
instruction of a patient and professionally sympathetacho They
both got very wet and laughed a lot, but they finally ngadato stay
upright on the skis for an appreciable time. Kevin wordleafe
perhaps some of the balancing skills he had honed duingig
previous stay had helped him learn more quickly.

In the afternoon, they took a private trip on an arckeoden
boat - or, at least, one which looked suitably anclaut; Kevin
became sure, was actually well-equipped with modern nawget
instruments and powerful engines. The trip took them fadanding
stage at the edge of the lagoon, the water warm anad grestark
contrast to the cool blue depths on the other sideeofdbf. Their
craft plodded along the coastline finally anchoring off a isignd
surrounded by the obligatory white sands and coral reefs.

Aided by the crew, which outnumbered the passengers three-to-
one, they waded ashore. While the crew set about pngpari
barbecue picnic, Kevin and Tanji swam from the edge obdaeh
and watched the fish and the occasional turtle plagdiymming
about. Tanji seemed relaxed, as happy as Kevin had evehasee

“Could you live here?” he asked suddenly, “I mean, in thiddvo
Not that I'm actually asking you to, of course.”

She looked at him strangely for a minute, a tense silémae
seemed to stretch on and on, then smiled warmly enaudfetin to
feel obscurely comforted.

“A world without magic?” she said, “A world totally viibut any
of the familiar mechanisms and devices which | grew up Wwith?

She thought for another long moment.

“Yes,” she concluded, “Yes, | could.”

Kevin was relieved. He was not sure he could manadgweo
always in her world, much as he enjoyed his frequent viskig
knew it was just too different for him to easily copehwitSomehow,
in her world, everything was simultaneously the same amgpletely
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different, and he felt sure he would constantly fded &n infant, an
invalid: lost, helpless, always requiring help and assistan
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Chapter Twenty One

Kevin would later remember, looking back on this peribd} the
following few months were hectic in the extreme. Hhi&d been
effectively co-opted onto a task force attempting torycawut the
Ferryman’s direction to identify that shadowy group thatl been
working for generations against the status quo. Under xbeutve
command of the Ferryman, every available person stdmérave
been drafted in to investigate even the most tenuodsdedo re-
explore avenues which had not been considered in decades.

It was a period of intense and dedicated activity. Kéoumd
himself neglecting his everyday professional respoitibiland his
consultancy work for days, even weeks at a time. Tboard of
Control, together with the other Boards and Guilds whasaplex
web of influence and governance had for so long irtittathe
crossing between the worlds, mobilised everyone tbeydddentify.
Agents of one description or another were sent alt te world, as
far as Kevin could see - indeed, all over both worlaspecting the
sites of crossings now closed and trying to follow upcloles about
the mysterious organisation. He strongly suspected haadig¢ven
know about most of the investigations and enquiries that
Ferryman had instigated.

The investigations that Kevin was asked to undertake alene
his own world, presumably on the grounds that his fantyliavould
be an advantage. He was always accompanied by Tdmgh was
of course exactly what he would have wished in any.chiavever,
she had been fairly intensively briefed over sevemirs by Eosin
and two others who were also engaged with the maintenaithe
barrier magic. The discussion was held entire in #mguage of
Lyndesfarne and was, Tanji explained later, extremedjrtical and
included magical concepts and descriptions which defied mabkn
translation.

However, she assured him that she felt sufficientlif esuipped
to be able to spot any tell-tale signs of magic leakiog the Other
World through a crossing that was not quite closed, buairea in
what Kevin understood to be some in-between statee alo said
that Eosin had also taught her some esoteric magaaliteie which
actually did work in Kevin's world, simply because no-ohad
thought to add an inhibitor to the Barrier betweernvtbeds.
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It was not unusual to encounter anonymous and oftenrrathe
mysterious individuals when returning to brief the Feagnon the
findings of the most recent mission, and then to vecestruction on
their next task. These meetings usually happened inghgnfan’s
house and it seemed to Kevin that there must be peoplimgand
going at all hours.

One person who Kevin was surprised to see was Kithyrgman
who was an old school friend of Tanji’'s and who hadnbeeked
into tracking her movements, and therefore Kevin, durihg
construction of the New Bridge. Although the motivation the
plotters Amiss and Ricard had apparently been one of medrgain,
Kevin had more recently wondered how much of this fieatence
was intended to delay or disrupt the completion of theeptpj
especially since their discovery that Tweedledum - wéub tbeen in a
position of considerable responsibility during the cargton work -
had secretly been an agent for the organisation oppth&ny

Kithyn nodded rather stiffly to Tanji and Kevin, lookidgstinctly
embarrassed, and moved to pass them in the corridohn ¥eaico the
front door. Tanji was not going to let this happerseemed. She
rushed over and took her erstwhile friend by the harfdctefely
preventing her from leaving. The two women, one petitd her
blonde hair in a ponytail, the other tall and big-bometth her dark
hair cascading over her shoulders, spent many minutgsivate
conversation. Kevin could not hear what was beind, daut from
the body language the women displayed and the tears that we
discreetly dried afterwards, it seemed the two womemiathged to
restore their long friendship.

Their first investigation Kevin and Tanji undertook tdugst
required a trip to Ireland. He already knew that, foresoeason no-
one had yet understood, this country had been a favapde for
crossings between the Two Worlds. Perhaps it was some
unimaginable quirk of the magic used to construct crossmgs,
could have been the degree of remoteness and isolat@oit in a
small island on the edge of a continent, or even sirtipdy the
climate - mild and damp and windy - was favoured by thesing-
builders, perhaps because the blustery and unpredictablé loca
weather tended to disguise any cross-world impact of matdh in
current conditions.

This unexplained preference had earned the island a reputati
mystery and magic, and engendered any number of myths and
legends about strange peoples and wonderful creatures tteastille
in circulation to this day. Personally, Kevin had daubt that many
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of the stories of pixies and leprechauns and Faerie Wefk based
on real experiences, stories which had grown in tlimgewnhile

losing a degree of accuracy in the process. In any tteséast of the
crossings to the Emerald Isle were supposedly closed thenefive
hundred years ago, so old wives’ tales were unlikely ta beliable
guide.

So it was that Kevin found himself on an early magnflight
from Manchester airport to Cork with Tanji at his sidewas a short
and rather noisy flight on a small and propeller-drivenraft that
seemed more like a bus with wings tacked on as an aftmgyttit
After the short and extremely relaxed immigration pdures, Kevin
collected a worn-looking hire car which was apparenthatwhad
been reserved on their behalf, and certainly suited tower story
that he and Tanji were English tourists travelling diglat budget.

Their itinerary took in several of the more remgpets in south
and west Ireland, places both wild and beautiful, no ddeaturing
views across unspoilt forests and flat boglands to rawdesw
mountains in the distance. Even so, Kevin realisatl plassage to
these places would have been difficult without the benefimodern
transportation, and indeed potentially dangerous, givepdhsibility
of getting lost in the mist and being sucked into a bog.

Their first destination was a secluded lake, the previocegion
of a crossing the closure of which had been the subjecne of
Bret's innumerable tales. This location was onerehéevin did not
really expect to find anything, since he had been gigemnderstand
that the crossing here had been closed quickly and exgipsiv
Indeed, the lake in front of them was almost perfedtiyular when
seen from the air, and he knew that the current edgéleokke
marked almost precisely the barrier between the Twald&othe
hole in the ground resulting from the explosion becomigjidly
filled with rain and water from diverted streams.

Kevin stopped the car in several places as directed by, Wno
continually referred both to a conventional detailegh mbthe area as
well as a set of notes in her own handwriting whadthough written
in English, contained so much private and obscure shaittiat he
found it completely impenetrable. At each place, tlemkta short
walk, or sometimes a much longer one, the longest adhwhias a
forty-minute hike to a high vantage-point on the edge olfifathat
fell away to the lake waters below.

From their view-point, Kevin would hear the wind whispgr
across the lake surface, barely rippling the water. ight Imist
decorated the heather-covered hillsides and partiallguoibg the
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blue-grey mountains in the distance, a cold damp mistnthaae him
feel very glad of the warm and waterproof jacket he leacembered
to bring, not to mention the stout hiking boots he hadmon the
plane.

At each of the places they stopped, always close twdtyeshore
of the lake, sometimes with the waters practicalfypiag at their
toes, Tanji would clutch the pendant that Eosin had gmnnin her
left hand, and essay a series of complex gestures etithight, her
face creased with concentration. In each casewskdd then shake
her head and Kevin's unspoken question. There was, mssa®®
magic now remaining around this long-closed crossing.
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Chapter Twenty Two

Jean-Luc’s sojourn working on the bridge to Lyndesfarsteth
for a great many months which soon stretched intesdt®nd year.
The great arches slowly took shape, with the carvedkblof
masonry carefully fitted together and strengthened bgla o¥ stout
wrought iron bars artfully slotted into grooves and haatin the
stonework itself.

During this time, Jean-Luc found himself living rather tjyje
only infrequently visiting the public houses and drinking densre
to listen to the stories rather than consume theoaleider. His
behaviour stood out compared with the hard-working, hardddgn
labourers which made up the bulk of the workforce, andnofte
themselves came from other parts of Britain or frivetand. The
rough migrant workforce toiled extraordinarily diligentlyard men
who priding themselves on the number of tons of edwély tould
load into wheelbarrows and hand-carts each day usingngatiore
sophisticated than hand-held shovels.

The bulk of these movements of earth and rough stone paat
of a plan to make improvements to the road - presettty more
than a rough farm track, which led away from the caugdomards
the old Roman road, which in turn stretched from Netleasnd
London in the south to Edinburgh in the North. The wizke
assembled stout dry-stone walls along the newly wideaadway,
dug the foundations for smaller bridges that forded streanas
stretched across little gullies along the route, dig ditcre drainage
channels to keep the way free from water from theinfotquent
storms and winter snow-melt, and broke up thousands af ¢dn
rocks using hammers and pickaxes into sharp-edged fragmeinots wh
were packed down to form the hardwearing surface of e itself.

Jean-Luc found himself spending as much time as he couidawit
quieter group, the craftsmen who precisely cut the stmogdwhich
would form the arches and roadway of the great bridg#. itSene
masonry was cut with band-saws, the iron blade held itawd
complex frame of wood and twisted leather, and pulled tbfianby
two men. The final shaping was done with an ironethssruck
repeatedly by a wooden mallet, the thudding noise oftérg libe
first thing he heard when he approached the lip of thergudrere
most of the cutting and shaping took place.
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Jean-Luc’s quiet and unassuming demeanour, and his sobmiety a
diligence, slowly earned him a degree of respect amohgdiightly-
knit community of masons, most of whom were local malike the
migrants who did most of the heavy and unskilled work. The
craftsman’s work appealed to Jean-Luc, and seemed toohibe t
straightforward enough, so he diffidently approached the me@ason
and asked if he could take on some of the stone-cuttieg, though
he was already much older than any normal apprentice.

It was to Jean-Luc’s good fortune that there was andisti
shortage of skilled masons available at that timedeed, the stone
blocks could not be cut and shaped quickly enough to keep up with
the rate at which they could be transported and fitt€de younger
man’s industrious nature, not to mention his skills vidbls of all
kinds, prompted the foreman to offer Jean-Luc a trialust for a
month, mind you” - which he gladly accepted. In facte th
Frenchman soon developed a level of proficiency instbeecutter’s
arts which would - he would later understand - normalyehiaken a
five year or longer apprenticeship to acquire.

The community of the masons also had their own taled
legends - from “over the water,” they would say, noddingthe
direction of the bridge - and these stories were ofbdoh over the
tapping of hammers on chisels or the rasp of a stome-daan-Luc
listened to these tales as he worked and noted thatteemed to be
many common themes, even though they often contrddiote
another in almost every detail. He bided his own churarely
commenting on a tale or asking a question, even thougtedehard
to commit each one to memory.

It was one of the older and quieter workmen, a local neaknew
only as Harold, who suggested to Jean-Luc that he atteraima
dance to be held in the nearby village of Fenwick. n-lee was
initially reticent, still feeling that he was a stgeer, almost an outcast,
in this society. The older man gently encouraged Jeando
reconsider, perhaps rather sympathetic to the lonelg/aman’s
circumstances. There would be people coming from miesna,
Harold explained, there would be music and dancing, ancthibes
would be many young people in attendance, including his @mn s
and the youngest of his daughters.

The barn-dance was indeed held in a communal barn \stocid
on the edge of the common land close to the centifegeofillage, and
not far from other essentials as the church, therage and the most
popular of the public houses. The barn was currently eampdyhad
been carefully swept out, awaiting the start of thevdwrwhen it
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would be filled with cut and dried hay for winter foraged astraw
for bedding for the animals in the colder months. #@gsthad been
set up at one end of the space. Actually it was justichibarn door
set over some cut-off barrels, intact and full versiohwhich could

be found at the other end of the building where an improrat had
been created. Someone had spent some time in puttingngp lo
strings of bunting which criss-crossed the roof-beatmsven and
which gave the whole venue a cheerfully festive appearan

It was a warm summer evening, a month or so aftestinemer
solstice, and the double doors of the barn were wide tpeamit
the soft night breeze. Rough tables had been set amuiside the
doors, and a few inside, and lamps and candles, as ygt weaile
already in place for when darkness fell, a time séllesal hours
away. A hearty supper was being prepared, judging by theodslic
aromas of cooking that were wafting around, and whicluded the
roasting over charcoals of a whole pig on a spit. rblast and other
meats would be accompanied, Jean-Luc correctly surmisgd, b
masses of simply prepared but very fresh vegetables hergeith an
astonishing quantity of boiled new potatoes.

When Jean-Luc arrived, feeling thoroughly scrubbed and
somewhat overdressed, a small band was already warmiag the
stage, while the bar was already surrounded by large rfarwieh
large voices and large beer tankards in their hands. bEme
members were also locals, he would soon discover, re@idrusical
performance was best characterised by energy and esim,sather
than anything resembling technical competence.

Jean-Luc had taken some care over his appearance, having
retrieved and very carefully laundered his best shirtteowsers from
the bottom of the pack he had brought all the way froamé¢e. The
tightly-fitting black trousers and the blousy white slaftfine cotton
that he had donned were in complete contrast to the{spom shirts
and woollen trousers worn by the other young men.

Heads turned and the volume of conversation fell whan-lac
appeared at the barn door, but soon resumed at a slighitigr h
volume. Some of it, he knew for a certainty, was iposgned at the
mysterious Frenchie who had appeared so suddenly in thest. m
Harold the stonemason waved Jean-Luc over and introduecetbh
his family. His wife was a quiet mousy woman with iastantly
forgettable appearance, who had little to say and wherréeff to her
husband in every respect.

After bowing politely to the goodwife, Jean-Luc was acluced
to Harold’'s son John, who was already apprenticed toldbal
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blacksmith. He was a big lad, already towering oveffdtiser, and
equipped with the gentle and essentially placid dispositianrtteant
that everyone was his friend. In John’s case, thahdship was
immediate cemented when Jean-Luc, at a loss as totthapen a
conversation, explained that the first part of his @asso meant
“John” in his native tongue, and that they were tlogeemore closely
related, perhaps even brothers.

Finally Jean-Luc was introduced to the daughter of thalyfam
She was pink and plump and blonde, and seemed to be shelterin
between the bulk of her brother and her mother. Maoandn
flustered by the proximity of a member of the opposite Jean-Luc
gallantly offered to dance with the young woman, whoamen he
missed at the introduction and would never learn. Shenored
something indistinct which might have been “perhapg”lateoking
rather giggly and nervous, and indicated that she would pefay
by her mother’s side.

Jean-Luc would not, as it turned out, have the opportuhityhe
company of his new friend John, he was soon surroundeedyle,
most from the younger rather than the older generat were
curious to know more about “that Frenchie”. He ansdieregreat
many questions to the best of his ability, sometimessed to the
edge of his competence with the language, but nevertheldsgood
humour and a degree of wit he had not known he possessed.

Several of the more forward girls made their intemeshe young
Frenchman discreetly known, even under the watchful efyparents
and grandparents. They were clearly attracted by eedest
litheness and quick wit which contrasted with the tacitamd heavy-
set farmers’ sons which made up the bulk of the young male
population hereabouts. Jean-Luc maintained his aloof , pose
preferring to avoid the attention of the adult chaperomd®
carefully watched the goings-on in the fashion than-desg was
entirely familiar with from similar rural events ihe villages back
home in France.

As Jean-Luc chatted, he had a sudden sense of being @vatche
from across the room. He spun around suddenly and caugeyehe
of a pretty dark-haired girl who swiftly turned away whenlooked
in her direction, accompanied by a certain amount of iggdiom
the four or five girls who clustered together on the digle of the
barn. He immediately spoke to John and asked who wdsetheiful
raven-haired lass. John seemed confused for a moprestymably
at the concept of a girl who he had probably known siheg were
both toddlers being described as either “beautiful” ovérahaired”.
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Jean-Luc begged an introduction and trailed across the aftem
John’s lumbering gait. Her name, as it turned out, witlg Ma short
form of Millicent - and she was the daughter of a Idaalily, a pillar
of the farming community. Her family had been in thiea for
generations, and her mother was a stalwart of tha lokage. He
rapidly learned that Milly was the youngest of thredesss and
widely regarded as the most sensible of the three. older girls
were already married, and one was already a motheg;ta-prospect
that she apparently regarded with a mixture of morbidrfagson and
excitement.

Demurely, Milly asked about his family, back in Francdean-
Luc explained that his father had died in some kind okfuket of
God, struck down by lightening from a clear sky as he wbnkehe
fields, an accident which had happened while he was fitthre than
a babe in arms. He related how, on becoming a youdgwyihis
mother had at first taught in the local dame schoolyigig a
church-charity basic education for those too poor tonbeeceipt
anything better. After many year8laman had apprenticed him to
the GrandViaison the makers of the finest Champagne vintages, and
returned to domestic service in the great house wheréetself had
first been employed after her leaving her parents home.

Milly and her friends listened with careful interest lalltseemed
uncertain on how to continue the conversation. Taafisilence,
Jean-Luc explained about the growing of grapes for the gakin
wine - a drink mostly reserved for the upper classebkimntime and
place - on the dry hillsides in his native lands. Miagaa story often
related in the fields, he recounted how the best @aemed to thrive
on the most desiccated of fields and how their root® weputed to
go down to Hell.

This tale seemed to appeal to the young farmers - andefutur
farmers’ wives - and especially to Milly, who regardedrdLuc with
rapt and wide-eyed attention. Taking the not-so-subti, e
executed an exquisite formal bow, as he had been carfudiht by
Mamanall those years ago, and asked if the charrilagemoiselle
would care to dance. To the astonishment of herdsieshe assented
to become his partner in the next of the formal agtiy structured
dances which were the fashion of the time. Thiscctalve been an
embarrassing disaster, of course, but Jean-Luc had batmhing
carefully earlier in the evening, and by now he hacry good idea
of the steps and movements required.

The gossips would later say the she was swept off bebiethe
dashing Frenchman, how her young head was turned by hrsgwi
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care attitude and foreign ways. This way not actualig;tin reality,
she was immediately attracted to the serious-minded apdbk
young man. Despite the differences in their backgroundshan
outwardly dashing appearance, Jean-Luc's essentially stdigre
shone through. He would, she considered privately, wiaek bt
home and dressing for bed, make good husband material.
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Chapter Twenty Three

Kevin and Tanji were dinner guests this evening. Thayea at
the front door of Bret's house, the large and ramblamgily home
she shared with her mother and father as well aswaerhusband and
children, and other members of the family.

Bret opened the door moments after Kevin had knocked.h&he
relaxed into her natural, female appearance this eyemith her
blonde hair loosened from its usual neat ponytail amdvall to flow
down her back. She wore a loose dress in a shimmeailegblue,
cut and shaped in a way which subtly amplified her feroatees.
This was something which had rather disturbed Kevin iost f
realisation, that the man he had worked so closely withe design
of the New Bridge was actually a woman, and one whodcmake
sufficiently large changes in her appearance - at leagé in the
world of Lyndesfarne - that he had not even thought tstereit.

“Welcome, welcome,” she said, “Come in.”

She ushered them both inside, helping them to removie the
travelling cloaks and packs and guiding them into the mengli
room. This was a large and homely room, with an estpardining
table set with numerous chairs at one end, and an afay
comfortable sofas and easy chairs clustered around frdogt the
other. The table was already set for dinner and lisinta smells
were emerging from the kitchen door.

Kevin and Tanji had been to this house several times the last
few months, but never for more than an hour or twa tte. These
had been brief businesslike meetings with the Ferrymahe room
she used as an office, or around the dining table reldtavith maps
and papers rather than the array of cutlery and crockadlytable-
linen it now featured. Eosin and the Ferryman wereadly present,
warming themselves by the fire. Both looked tired aravdr as if
they had not been getting enough sleep. They greete@wwmmers
warmly and chatted inconsequentially for a few momeunisil the
doorbell rang again and further guests arrived.

The new arrivals were Bret’'s older sister and her &gpwho
Kevin had met before, and a tall young man that Keinally
realised must be Gred, their son. The last time Hentet the youth,
he had been a gangling boy with the permanent sulky attibiide
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teenage boys everywhere. Now, he had grown quickiadirenuch
taller than his mother and probably likely to growl stibre.

Bret's father had prepared a feast for guests and famithe
traditional wholesome style that he had perfected fianmg practice.
The bearded man wearing an butcher’'s apron emerged frem th
kitchen briefly, waved and spoke a friendly greeting to iKeand
Tanji, and then rang a large bell which hung by the dodmwo girls
appeared after a few moments - Myra and Andhra, Keuwn@sory
supplied unprompted - up the stairs from the sleeping arealseon
lower levels. The girls had both grown since he hah $ghem last
and Andhra, the older and rather tomboyish girl, was wenging on
her teenage years.

Everyone settled around the table while Bret’'s fatlieught dish
after dish from the kitchen in a gastronomic perforreare
suspected the older man thoroughly enjoyed. No-one teskita
filling their plates and tucking in while Bret uncorked dtlgoof wine
and filled glasses around the table. Kevin understoodthimastyle
of cooking was commonplace in this world, although he yetdto
meet anyone who appeared to be significantly overweugtiike the
examples of - in some cases, life-threatening - tbésat were all
too common in his own country.

Kevin for one was extremely grateful for the meal.e Had
undertaken so much travel recently, much of it by &le felt as he
had not eaten properly in days, having long ago come ¢o th
conclusion that the food served on aircraft was rgpakatable and
frequently tasted as if it had been assembled by socnet sedustrial
process entirely from plastic. He expressed his gerthieks to
Bret's father rather effusively, whose bearded facmenhately split
into a wide grin at the extravagant compliments helvessy paid.

The conversation over the dinner table stayed awayuite
deliberately, Kevin imagined - from topics of any remaport. The
children bantered amongst themselves and entertainextithis with
apparently random remarks which seemed to veer unpregidtaini
intelligent insight to touching naivety.

The final course, of cheeses and prepared fresh fruitks w
finished in no great hurry. Afterwards, the childrerravdirected to
assist Bret's father in clearing away the remnarftdhe meal -
something achieved with only the necessary minimum uamof
adolescent moaning - while the remaining adults carhed tefilled
wineglasses and settled themselves in the more cablerseating
around the fireplace.
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Away from the ears of the children, the talk turnedntore
serious matters. Bret asked about the most receriteotrips that
Kevin and Tanji had undertaken. It was an investigatioSouth
America, adopting their now-familiar pose as touriséwveling on a
modest budget. They had flown into Lima and undertakeousri
excursions before they were ready to visit the rég@abive of their
tour. They had visited Machu Picchu, the so-called “IGist of the
Incas”. The final part of the trip was on a rattlizwgd ancient train
followed by a fairly steep walk to the entrance todlecity.

According to the Ferryman’s briefing, this too had oheen the
site of a crossing between the Two Worlds, one wiiad been
closed without undue incident when its discovery by theniSpa
Conquistadors was thought to be unavoidable. Ironicakig
Spanish never did find this city during their peregrinatiaithough
they passed sufficiently close on several occasiaaisittiwas only a
matter of luck that they did not stumble upon it. The texers
spend all day exploring the ruins, Kevin taking numerous
photographs of Tanji in front of various relics, whilanji discreetly
applied whatever magic Eosin had provided for her. Thdtsesere
uniformly negative; there was no indication of any twh&evin
imagined as magical leakage detectable at all.

Bret too reported on her most recent trips. She hasitezl the
previous sites of several crossings in various plac&sermany, as
well as a visit to Iceland. She had also investigditfeirent kinds of
intelligence, leads which put Bret and many others @nttails of
individuals who might know something. For all concerndtg
conclusion was that it was all desperately frustratinglhey
continually seemed to be on the verge of a major bneakgh, at
least at the time, but they were somehow thwarteteatinal hurdle.
They made no sustained progress, every step forward éaulldyy
two steps back. It was only much later on that Kexauld suspect
that they were being played, that it was all an otcat=d plot to
keep them nervous and unsettled.

The Ferryman nodded sagely as she listened to firstnkKawil
Tanji, and then Bret recounting their most recentuifag. When Bret
fell silent, she stared into the fire for a long moimener wineglass
forgotten in her hand.

“It is much as | have already concluded,” she said iady soft
voice, “We cannot trace back to the roots of the isgdion. They
seem to be able to move against us so easily, aadily by good
fortune we have uncovered their plots, discovered thamspl We
have to keep on being lucky; they only need to be luckg.bnc
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She paused, swirling the last drops of the wine aroundhan t
glass.

“We cannot guarantee the level of security that theegowents
of our world insist upon,” she resumed, “And the governmait
yours too. We need to know what to do, to understandskend
balance that against the advantages.”

She sipped her wine.

“We must call an Emergency Convocation,” the Ferryman
concluded wearily, “To bring together in session all ltd Boards
and Guilds from the Two Worlds.”
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Chapter Twenty Four

Jean-Luc sat quietly, concentrating on the masonryktecwas
working on. In its entirety, the quarry was not a qplate, with the
thud of mallet against chisel competing with the rasp tloeé
stonecutter’'s saws. Even so, he found that the nteseled to blur
together after a while and that it was quite easyri isto a state of
virtuous contemplation even while his hands worked steadilthe
block of stone in front of him.

“Good morning to you, Frenchman,” a voice said, joltirean-
Luc out of his reverie, almost making him drop his taoksurprise.

He swung around and looked up at another of the stonecutters
who had apparently paused in his labours and chosen toesdpyn
The other man sat down on a cracked and misshapen blatckétth
been abandoned, but was still too heavy to be easily antovéhe
spoil heaps, and carefully placed the heavy canvas bagahtined
his tools on the ground by his feet.

“Good morning,” Jean-Luc rejoined, nodding politely.

“You do good work,” the man said, adding, “For a newcomer.”

The old mason spoke in a precise, measured way suggesting that
he intended every single word to be taken seriously. -LJeaknew
the mason only as John, one of several experienced a&iidrm
stonecutters who worked steadily and kept themselves itaséhees.
He could not recall every having heard the older man gveaks
more than a monosyllable in his hearing.

Jean-Luc was not quite sure how to react to the comptjnifen
that was what it was. He nodded politely, but saidhingt

“There’s magic in these stones, old magic,” the olta@n said,
dropping his voice and forming his words even more carefboly t
before.

Jean-Luc, who’s English was learned as an adult and fivuad
be occasionally limited or incorrect, wondered if haswsomehow
misunderstanding the man’s words.

“How so, sir?” he asked respectfully, “I've never seery magic
in rocks - just lots of hard work.”

The other man chuckled at Jean-Luc’s attempt at a joke.

“It is true enough, boy,” he replied, “But it was notvays so.
Once, there was enchantment in the very fabric o¥itigen rock and
even now | keep an eye out for magic hidden in the stboet.”
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“l would be very interested to see something like thagndLuc
replied cautiously, “But how would | know a magical stahkesaw
one?”

Again, the older man chuckled.

“Oh, you would know, well enough,” he replied, “And you Bav
already seen the sprites, at least from afar.”

Jean-Luc was confused.

“Where?” he demanded, “Where will | have seen this n¥4gic

“Why, in the bridge,” John said, as if speaking to a child, “Have
you not noticed them in the stones in the further &2he

Jean-Luc had of course studied closely the entire strucfuies
bridge, at least as far as he could. He had not alglettolose to the
further part of the structure, which would have requiresiding the
watchful eyes of a group of men he had learned to cdled
Guardians and whose task, it seemed was to police whpamd was
not, allowed to cross from one shore to the otheertainly, he did
not want to risk his livelihood - and perhaps worse - byirget
caught trying to sneak beyond the permitted areas.

Even so, he realised he knew what the old man wkisgahbout.
As with his part of the bridge, carefully-shaped magdiocks were
being laid over a wooden framework on the far sideescfixed in
place with mortar which seemed identical to the mdtet@ was
familiar with. The laying of the masonry blocks did reeto take
longer than he might have expected, as if some eatewas being
taken for reasons he did not understand. As each stasmdowered
into place, some senior worker would stand over it, rgjaat it as if
trying to see into the rock itself - at least thisswhe impression that
Jean-Luc gleaned from distant observations. This maar -
sometimes a woman, to Jean-Luc’s surprise - would tlses Wis or
her hands at the block. Always the same movement uga@ as far
as he could tell, and they gave the impression that there
instructingthe stone itself to do something, but exactly what hiddco
not guess.

In any case, over the course of the next few daysesntrtar
dried - or perhaps this was just a coincidence - strangevery faint
ghostly illuminations would appear in the newly-laid ssnéhese
specks of light were very hard to see and, strangalyndi seem to
be any more visible at night, even when the moon was n

He had asked about the illuminations on previous occasibhs.
got an answer at all, he was told that it was just s@mdéorcing they
add to the mortar, some extract of the tiny sea cresttinat
sometimes made the ocean surface glow on the darkeists.nig
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Everybody seemed uncomfortable talking about it and beataslly
stopped asking, although he did record his own questions and
thoughts on the topic in his private journal.

“You mean the lights in the arches?” Jean-Luc askedotther
man.

“Yes, that's the magic of the stones,” old John coméd,
“Sprites, they're called. They say that, at one fitiwusands of
years ago, all rocks had this magic - or at least mdniem did.
Then the magic died - slowly faded away. Maybe it wasn out, all
used up. So now they're having to put it back by hand, block by
individual block, but only over there.”

He gestured in the direction of the island.

“They say that that the magic does not exist, not amg nam this
side of the water,” he continued sadly, “But | do sbmes wonder
whether that is really true.”

Jean-Luc thought deeply about these remarks. It wasohé&l
realise later, the first overt reference to the texise of something
called “magic” that was, he was forced to presumenedmw
depended upon in the construction of the bridge. He alsposed
that, nowadays at least, the use of this “magic” wdg possible on
the far side of the straights.

The older man brightened visibly as he spoke again.

“| believe it is sometimes possible to find a pieceaak that still
contains the old magic,” he said ruminatively, “I loolt for them,
every day, and | watch carefully as | carve and custbees.”

“‘Have you found one?” Jean-Luc asked, fascinated by this
possibility.

“No, not a one, not yet, but | keep searching every dag, oltd
man replied, “But | do know it is possible.”

Jean-Luc must have looked puzzled, or perhaps disbelieving, as
the other man went on to explain almost immediately.

“My grandfather found a stone,” he said, “One that glofvech
within, like those which now form part of the bridge ouerids
across the water are working on. A stone emitting iat fand
ethereal glow, an orange light that seemed to motkirwihe very
rock itself.”

Jean-Luc gasped, his mallet and chisel falling from his hands
unregarded.

“The stone was old and moss-covered,” the old man went
“Long concealed in the undergrowth. It was obviouslyiglytcut
and dressed a long time ago, but then abandoned inconwlete
cracked, broken beyond use or repair. My grandfathet b
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acquaintances amongst the masons said it was bad luckaand w
not touch it, but Granddad had different ideas. Ignoriegutitering
of his colleagues, he carried the stone away and used tihei
foundations of the fireplace, a key part of the hdusevas building
and where it would carry much of the weight of the chiyrihe

“When the house was complete, the magic stone wsedfalmost
completely hidden, with just a corner of it visible behité old
wooden settle that sat between chimney-breast and im&amember
that, as a boy, a tiny child barely able to walk, mdeal under the
seat and found the magic stone, its dim light atingatae irresistibly.
| told my father who took me on one side and, in a genjous voice
| can remember to this day, explained that this was d geeset and
that |1 should never tell anyone. | promised to holdaet, a promise
| have kept to this very day.”

“I am honoured,” Jean-Luc said formally, “But why tellem
now?”

“Oh, | think you will understand,” John the mason reglie
“Listen well to the rest of my tale. Years latehen | was nearly
full-grown and already apprenticed to my fathers and gedhel’s
trade, a great storm blew up, as they do from time to lieneabouts.
Roofs were torn off houses for miles around, and my neigitb
chimney collapsed, barely missing his wife and children moge
under the kitchen table. But my grandfather’s housds- ow my
house - was almost untouched - just a few missing statédoose
shutters. It was a miracle, they said, some luckhénplacement of
the building and the shelter of the trees, perhaps.”

“But Granddad maintained it was not luck, that he, and heealo
witnessed the magic of the stone in action. Imagmeld man, part-
crippled and sitting in the cold and darkened house while | and m
father and others struggled against the elements, tryingedare
beast and barn against the wild wind and the driving rarandglad
swore that the stone blazed with a blue fire as thestvadrthe storm
raged overhead, filling the cold fireplace with its glomddighting
the entire room. He said that as the roof beamaked and the very
masonry of the chimney itself swayed, the blue ligkthsed to brace
the structure, keeping it safe.”

“Now, the house is mine, my Grandfather long since degar
God rest his soul, and my father too. The stone listls¢ire, but it
glows no longer. Perhaps its magic was exhausted dumngréat
storm, perhaps it grows old like all things. | do not kndwut | am
sure there is still magic abroad, a magic | do not utaeisbut am
sure is as real that that chisel you just blunted.”
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Jean-Luc thanked the old man politely for his story, who nddde
and grunted in return. He stood, stretching his back, thesfuds
picked up the stout bag which contained the tools of hietralohn
the mason never spoke of this story again, as faraasLle knew,
and the old man returned to his taciturn ways, barelp@egledging
the Frenchman as they passed on the paths.

Jean-Luc wondered privately if the old man was mistaken,
speculation he dutifully recorded in his private journal rlateat
evening. He conjectured that what the mason was reféavwgs an
old stone, a stone which had once actually been use8uiidang in
ages past, a stone which, even if his Grandfather haadfd in a
qguarry, had been transported there rather than being redewiy
from the quarry face. It was possible, he mused, tleablth stone
was taken as a template, to make a replacement dtuma worn or
broken, and then forgotten by the masons.
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Chapter Twenty Five

It was, Kevin supposed, inevitably the case that etenntost
urgent meeting could not be organised overnight. It weee thull
days later before the Grand Convocation of the Boafdtie Two
Worlds was finally called to order.

It was, admittedly, a glittering affair; by far thedast and most
prestigious event that Kevin had ever attended, in eitioeld. There
were representatives from a long list of organisatitmes existence of
many of which Kevin had not even suspected. Tanji redwork
cut out explaining to him who all these people were andtwlere
their roles within the numerous administrative departmen

There were representatives from a ridiculous varietyraafe and
transportation organisations, including the Guild of Tpanation
itself - responsible for the portals that provided alhg-distance
transport in this world. Of course, most people who tisegortals
on a daily basis were unaware of the Other Worldhesée delegates
must have been sent by a fairly discreet corner af Guild. The
Guild members themselves were a trio of solemn-facechen clad
in traditional Lyndesfarne robes - in common with ma$ the
delegates present - although in uncharacteristicallyr ssiedes of
grey and russet.

Less discreet were the delegates from the Waggoneriiation
representing the men and women who, historically, dtbeehorse-
drawn carts to and fro over the OIld Bridge and had nownebed
their responsibilities to include the more modern laybri
transportation that Kevin had helped devise for the NBrwige.
Many of them eschewed the standard robes for stout mgptiousers
and jackets in serviceable leather. They also seetmedrrive
equipped with bags of food and bottles of what Kevin stsongl
suspected were alcoholic beverages, and were also acuethpy a
faint nasal suggestion of horse.

A tightly interlocked cabal of Travellers and Tradersrave
represented by a noisy and colourful group of people whimgather
and did not hesitate to heckle or question anyone who spdke
women tended towards brightly-coloured long dresses and
extravagantly large earrings, while the men were dmpditween
conventional robes and the kind of wear that would aeeHooked
out of place in any market in Northern England. Togetheey
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represented the astonishingly diverse array of diffegadds and
services which were bought and sold across the causswomg of
which Kevin could not understand at all, and at least afn&hich
caused Tanji to blush furiously.

Another organisation common to the entire world ofdgsfarne,
and not just the bits associated with the crossind, itsas the Guild
of Magic. This august body was responsible for the manexgeof
magic generally, the regulation and approval of new magical
technologies and the maintenance the proscriptions ettéyag ago.
The Guild of Magic members sat close to the lessemgdtds from
the Board of Control itself - the more important peppleluding the
Ferryman, had seats elsewhere - or perhaps it wasthes way
around.

The majority of the Guild and Board members clearlyt fel
themselves to be important people and exuded a degreef-of sel
righteousness and even pomposity in their manner. Miyci
others appeared to have a more self-deprecating mahoeoughly
down-to-earth much like the Ferryman herself. Kewand himself
wondering that those who really did have an exceptideglee of
responsibility, and the concomitant power, would sonegimot need
to boast about it.

Scattered here and there were a few people who welgnatato
any of the Boards and Guilds, who Tanji politely descrilses
radicals and sceptics, “wild ducks”, in the parlance thewitK might
have used in his professional circles. One or two infigke justified
the description “wild-eyed lunatics”, although Kevin woulater
glean - through Tanji's efforts at translation - maofythese free
thinkers would offer germane and insightful contributioos the
debate.

The delegates and representatives proper were attendedaly a
army of assistants: guides and interpreters, secretandsnote-
takers, as well as an array of errand-runners, bagsaeand general
hangers-on of all descriptions. Kevin was amused te tigt some
of the council members seemed unable to function witladueast
half a dozen flunkies continually rushing about in frardgativity,
while others were able to conduct their business artlair of serene
calm, and with just one quiet companion who never mongd their
side.

The venue for the Convocation was a vast auditoriunchwivias
part of a facility not far from the crossing in theond of
Lyndesfarne. The entire site was the equivalent, rKeelieved, to
the headquarters of the Guardians in his own world, atigéi

© Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009 141



Grange. The Palace of the Convocation - Tanjightlf quaint
rendition of the Lyndesfarne name for the building - wasit
underground, as most structures over a certain size teadeel ih
this world, and entered through a small and heavily-oemasa
structure at ground level.

Inside, the meeting hall was immense, larger tharttibatre he
had attended with Tanji months ago. It was much lesater almost
minimalist in its approach, although without the brutap®ured-
concrete effects that at least some equivalent buildimggs own
world might have featured. The walls were in factshed in places
with wood panelling and in other areas with what looklesl ¢arpet,
for reasons Kevin assumed must have had something tatlldhe
acoustic properties of the enormous room.

Under a high and gently-curved ceiling lit in that mystesi and
magical way Kevin had never quite understood, rows of simgly
comfortable seats formed an arc - perhaps a quarteciola - and
steeply raked so that everyone’s view was unobstrucksath seat
was equipped with its own lectern, a surface big enoughafor
notebook or one of those magical slates that were apihamwidely
used for communication in this world. Wide flights okt at
intervals allowed easy access and, unlike theatreBisnwtorld and
Kevin's own, it was possible to reach one’s designatade without
disturbing others in the process.

At the focus of the arc of seating, a curved stage & Was
established. A few of the most senior members ef Bloard of
Control - including the Ferryman - sat behind a londetabt to one
side of the stage. The remainder of the dais was erajthgugh
Kevin would soon learn that it would be intermittentigcupied by
speakers, singly or in small groups, who would argue - vdyious
rationally and vociferously - for one course of actisranother.

Perhaps as an antidote to the political factions @nyeside, the
Ferryman had gathered around her a group of advisors andsexper
whose judgement she could trust, or at least to whichvsldd give
serious attention. This group of wild ducks included Bretichvh
seemed reasonable enough to him, as well as Tanjiasdlh

Kevin was worried about this last inclusion. He did regard
himself as an expert on anything associated with tlssmg.
Rather, he was a mere technical advisor on a stfaigltsrd
construction task, a civil engineering problem whichthalgh
complex in certain technological ways, was mostly tandgard
problem. On the other hand, he mused, Bret had valuadsigst,
as a stranger and complete novice at magic, in theougri
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investigations they had undertaken together. Perhapsyrfrduded,
that he too was one of those independently-minded lieket's after
all.

There did seem to be a fair amount of gossip and fingetipgi
in his direction, although no-one was openly hostilel @everal
complete strangers approached him, introduced themselves -
sometimes through an interpreter - and asked his opimdhi® topic
or that. In general, he had no pre-formed opinion andicsdis best
to express all sides of the argument before giving wedtdped was
a balanced view. To his relief, this seemed to lee@able and his
guestioners usually retired apparently satisfied withdspanse.

In this company, the Ferryman was not the sole aerlof the
course of action, although the exact balance of powal a
responsibility between her and the representativehenhall never
became entirely clear to Kevin. However, it did baecclear to him
that decisions - especially one of this enormity uldanot be rushed.

He had perhaps expected a long day, with a consensuy finall
emerging late in the evening, but he was wrong. Aso&%ilock
approached, the Ferryman - acting, it seemed, as clmaiofghe
Convocation’s moderation panel - announced that todsg&sion
was closed and that they would resume in the morning.

After questioning Tanji, who did not know but was ablertake
some enquiries, what also became clear was that patidyaction
were to be decided by vote but, for a question of thigninade, a
simple majority was not enough. Rather, a two-thirdgonty was
required to reach a conclusion, with no abstentiongeryene was
required to commit themselves to a view - and the Cecatan
would continue in session until a decision was reacteggrdless of
how long that took. There was an initial vote takethie afternoon
of that first day, although no-one seemed to expectahasolution
would be arrived at. In the event, a great many pequpeaed to
abstain, perhaps genuinely undecided or maybe still trymg t
determine the political ebb and flow between the warigroups and
factions.

Life as a Convocation attendee soon fell into a reqdstern for
Kevin and Tanji. As he would have expected, the bulk haf t
proceedings were carried out in the language of Lyndesfarne.
Speaker after speaker addressed the delegates from the dais,
following some arcane and carefully-managed schedule which
seemed to form some kind of balance between the fscaod the
organisations being represented.
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Even Tanji's skilled translation tended to falter wheying to
follow the convoluted and often very technical pointé made by
the delegates. Also, attempting to interpret the woifdendless
speakers was understandably exhausting for Tanji and, aftew
days, she began to look tired and drawn. She complainesl of
persistent sore throat and Kevin noticed that she begé#all asleep
early but then wake in the night and be unable to gé¢ taasleep, or
fell into some kind of a dream-like state where she enett phrases
in many languages, some of which Kevin recognised friwn t
previous day’s proceedings.

Once Kevin realised what was causing her the discomfet
begged her to cease the near-simultaneous translaaorsite had
been trained to do, and instead just provide a précisogktpoints
which were sufficiently non-technical that he stoamane chance of
understanding. To his relief, this removed the pressora Tanji
and she soon returned to her usual ebullient self.

The days dragged on and on. The two lovers went homg eve
day after the sessions closed - a twenty-minute trifjooh and by
portal - and stayed in Tanji's little suite of room har Uncle and
Aunt’s house. Her Uncle, although engaged at the Guild of
Transportation, was not senior enough to attend thevd@ation
himself, and Kevin spent an hour or so each evening divmer
relating the salient points of each day’'s sessiohifoedification.

In truth, Kevin found many of the Convocation sessibasng,
although he felt compelled - from a sense of duty, he seplposo
attend all of the sessions, even though the subjedemats often
arcane in the extreme. Even so, one speaker oonuhth fday caught
his attention and Tanji too pricked up her ears.

“You'll want to follow this,” she whispered to Kevirhefore
lapsing into the sing-song tone of voice which indicated she was
translating from the language of Lyndesfarne.

The woman on the stage was short and motherly in aqpeEsgran
impression enhanced by her straight silver-grey hair sarisibly
short, although there was a strong suggestion that ¢les Yoere once
much longer and very blonde. For several minutes, glodes
emotively about the ever-present and now increasirig, risven
threats, to the relations and children of the Old kesniwith special
reference to those in Kevin's world.

“For untold generations,” she went on, “Our peoples hraade
marriages and alliances across the Two Worlds. Thase been
successful, or mostly so, in the majority of casésbls long-term
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relationships bringing up well-balanced and capable childsese in
the ways of the world.”

“We have all heard stories, from our friends, our congre
even our own relatives, how loved ones felt threatdneopponents
of the status quo, so threatened that they felt forcepbtinto hiding,
in some cases cutting themselves off so completely fitweir family
that they were never to see their own children again.

“Many of you will have heard,” she went on, “The talea young
man from the Other World, called Tom, who disappearethé
company of two other men nearly sixty years ago, armbse
whereabouts were unknown until the Ferryman’s daughterhand
companions discovered their bodies in recent days.”

The woman on the stage clearly knew where Tanji andnKe
were sitting, judging by the way she waved an arm i this2ction.
Many people turned to look, craning their heads to semyiséerious
stranger who had so critically influenced recent evergvin was
faintly embarrassed by all the attention. He kneat e had not
intended to disrupt or change anyone’s way of life, ia ¥orld or
his own. But, somehow, events had transpired thatdradd him to
action, to a position where his decisions - howenadvertent - were
pivotal in current events.

“Even Tom, who was carefully brought up without knowledge of
this world somehow found his own destiny, and was eviyntie
introduced to the secret world, that secret that we akkshare.”

She paused, sweeping the auditorium with her eyes.

“But | too have a secret,” she resumed, “One whicmIhare to
share with you this afternoon. Tom’s parents wese aly parents.”

The noise in the room, which had hitherto been ilence of
those listening politely, suddenly broke into a chorusmazement
and disbelief. The susurrations eventually subsided slcamgl she
was able to resume.

“Tom was my brother. He was born in the Other \WoHis
mother a native of that land and his father a Visitom this world.
Even when he was but a tiny child, the parents fedimtelves
threatened, by whom | do not know, and felt forced tange their
names and go into hiding far away from the crossingyatésfarne,
and away from any suggestion of an association with Qbger
World. There, in quiet and safe anonymity, Tom parenbsight up
two other children, both girls: myself and my youngstesi”

“These recent political revelations, while obvioushportant, for
me have a much more personal relevance. | never knelrother,
and my brother never knew his parents, not really.d Aan you
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imagine what it must have been like, for parents of t\@aghters, to
know that they also had a son, a boy that they coverrs=e again?”
The woman on the stage was crying now.
“And so | ask you all to consider,” she said to the @mation
with tears streaming down her face, “Was the separatio my
family worth it, in order to preserve the secretshef Other World?”
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Chapter Twenty Six

After his first attempt at dancing with Milly at therbadance,
Jean-Luc made a serious attempt to monopolise heriatteror the
rest of the night. He did not appreciate it at theetiof course, but
this was quite definitely the intention of the young vesras well.
The two young people spent much of the evening in convensati
somehow unable to tear their attention away from amather, all
under the watchful eyes of parents and her older sistedsindeed a
good fraction of the older part of the community, whaoogused the
opportunity for a new topic for gossip when they saw.on

So it was no surprise to anyone, therefore, when Jaan-L
appeared on the doorstep of Milly’s parents’ home a deenings
later, clearly carefully washed and dressed in his sebesticlothes,
and asked for an interview with her father. It wasloog afterwards
that, two evenings a week, Jean-Luc could be seen walkingith
the local girl. Her family initially appeared to benderstandably,
suspicious of this stranger, a foreigner with a strargperd and
peculiar manners, but were soon won over. The follgwar, the
banns were read and the forthcoming wedding planned.

During this period, Jean-Luc continued his work on the bridge,
gradually becoming a trusted member of the local stonemason’s
community. The work was steady and the money was iiane
adequate to cover his limited needs, especially since dhealhaost
completely stopped his - already infrequent - visits teeray and
public houses to listen to tall tales. Encouraged byiarcée, he
saved his pennies for when they would be married.

Slowly, the great arches of the bridge took shapepiriga
gracefully over the water supported by the heavy buttretbeds
consumed nearly as much cut stone as the rest oftthetuse.
Eventually, work moved from the arches themselves nshHing
touches such as laying the cobbles for the roadbed, anfiillyare
cutting and fitting capping stones for the walls that waquidvent
men and horses from falling from the bridge into the sea

In due course, the bridge was declared complete and a grand
opening ceremony was held, attended by various local digsitas
well as a considerable contingent of what were valyodsscribed
by the rougher elements amongst the workers as “todisd
“bigwigs”. Of course, mere stonemasons like Jean-Lure wemt
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close the actual ribbon-cutting ceremony itself, buttéim¢ed fete that
had been set out on the grassed area close to thevegisend
dispensed meat and beer to all comers, resulting ielebratory
atmosphere that most would remember for many a yeancugih in
many cases filtered through the pain of a handover dhewing

morning.

The opening ceremony itself he carefully recorded in hisydia
and he also included some of the highlights in his nétdrle He had
continued his habit of writing tdMMamanas frequently as he could
manage, transcribing and translating from his journal srappiethe
ceremony and the fair afterwards.

It seemed however that the Fates decreed that she notuidad
this particular missive. A short and formal letteonfr the major-
domo at the grand house where she worked told him of thia déa
Mamanatfter a short iliness described as “the flux” and imiog him
that she had bequeathed to him a tidy sum of moneyteavg held
in trust in a bank nearby. Jean-Luc was immensely saddsntgd
news, made worse by the realisation that he couldveot attend the
funeral, as there was no way he could afford eithetithe or money
for the trip.

After the bridge was opened, the migrant workers begdeaie
in droves; indeed, many had already departed for newly industria
regions in Newcastle and places further south, no dsatm to be
employed in the construction of railways lines and cotmills.
Jean-Luc too began to wonder what he should do. Therestillas
stone-cutting to be completed in the quarry, for the Hingg touches
to buildings and minor bridges in the vicinity, but soon therk
would begin to dry up.

Even before their nuptials, Milly began to expressraarest in
France and in particular the Champagne region, perhaiaisad by
Jean-Luc’s description of sweeping vineyards warming in the
sunshine. After their marriage, she waxed lyrical abloeitprospect,
a proposal which Jean-Luc was already beginning to takeusly,
being minded to indulge his young wife.

The proposition of leaving the area and travelling to ¢&an
received fewer objections from her parents than Jeamiight have
expected. It was not very much later that, after pachi surprising
number of baskets and cases, Milly bade a tearful gootibywer
parents and sisters before clambering into a wagotatbthe long
journey. The return trip was much swifter and more cotable than
the one he made on his way to England half a decadeebefthis
time, he was able to afford carriage fares and inn lgdgior much
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of the journey and was able to make private arrangemeiits w
carters for the remainder.

There was no particular problem of travel at this tiaiggr the
overthrow of the Emperor Napoleon and his exile to Ebyad
outside of the major cities things were only mildly memnfused
than they would otherwise have been. Their journey t@dious but
otherwise unremarkable, with no more than the expeatetber of
inspections - which were in any case little more than naked
solicitations for bribes.

The young couple were able to settle down in Epernai wit
remarkably little difficulty. They were able to remodest lodgings
in the outskirts of the town. Milly took her wifely dutievery
seriously, to Jean-Luc’s great pleasure, and she sobrabseit
learning the language in the determined fashion Jean-Lule&ackd
she would adopt when she felt it was the right thing to\dery soon
her knowledge of French was verging on being better tremllgc’s
English, at least as far as everyday interaction® wencerned. He
imagined that practice every day in the markets and slp@gssjng
the time with the tradesmen and the other womenfolk.

Jean-Luc sought work immediately, and he expected that he
would return to labouring in the vineyards as he had donenso i
previous years. By a stroke of luck, a chance remarkangthsser-by
prompted him to approach a Champagne house, combining ag he di
both a knowledge of the English language with an undefsigrof
how the vintages was made. At this time, the markethese fine
wines in England was expanding rapidly, and he was tabkessist
the English buyers in their own language.

This more responsible job brought in more money tharmduk
ever expected to be able to earn meant that he wasoakéep his
new wife in a style at least as good as her hardworlatigef had
been able to. The savings akMdman’s modest bequest permitted
him, after discussions with Milly and on taking advice frdrs
acquaintances, to buy a plot of land, a vineyard holdiag datowed
him to grow his own grapes for sale to the grand houségurned
out that his choice had been astute and his grapes werejudged
to be of the finest quality and commanded premium pridiesyiag
him to expand his holdings in later years.

As Jean-Luc and Milly settled into a quiet family lifeis wife
gently discouraged his interest in what he had witness#teiCaves
in France and what he had heard and seen at the LyndeBfaige.
She quietly attempted to persuade him that it was afirtheuct of an
overheated and overactive youthful imagination. Recagnisihe
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determination in his young wife, Jean-Luc never arguedtabcand
any such ideas soon dropped out of their everyday conwersat

For some reason, Jean-Luc and Milly had not startesmimalyf
despite all the usual expectations and performances ofvigwed
couple. After a certain amount of worry on this scalean-Luc
finally summoned up the courage to broach the subjectdelieate
conversation with his wife in the middle of the night.

“It will happen,” Milly said with reassuring confidenceMy
mother did not have children for nearly three yeaiex dfer marriage,
but then she produced three daughters, one after andtimesure it
will be the same for us.”

Jean-Luc was comforted and, perhaps entirely by coincigdérse
own family started to appear almost immediately afeeds. His
wife gave birth to a fine son the following year, follaven due
course by a second boy and a daughter. The children wgpg dad
healthy, growing up in a loving and generally bi-lingual houkkho
Their father’s increasingly responsible position at @leampagne
house and the cultivation of his own grapes left him \pidnty of
work to do, but with both time and inclination to pamper wife and
to treat his children on occasion.

Unbeknownst to Jean-Luc, Milly too kept her secrets dler
decades. She genuinely loved her husband, although theimge
had not entirely been left to chance and her pareate wuch less
wary of the stranger in their midst than he might havagined. Her
family had been resident in the area around Lyndesfdone
generations and had long been privy to at least sorttedecrets of
the crossing for ages. There was a tight networkhetd Old
Families in the region around the crossing, in both dgrand they
kept a watchful eye on newcomers of all kinds.

Jean-Luc had been under more careful observation thatdwe,
and, while he was not considered to be a serious riskastagreed
that steps should be taken to divert the curious young m&ms and
options were considered, and the approach of distradiieg
newcomer with one of the Old Families’ younger daughteemed
to be the lowest risk. Falling in love and the engagénerbe
married were of course just steps along the way, antritie could
be relied upon to guide her new husband away from theaaoesmd
the Lyndesfarne crossing.

A move back to Epernay, well away from Lyndesfarne walget
desired, where another clan of the OIld Families cou@ige a
degree of surveillance. But this was not something that dosild
rushed, especially since Jean-Luc’s no-doubt formidalbéenan
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would want to know more. Time and patience was enougivadal
this obstacle, fortunately, and a few hints would help ybang
couple along the way.

Jean-Luc frequently smiled indulgently at his wife’s gogsip
friends, pleased that she found a degree of sociajratien despite
her initial lack of understanding of the language. Hgeneonce
imagined that this was all a ploy, to keep him under tleeoffirst
one and then another of the Old Families in this coutdrgnake sure
the secrets of the Other World remained closed to him.
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Chapter Twenty Seven

A very few of the addresses at the Grand Convocatiore we
immediately understandable to Kevin. One such speakenuats
arrival, a heavy-set man who hurried in puffing and looking
unusually agitated. It was Jean-Marc, who Kevin had imehat
grand restaurant in the company of Bret and Tanji alleHosg
months ago.

When the Frenchman arrived during a break in the proceedings,
Kevin and Tanji were standing near one of the entraaicdse lower
level, right at the foot of the stage from which appeald addresses
were being made. They were talking to Bret, who had bbsant a
great deal recently, apparently engaged in a series stengus
errands whose purpose was carefully not described and upae who
instruction was equally carefully unspecified.

As he passed them in the walkway, the Frenchman evidently
recognised Bret immediately and waved a brief greetirignio Jean-
Marc then frowned in the direction of Kevin and Tajiiacould not
quite place where he had met them before. He obviadiglynot
have time to consider this further, as he scuttled ughbet flight of
steps onto the stage and hurried over to the Ferryrsde turned
and raised a hand in greeting, beckoning him over to the long tabl
where she and the other moderators sat.

Just at that moment, a bell sounded to mark the resumptide
afternoon session after the break. Kevin and Tanji nthele way
back to their designated places which were set well hacte
steeply ranked seating. They settled themselves, and Kpened a
fresh page in the old-fashioned bound notebook he had beenasing
capture whatever insights were available to his compsien
through the twin fogs of language translation and detailduhies!
magical descriptions.

The delegates waited with varying degrees of patience danetkit
speaker to be announced, as they had done on numerous previous
occasions over the last days. Unusually, on this oatafiere was a
long delay while Jean-Marc and the Ferryman spoke quigitdyr
voices obviously outside whatever magical influence Wsuabde
sounds on the stage audible throughout the vast hall.r @gm@bers
of the panel on the stage joined in, swivelling in theats®r getting
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up and moving to stand behind the Ferryman to engage in the
discussion.

After ten minutes or so, the delegates began to getsgstliearly
wondering what was going on. Whispering and muttering erupted in
patches all over the auditorium.

“Do you know what’s happening?” Kevin asked Taniji.

“No,” she replied, “I don’t think anyone does. But whast
Jean-Marc has produced from his pocket?”

Kevin squinted at the stage, but could not make out wleat th
object was.

Finally, Jean-Marc was ready to address the Grand Catigo,
and was announced by full name and title, in the language of
Lyndesfarne. He stood forward on the stage, framed bypibidights
whose source Kevin had been unable to determine and sHaking
leonine hair away from his collar. He was dressed éntypically
Gallic style that Kevin had noted when they had last aiétough he
looked less urbane than before, with a distinct ailbath stress and
embarrassment.

He cleared his throat, the cough clearly audible throughwait
auditorium thanks to whatever subtle and magical means of
amplification was being employed. He held up somethindnisn
hand, something brown and rectangular. Kevin peeredeasttye,
squinting to try and make out what the man was holding.

“Look here,” Tanji said quietly from beside him.

She had deftly manipulated the magnifying plate that stood i
front of her, then pointed with her finger to the imag¢eevin could
now easily see that Jean-Luc was holding a book, afasidoned
leather-bound tome which looked rather the worse foarwaquite
probably because it really was as old as its appeasaiggested.

Jean-Marc spoke in English, slowly but entirely undedshble
by Kevin. There was a whisper of translation fronmusd the room.
Clearly, not everyone was as comfortable with Ehgds Bret and
Tanji, a fact which made Kevin feel marginally lessbarrassed by
his inability to comprehend more than the most basgmressions in
the language of Lyndesfarne.

“l need to make an apology to you all,” he began, “Oralbedf
my family.”

Before he could continue, the whispering became a faksoar
as speculation on the meaning of Jean-Marc’s blunéretait spread
around the Convocation. The Ferryman banged what looded
Kevin like an old-fashioned gavel, the kind he would haxgeeted
to see in a court of law, and the hubbub began to die.down
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“There have been rumours,” he continued finally, “Abaueétter,
an account of the closure of the old crossing at EperAayaccount
that had fuelled suggestions that the crossing was clossdch a
way that it could be easily re-opened.”

He paused, no doubt for the dramatic effect Jean-Manften
desired.

“So | must explain to you all where these rumours, aadétter,
came from,” he continued, “And then you will understang Wwhust
proffer my most profound apologies.”

Again, the hubbub - which had never quite ceased ever whil
Jean-marc was speaking - rose up like the buzzing of amgy. b
The Ferryman rapped the gavel again, twice, then glamtchdrthe
hall until the noises died away.

“I am of the OIld Families,” Jean-Marc resumed finallfhe
families who have been the custodians of the seofetise Epernay
crossing for centuries. | myself can trace my amessback to the
time when that crossing was open, and indeed to thartunéie
period when it was closed. Some of you will know thatave
dedicated my life to protecting the secret of the oldsiny, working
tirelessly to detect and circumvent any threat of disop”

Kevin wondered just how hard the work actually was. Idé h
formed the view that, while Jean-Marc had perhaps beergetic in
years past, he now tended towards being fat and lazig imiddle
years.

“Through my Mother’s family, |1 can trace my ancestbesk for
centuries,” Jean-Marc said with a trace of pride, “Irtipalar, there
is a direct line of descent from one Jean-Luc, whokewrin the
vineyards of Champagne at the time when the crossirigpatnay
was closed. Jean-Luc’s wife was a scion of one ®fQld Families,
one of the quiet family groups which, in later years, kbptsecret of
the old crossing safe for generations; the familie® Wapt a low
profile, living quietly and, as is the tradition carefytigssing on the
secret to the more trustworthy of their offspring.”

Jean-Marc looked suddenly shame-faced at these wordd)dout t
seemed to pull himself together to continue.

“My forebear Jean-Luc has a history | have only todsrned
from my Maman” he went on, “He was an eye-witness to the closure
of the old crossing at Epernay. He actually watchedagents - all
three of them - and recorded with an untutored eye theements
and gestures this trio used before the closure evelfit' itse
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There was instant uproar in the vast hall, everyaemsg to
speak at once. Kevin could make out the repetition adraéwords,
one of which was “three”.

“What's going on?” he asked Tanji urgently, “What's the
importance of three people?”

“It only takes one person to close a crossing,” Teayninded
him, “If it is closed irreversibly. So, if sevenakople were engaged,
then it is proof positive that the crossing could bepened.”

The Ferryman banged her gavel, which had little efféogn
banged it much harder twice more. The noise ebbedr-é¢hgman
turning her head to stare reprovingly at the inevitable-outs until
they too shut up.

“Despite his humble origins, Jean-Luc discovered morehef
secrets of the crossing and of the Other World. Atfterclosure at
Epernay, he made his way to the Lyndesfarne crossirgrewhe
actually worked as a mason on the construction of tidg® - the
original Lyndesfarne Bridge - for several years. Harrled much
about our world, | regret to inform you.”

He paused again, scanning the rows of delegates in the hal

“My mother was on the death-bed, | am afraid to sagghdMarc
added sadly, “And the reason | am late in my arrivas ethat | was
summoned to her bedside before she died. It was kbemnote the
letter anonymously to the Ferryman and she enclosedanietter,
the one written by Jean-Luc to his own mother afteinde witnessed
the closure of the crossing, the one that makesat the status of the
old crossing.”

“That must have been the letter that Bret showed Ugiji
squeaked.

Kevin nodded. He could not have made himself heard over the
howls of the delegates that surrounded him.

“There is more,” Jean-Marc shouted.

The Ferryman waved at him to wait until the delegates had
resumed their composure and settled in their seats.

“Jean-Luc kept a diary, a journal of his thoughts and obsens,
and the letters to and from his mother, a book thaeweh his own
wife was aware of. This volume he handed on to his, somsso the
book passed down the years, without much attention, atidno
thought in anyone’s mind to read it. It was only my mothecalling
the dusty book that her own mother had given her, nehd it closely
and finally realised its importance. So, on behalf of faayily, |
must offer my most abject apologies for keeping this $dae the
Board of Control and this Convocation for so long.”
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He paused, eyes on the ground.

“Now, | have turned over the diary to the Board, towdth as
they will. | have read much of it, and it documents ynan
observations - from an outsider - on this world and tohssings. |
am afraid that my own mother has long considered mestatite, a
wastrel, and not sufficiently reliable to be the remmp of this
particular secret. But now she is dead, and the redplitgstannot
pass to me. Again, | am so sorry.”

Jean-Marc bent his head again, as if in supplicatiom, $harried
off the stage and down the steps that led to the exit.

The debates in various quarters of the auditorium staeagain
in earnest, many people evidently entirely uninhibited about
expressing their views of their confusion. Neither Kevin Tanji
could make out very much of what was being discussed, and Kevi
was beginning to feel distinctly disoriented by the cacophadrtyen,
much to his surprise, he heard his own name - his full hame
which he almost never used - as well as that of Thaing called out
over the magical tannoy system, the sound cutting thrtughacket
of voices.

“Kevin, and Taniji, if you please,” repeated the cleacemf the
Ferryman, “Come down to the stage.”
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Chapter Twenty Eight

“History tells us that the Emperor Napoleon Bonaparés wery
fond of champagne,” Bret began, with what Kevin felswaafamiliar
air of settling down to tell a tale.

“It was partially his influence that gave the Champagmgore
around Reims” - Bret pronounced the name with much rodintpe
R’s - “and Epernay came to have so much prestige in the trade.”

Kevin sat back, recognising the cue. Tanji also relaxeatjnge
herself comfortably on her side next to him on the safa her legs
tucked up. They were seated in the Orangery at the giatedl ih
Reims, comfortably replete after the extensive, aatay expansive,
dinner. Tiny cups o€afé Expresand delicaté’etit Fourssat as yet
untouched in front of them, and each of them clutchedlge Iballoon
containing a generous measure of a very fine Armagnac.

The Orangery was cool and dimly-lit at this late hamng they
were the only occupants. They had been almost the¢oldsave the
dining room, and it seemed that most of the other patramsdtired
to bed. The waiting staff, discreet and patient as, evere out of
sight, although Kevin was sure that a single ring oftitne bell that
stood on the table next to the coffee would bring an ineted
response.

“He also introduced the noble art and practic&abrage’ Bret
continued, sounding distinctly ironic.

“What'’s that?” Kevin asked, genuinely confused.

Bret smiled.

“Well, some people would say that it's a waste of good
Champagne,” he replied, “Although, to be fair, if ilene properly
you hardly spill a drop.”

“Yes, but what is it?” Kevin pressed.

Bret's smile widened.

“I's a method of opening Champagne bottles invented by
Napoleon and his cronies,” he explained, “Basically, at’svay of
opening a bottle using a sabre.”

“You mean a sword?”

“Well, it needs to be a fairly heavy sword, and the edrsabres
carried by cavalry in that era were more-or-less perféad, no, you
don’'t try and cut off the top with a sweeping cut,” hdded to
forestall Kevin's objection, “The technique is to slide gabre along

© Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009 157



the bottle from the base to the cork. The blade catte rim that

secures the wire retainer and cracks the glass. né gooperly, the

bottle neck containing the coskouldbreak off cleanly and allow the
wine to be poured.

“And if you do it wrong?”

“You’ve got a mixture of splintered glass and foaming winder
pressure in your lap,” Bret replied.

“Yuk.”

“Quite. Napoleon liked his Champagne. Well, that’'s i
history books say,” he continued, lowering his voice poasorially,
“But there was another reason that the Emperor wasteested in
this part of the world.”

Bret's armchair was no more than a few feet from soda
occupied by Kevin and Taniji, but still Kevin strained to heardtier
man’s voice.

“It seems that Napoleon had heard rumours of the ag$sithe
Other World. How this happened no-one knows, although it is
thought that, under his despotic rule, many people weretkegnry
favour. However it happened, the myths were enough tohgaear.
Curious, Napoleon gave instructions to send out spies ananexfsy
with almost no success, but unfortunately just enough ép kike
Emperor’s interest.”

Bret swirled the brandy around in its glass and sipped
appreciatively.  Tanji leant forward and took the smaltas the
delicate Petit Fours popping it into her mouth much to Kevin's
amazement. He was personally convinced he would not beable
eat another thing for at least a week.

“Napoleon was frustrated,” Bret resumed, “Something he med
used to. He found the time to investigate in person, &mtin
disguised by his genuine taste for the finest Champagdehés
interest in the techniques used to produce the wine. artde his
followers patronised the Grand Houses, investigated theyarde
and inspected the cellars. It seemed that no secretivimulong be
hidden from his searches.”

Kevin sipped at his own brandy while Bret continued.

“We had for a long time many allies and agents in toeidds.
Our spies reported that the Emperor was - perhaps undabtan
fascinated by the presence of another whole world, eetseorld,
one over which a megalomaniac like him would wish to exert
degree of control, perhaps even attempt a conquest. Huid wo
naturally find irresistible even the suggestion of supbssibility.”
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Kevin found a moment to reflect that Bret was such an
accomplished teller of tales, and wondered whethee thvas some
cultural aspect of the Other World which encouraged sucavieur,
or was it just that Bret himself found comfortable. ¢deld not tell.
He sat back with his brandy glass in his hand and lidteaeefully to
what Bret had to say.

“Of course an Emperor does not ever travel alone, bstalveays
accompanied by a large cohort, a small army of staffsenvants and
general hangers-on, and which of course included a coablder
contingent of officers and guards. The presence of larg¥ens of
inquisitive individuals inevitably made the operations of¢hessing
difficult to hide, so when Napoleon was in town all Ibhé most
critical of traffic between the Two Worlds was stopped.”

Bret again swirled the bandy in his glass and studiediriyers
of the amber fluid as they ran down the sides of tassgl

“For long periods, the export of Champagne effectivadgsed,
which had the effect of making much more of the wine abkslan
this world as the Houses strove to minimise their loss8s, for
example, more of this wine was shipped to the Britisds|sdespite
the ongoing animosity between the British government and
Napoleonic France. The wine became very popular in yountcy,
and indeed it remains so today.”

Bret paused while Tanji again took one of the ti?gtit Fours
from the plate on the table.

“At the time, many people in my world expected that the
Emperor’s interest would wane after a time. Aftértze did have all
of the complexities of a fractious empire and exteer@mies to
worry about. All they would have to do was to keepw profile
and wait it out.”

Bret shook his head sadly before continuing.

“Perhaps unsurprisingly, there was a great deal of dittpeand
indecisiveness amongst those charged with the governantee of
crossing. One aspect agreed early was that, in timt ef/a decision
to close the crossing, the action taken when Napoledrhsncohort
was not in the vicinity, since they did not want t&etahe risk of
discovery even at that late stage.”

Bret took another sip from his brandy glass.

“When Napoleon had left after his third visit, there was a
collective sign of relief. Many hoped that the Empenmuld not
return, that he would be distracted by more pressingtgvanhis
current demesnes, his wars and conquests, that he wogsd &out
these strange and still-unverified myths and rumours. itBués not
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to be. The news came that Napoleon was to returnadtet, long
and heated debate long into the night, the decisionmae. The
crossing would be closed.”

Bret put his brandy glass down on the table and leamedhid
earnestly.

“A critical debate was the manner in which the cross w be
closed,” he said softly, “All crossings can be closedy quickly,
almost in a heartbeat; this is an integral part of th&gdeof the
crossing magic. But this kind of emergency closure Eoswe,
enormously destructive and, in caves underneath a populaad ar
such an explosion would undoubtedly collapse buildingsnides
around and quite possible kill or injure many people. & decided
at an early stage that such an emergency closure wé#semei
necessary nor appropriate.”

Tanji was motionless, clearly listening intently. Kevedt flike
his ears were sticking up in order not to miss a word.

“Even so, there was a further choice to be made aheunhanner
of the closure. A passage between the Two Worlds eacldsed
disruptively, but not explosively, in such a way that thagnot ever
be used again. Or, it can be closed in a manner sucht tbah
relatively easily be re-opened. The last approactgreat deal more
complex and requires a great deal of subtlety and skilthe
deployment of the necessary magic. Indeed, it canndbbe by a
single person; it would require the skills of at ledseé experts
working very closely together.”

“By contrast, the emergency closure procedure can be daye
quickly, by anybody who knows the secret - but rathewpk -
gestures required. Clearly, this is a secret limitea ftew of the
more senior Guardians at a crossing. But even s& theo special
skill or knowledge of magic is needed to invoke the magic.

Bret leaned forward and lowered his voice even more.

“Now, the official records from the time make it alghat the
second process - closure in a way that did not cause I&rg@ten
but nevertheless prevented it from ever being re-open&ds-the
one officially sanctioned. A Senior Convenor - frdra brganisation
which was the forerunner of the Board of Control - digpatched to
carry out this direction, to close the crossing agldy as possible,
before Napoleon and his cohort arrived, and to do sdastaon that
prohibited it from ever being re-opened.”

Bret took an unsealed envelope from inside his shirt, op#&ned
and unfolded several sheets of paper. As far as Keuid ¢ell, they
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were modern Photostat copies of pages of some old, letterfilled
with crabbed and spidery handwriting.

“Now | am being led to believe that this instruction was
disobeyed,” Bret said, indicating the unfolded sheets, s‘Tiaiter
contains a detailed description - in an authenticallyhaiocwritten
form of English, 1 might add - of the fact that thneeople invoked
the closure of the crossing, as well as a detailedrigésa of the
gestures used. The account was clearly transcribed byosemédo
did not know what they were witnessing, but it is obviousneto the
most cursory glance that the number and complexith@fmotions

meant that the crossing was closed in a way that méangs
intended to be reopened.”

Bret paused again.
“And it has presumably been that way for several cesdrir
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Chapter Twenty Nine

Kevin turned and stared at Taniji.

“What do they want with us?” he asked.

Tanji shook her head, then stood up and took him by thd. ha
Together, they made their way down the steps betweesetdting in
the auditorium. As they moved, heads turned to look ab.theevin
was perhaps glad that he could hear little and understamdaidhe
remarks being made. Tanji held her head up, glancing négHeft
nor right and pointedly ignoring the gossip, and Kevin didbbist to
emulate her stance. The two lovers walked at a steady, being
especially careful to avoid tripping - which would haverbbegely
embarrassing - until they reached the lowest levdieyTturned and
walked along the open space in front of the stage - theavly visible
to everyone in the hall - and up the steps so receastdy by Jean-
Marc.

Once on the stage, Kevin automatically held up his tgimd in
the style of greeting he had learned to use in this dworThe
Ferryman had different ideas, however; she stood up antkdur
around the long table where she and the other modersatrand
intercepted Kevin and Tanji before they were more than steps
across the dais. She warmly embraced Kevin, who loddo@en
expecting such a move but, after freezing for a startiechent, he
was able to respond similarly. She then repeated tkeirgefor
Tanji’'s benefit. A clearer demonstration of the impat woman’s
personal trust would be hard to imagine, Kevin realised.

“Wait here a moment,” she said softly.

The Ferryman returned to the long table to collecthiek that
Jean-Marc had presented to her, then returned to thesbdrAooked
couple. She gently guided Kevin and Taniji to the centtdebtage,
under the magic spotlights, the place where countless spelake
addressed the Convocation.

“For those of you who do not know,” she said, in cdreéfuglish,
“This is Kevin, of the Other World, the architect oétNew Bridge at
Lyndesfarne. A man whose insight and bravery has lethéo
solution of several mysteries. And a personal frienchiog.”

Applause broke out around the auditorium, politely en#stis in
many quarters and noticeably less so in a few othersinKkedded
courteously, not entirely sure how to react to the pltaud
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“And Tanji, of the Guild of Directions,” the Ferrymarent on,
“Kevin’s personal Guide and friend. One who has suffeaéiter too
many ordeals at the hands of our enemies. And alsodifgend of
mine.”

The applause resumed, no less energetically for Taitjinsss for
Kevin. At that moment Bret appeared in the wings and wased
over by the Ferryman.

“As independent but interested observers,” she said, amioges
the whole auditorium, “I wish to ask that Kevin and Tamdertake a
study of the Jean-Luc’s diary, supervised by my daughter &ret
two others from the moderation panel. Please indigaie approval,
or otherwise, in the usual way.”

She then spoke again, in the same formal tone but ilatigeiage
of Lyndesfarne. Kevin suspected she was repeating her wotHats
everyone clearly understood the request, although he wasapmg
very much attention to what was said just at the mom&ather, he
was worrying about the sudden request that had been madm,of hi
and whether he would be able to carry out the commission
adequately.

“Why me?” he hissed to Bret, as the Ferryman shephehaad
all back towards the edge of the stage, “I'm not a tchlimguist!”

“I know you're not,” Bret replied gently, “But you arerative
speaker of English, and you do know something of this whading
learned about it relatively recently. So perhaps yauthe perfect
person to provide a view about what Jean-Luc wrote, dreth&r he
understood what he saw - or whether he was just makumy”it

They were ushered into a side room, small only by comparison
with the vast hall outside and decorated in a cool psafeal way
that Kevin half-recognised - a style appropriate to a working
environment, with conference-room fixtures and fittingemaled to
ensure that the room was not a distraction to impbttaughts. It
was also brightly-lit, with sunlight entering fromewonf those magic
windows that had so confused Kevin on his first acquaintaase
well as the apparently source-less magical lighting wes so
widely used in this world.

The vote had clearly been in their favour - the Faaly never
seemed in any doubt on the outcome - and they werejsmed by
two others, a man and a woman both with grey ponythig Kevin
recognised from the panel on the stage. The newcanmessgluced
themselves in the usual Lyndesfarne fashion, by holdipgtheir
right hand in a greeting and speaking their name. The wamas
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called Yrrene and the man Keel. Kevin instinctivelgponded in the
same way.

Keel had Jean-Luc’'s book in his hand, which he formally
presented to Kevin. He took the book, looked at the viomomvn
cover for a few seconds, then sank into a chair, guttie book on
the wide table that filed the centre of the roome put his head in
his hands, resting his elbows on the table.

“How are we going to make this work?” he wondered aloulfi, ha
to himself.

“That is up to you,” said the woman in a friendly voit@/e are
here to see that you get any help that you need, andathat
conclusions you draw are based on all the evidencebll

The man nodded in agreement, although his countenancedlooke
altogether sterner.

“‘OK,” Kevin sighed, sitting up straight and pulling the book
towards him, “I'll just start by just having a look teesif | can make
out anything. Give me a few minutes.”

Yrrene nodded gravely and sat in the chair opposite Himel
put his hands behind his back and moved to the window, apgéar
study the view in a show of apparent indifference. Bgarently
decided there was little he could do to help, and slipped btlieo
room on errands of his own after a few minutes. i&atjon the next
chair, perhaps unsure of how to help, but re-assured byaiehat
Kevin held her hand as he studied the mysterious volume.

Kevin read through the book quickly, cover to cover. dswnore
a notebook than a diary, as it did not have entriegvery day, but
Jean-Luc had written pages of notes and thoughts whertlsognef
interest occurred. As it turned out, it was only a bn@lme and
the writing was not so hard to decipher once he had dyanktle
practice. Given its provenance, he was unsurpriseddoitfifull of
an archaic style of writing and with an occasiongllying choice of
words.

The opening section was a description of the closurehef
crossing, convincingly written from an eyewitness pecsive.
Amazingly, it seemed that the man had somehow managéidti¢o
inside the caves while all others were encouragedateeJeby luck
alone as far as Kevin could tell. There, Jean-Lucdesth something
amazing, something he barely understood but seemed dedértoin
learn more. Much of the rest of the volume consistédthe
reproduction of numerous stories, apparently heard froanger of
casual acquaintances and bar-room associates, togethesome
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impressively shrewd notes and speculations upon their aagcand
interpretation.

After gaining an initial impression, Kevin read the joalragain,
much more slowly, scribbling page after page of notekisnown
notebook. He discussed the detail of the content vath)i,Tand with
Yrrene, for hour after hour. Even Keel thawed suffitieto admit
to a degree of interest, and started to ask astute queftion his
post by the window. They worked long into the night, iKdvent
over the table. Taniji barely left his side, excapbting him a plate
of sandwiches and, at various times, to present hiim fnesh mugs
of the hot chocolate that he had learned to enjoy.

Kevin was astonished when he looked up and saw that the
window was almost completely dark. There was just atingg in
the sky where the sun had set and a few lights fromother
buildings of the complex. He realised he was exhausteti,weas
duly guided home by Tanji in a daze, his head swirling titing to
understand what Jean-Luc had actually seen, filtered thraiadack
of understanding of the Other World and the complexitietie old-
fashioned language. He ate and drank, something - he autulater
recollect what it was - and fell asleep almost imnediafterwards.

In the morning, Kevin woke suddenly, very early, withnji &y
his side in the bed they so often shared, with mudhiso€onfusion
somehow gone. His subconscious mind clearly had beekingo
overtime during the night and he felt he had an inklingvbét to
report, the nub of the matter as he saw it.

After a hurried breakfast, Kevin and Tanji made a raptdrreto
the Convocation, finding Keel and Bret already waiting them in
the conference room and Yrrene arriving seconds #fen. Bret
was keen to review the description of the three peopte closed the
crossing and the gestures they used. He, together widmeYiand
Keel, studied these passages carefully and cross-refdrégcBret
against ancient Board records of the individual who wsisucted to
perform the closure.

It became very apparent that none of them were thepexho
was supposed to undertake the act - who was describethad arsl
rather stout woman - nor did they use the form asuottd by the
Board of Control. Somehow, three quite different peoimdel
substituted for the one, and nobody had been any the atisthe
time.

Finally, Kevin felt adequately prepared to address the
Convocation, Bret having subtly communicated that tmas of the
essence. And so it was that he and Tanji were thqugg literally,
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into the spotlight on the stage, explaining to the Coation the
content of the diary that Jean-Marc had produced, th& hdmse
secret even his own mother was reluctant to pass bimt

Kevin himself was to speak, with Tanji at his sidejlevKeel and
Yrrene stood together just a little way off. He sumseal the
contents of the book in a few minutes, dwelling on <lasis
description of the closure of the crossing, and blurdlyfimming that
it had been closed in such a way that it could be reexpesiatively
easily.

Yrrene and Keel nodded vigorously to confirm their agregme
and Keel interjected with a few words which Kevin didt no
understand but which seemed very technical in nature.

“Even then,” Kevin continued, “It seems we were bebgt
traitors. The people who closed the crossing wereth®tpersons
officially delegated by the proper authorities. Everthag critical
moment we were betrayed, and we did not know, until seye that
we had been.”

The noise in the auditorium erupted and the Ferryman evasd
to bang her gavel once again.

“So, in summary,” Kevin resumed, “Jean-Luc was a clevan
and, unusually, more than a little educated by the standdrts
day. Out of curiosity, or perhaps luck, he witnessed goritant
event, and a strangeness which became an overwhghassipn for
him. It was something which he managed to keep seaomtdlmost
everyone, including most of his descendants.”

“Jean-Luc became a collector of stories, managing fiteem to
infer a great deal about the Other World - this worlthelan - truths
that he convincingly described and carefully analysedrtuRately,
he was a benign person, only interested in the standdegends for
their own sake. But imagine what could have happenedsibtok
had fallen into the hands of a megalomaniac - a Hidera
Napoleon?”

Again, the conversations and arguments across the lmalkkabse
to a crescendo which was not immediately silencedhiey gavel.
Kevin could think of nothing more to say, and turned armdha
walked off the stage, Tanji practically running to keep ug \wim.

*

The decision-making processes of a Grand Convocatioplysim
would not be rushed, it seemed. Tanji told Kevin a édleut one
famous Convocation, centuries ago, which spent over yfears in
deliberation before it made a decision, and even tthendecision
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arrived was quite wrong and a major disaster ensued. Kevin
sincerely hoped that this Convocation would move maiiéhsto a
decision and that the conclusion would be the correetloia time.

Kevin was later very unsure what, if anything, his assirbad
made to the outcome of the Convocation. His was thet last
address, not by a long way, and the appeals and imprectmn
the stage continued unabated for many days afterwards, oBet
afternoon, it seemed that everyone who wanted to dpschkpoken -
the rules allowed only one visit to the podium for egstson,
regardless of how important or influential they thoudetytwere.

According to Tanji's explanation, the Ferryman calleceé times
for speakers, anyone who still wanted their voicedadéard. There
was no response, the great hall silent as her recamgtout. There
was a pause while the panel of moderators on the stagsved the
list of speakers and attendees on their slates, camfirim quiet
voices that no-one remained to address the Grand Catmoc

The Ferryman called for another vote, one which migean the
formal conclusion of the meeting, a vote for or agathe closure of
the Lyndesfarne crossing. Strictly speaking, it washnading, Tanji
explained to Kevin, but no Ferryman has gone againstvwbehirds
majority vote in centuries.

A hush filled the great hall as flickering signs on thall wehind
the stage showed the results of the voting as the detegaticated
their view. Kevin could make out the numerals showing dbents
which made it entirely obvious that the delegates weraing down
strongly in favour of one outcome, but he was frustrétatihe could
not decipher which of the options was being so ovemihgly
recommended.

Finally, a loud gong sounded, meaning that everyone’s vade
been recorded and no-one had abstained. The Ferrymaedsthdi
results gravely, then turned to spoke a simple sentenee laud
voice. Tanji translated automatically for Kevin, dpeg in that
sing-song voice and sounding as if she did not quite beléya¢ she
was saying.

“The last crossing between the Two Worlds must beedids
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Chapter Thirty

The New Bridge to Lyndesfarne, in Kevin's entirely dad
opinion, was one of the most impressive and certaindy most
unusual engineering construction he had been involved iwiths
long career. The most novel aspect, of course, watsittispanned
not just the straits between island and mainland, bsb &vo
different worlds, quite possibly - Kevin had been foroeatdnsider -
in different universes.

The entire structure could not have been built using any
technology that Kevin was aware of, since half o tiridge was
actually in the Other World where, by careful desigty, imechnology
significantly more advanced than jointed wood or masamyld not
function. Kevin and Bret - with their teams of designe had been
forced to construct what was effectively two halfiges, each using
robust technology - or magic, which was nearly theesdmmg - from
their own world.

On the England side, Kevin had devised an elegant steel-
reinforced concrete tower, supporting high-tensile stables which
in turn held up the roadway. The cables were tetherea rogssive
concrete construction which was itself anchored éoldrock on the
shore. The smooth curve of the roadbed, arching geatlyrom the
shoreline and bisected by the slender support tower, meesan
impressive sight, an elegant working example of engirgdadrces
in balance.

On the Lyndesfarne side, Kevin was much less clear thavgs
worked, although the general shape of the bridge was the. s&s
far as he knew, the supporting tower was built from blooks
magically-enhanced construction stone, blocks which deckl
together a few hours after they had been laid. Thdwagn was
constructed of the same material, or something vemylasi The
support for the roadbed was entirely magical; huge triandger of
what looked from a distance like translucent sheetsais Enking
road and tower. From close by - on the bridge itéaifexample -
the magical supports were entirely invisible, and tlagneeared to be
nothing at all holding up the impossibly slender structure.

Kevin had often visited the New Bridge after it was agukrand
not just to admire his own handiwork. On this occagsimm was
inspecting the warehousing arrangements for goods expateedn
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the two Worlds, and exploring the possibility of further
improvements that he could suggest. This was as the odsutask
Kevin had undertaken shortly after the plan for the NBrwlge was
complete: the design of the mechanisms for the trahsgogoods.
The original and unimaginative approach, planned beforegdte
involved, was simply to replicate the mode of transpgmnraon the
Old Bridge: the use of heavy wagons of wood and wrought iron
drawn by horses.

Quite apart from the anachronistic appearance of hoesendr
carts on a high-tech steel and concrete bridge, KeuirtHat there
must be a better solution. Horse and cart transpatnetivery fast,
and the relatively small carts had to be loaded and unloadeatch
side. Even with fork lift trucks (on the England side)d magical
assistance in Lyndesfarne, this took up a fair amoutitnet

Of course, any technological solution could not workladl way
across, just as a magical approach would be useleskafb the
journey. Kevin's insight was that there was no pardicaéason why
the same approach had to be used all the way acrossidge.b If
trans-shipment could be made swift and easy in the eaitthe
bridge, two different solutions could be used on either side.

In a surprisingly short time, the entire New Bridge hadrbretro-
fitted for the new transport. On the England side,ilwvag line had
been laid, which was used by custom-built low trucks, gasthbig
enough to support two standard wooden pallets standing on af bed
steel rollers. A short train of these trucks was paisitepulled across
half of the bridge by a battery-powered engine adapted tihentow
trucks used in airports. Two sets of rails were providedallow
transport in each direction, together with a completxof points and
switches allow trucks, once emptied to be moved to ther dine and
reloaded.

Kevin had correctly concluded that the steel rails coutdertend
into the transit region, the short distance - perlmpsiore than ten
feet - where neither magic nor technology were tptadliable. At
the edge of the region, the rail tracks stopped. Thieegyallets were
man-handled off the rollers on the trucks and slid ontset of
greased rollers fixed in the centre of the bridge. Thelers were
manufactured using the lowest level of technology Kewinla think
of: wrought iron axles supporting hard oak cylinders set in a
framework of wood and iron. On this bed of rollers)gialcould be
rapidly slid from the mechanical to magical transpaoirtyice versa.

The Lyndesfarne transport itself was something that Kewiridc
not help but think of as a magical conveyor belt. Oticeddf the
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wooden rollers, the pallets were supported by an insubsitatrip of
magic, glittering brightly with the swirling orange &ps that marked

the presence of powerful enchantments. Brief gestiioes the
operators sent the pallets on their way without furthedance until
they reached the far end of the bridge. Pallets arrivitige opposite
direction - it turned out that very similar low-teglallets were in
widespread use in both worlds - and loaded onto recentlyieimpt
trucks for the journey to the warehouse in Kevin's woalghrocess
which now worked with a commendably high degree of speed and
efficiency.

The warehouses on the England side of the crossing iwehe
centre of a compound that adjoined the New Bridge. ‘©hgoound
was surrounded by a high chain-link fence with two gates:used
by the trucks and one where the twin railway lines exibecrdss the
bridge. The warehouse buildings themselves were butlt the
standard industrial construction technique: a frame of gfiegérs
roofed with epoxy-coated corrugated steel sheets. The wides
clad with thin walls of machine-cut stone chosen to keepigel
impact of the buildings to a minimum.

Inside the main warehouse, fork-lifts were in continuous
operation loading pallets onto the railway wagons andadnhg
others. Some merchandise was immediately reloades ldeavy
Goods Vehicles for transport, while other goods were oatldd
directly onto trucks but needed to be stored until a det@p
consignment was ready. One end of this warehouse was déths
high racking storing a wild assortment of goods. Otheldings
were used for long-term storage, for goods which did nad hede
transported immediately. At the time, Kevin was surprise note
that this included large quantities of some very fine champagne
although he would later come to realise just why this was so

Kevin's eventual suggestion for improvement was to extemd bo
inbound and outbound railway tracks further into the main
warehouse, terminating closer to the loading bays fer hbavy
trucks. This also allowed fork lifts to be deployed on lsitles of
railway wagons, thus allowing a further reduction of theettaken to
load and unload.

There were always HGVs moving along the short spur to and
from the New Bridge, which joined the old Lyndesfarne road a
itself linked to the main north-south highway a fewasihway. The
old road somehow looked narrower and more winding thactutally
was and probably had been, Kevin considered, deliberatelynéeisi
that way. But all this had been established long ago, defue
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advent of motorised transport, to give the impressianmgandering
back road which went nowhere in particular.

Kevin’s next port of call was the warehouse on the legfarne
side of the New Bridge. He could have taken up the offa ride in
the cab of one of the electric tractors used to profpelrain of
carriages. Instead, he elected to walk since it was augleasant
day. Even so, he knew that the weather in the vicifitii@crossing
was notoriously variable, liable to change unexpectedihis was
because the two sides of the crossings were actuallyifierent
worlds, subject to different weather systems, and theostheric
turmoll that this created.

There was a footway running the length of the New Bridgehe
use of pedestrians, although those in the know where emgealta
use the Old Bridge which lay on the more direct rodteprinciple,
anyone was free to cross to the Other World, althouglGtiiardians
stationed at both old and new bridges were careful to edigr
discourage the passage of those who might be confused etrhyps
what they found on the other side.

Although the sun was high, the light sea breeze was ddevin
found it pleasant enough striding along carrying the littlieksack
that contained his few essentials including a waterprokéjan case
the weather took a turn for the worse. He was passdtebwuinbling
trains every few minutes, the near-silence of theteteenotors
punctuated by the squeal of the wheels on the rails.

The very centre of the New Bridge was sixty feet abthe
waves. Kevin stopped at the transit section where tmplex
transfer machinery was installed. A shelter of wood t@dadhad
been erected around this area to keep of the worsteofvéather -
which could be pretty horrendous, he knew - although tHewag
remained open to the elements. The workmen nodded poligty,
otherwise left him alone, returning to their task of rhandling the
pallets.

From this vantage-point, it was almost impossible ® eher
end of the bridge, even in this fine clear weather. Tipparting
cables and roadway disappeared into the haze in eitlestidir. It
was eerie, and Kevin shivered slightly despite that waohthe day.
There was a sense of being all alone out here, withthe sea and
the wind and the seagulls for company.

Below the sea was relatively calm, so Kevin was ablabserve a
strange effect in the water’s surface. It was alnasstf a line was
drawn across the sea, a near-continuous streak of Volaite and
bubbles separating two regions which were, he could diseevery
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slightly different shade of blue. He had heard abous thi
phenomenon. It was a visible representation of thendary itself,
where the seas from the different worlds came intmtact.
Normally, wind and tide and waves mixed the waters smtlghly
that nothing was apparent but today was sufficientlyrcea calm
that the slight differences in currents in the Two WW®mwas enough
to leave a visible trace.

The line of disturbed water bisected the triple arcHethe Old
Bridge, discernible in the distance. The dark stone ot#useways
on either side was partially visible, the far ends sd@appearing
into the haze. Walking figures and the occasionakdxdrawn
wagon could be seen making the crossing, as Kevin had hohosed
SO many times in the past.

Kevin stood watching the traffic on the Old Bridge for ten
minutes, his solitude if anything enhanced by the rumble ané ola
pallets being moved about just behind his back. The walashed
below, the seagulls screamed and both worlds seemedsiiydsr
away. Here, in the very centre, he considered, asenet properly a
part of either world, but cut off, floating, somewherdatween.

Kevin shook his head and re-shouldered his rucksack, thefff set o
for the Lyndesfarne shore. Nominally, he had intertdecheck out
the warehouse on the other side as well, although tdendiareally
expected to be able to suggest any improvements there. As he
approached the low stone-built building that formed thadit point
between cargo portal network and the crossing, he recogwiti
growing happiness the figure that was waiting outside.

He was delighted to see Tanji, who had arrived early, lais
earlier funk in the centre of the bridge was alreamgdtten. It had
almost slipped his mind that they were scheduled tonganother of
the tourist visits that Tanji took such delight in arraggfor his
entertainment.

“Ready to go?” she asked.

He smiled warmly, somehow relieved to be back in atleae of
the real worlds.

“Yes,” he said.

She took his hand and they walked away from the waretzoke
towards the passenger portal building entrance.
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Chapter Thirty One

There was absolute silence in the room after theyfan had
spoken. Even though he had instigated - albeit somewhat
involuntarily - some part of this train of events, vife had the
obscure urge to make some kind of appeal. But he knewalityre
that there was no point; it was clear that a majomere convinced
and that this was the end. There was no appeal torhagtiieority,
no place to discuss the issue further, and too much djarity to
make any kind of resistance anything other than futile.

There was a sudden buzz of conversation all around tha;ro
everyone seemed to be talking at once, suddenly veryatedm
Kevin could make out very little and, given his extremiatyited
language skills, could understand practically nothing.

“What's being said?” he asked Tanji, who had clearlynbee
listening intently.

“It's so very difficult to summarise,” she answeredtlgolith a
wry smile, “Although it seems that many people are ety
surprised, although almost everybody is saddened and disajpointe
Most are saying that this is a turn of events that lbeen seriously
considered, if only hypothetically - at least, up uraiv’

She listened again, turned her head this way and thed &w pick
up fragments of conversation from all around. Kevintedhias
patiently as he could, frustrated by his inability to ustiénd
anything of the undoubtedly strongly-held views he couldr.hea
Nearby, a large and loudly-spoken man in a deep blue rabedt
pontificating. Such was his manner and voice that raéyeople
nearby turned to listen to his views.

Tanji turned back to Kevin and spoke quietly in his ear.

“The increasing sophistication of the Other World,e ghegan,
adopting that tell-tale sing-song intonation that mdaaat she was
translating from the language of Lyndesfarne, “Not tontio@ the
number of people in it, has been thought to be an isiogeaisk for a
long time. The common knowledge of the existence ofvearid
would instil a sense of fear and panic for much of theufawe of the
Other World. They would demand action, protection, and our
representatives in the seats of government of thatdwamuld not be
able to deflect this clamour.”
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There was a murmur of approval from the man’s listen&mvin
wondered who he was, concluding that he must be someidpigrw
the Board of Control.

“In this world, too,” the big man went on, “The feaf the
different, the stranger will for many people provoke ailar
reaction. They will perceive a threat, a terroibeing overwhelmed
by the teeming billons of the Other World, despite thanifest
advantages of our magic.”

The man in blue seemed to be catching the commonrestii
speaking - it seemed to Kevin - with the practiced e&sbeolong-
term politician. More people seemed to be paying atterto his
words, ceasing their own discussions and forming angempcircle
around the big man.

“Indeed, if the existence of that art called magic camehe
attention of the organisations and companies in therQt/orld, they
would regard it as an opportunity to extend the reacheaf ssience,
to make devices and products currently outside their reaaoth,
therefore make money and consolidate their positioower. This
would be amplified if their cunning machines and powerful
technologies could be employed to study the intricaciesowf
devices. The secrets of Lyndesfarne would not lag lorder such
intense scrutiny.”

Again, these points seemed to meet the approval obtbadrs.

“That’'s why there was such a majority for the closurganiji
added in her own voice.

The large man in blue spoke again.

“Of course, there will be those who will lose outpsk who will
be impoverished by the decision,” she continued in lheg-sng
tone, “But we must protect ourselves, each of us in aurworlds.”

Kevin knew that the group or organisation - maybe tiveas
more than one - that was trying to open its own angsaway from
the authority of the Board of Control, was not redhlg first such
threat. Indeed, he had become aware, from numerous aals
discussions, that the final crossing to Lyndesfarne e under
increasing threat over the last hundred years or sempts to wrest
control away from the Board, or to force its clostireugh a variety
of stratgems.

There was a loud bong, as if a vast gong had been stustk, |
once, by a short but extremely muscular assistarfipwadh Kevin
could see no sign of either. Just magic, he imagined.e Th
reverberating tones echoed around the meeting chanmaegt ance
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an anticipatory and slightly anxious silence fell. iEtbe pompous
man in the blue robe shut up immediately.

The gong was the cue for a series of further announdsrfrem
the Ferryman. Again, her voice rang out across the halljesubtly
amplified by magic, and again Tanji's translation wasspéred into
his ear.

“The crossing closure will be three days from nownabn,” she
announced, “All trade will cease with immediate effect.

This last point caused a furore in the room as, Kewvierstood,
a major purpose of the crossing was for commerce.

“Those whose livelihood is affected will be compenddtehe
Ferryman thundered, “And | do advise those who have gootsi
warehouses to remove them as soon as possible.”

There was another moment of confused muttering.

“Everyone is to return to their own world, without eption,” the
Ferryman went on.

Again there was an outcry from the floor.

“This is the decree,” she said in a steely voice,08éhwho have
interests in the Other World have just under three tlayget your
affairs in order.”

The noise in the room was incredible. It seemed ¢wirKthat
plans were being made, options debated and contingenciasusig
discussed were being revived and put into operation. Hestjastd
there, unable to think coherently, to plan, to do angth The din
and commotion in the room seemed to swirl around hohfeuching
him, events now taking their own course for him andyevee else.
Tanji too seemed to be in a daze, standing close tp Hemhands
enclosed by his own.

After an indeterminate time, Bret managed to track d&ewin.
He stood close, presumably to make himself heard oeendise in
the room.

‘I suppose this was inevitable,” Kevin said without prbkmn
“I'm really so very sorry.”

Bret nodded.

“It was not your responsibility,” he said, “That dutynsne, and
many others. But thank you for you concern.”

Bret grasped the other man by the upper arm.

“My duties will lead me elsewhere over the next fewjfaye
went on, “I'm afraid | am unlikely to be able to betlwyou. Besides,
Tan;ji will, | feel sure, wish to accompany you in thdsst days.”

Bret looked directly into Kevin's eyes.
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“It has been a pleasure and a privilege working with ybthank
you again for everything you have done, for me, and mmyyfaand
this entire world. Sincerely, | wish you well in the&ure, whatever
that may bring.”

Unexpectedly, Bret leaned forward and embraced him, pitpati
kiss on his cheek, an action which seemed distinctty slightly
disconcertingly feminine, despite the male appearancesBiievore.
The co-designer of the New Bridge, and Kevin’s friend engshtor,
stepped back and said something formal-sounding to Tanje Sh
responded in kind, both holding up their right hands in the
Lyndesfarne way that was used as both a greeting anteweth
Bret then turned on his heel and disappeared into thedcrd¢evin
realised, with an unexpected tear in his eye, that baldvvery
probably never see Bret again

Kevin turned to Taniji.

“What are we going to do?” he asked very seriously.

She stood on tip-toe and kissed him full on the lips, thdled
back to look him straight in the eye.

“The instructions are clear: we will have to partd arery soon,”
she said gravely, “So we will have to make our plansraagly.”

Kevin nodded, suddenly feeling desperately sad.

The next few days - Kevin's last in the Other World -reva
whirlwind of activity. He did not want to leave this webuntil the
last possible moment, so he and Tanji were almospamable; they
spent every minute together, asleep or awake, exceptdoue of
brief trips - in her own world, of course - she fatmpelled to make
alone, one to visit her Aunt and Uncle, and anotheo’svburpose
was unclear to Kevin.

They did make just one trip to Kevin's world, right a¢ t#nd, to
the little flat in Manchester which he still calledrhe, to collect
Tanji’'s belongings so as to be able to return themetoworld. In
fact, there were precious few things, and little of argl nalue.
Even so, Kevin insisted that every item - Tanji’s fevgmetic items,
toiletries, clothes and odd pieces of inexpensive jeweHlemas
carefully packed into a couple of rucksacks.

They spent that night in Kevin's bed, holding each otheses
making love repeatedly, almost out of a sense of desperaHe did
not actually sleep very well, waking several times m tight in the
panicky realisation that this was the last time tiegty would lay
together here.
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In the morning, after a early start and a light breakfievin
persuaded Tanji to go for a short walk in a large andego&nted
municipal park that the council maintained not far frora flat.
Under the trees and in the watery morning sunlight, Kevin sok
endless stream of photographs of Tanji using an inexpengjiald
camera he had acquired recently. They would be something t
remember her by, he considered, in future years.

When he came to review the snaps later, he could st¢hdre
was a common feature in Tanji’'s expression, whether whs
laughing or smiling or feeling sad. The look - a certaghttiess of
the skin around the eyes, perhaps - communicated a petssinse
of wistful loneliness, the anticipation of a losseamhich had not yet
happened but was nevertheless inevitable.

Kevin drove Tanji back to the Lyndesfarne crossing in near
silence, unsure of what to say to each other. Theivazsation was
stited and superficial, concentrating on niceties anddescript
comments on unimportant topics. There were, perhagsme state
of denial, somehow not yet emotionally ready to actketfact of
their impending separation.

The traffic on the approach roads were unusually heavi, avit
larger than normal number of HGVs ploughing their way althay
narrow road, presumably rushing to transport goods already
transferred between the worlds away from the aréadéhe closure.
The heavy transport turned off towards the warehouséseaiNew
Bridge, allowing Kevin to navigate the last mile or sohwiélative
ease.

He pulled the Volvo into the damp field that did duty asaa
park. Unusually it was filled to capacity with privaterscaf all
shapes and sizes, new and creakingly ancient, andweeeequite a
few taxis and minibuses from local companies too. Aké¢heshicles
seemed to be disgorging individuals or family groups, everyone
weighed down with packs and belongings.

The exodus had evidently begun almost immediately after th
Ferryman’s pronouncement and, even now, the crossing wa
extremely busy. The cries of the carters and the pealestwere
superficially as shrill and as argumentative as alwWayssomehow it
now seemed subdued, as if a great sadness hung irr theerithe
bridges.

A few of the larger groups had managed to negotiate with the
carters that still plied their trade on the Old Bridgehire a wagon
and horses for a trip over the causeway with theirldiyo wealth.
Kevin saw one wagon transporting what must have beere thre
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generations of the same family: grandmother sat upogtthe front
bench wedged between the driver and the father, whelevite and
at least three children tried to make themselves asoctabfe as
possible wedged between suitcases and bundles in the back.

The departures did not go unobserved. Apart from the- ever
present Guardians, a row of people stood at the end chtlseway,
individuals and small groups, waving and crying with handkerchiefs
at their faces. It occurred to Kevin that they would loe® the only
couple who would very soon be forced to separate from lheed
one.
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Chapter Thirty Two

“So, this emergency closing process,” Kevin asked, t"ff so
dangerous, why is it even a possibility? Surely no-aoeld ever
invoke something that could injure or kil so many inmudce
bystanders?”

Bret smiled at the other man’'s question, displaying his
characteristic tendency to ask pointed questions whicht@dhe
heart of the matter under discussion. He remained $dera few
moments, looking around aimlessly as if trying to deciddaha best
way of answering Kevin's query.

The restaurant was now apparently completely desertddllamf
the other diners had retired to their rooms or beerenrome. All
of the tables were already reset with fresh linants @ockery by the
silent and efficient waiting staff, ready for breakfastthe morning.
They were still sat in the Orangery which now exudedelghtful
sense of stillness and peacefulness, although it wasggatning to
get a little cool. Tanji had consumed a surprising nurobéhne tiny
delicious petit-fours and was now nestling against Kevin's shoulder
looking extremely sated and seemingly content to takessiveapart
in the conversation.

Bret brought his attention back to Kevin.

“There is a time and a place for such extreme measouesnly
when the threat to the greater good is judged to overtioeniess of
life. 1 can't say | would relish having to make sucllexision,” he
added, looking uncharacteristically grim, “Although | supposeuld
do, if | really had to make that call.”

Kevin must have Ilooked dubious, since Bret went on
immediately.

“There was an example,” he said seriously, “About a heohdr
years ago, were a crossing had to be closed very quigkihe time,
this was the oldest crossing still in existence - that very earliest
one, of course, since many of the very earliestsimngs had been
instantiated in places which, with hindsight, were wetl, and had
been closed millennia before.”

“What was wrong with those crossings?” Kevin asked csto

Bret sighed.

“Well, firstly, those early crossings were huge - ttyemiles or
more across. This made them very difficult to policemake sure
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that only those authorised were able to pass betweenTwo
Worlds.”

Kevin nodded. He could imagine that trying to manage a borde
which was seventy miles or more long with nothing enor
sophisticated than men on horseback would have beenama ne
impossible task, unless a huge number of Guardians wereatzetlic
to the assignment.

“Indeed, in some cases,” Bret went on, “People stumbdrdss
the border without even realising that they had doneAsd.this of
course gave rise to all sorts of tall tales and stavieich have passed
into myth and folklore - in both this world and my owigo it was
this problem that led to one of the few advances en tim, magical
technology used was in reducing the size of a crossiggsta few
miles. So, our own crossing was one of the lastetanade, and is
just about as small as it is considered possible tarmbseliably.”

Bret paused, swirling the last of the Armagnac arountienfine
glass balloon he held cupped in one hand.

“The other problem with early crossings,” he continu&tlas of
course the issue of weather patterns and climate. klizran those
early days, they did not know what they were doing, artetivere
many mistakes. In those days, making the crossing naaght with
dangers, and you were liable to find yourself caught up in an
sandstorm or blizzard or flood with minimal warning.”

Kevin nodded. He had thought about the difficulties ohtyyio
identify places in to different worlds where the climatvas
compatible, and where the weather could be relied upbe twoadly
similar. He realised that this could never be perfant that even
minor variations between the Two Worlds would give rise
unpredictable and dangerously variable conditions.

“Anyway, back to this other crossing | mentioned,” Beaid,
looking serious, “In this world, it was set in Siberladden in a
forested wilderness, a wild and inhospitable area cdveith pine
trees, and almost entirely uninhabited. The virgin dl@ads were
broken only by occasional trails made by fur trapperd gaold
prospectors and, unfortunately, the occasional gang alitbanThe
region was bitterly cold for much of the year and thee¥e long
harsh winters punctuated by blizzards which could lasti&ys. And
in the short summer, the rough tracks were often washgdoy
floods caused by snow-melt or by the torrential rdiafaa summer
downpour. The whole region was so inhospitable thaas actually
easier to travel in winter when the streams andgiwveere frozen,
and the land under a permanent snow cover. Even selléra to

180 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009



and from the crossing could expect a long walk on snowsshoe
weeks and weeks of travel on foot - or, only slighaistér, by horse-
drawn sledges and, in later years, by dog sleighs.”

Kevin thought this all sounded horrible, especially comgarith
the ease of crossing at Lyndesfarne and even morence ihe
causeway and bridge were in place. At Lyndesfarne, yghtnget
windswept, and dampened by rain and sea-spray, but the whole
crossing could be completed safely in half-an-hour orirs@ll but
the very worst of the weather.

“From my world,” Bret continued, “It was a very differte
picture. The site of the crossing was in a high vatkes range of
mountains, so that the altitude meant that this sidbeo€rossing was
locked in a nearly perpetual winter. To get to the higlley from
the populous valleys and the vast fertile plains dottettdang cities
and markets meant a long trek through the foothills andripasses,
almost continuously uphil. The wind always blew outla$ valley,
cold air rolling down the mountainside and bringing theatbreof
winter even to towns and settlements scores of leauag.”

Kevin shivered again at the thought.

“So, all-in-all, the Tunguska crossing was a trial, at tef
endurance and fortitude for the hardy traveller. Frasworld, after
days or weeks of struggling against snow and cold, you had a
relatively easy downhill walk which rapidly got warmein the other
direction, you had a stiff climb on foot - at leastefthousand feet -
followed by that long slog through the frozen forest.”

“The relative inaccessibility was the main reasdratt this
crossing had remained in place, unthreatened. Evemeardssing
itself, at the end of the high valley, was guarded &t batls by a pair
of fortifications, each originally built as high-wallestone castles and
intermittently re-built over the millennia as advanee the weapons
technology in each world demanded. And of course there lamge
contingents of Guardians stationed permanently at edeh $o, the
authorities were content enough that all these precauseemed
enough to ensure the continued security of the hiddenirgd'ss

Kevin knew from long experience that Bret's storywtgllability
was polished and calm through much practice, and he coultbsee
the other man’s body language relaxed more and more gat heto
the tale.

“The range of mountains marked the natural border betwween
nations and so naturally the crossing was close t© klbundary.
These two nations had been, well, at best suspicioads rand

© Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009 181



occasionally at war with each other for centuried, a@ven at this
time, diplomatic relations between them remainedrstchf

Bret's wry expression suggested to Kevin that he wasabipb
understating the degree of disharmony between the oualtdes.

“Agrea, the country across the mountains from the kigtey,”
Bret resumed, “Was jealous of the possession of thesiag At
least, it was for those few in positions of power aesponsibility
who actually knew about it.”

In the same way as in his own world, Kevin understdad few
people knew about the crossing at Lyndesfarne. Whiled#yeto-
day administration of the crossing was in the handslexficated
governance organisations, notably the Board of Cqntmlhad the
strong impression that the secret of the Other Wodd Wnown in
the upper echelons of Whitehall and Westminster.

“Similarly, the leaders of Quilovia,” Bret went onyWere proud
of their stewardship of the crossing which, despite réktive
obscurity and infrequent usage, brought both wealth andigedst
their country. This wealth and the leisure it allowedant that the
country had long since been a centre of culture andingama land of
bohemian cities and a place where artists and musiaaiisrs and
actors, anyone with talent and creativity, could be sifra welcome
and the patronage of rich merchants.”

Bret again swirled the bandy glass and took another sip.

“At the time | am describing, there was a coup in Adrée,
resumed, “A bloodless takeover of power by a Junta, thergls in
the army having become frustrated with the Council loeE that
had hitherto formed the ruling body. The ensuing perionhititary
rule led to an increase in the size of the army agceat many more
people under arms.”

Bret shook his head sadly.

“The trouble with standing armies,” he went on, “lattigou have
to find something to do with them. Otherwise, theéyasound, eat
too much, get bored, and you have a problem on your h&ualsthe
Junta decided to use their military might to wrest cdntrothe
Tunguska crossing from their neighbours. The agents angssco
knew many secret paths and passes across the mouatainglans
were drawn up to invade Quilovia by stealth.”

“Of course, the government in Quilovia had not been, idied
had kept a very suspicious eye on the political changesgiea
through their networks of spies and diplomats. So thenaare that
there was an impending threat to their borders and quasdy sent
their own scouts to watch the mountain passes. Obeoptlre people
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of Quilovia knew their own mountains very well and ke attempt
to cross from Agrea was detected, the secret pathseimg quite as
secret as was thought.”

Kevin was listening intently, barely remembering timgple the
very fine brandy from his own glass.

“The thing that the generals of Quilovia failed to realihowever,
was exactly how large the forces that were making thay across
the mountains or indeed, what their exact objective Wae military
leaders in Agrea used astonishing amounts of magic inatieance,
both hiding their forces with vast swathes of invigipilmagic, as
well as using magical means to widen the passes antlleidges
over the crevasses and the deep cuttings make by riddref this
must have been planned for years - even decades - in adwvegit
before the military coup. Indeed, it was widely suspetted the
reason for the coup was because the hawkish generaledvéo
advance their plans for invasion of Agrea, while the maaticus
civil authorities were hesitant or even opposed to atanyli
campaign.”

The storyteller paused for a few moments, perhaps decttbw
to proceed with his tale.

“As soon as the invading forces were detected,” Brad sai
length, “The Guardians at the crossing started turning lzdc
travellers attempting to cross, advising them to retarthéir own
world and to get clear of the area as quickly as tbheydc This is, to
this day, standard practice if a large-scale militargdahto a crossing
is suspected.”

This remark confirmed something that Kevin had long suspected,
that there were careful plans for all sorts of augencies
surrounding the Lyndesfarne crossing.

“Once the true scale of the invasion was determinea,otiner
man went on, “It was soon appreciated that this waarary much
too large to merely seize and control the crossing. gémerals of
Quilovia and the Guardians of the crossing soon reatisere must
be a second objective: an invasion of the Other Woylour world -
and one which, they belatedly learned, would be supporte@dsl n
magics, ones which might not be disabled by the barriectwhi
prevents the passage of proscribed technologies betweeiivio
Worlds.”

“No military might which could be assembled by the Quémg
could hope to deflect this army from its objective. Wistdark hour,
a hero emerged, one Yisella. She was the leader @ubedians at
the crossing, and a brave and resourceful woman. rstadheling the
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threat from the invading army, she dismissed her foiossucting
them to disperse as quickly as they could. She senemuo her
opposite number, with advice to similarly retreat.e $ten used her
magical skills to give the impression that the foztifions were still
defended, and waited until the vanguard of the army wassalapon
the castle, then invoked the secret emergency magic.”

Kevin gasped, as did Tanji. Kevin had thought Tanji was asleep,
but she had evidently been listening as closely as he had bee

“In your world, the explosion flattened trees for reiEround, and
was heard from hundreds of miles away. And in myldyahere
were similar scenes of destruction, the entire vatieyg buried in
boulders and broken rocks blown from the mountaintopsselld
herself perished in the resulting devastation, but she siede® her
objective: the explosion entrapped and killed almosbfalhe armies
of Agrea. So, she protected both the inhabitants of youldvemd
those of Quilovia - but at a cost. There was a hage of life, I'm
afraid to say, with thousands of soldiers killed.”

“Still, she managed to minimise the deaths, being ablam
enough people to get clear, to save themselves. Adr @édlnardians
in your world escaped with their lives, as did all bubaadful in
mine. The few who were lost were caught up in an avalanche
triggered by the explosion.”

Bret was silent for a moment.

“So,” he pronounced, “there is sometimes a need for idecis
action at short notice, made by the man - or indeedamonon the
spot. And yes, such an action will result in fatalitiedistory, as
always, is the judge of one’s actions. We regard Missd a hero, a
patriot, someone who made the ultimate sacrifice ttept her
country and, quite possibly, your entire world. Of coutbe last
part can never be known for sure, but perhaps you havedgtaiie
grateful for her bravery.”

Bret swallowed the last of the brandy from the bmilglass he
still held in his hand.

“Time for bed, I think,” he said.
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Chapter Thirty Three

“So this is it?” Kevin asked pensively.

Tanji nodded and smiled rather wanly in return, looking up at

him. They stood face to face, noses practically poessgether and
holding each others hands tightly. He was desperatanfpkind of

physical contact with the woman who was, in all lstpethe love of
his life, despite the public nature of the place wheeg gtood.

Kevin constantly held Tanji close, ignoring the chilhd and the
drizzle that enveloped them both, and looked around brieflgey
were standing at the side of the road on the England odidee
crossing, just at the point where the causeway meshbes. The
road and the causeway were packed with - well, Kevinideres
that the word must be refugees - passing in both direction

There were few of the horse-drawn wagons that he nmghe
expected under normal circumstances, transporting tresvedlad
their goods. Instead almost everybody was on fookimgauickly,
a few carrying heavy packs and rucksacks, although mostttiad
nothing by way of baggage. Many of the travellers,iiKeuspected,
had left their final crossing to the last possible rantnto spend a
last few moments, as they had, with friends and lovees ahey
would never see again.

The road leading inland was also dense with travellgsin
mostly on foot. The press of people were being dicetly a larger
than usual number of the Guardian force, clearly idahiéi by the
nearly-uniform they wore, topped with the High-Visihjlivests in
bright yellow which were mandatory, in Kevin's worldy fany role
which involved directing traffic.

Kevin turned his attention back to Tanji.

“And will | never see this face again?” he said, getaling her
chin in his hand.

“You will not, my love,” she replied softly, her faceches from
his own.

Kevin knew for a certainty that this would be true. eTiears
welled in his eyes as he considered once again the ptospa life
without Taniji.

“I will think of you, always,” he went on earnestiyjeaning every
word of it quite literally, “Every day. Wishing you wetieere by my
side.”
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Over the years since he had first met Tanji - a imgehat took
place not far from this very spot - the two of thead lembarked
upon so many adventures and enjoyed so many wonderful
experiences together, although some of them had nothexesen
planned. In her company, he had travelled far and widach of the
Two Worlds and had seen things he would simply not haleved
possible. He had shared every waking thought and dozing dream
with her, enjoyed her most intimate company on manyecasion,
revelled in the sensation of waking up next to herjrigdier body,
her warmth next to him in their bed.

“I will miss all this, so very much.” she replied, Will miss you.
And | will love you forever.”

She kissed him full on the lips, then firmed her grip @nhands
and stood back.

“I have to go,” she said simply.

Kevin nodded dumbly. He held her hands for a long moment,
then released her, dropping his hands to his sides desplgndghe
stooped to pick up her pack, which she swung onto her backlwm/e
characteristic hooded cloak. She turned to go, took ateps, then
turned back to blow a last kiss to Kevin.

She pulled herself together with a visible show of lggm, then
set off for the causeway proper, soon merging with theratraffic
joining the causeway. The last thing he saw, throughhkirred
eyes, was Tanji's blonde pony-tail disappearing intodiseance, her
stride matching those of numerous other refugees. Hehadther
go until she was completely out of sight, indistinguishabt@®ngst
the other travellers even before her figure was cadeby the twin
grey blankets of the increasingly heavy rain and thestengpus
blurring caused by the crossing itself.

Still Kevin waited, watching people of all shapes and sizes
passing to and fro. He saw no-one he recognised - nothéhat
expected to - but he felt marginally less miserablemo&k everyone
in the stream of refugees, passing in either direction,ewanr
expression of irredeemable depression and gloom. Hghaduntil
the pedestrian traffic subsided to a mere trickle, gusw stragglers
hurrying to complete their crossing before it was no lopgassible.

Finally, he turned and made his way back to the Volvo, lwhic
was one of the few remaining cars in the windswept fiedd served
as a car park. He drove slowly and carefully, peermgugh the
rain-speckled windscreen, careful to avoid the numepaagestrians
and occasional horse-drawn wagon making their way alemgoad.
Once he reached the main road, he turned left and droperbaps
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five miles, then turned right onto a minor road, a twgstlane that
made it way up a ridge that overlooked the sea. Kevin had be
advised to keep clear of the crossing, in case of accidetie point
of closure. Nevertheless, his inevitable curiosity tovkrexactly
what would happen had caused him to be directed to thisdkilin
the vicinity of what he understood was once known ag€&thbert’s
Way.

The location of this particular hillside had been reconmed to
him by Tanji, although where she had got the information fnas
not totally clear. It was obvious that others had iveckethe same
advice: there were cars and other vehicles lined up alonfanies,
parked in such a way that made passage difficult but notsitpe.
Kevin found a spot to dump the Volvo, pulled a pair of modegh-
tech binoculars from the back seat together with annand heavy
hooded cloak in the Lyndesfarne style, and wandered ovéneto
vantage-point that had been recommended.

There were others doing much the same, many individudisan
few small groups, more than he would have expected, hatitabm
finding a place to stand along the dry stone wall thédr@déd an
unrestricted view of the entire island of Lyndesfarn@-dde seemed
to be feeling sociable; everyone kept their distancentaiaed their
privacy. A dour feeling settled over Kevin, like being dti@eral or
a wake.

For a long time, nothing happened. The drizzle faded awdy an
the wind dropped, and the sun even began to appear arourtjése e
of the clouds on the horizon. Both towers of thevNBridge shone
in the watery sunlight, the roadway itself seeming iy thin
from this distance. The nearer part of the causeaval/ the Old
Bridge itself became visible, although the far shore asmsdistinct
as ever, hidden under the mysterious haze that codcaklbut the
vaguest of outlines.

Without warning, sounds and, astonishingly, even movements
started to be perceivable from the island. Some peoplend Kevin
gasped and screamed, their alarm and distress audibleoesethe
rumbling crunching noise. The ground itself heaved and buckled
slowly, even majestically, huge unstoppable movemerds Wwere
clearly visible even from this distance. It was l&e earthquake, or
like some vast beast struggling titanically against massiaens and
restraints, a monstrous creature facing fearsome esemieale
attempting to escape from a cavern deep underground.

The whole island was suddenly enveloped with what looked like
dust or, perhaps more likely, thick clouds suddenly formed in the
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damp atmosphere from thousands of tons of water thnawrihe air
from the sea all around the island. The mist swirled twisted
violently, shot through with green and orange flecks,gHaminous
sprites that marked the presence of powerful magic. mhaslstrom
was accompanied by an eye-warping warp in the air, someho
distorting everything Kevin could see, but only those partsrobg
from the corner of the eye.

Eventually the rumbling and groaning ceased, and the mishbega
to clear, the water, or dust or whatever it was eitatling to the
ground or blown out to sea in great drifting sheets of whi®ne
There was a collective sign from the spectators asva panorama
was unveiled by the retreating clouds. Kevin could seaethfo first
time in his experience, the entire island of Lyndesfar

He swept the scene with his binoculars, traversing wiaat now
truly an island. He could clearly see the sea allrdpnow a green-
blue shot with white flecks of foam. The castle gtibod on its
promontory, its stark bulk contrasting with the fladaieatureless
dunes and scrubby grass. Smooth sand flats now lay betivee
island and mainland, which seemed closer together thameheind
now peppered as if by a giant hand with grey rocks.

Kevin studied the regions previous occupied by the bridges. The
Old Bridge had completely disappeared, its masonry suckedha
twisted vortex, although the line of the causeway cquit be
observed as a row of broken stones on the sand. TlweBNdge had
also vanished with not even any wreckage to be setigugh he
could just make out a broken stump in the waves that ea®thains
of one of the support towers. The sand flats and tiyeigiand, the
broken masonry and the complete disappearance of his bridge
brought home to Kevin the awful truth, that the lastssig to the
Other World was now truly closed, forever.

Kevin stood for a long while after all sound and moveniext
stopped, shivering occasionally, even though the wind was not
particularly cold. Finally, he returned to his car, nstanding all
alone along the edge of the lane. He unlocked the vehiude
climbed in, having carefully laid his Lyndesfarne cloak - atrthe
only item he had retained from the Other World - onbidek seat.

He started the car in a daze and drove, slowly andudlgireback
to Manchester on automatic pilot, barely conscioutheftraffic and
the road signs around him. Finally, he arrived at thie litat, the
private space he had so often shared with Tanji. He ddrh bag
and cloak by the door, then collapsed on the bed and vkepgli
baby.
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Chapter Thirty Four

Kevin and Tanji were enjoying a late breakfast in kitehen at
the home of her Aunt and Uncle. Tanji was dressedloose and
flowing robe of a subtly patterned and silky green mdiehe kind
that she preferred to wear when not travelling. Kevas already
dressed in his everyday clothes, or at least the edolie tended to
wear when he did not have to go to a professional appeirit
Besides, he found that blue jeans with metal fastenmgs$ a
traditional leather buckled belt seemed to survive thearthe world
of Lyndesfarne and back without mishap or disaster - ynfixe
example, trousers fitted with modern zip fasteners, lwtended to
jam or separate embarrassingly at the most inappropn@teents.

The two lovers had enormously enjoyed the show athéatre
the previous night, and had returned home late after a supmer
nearby eatery. They had slept - or, at least, stayéedd - late the
following morning, then emerged feeling well rested tthéa Tanji
had prepared a breakfast of honeyed fruit and crusty bread
accompanied - inevitably, as Kevin had long ago discaveraith
the mugs of hot chocolate which were so popular inibidd.

Kevin knew that Tanj’'s Aunt and Uncle were light slemspand
early risers. He imagined that, at this late hour, Uacle was
already attending his responsibilities in some obscuré gathe
upper echelons of the Guild of Transportation, while Aent was
probably outside in the grounds, tending to one or anathéhe
animals which made up the little menagerie.

Kevin had just tucked in to a second slice of the delityonarm
bread that Tanji had provided when, to his entire surphise Uncle
appeared at the doorway. The older man drew up a chassatire
kitchen table and sat down with a serious expressiomi®riace.
Kevin said the words that, in the Lyndesfarne languagee \& semi-
formal greeting equivalent to “good morning” and the othem
responded in kind. He then said something to Tanji theatinkdid
not understand, which Tanji then translated for highien

“There is something | need to tell you about,” she sailhpting
the tell-tale sing-song tone which indicated she wasrpneting
someone else’s words, “If you could spare me the time.”

“Yes, of course,” Kevin replied promptly.
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Kevin knew that, while her Uncle did have a reasonable
understanding of English, he did not usually feel comfoetabl
expressing himself in that language and therefore he yisakdid on
Tanji to interpret for him.

“l want to tell you about my wife’s younger brotherfet older
man began, “He was, indeed, much younger than me alsoaan
brave and resourceful man. He joined the Guardians eaynage,
was moderately conspicuous in his service for manysyaad was
rapidly promoted to -” Tanji's translation faltered héve a second -
“err, Captain. He met a young woman, also a membethef
Guardian force, who was by all accounts impressed bgdst and
spirit. And shortly, she fell pregnant, quite unexpectédly.

This was something of a surprise to Kevin as well.rlyga his
relationship with Tanji, she had explained carefullywdkithe magical
birth control that was available to all that wanitedlt was supposed
to be 100% reliable, she had said. At the time, Keath $uspected
there was a deeper reason behind this. People iwdrd were
recommended to have a limited number of children; tlais =l part
of the subtle pressure for stability and uniformity thats officially
encouraged by the governments and institutions in Lynohesfa

“The two young people got married, as they had already been
planning all along. In due course, their child, Tanjiie indicated
her with a wave of his hand - “arrived, a pretty andithg baby girl.
As soon as possible afterwards, both mother and fadterned to
their duties, organising their shifts so that one erdther could look
after their daughter while the other policed the crgssin
Occasionally, this was not possible, as they would rdstered
together, and it was necessary for them to make amangs to look
after the young girl among their extended families.”

Kevin had understood from previous conversations thatwiis
not unusual in this world, where people tended to have feei
children relatively young, and rely on grandparents andr déaily
members to mind the children.

“It was during one of these occasional schedule claia@some
disaster befell them. It was a time when all ab&laGuardians were
summoned in response to some vague alert, a piece of dubious
intelligence that seemed to have no definite sourceth Bf them
simply disappeared, never to be seen again.”

The older man paused, looking thoughtfully and sympathetically
at Tanji.

“All this Tanji has already heard,” he said, “And nowuyhave
heard it too.”
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Kevin glanced at Tanji who nodded in agreement, lookingasad
this no-doubt familiar story.

“But there is a further part to this tale,” her Unctntinued, “One
that | have kept for many years, speaking of it to ne-on

Tanji’'s head swung around to stare at her Uncle, eveheas
mouth translated almost automatically the older mantsdw for
Kevin's benefit. She said something in the Lyndesfalanguage
that Kevin thought meant “Why?”

The old man held up his hand placatingly.

“l was instructed not to tell you, not until you were \group, not
until you would be in a position to appreciate the impaeaof the
truth.”

Tanji was translating her Uncle’s words even as Isvared her
own question.

“Your parents were more than just ordinary Guardians,ivast
on, “They were Defenders, members of a secret fditee, a unit
trained to deal with violent attacks that threatendiessing from this
world or the other, a military group prepared to respont deaadly
force if necessary.”

The older man paused, looking seriously at Taniji.

“And it was in this secret role that they met tHate.”

“So what really happened to them?” she asked, this time
English.

“As you know,” the older man answered, “The Guardiansopatr
the shores on either side, as well as the causehayselves.”

Kevin nodded in understanding. He had occasionally enamahte
men and women apparently merely walking the coastal peibiie
he was surveying candidate sites for the New Bridge. tha@se in
the know, it was easy enough to spot the Guardians. e Mias a
certain alertness in their face and bearing, and theihing, while
definitely not a uniform, tended towards a degree of aiityl which
was only obvious if one knew what to look for.

“Some of the Guardians on patrol at any time will befeldders,
as a matter of course,” he continued, “And a higher ptapowhen
a serious military threat is suspected. This wasehsan why both
your father and mother were on duty that fateful night.”

Tanji let out a gasp.

“It seemed that some trained force of commandos, frenOther
World, had rowed across the straights in the middle efrtight,
braving the uncertainty of the sea crossing. Theyweeuipped with
simple edged weapons which could be relied upon to work even i
this world. It was, by all accounts, a clever andrdomated attack,
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intended to establish a beachhead at the causeway, ttatbe
reinforced by dissenters from both worlds, perhaps ewest control
of the crossing from the proper authorities.”

Kevin to was listening intently to the translation expertly
conveyed by Taniji, fascinated by the hints of a datketerside to
the crossing between the Two Worlds.

“The anonymous tip-off, the details of which were new@ade
clear,” Tanji's Uncle went on, “Had put more of the @lians on
alert. But there are miles of coastline and onlymetdd number of
people to keep watch. Your parents were in the group wéoced
upon the invading force. It was an ugly fight, the Defendeing
heavily outnumbered at first, although reinforcementsed within
in minutes. The advantage of magical weapons was dintitethe
ability to manoeuvre on the slippery rocks at the vimtedge.
Tanji's parents acquitted themselves bravely, but bogd.diYour
father was cut down from behind trying to save your motfhom
another of the attackers.”

Tanji Uncle was silent for a moment, apparently in pdee
cogitation.

“Who was behind the attack, no-one seems to know, puen’
the older man continued, shaking his head sadly, “Unfotélynahis
kind of thing is rather more common than any of us wéked”

Kevin now more clearly understood why the Guardians vasre
cautious and as alert as was so evidently the caseir j®h was not
a sinecure, although it might feature long periods of teljioastine
activities, even boredom, but with the real posspitf genuine
excitement, perhaps to the point of being life-thraaten

The older man opened a drawer in the kitchen table anaybt
out a large envelope of stiff paper, browned and staingtidbyears,
and handed it to Tanji with a curiously formal motiokevin could
see that some kind of address or note was handwrittéheofiont,
something that he could not at first read but he firallised that it
was Tanji's full and formal name. With tears in h®res, Tanji
turned the envelope over and broke the old-fashioned redsea,
her fingers shaking so much that she nearly dropped tee @t the
table.

She slid out an ornately decorated sheet of paper anditread
carefully, the tears running down her cheeks.

“It is a commendation, issued posthumously, to my mdtiste
said simply, “An award for bravery signed by the Grandveoer of
the Board of Control himself, and with his officigles attached.”

She took a second sheet, similarly decorated, frorarthielope.
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“And there is another, for my father,” she continubdr voice
catching in her throat.

“Your parents were heroes,” Tanji's uncle said, “Set¢retoes,
ones whose bravery could not be publicly acknowledged, aow
ever, but nevertheless ones to whom the Boards ezeefograteful.
| salute them.”

Kevin bowed his head in dumb respect. Tanji was loseans,
holding her face in her hands. Kevin took a handkerch&f old-
fashioned one - from his pocket and unfolded it.

“Are you OK?” Kevin asked urgently, dabbing at Tanji’'s ®ye
with the white cloth.

She nodded, her eyes reddened.

“m so sorry to hear about your parents,” he went on
sympathetically.

“It was a long time ago,” she replied, “And | am glad t@Wn
more about what happened. And | suppose | can understantl why
was necessary to keep all this from me for so maassye

The older man held up a hand to Tanji and spoke a few words
which she did not immediately interpret. She spoke spoese
directly to her Uncle, then turned to face Kevin.

“My Uncle says that these next words are for my,elams that |
should translate them for you anyway,” she said, wipiag dyes
again and looking distinctly puzzled.

“Your Aunt and |, we are old,” the man said, “And our neads
few. We expect to live our few remaining years is thouse, quietly
enjoying the fruits of our garden, and the sunshine ang saeh in
its season.”

Kevin thought that this was not such a bad propositio a
frankly suspected that the old man was exaggerating be#mgki and
his frailty to make his point clear.

“Of course, we have no children of our own, and we hawked
after you as our own daughter. And | know that you hasoreded
in turn, fulfilling all of the trusts and obligations as daughter
should.”

“I have appreciated your generosity, your love, so veoghyi
Tanji replied, still speaking in English, then spoke in lHrguage of
Lyndesfarne in what seemed to Kevin to be a verydaddress.

“You have been a good and dutiful niece,” her Uncle
acknowledged with a nod of his head, “But now, you must decide
what you will do with the rest of your life. | do shgly urge you not
to waste it running around after your Aunt and your agedd/Jncl
indulging their whims and aiding their pastimes. You muwst yiour
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own life, enjoy your own future, with whomever it idav will make
you happy.”

With that pronouncement, Tanji's Uncle stood up fromttise,
turned on his heel and left through the kitchen door.

Kevin turned to Tanji, who seemed to be on the verge arkte
again. He took her gently and held her in his arms. rAftéew
moments shaking, she looked up at him, sniffing back the tears

“l want to be with you,” she breathed, “Always and faeV
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Chapter Thirty Five

The months and years which followed the closure of lds¢
crossing to Lyndesfarne were a time of considerabengd for
Kevin. He sold his little flat in South Manchestagetting a
surprisingly good price for it considering its diminutive dmsiens.
He used the resulting capital, and some of his not imberdble
savings, to put down a substantial deposit on a large aniolimg
farm perhaps twenty or so miles from the site of b defunct
Lyndesfarne crossing.

The old farm was a collection of grey stone-built bodg,
etched here and there by lichen although generally neaaonable
state of repair. It was set in a slight valley offgra little shelter
from the prevailing winds, with views over the lowldhilowards the
east. It was just possible to catch sight of theirsehe far distance
on particularly clear days.

Kevin felt comfortable that he would be able to covbe
mortgage payments and the local taxes from the proceetis o
continuing consultancy work. He found that there wasgular
demand for his services in the civil engineering indystxen in the
absence of his rather specialist — and now entirefjur@ant —
experience of the world of Lyndesfarne.

Kevin also found that he had a fair amount of spare, tmeh of
which he spent restoring and improving the farm buildingsai
comfortable and welcoming — even homely — fashionwal$ all very
different from the cool modern format he had adopted he t
Manchester flat; indeed, it was a style that he thowghitld have
appealed to Taniji.

With some professional help, and a fair bit of heawachmery,
Kevin had a large area around the house and buildings lgedsca
and planted as a garden with a large patio area at the rHze
perimeter he had set with hedges and fences and shrgblieria for
privacy as well as to act as a windbreak — at leasy would be
properly performing those functions when the plants hady ful
established themselves.

Other works Kevin undertook around the grounds included
renovating the main barn, repurposing it as a large gaaage
equipping a section as a workshop, with a stout bench amdea
variety of tools. He also refurbished the stabléhpagh he did not
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acquire any animals except for a semi-feral cat whedmed to have
adopted him, rather than the other way around, althowghréature
would never come indoors. Yet other outbuildings he ratealvas a
workshop and tool shed, and he erected a small greenhouse i
sunny spot not far from the main house.

Kevin found himself undertaking more gardening than he
expected, and enjoying it more than he expected, tooe spgént
many hours in the lighter months of the year potteangund the
gardens in a state of increasing tranquillity and relamat He even
came into possession of one of those combinatiols tawwn as a
“Gardener’'s Friend” presumably because, in addition toinbav
numerous sharp instruments for pruning the foliage, it ialsladed
both a corkscrew and a bottle-opener.

Kevin also acquired a new car, another Volvo, quiet and
spaciously comfortable without being unnecessarily flaehd with
discreet four-wheel-drive to cope with slippery road comakt in the
winter months. He paid a contractor to establisttoekibpaved area
for vehicles at the front of the garages, althoughainis car looked a
bit forlorn on the wide expanse of paving.

The extensive refurbishment — which had already cost a
significant amount of money — continued inside the houkevin
established a study downstairs, with the books and jeufraah his
old library, and furnished it with a large desk and sevaraifortable
chairs set around the original fireplace. He equipped ttidy |as a
professional office, including a discreet but powerful lgptomputer
and all of the technological accoutrements necessaryim to be
able to do most of his work without leaving home. H#® @btained
the fastest internet connectivity that could be acduinethis remote
spot.

Elsewhere in the house, Kevin installed a couple ohdnavian-
styled wood-burning stoves in the spacious living aremédr from
what had at one time been the smaller barn and abéest This heat
source was backed up by a modern automatic and highlyeeffici
central heating system, so that he did not always twaag&tend to the
supply of logs in person - a fact important to him sihee still
expected to be away from home for professional reamnsany
days at a time.

His architect training and his own natural inclinatidad Kevin
to apply special attention to tedious items such agnisttlation and
thermally-efficient glazing. The arched doorway whidd one time
allowed the passage of farm wagons was now filled withbige
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glazed french windows looking out over the patio and witlin a
great deal of sunlight and warmth in almost all seasons.

Kevin had applied everything he had learned about aralnitect
and interior design to the main suite of rooms on tloaumpt floor.
This area was open plan, split over two levels - lgessity, given
the original separation of farmhouse and adjacent bate had
knocked through the wall between the two buildings and desbra
the resulting space in a spare yet comfortable stilehad hardwood
floors decorated with thick rugs, a generous dining taldechairs in
the corner next to the kitchen, and soft leatherssafal easy chairs
in brighter and more vibrant colours that he might dritth have
chosen.

Upstairs - the stairwell required a degree of cautiorategate in
order to avoid low beams in a couple of places - theespeas
divided into several bedrooms, two of which had adjoining
bathrooms and another one of which was now re-equippadsamsll
gym. In all of the bedrooms he made sure there wenstyplef
cupboards and other storage spaces, even though his othiasclo
filled barely a fraction of the volume available.

Kevin also carried on the comfortably rustic theméhia kitchen,
where he had installed an oil-fred Aga oven which gbuted
significantly to the warmth and comfort of the entlmeuse. The
kitchen was indeed the old farmhouse kitchen - the biggesh in
the original building - and now equipped with numerous modern
units and appliances, the latter carefully concealechtetmk doors.
He had laid the floor with brown stone flags and placdarge and
exceptionally solid wooden table in the centre of tlwom,
surrounded with too many matching wood chairs with sefit s
cushions.

Off the main kitchen, Kevin had included a separate lawdtr
ranked shelves and an old-fashioned black slate top tof&edpool
and fresh. This was not the only food storage and iwaact
augmented by a large modern fridge and freezer combination
positioned in the main kitchen so that the heat frbenrefrigeration
did not unnecessarily warm the larder. He also equippegparate
laundry room, with machines for washing and drying, wetdsy
access to a paved area to hang out clothes to dry.

He regarded the newly-fitted kitchen as a place to batices
rather than a space for drudgery, and he found himself singre
than he had expected. He planned and cooked recipes haeddhagi
Tanji would enjoy almost every day, even though the fdwed
prepared was only for himself.
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In actual fact, Kevin was making a careful and completely
conscious effort to reproduce the homely and comfortatribience
he had experienced in both Bret's family home, andaatji'$ Aunt
and Uncle. He thought about Tanji a lot, asking her atdeast an
internal mental model of her — whether she would prilisritem or
that, this position or that layout, several timesw da

During this time, he occasionally wondered if he wasge
watched, monitored discreetly by some remnant of mherlocking
organisation which had run the crossing between theldd/dor so
many millennia. There were occasional hints of ements in his
grounds late at night, noises which might have been ddusa fox
or a badger. Sometimes, there was the suggestionhadaw in the
street or a car following behind him when, in the seuof his
professional responsibilities, he visited a place hd hat been
before. But there was nothing concrete, and it colulthak been put
down to his own overactive imagination or even jusd paranoia.

He supposed that any such monitoring would be to detect any
case of a lapse of the secrecy he had promised whbeadhkeft the
world of Lyndesfarne. He had no hesitation in givinghsagromise.
After all, there was no-one he would want to commuaiagith, in
any case, and he strongly suspected that any attemplt fossory to
even the most sensationalist newspaper would resunitvdcoming
a laughing-stock. Even the faintest suggestions of sSlarves
seemed to disappear after a year or so and Kevin sdaxede
surrounding himself with a sense of calm privacy.

During these years, Kevin lived quietly, distracting himseth
both his work — which continued to be both technicaliallenging
and moderately lucrative — and with his projects to ratewnouse
and grounds. He committed great care and attention ty &le
detail. Frankly, he wanted it to be perfect, to be sghere that the
ghost of Tanji — and he himself — could feel at peace.

In truth, he missed her terribly. Her image was cmit in his
mind, the sound of her voice always in his dreams. fe#ieently
wished that somehow he could undo the separation of e T
Worlds for a moment, and bring her back. But he knew hdd been
repeatedly told by Bret and Eosin and the Ferryman t-ttis was
impossible, that once the last crossing was closeg,attempt to
open a new path between Worlds would join a different and
randomly-selected parallel universe, selected from oesstl
possibilities. In short, it could not possibly happen.
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Chapter Thirty Six

| fear that | am not long for this world. The phyaits assure me
that | shall live for months, maybe years, but Il feemy bones this
will be the last time | am able to write in thisujmal. Even now, my
eyes are strained to see my own words, and my hand ssuggl
form the letters with my quill pen. | sense | mayrsoot be able to
rise easily from my bed in the mornings, and this sumimeearly
autumn already, will be my last.

Many years have passed since | first wrote in thakb&llowing
the direction of deaMaman God rest her soul. She read that letter,
the one | wrote describing my discoveries in the Chgmpdunnels.
She immediately wrote back to me, enclosing my origetaér and
demanding many more details, things | was not sure atirtiee |
could remember. We wrote to each other many time=r oke
decades. Her letters sometimes took years to findrenelling as |
was across the countryside first of France and thertrafland.
Miraculously, they all found me eventually, as far aadw. | have
them all, still, in the folder which is formed by thack cover of this
book.

In her letters to meMamansinstructions were clear: to write
everything that you have seen or heard or been to& much detail
as | could remember, about the mysterious land of Fa€fieese
instructions | have followed carefully. My letters Mamanand her
replies | have transcribed carefully in these pagestramdlated into
English to the best of my abilities. In betweehal’e made notes on
other aspects of my life, for my own amusement anguwt seems to
me, for the edification of my progeny. So, perhaps boisk is a
diary, a history of my life, and it may be that i®tlvay | should
present it, when the time comes.

Now, | prefer to write in English, my adopted tongue. Eloow,
the words in French do not seem to come as easilyegsonce did.
Perhaps it is just old age, but | do not seem to betabdéhape my
thoughts into words as | used to, or perhaps it is thathoyghts
follow the same paths that | cannot find new wordexjaress them.

| have lived a long and productive life, | believe, lyiout my
allotted three-score years-and-ten, and | hope my Mak&en | join
Him in the near future - will approve of my thoughts armards and
deeds. | have worked hard all my life and brought up ayamhb
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are uniformly a credit to God and society. | myseifenked a nearly
blameless existence, helping friends and neighbours wiheg

needed it, and giving more than the bare minimum to chanth
charity and beggar. | have saved money were | could,nand|

want for little, save for those things that moneyreca buy.

| will soon leave behind my beloved wife Milly who éven now
determined that | should want for no comfort or aidam attended
frequently by my fine sons and dutiful daughters, now alvgrap
and with families of their own. My family have bespared the
worst of death and disease and disfigurement, and arealisyhas
anyone could expect. My life has been a blessing.

My one vice, if it is a sin at all, has been my tiaured fascination
with the Faerie world, a secret | have held to myselfoss the
decades, not disclosed to family or friend or priesthave even
hidden my absorption from my dearest Milly although whigdl it
necessary to conceal my interests | am not ensigly.

| find myself reflecting on what | have learned, ovbe years,
about a world so different, and yet so similar, to oun.o | do not, in
my heart of hearts, believe that the denizens oftdmerie world are
evil demons, nor are they angels of light. | singebelieve that they
are people, men and women like us, making their way irwtiéd,
although | suspect the parish priest might not agree wathware we
ever to discus the subject. No, as God’s childrenp#wple of the
land of Faerie all have the capacity for both good aigd and it is
the will of each of them, as it is for ourselvesstone in the light or
languish in the darkness.

Elsewhere in these pages, | have writterMasnan directed. |
have transcribed the tales and stories | heard when wodkinthe
Lyndesfarne bridge, as well as my own observationkarCavesof
Champagne and on the site of the bridge of stone andt ritsajf. |
have even described, in as much detail as | can remgthbegxact
movements of hands and arms that those mysteriouksmaed to
conjure the explosion which collapsed the tunnels. Perbl these
things are important, perhaps everything is trivial and inBogmt. |
cannot know.

As it was,Mamanwas convinced that the Faerie world was real
enough and was genuinely accessible, but only to thosednwite
the secret knowledge. | myself was never one ofrthericircle and
could only look upon the wonders at their most fleeting.

But my interest must have been noticed, perhaps by dkeie-
folk themselves. | had a strange visitor some months &tpwas a
tall thin man, in the later part of his middle years, nvepa long old-
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fashioned cloak, carrying a pack and supporting himself onwd sto
staff. At least, he walked with the staff, althougdid not get the
impression that he really needed its support. He looked dike
traveller, a wanderer, one who walks the highwayskamehys of the
world, and perhaps the Faerie world too, on errands soroumst
know and nobody can guess.

The traveller also seemed somehow familiar, althougguld not
place my finger on what or who he was. Perhapsdssomeone |
had glimpsed while working on the stone bridge all thagss's ago.
In any case, the stranger did not claim any kind of actpraeship.
| got the strangest feeling that this man was actualys#éor from
the world of Faerie, despite the fact that he digdagone of the
characteristics | had heard tell marked out the Faelie iho pointed
ears, no direct and inescapable gaze, no pointed chin and high
cheekbones.

The tall stranger had accosted me, calling out as | pdtterey
garden during a fine spring day. He leaned on his staff and eyed m
strangely, so that | came across to the garden gates\heewaited.
He then spoke to me in English, in a rambling whisper sbatmed
disjointed and incoherent but, as | listened, his crypticarks began
to make some kind of sense.

It seemed that somehow he knew about this book, mytsecre
journal, the volume whose existence | had hidden fronnybuely.
He did not want to see it himself, but he seemed taggesting that
is was important that it | should keep it safe. Hd Haat there was a
destiny was attached to this volume. It would be notyrchldren’s
time, nor in my children’s children, but there would coménae
when this very book would be of vital importance. Findfile asked
me what | wished for the book after my death, into séhbands this
volume will fall.

At the time, | did not know. The outlandish stranger toie think
on it as he took his leave. Now, | have decided. Ill leave this
book with my eldest son. He is trustworthy but perhapsgugtle
unimaginative. | shall not instruct him to read the baul, shall |
forbid him from reading it. Rather, | shall say nothitrgsting that
he will not take it upon himself to pour over the crabbaddwriting
in his aged father’s old notebook.

| shall give my eldest son a different instruction,t ttias book
should handed down to his own eldest son on his thirbigthday.
Apparently, the young man wants to travel, to go to Emhléo see
the world, to explore places beyond the village wheregrew up.
Perhaps | am somewhat to blame for this wanderlusbueaging the
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child with tales of my life there, which now seems laole lifetime
ago. But he has a great curiousity, one which willml sure, lead
him sooner or later to read his grandfather’s book.

| shall encourage his father to let the boy travel. h&es he will
return, perhaps he will stay. | cannot say, and do m@oit W insist
either way. The young man has a destiny, | sense tiayddsat he or
his own children will bring about. | wish them well.
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Chapter Thirty Seven

Kevin stood on a low rise looking over the shallow tidkts that
led, now, to what was truly the tiny island of Lyndesfarn€he
tremendous blast that resulted from the closure of thesmg had
reduced the Old Bridge and its connecting causeways to rubble,
guantities of which were still visible in surprising pla@gsund the
area. However, the bulk of the shattered stonewadknioa travelled
so far, and blocks large and small now marked out a patlcabé,
with care, be walked at low tide.

The New Bridge had suffered even more, and the deceptively
slender reinforced concrete tower which had supportedotmbmay
on the mainland side had been reduced to a broken stump, relw ba
visible at high tide. Much of the metal and concret¢ ttad formed
the bridge itself had been sucked into the maelstrometrgghby the
closure of the crossing, never to be seen again. The rsingp@wer
on the Lyndesfarne side was of course invisible, sinaedtiucture
was now not part of this world at all.

The vast concrete slabs on the coast which had forneedathle
stays which had supported the New Bridge were still in place
although the tangled remains of the cables themselvesbéad
removed in an orchestrated clean-up operation which hadkmbn
discreet and efficient. The fissured concrete surfaae already
becoming weathered and overgrown with moss and rough grasses
and soon, Kevin judged, they would be easily mistaken farraka
rock formations.

The maelstrom had also severely damaged the plantings an
landscaping which had been newly placed just after tie part of
the New Bridge had been completed. Large numbers e$ @mad
bushes had been uprooted or shredded by the hurricane force winds.
A few years later, however, and the undergrowth wasbewyy to re-
establish itself, forming a less regimented and muchenaild-
looking forest.

Elsewhere, the landscape looked as it had done for @stdry
stone walls separating fields of green grass where sbhesged
peacefully. A tranquil scene and one, Kevin knew, whiek almost
entirely man-made. A series of low hillocks surrougdia
depression on one hillside, for example, marked a losgsdd
quarry, probably the source for much of the stone thétkean used
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to make the walls to restrain the sheep. The hillookmselves were
spoil heaps, fragments and off-cuts of rock from the rgu#iat had
been discarded and now buried in the thin soil which suppdneed t
grass that the sheep ate.

The grasslands too were a deliberate human construetitn,
encroaching heather being rigorously burned on a yearly. basig
saplings that dared to set down roots would inevitably beped by
the hungry sheep; without the sheep, the entire aceddwevert to
scrubby woodlands. It was all part of the “countrysidenashine for
making food” viewpoint which would be natural enough to the
farming community, although anathema to well-meaning biiena
townies.

Kevin had often visited the site of the crossing to théeOt
World, tramping the coastline to north and south, orciiag out
over the straights — at once eerily familiar yetcdrxertingly
different in so many details — from this or that vgetaoint.

One stopping-point on his walks to the south was a derelic
concrete bunker which had once housed large naval gungasia
construction from the Second World War, no doubt, intdntte
protect the coastline of Britain from invasion - and thkand of
Lyndesfarne, too. Only parts of the fortifications weareact, and
Kevin wondered what had happened to destroy the remainides.
steel reinforced concrete was eighteen inches or rtiock, but
sections had been blown apart - from the inside, asfiesain could
tell.

He never met anyone on the footpaths and trails asaltieey
although they seemed to be well-travelled, judging by tampgled
grass and the occasional boot-print. At least, thatbesn true until
six months ago, or so; now the pathways seemed maeyrawn
with little evidence to suggest that anyone ever passedalyis

He had also explored the island itself, although thess litle
enough to see. On several occasions, he carefullkethébe local
tide tables then moved as quickly as he could along dbghty
marked path over the mudflats. At low time and in dratler, this
was an easy enough walk although, on one occasiohgomay back
he had been hit by a sudden squally shower. With thestiziging
his eyes, it was difficult to follow the stone markeand he realised
he could easily have wandered away from the safe passdgeould
perhaps have been in grave danger.

There was not a great deal to survey on the island dtharthe
ruined castle squatting on its promontory. Kevin had ceepl the
ruins on several visits, and knew that the castlertbev stood on this
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naturally defensible position by the sea was much smalfidra lot
more decrepit than the edifice that had stood in theesspot when
the crossing was open.

Kevin was unclear whether the castle was actually trogkdm
down before the explosion, but he had seen that selvegal stone
blocks had been dislodged fairly recently. Not that @den much
difference; the lichen-covered stonework that now [martially
hidden by the grass and heather could have been thergdar ar a
century. There was no evidence of recent human ocoupaitnd the
birds and other wildlife that had made the broken wail$ ained
towers their home were rarely disturbed by any visitors.

Elsewhere the rocks and shoals that dotted the walleasound
the island provided resting-places for seals and a vasisgao of
seabirds. The treacherous waters still kept even th& feovent
fisherman and dinghy sailors at bay, and the whole ages still one
large no-go area for shipping of all kinds. On the otlaerdh Kevin
considered, this physical isolation added to the immenssesef
peace and privacy that the whole area seemed to exude.

On this occasion, Kevin had already decided against attagnpti
the crossing. The tide tables suggested that the sealmgady fast
encroaching on the sands. He might easily make itetgsthnd if he
started right now but he would have a long and ratherychadit until
well after dark until the tide had withdrawn far enough Han to
return.

Instead, he had once again visited the site of the Nedg®&ito
inspect the rapidly-healing damage that had been inflictedhéy
closure of the crossing. The tar-macadam roadway wiachbeen
laid to allow heavy trucks to reach the warehouses atndwe
crossing point had been torn up and the way itself was little
more than a muddy farm track.

The debris from the warehouse buildings themselves,se&vho
flimsy construction had been devastated by the explosiad,been
carefully removed. There was little more than theasonal
concrete fence post in the undergrowth to mark thetitotsa of the
secure compounds where loading and unloading had once been
undertaken. There was little enough to see, and Kevircarasnced
that in a very few years it would be nearly impossitd tell that
anything out of the ordinary had been located here.

After a few hours exploring, and finding little of not€gvin
made his way back by tramping the barely distinguishable pgthw
along the coast, eventually reaching the point where tmeeold
causeway had once reached the coast. The sun was tmttimgthe
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sky and the wind was whipping across the sands, now mastyed
by the encroaching tide.

After watching the seagulls riding the wind, wheeling andndi,
for a few minutes, Kevin turned and walked back along theway,
past the so-called Tourist Information Office which hadkcddcs a
guard post for the Guardians. It was now an empty steelWindows
blown out and the roof ripped off by the force of the egjoln. The
building was slightly more derelict than the unaidedrdesive force
had left it. Any debris, anything incriminating that midpatve hinted
at the existence of the Other World had been carefeithoved.

Kevin understood there had once been a basement - perbegs m
than one - for storage under the guardhouse. On previots Wi
had explored the ruins carefully but even his trained t@ci's eye
had been able to detect no sign of any structure belowndro
Perhaps, he considered, he had been mistaken in his tandérg or
maybe the clean-up operation had been even more thorougheha
imagined.

Kevin picked his way over the broken road surface that had
formed the access to the causeway then made his wagiswept
and a little tired, to his car. He had left the newwdan the same
walled car park that he had used so many times during His wisen
the crossing was open, when he was engaged in theooredtthe
New Bridge.

There were no other cars in the field, but a slendanan with
long mousey hair - not quite light enough to be blonde ewinig
loose stood next to his vehicle, dressed in a long capéhvblegy in
the wind, a style which - if he didn't know better - Wweuld have
thought worn by a person from the Other World. She hatdxek to
him and was apparently surveying the field and pastures doitied w
sheep. A large and heavy-looking rucksack sat at her feet.

The mysterious woman turned, saw Kevin hurrying towards her,
then waved and called something that he did not catahtbeenoise
of the wind. As he drew closer, he realised that dendt recognise
her at all; she was quite unlike any woman he had eesr Isefore.
Even so, there was something about her, something so de$pera
attractive, something below the surface which seemed aghingl
familiar.

“Kevin, my love,” she said, smiling, “You haven't changeblita’

He took both her hands and looking deeply into her ep&s)g
in Tanji’'s new, unchangeable appearance.

“Has it been long enough?” he asked her.

206 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2009



She smiled, her face shaping itself so differentyrfithe Tanji of
old, but somehow still recognisably hers.

“It is, my love,” she said gently, “Perhaps it has bden six
months or more. | felt | should err on the side adton. But here |
am, now.”

They kissed passionately, Kevin experiencing for the tins¢ a
sensation at once so similar and so different froen ékperiences
lodged so carefully in his memory. Disengaging, he stoe# ba
take another look at the love of his life.

“It worked, then,” he said eventually.

“It did, my love,” she replied as gently as before.

Tanji's voice was different, too, as was everything atbaut- just
as she had planned all those years ago. To the casserver - or
even to a carefully trained observer, like the ersev@illardians - the
woman standing in front of him was not Taniji.

On the eve of the closure of the last crossing, skeulsad her
contacts, through her old friend Kithyn - a woman who rdefiy
owed Tanji a favour or two - she had managed to acquiree som
extreme shape-changing magic through what sounded to Kkein |
black-market sources. The dodgy magic had given her the
appearance of someone else - no, the actual body s&uofu
someone else. It had irrevocably changed every part.of he

In her new guise, and still feeling groggy with the physaftdr-
effects, Tanji had struggled over the crossing just bdfweclosure,
hidden in plain sight amongst the confusion of other refsgend
travellers desperately making their way home. Shethken her
place in the society of England, remaining as invisibleaagone
could in the melting-pot of everyday life, and taking carestay
away from the remnants of the Guardians and the otigansations
that had controlled the crossing between the Two Worlds

Where she was, not even Kevin knew - or even if she had
successfully made it to his world before the crossing @losively
dismantled. He had taken the fact that she had madéehtstworld
as an article of faith, just as he assured himselfdhathad remained
undetected.

Now, years later, so few people knew anything aboutaheskied
Other World, and perhaps even fewer cared in the slight€aniji
had finally felt it safe to return to the site of th®ssing, the one
place in their shared history that Kevin visited on a i@gbédsis, and
where eventually she would surely encounter him.

Kevin again took Tanji’'s hands in his own.

“Let’s go home,” he said.
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The End
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