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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 world of Lyndesfarne described in thoolbis
entirely imaginary, and bears no resemblance to baenang Holy
Island of Lindisfarne in North East England.
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Chapter One

Kevin and Tanji had been invited to the formal opening of the
New Bridge between England and Lyndesfarne. They hadedrri
early, travelling by portal from Tanji’'s family home whethey had
once again been staying as guests of her Aunt and Unhbkey were
both wearing the hooded capes — so popular in her world — atfans
windy autumn weather and frequent showers. Kevin waldee
smug that he had remembered, at the first attempt, thecahag
gesture which closed the fastening of his cloak.

As was conventional in Kevin’'s own world, the formal olpb
cutting happened well after the bridge was actually coepleand
indeed after it had been carrying traffic for some timehe new
crossing had been closed to the normal commerciatimege for a
short period, and the honoured guests had made theirrarayefach
side either on foot or in one of the horse-drawn wagehich were
the only vehicles allowed on the bridge itself.

The brief ceremony passed off without incident althobgicause
of his limited understanding of the language, Kevin couldmalke
out very much of the speeches from various dignitanes bigwigs.
The ritual culminated in the ceremonial cutting of a ribbladiich had
been deliberatively placed in the exact centre oftiege. This
allowed a few photographers on the English side toheed¢ameras
without them being disabled by the technology-suppressing
properties of the barrier between the Two Worlds.

Kevin and his colleague Bret were the co-designers of &g N
Bridge or, more precisely, each were the designer lbolha. The
half that was in the mundane world of engineering actin@ogy
had been Kevin's responsibility, while the section in thagical
world of Lyndesfarne had been allocated to Bret.

The most challenging part of the whole design had beeshbrt
section where they now stood — the middle of the bridgerev
neither technology nor magic was entirely reliablehey had solved
this thorny problem by a design where the central portibthe
overall structure was largely unstressed, and then cltisesngap with
a laminate — alternating thin layers of steel-reinforcedcrete and
the magically enhanced “construction stone” favoured in
Lyndesfarne.
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Kevin thought ruefully that pictures of this bridge would bet
appearing in the usual trade publications, unlike his previous
commission, a part-floating bridge in New Zealand whicd h
attracted a certain amount of attention from theciglist press. The
low-key and intricate web of secrecy that surrounded wiaast now
the sole remaining crossing to the Other World meattribne of his
professional colleagues would ever hear about the stiege
technical problems they had had to solve.

Kevin recognised a few of the people in attendance at the
ceremony. He had spotted Bret’s blond ponytail earlier amck the
formal part of the proceedings had been completed, HeTanji
strolled over to where Bret was standing.

Bret was in his male guise, the one he had adopted foln wiuc
the period during the New Bridge's design and construction.
Actually biologically female, Bret was a rare and bhdel
shapeshifter capable of donning a — admittedly slightly boyimale
appearance. He claimed that this disguise was helpfidahng with
people from Kevin's world, where the remnants of sexistudts
would otherwise had made some things more difficult.

Tanji had eschewed any change of form today and looked, in
Kevin's extremely biased opinion, radiant. Her blonder heas
drawn up into a clasp at the back of her head, which effdgct
highlighted the slightly elfin cast to her features — thigh
cheekbones and the suggestion of pointed ears — that Kerm
knew, so characteristic of natives to the world ofdgsfarne.

Bret was present with his husband Eosin who, Kevin had bee
given to understand, had some role in the maintenance and
enhancement of the magical sprites in the barrier whidbreed —
mostly — the separation of the Two Worlds. The spriissupted
technological artefacts — everything from plastic bitosmobile
phones — and Kevin had long since learned to leave almastlang
behind when he visited. Other sprites disabled magicatjtemthat
the magical amulets and brooches used in Lyndesfarrngofonany
purposes became just chunky jewellery.

Bret’'s mother was also in attendance, but as an anglimember
of the crowd. Her role as the Ferryman — a semi-rogthiigure with
a secret and central role within the Board of Control as wot
publicly known. She gave every appearance of a proud mother
embracing her son’s achievement, although Kevin was aofatiee
steely glint in her eye that belied her otherwiserardy appearance.

Bret smiled as Kevin approached and shook his hand, each
grasping the other man’s upper arm in an expression ohtvaand
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respect. Bret then kissed Tanji on the cheek, bendiggtlslito
embrace her more petite form.

Kevin had not seen Bret for some time, indeed, only on one
occasion since the intervention — by the Ferryman lerserhich
had rescued Kevin from an uncertain future and quite possibly a
mindwipe.

“Good to see you both. Been keeping well?” Bret enduire
solicitously.

“Very well,” Kevin replied, “If a bit busy.”

Having left the firm of architects who had employed him ehil
the New Bridge was being designed, Kevin had been workirtydtar
establishing an independent consultancy, as well as sjgeadot of
time with Tanji. Sometimes he felt he had known foerever, even
though in reality it was only a few months.

“Oh, it’s not beerall work,” Taniji chided, smiling naughtily up at
Kevin.

Kevin could feel himself reddening slightly, but recovered
quickly.

“Oh, we've been travelling widely, too.”

The three people chatted for a few minutes, exchanging aead/
enquiring after mutual acquaintances.

“Look, I'd better go and circulate some more,” Breiddaally,
looking around at the gathering of the great and the good, y&e at
the party?”

“Don’t worry,” Kevin replied, grinning in response, “We’ll be
there.”

The other part of the opening celebrations was to b@mpagne
reception that evening, to be held in the ‘Garden of Bougsla- the
hostel where Kevin had stayed on several occasions durgng th
construction of the New Bridge, and knew as the ‘WaBadden'.

Kevin had not been entirely comfortable with the idea of
attending a formal party, and had had to be vigorously perduade
Taniji.

“IIl be fun,” she enthused, practically dragging him todathe
front door of his flat in Manchester.

“But what shall | wear?” Kevin worried, “It's got t@ Isomething
OK socially and, more important, something that wonlt &part
when we go through the barrier.”

Tanji laughed aloud once again.

“Wear something colourful,” she suggested flirtatiously, fikhi
peacock!”
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The two of them had taken the tram to one of the lahggping
arcades in the centre of the city. There, they speweral hours
touring gentlemen’s outfitters of all descriptions, acess which
required, in Kevin’'s opinion, frequent fortification witdafé lattes
and Danish pastries.

Kevin eventually settled on a linen suit in a pastel sloddwaint-
green with a pink silk shirt and a tie which he was assuesd well
with both shirt and suit. He felt compelled to ask mbged tailor to
remove the modern efficient zip in the trousers and cepilawith a
set of cumbersome bone buttons. Even rather simpthines like
zip fasteners tended to fail in Lyndesfarne, and he did tish ridne
embarrassing prospect of struggling with a jammed fly whenhtaug
short.

This was not Kevin's usual style of dress but he found tledewh
thing somehow a liberating experience.

As promised, the party was a glitteriagcasion,with champagne
and other drinks flowing in copious quantities. Kevin wasised to
note that the champagne had indeed been imported fronteFra
Apparently, this sparkling wine was particularly popularniany
parts of Lyndesfarne, and it was imported in large quastiti

Kevin was not particularly fond of sparking wine, and sipped
cautiously at his drink while circulating politely amongse¢ fguests.
Tanji was his constant companion, always at his elbosv raady
with a smooth translation when necessary. Fortlijpatas was not
required very often as it turned out, since many ofdtmer guests
recognised him, or at least had inquired who he was.

Kevin’s role in unmasking the criminals who had attempted to
prevent the completion of the New Bridge, and to irafitr
embargoed magic into his own world, was officially neidely
known. Kevin himself had been strongly advised to mairdiastrict
silence. Needless to say, therefore, speculationiandur were rife,
and he had overheard numerous explanations of recentsevione
of which were more than three parts in ten true.

Apart from Bret and Bret's husband and parents, Kevin
recognised Professor Braxton and some of her colleagoes
NISSA. Kevin had visited the Newcastle Institute of Sglec
Sciences and Arts on numerous occasions over théelastears. It
was one of the few places where, if you had thetrighd of
introduction, it was possible to get detailed briefings & anleast
some kind of explanation — about the strange world erother side
of the crossing.
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In Lyndesfarne, Kevin knew, magic — there was no other
reasonable word in English — was used pervasively, whileualthe
simplest of machines were unknown. They had a sopheticnd
reasonably equitable society where everyone, it sedmedaccess to
magic for comfort, travel and entertainment. Mag®&swontrolled
by a complex language of manual gestures, something de&om
childhood, and one which Kevin was still struggling to comeneh
Tanji assured him that he was getting better quickly andrKii
himself to be more competent in the syntax of gesttiias the
spoken language.

Peter Brenner, the Project Manager from Kevin's otdh fiof
architects, was talking to Kenneth Nasterton, a Seniandging
Partner from the same company. Nasterton was hiegabore, who
had fortunately kept out of the way during most of the NBrwige
project, and Brenner seemed to be fully engaged keepingldhe
buffer out of mischief. After a slightly shaky stafevin had gained
a good deal of respect for Peter, especially when he diadetly
discovered that he was also an agent for the Ferryman

Kevin could also identify the rotund bulk of Duncan Tweedy
across the room, flanked as always by several flunknes mag-
carriers. He ducked away quickly, not wishing to be butttathby
the man. The opportunity of attending a party had apparéeatly
little effect on Tweedledum’s sartorial appearancespiche mused,
for a tie of more than usually execrable taste.

Apart from the incognito Ferryman, there were sevetakero
representatives from the Board of Control, none of mvhdevin
knew personally. The Board members, no doubt weighed dotlin
complex matters concerning the governance of the agysgnded to
keep themselves to themselves, and stood quietly at one éhd of
room.

Kevin recognised several people from the Board of Consbructi
who had participated in the erection of the bridge. kégted briefly
with Craz the Overseer and the instantly-forgettable Quaraeme
Greysmith was not there, however. Kevin had quiettpmemended
to Peter Brenner that the creatively lazy Smudger baotinvited,
given his all-but-invisible contribution to the work.

Kevin was not someone who drank a great deal, although he
enjoyed a glass of wine or a pint of beer on the oddsico. He
could see that Tanji had enjoyed the champagne this evenivgasnd
now getting just a little tipsy, and he was very pleaed he had
managed to secure a room overnight here in the Walled Gatde
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certainly did not want to drive afterwards, or take altaxi ride — or
even a trip by portal.

The “Garden” was a lot bigger than he had first thougdftere
were six levels underground, as well as a ground and a &msall
floor. On previous visits, Kevin had always been placedthen
ground floor, in perfectly acceptable if rather ordinary
accommodation. When he discovered the rooms undergriend,
noted that the hostel also had some rather fine saitdshe had
managed to secure one of these for this evening.

After several hours of socialising and circulating, Keand Tanji
finally managed to escape from the party. Tanji by meas rather
giggly and hung on his arm on the way down to their roore
avoided the lift, since he was not absolutely sure ldda@member
the gestures required, and they made their way carefuliyn dbe
stairs to their room.

Giggling, they undressed quickly and practically fell intedb
together, being altogether too tired to do anything much béibirey
into a deep sleep wrapped in each others arms.
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Chapter Two

Even before he had met Tanji, Kevin had been spellbounteby t
amazing properties of the world of Lyndesfarne. He had agae
expressed his astonishment and fascination with the Gtbeld to
her one mid-week evening, over a casual meal in a fadilioback-
street Manchester bistro.

The restaurant was not somewhere which he had frequented
before he had met Tanji, preferring to either cook fordeilf or grab
a Chinese takeaway. Now he wanted to ensure that Teoyiesl her
time in his world and he has identified this restauraatyiny
undertaken a little research on the Internet. Thelyrhade several
visits over the last few months and it had rapidlyobee a firm
favourite.

Apart from the restaurant, Kevin had taken to showing Tparjis
of his own world that he liked or, in an embarrassingtgeé number
of cases, places that he thought might impress herthEdirst time
in his life, money was not, really, an objection: helie could afford
to do anything he took a fancy to. Of course, this wagjabé true,
but Kevin did have several accounts in which he had awhasse
considerable savings. He had been living rather modestlyhis
own, for several years before he had met Tanji andegndmad just
built up in his bank accounts.

His nest egg had taken a battering when he had leftirtheof
architects that had employed him during the constructioheofNew
Bridge, but fees and commissions from a fairly eclecbitection of
consulting engagements had been coming in steadily foe sine.

He had wanted to buy Taniji things — clothes and jewelledy an
other stereotypically feminine fripperies — but she didraatly seem
to wish for very much. When browsing in shops on thairious
trips, she had pointed out a few trinkets from time reetibut even
then Kevin suspected that she was just doing it to pleaseather
than from any particular avaricious desire of her own.

Nevertheless it was clear to him that she did appeetie effort
he was putting in. Over desserts, she expressed ae disir
reciprocate in some way and wanted to know what shétnig to
amuse him.

“Take me places, show me the sights,” Kevin responded
enthusiastically.
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“What kind of places?” she queried, amused by his somewhat
childish enthusiasm. .

“Well, everything,” he said, scrambling for the words kpress
his request, “Oh, | don’t know — museums and art galler@ss and
gardens, towns and cities, holiday resorts and natsegves.”

He paused for a moment.

“I know,” he concluded dramatically, “Show me dragons!”

Tanji looked startled, even alarmed, for a moment. Kevin
remembered a truth about Lyndesfarne society. Theyivedt with
dragons for a long time. They were a rare but dangen@asuce,
now confined to reservations far from human habitati®@ut even
now, people in the Other World preferred to secure themnds
against them, living — or at least sleeping — undergroundewée
possible. There seemed to be something embedded in thieleps
which made them instantly wary whenever dragons wereiomeok

Tanji quickly relaxed, much to Kevin’s relief.

“I'll make some arrangements,” she said, suddenly smiling
widely, “It will take some time — a few days, at least.

“Oh, there’s no rush,” he replied, slightly bewildérat this
impetuous suggestion, “Whenever you can sort something out.”

“I'll enjoy it. Although it will involve a certain amoat of
travelling,” she added.

Kevin had much more flexibility in his working arrangements
now that he was a self-employed consultant to thestcuction
industries on both sides of the crossing.

“I'm sure that’s no problem either,” he replied, “I'g®t nothing
particularly pressing just at the moment. But why do wedn®
travel far?”

Tanji looked pensive for a moment.

“You can't cage dragons,” she said finally.

She explained that dragons, unlike Nightwings and other smalle
flying reptiles, cannot be tamed. They were impossibleep in
cages or zoos, as they tended to injure themselves by deatin
themselves furiously against the bars of their cage hatever it was
that imprisoned them. She also made it clear that deagere also
surprisingly fragile, at least in parts. Their skelstarere very light
and partially hollow. This was the only way that bgsig/sics —
mostly unchanged in the world of Lyndesfarne, Kevin had long
assumed — would allow such a large animal to fly. In ease, it
seemed inevitable that, if a dragon broke a bone in its wing,
creature would atrophy and die in a matter of days.
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It was just less than a week later that Kevin found &ims
emerging from a portal, having followed a series of sajrtbe portal
junctions marked, according to Tanji's softly-spoken dfation,
‘dragon canyon’. Emerging from the doorway of the portalding
— a low, stout construction of weathered stone whichdad into the
surrounding countryside — they were met by two men wiseetned,
had been engaged to be their guides on this adventuresin Ke
remembered to hold up his hand in greeting in the Lyndesfarne
fashion, successfully suppressing his almost automaticioratd
shake the hand of anyone to whom he was newly introduced.

Standing just outside the doorway of the portal, behindtize
guides, was one of the magical vehicles that Kevin kperéeenced
before on his trips to the world of Lyndesfarne. Thesre no
wheels or any sign of an engine or other locomotive poude knew
that these strange devices would simply float in the vawen
instructed using the correct gesture, and move and turn when
commanded, although they never travelled faster than adouiles
per hour.

Looking closer, he observed that the transport wasla lgtger
than any he had seen before, with three rows of leb&ted to Kevin
like plumply-stuffed sofas, fronted by oversize footresith low
sides over which is was necessary to step to entesethiele. Later,
he would discover that the device was articulated — wiheroved
over rough ground, the various sections would move up and,dsv
well as turning relative to each other as it negotiatedamsurfaces.

The vehicle was open to the elements, with the — Vedking”
was the word Tanji had used previously in his hearing — already
deactivated. It seemed to be loaded with crossbows aadety of
other artefacts which Kevin, for no reason he could heasily
articulated, assumed must be magical weapons of sometsemwas
also faintly curious about the seats in the vehicle.yWnere formed
from some kind of muddy grey-green material which felt ldagther.

“Stop staring,” Tanji said, nudging him gently.

The older of the two men, a grizzled veteran whose rnsewn
understood to be Simas, began what was obviously a prepeaechs
about the trip upon which they were about to embark. Taniji,
translating the senior guide’s words in a sing-song tassing
phrases like “Stay in the vehicle at all times” and r‘ijour own
safety” in a way that Kevin found amusingly familiar.

At the end of the diatribe, she added in her own voiat tthere
was an “extra strong casing, with additional protectiomssédety”.
Kevin was nearly convinced.
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Directed by the assistant guide, a much younger man wiawse
was Omiz, the two tourists clambered aboard the transgitirhg
themselves in the third row of seats and stowing tlugigdge in a
capacious storage area behind their feet. Kevin had not breemght
much with him. He had wondered what he should pack ferttip.
He knew that delicate electronic items might possiblpdrenanently
damaged and as usual left everything of this nature behinen &y
almost all of the things he could imagine being usefukay, a safari
in Africa — a camera, a pair of binoculars, even atilasttle of
water — he suspected would be non-functional in the wofld
Lyndesfarne.

In the end, he took almost nothing, apart from a few sliecia
selected items of robust clothing that experience Ira@dy taught
him would survive the trip through the barrier, packed in His o
rucksack. The only things he added were a stout pair of old
fashioned lace-up leather boots, which he was alreadyngeand a
glass bottle of water with a cork stopper.

There was a further short briefing from the head guid® kdd
settled himself comfortably in the middle row of septesumably so
that he could easily twist around to address the payingllzesie The
spiel from Simas was smoothly translated in a soitevdy Tanji
directly into Kevin's ear.

The small party set off. Omiz sat in the front sgefsturing in a
fluid and relaxed fashion which made it quite clear he firanly in
control of the vehicle.

After ten minutes travel over a rough but well-defined rabdy
began to descend into a series of rocky canyons and eaded,
winding this way and that. It became clear to Kevin thatportal
was located close to the edge of a plateau. As tlaeglted, they
looked out over astonishing views over the steeply-slolgingscape
lit up by the morning sunshine. He was initially slightlgrried by
the absence of any kind of fence or barrier which mpgévent them
from careering over the side of the outcroppings whicméak their
road, but their low speed, together with the way thgicah vehicle
appeared to be rigidly fixed to the ground, soon reassured him.

Much of the landscape consisted of grey rock outcrops pratgudi
through growths of scrubby bushes. Here and there, eaaon
caves were visible, although getting closer would requseramble
over broken rocks. There were a few regions of low darisely-
packed trees on the slopes, with grass in other, moré péaees.
Kevin noticed that it was very dry and dusty in most plameghe
ground, and much of the plant life looked desiccated. elere just
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a very few areas where rivulets meandered, clearlytiithble by
more lush growths of trees and marshy grasslands.

From the slightly disjointed narrative from the twaides — he
did not think it was Tanji's translation to blame — Kevenre to
understand that the vegetation supported herds of goats @dain
species of deer, or perhaps antelope. They were faarly to spot,
being quite small and nervous animals, who understandably kept
themselves under the cover of the trees as much ableoonly
venturing out to feed on the grass.

“The fawns are the major source of food for the dragddisnas
continued, pointing out a nervous hind peering from the undsthyo
“They work together, as a team” — Tanji's translatioltefad for a
moment here — “And they can carry off a young kid. Thélact in
unison to bring down an old or weakened adult.”

“There may be a few wild boar around,” he added, “But’'they
well-hidden at this time of year.”

Looking back, the guide directed their attention to thekén
cliffs and slopes they had just traversed.

“Dragons like to have rocky outcrops and crags for nestsas
lookout points,” he explained.

After twenty minutes or so of slow travel, with theagmal
vehicle twisting and rocking as it accommodated the ireggids of
the terrain, Omiz gestured dramatically and they stoppegtiyp

“There!” cried Taniji, pointing into the sky.

Kevin squinted against the sunshine. There, high in the sky,
soaring and wheeling in the air, was a flight of perhapalidozen
dragons. He judged that they must have wingspans of atdeaeet
— perhaps more — and they were lazily circling in therrtal air
currents thrown up by the sun warming the rocky outcropswbelo

He knew about thermals, those huge invisible columngaomer
air surging into the sky, the tops usually marked out Huffy
mound of brilliantly white cumulus cloud. In his own wihrlarge
birds and gliders used this natural source of energy tal &xarting
their muscles or using motors; here, it seemed thataime approach
was used by dragons to avoid flapping too energetically.

In one smooth movement, Simas swung up a flat cirquilate
mounted on some kind of a pole fixed to the back of thesdee was
occupying. The plate appeared to be a mirror of burnished m#ta
as the guide gestured at it, the bright metal startedidplay a
magnified image of the dragons in flight.
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Kevin watched fascinated, barely breathing, torn between th
enlarged image on the magic plate and direct sight otréatures
themselves.

After a while, he whispered to Taniji.

“Could you ask a question for me?”

“Of course,” she replied softly.

“Why is this region so dry?”

Tanji spoke in the Lyndesfarne language, presumably repeating
Kevin’s question.

“Dragons don't like water,” the senior guide explained, eonc
again translated by Tanji, “They like a very dry — but nod &
landscape.”

Simas explained that dragons had particularly good eyesight
which they used to keep their bearings in the air. Ttheyefore
disliked being too far from the ground, and they absolutaled
flying into clouds where they were unable to see anythingemed
to panic immediately.

It was quite possibly the damp air inside clouds, the guide
suggested, where they picked up their fear of water if@any. He
further explained that dragons, like cats, very rareigkdwater and
they are accustomed to getting all of their liquid needsftheir
food.

The beasts were quite majestic in flight, at leasinfia distance,
and some of them seemed to be drawing closer as thelatdat

“Aren’t they magnificent?” he said to Tanji.

“I suppose you’re should be right,” she conceded, “Butnfess |
can't easily see them that way.”

“Why not?” he pressed.

She was silent for a few moments.

“It's all those stories from my childhood,” she anseder
eventually, “Dragons were always depicted as dangerousinjerm
fickle — even evil creatures.”

“Dangerous, | can understand,” he mused, “But why evil?”

He did not get a reply. One of the braver — or perlhapgrier —
of the dragons swooped down to have a closer look abthests in
the vehicle. He instinctively ducked as the magnificentats
soared overhead. It took every bit of Kevin's willpower taotower
in the footwell of the vehicle. He could see that Taag@ a similar
urge, but she too was steeling herself to sit upright. ©Otleccorner
of his eye, Kevin thought he could detect a certain meastire
approval from the guides.
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The two tourists spent several engrossing hours watdhiag
great beasts flying and wheeling above their heads, or perched o
their nesting areas on the crags high above the cdlp@mm Kevin
could see their bright intelligent eyes following thetparawling
about on the ground below.

As the tourists and their guides finally returned torts&arting-
point, Kevin found himself wondering just how clever thegdrzs
actually were. Not people-smart, he concluded, but verpatly
cunning and unpredictable hunters, capable of working together in
small packs, and with an innate ability of spotting, ankintp
immediate advantage of any weaknesses in their preywdwder, he
thought, they were so feared in this world.
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Chapter Three

Windows in most buildings in Lyndesfarne were more akin t
skylights, set in the ceiling to let in light through tle®f. The major
difference, as Kevin had found out to his complete asihoment
some months before, was that natural light illuminatedms on
everylevel, not just the top floor.

This use of magic — to provide a multiple one-way conoacti
between different points — was apparently a similar biferdnt
application of the same principles used in portals. Wirdawuld
only send light, not solid objects, in one directioypwhile portals
effectively joined two remote places with a bidirentiblink through
which solid objects — both goods and people — could eassy pas

Kevin had forgotten to reset the opacity of the windaivs
previous evening. He and Tanji had collapsed into beddstanight,
perhaps a little more drunk than he realised and certhsyng
consumed more than he was used to. He thought of hiassalfight
sleeper — which meant, he always maintained, thabblel oot sleep
with the light on.

Light from the sunrise was just beginning to illumingte toom
and the nascent daylight had evidently disturbed his r€anji was
still quite soundly asleep, judging by the daintily feminsm@ores
emanating from her side of the bed. Kevin lay quiatly d while,
luxuriating in the superbly comfortable bed and enjoying th
sensation of Tanji lying alongside. He seemed to leéded the
worst symptoms of a hangover, although he was verstyhir

Unable to lie still anymore in the half-light, heufa his way
through the sitting area of the suite to the bathingra@aod managed
to recall the magical gestures to operate the cold veafgply. He
drank from cupped hands under the running faucet, and rinsed his
face, before making his way back to bed, rememberiragpénate the
opacity magic for the windows on the way. He slid duditeback
under the stilllwarm covers, feeling himself dozing aitno
immediately.

He was just falling back to sleep when there was a lodl a
urgent knocking at the door. Startled, he sprang up andlyhasti
grabbing a towel from the bathing-room to wrap aroundwasst,
rushing to ensure that Tanji was not awakened by thencoion.
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Peering through the crack in the opened door, he wasisistdn
to see Bret standing there, in the male appearancachadopted at
the party the night before. Bret’s normally neat &dg appearance
was shockingly absent, with his hair wild and obviouslyriedly
pulled back into a ponytail, and his clothes gave everyaappee of
being just recently thrown on.

“What are you doing here?” Kevin asked, opening the daderw
to admit the other man.

Bret cracked a characteristically ironic grin.

“Well, frankly,” he began, “I'm checking on you.”

He looked around the room from the doorway.

“And Tanji as well,” he added meaningfully.

“I'm fine — | mean, we both are,” Kevin muttered, “Cenn.”

He closed the door behind Bret and motioned in the drectf
the chairs. The other man turned and sat down, lookiegtlyi at
Kevin

“We have something of a situation,” he said quietly.

“What do you mean?” Kevin replied as he sat in the adjac
chair, instinctively leaning forward to catch the@timan’'s words.

“We've found someone on the New Bridge — he’s dead,” Bret
announced.

“Dead? How did that happen?”

“Frankly, we don’t know.”

“Have you checked the security cameras?”

Kevin had specified a high degree of surveillance on thgdaad
side of the bridge, with CCTV monitored twenty-four hoarslay.
He knew that Bret had insisted upon something similartren
Lyndesfarne side, although he was hazy on the detailseafnagical
methods used.

“It was the first thing we did,” Bret countered, “Thedyowas
found in the exact centre of the bridge.”

“But surely the cameras on the other side could st pjg what
happened,” Kevin protested.

“All that was visible to the cameras, and indeed thatdhMng
Devices,” Bret said slowly, “Was the sudden appearantkeolbody.
One moment, nothing; the next, a dark form huddled ag#mest
guard rail.”

“Oh. So who was he?”

“We're not sure yet,” Bret replied, sounding frustrated,e &
still trying to find out.”

He paused, then added, “But we're sure he was a nativeuof y
world.”
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Kevin felt confused, probably understandably given thdineas
of the hour and the strangeness of the news.

“So what has this dead man to do with me?” he askeky/fina

“Well, nothing that | am aware of,” Bret replied, “Attugh the
fact that he appeared in the centreoaf bridge gives me cause for
concern. So | thought it best to check on you.”

“Thank you for your concern,” Kevin said politely.

Bret looked sharply at the other man.

“Of course, now that you're awake...” he began.

“Go on,” Kevin replied, beginning to suspect what wasiogm

“You could help me with this investigation. I've conme know
just how good you are at asking hard questions.”

Kevin was amused, even flattered, despite the serioushd¢hs
situation. He suspected that Bret knew he would be utablecline
such a direct request.

“What's going on?” A sleepy voice said from the indeorway.

Both men looked up, startled.

Tanji must have woken suddenly from a deep sleep, it seemed
Kevin, and she appeared confused and slightly disorientext. h&ir
was tousled and she had also wrapped herself in a large t@he
looked, in Kevin's admittedly biased opinion, utterly gongeo He
beckoned her over and she sat demurely on the arm sé#heext to
him, so that he could put his arm around her waist. Bapidly
repeated the salient points for her benefit.

“Bret’s twisting my arm to assist,” Kevin interjectéd think 1'd
like you to help, too.”

Tanji had clearly woken up completely by this time, and she
agreed immediately. The two of them excused themsélvesBret
and returned to the inner bedroom. Kevin dressed quickhy, no
understanding why Bret had looked so dishevelled when he had
arrived. Taniji did likewise, and both of them wrapped tleves in
their cloaks.

As they stepped outside, Kevin suddenly felt chilly in thel coo
early morning air, having been so recently wrapped up in avace
bed. He appreciated the cloak’s warmth, and instinctpetyormed
the simple gesture which initiated the everyday magit lkeated the
insides of the garment. It was only when Tanji lookedhiat
askance, and with approval in her eyes, that he realivat ve had
done — correctly performed a magical gesture without actdire
conscious thought.
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Following Bret, the two lovers walked hurriedly the fewndred
yards from the hostel to the portal building at the ®iddge
causeway entrance. From there, they moved brisklygih the portal
which linked directly to the corresponding facility a enibr two
away, and close to the New Bridge.

As they travelled, Kevin thought amusedly about the perioerev
he had been working on the bridge’s construction whena in
misguided attempt to keep him in the dark about the importahce
portals, he had been transported everywhere by horse-dragn tra
Nevertheless, he had correctly anticipated the needett@sing to
travel on foot along the bridge itself. They walkedsilence, with
the sky lightening steadily towards dawn, although thehyatuist
over the straights and coastline still made it festinictly spooky.

Ahead, Kevin could see bright lights and several knotseople
milling around in the centre of the bridge. Amongst hioeldle of
people, he thought he could just make out a shape, swathedvn
cloth, which could have been a body.

As they came closer, a member of one of the group<iteda
themselves and ran back towards them. Kevin did nogrese the
young woman who approached and, as she was swatheddaka cl
and hood, it was hard to make out any kind of facial featat all.
She spoke rapidly to Bret in the Lyndesfarne language.

“What's she saying?” Kevin whispered to Tanj, who swa
evidently listening carefully.

“They appear to have found out who he was,” she saity soft
return, but then added, “But they're still unclear howdlesl, or how
he got here.”

As if on cue, Bret turned to Kevin.

“Well, we have some news,” he said, “But it all seerather
unsettling, even alarming.”

“So what is the situation?” Kevin asked bluntly.

Bret turned to the same rather earnest young woman hihey
encountered a few moments before. She had removdibbdrand
had been standing politely to one side, clutching ond@fmagical
communication slates which were, Kevin had discoveradhis
previous visits, ubiquitous in Lyndesfarne.

“This is Yiselle,” Bret said, introducing this womandanaming
Kevin and Tanji in turn. Kevin held up his hand in hestbfacsimile
of the greetings he had observed used in Lyndesfarne, asd w
gratified to note mildly approving expressions from bottetBand
Tanji.
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“Yiselle, please tell us what you know,” Bret instructechtfe
continuing to speak in English presumably for Kevin’s bénefi

The young woman had looked slightly startled to be additasse
this fashion. Nevertheless, she drew a deep breath aspedl her
hands together very much as if, it occurred to Kevia,vsais about to
recite a lesson in a classroom.

“The man found on the bridge was Doctor Andrew Wollaché
began.

“A doctor?” Kevin interjected.

“Yes,” Yiselle confirmed, “But not a ...”

She hesitated, clearly uncertain of the correct words

“Medical doctor?” Bret suggested gently.

“Yes,” she confirmed, referring to something written on siate,
“Doctor Wollack was attached to the Department of Epidérgy
and Public Health at University College London.”

“How do you know this?” Kevin asked.

Yiselle held up a card of laminated plastic. The faca cdther
serious-looking young man could just be made out in tlegutar
lighting. The rest of the card was covered in letteiingarious fonts
and sizes, although none was particularly easy to readad clear
that it was the kind of identity card familiar to Kevinthe sort of
thing now compulsory in modern organisations of all kinds.

“Where did you find it?”

“It was in his wallet, in his trouser pocket, along witveral
other cards,” Yiselle answered immediately.

“Credit cards?”

“Yes,” Yiselle confirmed, “Together with a small amowitcash
money.”

Many years of reading whodunits and occasionally watching
television crime serials gave Kevin the confidence to caleckhat
robbery was not the motive behind the man’s untimetyise.

“So how did the Doctor die?” Kevin wondered aloud.

Yiselle hesitated, glancing at Bret as if for guidance.

“We're not yet sure,” she said finally, “But we are fairly certain
he had been dead for at least two hours by the time wd faon”

“Really? And when was that?”

Yiselle appeared to gain confidence where there were
straightforward answers to be given.

“It was a few minutes to midnight,” she said promptly.

“And he just appeared in the centre of the bridge?” Kevin
prompted.
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Again, Yiselle glanced at Bret, who made no kind of rieacbr
movement that Kevin could see.

“Well, yes, that'’s right,” she agreed, “Of course weatsa couple
of Guardians to investigate as soon as we realisddstraething
strange had happened. They got to the body very quicklgeuld
not have been more than ten minutes from when he fists
observed to our Guardians arriving.”

“Which means,” Kevin said slowly, “That our mysterious [wct
must have been killed somewhere else, and then brought he

Bret and Yiselle nodded slowly in unison.

“We had only been on the scene for a minute or less\algroup
of Guardians from the Other World appeared,” Yiselle ntdared.

“And | suppose they had been alerted because of whahaldat
observed on the cameras?”

“l understand so,” she confirmed.

Kevin was silent for a long moment.

“So how did he get here?” he mused, glancing in thettne of
the heavily wrapped form not very far away, only latediseng that
he had spoken aloud. Abruptly, he turned to Bret.

“Can we speak to them?” Kevin asked.

“The Guardians from your world? | expect so,” Bratds “But
why?”

“Because,” the other man responded, “I need to takeyackese
look at the CCTV records of the appearance of the dead ma
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Chapter Four

A few weeks after the narrowly-avoided debacle ohwer New
Bridge and, as it turned out, several months before itmab
opening, Kevin received a surprise invitation. The message ca
completely out of the blue, addressed to Kevin and Tanjitemrin
English and delivered to Tanji’'s magic slate.

Kevin had been fascinated by these slates when he had first
encountered them. They were typically about the amkweight of
a large notebook, and allowed one to write or dranhemtatt black
surface with what looked like white or coloured chalk.ef,husing a
sequence of gestures that Kevin had not yet mastered,atkengs
would fade and the message would be delivered to the reicgdien
a few minutes. Apparently, these devices had been a part of
Lyndesfarne society for centuries and he had notedewapeople in
that world would travel without a slate carried in soraéclsel or
rucksack, or perhaps a capacious pocket.

Kevin read the chatty note, which extended an invitatwnttie
two of them to dine and stay overnight at Bret's fgnibme in a
little less than a week’s time. The invitation wsagned ‘Bret’, but
Kevin got the distinct impression that the person actuddiyng the
inviting was his Mother.

Tanji seemed dazed, almost overwhelmed, by the summats th
had arrived so unexpectedly. Kevin tried his best to sarasher

“It's just a quiet family dinner, with a few friends,&lexplained.

“But she’s the Ferryman!” Tanji objected, referring toeBs
mother.

“Well, that’s true,” Kevin said in a placatory manner, A |
admit | didn't know it when | first visited. But everge will be
really friendly, I'm sure.”

It turned out that Tanji did not need a great deal morgsupéing.
Kevin came to the conclusion that, although rather nexyvshe really
did want to meet the near-mythical Ferryman or, moeeipely, to
meet this august personage under less confrontationainsitances.

Kevin had thought hard about gifts, after the unexpected sicces
of the toy Teddy Bear he had almost accidentally pteseon his
previous visit. He sought advice from Tanji, wanting to dprin
something he was sure would be appreciated, without iskythat

24 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2008



the gift would be damaged by the effects of the bab&ween the
Two Worlds.

After some thought, he had finally procured a very fine magn
of Champagne. Tanji had assured him that this was a dridkirhe
high regard by many people in the world of Lyndesfarne, even
though rather few of them knew the otherworldly arigiShe also
packed a gift, something she had picked up on one of thesqundint
shopping trips. It was a leather-bound journal, with ldrfashioned
clasp to hold the covers shut, the kind of thing that oigdtnuse to
record one’s most secret and innermost thoughts.

In the afternoon of the appointed day, Tanji and Kevin §et o
from his flat in Manchester. Kevin drove his aging Vobkexdately,
with Tanji dozing in the seat next to him. The road wad
particularly busy, and he was able to cruise along withimal
attention on the traffic.

He found himself musing about just how many persons knew
about the crossing and the Other World. It could notdsg many,
he considered, maybe tens of thousands in each world, lbapser
even fewer individuals in his own world. He imaginedttthe bulk
of these people would live clustered around the crossaadf,iton
both sides.

Even so, he had divined that the Board of Control indgsfarne
maintained a network of agents — he was tempted to thittkeat as
‘spies’ — in his own world. He wondered whether the cosevavas
true — whether organisations in his own world also hadacts\tand
scouts in the world of Lyndesfarne — or whether thetioglahip was
S0 one-sided that this was just not possible.

They arrived at the causeway and pulled up in the neasbyrhel
car park. Kevin stretched over and woke Tanji with a tehdsy,
which caused her to stretch and wriggled in a luxurioukidas at
least it seemed to him.

They emerged from the car into the chilly wind. Kevinlgal
bags and capes from the back seat, then placing, cadd@me
almost automatic nowadays, his mobile phone, watchtrendemote
locking ‘plipper’ in the boot of the car. He locked thehicle with
the simple mechanical key which would survive unscathed the
repeated passage between the worlds.

They set off, each carrying a small rucksack with a dsgentials
and, in Tanji's case, the ubiquitous slate. On his ¥ist to Bret's
home, Kevin had travelled from the site of the NewdBe
construction by horse-drawn trap. This was before i been
exposed to portals, and this method of transport wasmagsy used
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on the grounds that instantaneous transport might prowdtlms for
newcomers.

This time, they travelled by portal, something that Keviis waw
rapidly becoming accustomed to. Tanji's skill at navigatnegportal
network meant that it only took a few minutes before #gmgrged in
what Kevin soon recognised as Bret's home town.

“What's this place called?” he asked Tanji, realising tiathad
never asked this question before.

Tanji spoke a single word with the accents of the Lyndesfar
language, and Kevin repeated it.

“Nantclewd,”

Tanji winced slightly at Kevin’'s pronunciation, and repeatwssl
word, nodding in faint approval at his second attempt.

It was quite a blustery autumn evening, overcast and #lread
getting quite dark as they made their way to Bret's farhiyne.
There was discreet lighting in the streets, on varioosses and
around the gates of their destination. Kevin recogniseddbse and
directed Tanji along the gravelled path before knockirteatioor.

The door was opened by Bret herself, in her true femalecas
As a woman, Bret was tall and slightly blocky abdw $houlders, as
if she regularly swam long distances, but the curvelseothips and
breasts left no doubt of her femininity. Her long blorder had
been left loose, instead of the neat ponytail she nyriadopted, and
she wore flowing pale blue robes and soft shoes — slipaib; — in
a matching shade.

Kevin had been half-expecting this transformation and he
managed, he hoped, to suppress any surprised reactions. e brie
wondered what Tanji’'s reaction would be, but she seeméckly
unfazed by the change in appearance.

Bret took Tanji by the hands, drawing her into the hoasel,
spoke a few words in the Lyndesfarne language that Keoinght he
recognised as an informal greeting. She leaned forwaedntorace
the other woman, giving her a peck on the cheek. Shenblenmed
Kevin with a firm and stereotypically masculine handshakach
bizarrely struck him as entirely at odds with her femirdppearance.

The visitors dumped their bags and hung their capespagious
cloakroom by the door, then allowed themselves to be gtimledgh
to the main room of the house. It was exactly as iKesmembered
it. A large dining table was set with eight places aolaced
conveniently close to the door marked out by a large haallging
alongside it, which led to the kitchen.
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At one end of the room, a wide staircase led down, Kevin
recalled, to several levels of bedrooms and what wénaya
translated here as “bathing rooms”. At the other endchefrhain
room was an eclectic collection of worn but very catiafble easy
chairs and sofas clustered around a large log-burning foeepla

One wall was almost entirely formed from windows dweking
the gardens to the rear and most of the other walle wetr with
bookshelves and display cabinets in dark wood. AltogethevinK
felt, it was a very comfortable and homely place, ardwas re-
assured to see that Tanji visibly relaxed almost imnbelgia

The two of them were welcomed warmly by Bret’s mothéno
was altogether rather less formidable in these domsstioundings
than on the previous encounter.

Bret's father emerged from the kitchen shortly aftexir arrival.
He was a large man with a hearty laugh, wearing ahbtapron,
his beard even bushier than before. He kissed Tanjiyligim the
cheek, then embraced Kevin rather more heartily thanhdm
expected. An enthusiastic cook himself, Kevin had a gootladea
respect for the other man’s culinary abilities, realigingt creating
balanced and imaginative meals for a large family waaraform all
of its own.

The enthusiastic welcome appeared to have a profouect &fh
Tanji. She seemed to Kevin to be happy, bright-eyedostlras if
she was on the point of tears. He thought he knew whyntas so.
As he understood it, this kind of family life was very mysart of the
Lyndesfarne culture, but Tanji has never really knowrSihe was an
only child whose parents had died when she was quite yandghe
had no other relatives other than her rather older Aumadt Uncle.
Kevin had never quite understood exactly what had happened to
Tanji's family, and he had been too discreet to enquiexty.

Disengaging himself for a moment, Kevin retrieved his rucksack,
then presented the bottle of champagne to Bret's motlitér a
flourish. This was received with a gratifying display ppeeciation,
making him feel that he had made the correct choicétof g

A tray set with wineglasses and bottles, some alregubned,
stood on a sideboard near the kitchen door. Bret pourestayen
measures of red wine into two glasses and handed th&ewto and
Tanji. She then swept up her own glass and toastechthnieal.

Eosin, Bret's husband, joined them. He was a rathiet goan,
who had much less command of English than his wife bat @vin
had been assured, a talented designer of magical spibsin’s day
job was the maintenance of the magic which preventezt othgical
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items from working when taken to Kevin's world, and the
corresponding disablement of sophisticated technology takeéhe
Other World. Kevin raised his hand in greeting in a rough
approximation of the Lyndesfarne style, noting that Hedsin and
Tanji did the same.

Bret's father appeared at the kitchen door and rang thedbe
summon the household for dinner. Bret and Eosin’s children
appeared up the stairs. Kevin, in a — for him — unusual feat of
memory, recalled that they were named Andhra and Mypa. his
last visit, the two girls had rapidly overcome any shymesbquizzed
Kevin relentlessly about his world, a process that heftnand both
amusing and slightly intimidating. The kids clearlyaguised Kevin
immediately and he predicted — correctly, as it turnetd-othat he
would be subjected to a similar interrogation later on.

There was a short period of confusion while everyone imdbm
settled themselves at the table. Eventually, thingkedetown, and
Kevin and Tanji were encouraged to tuck in and eat it ‘whgehbt’.

As on the previous visit, the food was delicious: beallitiitooked
and presented, and finely flavoured, although slightly oltifesd
in style, at least to Kevin's way of thinking.

After a few minutes of desultory conversation as tinedi turned
their attention to their plates, Bret’s mother patvd her knife and
fork, and clinked a wineglass to attract everyone’s attentThe talk
stopped immediately but, Kevin was pleased to note, dygpeared
to be no expectation that people should stop eating.

“l want to express just how welcome Kevin and Tanji "atlee
Ferryman began, sounding unexpectedly formal in the caoatfiyr
domestic setting, “I also want to extend an apologyado joth, on
behalf of the Board of Control, for the upset and disioot you
suffered.”

Recent events flashed through Kevin’s mind, taking him to the
time he had met Tanji, less than a month ago. He réewea their
first quiet dinner together, and the purchase of a glapsrweight —
one magically enhanced to predict the weather and dthegs.
Then, his inspection of the — still incomplete — New Bridigan a
small boat, and being blown to the English coast by a sustdem.
With a sudden private smile, he remembered taking Tanji loablst
flat in Manchester, where they had become closer Kenn had
ever imagined possible, and then the astonishing discoirerhe
morning, that the paperweight still worked.

Becoming more serious in the thoughts, Kevin remembered
taking the discovery to Professor Alan at NISSA, théesng
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imprisoned and threatened. He and Tanji had escaped throeigh t
window, eventually crossing the New Bridge using the fims
wooden scaffolding which had been put in place to allowlase
section to be completed. He thought about the struggdeigh the
rain to the castle and the portal trip to Tanji's fgnliome, where
they had had their first encounter with the Ferryman.

It had happened, he considered, all so quickly, and it athed
like a distant blur now.

“Frankly, Kevin, you have impressed us all,” the Ferrymamtw
on, a wry smile playing about her face, “Me, Bret, rotmention
others on the Board, all impressed with your intelligerscel
willingness to ask questions, your capability to stay caird make
hard decisions under pressure.”

She stopped for a moment, fixing Kevin with a low-powered
version of the steely gaze he knew she could deploy wéegssary.

“So,” she concluded, “We would like to be able to callyau,
from time to time, to help with, shall we say,létproblems as they
come up.”

Kevin was not sure what to say. He strongly susped¢tadhis
skills and attitude were being overrated, but felt he caudd
reasonably refuse such a request.

“Well, I'm not sure what | could do,” he answered finatiut, if
you think there’s some way | can help, then of coursevgoonly got
to ask.”
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Chapter Five

Bret stared blankly at Kevin for a second, then higression
changed to the more characteristic one of wry amudentés turned
on his heel and strode purposefully in the direction s¢@nd knot
of people who stood a few yards further over the bridgeatds the
coast of England. Kevin and Tanji trailed after himaving a
noticeably relieved Yiselle to return to her cadre.

Unhesitatingly, he attracted the attention of a largen whose
back was turned to them by the simple expedient of aep@p on
the shoulder. The owner of the tapped shoulder turned around,
scowling. Somehow Kevin imagined this was a permafeantre of
this particular expression. Even so, his appearanarectla little as
he recognised Bret, and the two men nodded to each intheway
which appeared to signify both mutual recognition and $fighary
respect.

“Kevin, this is Eric Graves,” Bret said, introducingetbther man
in a surprisingly formal way, “Eric is a Sergeant il tGuardians in
your world. Eric, Kevin helped to design the New Bridged can |
also introduce Tanji from the Guild of Directions.”

The man introduced had what Kevin could only describenas a
extremely lived-in face. His countenance was cnisssed with
creases and frown marks, and his weather-beaten visaged
reddened by the wind or perhaps just hasty shaving. Hevregped
up in a bulky waterproof jacket coloured dark blue, as féreasould
tell in the irregular lighting, This was part of thet4guite-uniform
adopted by the Guardians from his own world, Kevin knevd ia
this case it was overlain by a tabard in that famihigh-visibility
yellow.

Eric swept both Kevin and Tanji with an alertly apgrgdook.

“So,” he said, “What can | do for you?”

“l understand we don’t now very much about this Doctor...
Kevin hesitated.

“Wollack,” Bret supplied helpfully.

“Doctor Wollack,” Kevin resumed, “But we do know that jhst
appeared in the middle of the bridge — as if by magic, oightm
say?”

Bret shot Kevin an amused look and even Eric’'s scovitiog
cracked into a grin.

30 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2008



“Now,” Kevin continued, getting into his stride, “I knoivere are
guards — Guardians — who patrol the Bridge, from both sides.
assume they do this at all times?”

“Of course,” The Sergeant replied promptly, “The Bridgenas$
normally closed to traffic and is still in use evertlie middle of the
night. So the Guardians patrol in shifts, around thekclo

“But, naturally enough, | expect there’s less trafficnaght than
during the day,” Kevin asked.

Eric nodded.

“And the Guardians are trained and experienced in spotting
intruders?”

“Right,” the Sergeant confirmed.

“OK,” Kevin continued, “I also imagine that, in thisydand age,
there’s lots of remote monitoring of the crossing.”

“Yes, of course there are video surveillance camer@srgeant
Graves answered calmly, “Including low-light and inframeras
with IR lighting projectors. Continuous recording and funie
monitoring, too0.”

“And a variety of magical means of observation asl,wé&lret
interjected.

Kevin nodded.

“l imagined as much,” he said slowly, “And yet none ltdrh saw
anything?”

“That’s right,” the Sergeant confirmed, looking perplexed.

“OK,” Kevin said slowly, “Perhaps we can have a lodktlae
video recordings?”

The Sergeant glanced again at Bret, who made no movénagnt
Kevin could spot.

“ don't see why not,” Graves replied, indicating theedtion
along the bridge to Kevin's home world, “Let’s go.”

Following the Sergeant, Bret, Kevin and Tanji maderthay
along the roadbed. The darkness was somehow emphasised by
modern electric lighting at regular intervals and madée dey the
noise of the waves below them and of the wind indhlgles Kevin
had himself designed to support this end of the bridge.

The little band entered the low modern building set unsbiely
by the roadside at the end of the massive concretiegss- twice the
height of Kevin's head — which moored the cables teatued the
bridge.
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The Sergeant guided inside the somehow anonymous building
and immediately directed them into a room filed with dem
surveillance equipment. A bank of monitors filled onel,waost
showing boring views of parts of the bridge and the appiogc
roadway, occasionally relieved by what was evident{guardian on
patrol. In front of the screens was a complicateditapconsole and
two comfortable chairs, both of which were occupiealeyt-looking
Guardians.

The Guardians on duty, both women, started to scramlteeir
feet when the Sergeant entered the room — a reacgeim Kound
quaintly archaic — but Graves quickly waved them back. They
returned to their chores, although they were not éntmble to
suppress their curiosity at the strangers accompanying séeior
officer.

The Sergeant leaned forward and spoke in a voice juskeado
quiet for Kevin to hear. Immediately, one of the Guardimoved
her hands competently over her keyboard, and the lasgesen in
the centre of the bank of monitors flickered into. life

It was apparent that he had asked to review the sececiyding
at the time the body had appeared. As Kevin and thesoti@ched,
the unchanging image of the featureless roadbed suddentyechtm
show a prone form. The corpse appeared as if a wavedssad
over the body, from the feet to the head, like a staggician’'s cloak
revealing a surprised-looking rabbit. Kevin wasn't s, it looked
as if the one of the body's arms had moved slightlyf tee cadaver
had been kicked or dropped.

“That’s all we have?” Bret inquired.

“I'm afraid so,” the Sergeant replied.

“OK,” Bret continued, “Let’s see it again.”

They watched the images once more. Afterwards, Kesms
silent, deep in thought, for a long moment, then he tutodret.

“How does magical invisibility work?” he asked suddenly.

Bret looked surprised at the direction of the other man’'s
guestioning.

“What do you mean?” he countered, uncertainly.

“Well, I can imagine a couple of ways,” Kevin said, \wayv his
hands, “Firstly, the magic could somehow distort the,ray perhaps
just transfer the light straight through a solid objecike the magic
windows.”

Beside him, there was a sharp intake of breath fromj.Ta

“Or, the magic could work directly on the mind of theness.”
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Kevin had known for some time that the world of Lyndes
had sophisticated techniques for altering perception. €eThexe
used, it seemed, for everything from games and entedainta the
mind-wipes occasionally — he hoped — used to remove memorie
from the heads of unexpected visitors to the otherdwvorl

Bret shook his head slowly.

“Well-observed,” he said eventually, sounding genuinely
impressed, “And certainly, techniques for magical inigibare
generally well-known. Both methods are possible — afjhahe first
approach is a good deal more complicated. It's extrediiityult to
get it right for a mobile object or, more precisely, @bject that is
actually moving.”

He paused for a second, perhaps wondering — it seemed to Kevi
— just how much to explain at this juncture.

“The magic embedded in the Watchers’ robes is of timd,kihe
continued, “It only works really well when the weaigrstationary.
Indeed, it is for this very reason that the Watclaestrained to be
immobile for long periods.”

Tanji's sudden stillness, together with the feeling tbla¢ was
listening extremely closely, gave Kevin the impressitwat this
information was not well-known, even in the worldL.ghdesfarne.

Kevin too was intensely curious.

“Surely, being truly invisible only when one is staidoy is a
considerable disadvantage,” he asked, at a loss for @anakon,
“Why bother at all?”

Bret nodded, as if to acknowledge the worth of Kevin's tioies

“It's a good point,” he replied, “But there’s a signifitan
advantage: it is very effective against all kinds of cde&te —
including hearing — as well as being proof against a wideuga
magical detection techniques.”

“As long as you stand still?”

Bret nodded again.

“What about the other kind?” Kevin pressed.

It turned out that the second form of invisibility — aargbur
working on the mind of any observer - was a simpler ayagid took
much less effort and skill to create. Bret explainedeinained
effective when the user was moving. However, it mash easier to
detect, especially with magical means, and there wenanter-
measures available which would dispel the magical urgailttofsee
what was plainly in front of one’s eyes.

“What's needed to gain this kind of invisibility?” Kevasked.
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“You need to have an object of some kind to contain the
numerous sprites that are required,” Bret explained, “Bwbitldn’'t
need to be very big. It's conventional to arrangmithat this object
can be worn about the person — typically, it would begklace or
amulet.”

“A magic amulet which makes you invisible,” muttered Keto
himself, “Just like something out of a fairytale.”

He nodded thoughtfully for a moment then turned to the &atge

“Presumably you have already checked that neither tpobnwas
used to hide a person approaching from the Lyndesfarné side?

“Well, yes, of course,” Sergeant Graves replied promgi,
least as far as we can. We're pretty certain tbhabme approached
cloaked — the Guardians are trained to watch out for thgalpa
invisibility generated by a Watcher's Cloak when theaver is
moving. And we have magical alarms for glamours attemgptd
cross into your world.”

“But, what about from the England side? Can you detect
someone protected by this magic approaching from my world?

There was a sudden silence in the room.

“Don’t tell me we haven'’t thought about this?” Kewrclaimed,
glancing from Bret to Tanji and back again, “We know maipes
work in my world, if it can get there without being dikmbby the
barrier.”

The Sergeant glanced at Bret, who shrugged visibly.

“The alarms don’t work going the other way,” Graves dohdi
shamefaced.

“Why on Earth not?” Kevin exclaimed loudly, making Tianj
jump visibly.

“Because no-one thought they would be needed,” the Sergeant
replied, adding, “Although | admit that might seem a ligleort-
sighted now.”

“So,” Kevin persisted, “Would such a magic work even now,
us watching these recordings?”

“Probably,” Bret acknowledged, “Sprites work practically
forever. | think we should have another, closer lodktrese
recordings.”

He was silent for a long moment, then turned to Eraves.

“Sergeant,” he said slowly and clearly, taking a littletebook
from his pocket and scribbling something on it, “I wgau to get a
message to your opposite number. Use the signals. @ardgy
that?”

“Yes, at once,” the other man replied.
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“Good. The message asks for a certain item to be br@egbss
the bridge. | need you to arrange that it is delivereduackly as
possible.”

“Yessir.”

Sergeant Graves left the room at the double. Bretmed his
attention to Kevin and Taniji, ignoring the curious gaaéshe two
Guardians on duty

“It'll probably take fifteen minutes or so to bring ovhe item,”
he said mysteriously, rubbing his hands together, “Se fiatiliarise
ourselves with these recordings in the meantime, wieall’

The following minutes dragged, lasting at least two hoach eat
least that's how it seemed to Kevin. The CCTV rdows were no
distraction whatsoever, showing unchanging shots ofosecof the
bridge. They returned again and again to the few frant@shw
showed the apparent materialisation of Andrew Wollabkidy, and
debated inconclusively and in minute detail all aspectsit®f
appearance.

After what was no more than the promised time, theyé&t
returned carrying a strange-looking box, which he placeefudly on
the console in front of them. It was decorated inealectic and
brightly-coloured style including several words in the dgsfarne
language that Kevin did not understand. He was unsure jadttiadn
box was made from; at first, he thought it was juspléted steel —
like a biscuit tin — but it soon became clear thataswome kind of
ceramic.

The container had a tightly-fitted lid which Bret easdtl with
considerable effort and great care. The inside obthxeappeared to
be filled with multi-coloured tissue paper. Nestling ie thrappings
was an object, an item of jewellery of some kind, awitling with
the magical sprites that Kevin was all too familiaithw With
growing astonishment, he realised that, with Bret'sdfion, the
Sergeant had deliberately imported a working magical item this
world, through the barrier deliberately designed to preweich a
thing.

“Now,” Bret said with satisfaction, picking up the objembd
placing it in the centre of the console, “Let's hau®ther look at
those recordings.”

It did not take them very long to replay the recordingthad
appearance of the deceased Doctor Wollack. Now, howtere
was a glimpse of a cloaked figure for a few seconds béf@rdody
appeared. The disguised figure appeared to be carrying thebedy
his shoulder, but was then alarmed by something theyd conly
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speculate about. Whatever his concern, he immedidtefyped the
corpse in front of him, then hurried onwards, stepping tive body
as he did so.

“So you were right!” Bret exclaimed, looking at Kevin
approvingly.

They spent the next thirty minutes or so poring over \tileo
recordings from other cameras on the bridge, in sosescstepping
though the recording frame by frame.

There were a very few frames show a furtive figuremfrthe
back, with a bundle over his shoulder, interspersed wéhynshots
which showed absolutely nothing at all. Whoever tlystary person
was, he clearly knew where the cameras were, and &béarbe
doing his best to keep out of the line of sight of thekpart from the
insight that the figure was tall and strong, and probaidie, there
was nothing to identify the individual involved.

“ think,” Kevin said finally, looking directly at BretWe need to
find out more about this Doctor Wollack.”

“I agree,” The other man responded immediately, “I third
high time to make a call at NISSA.”
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Chapter Six

Another facet of Kevin's desire to learn more aboyndesfarne
was his insistence on continued briefings at the Nstlecdnstitute
for Special Sciences and Arts. NISSA was the onfjapisation he
was aware of, in his own world, where advice and guidamcéhe
Other World could be obtained.

Many months before, Kevin had driven on his own the fews td
miles to NISSA from the Lyndesfarne crossing. He hgibed to
meet up with Tanji again in the pub he knew as the “Draghig'st”
later that evening. The Newcastle University campus wdsigy as
always and once again he had to park the Volvo somendestavay
before navigating the paths and alleyways to the impdsiniging
that housed the Institute.

The head of NISSA was now the formidable Doctor Linda
Braxton. She had replaced the disgraced Professar\iiemington,
who had been removed from his post and not seen sineg, aaft
scandal that Kevin had helped to uncover a few months préyious

The same efficient administrative assistant, whoaene was
declared as Sanjit by a newly-installed nameplate on Isét teked
up when Kevin entered the outer office.

“Hello again,” she smiled, “The Professor is expectiag.y

Kevin soon discovered from reading the sign on the officer
that he should now be sayiRyofessorBraxton. Presumably, he
mused, promotion to the Head of Department position hathaar C
associated with it.

Just at that moment, the inner door opened and a rathensse
looking young man backed out. It seemed to Kevin tl@aPtiofessor
had just completed an interview of some kind. The yooram
thanked the as-yet invisible occupant profusely, nodded potitely
Kevin and Sanijit, then rapidly left the outer officeokkang both
relieved and elated.

Kevin knocked politely on the polished oak door and stuck his
head around the opening. Professor Braxton now occupiexdfite
he had previously thought of as Professor Alan’s. A hifferent
collection of books and periodicals adorned the shelNid®re were
numerous bound volumes of journals, most dating back a igneaag
years, and carefully arranged in a manner that suggasiedty and
old-fashioned library.
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In line with the Braxton’s famously no-nonsense apprpach
someone had replaced the comfortable leather seatgheof
Wilmington era with a set of hard plastic stacking hai An
ergonomically upright office chair on castors was notuased
behind the imposing desk — which was unchanged — replacing the
rather plush leather item which had been Alan’s. Theas no
computer anywhere in the room, and just a single telepborene
corner of the desk. It seems that the new Profeg&in mused,
likes to do things the old-fashioned way.

As he entered, Linda Braxton stood and held out her haed ov
the desk for a brief handshake. Then, following her widegjn sat
himself in another of the plastic chairs currentlggeld on the other
side of the desk. It seemed that this briefing wasetgiven by the
formidable Professor herself, rather than delegatediyamf the other
staff, several of whom Kevin had encountered on his puewisits.

It turned out that this particular tutorial was on théure of the
barrier between the two worlds. Kevin had not speclficgaquested
the topic, but had already learned from experience ttieatexperts
often had a good idea of what he should be told abou#t ladrwas
capable of understanding — or at least held strong opimanhe
matter.

“l believe you already know that thearrier” — the Professor
emphasised the word as she spoke — “is an artificradtoaction?”

Kevin nodded. He had already understood something to this
effect from conversations with Bret a few months ago.

The Professor continued by reminding him that the bange in
general only effective against man-made items, of battmtdogical
and magical origins, and did not interfere with biadadj processes.
In other words, anything living — plant or animal — can passutih
the barrier unaffected. Kevin was curious as to why thisilghbe
so, and interrupted the Professor to ask the question.

“Well, basically, it's by design,” she responded promptly.

Professor Braxton went on to explain that the prasesef life,
and the hugely complex interdependencies between different
elements meant that it was thought to be too dangerotry tnd
police living things with magic. Apparently, wood, leatheofton
and other once-living materials also tended to be urtaflec

“In all honesty,” she concluded, “Nobody wants td r&s dead
body on the causeway — either human or animal — silmgdpuse of
a malfunction of the protective magic of the bartier.

“So what prevents animals not native to one world festaping
into the other?” Kevin asked.
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“Well, it can happen,” the Professor admitted, “Certaimhost
large animal species are identical in both worlds, dunts and
insects. This may not have been true at one time,sbuéral
thousand years of the existence of crossings in mang péiboth
worlds have made it so.”

The Professor paused, perhaps pondering what to say next.

“Even so, there are some major species — genera,” eslad,
eventually continued, “Which exist in only one of the TWorlds.”

“Like Dolphins?” Kevin interjected, “Or Dragons?”

Professor Braxton smiled.

“Exactly so,” she replied, “For some reason, thesenals never
made it between the worlds or, at least, in sufficiemimbers to
establish breeding colonies. Perhaps they did not findlotel
environment conducive, or maybe the native fauna out-competed
them.”

Kevin nodded slowly.

“Anyway, the current edict is to preserve the status qtlog”
Professor continued, “And the principal risk is perceivedbe
deliberate smuggling of animals, or their eggs. It is tiedf the
Guardians to discourage that, of course.”

“Like the case of the Loch Ness Monster?” Kevin asked.

The Professor looked at him askance for a moment.

“Well, yes,” she relied, “l take it you’'ve heard th&dry then?”

Kevin nodded again.

“In any case, we don’'t have a huge problem these days,” sh
continued, “The seawater around the crossing is too oolthdst of
the smaller species of plesiosaurs and there appeagsitsufficient
food in the sea for the larger variants who mighteerate the
temperature.”

“But what about Dragons?” Kevin demanded, “Or Nightwitigs

The Professor again smiled briefly, perhaps amused ath’Ke
naivety.

“Well, in the old days,” she explained, “Keeping the @ras
away from the crossing was enforced by the dragon huatéliated
to the Guardians, or at least employed by them. In tbags, the
dragons were regarded as dangerous pests and hunted exténsively

“Besides,” she went on, “Now that large dragons arehmracer
and are, as | think you already know, an endangered spegwgsare
all kept in reserves far from habitation.”

“So | understand,” Kevin replied, “But what about the serall
species, Nightwings and so on?”
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“Ah, yes,” Braxton replied, “These flying reptiles didd water —
as do Dragons, for that matter — and the sea arounddhsirg is
sufficient to prevent them from entering our world.”

The Professor sat back in her chair.

“Anyway, the barrier is not principally concerned hvihanaging
the passage of wild animals,” she said, “It is reallydh® prevent
magical items from the Other World from crossing itits world.”

Again, Kevin already knew this. He also knew that theriér
was occasionally imperfect. Not so long ago, he himsaldl h
accidentally imported a paperweight he had bought framog near
the crossing, which turned out to contain sprites famihation and
a limited form of predicting the future. Somehow itsgmahad not
been disabled by the action of the barrier. This hadrelgged all
sorts of unexpected ramifications, but had also drawnji Tand
himself much closer together — a very fair trade-aftyis opinion.

“If it were not for the effects of the barrier, megi items would
work in our world, as they may well have done in ancienes,” the
Professor continued, “Although they would still not ddeato be
made here,”

“Why not?” Kevin asked, instantly fascinated by this new
revelation.

Professor Braxton was silent for a moment.

“It's hard to explain, at least in English,” she atted eventually,
“Although | should confess that | don’t fully understandnyself.
But there really are some truly fundamental diffeesnbetween the
Two Worlds, despite the numerous apparent similaritias. sorry,
but | don’t think | can help you any further on this topic.

Braxton shook her head.

“In any case,” she resumed, “The barrier needs twob&nuously
enhanced as new technologies are developed and, rather less
frequently, new kinds of magic are invented. The rétehange of
technology in our world implies a considerable task keepingg
barrier up to date.”

Again, Kevin was already vaguely aware of this. He undeds
that Bret's husband Eosin held a key role in the creabib new
sprites, something which was a never-ending task — likeipgithe
Forth Bridge.

“But how does the barrier work?” he asked.

The Professor hesitated briefly.

“Well, the barrier is just a region — very narrow, bithough not
something with precisely defined edges,” she began, “But the
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intersection of the Two Worlds provides a natural comgti@an the
location of the sprites.”

“And there are lots of sprites, tens of thousands emth Each
kind of thing which needs to be suppressed needs a separiste s
inside the barrier.”

“You mean a separatend of sprite?” Kevin interjected.

“No, only one,” The Professor insisted, looking puzzled.

“Just one sprite, for the entire area of the bartierRevin
exclaimed.

He had considered this aspect before, and had computedehat th
total surface area of the great dome of magic whiclosed the
Other World must have a surface area of at least sgare miles.

“Yes, that’s right,” Professor Braxton confirmed, “8ps aren’t
actually located in a precise place. The orange omgSmes, green
light that is often associated with their presencpiss a side-effect,
and doesn’t really show where they are in any sense.”

The Professor screwed up her face in a moment of brief
concentration.

“The best way of thinking about them, | believe, is tmagine
them everywhere, simultaneously — or at least withéir tVolume of
Effect,” she concluded, again emphasising the last femdsvo

“So why can't | see the light from the sprites inside barrier?”
Kevin asked, “I mean, when I'm on the way across teigbr— either
bridge — there’s no visible sign of sprites when | get ® vhry
centre. Surely I'm right in the middle of the barrtieere?”

“Well, that’'s true,” Professor Braxton said, “Again, eth
explanation is unclear, but we think that the liglanirthe sprites
within the barrier travels to the parts of each of tiveo TWorlds
which are, if you like, not there, the volume set @tm make space
for the crossing.”

“What do you mean?” Kevin asked, again confused.

“The crossing represents a missing space in our wosdtdg
replied slowly, “And a similar one in the Other WorldA volume
which ought to contain an island which should be a napas#l of
this planet. And this volume, it just isn’t there, ,itvgell, somewhere
else.”

Just at that moment, Sanjit put her head around the alifice

“Doctor Willis is here to see you,” she said, looking the
Professor, “You have an appointment with him.”

“Ah, yes,” she agreed, “Please ask him to wait a fewnems.”

She turned back to Kevin.

“Time’s up, I'm afraid.”
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Kevin rapidly gathered up his things and thanked Professor
Braxton for her time. The strange topology of thessing and the
barrier set him pondering on the implications for boththe Two
Worlds, which exercised his thoughts all through the drivek ha
the crossing and his date with Taniji.
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Chapter Seven

Kevin looked up at the familiar facade of the NISSA buigi
which occupied a quiet corner of the campus at the Uniyeo$
Newcastle. He was walking with Tanji towards Bret, was
waiting for them on the steps and displaying that wrylesiné so
often wore.

Kevin had driven Tanji here in his own car, having retrieved i
from the car park at the crossing. Much to his surphsehad
managed to find a car parking space within fifty feet @& ffont
entrance of the Institute.

Bret had managed to get even closer. He had alightbé &ont
door and was waiting for Kevin and Tanji to join him, havingrbee
transported in a chauffeur-driven Range Rover which hiowied
Kevin's Volvo closely. Both car and driver had apparefien
supplied by RDTE.

They entered the building together. Sanijit the eveciefit
administrative assistant was at her customary detieiouter office.
She looked up sharply as the three of them enteredotra.r She
clearly recognised Kevin immediately, while her appraisiogkl
rapidly took in Bret and Tanji's characteristically Lyntiege
appearance — the vaguely chiselled facial features andimmcasdt to
the ears.

“Good afternoon,” she said politely to Kevin, with onliet
merest glance at the appointments book open on her ‘Gleskin’t
realise that you were expected here today.”

“Well, as it happens, | don't have an appointment todé&g”
replied, smiling faintly to himself, “Nevertheless, want to talk to
Professor Braxton about one Andrew Wollack.”

“Doctor Wollack?” she replied, suddenly looking surpriséed,He
in some kind of trouble?”

Bret stepped forward.

“Andrew Wollack was found dead in the early hours of this
morning,” he stated, enunciating particularly clearly, Awe are
investigating the circumstances surrounding his demise.”

Bret emphasised his remark with a casual wave of hid Wéurch
took in both Kevin and Tanji. Sanijit stared at him fdorag moment,
then picked up the telephone and pressed a single butt@wvin K
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could not make out what she said but, moments latemtiee door
was opened by the Professor herself.

“Come in, come in,” she urged, ushering them inside.

The three visitors seated themselves in the not-phatigu
comfortable plastic chairs reserved for visitors whitaxton settled
into the rather more comfy chair on the opposite sidbe desk.

“Who are your companions?” Professor Braxton askedtiiire
having studied the party carefully for a few moments.

“This is Tanji, my Guide and close friend,” Kevin said, lwit
conscious ambiguity.

“Ah,” Professor Braxton responded, then added directlydnji
“Pleased to meet you.”

Tanji held up her hand in greeting, in the Lyndesfarne stylerkKevi
was beginning to appreciate. The Professor responded iatelgd
and in a fashion which looked, to his untutored eye, ewntirel
authentic.

“And this is Bret,” Kevin added carefully, “With whom | wieed
on the design for the New Bridge.”

It seemed to Kevin that the Professor had already resedjiret,
although he was not sure whether this was as a pemorttie world
of Lyndesfarne, or more specifically as some one wittosition of
trust and authority from the Other World.

“So why are you all here?” She asked after a few moments
scrutiny.

Bret smoothly took over the conversation.

“As | said to your assistant, we found the body of Andrew
Wollack in the early hours of this morning.”

Professor Braxton suddenly looked shocked and horrified.

“Dead?”

Bret nodded slowly.

“How terrible,” the Professor exclaimed, “How did agpen?”

“We don't know yet,” Bret replied, with a tight smil8Ne found
him in the centre of the New Bridge in the early hourstlo$
morning. So we need to ask a few questions.”

“Well, of course,” the Professor replied, steepling fregers and
settling back into her chair looking serious.

Bret glanced at Kevin meaningfully.

“So how did young Doctor Wollack come to join NISSA?”
Kevin asked, after a few seconds thought.

Professor Braxton sat back in her chair, looking har#&ewvin.
Finally, she glanced at Bret.
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“Andrew was one of a very small number of people whaeana
through our rigorous screening procedures,” she replied, sounding
slightly evasive.

“So you have difficulties recruiting staff?” he pressed.

The Professor hesitated for a second, again glanciBgeat As
far as Kevin could tell, the other man had not reactedl.at

“Oh, it's a perennial problem,” she replied eventually,&\get a
fair number of applications from, well, freaks and wegslof all
kinds — people with a completely misguided idea of what
Lyndesfarne is all about. We’re never sure how they Abaut the
Other World — or NISSA for that matter. But in gehense reject all
such applications outright. Out of hand, automatically.

Kevin thought for a moment.

“So, anyone who applies directly to NISSA is very uriike® be
accepted?”

“Exactly so.”

“And therefore Andrew did not apply directly?”

The Professor shook her head.

“No. Our most fruitful channel for applicants comesnfr the
strong sense of family ties. There is a long tradjthere as well as
in Lyndesfarne, of certain families being associated thighcrossing.
And we get a lot of applications from the younger memloérthese
families.”

Professor Braxton smiled sardonically.

“We almost always accept them. They're invariably hard
working and serious-minded. The trouble is that, if we aclyepted
candidates from the Old Families, we would not havdicsenmt
intake to fill all the places. And, before you ask, Aswdrdid not
come from one of these families either.”

She again glanced at the strangely silent Bret.

“So, to make up the slack, we have to very carefullgcsdrom
serious candidates from elsewhere,” she continued.

“| see,” Kevin breathed, leaning forward in anticipation.

“We have a number of scouts and trusted contacts in matishB
universities and one or two elsewhere in the world. yhe forward
candidates for post-graduate studies — as graduate studaéntsight
this route.”

“And the dead man,” Kevin enquired, “He was accepted in this
way?”

“Well, yes,” the Professor replied, “But he was accépas a
Research Associate, rather than as a grad student.”
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“Ah,” said Kevin, who had spent enough time in and around
Universities to understand the difference “Is this comntaog®”

The Professor shook her head.

“This is too, itself also rather unusual. We generallyfgoréo
recruit junior members of our research and academit fsteth our
own graduate students.”

The Professor paused, apparently caught in a moment of

reminiscing.

‘I followed this route myself, a few years ago,” shaids
eventually.

More than a few, Kevin thought a little unkindly, but didt say
anything.

Suddenly, Bret leaned forward to ask another direct question.

“Surely there must have been some kind of backgroundkshec
some screening processes?”

“Of course,” the Professor replied, looking affronted, éfldn are
all sorts of discreet checks that are always unkenta- as I'm sure
you know.”

Bret said nothing, but raised a quizzical eyebrow.

“So, yes, Doctor Wollack was subjected to all the ushaktks,”
she continued, looking a little peeved.

Bret sat back in his chair impassively, apparently setisfvith
the answers.

Kevin glanced at Bret, then asked, “What was he workn®j o

“He was just doing some research in our library,” theféasor
replied airily.

“We suspected as much,” Bret said, waving what looked like a
plastic credit card, “One of the few means of idésdtion we found
on the body was a library card — a NISSA library ascesd.”

Kevin was immediately intrigued.

“You have a library here?” He interjected.

“Of course we do,” Professor Braxton responded prompilie
have an extensive collection of books and manuscriptthe Two
Worlds, some very rare and, in a few cases, thoudse tmique.”

She paused briefly, adding, “Do you want to take a look?”

Kevin looked at Bret, who nodded almost imperceptibly. He
could see that Tanji was smiling in an indulgently amuastién.

“I'd love to,” he replied.

Professor Braxton picked up the phone on her desk andedrass
button to connect to her assistant. There was 14 ghase.

“Sanjit? My visitors wish to see our library. Can yoscart
them?”
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Kevin assumed that there must have been an affirmatora f
Sanjit, as there was a muted “Thank you” before the eBsof
replaced the receiver.

A few moments later, there was a knock and the ddigtye of
Sanjit appeared at the office door.

Bret and Kevin both stood up, ready to take their leaBeet
pointedly reached over the desk to shake the hand a&d3or
Braxton.

“Thank you for your time,” he said softly.

“It's the least | can do,” she replied, sounding genuirsahgere,
“If there’s anything | can do, then please do not hesitatcontact
me.”

Bret nodded once in acknowledgement, then the three eisitor
followed Sanijit out of the office. As they walked alotine echoing
corridor, Kevin mused on what he had just been toldedtred that
surprisingly little was known in NISSA about the dead man

Suppose, he wondered, one wished to get some kind of spy or
agent into NISSA. Everything he had just heard indicéhatl one
could not apply directly as a student — that would almostagtee
immediate disqualification. Unless one was a memlfeceatain
families whose loyalty was unquestioned, it would tajesao get to
a position with some authority or responsibility

Therefore, he reasoned, the approach taken by the tttorD
Wollack was the quickest route to the heart of NIS&A]J indeed to
the network of organisations who looked after the mtship
between the Two Worlds.

It was also clear that the dead man also had atoessd had
indeed actually been using the resources available at NISS#&
implications of all this gradually became clear during tbur of the
library.

Kevin had vaguely expected a cool lofty room, filled floor t
ceiling with rows of dusty leather-bound books. Insteauhji
directed them to a modern elevator, where she had tofdretis a
button and swipe a magnetic card before the lift dadroglen. She
ushered the three visitors inside, pressing the lowesteofiria of
buttons

It became clear after a few moments that the Nowaas actually a
large air-conditioned basement with, Kevin guessed, both
temperature and humidity carefully controlled to minengamage
and decay to the old tomes themselves. There wasaasirprising
degree of physical security, as Sanjit had to swipe het again
before the glass-and-steel door to the room would open.
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Inside was the authentic hush of intellectual work prayngsat
full speed. But instead of the well-groomed individualsrispcwhite
lab coats that television and films always seemed trgyo or
perhaps the fusty old librarian in prim and proper clothas,room
was populated by scruffily dressed postgraduate students and juni
academic staff members — it was usually difficult tdl tée
difference, in Kevin's experience — most of them workingetiy at
computers.

Sanjit pointed out the even-more-secure areas at thediabe
room where the older and rarer volumes were keptaewpg that
old books were very fragile and could be irreparably dachdge
even the most careful handling. To make the contente masily
accessible, she continued, a modern computer-based indeciiity fa
had been installed, together with an ongoing programme ajam
scanning the pages of the ancient tomes. Such a facilist be
hugely expensive, Kevin thought, once again impressed by the
amount of money available to the Institute.

“Doctor Wollack spent quite a lot of time down here,’hjgssaid
quietly, “Apparently, some of the volumes he was using r@dyet
been scanned.”

A little later, having returned to ground level and palitélanked
Sanijit for her help, the three visitors once agaoodtoutside the
NISSA building

“Hmm,” Bret murmured, more-or-less to himself, “I'mtnsure
how much we have really learned here today.”

“Indeed,” Kevin concurred, “And I'm not sure how much more
help | can be.”

The other man shook his head, but more out of confusither
than disagreement.

“Well, OK,” he answered.

“Fine. We’ll go on to Manchester, then. | take d@uil be
returning to Lyndesfarne?” he added with his usual countesss

“Yes,” Bret said, smiling slightly at the other maw'sl-fashioned
good manners, “There are a number of avenues of igaéstis |
want to follow. I'll be in touch if anything signifmt comes up.”

Kevin nodded, then warmly grasped the other man by the hand.
Bret turned and walked towards his car and chauffeur. r Afte
watching for a few moments, Kevin also wandered off ngKianji’'s
hand in his own. She had been very quiet during theviatemith
Professor Braxton, he thought.
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“So what did you make of all that?” he asked, as s@oBrat
was out of earshot.

Tanji thought for a moment, then said, “Well, | dotitnk she’s
hiding anything and she seems just as confused as the vsst of

She paused again, adding, “She didn’t seem very upset, though

It was only later that Kevin realised that they had actually

determined exactly what it was that Doctor Wollack wagaeching
in the library.
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Chapter Eight

Even though Kevin had long since decided to immerse Himsel
the Other World — its cultures, and languages, and the woodds
magical technologies — he was not quite prepared for tineigasm
that Tanji displayed for the enterprise.

After his announcement in the restaurant, she had dimabady
immersed herself in finding interesting things for hend herself) to
do. Kevin only had to accept a fraction of the suggestiand
recommendations that she came up with, and he wasaoafileall of
his free time and more. These trips, together with daintinued
series of briefings at NISSA, meant that he was teasning more
than he had ever imagined about the world of Lyndesfarne.

In his previous life, Kevin had travelled quite widely,tlbcon
foreign holidays (of which his ex-wife had been particyl fond)
and as part of his work. He had certainly visited tralpieaches
before, in Kenya and around the island of Mauritius | lidian
Ocean.

So his first thought, as he and Tanji stepped througlashebrtal
and were struck by the heat and humidity of the resotindéen,
was of the similarities with exotic holiday locat®om his own world.
The palm trees and lush foliage fringing white sandy Esadotted
with sunshades and parasols, and nearly-naked sunbathireg,baldi
looked entirely familiar. But, as they stood at theadbdront,
clutching the light packs they had brought with them anditgpout
over the blue sea and white sands, Kevin rapidly becaardingly
aware of the differences, too.

Out across the sea, he could see a fit-looking young person
indeterminate gender who was standing on what lookedsagfance
like a surfboard. The sea near the shore was nedrly € just a
suggestion of a chop following the light breeze. Beydwdreef, the
waves were larger and he could see the white surf bgeakier the
exposed rocks and corals.

The board-rider was standing up on the board and moving
quickly — much too quickly to be propelled by the moderatelswel
and he wondered what the motive power was. He soooweissd
that the narrow surfboard was some kind of a crossdastwind-
surfing and jet-skis — self-stabilising and powered by, ,vieé only
term was water-sprites.
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The entire holiday passed in a blur, remaining in Kevinemory
as scenes somehow not quite joined up. He could notbevenre
that he could remember the correct sequence of events.

He had several memories of delightful meals in Tagpspany
in different bars and restaurants, all of which weperoto the sea
breezes and sunshine, and inevitably presented a wongtieniul—
even, he was surprised to discover, when they wergaesteries
down. After some enquiries, he established that thehsweand the
view were provided by the magical windows he was alréahliar
with, while the air movement was entirely artificend magical in
nature.

The costumes worn on the beach demonstrated evenvanaegy
than Kevin was used to. Some holidaymakers preferregintip
robes which covered the entire body — in some cakesmaterial
was so gauzy and diaphanous that it was entirely clearntithing
was being worn underneath. Otherwise, conventionghirga
costumes, shorts and trunks, and bikinis were employedpled®
garments for both sexes were apparently considered abte@nd
were widely adopted, particularly among the young and lithe.

Tanji, whose normal appearance was blonde and veryufsdéd
her shapeshifting abilities to darken her skin.

“It helps to protect me against the rays of the sume” explained
when Kevin first tentatively remarked on it.

Tan;ji preferred gauzy loose fitting trousers tied or gaithext the
ankle — Kevin had heard these described as ‘Harem parastd-a
wide hat, both of which, she informed him, projectedgimao
prevent sunburn. In between, she alternated betweeskimpiest of
bikini tops — little more than a narrow strip of brightibloured cloth
around her breasts, magically forming itself to her bedgnd, to
Kevin's increasing delight and appreciation, nothing lat al

“Shapeshifting again?’ he asked while they were prepaong
leave their room on the first day.

Kevin had noticed that Tanji's breasts were smdiilener, and
the nipples and areola seemed darker. He ran his haetdshew
breasts, delighted to see that they still reacted inatedglito his
touch.

“Oh yes,” she grinned widely, clearly enjoying his té&atto her
changes, “It's nice to go without a top sometimes, byfets a bit
uncomfortable unless I, well, shrink a bit.”

On that occasion, they were delayed in their departge®in
continuing his in-depth examination of Tanji's fascingly reshaped
body.
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Later, the two lovers found their way down to the beadVith
Tanji's guidance, they selected a palm-thatch parasalqguoiet spot,
although devoid of chairs or loungers.

“There’s nowhere to sit,” Kevin objected.

Tanji smiled, and pulled something from the colourful belaa
she was carrying. It looked like a large piece of biygtwloured
and patterned cloth. She shook it out and made a sequénce o
gestures with one hand. The cloth immediately formselfiinto a
sun-lounger. She set it down on the sand, and made a amfuple
further gestures, one of which Kevin thought he recognae the
sign for ‘lock’.

“ wouldn't want it to blow away,” she said by way @i
explanation, “Or fall down because of a badly-formedigest

“Couldn’t you make it collapse while someone was sittmg?”
Kevin asked mischievously.

Tanji laughed.

“No, silly,” she replied amusedly, “There has to bewwight on
it before those gestures will work. And look,” she addeigre’s a
beach ball'”

Kevin grinned widely as Tanji gestured at a disc of siiyila
brightly-coloured material and tossed the result in hecton.

One beach sport which Kevin spent several hours wefohas
referred to as Surf Bubbles, at least according to '$anginslation.
This involved a magic sphere big enough to hold a standaig on
woman — there were smaller ones for children. Tha&s van
ephemeral magic, the bubble being permeable to air ayidhslto
water.

The bubble rider would swim out to sea and, when a la@e w
was approaching, make a gesture so that the sphere popped into
existence. If it was done right, the ball would rddirey the waves,
the occupant running or sliding to remain upright. Thi®lved a
great display of expertise — that was the point, Kevimsed — if
done right, one could roll right up the beach. Of coufdbge rider
got it wrong, they would stumble and fall, at which pdim¢ bubble
would disappear again, dumping the participant unceremoniously in
the sea.

The Surf Bubbles seemed somehow to be projected from an
amulet — in this case, a wide bangle worn on the upperdose to
the shoulder. Kevin was beginning to understand the Ljathes
preference for magical items which affect or enckbeeentire person
to be embedded in closely-fitted jewellery — a bangledaehamulet
or choker necklace.
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Kevin declined the opportunity to try out Surf Bubbles leifns
although he was persuaded to have a go at the Lyndestprinalent
of snorkeling. The equipment provided by the resort was
fascinating. There was a vibrantly-coloured face magkch
covered eyes and nose, but more flexible than thosgakefamiliar
with. It was apparently made from a partially-transpakersion of
the self-forming magical material that Tanji had used bgkini top.

Then there was a separate mouthpiece but it was clagédno
breathing tube. Instead, a collection of green frondsgldd
underneath like the beard of a Merman, which collectedtbable
oxygen from the water. Kevin found himself mutteringgsess like
“By Neptune’s Beard!” under his breath in mock-irony.

The last item was a pair of flippers. On land, thesked like
ordinary, if tightly-fitting, slippers of soft leathemadain, brightly-
coloured). In the water, translucent extrusions of magipeared,
allowing rapid movement with minimum effort.

Tanji provided a lesson for Kevin with a practice s@ssn the
swimming pool, which passed quickly with much splashing and
laughing, before trying out the gear in the sea off thach. The
resort had helpfully provided a platform close to the edgbheoreef
for this very purpose.

With Tanji's encouragement, it did not take long beforeviK
was swimming confidently, occasionally diving down tketa closer
look at some aquatic feature that had caught his eyere Tiere a
huge variety of brightly-coloured fishes, so that it vedsost like
swimming in an aquarium although, to Kevin's untutored ¢yey
appeared much the same as he would have found at home. The
Neptune’s Beard worked well close to the surface, althaunghhad
to hold one’s breath when diving more than a few destn.

Another of Kevin's mental snapshots was a day trip amn
egregiously anachronistic sailing ship. This was marnéte word
was inappropriate, as Kevin soon discovered — by a Shoogll
efficient crew under the command of a older woman wloked as if
she could give Captain Ahab himself a run for his mandke ‘stern
determination’ stakes.

Kevin was struck all over again by the appearance of peapl
this world. At a first glance, any of the crew mensbeould have
been one of the enthusiastic young people with dark skwls a
dazzlingly white smiles that he had encountered onrlgs to the
Indian Ocean. But when he looked more closely, theyaa the
slightly elfin look that marked out natives of this wb# the eyes a
little narrower, perhaps, and the high cheekbones andgestion of
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pointed ears. There was no single feature would haeel stot in his
own world, but the overall effect was subtly alienhefle were more
women, too; at home, the crew would have been gntmale.

The boat itself was equipped with sails used in the caiove
way, as far as Kevin (who was not a sailor) could tél also had
some kind of auxiliary magical propulsion which, after som
guestioning, he discovered was the same kind of wateesphat
powered the magic surfboards.

Kevin had adopted a Lyndesfarne approach to avoiding sunburn —
a wide-brimmed hat magically capable of deflecting raysr ahe
entire body and thereby avoiding heat and sunburn. diitigether
aboard the boat, Tanji explained that the purpose otripisvas to
see certain sea creatures. Despite persistent quegtichie would
not say exactly what kind of animals they would betiagj but the
grin on her face gave Kevin certain suspicions.

Under the direction of Captain Ahab, the crew effitieret sail.
They cruised for perhaps half an hour over deep watedjritei the
direction of a series of small islands, islets andkyamutcrops which
in some cases barely cleared the high water marktheysneared the
first of the desert islands, the captain shouted to tmgk and crew
and visitors alike scrambled to the gunwales.

At first, all that Kevin could see was a humped grey shiapbe
swell near the hull, water glistening on its skin likes tseals and
dolphins that he had seen in his own world. The creatuddenly
stuck up its head, extending a long neck high out of the veater
looking directly at Kevin with bright intelligence insiteyes. The
animal squeaked and chittered happily, sounding surprisingly
cheerful to Kevin's ears.

“What is it?” Kevin breathed to Taniji.

“Can’'t you tell?” she replied, completely failing to hideer
laughter, “It's a plesiosaur — a Loch Ness Monster!”

She quickly explained that there were no whales and dslpin
the world of Lyndesfarne — something Kevin belatedlyaliled he
already knew — although there were a wide variety okshalnstead,
the seas and oceans were populated by plesiosaurs, iolanahge
of shapes and sizes.

This particular kind, she explained, grew to no more fti@en
feet from nose to tail, with long necks and tail, amelytused all four
of their flippers and their tail for propulsion. Theyr&ecapable of
considerable speed and were very agile in the waterey €huld
stick their necks out of the water to take a good lookiraic- they

54 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2008



are air breathers — and were equipped with a considerable Gt
sharp teeth for catching and eating fish.

“Do you want to swim with him?” Tanji asked.

“What?” Kevin said, shocked, “Aren't they dangerous?”

“No, no,” she replied, sounding amused again, “They're
notoriously friendly creatures.”

Not so muchWalking with Beastevin mused as he donned his
magical snorkelling gear and prepared to jump in, as swimwiitg
Loch Ness Monsters.

Much later, on the trip back to the resort, Tanji exgld more
about these strange creatures, frequently translatimy érdbooklet
she had evidently brought along for this very purpose. K&gn
semi-dozed in the shade, pleasantly exhausted by hisrsmgmshe
quietly portrayed more of the lives of these great asima

Plesiosaurs lay eggs, which they incubate and rear yeirg in
nest, like birds. They have to lay their eggs on lamj many
species build nests set on isolated coastlines and. isTetey prefer
sandy hollows between rocks, just above high water liRleey were
invariably slow-moving and inelegant on land and very mmuc
preferred spots where they could slip in and out of themedsily.
The Nessies he had seen like warm, shallow seasewhere are
plenty of fish; they used their small heads, sharp teeith long
narrow neck to investigate crannies for food which wotherwise
be inaccessible to an animal of its size.

Tanji also explained that there were much larger plagiss
elsewhere in the world of Lyndesfarne. Some speadsshorter and
less flexible necks, and caught larger prey in the opears; others
ate seals or other smaller plesiosaurs — one specgeswsa a shark-
eater. Others ate plant matter at the shoreling;oykeers were
plankton eaters, like some whales in Kevin own world.

The boat cruise had taken them around several nestingie®ibn
the islands, their progress being watched by snake-likksnand
intelligent eyes following the little boat and its apants. Numerous
babies were also visible.

Like the young of many species, these plesiosaurs weak arel
vulnerable just out of the egg. After hatching, younglingse fed
fish — partially digested and regurgitated — by their paremtsaf
month or so, before they were capable of accompaga@dults on
foraging expeditions. The growing youngsters would swim vtsth
parents for many months or even years as they gmvihee nesting
sites were usually shared by members of the same dextelamily

group.
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Dozing in the shade, Kevin mused for a few momentshen t
correct collective noun for a group of plesiosaurs. Wasschool or
shoal, or perhaps a pod, like whales? Somehow ‘flockhend’ did
not seem right? Finally, it came to him — it wakal f Loch Ness
Monsters.

Dinner at the resort was fascinating, Kevin found. hatne, he
would have expected separate tables for each group of guests,
allowing for a degree of privacy. By contrast, thetébdining room
was set with a few long tables, much like the refgctr Kevin's
university college, although here there were individuald an
unexpectedly comfortable chairs, rather than the haobden
benches that Kevin might have expected.

The dining room was set in a high-roofed building mosgpligroat
the sides and thatched with the ubiquitous woven palm tiegen
so, he thought he caught a glimpse of those orange spénkies
suggested that the roofing had been magically reinforcquedraps
waterproofed.

Mealtimes were announced hyrendition on a large drum, clearly
audible in the bar where people tended to gather aheadeofar an
aperitif. As the guests seated themselves, large glaitdood were
brought out of the kitchens by the waiting staff. lersed that
everyone was expected to help themselves, or each, dthehe
comestibles and there was much excited chattering.

Dinner was a time for social interaction for evergp Kevin
decided, whether solitary visitors or large family groupde was
quite taken aback by the noise and activity, especialigeshis
understanding of the Lyndesfarne language, although improved —
thanks to Tanji — was still rather broken and limiteshe helped, of
course, fielding some questions and remarks, and rapidlgidtizg
others for his benefit.

On the second evening at the refectory dinner, the siiting
opposite Kevin evidently overheard what Tanji was {ledimg for
him. He spoke directly to Kevin in an accented but undedsble
English.

“You are from the Other World, yes?”

Kevin was familiar with this expression referring tis own
world, which was apparently a direct transliteratiord aalways
seemed to be spoken with implicit Capital Letters.

Getting into the spirit of Lyndesfarne dining, Kevin | feéb
chatting to the other man. His name was Demaz, andvds
apparently a buyer of bulk materials in Kevin's world: catk —
slate, marble and granite — as well as cement (in lags)ake the
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magical construction stone used extensively in thisldvorMore
interestingly, Demaz also imported large polished natatahes,
taken from beaches, as well as glass spheres, whioh machine
made in Kevin's own world, of all sizes from marblds
paperweights.

What was traded the other way was not made clearin Kewnd
it was rather nice to be able to converse withoouguage difficulties.
Demaz was unfailingly polite and even charming, and Kéwimd
himself waxing expansively about his role in the desigthe New
Bridge. This brought an appreciative reaction from ttleeroman
who was clearly familiar with the crossing from hiisiness
dealings.

Demaz was accompanied by a woman who, at first glance,
seemed much younger than him. Uncharacteristicaliyati@fingly,
Kevin's first take was that she was a blonde bimiibpagh she was
probably older than she looked. Even so, it was tte&im that she
habitually put considerable effort into retaining a yduith
appearance, and a lot of thought went into selectingehellery and
clothing. She did not appear to speak any English, andlymere
nodded politely to Kevin and Tanji before returning to ttéang
with her daughters across the table.

Demaz was a big man, quite a lot older than Kevinpaltgh still
very blocky and powerfully built about the shoulders. kag was
clipped very short, greying and thinning slightly at thenfr He had
a permanent look of caution about the eyes. He atsmteteto sit
very still, while giving the unnerving impression tha ¢ould spring
into action at any moment.

Demaz’'s demeanour put Kevin in mind of an American ex-
serviceman he had once encountered on vacation. fitsymman
was now running a weapons store in Las Vegas. Seeking
entertainment away from the slot machines and reutetiles, Kevin
had hired an automatic weapon and bought fifty rounds of
ammunition before trying out the gun in the firing rang@ched to
the store.

He had found it astonishingly difficult to hit the targbtit went
away with a new-found respect to the old soldier, whibdtaod right
behind him at the firing range and gave every imprestian, if
Kevin had made any attempt to turn around with a loadedrghis i
hand, he would have ended up on the floor clutching varenstse
and suddenly painful parts of his anatomy.

It slowly occurred to Kevin that, for all Demaz’s beneur and
suave sophistication, he was probably a very dangerousarkaow.
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Chapter Nine

Kevin poured two glasses of red wine, a rather powerfilé&h
Merlot he had acquired earlier that afternoon from aallo
supermarket, and handed one to Taniji.

“This one’s a cooking wine,” he said, grinning, “Thatams |
drink it while I’'m cooking.”

Tanji, who was sitting at the counter in the tiny kén of Kevin's
flat, accepted the wine glass and laughed happily. Keigedais
own glass in a toast, sipped the wine and murmured reéécti He
then put the glass down at the back of the work surfateetarned
to the task of preparing tonight’s dinner.

Kevin had lived alone for several years, quietly occupyine
four-room flat in a southern suburb of Manchester wiad until
recently been rather run-down but now, thanks to thgoiog
programme of inner-city refurbishment, was well on tioad to
gentrification. He had regarded the flat more as sormmexwto keep
his collection of books and to sleep when he happendz tia the
area, rather than anywhere he really thought of aséi.

Over the last few months, since he had met TanjvirkKé@ad
taken up his old hobby of cooking with considerable erdisusi He
found it a real pleasure to be able to cook for Tangmthey stayed
over in England, and he was delighted that she had ald=s@joped
firm favourites from his repertoire of dishes.

Tonight, he was preparing her most oft-requested recikiadaf
thick soup in two parts. He had thought to stop brieflythet
supermarket on their way back from the crossing to Lyades
Now, shopping unpacked, he donned his apron, a traditional
butcher’s style with blue and white stripes, and stadezbging
various cooking implements from the kitchen cupboards.

As Tanji watched, he scooped out a cup of chicken stock &0
plastic box he had just extracted from the back of tlugd and
poured it into a small saucepan, setting the pan on theogsr.

He then set about peeling the tough skin from a buttegquss,
which Kevin always likened to trying to scrape the pasurface
from a melamine work top. Having finally managed to aeenthe
last of the hard outer surface, he rapidly de-pipped and dieed t
softer inner flesh using the largest of the kitchendsiv
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“That looked like hard work,” Tanji remarked, having wanchi
him struggle with the vegetable with an amused expressioher
face.

“These things always seem to put up a good fight,” he sugbeste
wryly.

He carefully slipped the diced squash into a larger pananlitte
butter, and then set it on the gas stove to cook gelalying into the
cupboard to find a suitable lid. He then turned the oeea tow
setting, and laid out a few slices of pancetta on a gakay.

“What do you think of the man on the bridge?” Tan;ji alsksill
watching him potter about the kitchen.

“Frankly, | don’t know what to make of it,” Kevin reptle placing
a second baking tray over the thin bacon to keep iafidtslipping it
into the oven. He picked up his wine glass again and mitovestt
next to Tanji.

“Don’t you think the circumstances are rather odd?”Ersisted.

“l do,” he replied, “But there are so many unanswered @urest
Is there anything special about the date?”

“Not that | know of,” Tanji said, “Other than the op&n of the
New Bridge itself.”

Kevin shook his head.

“l also don’t understand why Bret asked me to get involvied,
continued contemplatively, sipping at his wine glasss“hbt as if
I’'m a detective or anything. | don’t see what I've gtcontribute.”

“Well, I'm sure he got good reasons,” she responded, Aly o
because you're really superb at asking difficult questions.”

“I'm not sure about that,” Kevin said, modestly shakirig) ead
again, “Although I'll admit I'm very curious about the faihat the
scientist was found in the very centre of the brid§@meone seems
to be trying very hard to hide something, but | can’agne what
that might be. Or even who he’s trying to hide itfro Although I'm
sure we weren't supposed to catch a glimpse of the kilethe
cameras.”

Kevin stood up again and moved around the kitchen, rummaging
in a cupboard for the food processor and then turning engés
under the smaller saucepan containing the chicken st8sknow,
the squash had softened nicely, and Kevin slipped the \#geta
chunks into the food processor, pureeing them with a Gtitéam and
added some freshly-ground black pepper from an electrically-
powered grinder.

Tanji winced at the din from the noisy machinery.

“Sorry about that,” Kevin said, smiling apologetically.
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He scraped the resulting bright orange goop from the prarcess
into a couple of large soup dishes, forming a dip in th&reewth the
back of a spoon. He checked the boiling stock, thickemimgth
some strongly-flavoured grated cheese and a splash motkee of
cream. He then poured the pale yellow liquid into thelbomeatly
filling the depressions in the mashed squash.

The sole remaining steps were to decorate the soupsiels of
pancetta Kevin had previously cooked in the oven, andide the
crusty brown loaf he had bought from the supermarket alatingthe
cheese and vegetables. Since their dinner was sotda®mpletion,
it was inevitable that, just at that moment, thees & ring from the
doorbell.

“Someone at the door,” Tanji said, rather superfluously.

Kevin was still engaged with finishing the cooking andkled up
at Taniji, very slightly aggravated by the interruption.

“Could you see who's there?” He asked, “It's probably jhe
milkman, wanting to be paid. There’s some cash osite”

“OK, no problem,” she replied.

She put down her wine glass and left the room. Kewurdcoot
hear what was happening very well, because of the riamse the
extractor fan over the cooker. Even so, he could percbe front
door being opened and a murmur of enquiry. This was fotldvyea
couple of muffled thuds and what sounded like a squeak of surprise
from Tanij.

“What's up, Darling?” Kevin called from the kitchen.

There was no response. Kevin wiped his hands, turnetheff
cooker and the extractor, and went into the hallwagdaarch of
Tanji.

“Tanji? Are you OK?” He called again.

It was suddenly very quiet in the flat. He looked arouhdnt
realised to his rising horror that the front door \sbghtly ajar. He
rushed to the door and opened it just in time to see avehi&le, a
large off-roader of some kind, screech off from outsidedbor and
squeal around the corner at the end of the street.

“Tanji!” he screamed.

He had just enough presence of mind to note the number-gfiat
the vehicle as it disappeared.

The rest of the evening passed in a blur he had no wisdt#d. r
He returned to the flat, realising almost immediatkét there was no
point in giving chase, either on foot or in the care carefully
checked every room in the flat, calling out her name repatin
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the forlorn hope that Tanji was playing some kind ofktioe game
with him.

Finally, he returned to the living room, sank into theasand sat
with his head in his hands trying to think what to do. He fel
completely helpless in this situation. He knew ofdi@ct way to
contact anyone in Lyndesfarne at short notice, and heeligant to
get in touch with anyone at NISSA after certain re@xueriences.

It would take many hours for him to make his way to the Lyradtasf
crossing in the car, then walk to Bret's house, whi@s whe only
place he could think of to go for help.

Kevin remembered that he had been given some instructions on
how to get a communication to people in Lyndesfarne. Agby,
there was a certain telephone number he could caledvel a
message. He fumbled in his wallet to locate a slip pép&om one
of those little yellow sticky pads, then reached deeahe coffee table
for his mobile. The number, he noted as he keyed thes digo the
phone, seemed to be associated with NISSA or at Mastastle
University, judging by the area code.

The call went through first time and, after a coudleigs, he
heard a very terse voice instructing him to speak afeetdhe, with
no notification or indication as to whom or whamassage might be
directed.

Kevin gave his name and said he wanted to leave a message fo
Bret, cursing silently that he did not know any mor&8wét’'s name.
After a moment’s hesitation, he stated that he whBiet to contact
him urgently, that Tanji had been kidnapped, and then left his
telephone numbers.

After hanging up, Kevin wondered if there was anything else he
could do. He felt he had to call the local police, there was not
very much he felt he could tell them, other thandineumstances of
the abduction and his own personal details. He strosggpected
that trying to explain anything about the curious world of
Lyndesfarne would likely get him arrested for wasting padiices, if
not incarcerated in the funny farm.

After what seemed like an incredibly long wait, two peinen
arrived at his door. He invited them in, and tried to erplahat had
happened as clearly as he could. The constable leading the
guestioning appeared determined to confuse him by asking questions
which seemed to have no bearing on what he was tryingpiaie.
Both coppers looked very strangely at him when he explahegche
did not know her surname for sure. Thinking quickly, healied
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Tanji's patronymic and invented a plausible spelling on-the-fl
which give the impression of satisfying the copper’s enquiry

After making laborious notes and poking around the flatafor
while, the policemen left. Kevin made sure that thag transcribed
the registration number. He got the distinct impasdhat the
constables thought that he was over-reacting, that Fadjijust left
after an emotional argument, a tiff, a “domestic’hashad heard it
categorised. He strongly suspected that there wouldobgenous
attempt to investigate the disappearance, and the cade aoguish
in some file or database forever.

After the police had gone, he returned to the kitchehl@oked at
the butternut squash soup he had so carefully prepared ,caoker
sitting congealed and inedible on the kitchen countee. btist into
tears.

Much later, Kevin was woken by a ring on the doorbell. Heé h
fallen asleep on the sofa, having felt too upset and wounad g to
bed. He glanced at his watch — it was nearly threleeimtorning.

He opened the door cautiously. Bret was at the door,
accompanied by a uniformed chauffeur. A Range Rover with
blacked-out windows stood at the curb behind them.

Bret looked immensely relieved to see Kevin.

“l want you to come with me, now,” he said without pnésde.

“Why?” Kevin exclaimed groggily, as he ushered Bret into the
house.

“Well, I'm not sure it's safe here,” the other maplred urgently,
“You do realise that they might not have intendedriateh Tanji,
that they might have been after you instead?”

It had not occurred to Kevin that he himself might be ingda,
although he was barely able to think at all just atrtimement. He
went to the bathroom to splash some water on hisdadeto clean
his teeth, then gathered up a few things and stuffed themhisto
rucksack. It did not take very long, as he had been livivgrg
peripatetic lifestyle recently.

“OK,” he said finally, looking forlornly around the ligt flat,
“Let’s go.”
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Chapter Ten

The design of the New Bridge to Lyndesfarne had been a
tremendous undertaking, and Kevin's personal involvemeshtbkan
considerable. The professional pressures had onlyrbeda worse
by the disruption caused by the ultimately unsuccessfunptteto
prevent the conclusion of the project.

As the New Bridge moved to completion, Kevin had take: th
opportunity to shift in a direction which he imagined wbhbé rather
less pressured. He became a consultant — a rather unigum ¢act,
with both a sophisticated knowledge of engineering and
organisational principles in his own world, together hwian
increasing understanding of the magic of Lyndesfarne.

The first really major piece of work he was commissi to
undertake was the review of the transportation of goetlsden the
two worlds. Part of his initial research was a ‘Higtel feasibility
study’, in the consultant’s jargon he found it all tosyeto adopt,
leading to the production of a solution definition report.

The difference between actually making real stuff delwertime
and the consultants role of ‘solution definition’, Kevihad
concluded, was less about shovelling the shit afteadt it the fan,
and much more about shaping the manure into convenie@s, b
that they could be thrown at the rotating machineryth®y project
management.

Kevin's research had led him to arrange a visit to gbeds
handling facilities which stood a short distance frdva eénd of the
causeway leading to the OIld Bridge. He stood at the gdtdse
trans-shipment area, looking through the high wire fenttesugh
which could just be seen a large and modern warehousenfuildi

The building itself was hardly visible except from tipsint,
although the construction of the warehouse was fandidiim. The
technique of metal and block-work cladding over a framewafrk
steel I-beams was a cheap way of providing a large ungerspace,
provided that the external appearance and the comfopeople
housed within was not of great concern.

On this trip, Kevin had been guided by Doctor Willis from
NISSA. The Good Doctor’s carefully cultivated “Mad Rasdgor”
look had not been attenuated since the two men’s premeesing.
On this occasion, Wilis had removed his stained whate coat,
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which was replaced by a very slightly frayed tweed jackeéh,
Kevin was amused to note, the mandatory leather patahdbe
elbows.

The two men had been transported from Newcastle Uitiyen
a chauffeur-driven car which, he would discover much ldtad been
supplied by RTDE. During the road trip, the Doctor had taaiad
his taciturn reserve, alternately staring out of thedaw, or making
cryptic notes in neat and tiny handwriting in a littietebook he kept
in his inside pocket.

For some reason, the driver had pulled up outside the fetber
than continuing to the gate itself. This did not seenstrprise
Doctor Willis, who calmly waited for the doors to bpened by the
chauffeur.

“We've arrived,” the Doctor said unnecessarily, as iKev
inelegantly exited the vehicle.

As he watched, a large articulated truck drew up outside ths.ga
The boxy bodywork was supported by six axles, indicatirg this
was an example of the largest class of Heavy Goodsclgeh
normally allowed on British roads. It was a thirigté¢ tonne (gross
weight) lorry of the kind that he had encountered frequentually
on the bends of the road from the Lyndesfarne crogeirige Great
North Road.

The truck barely paused at the gates. Someone in tldesaipt
workaday clothes that Kevin now recognised as the umifof the
Guardians appeared, swiftly opened the gate and beckonedwire dr
through, before closing the gate as swiftly afterwards.

The two men made their way on foot the short distancthe
gatehouse which stood to one side of the gates though tiledorry
had just entered. The gatehouse was not easily seantheroad,
being tucked away behind thickly-grown but well-trimmed hedges

Willis directed Kevin to the pedestrian’'s entrance, ggidimm
inside before speaking briefly and more-or-less inaudiblythe
Guardian on duty. There was a short exchange of noeis,Whllis
was allowed to escort Kevin to the main building. Bdhhim,
Kevin caught sight of the Guardian picking up a telephone.

Inside, the warehouse was in a state of carefully estcated
chaos. Kevin was shown around by the rather stresset
overweight warehouse manager with loosed tie and ratbeipus
damp patches at the armpits, introduced only as Dave.
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The manager seemed happy enough to chat and answer all of
Kevin's questions, to the point where he began to wonday
Doctor Willis had accompanied him at all.

Dave rapidly put a structure around the noise and bustle.

“Goods arriving are unloaded at the docks over there,” he
explained, “We have six fork-lift trucks, and we run aethshift
system so that they are in use almost around the tlock.

He indicated an area filled with steel racking allowimgtes and
pallets to be stacked to the rafters separated by long mf
fluorescent lighting whose light reflected from the bplitches on
Dave’s skull. From the HGVs, with their trailers kad up to the
open doors, the pallets were being unloaded efficientfgparted by
the skilful operation of the fork-lift trucks.

“How long before the goods are shipped over to Lyndes?arne
Kevin asked.

Dave the manager rubbed his hand over the stubble ochihis
thoughtfully.

“Well, it depends,” he said after a few moments, “But Ugités
gone inside a day — two days tops. Now, take a look arer’h

Trailed by Doctor Willis, Kevin followed Dave towardke far
wall of the warehouse.

“Down this end,” the warehouse manager continued, “VWel lo
and unload the wagons for transportation to the OthetdWo

Kevin watched conventional motorised fork lift trucksqolg or
removing wooden pallets from anachronistic wooden caid
wagons, each drawn by teams of two horses. The laputads were
held in place with sheets of oiled canvas and hemp ropessh
would survive the anti-technology magic of the barrietween the
Two Worlds, rather than the tough plastic sheeting atahnppes
that Kevin would have expected in the twenty-first aent

Even so, evidence of modern methods of handling was
everywhere. Kevin noticed the slots and openings in thgomsa
which allowed the tines of the fork lift trucks to loaddaunload
whole crates and pallets quickly.

The horses themselves were entirely unmoved by the fdheo
engines and stood placidly, clearly quite familiar wiile thachines,
and the loading and unloading work going on behind them. The
wagoners stood by their team, chattering intermittentti the fork
lift operators in between providing their animals with efeesgs or
rubbing down their flanks.
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Kevin thought he could now spot the subtle facial featy@sadil
of those from the other world, and the wagoners appearée an
eclectic mix of individuals from both sides of theagjhts.

Dave pointed out the separate entrance and exit froen th
compound provided for the horse-drawn wagons. From thisgant
point, Kevin could see a narrow paved road which led behiad th
“Tourist Information Office” that doubled as the Guardiagsard
house, and screened from the car park by a thick growthoafiyth
trees. The wagons could make their way to the causan@éyhence
to the Other World almost unobserved by other travellers

Kevin was briefly tempted to follow one of the departinggans,
just to watch them segue into the other traffic on thessng.
However, the enthusiasm of the manager, not to meitibnefly-
glanced frown of disapproval from Doctor Willis, rapidl
discouraged him. Instead, he turned about, and followedttie o
two men back into the cavernous building.

“Down this side,” Dave pontificated, wandering on aheale*
store the goods arriving from Lyndesfarne.”

He indicated a second row of steel racking seemiragwtical to
the one Kevin had inspected earlier, although adorned byeaetitf
collection of boxes and containers. Any of them wonbt have
looked out of place anywhere in his world, Kevin mused, agabhed
up at the array of goods.

He was abruptly dragged from his reverie by a horn sounding
closely behind him. Both Dave and Doctor Willis neatgpgied out
of the way of a fork lift truck, practically dragging Kewith them,
while the operator again beeped cheerily and waved atdihers.

It was, Kevin concluded, a fairly simple system. Goodyexa
by HGV, then unloaded and stored for a day or so, and finally
shipped onwards by horse-drawn wagon. In the other directie
wagons were unloaded, the crates stored for a simgadyt period,
then the pallets are loaded onto trucks.

All of this was quite a contrast to the approach he d&ea
when he later visited the corresponding facility on abiger side of
the crossing. To Kevin's trained eyes, even the coctsbn of the
Lyndesfarne transit warehouse was entirely different.

The building was set directly onto the road, not famfrine end
of the causeway and right next to the portal building Ketin had
already used on trips to the Other World when guided by. T&nm
this trip, too, he was guided by Tanji, who had used her @wmtacts
in the Guild of Directions to gain an introduction.
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Inside, the Lyndesfarne transfer point was an astiogishsmall
space, when compared with the building on the other sltdevas
enclosed in traditionally-built thick stone walls suppagtiheavy
wooden rafters, in some places held up by internal walgly as
thick as the exterior ones. The roof itself waspma layer of thick
slate or some similar stone tiles, laid over a stonber framework
held aloft by the rafters.

As they arrived, two people emerged from an interior ¥lagron
the other side of the building. The first was a tiaynost bird-like
woman whose hands were in constant movement ashatiered in a
steady stream. As she spoke, she repeatedly bobbed upvamailo
the balls of her feet, presumably for emphasis, makimg waist-
length hair braids bounce and jiggle at every movement.

The other was a tall young man with wild dark hair piedcing
blue eyes whose every movement appeared to radiate-lk& ével
of calm and equilibrium. The man noticed Kevin and Talmiost
immediately, but waited for ten seconds or more befioting the
right moment to draw his companion’s attention to mie&/comers.
The interruption, it seemed to Kevin, consisted ofisetheyebrow,
or some comparable non-verbal communication.

As one, the man and woman tuned to face the visitarsing
their hands in the familiar Lyndesfarne salutation.he Twoman
uttered a few words that Kevin was pretty certain lsegeised as a
greeting before switching to near-flawless English.

“You must be Kevin,” she twittered, “You are most weleo
And Tanji, of course. Please do remember me to youakeUn

Tanji nodded politely and said a few rather formal-sounding
words in the Lyndesfarne language.

“l am Lyssa,” the woman continued, “And this is my...”

She hesitated.

“Colleague?” the man interjected calmly.

“Colleague Vanise. Please let us show you around.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Kevin responded, “Thank you for
allowing me to interrupt your busy schedule.”

The tour of the facilities did not take very long, maibkecause
the building really was not very big. Lyssa chatteredya bouncing
this way and that, only stopping when she could not findedne
right word — always supplied without delay by her taciturn
companion.

Much to Kevin's surprise, there was clearly almoststmrage of
goods — even transiently — on the site itself. Instaidncoming
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packages were shipped out through the goods portal networkt almos
as soon as they arrived by horse-drawn wagon.

He watched open-mouthed as the goods lifted from the paltet
the wagons — the pallets themselves remaining behind maugyc
evidently under the direct control of a skilled team afidiers. The
levitating cargo moved steadily across the floor asisome kind of
insubstantial conveyor belt before disappearing into pbwal with
no more than a few seconds delay.

Kevin could see the notice above the portal archwegyJdttering
which even now he was barely able to make out but hwhie
understood indicated the destination of the goods. Theckmmged
frequently, rippling into a new configuration before almesery
consignment passed through.

Even more astonishingly, the converse was also trgmeds
which arrived through the portal were loaded onto the wagath a
similar lack of delay.

The smooth coordination and control implied a sophigtta
logistics operation, the kind of thing that would, in bisn world,
require careful organisation and the use of a complex c@mput
system.

Kevin wondered how this “just in time” delivery was sugedrin
the world of Lyndesfarne, and managed to interrupt the gugfaél
to ask how the transport of goods was organised. Lystd/anise
turned to look at each other in that curiously synclsexhiway that
he had noticed before.

He got the strangest sensation that they were comgjunin
collectively trying — and failing — to come up with somaywof
explaining the principles in a language not designed for ssioge
magical ideas.

Eventually, Vanise spoke.

“We use the stones,” he said, apparently realising heakwhis
must have sounded.

“Ah,” Kevin said, thoughtfully.

He had been briefed at NISSA a few months before aiagtcal
stones which, when held in the hand, allowed to hoideenter a
light trance which had long been used for both commuaitand
entertainment. He even understood that sets of tteses could
allow several people to enter a common illusion and folggther.

It would not be too much of a stretch, he considereat, ghch a
technology would allow for collaborative thinking ankdiqming, and
perhaps also be somehow coupled to the operation of theésgoo
portals themselves.
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There was another thing puzzling Kevin. He had noticed ¢m bo
sides of the crossing that the crates and palletg hailmaded usually
contained just one kind of goods, as if they had cawe fa single
source. Similarly, in the warehouse in his own worlit HGV
trailers were usually loaded with a single kind of goadsady, he
imagined, to be taken to a more conventional logisticdistribution
centre.

Sometimes, very occasionally, pallets would be loadeth wi
mixed goods, as if an assortment of merchandise wdre dielivered
to a single location in the Other World. Why, Kevinndered, was
this?  What was the purpose of the special arrangements?
Presumably, he concluded tentatively, it was possiblenake a
special one-off shipment between the Two Worlds.
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Chapter Eleven

Kevin must have slept in the car, since he had almoshemory
of the drive from Manchester. He struggled awake, yinahlising
that it was already light. Bret seemed alert, briglatde when he
turned his head and saw that the other man was awake.

“We’'re nearly there,” he said quietly.

Kevin yawned and stretched as best he could in thenesntf
the vehicle. He then sat up straight and looked around fifre
driver was skilfully piloting the car along a series afrow country
lanes, with thick overgrown hedgerows on each side.

After a few minutes, the car pulled up outside an old bilit sti
exceptionally impressive pair of wrought iron gates tmatg from
stout stone pillars. Some kind of gatehouse stood orsidagand a
discreet sign declared: “Cliviger Grange. Private: No\En

Someone stepped out of the little building wearing, Kesalised
belatedly, the not-quite-uniform that characterised @eardian
force. He had seen this style of dress at the caysswé&equently
during his numerous visits to the world of Lyndesfarne, iamook a
few moments to realise what he was looking at hdiee guard saw
the Range Rover, waved briefly at the driver and returee the
gatehouse. A few seconds later, the gates swung opeiieon s
motors and the car pulled through.

Looking around, Kevin could see extensive walled groundsg lin
with mature trees and thick growths of rhododendrons ametléa
which ensured a high degree of privacy. The big car doonetly
along a driveway that ran between carefully-tended lam®ither
side. The road was edged with modern concrete kerbstomks
surfaced with old but well-maintained tar macadam whedneed to
have seen a lot of use over the years.

The main entrance to the impressive old house was ag@Eody
the long drive and a turning circle, the latter centredh llowerbed
around an ornate stone fountain. The stonework was with age
but the carved urns were still flowing with, Kevin imaggl,
recirculated water propelled by hidden pumps.

A fork in the road just before the turning circle ledataluster of
buildings of similar vintage to the main house, with arched
entrance to a courtyard just visible within. Keviragmed that these
were once stables but were now repurposed as garagesoathiead
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been extended — more recently, it seemed to Kevin —thenturning
circle leading to a series of more modern buildings,@n&o stories
high with pitched roofs, and executed in brick and stomefuddy

chosen to be sympathetic to the older structures nearby

The car drew up outside the imposing stone steps which léal up
the main entrance. Cliviger Grange gave the impressian rather
grand old house, dating from the nineteenth century, wiachbeen
allowed to fall into a state of disrepair, and subsequewntry
carefully restored to allow its use as modern officed eeeting
rooms. The original fabric of the building had cleargmained
undamaged, Kevin thought as he blearily inspected the facéte
large masonry blocks around the windows and doors, antieat t
corners of the building were all intact, and the intemg spaces
were filled with aged but recently re-pointed brickwork.

Much of the front facade was festooned with Wistermal a
Virginia creeper. He imagined that the Wisteria wouldn@ensely
colourful in its season, earlier in the year, but nih& deep red
foliage of the Virginia creeper put on a vibrant shoevin, who
had a professional eye for these things, could seeatlsanificant
budget was being expended on the maintenance of house and
grounds, and suspected that there must be greenhouses and othe
garden buildings tucked away out of sight somewhere nearby.

Still feeling rather groggy and dishevelled, he struggled ftioen
car.

“What is this place?” he asked Bret.

“It's called Cliviger Grange,” the other man repliednolgl “And
it's, well, it's the Headquarters for the Guardianghis tvorld.”

“Ah.”

Kevin had wondered about this. There were always Guerdia
duty at the crossing itself, basing themselves in tilibg sited
close to the entrance to the causeway which he hstakean, on his
first encounter, for a Tourist Information Office.

He knew the Guardians were habitually discreet and prpbabl
more numerous than he had at first thought. He also kinatnthey
undertook the careful policing of the crossing itself a4 as, he had
been given to understand, patrolling the coastline ih biaections
from the crossing.

With these responsibilities and the level of traffleey must have
more facilities available than the ‘Tourist Informoat Office’. Kevin
had long known that this building actually functioned as adypast,
and that it was bigger than it looked, but he realisedttiee must
be other, larger, facilities elsewhere.
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Sensing Kevin's contemplative — or perhaps just confusdédte, s
Bret gently guided the other man inside the building, noddititelyo
to the doorkeeper on the way past. He guided him alongaiireay,
their footsteps sounding loudly on the polished wooden,fil@n up
a grand staircase, with the carpet held in place by aerfashioned
brass stair-rods.

At the top of the stairs, Bret turned right, directingvikealong
another corridor before knocking at a door at the enel.p&lised for
a moment outside, apparently to allow Kevin to recdvem his
temporary state of fugue. He then pushed open the door.

“There are some people here who I'd like you to meetgt Baid.

Kevin made no immediate response, still feeling justt aixt of
it. Finally pulling it together, he snapped into focuskiag directly
at the man sitting behind a desk

“Kevin, this is Warden Williamson, head of Clivigerd&age.”

Bret indicated a fit-looking man in his early fiftiestkv greying
hair cut short in, Kevin thought later, a distincthjitawy style.

The older man stood, extending his hand over the desk.

“Call me Derek,” he said in a deep voice tinged with glhemmy
vowels of a public school education, “Pleased to meet’'yo

Kevin muttered something unintelligible in response, ameht
added more clearly, “Can you help me find Tan;ji?”

The older man looked thoughtfully at him for a few moraent

“Yes,” he replied finally, “I think we might just be @&to. Come
this way.”

He ushered Kevin through another door into an adjoininetinge
room, followed by Bret. There were several otherpealready in
the room, conversing in low tones. All fell silesm$ the three men
entered.

At one side stood a large and muscular man with the idamil
stripes on his arm indicating that he was a Sergedetwas flanked
with three younger people — a man and two women — alvasoing
the not-quite-uniform of the Guardians. Kevin thoughtriight have
glimpsed the Sergeant on duty at the crossing, althoughuié ot
be sure.

“Sergeant Graves?” the Warden announced his presermpéein
tones, “Can you get everyone together?”

As one, the Sergeant and his colleagues moved overeto th
meeting room table.

On the other side of the room, Kevin realised witktart, was
Tanji's Uncle, whose name he had never quite grasped.olfhman
was sitting at the conference table, accompanied $lgraler youth
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who was introduced so quickly that Kevin was not suredaedaught
his name correctly, but sounded something like Zarb. yiheg
man was quite obviously a Guide from the Guild of Direwiovho
had assisted his Visitor in travelling in a considexahirry from the
Other World.

Kevin knew that Tanji's Aunt and Uncle were her clédesng
relatives, and that she had been brought up by them &orary
young age, after the mysterious disappearance of her par€anji's
Aunt was not in the room. As Kevin came to understgrghe was
far too distressed to travel and was being cared fonoate by
friends.

Kevin walked over to Tanj’'s Uncle, and took the otimean’s
hands in his own. His knowledge of the Lyndesfarne laggwauld
be politely described as rudimentary, and in any caseetned to
have deserted him completely at this time.

“I'm so very sorry,” he said in English, “I'll do ewghing | can
to find her.”

The older man appeared to understand his words, but replied in
the Lyndesfarne language. The young man at his elbovotkiyo
translated his rather formal speech.

“Thank you for your kind thoughts. | too sincerely bediewe
will find Tanji very soon.”

The Guardians had rapidly drawn up chairs and were nowgsitti
around the table that formed the centrepiece of thenro®Varden
Williamson took a chair at the head of the table,cating that Kevin
and Bret should take seats opposite Tanji's uncle and his.gui

Kevin's anxieties finally got the better of him.

“Why her?” he blurted out, “And why from my flat?”

The Warden paused for a second, glancing around the room.

“Well, | have to say that we don’t know yet,” he regdli “So let’s
start at the beginning.”

Looking Kevin directly in the eye, he continued, “Caruyihink
of any reason why Tanji, or you, should be attacked lmplpein
Britain?”

“From my own world?” Kevin answered slowly, “I cathink of
anything at all. I'm pretty certain | don’t have agryemies — at least,
any that I'm aware of.”

“So you don't think it's you, personally?” Warden Willigson
pressed.

“No,” Kevin answered, “No, | don'’t think so.”

The Sergeant of the Guardians that Kevin vaguely recednis
gave a report on the actions taken so far. The repastbrief and
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crisply to the point, but contained nothing that Kevid dot already
know of at least strongly suspected.

“We know that Kevin reported a kidnapping to the Britishigeol
in Manchester,” he continued.

“Ah, well,” Kevin interjected, “I might be wrong, but got the
distinct impression that they weren’t taking me seripusl

“What do you mean?” Bret asked, leaning forward suddenly.

“l think they considered it a lovers’ tiff, and she plyjngot a
friend to collect her in a car.”

“‘Hmmm,” the Warden said, “l didn't think we could count on
very much help from the civil forces. Mind you, we davé some
high-level contacts, and I'll make a couple of calls.e Wight get
lucky — the car might be stopped for some other reasdhebiraffic
police, or something.”

Kevin privately thought this was rather unlikely, but maute
response.

“And, obviously, we have alerted the Guardians on thergtan
both worlds.”

Kevin was confused.

“Do you think they will try to take her Lyndesfarne?e h
exclaimed, “Why would they do that?”

“We can't rule it out,” the Warden responded calmly.

Kevin could not think of a reason either way. He vea$
struggling with a reason why she had been taken at all.

“The British police will probably want to interviewoy again,”
the Warden said.

Kevin felt uncertain about this.

“What do you want me to say?” he asked.

“Just tell them what you said before."

“What about questions like, ‘where does she live?”, iKev
demanded.

“Tell them the truth, near enough,” the Warden answeseding
very slightly, “That she lives with her Uncle and Awm the Island
of Lyndesfarne in North East England. Here’s an address

The Warden handed over a sheet of paper evidently tonm d&
notepad with a few lines written on it

“Won't that be a problem?” Kevin asked, “I mean, wottiey
check up?”

“Almost certainly not,” Bret interjected, also smdi slightly
smugly, “They will defer the enquiry to the local poligce — and
we have very good contacts there.”
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Kevin nodded. He strongly suspected this was not thetifing
that such a ruse had been used.

“But we still don’t know why she was taken,” Kevin preds

The Warden held up his hands.

“I'm afraid you're right,” he said gently, “But we haveuro
suspicions. We think it was someone, or some group, mgatdi find
out more about the world of Lyndesfarne — to gain acaass
influence some event we just don't fully understand yeAnd,
worryingly, we think there’s a connection between jilEan
kidnapping and the body on the bridge.”

“What?” Kevin exclaimed, “How?”

“We think they're trying to distract us from the deathAmdrew
Wollack, by kidnapping you. Or perhaps to prevent you from
helping us with our enquiries” — the Warden grimaced at the
hackneyed phrase — “Someone heard about your trick with the
cameras and panicked.”

“Since we think there’s some link with the dead marmrétBsaid,

“ suggest we continue our investigation of Doctor Wdlac
background.”

Kevin could not think of anything else to do and it whs,
considered, better than sitting around moping.

“OK,” he replied, “So what shall we do?”

Bret looked suddenly resolute.

“We’ll go to London.”

© Trevor Hopkins 2007-2008 75



Chapter Twelve

Kevin had long thought that the best place to starugstoguide
for London was the centre of Waterloo Bridge. Of ceursvas not
possible to just appear there, even by magic, but thiaatighrevent
him from announcing to Tanji that this would be thdicadl start of
the trip.

He had been hugely appreciative of Tanj’'s enthusiasmhi®r
desire to learn more about the world of Lyndesfarne laaut been
wanting to reciprocate in some way for her effortenganising those
jaunts in her own world.

Tanji had given him the impression that she had vigihedOther
World on many occasions, both as a student in the Gafild
Directions and later as a Guide, escorting the occas\sitors to
their desired destination. Kevin understood that, usu@llydes for
Visitors were natives of the world being visited so haps, he
mused, she was not quite such a frequent a visitor dftetraany
case, Tanji seemed delighted by the prospect of beingnsti@icity.

“IIl be fun,” she said, with her characteristic gigafeher voice,
“Seeing your world through your eyes.”

She paused and then continued more seriously.

“It's one of the things that | like about you. You aret so
blinkered to the conventions of your society, the apsiams about
the nature of the universe. 1 like the way you questings, all the
time. And | think | would like to see your world that way.”

A convenient opportunity had come up soon enough. It turned
out that Kevin had some business in Town — a presentitigive to
some senior directors of a company for whom he had bee
commissioned to perform an initial feasibility study #obridge. The
company represented a consortium of London investors and
international businessmen, many of whom were froe dhnall but
oil-rich states abutting the coast of the Red Sea.

The proposal was for a crossing over the natural watkekading
to Kilindini Harbour, south of Mombasa Island in Kenydhis was
for a bridge as a replacement for the Likoni Ferry akerdeep-water
channel, as the travel delays increasingly incurred e wéast
becoming an economic constraint on the fast-growirmn@wy of
both that country and several neighbouring sub-SaharaicaAf
nations.
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There were a number of complicated technical conssrain any
solution, including the requirement that ocean-going shipsild be
capable of passing underneath, since the harbour was fomticlr
inland than any plausible site for the bridge itself.

In addition, the land on the island side was ratherNavg, being
little more than a delta of sediment built up by themi@ver the ages,
while the mainland was steeply sloping, rapidly rising doig the
coastal hills which edged the continental uplands. disigarity in
elevation made the selection of the technology far thossing
difficult in itself.

Even worse, the land on the island side was alreabgrraeavily
occupied by a series of rough shanty towns. The mgajofitthe
inhabitants had dubious legal grounds for their residenay, itb
would nevertheless take a considerable amount of titheremey to
evict a large number of people. So, the smallest laed an the
island was also an important criterion.

Kevin felt that this was another opportunity for hiondisplay the
talent he had for suggesting imaginative and, more impiy;taost-
effective solutions to obscure civil engineering proldente briefly
considered a lifting or turning bridge but moving crossimgcsures,
especially of that size, were prone to breakdowns aretieak
considerable maintenance — something that might betbagdsure in
a country whose general infrastructure was several dedaslend
the times.

His recommended solution included an S-shaped ramp on
island side, to minimise the area required for vehicataess to the
bridge without making any slope very steep — important \wodd
where the maintenance of vehicle brakes could notyahea relied
upon.

The main part of the bridge would take advantage of theadiyt
higher ground: an asymmetric cable stay bridge, withbthie of the
span supported from the mainland side and with cables fixete
bedrock. A much shorter tower supported the other spdingap
both the bridge over the sea as well as the last gfatthe access
ramp.

This was all unrelated to the Lyndesfarne Bridge projétather,
it was one of several pieces of interesting and framiremely
lucrative work that Kevin had managed to acquire aftdefheéhe old
firm of architects who had employed him since UnitgrsiAs an
independent consultant, and with rather more reputatiorthén
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industry than he was at first aware of, Kevin relishiee intellectual
freedom and flexibility his new circumstances affordid. h

Under other circumstances, Kevin might have travelledhis
meeting and back in one day, getting back every lateeiretiening
and sleeping late the following day. On this occasiawever, he
had taken the opportunity to travel the day before ang fstaa
couple of nights in a hotel. Being accompanied by Traally did
make all the difference.

In the event, the couple travelled in a leisurely fashfrom
Kevin's little flat in the suburbs, setting off quitedaby taxi for the
mainline railway station. The train from ManchesEiccadilly to
London Euston was uncommonly pleasant, Kevin having indulge
first class tickets for the journey. Tanji's reaatito rail travel was
fascinating to Kevin. She appeared to be particulalixed — much
more so than he was used to. In addition, and somdthikgvin's
surprise, she insisted on sitting with her back to thection of
travel.

‘| prefer trains to travelling by car,” she explainedhem
prompted by Kevin.

“Why?” he asked,

“Well, there’s always the slight sensation of being of control,
of careering along far too fast.”

She held up her hand to forestall Kevin's protestations.

“Yes, | know it's really quite safe,” she continued, ‘tAtim sure
you're a very careful driver, but | find it easier toage the sensation
of rapid movement in a train.”

Kevin suspected this was a reaction to the uniquely Lyaudes
approach to travel, with instantaneous transport betwee points
using portals — although with absolutely no sense of speedipled
with the insistence that land vehicles, even magicas, travel no
faster than traditional horse-drawn transport.

Euston station was bustling as always when they atriiéevin
led Tanji up the platform ramp and across the concoursthdo
entrance to the London underground, keeping a close lookout fo
those wheeled bags that seemed to have a life ofdivairand were
likely to clip you on the ankle at the slightest laclatiention.

Tanji was evidently familiar with the process of buyiickets, or
at least unfazed by the necessity. After a shopg tn the
Underground trains, they emerged at Embankment tube station
in arm, they walked along the Victoria embankment toténN@o
Bridge and up the steps to the bridge itself. From ttarehat time
of the year, it was a pleasant, if slightly breezykvedong the bridge
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to the very middle of the crossing. They stood omptheement at the
centre of the bridge, where a plaque thoughtfully providedtHer
guidance of tourists allowed Kevin to be sure about tfeenmation
he was, proudly and a little embarrassingly, impartingenji.

A little way upriver on the north bank were the faanili
landmarks of the Houses of Parliament and the tow8igoBen, the
seat of the UK’'s central administration, deliberatélyilt in a
carefully archaic style to transfer the impression stdbility and
longevity from building to government.

On the opposite bank, the great wheel of the Londondeyeaed
over the entire area. Kevin pointed out to Tanji,thiee the wheel of
a bicycle, the spokes did not hold up the wheel. Ratherstretch
and flex of the spokes meant that much of the weigtiteofim of the
wheel was hung from the axle; indeed the entire strustaseunder
tension, the spokes being far too thin to be much good in
compression.

The explanation left Tanji's face momentarily tigrednup with
concentration at, Kevin hoped, the effort to seedtwstruction of
modern artefacts through the eyes of a physical ssiertnd
engineer. Or perhaps it was complete confusion; Kedimdi really
mind either way, as long as she was amused by hiseprattl

Continuing the rotating tour downriver, Kevin pointed obé t
South Bank complex: the National Theatre, the Tate Modet
gallery, and the headquarters of various internationadpater and
petrochemical companies. All these buildings were reatar the
towers, monoliths and piled-box shapes of the 1960’s poured
concrete vernacular, now looking rather stained andrweten.

By contrast, the more modern glass towers of the ihermore
properly, the Swiss Re Building — and the towers of Cakiénarf
were clearly visible in the distance downriver.

“There’s so much above ground,” Tanji remarked, halfecséif,
“So many tall buildings.”

“Well, most of these buildings will have basements,gvik
replied, “But most people prefer to live or work whereythan see
outside, and get at least some natural light.”

“Ah, 1 see. No windows,” she nodded, “I mean, no madgica
windows.”

Further around the circle, Kevin pointed out the vast dofrit.
Paul's Cathedral, standing proud and alone above the sumgundi
rooftops. This building was another astonishing achieve, he
knew, and one which had advanced the reputation of SistGbiner
Wren, the foremost architect of his time. The gmatne itself was
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so heavy that there was a risk that its weight woulldgse outwards
the supporting walls.

Normally, this risk would be averted by supporting the svalh
the outside by buttresses or smaller constructionse ifimovation
that Wren had introduced, to give that famously freegstgndome
look, was to embed thick steel cables around the emt@emference
of the walls, tensioning the cables to take the weadihe roof.

In front of the Cathedral, water-front buildings thatvi&t could
identify included Devonshire House, home of the InlandeRee,
and the mysterious building occupied, by reputation at l&sstne
of the more secretive of government military ingghce
organisations. Even so, he was personally inclinetheéoview that
the phrase “military intelligence” was itself an oxyran.

After the opening gambit on the bridge, the rest ofrtimening
tour was a huge success. The couple took in severabtsigoally
tourist activities, including an open-topped bus ride, a whlkg the
Thames Embankment and a short trip in a rattling blackdbn
taxicab. After a light lunch in a quiet brasserie, iKdeft Tanji to
stroll the streets and parks of the city, while he maaste back to
South Bank.

The official business that Kevin had really travelfed consisted
of a two-hour meeting in the afternoon, in the hedideobuildings of
an international construction firm not very far froffaterloo Bridge.
His presentation was attended by senior managers frioen
construction company, a junior Foreign Office officiahd a
representative from the Kenyan Embassy as well e aemedium-
ranking dignitaries from assorted surrounding countries.

Kevin presented the simplest possible view of the sludpie
bridge and the reasons why, and was listened to witlixtaune of
undisguised boredom, polite interest and calculated — everenagy
— understanding. It was not always easy to judge the taEnsuch
formal meetings, Kevin had learned from long experiebaé he got
the distinct impression that his technical recommeodstfor the
crossing would be accepted.

Indeed, he felt that all that was now at stake wasctis¢ of the
new bridge and, more importantly, which combination
international mineral mining cartels and world bankingtitutions
would be providing the funding.

Flushed with success, Kevin met Tanji as arranged aindd¢b a
hotel on the Strand. That evening, they enjoyed a itbxsirand,
Kevin was surprised to note, astonishingly expensivel rineghe
Grill restaurant attached to the hotel. Tanji alsgossed Kevin by
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admitting to a taste for Champagne, gladly accepting a fj@ssthe
waiter as an aperitif and quietly but firmly suggesting ti@trder a
whole bottle with their meal.

By the end of the evening, Tanji was quite giggly and Kevin
needed to support her while they made their way upstaitbeio
room. Once inside, she collapsed on the bed befoiild even
turn on the lights, giggling more loudly now that they watene.
Smiling widely in the near-darkness, Kevin threw o biothes and
joined her.

The following day was quiet, as neither Kevin nor Taajd any
pressing engagements. They arose late, ate breakfdsgiimroom
later still and packed their few belongings before checkiat. The
day was fine and bright, and Kevin suggested that they tvalknile
or two back to Euston station rather than take a taxithe
Underground. Tanji agreed immediately, and they set adf/irK
once again collapsing into tour-guide mode.

Tanji was by turns impressed by the buildings of Unitgrsi
College London, wowed by the wrought-iron gates and gailof the
British Museum and charmed by the unexpected peacefulness of
Sloane Square. All in all, Kevin thought, as they mtud=r way
along the platform to board their return train, a susfokgrip to
Town.
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Chapter Thirteen

It is a long way down the A1 and M1 from the turning for
Lyndesfarne to the city of London, but the big car kept tgstclip
for most of the journey, with a minimum of traffic ldeups. They
stopped briefly in a service station allowing the driver difeerent
one than had driven them from Manchester — to refuelahentile
Bret and Kevin stretched their legs.

“Stretching their legs” was of course a euphemism. Kews i
fact bursting for a pee. He and Bret both made aibeefdr the
toilets. Without hesitation, Bret strode towards @ents, followed
closely by Kevin. Bret chose to use a cubicle, while Ketood at a
urinal. After relieving himself, he washed and dried fasds, Bret
joining him after a few moments but declining to catch éy®.
Kevin wondered again about the social conventions in a wdrétev
a biological woman could, without either surprise oragmoval,
successfully masquerade as a man.

On the way out, Kevin bought healthy snacks and caffeinate
drinks in cans from the shop, while Bret purchased saltsgsceand
bottled water. Back in the car, the food tasted ofiingtmuch in his
mouth; the supposedly healthy low-fat snacks containing mds a
cereals actually included, he discovered when he looked nuzelyl
at the labels, very large amounts of sugar. | shouldeadly worry,
Kevin thought to himself gloomily, | am surprised | can @aything
at all.

During the latter part of the journey, Kevin dozed inhbek seat,
later coming to realise that Bret must have done moelsame. He
must have more deeply asleep than he realised, and cawithta
jerk to find the other man talking into his mobile phonéney were
already, he slowly came to realise as he peered thrthveglindows,
now in stop-start traffic in central London, makingithway along
the North side of the Thames Embankment.

To the eye of an architect and civil engineer, the &rkiment
was an impressive product of Victorian engineering, nohé¢ation a
prodigious amount of physical labour from Irish NavviesfdBe the
embankments were built, the river had been wider andosle,
with sandbanks and beaches on either side. Indeedpakecalled
“The Strand”, now a busy thoroughfare several hundred yeods
the bank and packed with shops and hotels, was once atigieeof
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the river Kevin knew that the world “strand” was ad @lord for
“beach”, meaning the place where boats were pulled otiteofvater
— or stranded — for painting or repairs.

Kevin mused on the alterations this city had seen ovdashdew
hundred years — a phenomenal rate of change in any aade,
especially when compared with the near-static so@ety physical
infrastructure in the Other World. Although perhapsdbiespicuous
Good Works — not to mention the militaristic empire-budd— of
the Victorian era were the most obvious example, thadbo of a
few centuries ago was unrecognisable now.

The late afternoon traffic seemed to ease up, andsitonly a few
minutes later that their Range Rover drew up outsidenip®sing
Art Deco fagcade of University College London. Bret amliK leapt
from the car, and walked briskly up the steps to the ematirance.

In his professional life, Kevin had grown used to the riafahe
receptionist and the temporary visitors’ access cardhadeorgotten
that British University buildings, even in the centadsnajor cities,
eschewed almost any attempt at physical security. Hetweasfore
mildly surprised that access to the offices and laboes at UCL
was as unfettered as the semi-rural campus sites sutlte ame
where NISSA was located.

“Where are we going?” Kevin asked anxiously.

“Second floor,” Bret replied ambiguously, indicating theirs.

Kevin hurried to keep up with the other man as they rushed up
two flights. A sign at the top of the steps annound¢@Ll® School of
Epidemiology”. Well, Kevin considered, that explains whg are
here, adding mentally that it seemed as if Bret hadedigiiis place
before.

“We're here to visit Doctor Wollack’'s Ph.D supervisortie
explained, tapping the sign with a forefinger.

Kevin followed Bret along a long narrow corridor, barely
adequately lit by fluorescent tubes overhead and with assefie
closed office doors on either side. The other man swadently
following the increasing numbers on the doors to ledt aght. The
two of them finally stopped outside number 2.124. Bret knooked
the steel-framed wooden fire door.

“Come in,” a cheerful voice sounded.

Bret pushed the door open and entered, followed closely by
Kevin. Inside, the jovial voice must have emanated ftbenlarge
man wearing black jeans and a dark green sweatshirt huncéed ov
computer on the desk. The figure’s jolly nature was evittent his
friendly — if slightly pasty — features, framed and p#ytiaoncealed
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by dark hair and a wispy beard. He looked as if he didnmmte
around very much if he could avoid it, and was rathemger than
Kevin might have expected.

“Doctor Williams?” Bret enquired.

“That's me,” the young man replied, with barely actaof a
Welsh accent, “Call me Huw. How can | help?”

It occurred to Kevin that Huw could pass for a junior mendfer
the Taffia — that spuriously identified group of Welsh natlen
making their way in contemporary London society.

“Bret,” Bret said, extending a hand that the other miasped
briefly without leaving his seat, “And this is Kevin.”

“We're here to talk to you about Andrew Wollack,” Bret
continued.

“Sure. What about him? He’s not my student any more, yo
know.”

Bret nodded sadly.

“Andrew Wollack was found dead, on the New Lyndesfarne
Bridge, two nights ago,” he said.

Huw Williams was obviously unaware that Doctor Wollacls
dead. The shocked and saddened look in his face was cdyplete
contrast with his previous good-natured expression.

“Dead?” he asked in a shaky voice, “How did it happen?”

“Well, we're not entirely sure yet,” Bret replied, “Tlerare
several aspects which remain unexplained. And we arstigagng
the incident.”

Huw nodded in understanding.

“So we need to know some things about the late Doctdladkn
Bret pressed gently.

“Sure. Of course. Whatever you want.”

The young Welshman seemed eager to help in any way he could,
and Kevin could not imagine the man dissembling even if &neted
to.

“So tell us about Andrew,” Bret pressed, “What was ke &s a
person?”

“Well, 1 didn’t know him very well, really,” Huw answered
immediately, “He came to me with a reputation of beiagy diligent
and hard-working, perhaps a bit withdrawn, but one who would
persevere on a topic until he had achieved a complete tenuidirg.”

Bret and Kevin nodded together.

“He has — had — an excellent first degree, from the Sderel at
UCL, and his undergraduate tutors spoke highly of him. SokK t
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him on as a research student, one where | would hatr@urae with
the supervision.”

Kevin wondered if this was a coded way of saying that Huw
wanted a student who would largely look after himself, red his
supervisor could concentrate on his own interests.

“And so he completed a Ph.D thesis?” Bret queried.

“That’s right, just last year” Huw answered, adding asyifrote,
“Disease Vector Identification from Stochastic Compuealysis of
Historical Data. The first successful Ph.D with asea supervisor.”

Kevin knew what most of the words meant individually, basw
not at all sure what the implication of the thegle teally was.

“I'm not a specialist,” he asked, “So can you tellinssimple
terms what his dissertation was about?”

“Well,” Huw looked doubtful, “Basically, if you can get eagh
data — accurate data, which is challenging in itself frostohcal
sources — you can get a computer model to identify thénasigan
epidemic, and the paths the disease used to spread.”

Kevin thought about this, and wondered about what interest thi
rather abstruse subject could have to the groups in caootrtie
crossing. As he cogitated, the young academic looked tholifdrtf
a moment, glancing repeatedly at Bret through narrowesl. el¢evin
suspected that Huw Williams had finally recognised Bret fho w
or at least what — he was.

“I think you should talk to Angela,” Huw suggested finally, &Sh
was the one who suggested that Andrew get in touch with yo
friends at the University of Newcastle.”

Kevin was pretty sure that this was a euphemism for NISSA.

“Is she likely to be in the building at the moment?Bret
enquired.

“Probably,” Huw agreed, “Let me see if | can get holdedf right
now.”

Rather than picking up the phone as Kevin has anticipated, he
reached for the computer keyboard and typed a few wordght
speed into a small window on the screen.

There was a pause, and more words — in a font too sonall f
Kevin to read — appeared. Huw typed rapidly again, then turaekd
to Bret and Kevin.

“She’s on her way over,” he said, looking sadly bacRrat.

He shook his head and added, “I can’t believe he’s dead.”

Uncharacteristically, Bret leaned over and pattednta& on the
shoulder.

“It's not your fault.”
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Twenty seconds or so later, there was a knock abfffee door.
Without waiting for a response, the door was pushed openrand a
energetic woman in her early thirties, Kevin judged, entehed t
room. She was casually dressed in tight-fitting but samveh
anonymous-looking blue jeans and a cream fleecy top unadbyned
logos or makers insignia. Her dark hair was held back négtly
some kind of hairclip in a no-nonsense style which Kevad ras
“too busy to do more than the bare minimum with my“hair

She too obviously recognised Bret, or at least his origimd,she
held up a hand in greeting in the fashion that Kevin nowkailetoo
well was widely used in the world of Lyndesfarne.

“Angela Newman,” she said, then spoke a few words to &red
Kevin in the Lyndesfarne language, words which Kevin thought he
recognised as a familiar salutation, coupled with an ssme of
sadness.

Bret answered in English, nevertheless speaking irsligatly
sing-song tone which Kevin associated with speech inGtieer
World.

“Bret,” he said, “And this is my friend Kevin.”

“What’'s going on at the crossing?” she asked urgently,itgok
from one man to the other.

The woman subsided into a chair in the corner of Huwfisey
holding her head in her hands.

“I hear that there is some kind of a crisis at thel@#,” she said,
sounding distinctly worried, “And then I've heard that mgusin
Yiselle has been taken seriously ill. And no-one teilll me what'’s
going on.”

“Peace, sister,” Bret said in an uncharacteristidaliynal tone.

It soon emerged that Angela was a cousin of a Guardian, th
young woman Kevin and Bret had met on the bridge jusr aft
Andrew Wollack’'s body had been discovered. Both of them
expressed their sympathies, but Bret explained that tigeirmmn
investigation prevented further explanation at this time.

“So what are you doing here?” she asked, looking from ®ret
Kevin and back again.

Bret explained gently that the deceased man was Andrew
Wollack, the young researcher that she had been insttaimen
introducing to NISSA. Angela looked shocked; it was ctbat she
had not heard who it was that had been found on theBYelge.

“Kevin and | are investigating,” Bret said, “And of course ave
trying to find out more about Andrew.”

Angela nodded in understanding.
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“Well, there’s not very much | can tell you,” she aesed, “I met
Andrew just a couple of times, looked at his academicrdeeohe
was a very bright young man, you know — and asked around the
campus about his attitudes and open-mindedness. And thadd m
an appointment for him at NISSA.”

Bret spent another half-hour with questions and answeis wit
Huw and Angela, although all that emerged was a reiteratidhe
observation that the young Doctor Wollack was intrtaar both
brilliant and hard-working, and seemed entirely honest and
trustworthy. There seemed to be nothing unusual or buhe
ordinary; indeed, Andrew Wollack’s life seemed to benmonplace
to the point of boredom.

“Thank you very much for your time,” Bret said finally Huw
and Angela, “l really can't tell you just how much | appage it.
And, if something should occur to you, please get in touch.”

Kevin added his thanks. The two men had just left Huws®ff
and were walking down the long corridor when Bret’s mophene
rang. He stopped and answered it, clearly listening inteatihe
caller although his own remarks were limited to monosylabi
interrogatives such as “When?” and “Where?”. He returthe
phone to his pocket and turned to Kevin, looking unusually pensive.

“That was Warden Williamson,” Bret said, “He’s justeeved a
report from the police that a car was found abandonedwast a
Range Rover, one of the fleet run from Cliviger Grahge.

He hesitated, looking Kevin directly in the eye.

“He believes that it was the car used to kidnap Tanji.”

“Driver? Passengers?” Kevin asked anxiously, “Did they find
anyone?”

Bret shook his head.

“There was no one around when the police arrived.”

“So how did it get there?” Kevin demanded.

“We don’t know for sure,” Bret responded, “The car’s suppose
to be in the garages at the Grange. It looks like saeéooke in,
stole the key, opened the garage from the inside, tookaheand
closed the door again.”

“So it was an inside job?” Kevin wondered.

“Perhaps,” Bret agreed, “No one had thought to check aciadff
car leaving the grounds at the gatehouse. We didn’t even kreow
vehicle was missing until we got a call from the police.”

“Are there any other vehicles missing?” Kevin asked, lapga
slowly and clearly.
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“No. We checked. Twice,” Bret confirmed, “Everything eise
accounted for.”

Kevin nodded.

“Why steal a car from the Grange in order to perforematch in
Manchester?” Kevin wondered aloud, speaking half to himsel

Bret was silent for a moment.

“The obvious conclusion,” he said slowly, as if unwilling
countenance the possibility, “Is that it was someonemespeople —
associated with the Grange, or at least someone whaskabout
Lyndesfarne and the crossing. And, probably from my wawtal,”

Kevin agreed: it was clear to him that a group from the Othe
World performed the kidnapping, someone with few contacthis
world, but who certainly knew about the Guardians awi@Hr
Grange.

“Where was the car found?” he asked.

Bret mentioned the name of a major road and a mivam fo the
Midlands. The road was familiar enough to Kevin andeltesure he
had driven it often enough in his peregrinations around themati
There was something he recognised about the town, toog lmatuid
not put his finger in just what it was that was ringiregne vague
internal bell.

Kevin shook his head, irritated that something importans wa
eluding his conscious mind.

“I think we should go and have a look for ourselves,” hd sai
Bret.

‘I agree. We should be on our way,” the other maniedpl
grimly, setting off along the corridor towards the stair
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Chapter Fourteen

After the comfort break at the service station, Byt quietly for
many minutes, evidently deep in thought while the bigroade its
way swiftly back onto the motorway. Kevin too wasno mood to
make inconsequential small talk and stared blankly outeofMindow
at the cars and buildings flashing past.

Finally, Bret cleared his throat and turned to the romten.

“You know, there’s one aspect of this whole affair ethis really
worrying me.”

“What's that?”

“That the good Doctor Wollack was agpidemiologist,” he
replied, “One who specialises in the distribution and trodnof
disease in human populations.”

“But why is that aspect of special concern?” Kevirkeas
puzzled.

Bret looked intensely frustrated for a moment, theaxed and
began to explain.

“Well,” he said slowly, “It's all bound up with contradf the
crossing and, in particular, what must not be allowedtrawvel
between the Worlds.”

“Well, I'm aware that the Guardians keep careful track of
everyone who travels over the crossing,” Kevin regpan

“It's not just people,” Bret said animatedly, “It's alsthe
technology, the engineering products of your world that ane
worried about.”

“I'm not sure | understand,” Kevin said, meaning thaiaes sure
that he did not understand.

“Take your powered machinery,” Bret gestured at the vehicle
within which they were travelling, “In my world, cars alodries are
seen as dirty transport.”

He looked thoughtful for a moment.

“But on the other hand,” he continued, “Those machines —
together with your construction machinery — would makeagie¥
and cheaper to construct new homes in the Other World.”

“But why is that an issue?” Kevin persisted.

“Well, it means that new houses are rare — so thatelsowill
usually have been in the same family for generationsét Br
explained, “And of course portal transport means thatptactical to
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travel long distances for work, or other reasons, afidostihome in
time for dinner.”

Bret paused briefly, perhaps in exasperation.

“We have worked very hard to ensure that all equipmenhatf
kind is completely disabled in Lyndesfarne. That’s whgthusband
Eosin does all day — augment the anti-technology dedemcehe
Barrier between the Two Worlds.”

“But | still don’t see why this is a problem?”

Bret smiled in what seemed to Kevin a very slightly
condescending manner.

‘Hmmm. Let me take another example,” he suggested,
“Telephones and especially mobile phones.”

“What'’s the problem with phones?”

Bret explained at some length. Kevin came to understatdiie
Boards in Lyndesfarne like the formality and relatiewsess of
written communications, as it tended to encourage measured
responses to misunderstandings and insults, and theesefmiée and
ordered society. More interestingly, it seemed to Kethe, rate at
which letters were delivered was sufficiently slow toverdg an
epidemic of panic — or at least slow it down — under cistances of
major incident or disaster.

“So all kinds of radio communication devices are spedllfic
checked and disabled by the sprites in the barrier,” &@netluded.

“I'm confused here,” Kevin said, “Surely it is possible wse
magical means to transmit voices over long distanbefact, | know
it's possible. The hostel, the Walled Garden, whére stayed —
there was a gesture | could make to speak to the peopleption.”

“Well, that true,” Bret confirmed, “But the magic yoeafer to is
rarely used, and in any case is really only used ovgesayou could
shout if you had to.”

“So it could work over long distances, but that’s naivaéd?”

Bret nodded silently.

Kevin thought about this. People in the world of Lyndesfar
were allowed to have near-instantaneous personal tnangpod not
instantaneous voice communications.

“So the permitted use of magic is carefully controlled,t he
asked, “Even in your world?”

“It is,” Bret confirmed.

Kevin considered this carefully. So, he mused, the existef
instantaneous transport portals, available to anyone, &gefith a
low availability of housing led to a high level of soc@hesion of
families over three — or even more — generations. |&iwi
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encouraging letter-writing for everyday interactionssvadso a tool —

a social engineering device, even — to permit frequent
communications for keep friends and family close, tadvsenough

to prevent panic in extreme situations. From the viewploentad
just inferred, it was apparent that technical — or att lesgical —
stability was regarded by those in positions of auth@tya key to
social stability.

“So,” Kevin said slowly, “Use of magic is controlled minimise
change in the world of Lyndesfarne?”

“Yes, that's right enough,” Bret confirmed, “And, as yoavé
already discovered, some people in positions of powgerdethis
stability as something to be protected at any cost.”

He stirred uncomfortably in his seat.

“All kinds of recent engineering developments and new
technologies, the sorts of things that have transfdriife in many
parts of your world beyond recognition — these are alhbd. Even
though, in many ways, your scientific instruments hawalyanore
capabilities, more precision than anything we can achisith
magic.”

Kevin thought about the laser distance measuring devicesmused i
surveying. These were immensely accurate, he knew, apcasy
to use, and relied on at least two technologies — laseds a
microprocessors — which were unheard-of fifty years ago.

“And even that kind of thinking,” Bret concluded, shaking his
head, “Is itself an example of cultural pollution.”

The other man seemed anxious, Kevin thought, is if wanting t
impart some vital information but not quite sure how to lgoua it..

“But the other thing we have always worried about,” Bret
resumed, “Is animals and creatures of all kinds escaporg one
world, or even being transported deliberately...”

“Like the Loch Ness Monster?” Kevin interrupted, havingrtea
the true story from Tanji and her Uncle some months ago

“Yes, just like that,” Bret continued, “And dragons, too's o
surprise, then, that stories of strange and impossibktures are
commonplace in your world.”

Kevin thought about this. He knew that, over the yeaesgethad
been reports of creatures much like Nessie from all bigeworld in
centuries past, and this made a lot of sense now thihdw that
creatures like that really did exist.

“So wild animals have frequently escaped from your world to
ours?” Kevin asked.
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“Yes, I'm afraid so,” Bret confirmed, “And of course tine other
direction, too. But what concerns me right now is Hmealler
creatures that travel uncontrolled between the worlddeed,
creatures too small to be easily seen — what you woultfidesas
microscopic.”

Kevin was intrigued. The barrier did not interfere withing
creatures, by design. He could have so easily missadchfieation
that germs — bacteria and so on — must move betweerotifgswery
frequently, as would all kinds of smaller creature.

‘It seems that the crossings between our Two Worl@sgt
continued sadly, “Have caused untold suffering and miserynany
people.”

“What do you mean?” Kevin asked.

“Diseases, and plagues,” the other man responded, ‘flingve
from one world to another. Plagues of locusts, flyind $medders,
eating everything in their path, in both worlds. Aheén there was
the Bubonic plague, the infamous Black Death, spreadicbacked
in London and Newcastle — and also in Ireland — carriedeag fon
rats, hidden in cargoes which crossed between the woBidwsilar
contagious plagues occurred in China, and in various parenoft
Europe, too.”

Bret looked dismayed.

“The risk of diseases travelling over the crossings wne of the
reasons why several crossings were closed in the pesgtimitted.
“Of course, this potential path for infections was mwiderstood
when portals were first being constructed. Indeed, it sedentific
discoveries in your world that first alerted us to ttis&s of microbes
and bacteria.”

Kevin was confused.

“Surely you knew about optical magnification?”

Bret shook his head slowly.

“Not really. These discoveries were the resulttleé use of
machines — optical instruments such as the microscopename
importantly, the precision machinery for cutting and potighglass
lenses, together with the discoveries of van Leeuwdnhoe

“It had simply never occurred to anyone in my world befinen
to use magic to magnify anything that small,” he conclusleghtly
sheepishly, “After all, what was the point?”

Kevin smiled ruefully. He had hitherto assumed that
technological developments — or their analogies — \a@ck always
had been more advanced in the Other World. It camerastking
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of a surprise to understand that progress was sometia@s im his
world, ahead of magical capabilities.

“Once it was realised that there was something impqtt&net
continued, “Magicians rapidly devised a way of viewing lyeainall
objects based on an inverse, | suppose, of the techniquewvevbdth
for a long time — you may already be aware of these se¢othings
clearly at a distance.”

“But it was already too late. We now strongly susybat, over
the millennia, all kinds of microscopic flora and fauhave made
their way in both directions: bacteria, the seeds aodes of plants,
plankton in the seas, the eggs of fish and similaatares, and so
on.”

Bret paused for breath. Kevin sat quietly, wondering what
revelations might follow.

“The effect of this,” he resumed, “Is that, by nowe tliwo
Worlds are completely intertwined at the biologicalele With a
very few exceptions — a few of the larger animal and $§mecies —
animals and plants are identical everywhere.”

Bret was silently thoughtful for another long momenKevin
thought about what he had just heard. He had certaialiged that
his own world and that of Lyndesfarne were very simiaso many
ways, but he had completely failed to realise that Was not a
coincidence. The reason the Two Worlds were so sinvidarthat the
existence of numerous crossings in ages pasinaadthem similar.

“And all this, | suppose,” Bret resumed, “leads me to puoynt.
While the risk of cultural pollution of our society is Mweontained
by the magic of the barrier, there is another less-psbll reason —
even amongst those of us closest to the Board of Gentndy we
like to keep the number of people crossing the bridgeniomanum.”

Kevin thought he knew what was coming, but kept quiet, waiting
for Bret to explain further.

“Neither world can afford another plague, another unodietl
pandemic. So, to keep the risk of epidemics as small ssbte, we
watch carefully for this kind of thing.”

Bret looked uncharacteristically solemn.

“There are now magical means of detection, so wek tlwa can
identify sources of contagion and so on, and of colnsétuardians
look out for the more obvious cases. But | guess the thia are
really worried about is that someone, somewhereattiimpt to use
such an infection as a weapon.”

Kevin was aghast, horrified.

“You can't be serious?” he exclaimed.
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“I am,” Bret said with utter calm, “And it is the kind thing that
gives me sleepless nights.”
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Chapter Fifteen

Bret and Kevin had not even got as far as the stdimatn
Bret's phone rang again. He reached for it casuallycipating —
Kevin imagined — a further update on the vehicle that batlljeen
located.

“Yes?” Bret said into the phone, then stopped dead, Kadwinst
colliding with him in the narrow corridor.

“Yes,” he said again, and then, “l understand.”

Bret turned to face Kevin, looking at him in a bizanay that the
other man had never seen before.

“What was that?”

“That,” Bret said slowly, “Was a man who claims te bolding
Tanji.”

“What?” Kevin practically shrieked, “What did he say?”

“He instructed me — us — to go to Jaireby.”

“In Lyndesfarne?”

“Well, not Lyndesfarne proper,” Bret corrected, “But daély in
my world. Do you know it?”

Kevin was flabbergasted. This was the place thatnie Tanji
had visited — on vacation — not six months before.

“I've been there,” he replied, “But exactly what didda/?”

“He said, if you want to see Tanji alive, then comelaireby in”
— he glanced at his watch — “a little more than fivaredime.”

He glared at the phone as if the device itself was ressigle for
this deadline.

“And then he gave an address,” he continued, “And then hung

up.
Kevin was not sure how to react, with worry and arigeturn
running through his mind. Then he was struck by a réalisa
“So she’s on her way to Lyndesfarne,” he said throughcbed
teeth, “In fact, she’s probably already there.”
Bret nodded his agreement.
“And,” Kevin added grimly, “I think | know how she got tlee't
Bret froze, seemingly astonished.
“What?” he demanded anxiously.
“They've put her,” Kevin enunciated slowly, angrily, ‘drcrate.”
“What?” Bret was aghast, “How do you know that?”
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“It's just occurred to me,” the other man replied, “Thkce
where the car was found, it was close to one of thmtry’'s biggest
logistics and distribution centres — a huge warehouse aperatvith
goods and materials going in and out on a regular basis.”

He paused.

“And | bet they send stuff to the crossing all the time

Bret stood immobile for a long moment, eyes wide, irgjaat
Kevin. Then he lunged for his mobile phone, pressingobastt
urgently.

Someone answered after a few seconds, someone @Gutreian
organisation, Kevin imagined, and Bret started issuingreas of
instructions to intercept and open every crate big entdogdhold a
body on its way to Lyndesfarne.

Kevin watched the other man dejectedly.

“It won’'t do any good, you know,” he said sadly, “They wdre
so stupid as to issue a demand like that without Tanjadyre
delivered.”

“You're probably right,” Bret agreed, “But it's best t@ loloubly
sure. In any case, if we're to get to Lyndesfarneghay time, we'll
have to get a move on.”

“Right,” Kevin agreed.

The two men hurried down the steps, Bret once again speaki
into his mobile phone to summon car and driver.

The traffic was busy in Central London although, thigkack, it
did seem to Kevin that they were invariably lucky witie traffic
lights, always passing them just before they changeddo Perhaps
it was just the skilled driver, but even the well-knowrrnpenent
traffic jams on the North Circular and at the infamdienger Lane
Gyratory System seemed to melt away and it was mgt before the
big car was blasting its way north on the M1.

The driver kept the car to a steady speed, faster then euld
normally have driven himself and certainly well incegs of the
speed limit. Whether it was just by luck, or some ofhetor, they
were delayed neither by traffic police or slow-movinghieles and
they arrived at the crossing faster than Kevin wouldehénought
possible.

In the entire four hour drive, they stopped only onceetoel,
take a comfort break, and to select more junk food atsémeice
station. They discussed the message from the kidnappensaagha
again, Kevin desperately trying to squeeze more infoomatnore
meaning from the few words that Bret had reported spokéaving
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exhausted that line of enquiry, the two men moved oplan their
actions when they arrived.

“We'll collect a squad of Guardians at the crossing,”tBtated
flatly.

“They did not say ‘come alone’,” Kevin noted, “So theyst be
very confident that we can’t rescue Tanji by forcgo is there any
point in taking more people?”

“Yes, to guard you!” Bret said urgently, “I'm still veopncerned
for your safety, and I'm not yet certain that thisolehbusiness isn'’t
just a ploy to grab you.”

Kevin remained unconvinced, but was touched by Bret’s@on
for his wellbeing.

Pre-warned by one of Bret numerous mobile phone dhlieg
Guardians — two women and a man — were waiting for themhe
left the causeway. Bret greeted them in the Lyndesfé&anguage
and Kevin had the presence of mind to hold up his handpeak $is
name in the Lyndesfarne style.

Expertly guided by Bret, the little group made their waytigh
the portal network to the tropical seaside city thavikKend Taniji
had visited before. They rarely had to wait more thaminute or
two for a portal connection to change. Kevin now agpted
enough about the complexity of transport in the OtherldVio
realise just how an impressive a feat it was to eravmatter of
twenty minutes later.

“This looks familiar,” Kevin muttered half to himseHds they
emerged from the portal building.

“You have been here before, then?” Bret asked.

“Oh yes,” Kevin replied, momentarily distracted by timemory
of the trip with Taniji.

“Hmm,” Bret pondered aloud, “So do you suppose that the
kidnappers knew that you had been here before?”

Kevin slowly realised, with the hairs standing up on Ibaek of
his neck, that he and Tanji must have been under sonde dfin
surveillance for a considerable time.

The place that the kidnappers, whoever they were, hagnaésd
was on the promenade, outside a large display window st Bret
re-assured him, just ordinary glass and allowed light thrauglther
direction. Kevin was sure he had passed this very shothd
company of Tanji on at least one occasion.

They had arrived with ten minutes to spare, accordingret's
timepiece, a surprisingly large object he carried inrtheksack he
had collected when he arrived in this world. Both he Kevin had
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left their personal collection of technological gismesobile phone,
watch and so on — with the driver.

The two men stood around on the pavement, waiting urdil t
appointed time arrived. The Guardians they had brought théim
had spread out and were trying to look casual — with sonmeessic
They seemed to Kevin to be quite practiced at this, ancdme
appeared to be paying them any attention.

As the prearranged time approached, Kevin looked anxiously up
and down the street. There were a few passers-byistlate
afternoon hour, but no one who could be mistaken foiji, Tamess
shapeshifter capabilities were even more extremehéahought.

Frustrated, he turned to face the Department store window
display. This was a room set, a bedroom with artfaliyanged
bedclothes and soft furnishings, together with a dredaiolg with a
mirror over it. All nice enough, Kevin mused, but he olid want to
be reminded of romantic bedroom settings just at theenom

Kevin turned back to the street, again scanning thesmoc
pedestrians for anyone who might have been approachem. th
From the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of mewt in the
window behind him. Tanji had appeared in the mirror.

“It's window magic,” Bret exclaimed, “She can't see ashear
us!”

Kevin could see her head and upper body, caught in the adtion
sitting herself comfortably in an easy chair. Shaswot restrained in
any way that he could recognise. Behind her, he caddaswall
painted or papered in a mid-brown colour and, to one sibae &ind
of clock. Several of the magic lights that Kevin wasv familiar
with provided plenty of illumination. Otherwise, theoro seemed to
be featureless — deliberately so, he suspected, to glitdeagway as
possible.

“Come on!” Bret cried.

He dashed into the shop, followed closely by the Guaschzawl a
startled Kevin. In common with Department storekignown world,
Kevin noted that the shop had an exceedingly confusireyniait
layout, but after a few panicky moments they finally dotthe
window with the display they had seen from the outside.

Tanji was still visible in the mirror, even when Ke lifted it
from the wall. It was surprisingly heavy, but the imab@ not so
much as flicker as he held it close to his face, stgdsirery detail.

As he watched, Tanji shifted her position, bringing feet up to
rest on some padded stool. Her feet were bare, hecledsn the
soft leather trousers she so often wore. In thigiposher feet must
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have been close to the glass of the window on her sidleck to the
sole of her left foot, there was a paper label withittee plastic
wrapping film still adhering to it. The label was protevith a
barcode and a series of numbers, and the fim was noangmsed
badly having been, he realised, through the magicalebaati the
crossing.

In a flash of inspiration, he realised that Tanji mheste known it
was there, and that she also must have realised Wwhanatt black
panels in her prison were for. Somehow, she had mdragkeep
the barcode label concealed from her captors, and peslisg as
much time as possible with her feet close to the glass

Kevin put down the mirror as quickly as he could, grabbed the
notebook and pencil he always carried in his bag andyhsstbbled
down the numbers on the label.

He had reacted just in time. The image faded, and th@®rmir
returned to the ordinary reflective surface he had rficsiced. He let
out a great sigh, mainly in relief that Tanji appearefidalive and in
good health.

“Did you see it?” he demanded of Bret.

“See what?” the other man asked, sounding perturbed.

“The label' The bar code,” Kevin reiterated, pradiycahouting
at the other man, “On the sole of her foot.”

Bret looked confused. Kevin hurriedly explained that the b
code uniquely identified a certain type of goods, and thatight
give some clue as to where Tanji might be.

Just at that moment, a shop assistant hurried up, undiabhan
rather concerned about the disruption to the display lbyd group
of rowdies. Bret and one of the Guardians smoothgraefpted him.
Part-way though the conversation, Bret turned to Kewid said,
“Put the mirror back on the wall, please.” He compl@dndering
just what was being said.

The assistant retired look somewhat mollified, pausing tontug
straight the bedspread which had become rumpled by the mnshd da
through the store. Bret turned back to Kevin.

“Hmm,” he said thoughtfully, “That was strange.”

“What?”

“The shop assistant,” Bret explained, “He said that wiredow
display has been in place for nearly a month. And tiseg a mirror
that had been around for longer than that.”

He paused, then added, “Someone must have been planning this
for a long time.”
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Chapter Sixteen

The long and boring trip back to the Lyndesfarne crosgange
Kevin far too much time to dwell on that trip to Jaye After the
trip to London to present his initial ideas on the ri¢ini Harbour
Bridge, he had found himself working increasingly hard amdhd a
number of other projects. Tanji too was absent fosdd a time,
honouring her commitments to the Lyndesfarne Guild aédons
of which she remained an active member.

Even so, they still managed to find the time to spend laghts
in each other's company, and to take longer breaks &ragaent
basis. Kevin was more than happy to allow Tanji takentravel
arrangements whenever she felt it pleasing. Embold@eedaps, by
the success of the dragon safari, she in turn suggestetthéhavo of
them take a short holiday to a city in a tropical pdrthe world of
Lyndesfarne.

So it was that, one Friday afternoon, having abandd&®dh’'s
car in an autumnal and windswept car park in North Eagtagd,
the lovers found themselves not two hours later engrifiobm a
major portal terminus into the warmth of a late trapiafternoon.
The city of Jaireby was built following the curve dietbay of the
same name. The doors of the portal building opened omda w
boulevard, flanked on one side by shops and restauradtgyrathe
other by the sea itself.

This promenade featured palm trees at intervals, asawedreas
of neatly-clipped grass and flower beds which gave theeissjon
that much care and attention was lavished on thene €Bplanade
was paved with stone slabs and cobbles in intricatenpat and was
without the tarmac roadway for motorised transport Keatn would
have expected to find in a similar location in his omorid.

Tanji led him directly across the street to the sealge where
elegant railings painted in green and gold protected a drpprbéps
eight feet, punctuated at intervals by stone steps wédtldown to
the sandy beach.

“Like it?” she asked.

“Wonderful,” he replied, squeezing her hand.

The beach too was thronging without ludicrous overcrowding.
There were kiosks and cafes at intervals, some ofhwltoked
extremely temporary. Children — and indeed adults — aigaé were
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splashing about in the surf or playing a variety of begaes, only
some of which looked familiar to Kevin.

They stood watching the scene below for a few mingemying
the warm sea-breeze on their faces. There wessvgliffy white
clouds on the horizon out to sea, but otherwise a umijoclear blue
sky arched above their heads. On the beach itselin Kecognised
the magic sunshades, parasols and hats he had seen defare
previous vacation. Further out to sea, a dozen or pleasure craft
— Gin Palaces, as Kevin's grandma would have said — weoeeth to
strategically-placed buoys, and he caught a glimpse of memg
boats clustered around the marina at the end of the bay.

Tanji took his hand and they walked together along thet.fro
There were quite a few people about, although it was bgneans
crowded. Some were taking refreshments in the paveoadas,
others strolling or chatting to acquaintance, and yéerst were
listening to music played by buskers. Almost everybody arafoot,
except for a few light horse-drawn vehicles which ssgeito him to
be more for amusement — perhaps just entertaining thistsourAll-
in-all, it was lively and friendly, a genuinely strédsse atmosphere,
and Kevin could feel himself relaxing instinctively.

On the landward side of the promenade, there were aslengs
of shop fronts housing a wide variety of shops and bat a
restaurants, all of which seemed familiar to Keviithe buildings
were low constructions, one or two stories only —eaist above
ground — finished in white-painted stucco, or other pahtedes, and
roofed in what appeared to be a heavy ceramic tile smrgrising
shade of brick red. Kevin suspected — correctly, asnetliout - that
most of these buildings would have numerous underground levels.
He marvelled at the magical engineering that must hasen b
deployed to build confidently that far underground, even hdrere
most floors would be well below sea level.

“Well,” Tanji said, grinning wickedly, “First things 8t. Our
hostel is just here” — she indicated a building to thgintr— “And
maybe we should check in and perhaps freshen up?”

Kevin agreed readily. He correctly judged that Tanji had
something else on her mind. After the briefest okcthin
formalities, the two tourists found themselves in alesbly-sized but
beautifully decorated room, dominated by a huge bed of delight
softness.

Taniji closed the door behind them, and dropped her satchet
floor. Kevin had barely time to catch a breath befber urgent
fingers were undoing the buttons and buckles of his ciptlaind her
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own. She kissed him passionately, before guiding his lips
downwards towards her hard nipples already emerging from her
opened blouse.

By the time they emerged again, night had fallen in soaiden
way invariably experienced in the tropics. At thisihogpeople were
everywhere. Tanji directed Kevin, who was still ifegljust a little
dazed after the energetic performance she had just puhioengh,
to a pavement café just a few steps away from thehestrance. A
waiter bustled up; Tanji ordered two mugs of the hot cladeadrink
that was so popular in this world.

The two lovers sat close in the café, savouring timeukating
drinks and watching the passers-by. Casually glancing upvedrds
the stars, Kevin was astonished to note some of tiera, against all
reason, moving about. At first, he wondered if they tnaes the
firefles he had heard about, but had never experiencegither
world. But as he watched, one of the mobile starsope&d closer,
resolving into a figure, a person, hanging in the air.

Kevin could not at first believe his eyes and it toak lseveral
minutes to realise that the moving lights he could sdbéa sky were
in fact people, flying. They were propelled by wings ofe kind,
furnished from magic alone and emerging, as far as heal dell)
from harnesses on their backs. The wings themse&bees nearly
invisible, with just the occasional glitter of oranged green which
indicated the presence of magical sprites.

Kevin pointed out the moving lights to Taniji.

“Oh, yes,” she said calmly, “Flyers. Although you migirefer
the old-fashioned term, Faeries.”

“So what do they do?” he asked, still fascinated.

Tanji laughed at his naivety.

“Well, nowadays, it's just for fun,” she answered, gingn
widely, “Although, once upon a time, magic wings werermpartant
mode of transport.”

Kevin could imagine the reaction of someone from higlavto
the flying figures. He could certainly see how wild anatcadictory
tales of Faeries could have come about in times past, avscene
like this witnessed by bemused travellers from anezaafje.

He and Taniji finished their drinks, and then strolledhiertalong
the promenade under the palm trees. There were lpeopie about,
singly or couples or larger groups, walking, chatting, riigtin the
warm tropical evening.

Kevin took the opportunity to take a closer look at tlep&tment
stores and shop fronts which lined the street. nAdili, the store
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windows offered a fabulous display of goods, which Kevin
automatically started to categorise into two kinds:g#ihe thought
he recognised and understood, and those that, franklyd medi

One display whose purpose he comprehended quickly was for
furniture: couches and chairs of conventional, if nattvaditional
design. In the window next door, he viewed doubtfully plaisof
what he initially took to be rather chunky and plain géery —
bangles, armbands and necklaces — before he finaligagalhat
these were magical artefacts. Looking more closelygduld see that
their capabilities were described by discreet postehicfwhe could
not read) and by moving images (which he found largely
incomprehensible).

After strolling a little further along the boulevard, \He noted
that there seemed to be there were portals everywseeeingly to
be found every few hundred yards. They were usually det in
buildings at street level, or sometimes into smal@mstructions of
their own. In every instance, he noticed, the &cga were wide, but
always fitted with a pair of stout doors which stood ojpea fashion
that suggested that they were rarely closed but, if reveeemed
necessary, they could be shut and securely fasteneig@w moments
even without the aid of magic.

In any case, there were people coming and going allitie t
Tanji explained that these were level five portal; stéhesingle-
connection portals were always connected to exaatly place,
almost always a portal terminus for the local ar@dis contrasted
with the long-distance portals — the ones they had ynosgd in
getting here, as on previous trips — where the connestigtched
periodically between one of half-a-dozen different encigoevery
ten minutes or so.

Many of the newly-arrived travellers doffed their caessthey
emerged and folded them into an incredibly small volumseemed
to Kevin, before stowing them in packs and bags. He gddsst it
was warmer here than many places from which theellesis had
departed. Finally, and realising that this question nbghust a little
late, he asked Tanji, “Just where, in this world, ag€'w

Her reaction, perhaps predictably, was a mixture of ameiseat
his naivety and satisfaction that, despite being placed world
which was, until recently, entirely foreign to himeWn was still
capable of asking perspicacious questions.

The two tourists sat on a bench overlooking the seay n
illuminated by both moonlight and the streetlights frotine
promenade. Tanji took out her slate and chalk, and gesatirdee
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surface for a while, adding a few strokes in a way Wasd a complete
mystery to Kevin. Eventually, she turned the magiedia face him.

Tanji's geographical sketch, aided by a certain amoumhagfic,
he suspected, showed the city of Jaireby sited at thihesm tip of
the large peninsula that was the country of Lyndesfaifite bay was
set into the south coast and was, she explained, onaapertant
port. There was less sea traffic these days, apparéaotl both bay
and city were still a very popular resort and touristidagons.

Kevin had already observed that there were only a feswytall
slender buildings, spires really, built — according to Tahjias
observation points and attractions, rather than aagtipal use as
accommodation. Looking up into the night sky, Kevin &tif his
mouth ought to be hanging open in amazement at the laids
glowing displays from the towers.

“What are they?” Kevin asked in an awed whisper.

Tanji laughed.

“Well, they can be all sorts of things,” she repli&&pme are just
public amusements, some are advertisements. This enshe
indicated the lights adorning the entire height of adderiower in
the direction they were heading — “is a famous restawadt bar.
I've booked us a place for this evening’s eight o’clottrg).”

“You have?” Kevin exclaimed, “Wonderful!”

The trip up the tower was mesmerizing. Kevin had expes
the Lyndesfarne version of lifts before, but only ®mnehich went
down. They had entered an open cage — more a cuboid box wi
floor and ceiling of a hard transparent substance tahati feel like
glass. At a gesture from Tanji, the doors — also coctsd from the
same warm transparent substance — slid closed.

As they ascended, they were treated to a spectaculapver the
city beneath them. The streetlights and the colouigus dooked
both romantic and ethereal.

At the top of the tower, they entered the bar, wHengji ordered
for both of them. After a few minutes, the barkegpesented each
of them with what looked like a broken wineglass — justdtem and
base, with the goblet missing. The drink itself wasiature of
virulent colours, held in a sphere of insubstantial magesumably,
Kevin thought, projected by a sprite in the glass ba3ée ball
appeared to be rolling, spinning randomly in different dioes, but
somehow failing to mix the coloured ingredients within.

“How am | supposed to drink this?” he asked Tanji, having
bemusedly watched the coloured swirls for several longents.
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“Like you would drink anything else, silly,” Tanji replied,
giggling unashamedly at Kevin’s confusion.

Kevin gingerly lifted the stem, bringing the wildly gyragdi globe
to his lips. As he tilted, an alarmingly large portiohthe drink
ended up in his mouth, the remainder forming a smallerrspkéll
unmixed and swirling as energetically as before.

“Umm,” Kevin gulped, the slightly sticky mixture rapidly
warming his throat, “Are you sure this stuff isn’'t poisais?”

Tanji giggled again, putting her hand demurely in front of her
mouth. She then elegantly demonstrated the sipping, sua&tign
which seemed to be required to partake of the confeetitrout
embarrassment or incident.

“So what are these things called?” Kevin asked.

Tanji said something in the Lyndesfarne language, thenegaus
for a moment.

“l think the translation,” she said thoughtfully, twidj her own
glassless stem around and around, “Would be ‘Rolling Stdnes’

Actually, they were fairly easy to drink, as Kevin fauafter a
few more experiments — although taking only a small amouag
trickier than it looked. Amazingly, the contents neseemed to spill
and the globe got smaller and smaller after each sipanji T
demonstrated the approved way to take the last, magdead;si
mouthful with a single sucking, popping movement.

Kevin was hugely amused and, as it turned out, rather more
inebriated than he realised.

“That was fun!” he laughed, swallowing the last drop, "“tétave
another one.”

The rest of the evening passed in a pleasant blur. nKess
witty, or at least Tanji laughed a lot; food was sergefficient and
friendly staff, and once eaten the remnants were vedh@lmost
immediately.

The view from the window — which was just transpareasgl no
magic apparently involved — was spectacularly romanticgféect
magnified when they took a short stroll on the opewrdrgl on the
level above the restaurant after dinner. The seszbre much cooler
now — was both refreshing and slightly sobering.

Kevin swung Tanji around to face him, drawing her closd a
kissing her firmly on the lips.

“I love you,” he affirmed, “Even if those Rolling Stes did try to
knock me sideways!”

“I love you too,” she said, “Let’s go to bed.”
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Laughing, Tanji guided him to the lift, the short walk be fportal
and the even shorter walk to their hostel room.
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Chapter Seventeen

Bret and Kevin stood in the street outside the Depattisiemne
where they had just seen Taniji in the mirror.

“What was that all about?” Kevin demanded, feeling aragrg
confused.

“Well, for a start, we know Tanji's OK now,” Bret pked,
apparently trying to retain some modicum of calm.

“Are you sure it wasn't some kind of a recording?” Kewanted
to know.

Bret shook his head.

“l don't think so. You saw the clock on the wall?wi&s showing
current time.”

Kevin was aware of the magical clocks and timepieceghwh
were a commonplace in all of the parts of Lyndesfamndad visited,
although he had never worked out how to read them. Samehe
hands and numbers never seemed to align with the tirhadd&een
told.

“Surely they could just set it arbitrarily, just to foak?” he
asked, “It could have been yesterday. Or earlier tozlagn.”

Again, Bret shook his head.

“Magical clocks don’t use, well, clockwork like they do your
world,” he explained patently, “They always show tlghtitime, and
it's extremely difficult to fix them so they show dhing different.”

Kevin was puzzled.

“Surely she must be fairly close. If the clock showkd right
time, at least we know she is in the same time Zone.

It was Bret’s turn to look puzzled. Then an expressibslaw
realisation spread over his features.

“Oh, we don’'t have them here,” he said, with justacéer of his
characteristic wryness.

“What?”

“All clocks and calendars here display the same timsedan a
magical reference set up thousands of years ago,” heregldSo
the time and date are always the same everywhere.”

Kevin realised in a flash of inspiration where he vpmsbably
going wrong trying to interpret the magical timepieceswias failing
to understand about time-zones, and probably confusingythbols
for times and dates to boot. That really should haenlpart of the
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NISSA briefing, he thought irately, although he would ¢valy
appreciate that no-one had expected him to spend very timghn
the world of Lyndesfarne.

“So, she could be anywhere?” Kevin asked.

“Yes, in this world,” the other man confirmed.

Bret paused as if interrupted in some fashion that Kemirld not
determine, then dragged his bag from his shoulder. Regariside,
he pulled out his magic slate. The surface was displayauyple of
lines of text, writ large and in the language of Lyndesfahat, even
after all this time, Kevin had barely the sketchielta of how to
decode.

“It seems | have a message,” Bret said, gesturing raptdthe
slate. His face darkened as he read the contents.

“It's addressed to you,” he said angrily, turning the swerfac
towards Kevin.

“‘Come to the Walled Garden,” the message read, in clear
handwritten English, “Room 21, at midday tomorrow.”

“Where’s it come from?” Kevin demanded, “Who serit it?

Bret turned the slate back to face him, again gesturintheat
surface. He muttered something unintelligible that soundéd<evin
suspiciously like a swearword, then lowered the slate.

“l don't know you sent it,” he said in low voice, “Tistate says
that | sent it myself, which clearly I didn’t.”

He paused then added thoughtfully, “Unless someone’s been
using my slate while I've been in your world.”

Kevin was unsure how to react to this suggestion.

“So what do we do now?” Bret wondered aloud.

“We’ve got to get back to England,” Kevin replied urgently.

“Why?” Bret responded, “Surely you want to go to stayhis
world, now that we know for sure that Tanji is here.”

“Well, the temptation is very strong,” Kevin agreed,utB think
we have time to find out about that barcode. I've @et dtrangest
feeling that it’s important, that Tanji was telling ssmething vital.
So | need to know what it means and, to do that, | teept to a
telephone.”

Bret blinked at him.

“Let’s get going, then,” he said.

The trip in the return direction was less smooth andentione-
consuming, with Kevin fuming impatiently every time thegd to
wait for a portal to return to the correct destinatiofinally, to his
relief — and Bret's too, he suspected — they arrived atptbrtal
terminus by the crossing to Kevin’s world.
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The two men undertook the usual brisk walk across the wayse
Kevin barely glancing at the change in the scenerg manner he
would have considered impossibly blasé only a few mohtiere.
At the other side of the crossing, Kevin hurried stramgver to the
building which stood next to the point where the causemal the
coast. This building was fitted out in the guise of a ®bur
Information Office but was, in reality, the local dga for the
Guardians.

Kevin marched inside and up to the reception countefedray
Bret.

‘I need to use a phone, urgently,” he said without preamble
slightly out of breath.

The middle-aged female Guardian behind the desk looked
perplexed for a moment, turning from Kevin to Bret andkbagain,
before wordlessly pushing the phone across the counter.

Kevin found the next few minutes intensely frustratitiging to
remember the precise name of the distribution cergrédd visited
earlier in the year, while in the middle of a tussléhvan operative of
the telephone directory services company whose comofagdglish
was not all that he could have wished for.

Finally, he got through to the office of the compariyave, the
manager that Kevin had met on his visit, was notlaai but the
junior staff member answering the telephone said tawsuld take
a message and get her boss to call back as soon dslgodsithe
absence of any other alternative, Kevin gave hemiobile phone
number.

While Kevin was faffing about talking to the distributiaentre,
Bret had managed to locate a second phone and had sumrhemed t
car and driver. Kevin assumed that this had been ilitafeec the
return his and Kevin's things, the technological acmaéss — mobile
phone, watch, laptop computer and so on — upon which so afuch
modern life in this world depended.

Kevin turned to Bret after completing his inconclusieéephone
call.

“l think we've got to go back to NISSA,” he insisted, slinot
very far, after all, and we can easily get there aackhbn time to
make the appointment with the kidnappers.”

“Well,” Bret began, “Let’'s not be hasty. We don't mtato
antagonise them by being late...”

“Look,” Kevin interrupted, turning on the other man, “Theynot
trying to get anything from us. It's just a distractiondelaying
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tactic. Tanji will be safe enough if we just turn up hé thext
meeting.”

Bret nodded, slightly taken aback at the sudden outbursttfrem
normally mild-mannered Kevin.

‘| agree. But it's too late to go to NISSA now,” Breisisted,
“Everyone will have gone home.”

Kevin had lost track of time. They seemed to have been
travelling back and forth between the worlds, and up anchdbe
country for days. He sagged, suddenly feeling very tired.

“Come on,” Bret said kindly, “We’ll stay overnight &liviger
Grange.”

A weary Kevin was guided to another of the fleet of cars
maintained by RDTE. He was whisked the short distanctheo
Grange along narrow country lanes bordered on either lsyde
overgrown hedgerows.

Just as they arrived, Kevin's mobile phone rang. It waeDthe
duty manager.

“I've been trying to reach you,” he said, “But | kept gettthg
number unobtainable tone.”

Kevin realised that the mobile phone network coverage was
probably very patchy in this rural outback.

“Sorry,” he replied, “Thanks for getting back to me. kpbhave
a small favour to ask of you.”

“Sure,” the other man replied, sounding faintly surpriséthw
can | help?”

Without going into details, Kevin explained that he wassting
in an investigation.

“So,” he continued, “I've come across this barcode, &nd
wondered if you could help me in finding out what product it is
associated with.”

Dave the manager sounded slightly dubious.

“Well, OK,” he replied, “If you think it would help. What'the
number?”

Kevin reeled off a string of digits which the other nmapeated as
he wrote them down.

“Call me back,” Kevin insisted, “When you have anything. Any
time, day or night.”

Having extracted the reassurances he was seeking, Kevinffang
He looked at Bret, who had been listening silently during this
exchange.

‘I think it's important,” Kevin reiterated, sounding slightly
petulant even to his own ears.
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Bret mumbled something non-committal which left Kevin fegli
only slightly mollified.

After a short and inconclusive briefing with Warden Vaithson,
he and Bret took their dinner in an open-plan area whickeld to
Kevin very much like a military mess-hall. Not mucmgersation
passed between the two men, each sunk in their own ttsoagt
concerns.

Finally, Bret guided the other man to one of the newddingjs,
which appeared to be a barracks of some kind, and directetb fam
little bedroom. Kevin performed the minimum of ablutiorefoloe
collapsing into the narrow bed, falling asleep almosnhadiately in
the deep stupor of the truly exhausted.

At some indeterminate dark hour, he was woken by the insiste
ringing of his mobile phone.

“Hello?” he murmured, fumbling the handset, hardly awake.

It was Dave, the manager from the distribution centre.

“Sorry to have woken you,” he began, correctly inteipge
Kevin's groggy mode of speech, “But you did say it was urgent.”

“It is,” the other man replied, rapidly coming to a munbre alert
state, “Have you found out what the barcode is for?”

“l have. That code was used for one of many largeigomgents
of green beans, which were shipped to most branches obktarge
supermarket chains.”

“l see,” Kevin replied, suddenly feeling despondent. Thess w
no way they could investigate every supermarket in thatcy.

“Where were the beans from?” he asked.

“On the label, they’re marked: ‘Country of Origin: KenydDave
answered, adding in a more conspiratorial tone, “But, hgtube
beans are imported from the Other World, from an arewkras...”

The last word was pronounced as a slur of complex sylldbies
even in his half-awake state, Kevin recognised it as tfemevhere
he and Tanji had vacationed not so very long ago, the plaeee
they had taken that glorious beach holiday together.
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Chapter Eighteen

To his great relief, Kevin had thoroughly enjoyed his retusit
to Tanji’'s Aunt and Uncle. The location was the scehso many
threats and misunderstandings on the previous occasidrhartrip
had undoubtedly laid certain ghosts to rest.

Kevin and Tanji drove from Kevin's little flat in Manchester
where the two of them had been staying since the Newg®8ri
incident, staying away from Lyndesfarne as much as pessihd
waiting for the furore to die down a little.

He parked the Volvo in the windswept area which doubled as a
car park and camp site, and the two of them walked hahdnd-
over the causeway to the Old Bridge, the scene of sty mecent
new experiences for both of them. Now that the NBeidge was in
regular use, the Guardians quietly encouraged private tnesyedla
foot as well as in horse-drawn vehicles, to use tlerotrossing,
leaving the newer one for the organised mass-transpaorttigoods.

The spring weather was unusually fine and clear, although ve
windy, and the two lovers stopped for a time at thereeof the Old
Bridge.

This particular spot had for a long time exerted a pasicul
fascination for Kevin. On this occasion afforded therspéendid
view of the New Bridge further along the straights. réhgas quite a
chop in the sea, with the wind whipping up white horseshertdps
of the swell. From the vantage-point at the very reemtf the
crossing, Kevin could just make out a line, a disconynuitthe sea.
Somehow, the movement of the wind and the waves Vigistlg
different in the two worlds, giving rise to subtly diféat motions of
the sea, which could just be made out.

He never seen anything like this before, in all of his ppessa
across the straights, and he immediately pointed tootaniji,

“You're right!” she replied, sounding as amazed as Keftine
heard of this effect, but I've never seen it myself.e Wiust be
particularly lucky today.”

Kevin nodded silently; he had never quite had the realithef t
crossing between the Two Worlds brought home to him cgote
forcefully.

They resumed their stroll. When they reached theragite of
the causeway, Tanji suggested that they stop for soneé anthe
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“Walled Garden”, whose menu offered a wide selectiowarming
and hearty food — just what they needed after their appéiad been
stimulated by a walk in the brisk weather.

After lunch, their route to the local portal builditmpk them past
the magical curio shop where Kevin had purchased thatufatef
paperweight all those months ago.

“Shall we take a peek?” he asked Tanji, “Maybe we can find
something you'd like?”

“Sure,” she replied, “Let’s go look.”

This time, he found he could understand just a littleenaf the
language — or at least enough to work out the prices. eTlvese
surprisingly expensive, if he had got the exchange rateatorrOf
course, he still had to pester Tanji frequently to intdrfine names
and descriptions, and even she struggled at times toat@issime of
the magical concepts into English.

In the end, they spent half an hour or so browsingfithally left
empty-handed, Kevin being unable to select anything he paurtigul
wanted, or that Tanji had expressed a desire for. Afeeshopping,
the two lovers walked on the short distance to theapdutilding
before taking a series of portals in the skilfullymaged fashion that
Tanji so effortlessly displayed. A short time latéhney finally
arriving in the quiet town — really more of a large villag@@vin
considered — of Rhythlen where Tanji's family lived.

He already knew that Tanji now lived with her Uncle ansh#
although he had not yet found out what had happened to teamtpa
now understood to be dead — although there was a strongatigi
that there was both a secret and very slightly erabaimg truth
lurking hereabouts.

Tanji walked up to the front door and opened it without either
hesitation or knocking. They dropped their packs besidedtor
before they hung up their cloaks tidily in the cloakrooneaar
undoubtedly provided for this very purpose.

“This way,” she said, guiding her lover gently by the @aibo

They were welcomed by her uncle and aunt, who standing
together in the large room which doubled as a dining and sitting
room, in the style Kevin had seen elsewhere in this dvorThe
phrases of greeting seemed to be in a very ceremonidé rab
speech, at least as far as Kevin could judge from theslatam
provided by Tanji. He responded as graciously as he knew how,
which seemed to be adequate.

After the greeting, Tanji’'s aunt said something much lessdl
and Tanji practically flew across the room to embrdoe older
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woman. Her uncle, too, suffered a hug and a peck orhdekavith
much good grace. After the embraces, her aunt saidtbomg else
which seemed to require several expansive waves of her arm

Tanji turned to Kevin.

“My aunt suggests that we make ourselves at home, and that
should give you a tour, to remind you of the layouthef place,” she
translated, adding, “We’ll join Aunt and Uncle for dinnera short
while.”

Again guiding him gently by the arm, they left the roomyileg
behind a smiling aunt and, Kevin was stunned to note, a $isifiesch
looking uncle. They donned their cloaks and stepped outsidave
a look at the grounds, although Kevin found the physical lagbut
the place all very familiar.

He made his re-acquaintance with the caged Nightwing wiadh
given him such a shock on his previous visit. The miniatuagon
slumbered quietly on its perch, barely waking fronsleep to regard
Kevin with one hooded yellow eye. Kevin remembered theseh
creatures were night hunters, kept domestically to keem dbes
vermin. He decided to leave the dozing reptile to its dewnces.

On their way back into the house, Tanji suggested that the
collect their bags before making their way downstair&evin
recalled the Lyndesfarne preference for underground livingato
least providing secure rooms for sleeping. He had long ago
concluded that this was an instinctive reaction to thegeis from
real dragons — the larger cousins of the sleeping Nightoutgjde.

Tanji had her own room here — in reality, a small soiteooms: a
spacious bedroom, a bathing-room and a sitting room-cum-study
Kevin had never been inside her rooms before, or indee@ntmsly
sure of exactly where they were located. On this ©icnahowever,
Tanji led him straight there, opening the door and ushering him
inside.

“Tonight,” she said in a definite tone with just theade of
smugness, “You'll sleep here with me.”

Kevin drew the woman, the light of his life, close to him

“Kiss me,” he demanded.

She complied, pressing him down on the bed with the pas$ion
her embrace.

A little later, Kevin had a chance to study the roonmanjTwas
dozing, curled on his shoulder, at least temporarily saldubre was
a considerable collection of books neatly arranged ishalf,
including a collection in English, most of which Kevin hadsere
seen before.
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There was a small wardrobe whose contents he hadehsegn,
and a rather old-fashioned looking dressing table clutterdd thve
kinds of feminine accoutrements that a man of his géonaravould
barely recognise. All in all, it was a very feminineomo and one
which gave every impression of having matured over the yeifins
its habitual occupant.

Over the next few months, Tanji and Kevin would stay i thi
suite quite frequently, Tanji understandably feeling exélgmelaxed
and unstressed here. Kevin too would come to feel welcandd
very much at home here, more so than anywhere relse iworld of
Lyndesfarne.

On that first evening when Kevin was introduced properlyyas
served with a rather wonderful dinner, washed down aitdery fine
red wine. The conversations over the table were light
inconsequential, as befitting the appreciation of an iegti@and
carefully cooked menu.

After dinner, they moved to more comfortable seating atdba
fire and the conversation became more serious. &rbeoery clear
to Kevin that (a) her Aunt and Uncle were entirely eavaf how
close Tanji and Kevin had become, and (b) that they kalevost
nothing about Kevin and were therefore just a littlecbihcerned for
their favourite niece.

He felt that there was just the slightest suspici@t Tanji might
somehow be being led astray by Kevin: a viewpoint thatobed
both heart-warming for the level of concern that tldeeofgeneration
were capable, and simultaneously faintly irritating by itinplication
that Tanji was a woman who did not really know henawind.

As a response, Kevin gave a brief précis of his life andksy
most of which Tanji evidently already knew. In any cabkts, potted
history was translated by Tanji for her uncle’s beneKievin knew
that the old man understood more English than he gepadhtitted,
but also realised that his understanding might be sonmesmtic.

All three of the listeners asked questions during this bgiiing,
Tanji's aunt and uncle both relying heavily on Tanji's Iskiat
interpretation. Kevin attempted to answer these enguasedirectly
and honestly as he could. Both aunt and uncle seemedrto @
him, an impression which was confirmed when, after dinhanji’'s
uncle left the room briefly and returned clutching a rattesty
bottle.

Cradling the bottle carefully, the older man madeetclhat this
was a bottle of fine brandy — an aged bottle of Frelachagnac, in
fact — imported long ago from Kevin's own world. He further
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explained, through Tanji’'s translations, that this vintages wow
nearly fifty years old, and perhaps Kevin would like todoyne?

Kevin was astute enough to understand just how important this
gesture was. Tanji's uncle had just offered to open aistiesr
possession, a rare and practically irreplaceable treasspecially to
share with the near-stranger who had caught the eyes davourite
niece.

Kevin looked the old man straight in the eye and said fliyma
“Sir, 1 would be delighted to sample this excellent vintagi you,
to offer a toast to the ladies.”

A sharply indrawn breath and a radiant smile from Bathji and
her aunt and, after a rapid translation, a slow rodpproval from
her uncle, told Kevin that he caught the right tenor.

Kevin was shown the label on the bottle, taking greaé ear
almost reverential — in the handling of the precious it@she
inspected the provenance. Tanji's uncle undertook thefuda
removal of the foil, wax and cork, undertaking each stéph due
caution and great deliberation.

Meanwhile, Tanji's aunt stepped into the kitchen and re-apgge
carrying a tray loaded with, Kevin was delighted to notet ffasses
— large traditional balloons of a fineness he had rarelyrexmed.
Tanji’'s uncle poured a surprisingly generous measure into aagh
and her aunt passed two balloons to Kevin and Tanji, who were
sitting together on the sofa.

There was then a period of much swirling and sniffingthef
precious amber fluid, before waiting for a sip and an approvady
from the older man. As he nodded, he said something Kedinati
understand, again in that formal tone of voice.

Tanji's eyes widened and she spluttered briefly beforeCheld
training reasserted itself.

“A toast,” she translated breathlessly, “To welcorog,\as if as a
future son-in-law.”

She turned to him, their eyes shining. Kevin and Tanji ysoftl
clinked their glasses together.
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Chapter Nineteen

Kevin slept but fitfully after being awoken by the phonee Iay
awake for a long time, plagued by the thought that thevaldhe
something else he could be doing, to help release Tanat least
shed some light on just what was going on. When he wiadlyfifall
asleep, his slumbers were disturbed several times by datk a
formless dreams. Waking and dressing in the gloomyligalkf-of an
autumnal morning, things looked no better until he remembied
call from Dave.

Kevin joined Bret for a breakfast that seemed to cossigly of
strong coffee, Kevin attempting to counteract the effaftshis
restless night. It was nevertheless ineffective stomng him to a
functional human being. Bret looked pale and drained tabKain
suspected that the other man had not slept well, eifflee two men
practically stumbled out through the main entrance ofGhange,
where their car and driver waited patiently. They werneen to
NISSA in silence, neither of them finding the energydiher small
talk or a recap of the current situation.

They had planned on arriving as early as they thoughtdbelg
get away with, perhaps hoping to be able to intercepsthff before
they were entirely embroiled in their day-to-day adegif as well as
missing the worst of the city centre traffic. Addppened, this was
only partially effective as they were delayed in taffiore than they
had hoped. Certainly, there were many people about iNtBEA
building by the time they arrived. The two men were giidpstairs
and shown into Professor Braxton’'s office by the eagfficient
young woman who had been the previous incumbent’s adnaiig
assistant.

Professor Braxton welcomed them, appearing only slightly
surprised at their appearance at this early hour.

“Coffee?” she asked kindly, looking at the two men’s gahe
state and indicating the seats in front of her desk.

“Please,” Kevin replied wearily. Bret declined theeoffof a
drink.

“Sanjit,” the Professor addressed her assistant who stils
standing at the door, “Could you possibly rustle up a cupfiée for
our guest?”

“Just one, Professor?” she replied brightly.
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“That will be fine, thank you.”

“Right away, Professor.”

Professor Braxton seated herself behind the desk and |éoked
Bret to Kevin and back again.

“| take it you're still looking into the unfortunate deathyoung
Andrew Wollack?”

Bret nodded.

“We are,” he said, “But there’s been an additional glication.”

Kevin interjected.

“My, um, friend Tanji has been snatched, kidnapped,” he
explained, “We don’t know why, but we believe there’s armaction
between that and the death of Andrew Wollack.”

The Professor looked puzzled.

‘I can't see what the link is,” she responded eventudiypart
from the obvious connections with the Other World.”

Kevin explained that Tanji had been taken from his flat in this
world a couple of days ago, and that they had receivedssage
from the kidnappers — although he did not go into any detail

“| suspect,” Kevin concluded, “That Tanji's been taken sirdct
us — well, me, anyway — from the investigation. But wé&'yeng to
make progress regardless.”

Professor Braxton seemed rather shocked by the suggésitoa t
kidnapping could be used for so heartless a purpose, pigiyra
indicated that she would do whatever she could to help.

Bret took over the conversation.

“We know that poor Doctor Wollack was an epidemiolggike
said quickly, “But we need to find out more about exactlyatwh
Andrew was doing and why he was doing it.”

“Of course,” the Professor replied, “But what exactlyydo want
to know?”

Bret frowned briefly.

“Has there ever been an epidemiologist attached t8SKI
before?” he asked.

“No,” Professor Braxton replied, looking puzzled.

“So why now?”

“Well, it was just a suggestion for post-doctoral stuidy.

Kevin already knew something of the realities of acaddifa:
that there was a need to continuously discover (or ihwvent things.
He was also aware that researchers were forevéingasbout for
new research topics, to improve their chances in theerrending
competition for limited resources — funds and skilledpgbeo- to
improve their standing in their little communities.
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The Professor quickly explained that an epidemiologitady of
the interactions of the Two Worlds had been on a l@tgf topics
for NISSA to investigate for ages. It was simply anvanient
conjunction of Andrew’s availability, having just graduatedni
UCL, and funding being available that kick-started redeamcthis
area.

“If you want more details of the research work itsethe
Professor concluded, “Then you'll have to ask Andrew’s supatvis

“And who’s that?” Kevin wanted to know.

“Wendy Rossiter,” she replied, “As | recall, you'veet her, at
one of you briefings here. I'll call her now.”

The Professor picked up the desk telephone handset aodeoun
a short sequence of numbers — an internal number, Kewimasds

“Wendy? Could you join me in my office for a few mornsh
As soon as possible. Thank you.”

She replaced the receiver.

“She’s on her way.”

There was a brisk knock at the door and Sanijit enteredraaiay
tray of coffee implements: a hot cafeteria, coldHreslk in a jug, a
bowl of sugar, and a cup and saucer that Kevin was imteddgure
was kept for special guests.

“Just here, please,” Professor Braxton said, indigathe desk
just in front of Kevin. He helped himself, then satedyi for a
moment sipping his coffee.

There was a light tap at the door, which opened sligirity Ms.
Rossiter’'s head appeared in the opening. Wendy Rossiternwiny
woman whose movements always put Kevin in mind of a Shoirall
She had spiky short-clipped grey hair and habitually dressblack,
offset only by a pair of large silver earrings, of whatte apparently
had a considerable collection.

Both Bret and Kevin stood up politely, and Linda beckoned her
colleague into the room.

“You remember Kevin, of course,” the Professor said.

Kevin was treated to the briefest of handshakes.

“And this is Bret.”

Ms. Rossiter held up her hand in greeting, clearly having
recognised Bret’s origins from his appearance and clothing.

Professor Braxton indicated another chair and Ms. ilRossat
daintily. Bret and Kevin returned to their seats.

Bret spoke up.

“Ms. Rossiter, we need to understand more about whatefndr
was doing.”
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“Well,” she began, glancing at the Professor, who nodttedsa
imperceptibly, “We’ve been aware that the crossingsutiinout the
Two Worlds must, at one time or another, have peedhithe transfer
of microbes and disease.”

“Obviously,” Bret interjected.

“But what we don’t know,” she continued, “Is how oftensthias
happened, or what the impacts actually were on the sxiatithe
time.”

Kevin nodded in understanding.

“So, Andrew was studying historical records, from this ldief
and some of those from Lyndesfarne, too — of epidemidgp&agues,
and then cross-referencing their spread and contagion théh
locations of crossings and the periods when they weuse.”

“Any conclusions?” Bret asked.

“Not yet,” Ms. Rossiter replied, then looked away qljicks she
realised what she had just said. After a few momehts returned
her attention to the two men, a hint of moisture adoler eyes. She
took a tissue from her pocket and dabbed at her face.

“He was performing statistical correlations, using compute
simulations,” she continued, regaining her composure, “l ratd
heard any definite conclusions, although he was certaiokking
very hard.”

“Can we see where Andrew was working?” Bret asked.

“And his computer, too,” Kevin added.

Again, Ms. Rossiter glanced at the Professor befonserirg.

“Of course. Let me show you.”

After politely taking their leave of Professor BraxfoMs.
Rossiter guided the two men along a couple of corrid@®re
opened the door on a darkened room. She reached insiderabeope
the light switch before pushing the door wide open.

Kevin and Bret made their way inside, followed by Ms. Ressi
It was an open-plan office space clearly occupied byrakkesearch
associates and students. The windows were covered leg diisds
which Ms. Rossiter declined to open. The room contaifsahdozen
desks, each with their own workstations. Most of tbhenputer
screens were surrounded by a clutter of printed paper, notapdds
rather grubby coffee mugs, together with the remnantak&away
fast food obviously consumed late at night. Kevin was ymsad to
find it unoccupied that this early hour.

“This is Andrew’s desk,” Ms. Rossiter said, indicating an
unusually tidy workplace. Apart from the computer equipimée
only things on the desktop were a jam-jar containing actseheof
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pencils and cheap biros, a scrupulously clean mug and bband
A4 notebook.

Kevin pounced on Andrew’s notebook and opened it. The book
was nearly filled with neat annotations, to-do listeetshes and
tables — evidently the notes of a tidy-minded and consoies
person with a lot of things to remember. All of thériess were dated
and typically no more than half a page — sometimesafdyv lines —
had been added on each working day.

To his disappointment, the last entry and indeed theedneg
few pages contained nothing which, at a first glancemsdeto
indicate anything out of the ordinary. After a minutewo,the gave
up and tossed the book back onto the desk.

In the absence of anything else, Kevin turned his attentidhet
computer. Judging by the network cable protruding from th& bac
and disappearing under the floor tiles, the machine paats of the
University’s managed network. Kevin had some experiench wit
corporately-managed computer nets, particularly the sgstem
deployed by the firm of architects that had employed hinnduhe
design of the New Bridge.

“What'’s the format for user names here?” he asked Mssiger,
after a few moments thought.

“Eight characters, first part of surname and one ahitishe
replied promptly.

Kevin typed “wollacka” into the login screen. The though
flashed through his mind that this word sounded like someuodsc
Antipodean slang term for money, or something. He shaokdad.

“And passwords?” he asked.

“I'm afraid | don’t know what his password is,” Ms. Rass
replied.

“No, no,” Kevin said, “I mean, what are the rules fdowable
passwords.”

“I'm not sure,” she responded, “Let me check.”

She stepped to a nearby desk and logged into another terminal.
There was a few minutes of silence, punctuated only bytape
tapping of typing on the keyboard.

“Here we are,” Ms Rossiter said eventually, evidendgqding
aloud from something on the screen, “Strong password rules,
guessable’ passwords, with mixed letters and numbers, and no
dictionary words. Oh, and they have to be changed eVveege t
months.”

Acting on a hunch, Kevin again picked up the notebook. Turing
the pages rapidly, he flicked back to the page dated watprivious
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guarter-day. To his considerable satisfaction, he spatt&tdng of
nonsense characters jotted in one corner, with a lcesal® around
it.

“Got it!” he exclaimed.

Both Bret and Ms. Rossiter seemed taken aback by Kevin's
sudden outburst.

“The password,” he explained, “Wollack had written it irs hi
notebook.”

“He’s not supposed to do that,” Ms. Rossiter mutteredsays so,
in the rules.”

Kevin nodded absently in agreement as he turned his attention
back to the computer. He knew that the disadvantagesqfient
password changes was that they were hard to rememioeit, \®as
very tempting to just jot them down somewhere.

By this time, of course, the login screen had timed and it was
necessary for Kevin to re-type Andrew’s user name itite
workstation. He followed this with the password cdigfu
transcribed from the page in front of him.

After what seemed like a heart-stoppingly long pause, wimch
reality probably lasted no more than a couple of segdhdsscreen
changed to indicate that the login process was prawgedi minute
or two later, the arcane activities deemed necessatiieogystem’s
designers had completed and Kevin was able to inspecbtitents
of Andrew’s file store.

Like the written notebook, the organisation of files Daoctor
Wollack’s computer was tidy and logically arranged. IKevi
undertook several hours of concentrated work on Andrew’s
computer, watched stoically by Bret. He began by cdyefahding
the younger man’s notes — both on the machine and in tebaak —
as well as studying an incomplete draft of an acadenpergae had
evidently been in the process of preparing.

On the way, Kevin encountered a considerable amount of
unfamiliar jargon and numerous analysis programs he hadr neve
come across before. He was forced to undertake soymeinptu
research on the Internet, the search engines once @gaiing their
worth as a vehicle for instant — if superficial — eruditmn almost
any topic.

Once it was clear what Kevin was up to, Ms. Rossiter toak
leave, claiming that she was overdue for a lecture. rKewdded
vaguely, his head swimming with the material he was stgdyi
Meanwhile, Bret got an update by phone from Guardians at the
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Grange, although there was no further news on eithey’'J aaptors
or the dead man.

Eventually, Kevin thought he had understood Doctor Wolkck’
thesis, and set about explaining it to Bret. Firstlygppeared that
Andrew had been studying a great deal of the history of the
Lyndesfarne world. He had established beyond reasonable tthatibt
there was a statistical correlation between pagicatossings being
in place, and the epicentre of certain epidemicbpth worlds.

One thing that Kevin had learned, many years ago — on déthe
things that had stuck from an interminable series of uniyers
lectures on Statistics — was that correlation does@odssarily imply
causality; that is, it was not necessarily that thmeg occurring athe
same timas another did not imply that one thir@usesanother.

The classic example, he knew, was that you could prolfiziolya
correlation between increased sales of ice creamhenoh¢idence of
sunburn. Of course, this does not imply that ice creausesa
sunburn: rather it is just that they both happen in thensertime. It
is the increasedunshine which is the causal factor.

Andrew clearly understoodhis, too. He had been trying to
establish a plausible causal mechanism. He had cordidere
discarded numerous hypotheses, until finally there wasojusstthat
was objectively supported by the facts. Kevin got theindist
impression that the late Doctor Wollack was more thalittle
unsettled by these deductions.

Historically, the common factor was a high level eported
activity by ultra-conservatives: a faction, group or wheate
pathologically opposed to continued transactions betweenltvo
Worlds. Whenever this group was active, people in bathds got
diseases and died in their thousands. This naturally ded t
considerable pressure on the authorities —Bbardsof Control on
both sides — to close crossings to protect ‘us’ from'diey’ ones
over there.

Kevin looked seriously at Bret.

“You and | both know, from recent personal experieritat, there
is a faction, here and now, who are opposed to the dsfathe
crossing. And that they are actively seeking to clo%e i

Bret's eyes widened as he realised what Kevin was suggesti

“They might be planning to try something like this again!”
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Chapter Twenty

As he and Bret travelled, Kevin's thoughts went backdppier
times, when he and Tanji had dined at home with Brethen family
at their home in the world of Lyndesfarne. He hadhbmade very
welcome indeed, fed a splendid dinner cooked unaided, as f& as
could tell, by Bret's father and toasted with an erctlred wine by
the Ferryman herself.

Only later did he realise that this might have been rtfoment
when everything changed: when he became recognisedpag af
the establishment of the Other World — of the Two M&reven —
although he had not consciously understood it at the tigwg. now,
he realised, he was entrenched, an accepted membdrabfuas an
exceptionally exclusive club.

After dinner, Bret's father had waved away any suggedtian
Kevin should help with clearing away. The older manmrsskhappy
enough to potter around, taking the empty plates and disbksnba
the kitchen and tidying away the remaining accoutremieats the
dining table. One of these days, Kevin thought to Hfimseill get a
chance to see inside a Lyndesfarne kitchen.

Tanji and Kevin were encouraged by Bret to take up their
wineglasses and move sedately — ‘waddle’ was the wordhvadaime
unbidden to Kevin's mind — to more comfortable seatingheyfire.
The extravagant meal and the plentiful wine had madenKguite
drowsy, although he was awake enough to notice that fenetathe
only one feeling slightly sleepy. He felt able onby rhake vaguely
desultory comments on the delights of the food and vaind,on the
style and ambiance of the surroundings.

Eosin excused himself at this point and escorted thidrehi
downstairs for, Kevin imagined, some domestic bedtimelri The
kids seemed happy enough to oblige, after the obligatorg ‘inadt
hour” effect, chasing each other around the large rootti, un
suddenly, they seemed so tired that they could hardly keapetres
open.

Kevin and the others talked long into the night. Taegmed
content to sit close to Kevin on a sofa to one eidine fire, her eyes
bright and clearly taking in everything that was said.

Eosin returned later on, glancing at Bret and nodding &lmos
imperceptibly, which Kevin took to be parental code ‘fohildren

124 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2008



quiet, in bed and nearly asleep”. He slipped quietly inteaamy chair
almost hidden in shadow, set well back to one side effitaplace,
swept up his wineglass and offered a silent toast ta Bret

Bret's mother, joined a little later by her husbanderaf
completing, Kevin imagined, his kitchen duties, sat ireeoad sofa
opposite Kevin and Tanji. Both Bret and her mother amguketo
have a fund of stories and tales, with just the suggesKemin
would realise afterwards, that the fables were cayefdlected as a
message with an oblique point to be made.

The conversation had flagged a little immediately aftener, but
soon perked up as they settled themselves.

“It occurred to me,” the Ferryman began, addressing Kevin
directly, “That you might be interested in how a cnogstomes into
being.”

This was one topic where Kevin had long had a fasonaand
said so immediately. Bret's Mother sat back in hexircwith the air,
it suddenly struck Kevin, of someone about to tell atiale group of
tired kindergarten children. She sipped at her wine ghessgghtfully
for a moment.

“A World Crossing,” she said eventually, “Is a consteact
artefact, as much a work of — well, engineering, you negigt— as a
bridge or building.”

Kevin nodded, already entranced.

“So, opening a crossing is a lengthy and complicated pspces
requiring great skills and a considerable amount of diligerk by
many people,” the Ferryman said, “Although I'm not abssy sure
that anyone really remembers exactly how it is damemore.”

The Ferryman paused, staring into space for a moment.

“Anyway,” she continued, “The first part of that proses to
open up a small portal — a circle connecting this worldh wours —
only a few inches across. This allows the consbinscto see where
they are in the other world.”

“Not much of a view through a hole that big,” Kevin neugd.

The Ferryman looked amused.

“Even though it is small, it’s still possible to sermidugh various
magical viewing devices and artefacts.”

“You can use magic in my world?” Kevin asked, momentarily
confused.

The Ferryman nodded her head.

“Of course there is no problem with using magic, sincédarrier
has been constructed at this stage.”
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“Ah,” Kevin exclaimed softly, feeling slightly foolish He had
forgotten that the barrier preventing the transit odgim and
technology between the two worlds was a separate roatistnuch
more recently established and very actively mainthine

“So,” Bret’'s mother continued, “A small amount of mawnt in
the location of these spy-holes is possible — correspgnto a
certain amount of movement of the eventual positiohefcrossing.”

“So that’s how the location is decided?” Kevin asked.

“Well, partially,” the Ferryman agreed, “But in genenak need
to create lots of these openings, in order to detertiieeground
level, to make sure that the surface at both sides ahgh, for
example.”

Kevin nodded in understanding, as he felt he could comprehend
this. He had certainly found, in his own more mundargneering
undertakings, that selecting a site for a large bridge hessvily
dependent on matching the geological features on both sides

“This is important since, to properly determine theataan for a
crossing,” she continued, “We need a lot of assessit@entake sure
the weather and climate is broadly compatible, to ensonsistent
geographical and geological features, and so on, to makescone
basic criteria have been met.”

“What kind of criteria?” Kevin wanted to know.

Bret's mother snorted in amusement.

“Well, for example, that there is dry land on both sjlieshe
answered, “Not in the middle of some ocean — althoughhths been
tried with fairly unfortunate effects.”

So that’'s what's behind the Bermuda Triangle, thenyirKe
mused, but said nothing.

“So, a sampling process,” the Ferryman emphasised, yMan
spots are obviously incompatible immediately, and we avauhply
try somewhere else. But in other cases, a considesahount of
surveying work is undertaken only to finally discover stinmg at a
late stage that means the location will not do. Amthe selection of
the final site is always the result of years of sssents and
evaluations.”

She paused, perhaps wondering what to say next.

“After an initial survey with magical devices,” shesuvened, “And
if a particular location looks sufficiently promising, adher much
larger portal would be opened, this one big enough for peopi®
through.  The volunteers sent through are human surveyors,
instructed to carry out assessments which are hard torpe
remotely. These assessors had to make sure the progessdwell
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away from centres of population, for example, and to a&ddre
concerns like security and the control of access — itapbisince a
crossing will be many leagues in circumference.”

She hesitated again.

“This was always potentially dangerous and risky workgesin
inter-world portals are unstable and can move unexpectedinap
out of existence in an instant because of a singk nmagical
misstep. But, if the reports from the on-the-ground temmm
favourable, then a final decision is made to go aheHuk portal is
widened progressively and folded back on itself to formraejdwo
domes really” — she illustrated this effect with movataeof her
hands — “shaped like a pair of shallow saucers set togathieir
edges. This configuration is highly stable — mainly beeathere is
so much energy bound up in the structure — and will lastdore

The Ferryman sat back in her chair and took a sip rofvime.

“There’s an old story about crossings and their credtshe said
thoughtfully, “That you might like to hear. A story whit certainly
heard many times as a child and which you might findesteng.”

Kevin nodded again.

“Well, this was one of the very earliest crossingsened many
thousands of years ago. It was not the first, butasly m the history
that it was probably established before it was rmedlishat all
crossings from our world end up in yours.”

The Ferryman smiled wryly, looking for a moment verycm
like her daughter Bret.

“At that time, several other countries already hadssirgs, and
the local emperors and minor kings in the area badlyeglanne too.
They wanted to partake of the trade, and the associatalthwthat
an opening to the Other World would provide.”

Not so much an Arms Race, Kevin though grimly, as Frans
World Crossing envy.

“So,” she continued wryly, “There was a certain amooit
pressure from the rulers of the region on the magiagiheers and
crossing-builders, to complete the crossing in the mimnpossible
time. Certainly, they cut corners and generally usedhness care
and attention than was really advisable.”

The Ferryman again sipped her wine.

“Now, | need to tell you something about the physicéiirsg of
this particular crossing,” she resumed, “In our worldwidts at the
edge of a tropical sea. Inland from the coast wagidriaamdscape,
semi-desert, not really farmed and altogether quite oftleitway.
The reasoning at the time was that proximity to @ would allow
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fish and other produce to be exported, as well as providing
convenient transport for goods by boat — there werdraasport
portals in those days.”

She paused briefly, perhaps considering the best phrasirigefo
story, then continued.

“In your world, the place of the crossing was in a Higl desert,
also scrubland, not heavily populated, with just a few ps&mi-
nomadic tribespeople ekeing out a living herding sheep and.goat

Bret’'s mother again brought the wineglass to her lifiepagh
Kevin was not entirely sure she was doing more thantssing the
contents of the glass.

“Surveying of the site had gone ahead more-or-lesslasdribed,
and the time had come to decide whether the site propeasd
entirely suitable. The committee of sages and advisbis were to
make a recommendation to the rulers met in a grand catiga — an
earlier incarnation of the Boards, | suppose, althoughapsr less
sophisticated then.”

“One man objected to the proposed location. He wasddinaz
and he was one of the, well, chief architects of ¢hassing, you
might say. From all accounts, he had a reputation nmesguarters
for caution and good judgment, a characteristic that sothers
interpreted as indecision and resistance to change.”

“According to the tale | heard, Noaz was convinced thatfull
crossing, once opened, would intersect the sea in oud &od allow
water to rush through the crossing and flood the desert.”

Bret's mother paused for dramatic effect, clearly slmgalto
Kevin that this was a tale often told in this houdeho

“The others involved with the crossing design did not egveéh
Noaz.”

Kevin nodded sagely. He had had personal experienceeningff
balanced and professional technical advice on the péatdeof large-
scale works of civil engineering — only to have thatieeldiscarded,
even derided, by others simply because it did not aligh thig¢ pre-
conceived ideas of those who thought they were in charge

“Their disagreements were vigorous and prolonged, and
ultimately rather violent,” Bret's mother continuedEventually,
Noaz was banished, exiled to your world.”

This remark provoked a sharp intake of breath from Tdfgvin
could see that she looked shocked, even horrified by thepect.
The Ferryman had noticed her reaction too.
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“Noaz was not permitted back though a temporary opening
between the two worlds,” she emphasized, “Before & deliberately
closed.”

Tanji looked wide-eyed, waiting for the Ferryman to gurg.

“Years passed, and preparations were made to open the full
crossing. | should stress again that this was a @losslertaking,
requiring the preparation of a vast array of magic —e#irtie’'s work
for tens, even hundreds, of skilled artisans and magatismen.”

Kevin struggled with this concept. He was familiar wtile idea
of engineering projects taking decades to complete — therrdnod
material that had to be transported and emplaced to mdamar a
canal or a motorway would require vast expenditure ofuab®ut a
work of this magnitude which did not, in any way he coelcbgnise,
produce a physical result — this he found difficult to comeetrms
with.

“With no choice in the matter,” Bret's mother conted, “Noaz
settled in your world and took up farming in the fertildeys below
the high desert. He married a local woman, startesndyfand sired
numerous children, became a grandfather, even. Buk tihisatime,
he kept a weather eye on the desert. He listenedatellars and
shepherds; he even walked alone up there from time &’tim

Kevin was intrigued.

“From his own observations, and his gentle interrogasti of
itinerants, Noaz identified the unmistakable signs tha old
colleagues were still determined to open a crossing. hadeheard
reports of strange lights in the desert, of glowing dbjéanging in
the air. He had even glimpsed such things himself owdilss.”

“Noaz’s sagacity and caution re-asserted itself asebhbsed the
risk to his family. Using what personal wealth he kagwn about
himself during his years of exile, he set about buildirgpat — in an
area many miles from the sea — big enough for his é&tefamily
and their livestock.”

Kevin froze, just beginning to realise just what he hearing.

“Noaz had to bear incredulity and scorn from his neiginbd the
Ferryman continued, “From those who refused to lisbehi¢ words
of warning. | guess he was thought of as a strange atd-n@ne
who had appeared as if from nowhere decades before. Wnd/ioo
seemed to have amassed a small fortune in indecest’hast

“As it turned out, Noaz’'s boat was completed just in tinkhe
crossing was indeed opened and, as he had predicted, theega
through. This must have been an inundation for whieh tdrm
“raging torrent” would have been entirely appropriate.ef€hwas an
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immense flood, with storm clouds and dark skies caused byaddst
water being thrown into the air as the cool sea wdiie the
desiccated rocks and sands of the desert.”

Again, the Ferryman paused to take a sip from her wireglas

“Fortunately, the boat proved sound and Noaz's family igedv
some days in their lifeboat. We can only hope thdéast some of
their doubting neighbours must have survived, although undoubtedl|
many, many people lost their lives.”

“The portal engineers in our World must have realised #reor
very rapidly, and moved to close the crossing again,’ceimtinued,
“Although this must have been a difficult and dangerous taskget
close to a whirlpool in the sea a league or more acinsa wooden
sailing ship, and then invoke the intricate magic whiakuld have
closed the new crossing. It must have taken many ptsemand it is
told that many lost their lives — before the closulgin was finally
completed.”

She sighed gently, then continued.

“Anyway, the water eventually subsided and Noaz set upva n
community at the edge of the area washed by the dispé@@ed The
salt from the sea water would have made the landestierl many
years.”

“You've just told me the story of Noah's Ark, haven'ouy?”
Kevin asked.

Bret's mother nodded.

“That’s right,” she confirmed, “So much of the mythgyoof your
world, and ours, is bound up with the mingled history of T
Worlds crossings. And a great deal of this historyis negarded as
legend, or children’s stories and the like.”

She shook her head.

“In any case,” she said sadly, “It was a salutary waro the
rulers and magical technicians of the time: that nwaee must be
taken in positioning such constructions to avoid the hugstevof
effort in creating such a crossing. And the story bawved its
purpose as a caution over the millenia: such a physisastéir has
not happened since, at least on the scale I've justidedc
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Chapter Twenty One

Before leaving the NISSA building, Bret and Kevin droppetbi
thank Professor Braxton, but were apologetically infdnby Sanijit
that the Professor was teaching and should not beupted. Ms.
Rossiter was also nowhere to be found. Kevin askegit $ashe
would pass on their thanks for the assistance toitiwaistigation.

Bret reached for his mobile and phoned their driver, wilas
already waiting by the time the two men reached tepsstat the
entrance. They clambered into the back of the cdrsah off. The
relatively short distance from Newcastle-on-Tynehe Lyndesfarne
crossing would usually have been completed in thirty m&oteso.
On this afternoon, for some reason, traffic jamstio@ Old North
Road delayed them so much that both men had got visidiiyed.

Finally, and with no time to spare, their car screddoea halt at
the causeway entrance and the two men leapt out, agae
remembering to leave their mobile phones and other efectro
devices with the driver before embarking on the crossgadfi This
would previously have been a two-mile walk with no easy why
moving more quickly, since the causeway to the Old Bridgaldvo
have been packed with queues of horse-drawn wagons. Now,
however, that the commercial traffic was carried hw New Bridge,
more rapid movement was possible.

Bret had phoned ahead from the car and was ablentmaodeer
a light horse-drawn trap and driver from the duty Gualialt was
exactly this kind of vehicle, Kevin remembered, that hadsparted
him around the Lyndesfarne end of the New Bridge whileat wtill
under construction.

The driver cracked his whip and the buggy set off at atfast
across the causeway towards the Old Bridge, the few {piohss
warned of their approach both by the clatter of thevhscand the
ringing of a large brass hand-bell. Kevin hung on neryotasthe
wooden rails as the trap bounced over the cobblestonest least
they were able to complete the crossing in less Hadinthe time it
would have taken to walk.

The trap stopped outside the building that Kevin knew Was t
base for the Guardians on this side of the crossinge tiio men
leapt down and Bret thanked their driver before turning toesdda
group of men and women who were standing expectantlgbyea
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Kevin had become quite adept at recognising the not-quite-uniform o
the Guardians in both worlds. They had apparently begunested

by Bret using his mobile phone, and the message somehow
communicated to the Other World. How this was done, riKehdl

not know, but he assumed that there must be somedbsignalling
across the straights — using flags, perhaps, or mayddartalights —
which could be undertaken using both magical and mecHanica
devices.

It was then just a short walk to their destinatiorccéyding to the
message on Bret’s slate, the meeting was to be imdbtel Kevin
knew as the Walled Garden, which was only a few hundredisya
from the Lyndesfarne end of the causeway.

To his surprise, Kevin was greeted effusively by name by the duty
receptionist the moment he came through the door. Hethgdd in
this hostel many times during the construction of the [Beige, but
did not realise he was so easily recognised. Palteofmystery was
solved immediately when the receptionist explainedcceated but
readily understandable English, that a room had beemvessén
Kevin’'s name.

The receptionist was a rather prissy-looking little mo&dmiddle
years dressed in the uniform of the hostel. He had daiktied
neatly in a ponytail which emphasised the high cheekbonds a
slightly pointed ears which distinguished natives of thasld. He
became increasingly and visibly alarmed by the urgency winke
voice, not to mention the stern appearance of Brktt®, and
immediately directed the two men downstairs, followedHsysquad
of Guardians.

The room door opened immediately to Kevin's gesture. He w
alarmed to discover that it was the very room thatdtedinared with
Tanji on the evening of the formal opening of the New Bridde.
his way of thinking, this once again emphasised, as if ieweally
necessary, that he and Tanji had been carefully watebalkedwas
probably the most appropriate word — for months.

The hostel room was a large and well-appointed suite avie of
those quaintly-named bathing rooms attached. There wamn&o
inside, and no evidence of any recent occupation. Indeedn Ke
thought it was as neatly arranged as if housekeeping fiaohnlg a
few moments ago.

After a few fruitless moments opening cupboard doors and
looking under the bed, Kevin stood wondering what theylshdo
now. At that moment, a faint chime emerged from Bragtchel
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emitted, Kevin assumed, by the magical timepiece the othe@ had
shown him earlier.

“Look!” Bret exclaimed.

Kevin spun around, directed by Bret’s pointing finger. The
mirror over the dressing table showed Tanji, in the sdm@ o the
same featureless room they had seen earlier. Shesdlemone side,
then stood up energetically and waved at the “glass’eoside. She
had obviously just been told that Kevin could see her,endould
see her lips move but could not make out any words.

She stood still for a few moments, a rather wan siplig/ing
about her lips then, without warning, she calmly rerdoler blouse
and let it fall to the floor behind her. Kevin could de breasts,
shrunken and hardened with darkened nipples just like, he realised
a flash, when they were on that beach holiday. $bed quietly,
chin held high; suddenly she smiled more widely, her eyesitfigs

“She’s telling us where she is!” Kevin exclaimed.

“What do you mean?” Bret demanded.

“I've only ever seen her like that in one place,” Keexplained
rapidly, “On holiday.”

In the mirror, Tanji paraded around wearing only her leather
trousers, still smiling — not a patch on her usual grin,emaugh for
Kevin to recognise it for what it was. Images flashadugh his
mind — beach volleybaih the late afternoons, swimming and diving
during the day, and — the thought struck him like a flasigbtring
— that fascinating excursion where he had seen all of tbagegreen
beans for sale.

With only a touch of embarrassment, Kevin rapidly exydito
Bret about the beach holiday he and Tanji had taken rearlithe
year, and her expressed preference for topless beack.game

Bret got the point immediately.

“So you think she’s trying to tell us that she’s being held
somewhere in the area you visited on vacation?”

Kevin nodded vigorously. Bret looked thoughtful for a few
moments, then nodded slowly.

“You know, | think you may be right.”

The image in the mirror faded. Bret motioned to twottud
Guardians, who unhesitatingly tore the mirror frone thall and
carried it out of the room for, Kevin imagined, some kiridnagical
analysis.

The vandalism had obviously been spotted by the hostel
receptionist, who came bustling into the room a few ruaséter,
looking very hot under the collar. He strode up to Bmad spoke
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rapidly and rather angrily in the Lyndesfarne languaBest calmly
took him on one side, responding equally rapidly and speakuah
too fast for Kevin to follow. Even so, he got the impr@sshat Bret
was explaining the circumstances and why it had beesssary to
remove the mirror.

The receptionist glanced at Kevin a time or two wHike other
man was speaking, looking increasingly worried. Now much
mollified, Bret brought the little man to where Kevin slod_ooking
Kevin directly in the eye, Bret reported quietly that theren, which
had been just ordinary glass, had been broken by an ocaipghat
room some weeks ago.

“Some weeks ago?”’ Kevin practically squeaked, “Beforayest
here with Tan;ji?”

Bret nodded, eyes locked on Kevin’'s own.

“So what happened?” Kevin demanded.

The hostel receptionist looked flustered. He spoke in the
Lyndesfarne language, relying on Bret to translate thefgisthe
other man’s benefit. Apparently, the client had atkdithe accident
and offered to pay for the damage. The hostel used ital usu
contractors to install a replacement a few days,lakhough the
receptionist said that he did not recognise the two pempbie
actually turned up to fit the piece.

Kevin was still livid.

“So how did Tanji and | get this particular room?” he teanto
know.

The receptionist looked uncertain and Bret fluently tegtesl the
other man’s question.

“That’s simple,” the prissy little man replied in Ergl, “It's the
best room in the house.”

Bret started slightly then reached for his rucksack. r&hweas
another message on his slate. He turned the upper stofdaee
Kevin.

“You are being so very well-behaved,” the message reéaa, “I
pleased, even impressed. You will hear from us again.’soo

Kevin stared at the message silently for a long moment.

“Hmmm. So, how do the kidnappers know that we were/inig
Tanji in the magic mirrors?” he asked finally.

Bret glanced at the other man, looking surprised.

“Well, perhaps they don't,” he replied, “They might bestju
assuming that we made the appointment.”

Kevin shook his head.
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“No. They must be some way of keeping track of us,” he
asserted, “This is all too organised to leave somethingthi&e to
chance.”

Bret looked at him through narrowed eyes.

“So they could be using some magical means to keep track’of
he said, “Which means a Finder.”

“What's a Finder?”

Bret hesitated.

“It's, well, a magical way to determining the locatioha person
or object,” he said eventually, “Also known as a Locétor

“So why haven't you tried to use a Finder to locate Tanji
Kevin asked urgently in a low voice.

“We have,” Bret responded promptly, “And it didn't work. We
assumed that she must be in your world, where a Fiadeseiess.”

He paused for a moment, then looked around the room. Kevin
and Bret were by now alone in the suite, the remaidngrdians
having quietly dispersed.

“But there are ways to mislead such devices,” Bret addea i
low voice.

“So you think we are being tracked by a Finder?” Kevin
reiterated, “At least in this world.”

Bret nodded.

It was Kevin’s turn to narrow his eyes.

“l think we should be suspicious of any electronic devices we
habitually carry about with us,” he said carefully, Eyhmight have a
bug of some kind.”

“It would only work in your world,” Bret replied, “But, yes,
you’re probably right. But we should worry about beiracked in
this world first.”

“But what can we do?” Kevin demanded, “Is there somel kaf
magical counter-measure?”

Bret grinned wryly at the other man’s perceptiveness.

“Yes, but it's quite rare, and very carefully contedll by the
Boards,” he answered, “I'll try and locate one. IWrite to my
Mother immediately.”

Kevin imagined that the Ferryman would almost certainlyehav
enough clout to engineer the release of such proscribet.mBget
scribbled rapidly on his slate and then sent his messaile av
practiced gesture.

“There,” he said with a slightly self-satisfied air, “That shdude
enough to get some help.”
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In the absence of anything else obviously useful to det Bade
further enquiries of the hostel staff, although withoignisicant
results. No-one could recall anything about the guest Wwéd
broken the original mirror, other than he had staystigne night and
paid for the breakage without quibbling.

About forty minutes later, a sealed package arrived, delivby a
tall slender woman wearing a hooded robe and carryingg dtaff
Kevin recognised her as a member of the Guild of Messengers.
Silently, she took a large packet from her bag and placada table
in the hostel foyer. Bret was required to make a cerpkries of
gestures over the envelope before he was allowed tatpigk The
Messenger watched quietly, then nodded and quickly turndteon
heel to depart. She had uttered no word for the entireicluiaf her
delivery.

Bret unpacked the parcel quickly, finally holding up a couple o
copper-coloured amulets of a complex design which writhed
sparkled with the coloured lights which denoted magibiwit

“This is a passive magic,” Bret explained, “Once startied,
doesn’t need any further gestures. It will make us apge#ma are
still here” — he pointed at the floor — “until, well,etiend of time, or
at least as long as we wear these.”

He gestured for a few seconds, then thrust one ofrthdess at
Kevin before sliding the other over his left wrist and upoohis
upper arm. Kevin followed suit. He had never been a gmeatfor
jewellery of any kind, and so found the sensation ofithelet on his
upper arm both unusual and faintly unnerving.

“So, can we get to our beach holiday location now?VikKasked
urgently.

“Yes,” Bret replied, picking up his rucksack, “Follow me.”
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Chapter Twenty Two

The Beach Hotel where Kevin had stayed with Tanji ti@o
ecstatically wonderful weeks clearly prided itself on theality and
upkeep of its facilities. For Kevin, every day was & mxperience,
a new wonder — often without setting foot outside thertegrounds
at all.

The hotel buildings were all low, solid-looking constraos,
arranged around a central open area, with well-maintagadens
and shrubbery either side of the path and steps whidtoled to the
beach. The grounds abounded in wildlife: plants, birdsetligs —
all of which looked vaguely familiar to Kevin, and cémta nothing
which would have been out of place on a tropical shorkoane.
There were coconut palm trees everywhere, theitrtailks featuring
the characteristic unexpected twists and turns formettheas grew
towards the best light.

Early in the morning towards the end of their vacatihe two
lovers took a walk on the beach. It was already wanch sunny as
they strolled along hand-in-hand, enjoying the soundfi@fsea and
the light sea-breeze.

Kevin wore a pair of baggy but brightly-coloured shortacmas
he would have done on the beach at home, togethesaitals and
sunglasses. He was bare-headed and bare-chested, aadly alre
getting to be quite tanned, although he was careful tal ayefting
burned. The fine weather and appetising food, and theh&@aetas
getting more exercise than usual — in several dynamics,wag
thought with a wry smirk — meant that he was noticeahliking up
around shoulders and thighs.

Tanji wore a pair of the flowing and insubstantial troeassge so
often favoured, together with the magical sunhat thatepted her
fair complexion. Between waist and hairline she wwothing at all,
to Kevin's unreserved delight, although once again shedaiamh the
precaution of reducing the size of her breasts to mieimhiscomfort
during exercise.

Some movement in the litter of driftwood marking thghatide
line up ahead caught Kevin’s attention.

“What's that?” he exclaimed, pointing out the erratickiog
motions of a large piece of worm-eaten timber.
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As he watched, a grey-brown object perhaps a foot acdyssle
its way around the baulk. It was a few shades darker ttiea pale
sands underfoot and of such an irregular shape thaightrhave
been mistaken for a rock if it had not been so plaimbyving.

Tanji grinned characteristically widely.

“It's a Beachcomber,” she said, “Have you not seemtheound
here already?”

“No,” Kevin replied, although he belatedly realised thathiael
previously noticed that the beach was always litteretl saattered
rocks which never quite seemed to be in the same plexedays
running.

Tanji explained that Beachcombers were magical devioes f
cleaning beaches of flotsam and jetsam. Seaweed amdartianic
debris was ingested and then digested, and the resultiegiahavas
used to enrich the soil further inland.

“So it’s like a Lawn Bug?” Kevin said, remembering theetts
like device which he had seen cutting the grass on one trfigssto
this world in the company of Bret.

“That’s right,” she exclaimed cheerfully.

Well, that certainly helps to explain the luxuriant gtiovin the
gardens and vegetable plots everywhere along this st@réevin
thought.

They walked on, determined to explore the entire lendtthe
beach before returning to the hotel for a light braskf At the end of
the beach, tall cliffs and crags came down to the veatedge,
leading back to the higher ground which formed the bay in wihieh
hotel was situated.

The tall trees at the top of the ridge featured aniercallection
of nests, home to what Kevin had originally thoughtedasge birds,
but actually turned out to be a small species of fismgatragon.

There were several of the creatures flying overheadingpia the
wind blowing from the sea. As they watched, one foldedinds
and dove for the water, spearing though the sea’s sukxiticdarely
a splash and emerging a few seconds later clutching gglmg
silver fish.

Kevin had noted the fish-hunting flying reptiles — just #elit
larger than the Nightwings he had seen at Tanji’'s henearlier in
the holiday. No one had paid them undue attention antake
concluded that they were not a risk to humans, and inthegdcould
be seen nesting in treetops along the heavily wooded riigesan
parallel to the beach in numerous places.
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Earlier in the week, Tanji had guided him on an excursibithv
started with a visit to the nearby town. With his archtiteeyes,
Kevin had found the entire trip absolutely fascinating. Setaés
and shops were thatched with the coconut palm tiles Kleain
would have found commonplace in the corresponding parts of his
own world.

Nevertheless, most buildings here were rather heawuily and
set low to the ground. Practically every constructias equipped
with wide verandas and wide doors open to the bredzesn so, the
buildings were all stoutly constructed, with solid doorsl &eavy
roofs, as well as shutters for all the windows. It wigsr to Kevin
that, as elsewhere in the world of Lyndesfarne, pewpty much
preferred to sleep in stout buildings or, better stiiderground. A
short discussion with Tanji revealed that, here, fevdings had any
basements or lower floors.

“Do they have dragons here?” Kevin asked Tanji suddenly, his
train of thought emerging as a question.

Patiently, a smiling Tanji explained that this area w@agoo hot
for the large dragons that used to live in the area ardendatuseway
— and that they had seen on their safari — as wekiag Iboo close to
the sea.

“So why are all the houses built so strongly?”

Tanji's face suddenly looked much more serious.

“In the old days, dragons like the ones we saw werghebnly
dangerous animal,” she explained, “There’s another, em#jling
reptile that hunts in large packs.”

She hesitated, then continued.

“I'm not absolutely sure how to translate the word, pathaps
‘Raptors’ would be appropriate.”

Kevin suppressed a gasp.

“They're now extremely rare, but they can travel gréigtances
in a short time,” she continued, “Raptors have nonlssen in this
area for a generation or more, but people have long nesiio

Always the conservative viewpoint, Kevin mused, theufo on
risks and dangers from the past.

One of several differences which struck him as thekedhalong
was that the whole local environment was rather magk-fimished
than many places he had seen in his own world — in patsln
Saharan Africa, for example. Here, there were -weltalled roads
and paths, with neat borders planted with flowers ambtreven well
away from the areas around the hotel — the parts hedwuae
characterised as ‘touristy’.
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Tanji strolled with Kevin — something that felt extreme&gg and
comfortable here — to a nearby portal, one he couldrecagnise as
a short-distance transport. The two of them soon gedein a
resolutely agricultural area, and they set off walkingnglooads
between well-tended fields supporting a wide variety opsranly
some of which Kevin recognised. There were just a couplergé
buildings visible, and the occasional isolated farmstead

“Why have a portal here?” Kevin asked Tanji, lookingckba
along the road at the small building from which they hast
emerged.

“Well, to bring people out here to work,” she replied prdypt
“Both in the fields and the warehouses.”

Kevin looked around. The fieldworkers had a much broader
range of skin tones than he would have expected at h&weryone
seemed cheerful enough and adept at using, he had begun,ta note
variety of magical devices, often rather small, tsisiswith the
farming. He could see that much of the weeding and ploughadb
the really back-breaking jobs — were relieved by a pretlod aids.

Farm transport seemed to be an eclectic mixture otiwdweeled
carts and wagons, drawn by horses, or bullocks or eyéard, and
the magic floating platforms controlled by gestures witevin had
seen many times during the construction of the New Bridge

“Why not use floaters for everything?” Kevin askeds hi
insatiable curiosity getting the better of him onceiraga

“Well, they're expensive, for one thing,” Tanji repligatiently,
“And they need a flat-ish space to set down to load at@whdr- and
that space is not always available.”

Kevin nodded. He could see that the wheels of cartsl cou
along the rows of plants easily enough.

“And, | suppose, it's just traditional,” she concluded.

Kevin was distracted at that moment by what could only be
described as magic wells. These comprised of low arcuélls of
the construction stone so widely used in this world.coiding to
Taniji, these wells could be simply placed on the groumt sharted
with a gesture. After a short delay, water would dtarfiow, but
whether it was drawn from deep underground, or precipittted
atmosphere, or by some other means, Tanji was at aolasglain.
A further advantage was that, when the irrigation waspdeted, the
water flow could be stopped with a second gesture and ¢éHevall
could be picked up and placed elsewhere.
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The combination of plenty of fresh water, natural costpand
fertiliser from the Beachcombers, and daily sunshine maste this
area immensely fertile, Kevin considered. He was awaae the
desire experienced in many parts of his own world for fleghand
vegetables in all seasons, and he was finally beginningatise that
this demand was at least partially satisfied by impoois the world
of Lyndesfarne.

They stopped at a farm market — a mixture of stalls shage
coconut matting and tiles, as well as tents made ff@arsame self-
erecting magic material that Kevin had encountered enbgach.
One of the few fruits and vegetables on display tlatdtognised
were long thin green beans. Most of the others lookeerlyitt
eccentric, especially the large fruit which seemed ¢oabcross
between a pine cone and a grapefruit.

Kevin wondered again at the anachronistic mixture of aneieat
futuristic, an impression he had got everywhere he had ibetis
world. But it all worked, he considered, and worked wedugh to
have been largely unchanged for decades, even centuries.

He knew that the introduction of what even now he pedigt
thinking of as new magical technology happened infrequently.
Additionally, both ordinary non-magical devices andrggtay items
— clothes, for example — were routinely enhanced by magic a
therefore had a more-or-less indefinite lifespan.

All this had led to a society which was largely faidastable, at
least by comparison with his own world, and indeed condgious
conservative and resistant to change. This led, Kevin seppado
the preference for living in extended family groups, with lesusnd
property held collectively by the family, handed down, nzaied,
and occasionally extended from generation to generation.

The society was not entirely equitable, of course:esdamilies
held more wealth and property than others, or wielded pmowner —
via the Boards, for example — than others. Even soneavas really
poor, even in this tropical region, with evidence of thame pattern
of large family groups and an absence of street urchins, tsegga
cripples.

This seemed to have led to stable population numbers, \Wwhath
not changed significantly in generations. This contchstarkedly,
Kevin mused, with the explosive growth of population in nmuests
of his own world over the last couple of hundred yearsenaow
only just beginning to taper off.
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Chapter Twenty Three

“Where are we going?” Kevin asked, as he followed Bretof
the Walled Garden and down the road towards the portainies.

“To the beach,” Bret replied shortly.

Kevin had already guessed that.

“But we don't really know where Tanji is,” he insisted they
jogged down the street.

“But we might be able to find out,” the other man regligAnd |
think that Tanji is smart enough to give us a lot obrnfation —
perhaps even more than she realised herself.”

He paused, then added, “But let’s double-check, shall we?”

Bret stopped and pulled a magic writing slate from his ruéksac
the one he habitually carried, Kevin recalled, like rsany of the
natives of this world. Seeing it, Kevin was once magdruck by a
blast of despair; he remembered the way that Tanji tsedite to
her friends all the time when they first met, and rwwfeared that he
would never see her again.

“Now,” Bret began, gently pulling Kevin back to the heaired-
now, “You visited the warehouse in this world near thessing,
didn’t you?”

Kevin nodded miserably.

“And do you recall the name of the person you showed you
around?”

Kevin thought hard. Remembering people’s names was m®t 0
of his strong points, and he struggled with the recadlactor a
moment or two.

“There were two of them,” he replied slowly, than addsdthe
memory finally struck, “They were called Vanise andday$

“Hmm,” Bret nodded, already making complex gestures over his
slate in order to, Kevin presumed, communicate withviheshouse
staff.

“OK, I'll write to them,” he said after a few moment‘We want
to find out whether there was a single direct delivecgently.”

He scribbled a few sentences on the surface of #ie. slEven
now, Kevin could not make out very much of the alphahdtsyntax
of the written language, despite a fair degree of effmmfhimself
and tutoring from Taniji.
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“That should do,” Bret concluded, again gesturing over thee sl
until the writing faded before their eyes, “So comé on.

Together, the two of them entered the portal buildingid&l by
Bret, they undertook a series of transfers followingoate which,
Kevin considered, was almost certainly different frii@ one he had
taken with Tanji, although he could not be completely.sure

The two men emerged from another portal building onste
front, adjoining the beach hotel where Kevin had stayed Wathjji
all those months ago. He recognised the setting insh bf nostalgia
and a sudden aching reminder of the loss of Tanji. Pullingéifm
together, he marched straight across the wide boulevard the
portal building to the railings which separated the roadin@y the
beach.

The two men then undertook what Kevin would later condioler
be a classic piece of detective work, at least aaddre could judge
as an amateur but enthusiastic reader of detective narals
whodunits.

Kevin leant against the railings, surveying the scenefroimt of
him, he could see what were evidently holidaymakerslisigalb and
fro, enjoying the promenade. Similarly, in the other dioec he
observed numerous sun-seekers taking their ease deabl, many
of them wearing, as was the custom in many parts o, little
or nothing by way of bathing costumes.

“The way | see it,” Bret said, ticking off the points bis fingers,
“We’'ve got two important clues. Firstly, the bar codeich you so
insightfully noticed on Tanji’s foot.”

“Which clearly was originally attached to a package eohedind
of bean that was part of a shipment exported from tbiddvi Kevin
added, nodding vigorously.

“‘Right,” Bret confirmed, “Together with Tanji's appearanc
during the second contact.”

“Exactly,” the other man agreed.

Bret paused, clearly not quite sure how to approach the oopic
his mind.

“About the change in Tanji's, err, shape,” he began, “Aoa y
quite sure there is no doubt, no ambiguity in your mind?”

“Oh no,” Kevin responded immediately, “I’'m quite surewdsn’t
even aware that Tanji could change her body like tinéit the day
we arrived here, and it's definitely the only time I'veeeseen her
perform that trick.”

Kevin was feeling very fidgety and wanting to be doing
something — anything — rather than just standing here.
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“Do you imagine that she’ll be in the hostel?” He askealing
in the direction of the familiar building just acrdbge road.

“Somehow, | doubt it,” the other man responded, “Butdiseno
harm in asking, is there?”

Seemingly suddenly energised, Bret strode rapidly in tleetin
the other man had just indicated, leaving Kevin scamperioggal
behind. Bret strode unhesitatingly into the hostel aswbsted the
receptionist who jumped up from behind his desk. There wa$ mu
shaking of heads and muttered conversation, then Brezdiaway
apparently thanking the man for his help.

“She’s not here,” Bret said to Kevin, “I've been assutieat no-
one’s been staying here for long enough to be Tanji ocdyors.”

The two men made their way out onto the street. 8xsdtenly
stopped dead in the roadway, then again reached foratieeislhis
rucksack. He gestured briefly at it, and Kevin could seiingr
appear on the black surface, though he could not read a word.

“It's a reply from Vanise and Lyssa,” Bret announced, mgrhis
fingers along the lines of text as he translated for iKevbenefit,
“They confirm that a large sealed crate was trangdefrem your
world. Unusually, it used express delivery and point-to¥paiuting
to be delivered, for personal collection, at a goodh@use in this
area.”

He paused, looking at Kevin who was listening intently, then
continued.

“After that, they have no information, other than this the only
sealed crate big enough that was handled recently.”

“Do they tell us exactly where the warehouse is?ViKeasked
excitedly.

“Unfortunately, no,” Bret replied, “Oh, there’'s a reface
number, but Vanise and Lyssa are not sure exactly wihei®
physically, although it's definitely around here somewliere

Kevin’s shoulders sagged.

“Look, there can't be that many warehouses around hé&met
added, “And at least we have some confirmation that Tamji the
vicinity.”

“They must have opened the crate while still in theehause,”
Kevin said, suddenly looking more positive, “So that Tanji dquitk
up the bar code.”

“True enough,” Bret said, “So what next?”

“We follow the beans,” the other man answered smatrtly.

Kevin had recalled that, not very far from here, thems va
market where all sorts of produce was bought and sold. hade
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visited when he and Tanji had been tourists, and he thoegtauid
remember how to get there by portal.

Kevin led Bret to the entrance he was certain he remeaube
from before, explaining to the other man about the Wisiand Taniji
had made. Bret glanced up at the notations above thal @omd
agreed that it looked plausible. A few moments latex,ttvo men
were in an agricultural area which, to his immense freleked
entirely familiar to Kevin.

“This way,” he said to Bret, pointing a finger.

Ten minutes brisk walking along the dusty road brought them to
the market Kevin remembered. As before the market wasdimng
with noise and life. They made their way around uhilytfound a
grower with a handcart laden with slender green beanat must
have been intense negotiation with a rather stodt p@mpous-
looking man in a flowing robe.

As they approached, some kind of agreement seemed to have
been reached. Some of the magic coins which Kevin hadoséamre
were handed over, rather begrudgingly, and checked caréfulihe
farmer.

Apparently satisfied, the farmer grasped the handles f hi
handcart and tipped it up. The beans slid off the cartwhé&t Kevin
at first thought would have been the ground, but in fagy there
deftly caught — not a bean was missed — by some fornaonggort
magic which was barely visible even in the bright sumshi

The hill of beans slid away on the levitation platfoigmided by
the pompous man with an occasional irritable flickingtges and
moving slowly and unevenly to avoid the pedestrians. Thaeiar
watched him go, then slipped the coins he had receivecamimid-
fashioned leather purse held on a string around his neck,

“Let me talk to him,” Bret suggested, “Stay here.”

Bret strode over and accosted the grower, who seemed happy
enough to talk at length now that he had off-loaded hip.crble
grew increasingly animated and chatty, waving his hands around,
obviously warming to the subject at hand. Kevin waitedepdii in
the relative coolness of the coconut thatch that shadeearby stall
until Bret returned.

“That was very useful,” he said with a wry smile tkKavin had
begun to wonder if he would ever see again.

Bret explained that beans, and other fruit and vegetabies
often sold to professional buyers, who worked for dermediary
organisation who prepared and packed the goods, and then drrange
for them to be shipped out.
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“Come on,” Bret exclaimed, “Let’s catch up with him.”

They set off through the crowds, Kevin panicking for a mame
until he caught sight of the buyer’s bulk ahead. Ildednnot have
worried; it turned out that following the pompous man was
particularly straightforward. Once clear of the mar&ed the little
village which contained it, their quarry walked at a stgaalye along
the road for about half a mile, his apparent destinatiamyhe large
low building with the same blocky reinforced constructas other
places in the area.

Bret and Kevin trailed along behind at a discreet distance,
strolling with an affected attempt at casualness asay twere a
couple of tourists.

The buyer arrived at his destination and disappeared inside the
building, trailed by the floating cargo pallet.

“Let’'s wait here,” Bret suggested, “I'd rather not tackhe buyer
— he looks like hard work to me.”

Kevin nodded in agreement. The two men watched the building,
again pretending to be casual tourists admiring thel sg@anery.
They did not have long to wait. A few minutes late pompous-
looking man re-appeared in the doorway, now no longer thied
floating heap of vegetables, and set off in the oppafitection
towards the portal Kevin and Bret had used to get here.

The two men waited until he was out of sight, therods
purposefully to the entrance, which stood open. Looking inside,
Kevin was sure that this was definitely the place desgrlbe the
farmer in the market. The cool interior seemed darkr athe
brightness of the sunshine. Down one side, rows okeversat
behind benches preparing and packing produce, their nimble fingers
and alarmingly large knives making short work of any retralct
vegetables.

Rather than the tidiness and attention to detail ohid& and
Lyssa, the staff at this warehouse seemed relaxed &hdbdak —
indeed, mused Kevin, so far laid back as to be practiballizontal.
Perhaps this was only the case when the proprietor, yer,bor
whoever the pompous man was, was not actually in tiéifagt The
floor, in particular, did not seem to have been swepy thoroughly,
or very recently, and pieces of paper, vegetable scrapestaer less-
identifiable items were littered around in many places.

Even so, consignments were flowing smoothly into, and
occasionally out of, the operational goods portal set the wall
opposite from the team of packers. It was extremighylag to the
one Kevin had seen before in this world, and clearly unter
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competent control of two men who were alternatelyugesy calmly
and chatting to one another.

While some of the arriving goods were being shepherded onto
horse-drawn wagons, or even the occasional hand-cart,uses the
same floating magical pallets that Kevin had seen befoAs he
watched, a floating pallet of plastic packaging trayse-same kind
that were being used to package the vegetables — arrived thrmugh
portal and was delivered to the vegetable workers.

While Kevin stopped at the doorway surveying the busy scene,
Bret strode further into the building and spoke to onéhefpeople
operating the portal. After a few minutes conversati@net
beckoned Kevin over.

“l think you need to hear this,” he said, although it turnedtbat
Bret meant it only figuratively, since he smoothly slated the
warehouseman’s words for Kevin’s benefit.

Through Bret, the portal operator confirmed that thexé been
some unusual — even suspicious activity. A few days adarge
crate arrived, to be collected. It was man-handletithen opened
on the premises by a group of rather large men, rather liang
removed intact by the magical transports that would atiyrbe used
to collect an express-delivery package.

“They wouldn't let the portal workers watch,” Bretatslated,
“And forced everyone to leave the building.”

Bret lowered his voice.

“Frankly,” he whispered, “I think he was scared. Anywaien
he came back, everyone had left, with just the dedttdehind.”

“Can we see the package?” Kevin asked, and Bret tragislate

The warehouseman pointed at a large wooden box in onercorn
which appeared to have been crudely levered open, and whgh wa
worryingly, about the size and shape of a coffin. Adtfit seemed
that there was no evidence that it had even containdthiagy just
plain wood inside and out.

Bret and Kevin knelt and examined it closely, Kevin evehtual
locating a few threads adhering to the rough edges which imagyle
come from some kind of blanket. He held them up for icispe

Bret grimaced.

“Well, at least we know that she was reasonably coaifite —
and hopefully unconscious — during most of his confinemdmg,”
said.

Kevin was fuming.
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“What happened to the men who came here?” He wondered
aloud, the anger apparent in the tone of his voice, “Aea iwhere
they might have gone?”

Bret translated his words. The warehouse worker glasiagutly
nervously at Kevin, who nodded and smiled encouragingly.
Emboldened, the worker beckoned them to follow furthes ihie
darkened recesses of the building. He pulled open a backaddor
pointed across the fields where, in the far distasome kind of low
building could just be made out.
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Chapter Twenty Four

It took a disappointingly long time for Bret to organiseaa and
driver to take Kevin and himself to University Colleg@ndon.
Apparently, the vehicles were in short supply just at rfement;
Kevin would only later be informed that this was beeaose of the
fleet had been stolen by Tanji’'s kidnappers.

While Bret worried over the logistics, Kevin wanderegededly
along the gravel paths that ran around the edge of tHdended
lawns of Cliviger Grange. At the railings at the famd of the
grounds he stopped, looking out over a short drop to carefully-
cultivated fields and rolling hills in the distance.

Under other circumstances, he realised, he would have
appreciated the beauty of the carefully-chosen locatan the
Grange, and marvelled at the insight and skill of theyimal
landscape gardeners all those years ago. But all he ttoniidof,
right now, was the loss of Tanji and his current iitgbto do
something — anything — about it.

Shaking his head, he turned to continue his circuit oflaha.
Unexpectedly, he came across a set of grotesque headsgrdlypa
carved from stone and embedded in the grass. The foungsr
were partially concealed by shrubberies and made from gione,
now badly worn and lichenous, the same material asbbhad used
for the original walls and buildings.

If Kevin had come across these statues a year oratyey he
would have dismissed them as depicting some mythical dieral
beast — a Griffin, perhaps, or some unspecified gargoBlet from
what he now knew, and after his too-close-for-coméperiences
on safari recently, the heads looked very much likeettodsiragons.

He hurried closer, crossing the slightly damp grass andtsguat
to inspect the carvings. He ran his hand over thenwgtwnework,
marvelling at the artistry of the depiction. It wasmediately
obvious that the artist was familiar with their sabje The level of
anatomical detail was profound, and the unknown sculptor hawst
studied the original creature very closely.

Kevin looked up suddenly, startled by the crunch of a feptsin
the gravel of the path behind him. It was Bret, wlaal ljpgged
across the lawn to catch up with him. Kevin sudderdjised just
how far he had wandered from the Grange itself.
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“Bret!” he cried, “Is there any news?”

“Nothing, I'm afraid,” the other man replied dourly, “Buair car’s
ready — finally. So come on.”

Bret set off along the gravel path. Kevin fell silemtiling along
after the other man. Bret stopped and turned, watchengdfected-
looking Kevin closely for a few moments.

“There’s a story behind those carvings,” he said, kingainto the
other man’s despondent thoughts, “Would you like to hear it?

Kevin looked up, nodding. The two men fell into step althng
pathway.

“Well,” Bret began, “These carvings were erected césduago,
to commemorate a gallant crew who tracked down a ftijldragons
who had managed to fly undetected — or nearly so — throwgh th
barrier and over the straights.”

Kevin nodded, obscurely pleased that he had correctlyifiddnt
the creature so carefully depicted.

“Now this in itself was very unusual,” Bret continuedragons
are perennially uneasy about the sea, and will not ydlyativer any
large bodies of water. There are various storieuf the Dragons
had been persuaded to overcome their dread. Some sathé¢hat
beasts were just ravenous, distracted as their hungecaowe their
fear of the water.”

He paused, looking askance as Kevin for a moment.

“Other tales suggest that the creatures were drivesstam my
world, although exactly how, or why, remains a mysteBrobably
just some mischief and mayhem — although, if that is, titumust
have been quite a lot of trouble for the perpetratoestange.”

He stopped again, looking obscurely puzzled for a moment.

“Dragons are now an endangered species,” Bret contindedl, “
think you already know.”

Kevin nodded again.

“But not so long ago, they were regarded as dangerous vehmin
general, these large species were left alone as lotigepsstayed in
remote regions, but would have to be trapped and killedey th
strayed into populated areas.”

“In Lyndesfarne,” Bret explained, “A well-trained cadrea Guild
of Dragon-hunters, if you like — existed to deal with tkisd of
threat. Nowadays, these men and women have beenageldb
ensure that the dragons are protected, and that theyt deawe their
reservations.”
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Kevin guessed that the weather-beaten men who had asted
safari guides for their tour were the modern-day repratees of
this particular profession.

“Anyway,” the other man continued, “The arrival of goas in
this world caused considerable disruption and panic — mone tine
human activities fleeing from the area than the depimdatbf the
animals themselves. But there was nothing, and no-mngour
world equipped to tackle this problem.”

“So this had never happened before?” Kevin asked, “Ngodiisa
in this world?”

“As far as we know, no,” Bret confirmed, adding in atslly
conspiratorial tone, “Although there have been similagidents
since.”

Kevin let this pass, by now more interested — in gpitbimself —
in the story of the stone dragon heads.

“The dragon hunters used, as a matter of course, magiraht
least magically-enhanced — weapons and devices in taeie;tthe
kind of weaponry which was, quite deliberately, not awdd in your
world.”

“Despite this handicap,” Bret continued, “A brave group of
Guardians from this world was rapidly assembled, and based

themselves in one of those castles not far frone,hene of those
you've probably noticed dotted along the coastline henasl’

Kevin wondered silently which of the rambling piles stbne he
had indeed noted was the one, but Bret was not forthgomi

“They were soon assisted by a very few of the prafeat
dragon-hunters who could be co-opted across the straigistsoet
notice. Under-equipped and inexperienced, they nonethetessed
down the dragons — five of them, according to the stdviesheard —
in short order.”

“So this all happened around here, then?” Kevin asked.

“Yes, indeed,” Bret replied, “Dragons tend not to trdselif they
don't have to — they get contented and lazy quick enoughanyn
case, the impromptu dragon-hunters managed to kill themreat
risk and considerable personal bravery, and were rouredid f
afterwards for their courage.”

“Surely the dragons were seen by lots of people?” Kewanted
to know, “So how was it all kept secret?”

“Of course people saw them,” Bret agreed, “But this wésng
time ago, and the observers were generally the undégpedi and
inarticulate, those likely to believe in all kinds oftims and stories:
devils and faeries, angels and demons.”
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Kevin supposed that medieval attitudes would have allowed all
sorts of fantastical goings-on to be regarded as ealbentist
everyday paranormal phenomena, and therefore not really
investigated in any serious way. He did wonder wrylyuabihe
obvious comparison with today’s attitude to reports oO8gF

“In any case, the authorities wanted to express graiitude to
the local heros, many of whom had never even salagon before,
let alone killed one,” Bret resumed, “Traditionally, liyndesfarne,
dragon hunters are presented with the stuffed heads ofitstekill.”

“But those aren't stuffed heads,” Kevin retorted, addingemo
thoughtfully, “Are they?”

Bret shook his head.

“No. They wanted to present them with taxidermy hdaasit
was concluded that even real — albeit stuffed — animaiddwtave
been too much of a risky exposure. So they commissicaeved
stone heads instead.”

This made some kind of sense to Kevin, being very i@anwith
monumental effigies of fantastic creatures on all kiatipublic and
private buildings.

“So why were they buried?” he asked.

“Well, we just don’t know for sure,” Bret said, “Perhapavas
just paranoia — a fear that even these representatigig be too
easily recognised.”

“All right, this all seems very reasonable,” Kevireptied
thoughtfully, obscurely cheered by the tale, “So why dignt up
again?”

Bret smiled wryly.

“Frankly, the location of the stone carvings had beegotten,”
he replied, “It was a complete accident that they wedescovered at
all.”

Bret explained that, during the excavations to put in the
foundations for one of the new blocks now erected engitounds of
Cliviger Grange, the workers had unearthed one of théshe@ork
had stopped immediately, and more careful archaeological
explorations were instigated. Three more heads weradf@fter
further extensive digging around the site.

“Legend says that there were originally five heads, thet last
one seems to have completely disappeared,” Bret saider&\h is
now, no-one appears to know. And there was insuffidiemt to
complete a full investigation — the pressure to resumebtiidings
work forced them to abandon the exploratory diggings.”

152 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2008



Kevin knew from his own experience that considerablaydeto
the construction of a building could be caused to archgiealdinds,
and he was aware that some less reputable contrdcabigially
covered up such a find just to keep the works on schedule.

“In any case,” Bret concluded, “The four heads whichrewe
recovered were re-sited in the lawns where you se® tioav, just as
a historical curiosity for students and visitors alike.”
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Chapter Twenty Five

The area at the back of the warehouse building appeareel &0
plantation of large and vaguely cactus-like plants, witdrgshhorns
on the leaves and strange tree-like blooms projectingrseight feet
into the air. Kevin was not absolutely sure whatglaat was, but he
strongly suspected it might be Sisal — which he knew wwated
extensively for raw materials for packaging and buildingenigls.

In the direction that had been indicated, there wamsvablilding
set some way away from the village and warehouse. tWhemen
made their way towards it bending uncomfortably closethe
ground, crouched down as much as possible. Together, they
scrambled along the rows of the spiky planks, occasjoualiting
through the rows as a convenient gap in the plantingsmezsitself.

By this time it was getting very dark, because of tletstwilight
period always found in near-equatorial regions. Kevinp was
brought up in more temperate latitudes, found the suddentivartsi
darkness quite a surprise. There was some fitful illuminatom
various sources, including some dim lights — presumably magica
inside the building itself which could just been seenublothe —
obviously non-magical — windows. The sky was clear, langht
stars and a waning moon also provided enough light sotllegt
could avoid the sharp-leaved plants.

The two men paused for a moment, hidden behind a parlycular
large clump. Bret drew his slate from his bag, and esaviriting
furiously on it. Kevin felt he dare not interrupt hisw to ask to
whom he was sending the messages. A faint light watsednfrom
the surface of the magical device, enough to allow &rdde able to
see what he was writing. A few moments later, hel @seouple of
sweeping, almost violent gestures to send the commumesabn
their way.

After twenty or so more uncomfortable minutes, the tmen
found themselves lurking in the undergrowth outside the bgildin
within which Kevin and Bret strongly suspect that Tamis being
held. It was of a single-story construction, with waleuble doors
front and centre, and several windows to each sidef alhich stood
open to catch the cool evening breeze.

When he had been on holiday in this region with Tdmi,had
noticed that even the smallest and meanest of dwelliagsclearly
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had a good deal of care and attention lavished on themodwork
freshly painted, floors swept and windows recently @damnd with
flowers and plants for decoration set out in pots andsvas

Even in the near-darkness, Kevin could see that thmsfaad
was really rather shabby. There was patchy paintwarkboth
woodwork and walls, and the stucco itself was fallingiro# number
of places. It was roofed with what appeared to be dertles, but
several were cracked or missing altogether.

It was altogether the most run-down building Kevin had seen
in the world of Lyndesfarne. In a world where mostetagave the
feeling of having been carefuly used and looked afterstoreral
hundred years, he considered, this building gave the distinct
impression of indifferent maintenance and very infrejuen
occupation.

There were a couple of large men — Kevin could not byt et
the words “goons” in the privacy of his own head — oa tusty
veranda. Even so, the building was not very seriouslydgda—
altogether very slack, at least by the standards Kewaold have
expected from Hollywood movies.

As Bret and Kevin watched, a third man appeared on tfanda
from inside the building. He gave the distinct impressibbeing in
charge, Kevin thought, judging by the way the two goonedstap
straighter. The new arrival said a few words, inaudéethe
distance to the watchers, then wandered back indoors.

“Who's that?” Kevin whispered to Bret.

‘I don't know,” the other man replied, “But he sure lodke
he’s in charge.”

Although he could not be sure, Kevin had the distinct isgoa
that he recognised the boss man, but he could not bsindemtity to
mind.

“Do you think this is the right place?” Kevin whispered.

Bret caught his eye and nodded.

“There are too many men hanging around,” he replied, gquall
quietly, “Apparently doing nothing. It's suspicious.”

Kevin nodded.

“So how are we going to find Tanji?”

“Well, it's not a very big building,” Bret answered dgft“And
we know how big the room she’s being held in.”

“S0?” Kevin was puzzled.

“So, her room’s certain to have an outside wall,”tBrentinued,
looking smug, “And it didn’'t have a window that we could %ee.
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Kevin thought back. Every time that Tanji had appeared in
window, the room had been lit by the artificial — andgial —
lighting he had almost become familiar with.

“You're right,” he agreed, suddenly getting the point, “Se th
room can’'t be at the front — there are too many waatlows and
doorways — or on this side, either.”

“Right,” Bret said, “So let's make our way around thekoac

Moving as quietly as he could, Kevin followed Bret, fogcimis
way through the vegetation, gaining in the process a nuafbarts
and scratches which would, he suspected, be irritatinglyypdater
on, but he was happy to ignore just now. They finishpcidden
behind a low wall, just a few yards from the rear of thmshackle
building, with yet more of the spiky bushes on eitside.

“This looks likely,” Kevin whispered, pointing at a wide blank
space in the middle of the back wall. Bret nodded. Kevas w
suddenly very tense, realising that Tanji was, in all proibgbinly a
few yards away.

“How are we going to get her out?” He asked Bret.

The other man grinned suddenly, his eyes and teeth gleaming in
the moonlight.

“I have some magic which will assist,” he replied.

“Ah!”

“But it's a one-shot,” Bret continued more soberly, “Aitt
bound to make a lot of noise.”

He pulled what looked like a piece of chunky jewellergni
inside his shirt. It was a pendant of dull blue stone, witew rather
worn-looking carvings on the surface Kevin could see. Kewrst
have suddenly looked very worried.

“So this is what we have to do,” Bret continued, notyve
reassuringly, “So listen carefully.”

Kevin could not suppress a very visible gulp.

“I'm going to make a hole in the wall,” Bret said quyetlooking
serious, “l want you to grab Tanji and run, that wayie-indicated
the direction back towards the warehouse — “and takedhal out
of here.”

Kevin nodded.

“But were should we go?”

“Anywhere,” Bret replied, “Run as fast as you can; ddodk
back; don’t wait for me.”

He clasped Kevin's hand suddenly.
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“I've got a few more items which will slow down any putsuhe
added with a toothy grin, “Once you’ve got your bearings, make y
way to my parents’ house and tell them what’s happened.”

“OK,” Kevin murmured, feeling suddenly very much out of his
league.

“And, take my slate,” Bret added.

“But | don’t know how to use it!” Kevin exclaimed, loud#éran
he intended.

“Shh!” The other man whispered, “No, but Tanji will. Gite¢o
her. She’ll be able to get word to the Boards, andytonother. I'll
join you at my house as soon as | can.”

Kevin nodded his understanding.

“Let’s go!”

Together, the two men leapt over the wall and rushed upeto
building. Bret gestured feverishly with one hand at thedpat held
at arms length in the other. There was a eafinp, rather than the
bang that Kevin was expecting, and a section of the stalbed like
an arch suddenly collapsed, the solid brick and plasteeduin fine
dust.

“Go!” Bret shouted.

Kevin ducked inside. The magical lights were still on,\nsion
in the room was obscured by dust and smoke. Tanji hadeimp
from the bed where she had been laying. She was fullgeaties
including her boots, perhaps trusting she might have te leawa
moment’s notice.

‘I knew you'd come!” she cried joyfully, launching hersetf a
him.

Kevin kissed her urgently, then set her down carefully and
grabbed her hand.

“We've got to run,” he said urgently, “Come on!”

Together they rushed from the room through the hole Bret’
magic had created and set off in the direction he hadatet
previously. Behind them, the sound of the door to the aaiigo
slammed open indicated the entrance of the henchmgrhéltebeen
observing earlier.

Kevin did not hesitate. He dashed in the direction Brad
indicated. Behind them came the sounds of pursuit — teh avf
heavy men forcing their way through the sisal plantati&evin ran
as hard as he could, quietly giving mental thanks to thmsopel
circumstances that had led him to work out on a regalsisb

Bret’'s advice — “don’t look back” — echoed in his mind and he put
every ounce of concentration into moving as quickly assiate
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through the obstructions formed by the plantation. Shautd
screams from behind them confirmed that they were ksélhg
followed by at least one of the goons Kevin had idewctigarlier,
although the noises also suggested that they were beinuehedroy
the thorny plantings

Kevin crashed though the back door of the warehouse, fedlow
immediately by Tanji — the very exit that he and Bret defarted
though less than an hour before. Followed by the asdtedieyes of
several workers, the two fugitives headed for the paoiati he had
noted on his earlier visit.

Hand in hand, Kevin and Tanji dashed into the portal archway.
At the moment of transition, Kevin perceived that thegre still
being followed by at least some of their pursuers. Thagrged
from the portal at considerable speed. They ran fulhttoss the
portal junction dodging floating pallets of goods of evege sand
description. They made their way speedily down oneheflong
corridors, typical of such stations, with portal arely spaced on
each side.

There was still a trail of noises of complaint behihem.

“Come on!” Taniji urged, tugging at Kevin's hand.

Suddenly, their pursuers seemed to be gaining — perhaps he and
Tanji were beginning to tire — and Kevin redoubled his exertions.
Tanji indicated an arch ahead of them.

“That one,” she shouted.

She dashed through the archway, setting off what sounded to
Kevin suspiciously like a warning hooter. Kevin followeds#ly,
suddenly finding in incredibly difficult to move, like trying tan up
a very steep hill. As if he had reached the top ofitlcéne, he
suddenly toppled forward and found himself sprawled on the floor
next to Taniji.

Their pursuers were nowhere to be seen, and goods padets w
beginning to move through the portal sedately in both tlnes,
their handlers politely ignoring the flustered tragedl still sprawled
on the floor.

“What happened?” Kevin asked Taniji, still breathless dfter
exertion.

“We just made it through the portal before it switched
destination,” she replied, also trying to catch hertbxea

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you certainly don’t want to be half-way thougthen the
destination changes,” Tanji explained, “Half of you would &ap in
one place, and half in another.”
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Kevin suppressed the revulsion which had been the resthieof
sudden mental image.

“I can understand that,” he replied earnestly.

“So, the portals are designed to progressively discourage
travellers from entering for a few seconds just betbe switch,” she
explained, “It gets harder and harder to enter, and fimalbpssible.
Those guys, whoever they were, must have bouncedeftrtrance
just before it switched, or were sent somewhereezisieely.”

She stood up, tugging urgently at Kevin’s arm to make him move.

“We’'d better get going, before they find an alternatvete,” she
said.

It took quite some time to get to Bret's family home. fAsas
Kevin could tell, they followed a roundabout route, keepimaying
even if the portal taken does not really get closehéa destination.
They were trying, it seemed to Kevin, to select portalsose
destinations were about to change, presumably to thrownytine
still attempting to follow them.

They stopped only twice, once so that Tanji could writethan
slate Bret had pressed into his hands. She was clsaniging
messages, all written in the Lyndesfarne tongue: the mgaon
recipients Kevin could not begin to decipher. Theyp @laused for a
second brief moment outside a shop selling women’s clothioge
of the near-indistinguishable portal termini they weresspay
through.

“Have you got any money?” Tanji demanded.

“Of course,” Kevin responded, wondering what was going on,
“Here, take this.”

He extracted from his rucksack a stack of Lyndesfarne coins
representing, he realised later, quite a lot of moneywhalking-
around cash. In the fashion of coinage in this magicaldwthe
coins were all pressed together to form a package whichnwas
larger or heavier than a single coin of the same deraimn.

“Thanks,” she said, taking the currency from his outdtexic
hand.

She disappeared into the shop’s changing room, watched
nervously by Kevin, clutching the first blouse and trouseet th
looked as if they might fit her. In Kevin's limited expaice of
standing outside changing rooms in ladies’ clothes shdpsji
performed an exceptionally rapid change and re-appearechyelaei
new garments in a matter of seconds, it seemed.
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“This’ll do,” she said, glancing momentarily in a mirre@ mirror
that Kevin belatedly realised did not reverse left aight, but
showed Tanji and himself exactly as others would see them.

The image showed himself looking tired, worn and disiync
dishevelled. Taniji, on the other hand, looked rested agttkeyed,
full of life and energy. She had survived the ordeal of he
imprisonment much better than he had expected and indeed, he
considered, better than he would have done himself.

Tanji nodded at her image, then marched over to the aotmte
pay for the clothing. A few moments later they weretloe move
again, walking swiftly towards yet another portal thamnjrdad
identified.

“What was that all about,” Kevin hissed as they marcheaga

“l wanted to change my appearance,” she replied, “Bssites
been wearing the same clothes for days.”

She hesitated, then added, “I'm also just a bit conceabhedt
tracing magic — the kind of thing that might have been hiddeny
clothes.”

Finally, they arrived at a small portal terminus buigpthat Kevin
was certain he recognised.

“We're here, aren’t we?” he asked.

“Yes,” Tanji replied, looking immensely relieved, “Thank
goodness.”

She gripped his hand harder, as if she never wanted torlegdi
It was but a short walk to Bret’'s family house froire tportal
terminus. They were both even more relieved wherarniswer to
their urgent knocking, the front door was opened almosteidiaely
by Bret himself.
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Chapter Twenty Six

Kevin fell in at the door, practically hugging Bret botbr
physical support and in relief at his evident survivalfteAa long
moment, Bret gently disengaged himself, then brieflyracdd Tanji
while uttering a few ritual-sounding words that Kevin didt no
understand, but would later come to understand were a formal
expression of thanks for survival under dangerous conditions

Bret ushered both of them inside with alacrity.

“What took you so long?” he asked, smiling widely but also
looking distinctly relieved.

Kevin and Tanji looked at each other.

“We took the long way round,” Tanji volunteered, suddenly
smiling in relief, “I wanted to be sure that we wetelveing
followed.”

“Successfully, | feel sure,” Bret replied, glancing lefidaright
through the door before closing it firmly.

The new arrivals were immediately ushered through tot niese
Ferryman who was seated by the fire in the spaciving room both
Kevin and Tanji had enjoyed before. She stood up asdhered
the room and walked forward, arms reaching towards thehtlten
clasping them both warmly by the hand.

She ushered them to the homely and comfortable seayirige
fire. Kevin suddenly realised that he felt cold, no dcaulside-effect
of his sudden transition from the tropics to the tentpecamate of
this region of Lyndesfarne. Tanji too seemed to leénfg chilly and
huddled close to Kevin, perhaps for warmth or just forcthmfort of
his presence.

Bret's father, his normally jovial and bearded facekiog
unusually troubled, emerged from the kitchen — his permaimde,
as far as Kevin could tell — and offered them hot drifsd and
wine, all of which Kevin accepted with extreme gratitudéne older
man bustled backwards and forwards, serving first the damnks
shortly afterwards, a delightful selection of heartpdseiches, each
generously filled with cold meats and cheese and saladickids.

Kevin found that he was extremely hungry and thirty, sulgiden
realising that he had not eaten anything all day. i Bdsg gratefully
accepted a glass of the wine although she did not seebwe to
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particularly hungry. Perhaps, he thought, she had losapeetite
during her forced confinement.

Both Bret and his mother remained silent until Keund & anji
managed to get a few mouthfuls of food and drink inside thExaen
so, they were clearly bursting with questions and weos sinable to
contain themselves any longer. It very quickly becawident that
they wanted to know what has transpired since the twers had
sped from their pursuers.

The two of them, but particularly Tanji, explained aimsolength
the sequence of events. For some reason, sherfeé¢chto talk and
talk; perhaps, Kevin felt, this was a side-effect af t@eent isolation.
In any case all of the description of her imprisonmemnwhich was
uniformly dull and boring — and much of the account of thehm
more exciting escape was related by Tanji herself.

The Ferryman sat impassibly during the account, althoeglsdn
occasionally interjected with questions for clarificatfrom time to
time. Bret repeatedly asked Tanji for details aboutdagtors, but
she was not really able to tell them very much.

“I never got a clear view of anyone,” she explaineghd no-one
ever came into the room where | was being held. Eweriood was
delivered through a slot.”

“What did they sound like?” Kevin asked suddenly.

‘I don't really know,” she replied with a shake of theald, “I
didn't hear any conversations, other than a few banmksluctions
from the other side of the door.”

More questions from Bret and answers from Tanj faited
elucidate any further pertinent information, although iKewas
vaguely horrified by her veiled description of the prinatiwashing
and ablutions facilities, upon which she did not partitylaant to
dwell.

The talk then turned to the kidnapping itself, although Taoyild
not remember very much of this either. Apparentle Bad been
grabbed as soon as she had opened the door of Kevin'a fiéoth
was pressed over her nose and mouth, and she could rerhibem
any more until she arrived in the warehouse in theratiorld.

“I'm sorry I'm not being much help,” Tanji said afteeweral
minutes.

“No, no, that’s not true,” Kevin answered, as theeoshmade
suitably demurring sounds.

“But | take it you guessed the location,” she added, suddenly
smiling widely at Kevin.
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“Oh, yes,” Kevin grinned in return, “Those messagesyairs
were successfully conveyed all right.”

The Ferryman leaned forward suddenly.

“It was indeed very clever,” she asked, looking directiyf anji,
“But how did you think of it?”

“l don't really know,” Tanji admitted, “I was half-awakgroggy,
barely able to stand and being supported on either sidast baw
that label lying on the floor, and stepped on it whewaks being
dragged out of that horrid crate. Then | lost consciassagain —
some kind of sleeping drug, | think.”

She shook her head, perhaps trying to dislodge some unpleasan
memories.

“Somehow it remained stuck to the sole of my foot,’e sh
continued, “l wasn’t wearing any shoes when | was grdbb/Nhen |
woke up — in that poky little room — it was already stickyd a
decomposing from having been through the barrier. Thaiis |
knew which World | was in. The label had entirely diged by the
time the window was opened again. So | had to thinlowfesother
way of hinting to you where | was.”

“It was brilliant, quite brilliant,” Kevin reiteratedeaning over the
table to kiss Taniji.

Encouraged by Bret’s father, the company returned thientzon
to the food in front of them. While they were egtiBret spoke in
quiet tones, telling them about what had happened singdi¢kethe
scene of Tanji's imprisonment.

“After the two of you ran back towards the warehouke,began,
“| started shouting to attract the attention of the dsdoefore setting
off in a different direction, tangential to the oneuymok. After a
few dozen paces, | dived for the cover of the thiclagsi relying on
my watcher’s cloak to become invisible.”

Kevin nodded sagely over his ham sandwich. The propesties
Watchers’' cloaks, and even their existence, wereveoy widely
known about, even in this World. As far as he coulll tie¢ Guild
and Guardians did their best to keep these things to themseHe
would later find himself wondering at length on Bret'atetment, as
he realised the mystery man who dumped the body on ithgeebvas
also using such a cloak.

“Anyway,” Bret continued, “From such cover provided by my
cloak and the local vegetation, | was able to deployaigety of
additional bangs and flashes to distract the men whe ws@pposed
to on guard — using up most of my small stock of such deVices.
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“Which reminds me,” he continued, turning to the Fernyméll
need to requisition some more, err...”

He reverted to the Lyndesfarne language and uttered & sdrie
complex words which Kevin assumed must be some faiclnieal
descriptions of the magical item he wanted to be reglace

“We'll sort that out tomorrow,” his Mother replied English,
smiling indulgently.

Bret continued his account of events. The bulk of tlwaugrof
kidnappers — a bunch of heavily-muscled and dangerous-looking
people that Kevin thought entirely deserved the descriptbn
henchmen — had followed him into the fields and spreadcosgarch
for him.

“They did not find me — although it was close a timewo,t he
explained, “But two of the guards insisted in following ydespite
my best efforts.”

“We gave them the slip at the second portal,” Tanjerated,
slightly extremely smugly.

She explained briefly about the trick with the protextiield at
the portal entrance that she and Kevin had navigatetheatlast
moment. Bret nodded, obviously appreciating both the ahdl the
humour of the situation.

“Anyway,” Bret resumed, “After twenty minutes or sdiey
guards gave up their search and returned to the house wéejre T
had been detained. The man we both saw” — he noddedviat Ke
“the one who appeared to be very much in charge, diréagegroup
to pack up their gear and depart in short order. | last tbam
moving at a fast march along the road in the opposieetiin to the
warehouse.”

“There’s another portal not far along that road,” iKewnterjected,
“I think that’s the one that Tanji and | used when vgged the area.”

Tanji nodded in agreement.

“So they probably departed by that route,” Bret concluiEdey
could be anywhere by now.”

The company sat in thoughtful silence for a few momefevin
taking the opportunity to help himself to another of theellent
sandwiches.

“You know,” he said, “l feel sure that | know that marthe
leader — from somewhere, but | just can’t put my fingewbere I've
seen him before.”

Bret looked at him strangely for a few moments.

“I know what you mean,” he said slowly, “But I'm at @ss, too.
Let me know if you recall anything,”
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Kevin nodded, then asked, “So what did you do after theidgeav
left?”

“Not much,” Bret responded promptly, “I stayed hidden just in
case any of the kidnappers had been left behind, and kegtica on
the house.”

“Was there anyone there?” Kevin asked.

“As it turned out, no,” Bret replied, “They had long gonetbe
time a contingent of the local police and Guardiansediri They had
been alerted by the messages | sent before we brakefrban her
prison.”

Kevin nodded his understanding. He had not been quite sure wh
Bret had been sending messages to before the breakout.

“So, once | was sure who they were, | made myself kntoathe
Guardians,” Bret continued, “Made a report, and then dzauok here
by the most direct route, as quickly as | could.”

The food and drink, not to mention the warmth of themcand
the feeling of security, had made both Kevin and Tasgl fvery
drowsy. Taniji, in particular, was visibly fading, hesgad by now
resting on Kevin's shoulder.

“l think it’'s time we let these two get some restyétFerryman
said kindly, ostensibly addressing her remarks to BredrH&ps you
can help me with these reports for a while?”

Bret and his mother moved to the large dining table evikevin
had enjoyed several mealtimes as a guest in the pdst.table was
now littered with papers, which Kevin imagined to be repmf
various kinds, although he had no easy way — short ohgefanji to
interpret for him — of finding out their exact contents.

“You're quite safe here,” the Ferryman said, now addngssi
Kevin and Tanji directly, “So go and get some sleep aritll \esume
in the morning.”

She seated herself at the head of the table and pickegdhgakof
papers for close scrutiny.

Smiling indulgently, Bret guided the two lovers downstaosat
guest bedroom on a lower floor, the very same onelthdyoccupied
when they had visited on the previous visit.

“Sleep well,” he advised, “I suspect we’ll all be havangpusy day
tomorrow.”

He closed the door behind him.

Once alone, Kevin and Tanji did something they had net e
done before. Without uttering a word, Kevin filled treghiub with
warm water, adding a measure of the bath salts thatbead
thoughtfully provided by their hosts. Taniji slipped out ef blothes
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with a minimum of fuss and slid into the steaming sakmater.
Kevin rapidly followed suit, stepping into the water a¢ thther end
of the tub. They sat together in the bath for a lahge enjoying a
long soak, neither of them speaking very much and neitbee than
two-thirds awake, intermittently soaping each othemifuxurious
fashion. Afterwards, they helped to towel each otingr

“Let’s go to bed,” Kevin whispered.

Tanji nodded and took him by the hand.
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Chapter Twenty Seven

After their bath, Kevin and Tanji slipped under the sheedie felt
initially restless, wanting only to hold Tanji clod®lding her like he
never wanted to be apart from her again. They movegdther,
making love slowly and in a reassuringly leisurely fashidt was a
wonderfully familiar sensation, one that Kevin had legathink he
would never be able to feel that relaxed every again.

Inevitably, they both fell asleep afterwards, holdirgheother as
close as they could manage. Kevin's slumber was unbraken
dreamless, as far as he could remember. He was awlakeng
early, feeling enormously rested, by the first lightdafvn entering
the room; once again, he had forgotten to darken the calagi
windows before falling asleep.

Kevin lay awake for a long time, his hands behind b&sdhon the
feather pillow, listening to Tanji's soft and regulaeéthing next to
him. He thought back to the time they had first métenvshe was
his official Guide, helping him — as an inexperienced t¥fist find
his way around the country of Lyndesfarne during the coctsbn of
the New Bridge.

He smiled to himself, shaking his head gently in theisem
darkness. He had found himself thinking about the vesi/time the
two of them have made the crossing from his own wiarlthis one.
Tanji's shapeshifting ability had taken him unawares lamdhad been
shaken to discover the possibilities of this magic.

Later she had explained that this was something sentirel
commonplace in this world, that most people could makeesom
conscious change of appearance. It was something ébaaders
tended to experiment with — as with clothes and makeups iovin
world.

Kevin's thoughts drifted onwards, remembering that other
occasion when Bret had shown him the more radicalggsathat she
was able to make — to take on the form and charaateridta man at
will.  With the benefit of hindsight, it seemed impddsithat he had
known her for quite some time before he had realisedsti@was in
reality a woman. Apparently, this was a rare gift w feeople could
manage such an extreme change of appearance.

Suddenly alert, Kevin sat bolt upright, struck with a flagh
inspiration and insight. He shook Tanji awake urgently.
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“What’'s wrong?” she demanded, sitting up and blinking groggily
at him.

“Nothing’s wrong,” he replied, almost shouting in hishergiasm,
“Quite the opposite. But | need to find Bret or his Mathight
away.”

Kevin sprang from the bed, followed much more reluctabgly
Tanji. The two of them quickly drew on bedroom robesarmwsoft
oversized garments very much like the dressing-gowns Kenamv
from home, although he could not quite identify the makdrom
which they were made. He then yanked open the bedroomaahal
hurried upstairs to the main room.

Bret and the Ferryman were still seated at the dirabe twhere
Kevin had last seen them, still in the same clotla@sl giving the
distinct impression that they had not been to bedl.atTdle table in
front of them was littered with papers, maps, slatescaher devices
whose purpose he could not fathom.

“Demaz!” he yelled, “It was Demaz, at Tanji's prisbn

“What do you mean?” Bret demanded, rising to his feet.

“The man | said | recognised,” Kevin spluttered, “The ome
charge at Tanji's prison — you remember?”

Bret looked puzzled.

“I remember what you said,” he replied, “But who is he?”

Kevin glanced at Tanji, who had staggered up the staes laifin
and was now looking as startled as the rest of them.

“You remember Demaz,” he said to her urgently, “The man
met at the, err, that beach holiday place, whaté¢weas called.”

Tanji blinked at him, then turned to Bret and utteredr@ast of
syllables which Kevin belatedly recognised as Demédlsname in
the Lyndesfarne language, together with the name ofrékert
location he had visited in her company all those n®atjo.

As one, Bret and the Ferryman turned to look at eablrot
There was a pause, a beat, where no-one moved or spidien
pandemonium broke out. The Ferryman stood suddenly and strode
over to the door and opened it, shouting loudly for someams
assistants.

A handful of Guardians entered, looking very much as ¥ trel
just been roused from sleep, but they rapidly became atertewhen
they saw the determined expression on the Ferrymag®s. f She
started issuing rapid-fire instructions, pointing at fosie and then
another of the troupe. Shortly afterwards, severahefGuardians
left the room at that near-run that Kevin understood wsually
described in military parlance as “at the double”.

168 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2008



Meanwhile, Bret had grabbed a slate from the cluttethertable,
and started scribbling furiously. Kevin and Tanji looked both
shocked and amazed at the reaction that had ensuedloddeed up
at them, simultaneously gesturing to send the third ofréesages he
had just written.

“This name is known to us,” he said grimly.

“l think | should have guessed that, from your reactid€gVin
replied, “But just who is he?”

“As far as we know,” Bret replied, still focussing masit his
attention on the slate in front of him, “He’s a,Iiyperhaps the word
IS mercenary, a soldier of fortune. But, we know he d@nnections
with a certain dissident group — a loose and shadowy o&giamis
which appears to endorse the forcible closure of tis between the
Two Worlds.”

Kevin was flabbergasted. Tanji, too, seemed at aftysaords.
The Ferryman waved them closer, indicating that theyulsl sit
themselves in chairs around the large table.

“l think that this news confirms our suspicions,” slegdn, “We
were already beginning to conclude that kidnapping Tanjiavase,
a gambit — and we think it was to distract us, to preusnfrom
finding out something about the death of Doctor Wollack.”

The Ferryman paused, looking preternaturally stern anouseri

“The question now,” she resumed, “Is whether they have
succeeded.”

Kevin was dumbstruck for another long moment. He had bee
focussed on rescuing Tanji that he had lost sight ofatigoing
investigation into the death on the new bridge.

“But they weren’'t expecting us!” he burst out, “They were
surprised, surely?”

The Ferryman looked even grimmer.

“Well, maybe, or maybe not,” she replied, “From wiixiet's
already told us, it seems they were ready to move ocatnadbment’s
notice. And we've lost track of them — although | hanstigated a
high-level alert — and I've just added Demaz to that c8lh maybe
we’ll hear something from that.”

She sat back.

“But frankly | doubt it; whoever is behind all this — ahdloubt
that Demaz is the brains of the operation — has wesnclever so far
and may still be ahead of us.”

“So what can we do?” Kevin asked despairingly, sounditigera
whiney even to his own ears.
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Bret's mother looked at him surprisingly tolerantly undbe
circumstances.

“For some reason, it seems you are the key to al thDur
adversary appears to be afraid that some insight of yoaysfoil his
plans. Hence this elaborate plot to keep you distracted.”

“Whatever have | done?” Kevin muttered, holding hischieahis
hands.

The Ferryman snorted.

“Well, spotting the near-invisible person on the bridfm, a
start,” she said shortly, “That must have rattled thetmoever they
are. But they must have been aware of your poterftidisauption
for quite some time before that, judging by the effoelytve put into
giving you the run-around over that last few days.”

Kevin looked up, still feeling at a loss.

“So, we need to help you, to support you in unravelling this
tangle,” she continued, “And we need to keep you — and Tamiji,
course — safe while you undertake it.”

Kevin felt entirely helpless, uncertain, at a complietes. The
pressure of expectation on him was so very high, anck thas
nothing in any part of his professional or personal egpee which
gave him any grounds for confidence.

The Ferryman evidently noticed his mental anguish.

“Now, we may well find out more about what Demaz hasrbup
to,” she said, looking resolute and picking up a sheaf of pdpamn
the table-top.

“In the meantime, there’s another piece of intellgemvhich has
arrived while you were sleeping. In fact, severalteelatems — all of
which | think you should know about.”

In spite of himself, Kevin sat up and paid attention. e Tink
which had enveloped him seemed to dissipate somewhateas h
focussed on the news that Bret’s mother had to impart.

“Firstly, 1 have received a post-mortem report on teath of
Andrew Wollack,” she began, “It appears that he died faocnacked
skull.”

There was a sharp intake of breath from Tanji, andirkev
attention snapped back. The Ferryman raised her eyshvoeily,
then continued.

“The blow was probably intended only to knock him outut B
Andrew was a rather frail person, it seems, and he aigtle later,
probably without regaining consciousness.”

“So why was his body being transported to the bridge&virK
wondered aloud, half to himself.
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“It wasn't deliberate, | think,” The Ferryman repliédlyhoever it
was, they probably thought he was still alive and indezdnhay well
have been while he was being carried over the causeway

She nodded in the Bret’s direction.

“We think they had intended to transport him to Lyndesfar
probably for questioning. They needed to understand whiiatie
discovered, and to whom he had communicated this infa@mat
Later he would probably have been subjected to a mind-bafme
returning to your world — although being made to forget sohnaiic
his life might have damaged him, mentally — even turnedihio a
vegetable.”

Kevin was suddenly reminded that he had nearly been sedbjec
to one himself, only a few months before, and it migave been
carried though if it was not for the intervention dietFerryman
herself. The thought that he might have been foraiage to forget
about Lyndesfarne and — more importantly — Tanji gave thien
shivers. Moreover, he had not previously appreciatediskeo his
mental integrity — his very sanity — that had beenatemed by this
procedure.

He shook his head to clear his mind of these dismaliis.

“So why was his body left in the centre of the bridge® asked
the Ferryman.

“Well,” she replied, “It's clear that someone had nget to
smuggle a Watcher's cloak into your world which conceéabesr
movements effectively. But, its magic was disruptedhieyeffects of
the barrier, which coincides with the exact cenfrthe New Bridge.”

Kevin was of course well aware of this, having cahgfiésigned
the bridge — in conjunction with Bret — to ensure thatdihort section
which spanned the barrier used technologies which coulekdied
upon to work correctly in this region.

“Our best guess is that the slight failure of the magitething —
which was presumably sensed by whoever it was — caused tth
panic, and they simply dumped the body and ran.”

The ferryman glanced meaningfully at her son.

“In any case, there’s something more important tleat should
know,” Bret said, “Andrew Wollack was infected by a pajbo.
Something virulent — so virulent that the young womarmeé on the
bridge, and indeed several of her colleagues in the Gudatiess,
appear to have been infected by the same bug.”

Kevin leaned forward on the table.

“Is she OK?” he wanted to know.
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“She’s now in intensive care, in an isolation warBreét replied,
“As are her comrades.”

“And they're in your world,” the Ferryman added

“Why?” Kevin demanded, confused.

“Simply because there are better medical facilitiedeast for this
kind of disease, on your side of the crossing.”

“But what about us?” Tanji asked suddenly, “Kevin, and Bret
and me. We were all on the bridge together when tliy beas
there.”

The Ferryman smiled reassuringly.

“We're pretty sure there’s no threat to you,” she eghli“We
think the Guardians were infected when they tried to aidtar first
aid, to resuscitate the stricken man.”

Neither Kevin nor Tanji could quite suppress a sigh oéfrelt
this reassurance.

“So what is this pathogen?” Kevin asked.

“I's a mutant virus, a version of influenza,” the F@nan
answered, “Our people are working on a vaccination, beté and in
your world.”

Once again, Kevin was confused.

“But people don't die of influenza!” he asserted.

Both Tanji and Bret shook their heads.

“Not true, unfortunately,” Bret said sadly, “Even thek®ys, the
old and the weak are at risk — that’s why you have wihigabs for
vulnerable groups at home.”

“But that’s just a few people,” Kevin insisted, “Not apidemic
kiling millions.”

“True,” Bret agreed, “But that’s only a difference of dag

“Well, OK,” Kevin conceded, “But it still doesn't happerery
often, to many people.”

“But it has in the past,” Bret went on, “When Europeaplorers
first visited remote tropical islands, in your world'sstbry, the
indigenous population was decimated. And there have been fi
epidemics in the Twentieth Century, too.”

At this moment, breakfast was served by Bret’'s fathide was
perhaps aware that he was not expected to contribtie solving of
this mystery, but nevertheless concerned for theaweelbf those
whose lot it had become. Unsurprisingly, neither Kevar Tanji
were particularly hungry but were persuaded to chew orca sfi
bread and butter, mainly to prevent Bret's father frbeing too
visibly disappointed.
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The breakfast menu also included juice — some blend of thuait
Kevin could not identify but was invigoratingly tangy — andgs of
the stimulating hot chocolate drink which was so poputathis
world.

As he ate and drank, Kevin cogitated on the informatierhad
heard. Clearly, there appeared to be some kind of tineat an
artificially-induced epidemic, and the unfortunate Andrewd ha
somehow suspected this, or at least that he was disupve
something important.

A realisation slowly dawned on Kevin.

“Do you think,” he began through a mouthful of bread andebutt
“That Wollack had accidentally — or even deliberatelynfedted
himself and that he was trying to contact the Lyndasfauthorities,
to warn people of the dangers he had discovered?”

Bret and his mother turned to look at each other.

“It's quite possible,” Bret replied after a long and thotight
pause, “Perhaps this was why he was intercepted, kidnappdds o
way to the crossing. And perhaps why he was being smubgted
to Lyndesfarne across the New Bridge.”

“So, then, motives for his kidnapping,” Kevin said, noddargl
ticking off the items on his fingers, “Andrew Wollack svgrabbed
and killed because he had — firstly — proved statisticadly there had
been trans-world epidemics in the past.”

“That's something which was generally accepted by ntdnys,”
Bret interjected, “But it has to be said that his watkowed
unequivocally that it was true.”

“More importantly,” Kevin continued, “Andrew had showmat at
least one, and probably more than one of these epsldrait been
caused deliberately.”

“And, finally,” Bret concluded the other man’s train tfought,
“He had identified the signs that another one was atmugtart, or
perhaps was already in progress.”

“Exactly. So,” Kevin said slowly, “This was the kiraf thing
that an intelligent and studious researcher might turn Spch a
diligent student would want to report this to someonel&34, and
the obvious person would be his academic supervisor, Wendy
Rossiter.”

Bret and his mother nodded slowly in unison.

“There was no-one else he could talk to,” Kevin cargah “No
friends, no other academic contacts — at least asfare know. And
neither Wollack nor Rossiter mentioned the findingsPtmfessor
Braxton — again, as far as we know — and they certsimdyld have
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done so. We think Rossiter must have communicatedseitieone
else,”

“But who?” Kevin wanted to know.

‘ dont know. But let's go and find out, shall we,” Bret
suggested, stepping towards the cloakroom by the front dabr a
reaching for his staff and robe.
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Chapter Twenty Eight

Tanji rolled over on the bed to look directly at Kevishe was
gloriously naked, the curve of her body and the coloureofdkin
amplified by the bright morning sunlight streaming in tigb the
window. Kevin too was naked, lying on top of the coysfting back
against the pillows and headboard with his arms behghdad and
a satisfied expression on his face.

“It's such a lovely morning,” Tanji announced, “Let'sade a
picnic.”

Kevin agreed immediately, although he not entirely sunatwhis
might entail in this world. In the event, the pictucned out to be a
simple day trip starting from Tanji's Aunt and Uncle’sqaawhere
they had been staying.

By the time the lovers had emerged from the bedroommaue
their way upstairs to the living area, Tanji's Uncledhlong since
departed for his workplace. Kevin knew that Tanji's uriolek his
role very seriously and he suspected that the older axdmptobably
left for his office at least three hours earlier.

Apparently, Tanji's aunt was already outside, busy aroued th
gardens and grounds, feeding and caring for the menagenaais
that she kept as pets. The pride of her collectiontivasniniature
dragon, a flying reptile called a Nightwing, which had cdukevin
such alarm on his first visit. Indeed, she now hadeadng pair of
the creatures, and Tanji had told him that she was ippuam selling
on the fledglings. Kevin now understood that they weod n
particularly rare creatures and that, traditionallyséhanimals were
kept on farms and smallholdings to keep down rats and weherin.

Kevin felt just a tiny bit guilty for his lie-abed acéi since he
himself had a backlog of work to complete. However,rdqadly
decided that he was enjoying the break in the world oflegfarne,
and the company of Tanji, far too much to worry abbabw.

Having showered and dressed, he relaxed at the kitchienatiito
the morning sunlight streaming through the windows andvatio
himself to be fed breakfast by a sated and smug-looking. T8he
pottered around the kitchen wearing a loose and flowing odlsuch
diaphanous material that Kevin thought he could very ynesaé
every curve of her body.
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He was sat at the large wooden table on one of taiglst-backed
chairs with wooden seats, although he found that they wether
more comfortable — distinctly soft, even — than he mighve
expected.

The food Tanji served for breakfast was simple but deigi The
meal started with a fruit salad, which appeared to comtaleast two
kinds of fruit that Kevin could not identify, served witbghurt and a
crumbled waxy substance which Kevin finally identifieds a
honeycomb.

This was followed by freshly-baked bread, hot and crusiken
from an oven made from what looked like blackened casthbut did
not seem to be at all hot on the outside. Kevin cooldwork out
exactly how it was heated, but assumed it must be soaggcah
process judging from the way that, when Tanji gestured ylurdthe
direction of the stove, the heat from the open ovemddiately
ceased.

The bread was served with butter, stored in a dish ertable
which somehow kept the contents cool, a fruit presethieh seemed
to consist almost entirely of actual fruit, as wed bBeing quite
sharply flavoured with ginger, and a hard cheese whichinKev
perhaps expecting bland processed offerings, found unexpectedly
tasty.

The food was inevitably washed down with a large mudn@tiot
chocolate drink which was so popular in this world, ratian the
tea of coffee that Kevin might have expected at home.

After breakfast, Tanji assembled a picnic, rapidly pullagious
provisions from a small room off the kitchen whichviewas forced
to label a larder, but seemed to be much cooler inb@e he might
have expected on this warm summer's morning. Afterea f
moments cogitation, he was forced to conclude thatethasst be
some magic at work here, something which kept things wabein
required, perhaps similar to the other magic which hethidooker
and cooled the butter.

Tanji then slipped out into the gardens, still in her-tbeeugh
robe and carrying a woven basket of old-fashioned desi§he
returned after a few minutes, the basket apparently fulladous
produce. She tossed the freshly-gathered salad intanthe W/ater
flowed at the flash of a gesture, filling the bowl ifeev seconds.

“I like food fresh,” Kevin commented mischievously,ibpe you
ran back.”

Tanji was momentarily confused. He grinned widely andheut
out of her misery.
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“It's a joke, my love. As if the few minutes sincewgathered it
really made a difference.”

Tanji smiled widely in response, seeming to Kevin ashé& had
just been lit up by the sun.

“Oh, you silly,” she said, “Such a tease.”

She blew him a kiss, then returned to her preparatiak.wés
Kevin watched, Tanji cut slices from the loaf she haghoved from
the oven earlier. These she spread with butter and addederous
layer of a soft green cheese, then added the lettueesieand sliced
tomatoes which she had collected from the gardengrearli

Kevin was amused to note Tanji's use of the Lyndesfatyle
sandwich wrapping for the food she was preparing. He had
encountered this magic before. The light and very gtfim which
wrapped the food seemed to keep it cool and fresh for an
astonishingly long time. He had long suspected that “thagic
Clingfilm” had no physical components at all, just magitice it
could not be opened by ripping or tearing. It could, howeler
removed by use of a simple gesture — one which he had long
memorised, realising that the alternative was theathof starvation.

As Kevin watched, the sandwiches and other comestshbleshad
prepared were instantaneously wrapped in the impermeable
transparent membrane following a gesture from Tamgpraplex one
that he found hard to follow. She then pulled from #nddr several
bottles which Kevin assumed contained some kind of drinks,
although he was not immediately sure whether the Bottatained
beer, wine, water, or indeed some other beverage.

“Come on then, help me find a bag for this stuff,” shEsted,
“There should be one out there somewhere” — wavingeirdifection
of the cloakroom by the front door — “and stick it altlhe bag while
| get dressed.”

Following Tanji's directions to the letter, Kevin wable to track
down a rucksack from a cupboard by the stairs. It wag ey
slightly larger than the shoulder-bag that she would niyrrhave
carried for her usual accoutrements. He quickly traresfethe
comestibles, in the impermeable wrapping, and the boitk® the
bag, as well as a number of items which frankly he didrecognise
that Tanji had placed on the kitchen table.

Tanji returned to the kitchen in a surprisingly shortetimearing
the kind of clothing Kevin was familar with, the gamme she
habitually wore for travelling.

“All packed then?” she asked, smiling.

Kevin nodded.
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“‘Great!”

Tanji picked up the bag, but Kevin immediately volunteered to
carry it. She handed it over to him with a smileveik after he had
finished packing everything, it seemed surprisingly light.anjr
collected her own bag containing her everyday itendudmng the
magical slate that she used, like so many otherssnbild, to keep
in touch with friends and acquaintances.

“Come on, then,” she said with a grin, “The day’s going to
wait for us.”

She swept her cloak over her shoulders, shouldered theepéick
and set off, tugging a wide-brimmed hat over her blonde h&evin
tried to follow her closely, although he was strugglinghwiis cloak
and hat, and still trying to get his own bag comfortaisgced over
his shoulders. They travelled rapidly though the portévoek,
which was still quite a mystery to Kevin. He foundstimode of
travel extremely disorienting and he kept close to Tegjing if they
were separated, he might never find his way out.

They emerged from the usual low stone portal building in a
location which, in Kevin’s untutored opinion, thoroughly deserved
the epithet ‘idyllic’. From the portal, Tanji glancedefly at a board
which displayed a large-scale map of the area, thesctdad him
along a narrow path paved with heavy and irregular stonbs.trail
skirted a low-lying wooded area which looked like it miglobd in
winter although it was completely dry in this seasddn the other
side of the path, Kevin could look across a meadow Ibfjtasses,
now brown and dry in the summer heat, to a wall off lgey crags.

After a minute or two walking, they rounded a bend which
afforded their first view of the lake itself. The stdhd tranquil
waters looked refreshingly cool in the warmth of the latorning,
shaded in places by trees which came right down to thesvedige.
Elsewhere, the water sparkled with sunlight reflecteminf tiny
ripples caused by the faintest of breezes.

The lakeside was garlanded by a sculpted curving shoreline,
alternating rocky headlands and tiny bays, usually wiittla sandy
beech edging the waters. From their vantage point,nkeuild see a
number of spots which looked both sheltered from wind antided
from prying eyes.

As they got closer, Kevin noticed that thick growths ee& and
shrubberies separated tiny plots of mown grass with ecurv
approaches which would, he began to appreciate, allove titde
groves almost complete privacy. Indeed, he mused, ibmasst as

178 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2008



if the plantings had been deliberately arranged to makeattieens so
secluded.

Low voices and occasional laughter indicated that sohtbese
out-of-the-way spots were already taken. FollowingnjiTawho
seemed to know where she was going, Kevin walked furtloemer
the lakeside, sticking closely to the path.

“This one,” Tanji said, indicating a fork in the trail.

“Are you sure?” Kevin replied, “How can you tell?”

“I booked it,” she explained simply, “For our picnic.”

“You planed that far ahead?” Kevin gasped.

‘I knew we would be staying with my Aunt and Uncle -atth
been arranged for weeks — and the weather predictiohifarea is
always reliable.”

Kevin shook his head, amazed — as he had been often bdigre
Tanji's resourcefulness and ability to plan ahead.

The fork led them along an even narrower passage whictedea
its way between tall hedges of evergreens and laurdis.path soon
opened out into a glade, very similar to those Kevin hadtett
earlier on distant parts of the lakeside. The cewts an area of
grass that was — now that Kevin was close enough todoslkely —
clearly carefully tended and mowed frequently.

The lawn was warm and dry in the sunshine, and shielgea b
few mature trees growing at the edge furthest from therwaOn
either side, and beyond the tall trees, dense hedgesniwédveasy
access. Tanji stood for a moment in the middle ofgif@ssy area,
evidently surveying the spot, then reached for Kevih Wwath hands.
She drew him towards her and kissed him firmly.

“This,” she said in a definite tone, “Will do nicely.”

She lowered her bag to the turf; Kevin did likewise amdttio of
them started unpacking.

From the top of her bag, Tanji removed a couple of lalgekets,
which she then spread over the lawn. She then reacteethe bag
that Kevin had been carrying and pulled out a small flakage,
about the size of a thick paperback book. She gesturetleat t
package, which immediately expanded, unfolded repeatedly in a
fashion which looked to Kevin as completely impossibled formed
a colourful windbreak. A further gesture from Tanji anelbit to
the ground with its back to the narrow passageway théybad to
enter the grove.

“For extra privacy,” she explained, grinning suggestivety a
Kevin.
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In a similar way, Tanji unpacked a sunshade, two largehbea
towels, a picnic blanket and a multi-coloured mattressctwh
automatically filled with air as he watched. All bid taken from the
shoulder bags that he and Tanji had been carrying, wdroak size
and apparent lightness would have seemed miraculous to eanyon
unfamiliar with Lyndesfarne magic.

Having set up their little camp, Tanji turned and lookedctliyeat
Kevin.

“Fancy a dip?” she asked.

“Oh, yes,” he replied immediately. He felt quite hoteafthe
walk from the portal.

She started slipping out of her clothes in the astowghi
uninhibited way that Tanji had grown up with and Kevin terah
slightly slow start — had learned to emulate. He was,af few
moments, worried that he had not packed a swimming costume
having been unaware that there would be any opportunity fo
swimming, but it rapidly became clear that neither hauhjiTand
skinny-dipping was exactly what she had in mind. Grinmndgly,
the two lovers scampered hand-in-hand down to the lktlach —
sandy and strewn with occasional large flat rocks — ¢lged the
lake.

After a few minutes swimming, or at least splashing about —
Kevin was not a very strong swimmer — in the cool veatéithe lake,
they emerged dripping water on the warm sand. They tedvethch
other dry, enjoying the touch of each others hands on tbeies
Tanji reached up and kissed Kevin passionately, holding hiedbst
in a way that drove him wild with excitement. Theydmalove
energetically under the shade of the umbrella and shelbsrdéte
windbreak. Then, their passion slaked and clingingach eother,
they collapsed onto the mattress.

It only seemed like a few seconds later that Kevin woke up,
although he must have been more asleep that he realisati. was
sitting cross-legged a few feet away on the picnic blasgstad on
the grass, still quite naked except for a large sun-Hahe was
delving in the bags they had brought with them for the wrppe
foodstuffs she had prepared earlier, and humming softlyrselie

“Hi, sleepy-head,” she said, seeing that he was awdancy
some lunch?”

Kevin realised that he was now ravenously hungry, and mbdde
eagerly. Smiling indulgently, Tanji poured some wine iatcouple
of goblets, adding a splash of chilled water from a sgdmttle. She
handed one glass to him, then raised her own glass.
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“I love you,” she said softly.

“I love you too,” Kevin responded, clinking his glass agalress.

Together, they sampled the drink, which Kevin thought was
particularly refreshing in the heat of the day. Tanji agreut the rest
of the sandwiches and fruit they had brought, and Kevin tuake
with a will. The two lovers sat close together te blanket, not
talking much, just enjoying the peacefulness of the locati@heach
others’ company.

The food and warmth, not to mention the wine, made rKevi
sleepy again. He lay back on the blanket with his haetdsb his
head. Tanji stretched out next to him, resting her headcis
shoulder. He fond the smell of her warm skin ampérfume of her
hair were utterly delightful. Kevin pulled his hat doweo his face
and promptly fell asleep.

When they woke again, the sun was already beginningnto si
towards the horizon and it was getting just a littlecbibler, at least
in comparison to the heat earlier in the day. Theked up quickly,
Tanji showing Kevin the magical gestures which collapsesl th
furniture and stowing the neatly folded items back intartic&sack.

They strolled along the paths heading back to the pdréadji
again humming softly and tunelessly under her breath @wking,
Kevin thought, utterly radiant. He thought he could undesthow
she must be feeling. All in all, he considered, it whs most
delightful day he had ever spent in Lyndesfarne and — qudsilpyp
— the most relaxed he had ever felt in his entire life.
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Chapter Twenty Nine

“Wait one moment!”

The instruction came from the Ferryman herself. t Btepped
immediately, turning to face his mother, the other faltowing suit
a fraction of a second later.

“You need to be careful out there,” she instructed stelmbking
directly at her son.

“Yes, Mother,” Bret replied formally.

“I am not going to permit you — any of you,” she added, takin
Tanji and Bret with one sweep of her eyes, “to put yelves at risk.
You will travel with assistance from the Guardians.”

Bret again nodded his agreement while smiling charatteiis
wryly at the concern being so maternally expressedvirkwas also
amused, although there was a slight undercurrent, he thafglegl
risk and an equally worrying suggestion of a slightly cavalititude
to that peril.

In any case, the Ferryman’s instruction was followethe letter,
at least as it seemed to Kevin. A group from the squ&suafdians
currently stationed at the Ferryman’s residence appeatethe
doorway in response to some unseen signal. Bret spdke ®scort
— two men and a woman — in a voice too low for Kewimeéar, then
turned and said in a tone ringing with steely determinatioet’s get
going, then.”

The Guardians escorted Bret, Tanji and Kevin to theaport
building and through the transportation network to thesingswith a
minimum of fuss and a complete absence of incident. grobep
hiked over the causeway and old bridge at a fast pacel anconing
breeze in their faces. Bret seemed in a sombre namddstrode
ahead as if anxious to face whatever perils lay infutgre. The
Guardians were silent and professionally wary; there ma chatter
or unnecessary sound.

Kevin and Tanji strode hand-in-hand, occasionally brepkito a
half-jog as they struggled to keep up with the pace set ély BDn
the way towards the bridge, Kevin thought he could detesrtain
amount of concentration, even tension, emanating froami.
Belatedly, he realised what she was doing: using her shiftpey
abilities to darken her hair and make subtle changdsetodntours of
her face, forming an appearance which, although famiaKevin,
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would probably conform more closely to average appearantee
other world.

Bret was already in his male guise, as he had beeallfof the
last few days. He had made no further changes as Keas could
perceive. Bret's current form would be regarded as oligitly
outlandish in his own world and, Kevin suspected, he haidelgn
forgotten about his own appearance.

At the point where the causeway met the Northumbertardt,
the party was met by the old Sergeant from ClivigernGeathat
Kevin had already met, two other younger Guardians — unkriown
Kevin, but both clearly acquainted with Bret — and twoeis, for
the identical pair of black Range Rovers from the fl@enhaged by
RDTE.

Sergeant Graves nodded curtly at his colleagues from tier O
World, then urged Tanji and Kevin into the back of onehef cars.
A driver and one of the younger Guardians piled into tbetfseats,
and there was a slamming of doors all round. Kevin ginbrough
the window in time to see Bret and Sergeant Gravesriiing into
the other vehicle.

The doors were barely closed before both big carsfenetird, a
spray of gravel pinging against the polished paintwork. Tdreye
alarmingly quickly along the narrow and overgrown lanectvhed
from the crossing in Kevin's own world. The driveesally picked
up the pace once they reached the Great North Roadheattiights
ablaze, the convoy of anonymous but vaguely officiakiog
vehicles subtly encouraged other motorists to pull ineo dlow lane
at the earliest opportunity.

A short time later, they pulled off the main road andnfib their
way to the University of Newcastle campus astonishiaglickly, it
seemed to Kevin, following a route he did not recognisalla The
big cars swung into the kerb right in front of the NISB®ilding,
both vehicles coming to a stop partially on the pavemseif. There
were a few confused moments of car doors being opened and
slammed shut, then Kevin found himself jogging up the famili
entrance steps following Bret and the Guardians, andjiest steps
behind Taniji.

The group must have clearly announced their arrival leyr th
heavy tread on the old stairs and in the corridor outsitke
administrative office. Nevertheless Sergeant Grayened the door
on a surprised-looking Sanijit and the squad moved insidéashan
which Kevin — an inveterate reader of action noval$ @whodunits —
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would probably have described as military in nature, toeast the
kind of manoeuvre practiced by police forces.

Apart from the administrative assistant at her desk -bghiy
reading her emails, Kevin imagined — the office was engtg
unthreatening. Bret strode over to the desk wheretSeas sitting,
followed closely by Kevin and Tanji, still hand-in-lthr Kevin felt
that he did not want her to be more than a few inclvesy at any
time.

Sanijit glanced from Bret to Kevin and back again wittreasing
alarm.

“Good morning,” Kevin said politely, “Is Professor Btaw in
yet?”

“Yes, she has just arrived,” Sanjit replied nervousligarty
unsure of what exactly was going on, “Is she expectingyo

“l don't think so,” Kevin said, glancing at a silent asiic Bret,
“But perhaps she’ll be good enough to see us at shorefbtic

Just at that moment, Professor Braxton opened the ohmer
herself. The older woman took in the scene with smeep of her
eyes: the bulky old Sergeant who stood by the outer dabran air
of apparent casualness, and the young people whose gaainedre
“Guardian” to those in the know.

Bret, looking bleak, turned to face Braxton.

“Ah, Professor” he said, “We need to talk to you urgehtly

Braxton stared hard at him for a long moment and tipemed the
door to its fullest extent.

“You'd better come in.”

Sergeant Graves moved quickly to stand by the windowen th
Professor’s office, a blocky silent figure with hisnda behind his
back. Kevin and Tanji took the seats indicated by tledeBsor, but
Bret declined, preferring to pace the room, suddenly lookioge
agitated than Kevin had ever seen him before.

“We need to confirm something with you,” Bret began,
momentarily ceasing his pacing and looking directly atRh&fessor,
“What did Wendy Rossiter tell you about the results ef tbsearch
being done by Andrew Wollack?”

“Nothing. Or, rather, that there were no definitresults just
yet,” she replied, looking puzzled.

“But that’s not quite true,” Kevin interjected, “I'vedé&ed closely
at Andrew’s notebooks and computer files. It seemshbawas on
the verge of confirming a hypothesis — one with potintiar-
reaching consequences, and certainly one that he shawd h
discussed with his supervisor.”
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“And,” Bret took over again, “We would have expected thiat
supervisor — as a responsible person — would have brougiatier
to your attention.”

“Well, Wendy definitely did not mention anything to me,”
Professor Braxton replied, looking distinctly put out, “ltgie
impression that Andrew had settled in for a long stinesearch and
that nothing would be publishable for a year or more.”

Kevin was aware that the publication of researchpapers and
journal reports, was the lifeblood of university departtee The
general rule was not so much “publish and be damned” dod't*
publish, and be sacked” — or at least not promoted. Bdidhalso
wonder in what publications papers on the world of Lyratesf
would appear. Glancing at the rows of fusty leather-tdadkes that
lined the Professor’'s office, he suspected that Brayiorbably
already had the full set of journals bound in hardback.

Tanji, who had clearly been following the exchangseged up,
addressing Kevin.

“Why didn't you ask these questions when you before?” she
wanted to know.

“Well, in all honesty,” Kevin explained gently, “I walistracted —
distraught, driven practically insane — by your disappearaymear
kidnapping. So | wan't thinking straight. Sorry.”

Tanji squeezed his hand supportively.

“So what is this vital discovery?” the Professor buwst, “This
supposedly critical insight from Doctor Wollack?”

Kevin looked to Bret for guidance.

“Hmm,” the other man replied after a few momentsjdh't think
I’'m prepared to tell you. Although it might be vital toetfuture of
the crossing — perhaps even the end to all contact eetthe Two
Worlds.”

The Professor looked shocked at, Kevin assumed, the suggesti
that the crossing might have to be closed. He addedysauthe
privacy of his own mind that she would probably be outgbb if
that were to happen.

“So we’d better talk to Rossiter directly, if that'&KQvith you?”
Bret continued.

“But didn’t you know?” the Professor said, again lookinghgly
surprised, “She’s not here. She asked for urgent leawdténd a
family matter of some kind.”

Bret stopped dead, glanced at Kevin, then walked up to Poofess
Braxton’s desk and leant forward over it.

“Did she say what, or where?” he demanded.
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“Well, no,” the Professor replied, sitting back in herair, “I
didn’t think to enquire.”

“Why not?” Bret pressed.

“ didn't think it was important,” she reiterated, “Wendy
explained it was urgent, a one-off. She’s not in tladithof
abandoning her post on a whim, so | assumed it must beee
extremely serious and | simply let her go.”

Professor Braxton paused in thought.

“Although,” she added slowly, “She did take a break at short
notice, for a week or more, a year or so ago.”

“When was this?” Kevin asked.

“I'm notsure. Sometime last summer, | think.”

It might be just coincidence, Kevin thought, but thatuido
coincide with his discovery of attempts to prevent ¢benpletion of
the New Bridge.

“So, when did Rossiter leave?” Bret demanded.

“It was almost immediately after you were here tls tane,” the
Profesor replied, nodding in Kevin's direction.

She seemed genuinely unaware of the coincidence unti| now
Kevin considered, probably just the oversight of a busyegsional
with many things on her mind.

“And you’re sure you don’t know where she’s gone?” Bret
pressed.

“I've really no idea. But, she did seem rather distd¢t the
Professor replied, suddenly sounding tired, “She mutteredtbmae
about visiting her family — that’'s her father’'s famiy the Other
World.”

Bret froze and then reached for his mobile phone, Hritdciturn
old Sergeant was already ahead of him. He was alr@adkiag into
some modern communication device — probably, Kevin thqught
some sort of two-way radio with a direct connectionite guard post
at the crossing.

“She’s definitely crossed over,” Sergeant Graves reploéfter a
couple of minutes of terse enquiries and impatient waituige
Kevin and the Professor looked on.

Bret nodded grimly at the news.

“We’ll have to back to the Other World,” he said.

Kevin shook his head in disgust and frustration. Hedatefethat
it seemed that he had crossed between the Two Worldstmees in
the last few days than he had done during the entirdroatisn of
the New Bridge.
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Chapter Thirty

It was much later, well into the quieter part of thereng, and
even some of the adult members of Bret’'s family haeldly gone to
bed. Just Bret and her mother remained at the firegitheKevin
and Taniji.

Their first visit together to Bret's family home h&dgen such a
relaxed event, one which would be long remembered agdemntly
referred to in future years. One incident which stucKamin’s mind
began when Bret picked up one of the magical picture-franatde
had seen before and gestured at it for a few momente ti&n
turned to show Kevin the image on its face.

“This is a place in your world,” she said, handing themied
picture to Kevin for inspection.

The image showed a series of high mountain ranges, &ea-ba
and weathered, fronted by a region of scrubland dotted naitlgh
grasses and creosote bushes. Occasional patchesrofbtishes
marked out dry gullies, worn by the very occasional haauy to
which the area would be subjected. There would be @adshigh
passes in the mountains, Kevin imagined, which would Hmeen
used by wagon trains in times past.

He had only seen this kind of country in cowboy films and
westerns. Even so, the images in the picture framgetter with his
own imagination invoked by Bret's words were enough to farm
clear picture in his mind’s eye.

Bret sipped contemplatively at her wine glass then bsatk
comfortably to spin them another tale.

“Nowadays, this region is a semi-desert, dusty and irdershe
began, “Oh, there are a few natural springs in thehids; and fewer
still concealed by rocky outcrops in the passes. Ancetigestill
water, good water, underground where Artesian wells can draw
out.”

She paused, taking another sip, then continued.

“This area is mostly uninhabited and indeed mostly inacdessib
the trails are passable only with difficulty, even wihr-wheel drive
vehicles.”

She drew a deep breath, almost a sigh.

“In ancient times,” she resumed, “This area was occubjed
group of Native American tribes, a region now represrigy the
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American South West — West Texas and New Mexico — disawe
Mexico itself. They lived peacefully enough in this regiton
thousands of years, and then suddenly disappeared about 1600 years
ago.”

Kevin was unsure where this story was going, but the
combination of the good meal, the excellent wine andvwbem
fireside meant that he was happy enough to just sitistet ko Bret.

“These tribes left behind a few artefacts, and someirggs on
rocks remain in sheltered places. Scholars and réseankers in
your world have identified these archaeological remainghe
peoples had lived a Stone Age life: working stone for aneasls and
basic tools as well as woven blankets, clothes and txskel simple
pottery for cooking and storage.”

“But that’s about all that is known for sure about ghetes,” she
continued, adding tantalisingly, “At least in your world.”

Kevin’'s ears pricked up at this point.

“But you know something more, do you?”

Bret nodded, smiling wryly.

“We do,” she confirmed, “For a start, we know that toeintry
was much wetter then.”

She retrieved the picture frame and waved it in Kevimection.

“As you can see, it is now an arid semi-desert, paadle to
support a few cows or buffalo. Then, it was quite d#ffé. The
region was a vast system of shallow lakes teeming Wi, with
fish, turtles, and so on in the water and abundant pfardround the
margins. In the reed beds, insects and the birdsfedabn them
could be trapped, while in the higher parts, deer — or perhaps
antelopes — could be tracked down by hunters skilled with domv
arrow. A paradise, perhaps — and certainly one that hadimed
unchanged for thousands of years.”

Kevin was surprisingly alert, given the lateness of th&.ho

“So what happened in 400AD?” he asked.

Bret looked sad.

“It's another rather shameful part of the history tbé Two
Worlds,” she admitted, “This region was the site baétle, a war for
the control of a crossing between the Worlds.”

“One faction — let’s call them the Empire-builders —aim act of
blatant imperialism, wanted to colonise this rich andiléedrea in
your world. This faction planned to drive out or, if essary, Kill the
peaceful natives, who would have been helpless againstetdigons
and magic that would be ranged against them. The Empiicels
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would be virtually unopposed, and the aborigines were likelige
wiped out, extinct within a generation.”

It was quiet in the room as Kevin cogitated, just thetlgen
crackling of the logs in the fireplace.

“All this would have come to pass,” Bret resumed, t'hivere not
for the aid, covert at first, of the second factiwhjch | shall call the
Resistance. At first the Resistance attempted to adthse
indigenous peoples, appearing as spirits and demigods fraamtdim
time to warn them of the impending invasion, casting tiwaimings
as news of battles in another plane. The natives wesed and
fearful, helpless; their only option was to run awayabandon the
fertile lakesides for the uncertainties of the aridumtains and the
desert beyond.”

“In time, the Resistance offered more direct asst#aand the
tribes in your world were split asunder. Some brava& perhaps
foolhardy — souls decided to stay in your world and to ruayafwom
the invasion. These few became the founders of rihest which
made up, in time, the Apache Nation.”

Kevin was listening most intently now. The Ferryman labke
impassively, an unreadable expression on her face, wialgi T
seemed almost asleep, curled cat-like on the sofa witthéad on
Kevin’s shoulder. Bret took another sip of her wine, tbentinued
with the tale.

“The other, larger, group accepted an offer from the Jeasie
faction to cross to the Other World and were spiritecya so to
speak, through the crossing — under the very noses d&rtimre-
builders. This was a major undertaking — moving thousands —
perhaps tens of thousands of strangers, primitives, betwes
worlds in small enough groups that they did not arousesasgi

She paused again, staring at the dancing flames for a long
moment.

“It couldn’'t last. The involvement of the Resistarfaetion was
supposed to be a secret, but the Empire-builders foundlaitwas
going on and moved swiftly to stop the flow of refugeékw they
found out was never made clear, but the action of sotrhas long
been suspected.”

“Continuing to feel a moral obligation to help the indigas
peoples, the Resistance were forced to take more daeain,
although always trying to avoid war or active militanyolvement.
This would have been a poor strategy against an aggressiveusi
more powerful neighbouring state.”
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“The Resistance faction was increasingly supported bynzbau
of — in some cases, rather reluctant — allies in ourdwoiSome
groups of nations altogether more powerful even thanEtmgire-
builders began to indicate their displeasure at theatbned
genocide, while others were frankly fearful of the ginis from a
strengthened and aggressive bloc.”

“The Empire-builders never actually declared warhm énd, and
the world powers interceded, supporting the Resistanceeimatihg
to negotiate a peaceful settlement. However, whilendgotiations
were going on, renegade actions within the Resistancgorfac
wrested the, well, Keys of Control for the crossingnirthe local
crossing guards. With this powerful magic, they were d&ble
sabotage the crossing.”

Kevin gasped, as did Tanji, showing that she had not been qu
as asleep as he had supposed.

“No!” he breathed.

Bret nodded slowly.

“The crossing was explosively destroyed. The explosiow hle
an entire mountain and, more importantly, disruptedotsn which
formed the north-east edge of the system of lakeg widter drained
away, rapidly drying out and depositing sand and mud oversé va
low-lying area.”

“The waters of the lakes, although not brackish, adgta
contained a high concentration of dissolved mineralfese salts
were deposited along with the silt, and later formedas$tenishing
brilliant white sand dunes now known as the White Saratsohal
Monument.”

Kevin had heard of this, in a vague way, and he also knew that
this natural phenomenon was inside the boundaries odvidnél’s
largest military installation — the White Sands Mis&lenge of the
United States of America. Perhaps he should not be sufphse
mused silently, that a most unusual geological formagieruld have
been formed by a less than entirely natural event.

“For a long time — many, many generations — the lostshoreof
the Apache peoples in my World were able to keep sonmtaaonith
their relations in you world,” Bret continued, “Using temmy
portals and other magical items constructed during wlidibg of the
now-destroyed crossing.”

“This really only stopped when Europeans — first the Spaamsh
later the Anglo settlers — started appearing in thenegiThere were
just too many rumours and — well, you would say leaks, thags —
to risk discovery, and the descendants of the immigregitictantly
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abandoned even the most cursory of contacts with tbeg-lost
relatives.”

Kevin thought about this. He could easily imagine a nomadi
tribespeople maintaining their oral tradition — spiritidgs and
ancestral presences from another world — for a thousaa.y This
would be especially straightforward in the presence ofjibde
demonstrations of such communications mediated, no ddaybt,
Shamans and spiritual leaders, their secrets handed fdmwrather
to son, master to apprentice, over the generations.

“You have to have some sympathy with the fate of the oae
Natives who were cast out of their Eden — an idydlid tranquil
oasis by all accounts — and forced to be nomads and wasdere
evermore.”

Kevin had to agree. This story certainly explained thelika
nature of the Indian tribes that resisted the Spanisbustadors and
later the Anglo settlers and cowboys for so long. eiifHolk
memories of threats and invasion from a far distantepleauld have
made them wary — even verging on paranoid — of the notve
strangers.

Kevin also wondered about some of the other storieatiéndard
about the region. The fabled golden city of El Dorado efample,
rumours of which had travelled everywhere and made aimgsict,
even distortions of the history of his world.

When the Spaniards came to the Americas, their cotanisa
efforts must have been a disaster for the nativebitdrats. But for
the Conquistadors themselves, the principal motivatios wee
search for gold. What they found was indeed an evesendisaster:
they found lots and lots of gold, and took most of it berckSpain.
The Spanish thought they were importing wealth, but theyew
wrong — they were merely importing money, which causedgaain
inflation, famine and immense distress in the populdde political
fallout reduced Spain’s power and influence in Europe dranfigtica
Was it, Kevin wondered, a particularly exquisite punishraebging
doomed as a nation to a second-rate position of power, ing be
given a surfeit of exactly what they were looking for.

Bret and her mother were silent for a long momentanjiT
appeared to be close to sleep again.

“Still, one good thing which did come out of all this maske
the ferryman herself spoke suddenly, speaking softly agamest t
silence.

“What's that?” Kevin asked in a whisper.
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“It was a sea-change in the politics in this World, iegdo the
separation of the control of the crossings — athefn — from national
governments. It led to the establishment of the Bo&afbatrol and
the hierarchy of subsidiary Boards and Guilds as sepamétees, not
answerable to any individual nation or state, and withvis internal
system of checks and balances.”

She paused, looking from Kevin to Bret and back again.

“It is a fine tradition which has served us exceptionalil all
this time.”
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Chapter Thirty One

“Before you go rushing off,” the Professor interjecté@ihere
might be something — or at least someone — who could/balp

Both Bret and Kevin paused at the door before turning back
face Braxton, who was still sitting at her desk, amkéa to Kevin as
if she had just been holding her head in her hands.

“And who is that?” Bret inquired coolly.

“It's Wendy’'s mother,” she replied, “Patricia Rossiter

There was a moment of stunned silence.

“Her mother was apparently abandoned by Wendy's fatlsée”
explained, rather sadly, “When she was very youngy atbme kind
of a row.”

The Professor paused, then continued.

“l have to say it seems to have left both Wendy agdhother
with a negative and distrustful view of men in generalit Batricia
might have some idea where to find Wendy,” Braxton haied,
“And she lives not very far from the crossing.”

Despite the directions provided by the Professor, Kevipesisd
that he would have had great difficulties in tracking dothair
destination. The Sergeant had listened carefully, tledd a quiet
conference with the two drivers upon their return to v¥baicles.
After nods all round, the party clambered into the @ad set off
confidently. Local knowledge, Kevin mused, so very useful.

The older Ms. Rossiter lived in an old stone cottagebaek in
the trees on one of the numerous winding lanes inatba of the
crossing. The tiny cottage was of a very traditiomaistruction, with
stout stone block-work and weighty lintels over miniscwindows
and a low doorway. The roof was formed from heavy siE® now
mossy, and a plethora of crooked chimney-stacks emergedttiem
roortops.

Looking at the building from the kerbside, Kevin was refath
that one of the more obscure meanings of the wordu%#ed”: it was
included in the Oxford English Dictionary as a builde®snt for
twelve hundred slates which, in his opinion, informe@rgone of
everything one needed to know about both the natureaditicmal
building materials and Olde English craftsmanship.

The Rossiter abode nestled in an overgrown garden. edmK
followed Bret along the pathway towards the front ddwer noticed
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that the garden was obviously carefully tended in soreasawith
rows of plants — a profusion of flowers, herbs and véygsta- whilst
other parts seemed to be completely neglected, atttedlse eye of
someone with two brown thumbs. Indeed, the ramblitgtedooked
to Kevin more like the traditional idea of a witch’'stiage than
anything he had seen in a very long time.

Bret seemed entirely unperturbed and unhesitatingly knocked
loudly on the front door. There was a lengthy pause Kawih was
convinced that the other man would be required to knocknagai
Suddenly, there was a noise from the other side adidloe, someone
tugging hard on the handle. The door appeared to be jammat, o
least very stiff. Bret leant heavily on the doaanfie, and it opened
suddenly with a loud creak.

A grey-haired woman stood framed in the doorway. Sbkeld
around shrewdly at the group assembled on her doorstep.

“So sorry about that,” she said without preamble, “Ne @ver
uses the front door.”

“Ms. Rossiter?” Bretenquired politely.

She nodded, looking from Bret to Kevin to Tanji, and tdemwn
the path to Sergeant Graves and his little troupe. sifhi&arity to her
daughter was striking, it seemed to Kevin. She was patite
slender, standing straight in spite of her years. Hérvas much
longer than her daughters, and worn loose and flowing.vinKe
suspected that she was not as old as he might have exkpact that
she must therefore have become pregnant with her dawgtaerery
young age.

The older woman looked closely at Bret.

“You're not really a man, are you?” she asked pointedly.

Bret snorted with characteristic wryness.

“You're quite right, Madam,” he responded, “I'm ...”

At this point, Bret rattled off a stream of syllablesich Kevin
recognised as Bret’s full name, one which — to his ehaghe had
never quite managed to memorise.

Her face darkened immediately.

“You're from the Other World, | take it,” she said clypl'l don’t
think | want to talk to you.”

She moved sharply to shut the door. Kevin leapt forward,
instinctively trying to prevent the door being slammgédiast them.

“No, no,” he cried anxiously, “Please help us.”

When he thought about this incident later, Kevin comsmie¢hat
there must have been something about his appeal — bsritgin
perhaps, or his commitment, or maybe just the fadt hbawvas self-
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evidently a native of this world. Whatever it wase lder woman
relented, albeit somewhat reluctantly, and pushed thealoitie way
open on its stiff hinges, inviting them into the cgta

Bret signalled to the Sergeant and his colleagues toirrema
outside, then followed Tanji and Kevin along a hallwapgliad in
dark wood and into a room which Kevin instinctively dééd
“parlour”. This was the kind of room he was familiathwfrom his
grandparents’ house, when he was a child: an old-fashitmenal
room, all chintz upholstery and polished wood arranged dr@un
polished cast-iron fireplace. Every flat surface ie floom was
decorated by an assortment of knick-knacks — no doubt afl ve
collectable items these days — all carefully dusted and ulnedly
treasured. The whole room gave the impression of loaireg for by
someone who was particularly house-proud but attempted & on
really limited budget.

Rossiter senior settled herself in what was evidendy usual
easy chair in front of the fire and looked up at theauewers.

“So, who are you people, and what do you want with mh&” s
asked directly.

“Well, it's not so much you that we’'d like to talk toKevin
began, “As your daughter.”

“Wendy’s not here,” she said simply, turning her heaanfrane
to another.

Bret apparently took this a cue to seat himself in @rolhose
worn fabric was mostly, but not quite totally disguisedabgarefully
laundered antimacassar and a clutch of hand-embroiderergish
Kevin and Tanji sat down together on the sofa, handand,
inseparable as always.

“I'm Kevin,” he said to introduce himself, “I'm an dritect from
Manchester, and | helped to design the New Bridge, togetltler
Bret.”

“The New Bridge,” the older woman echoed, “I've seen Mot
been across it yet, but it certainly looks astonghirHowever did
you get the two halves to join together?”

Kevin smiled and shook his head at the perspicacity efotter
woman. He thought for a moment about describing thethaywo
independent sections had been designed to move togetheninnd,
despite the amazing differences between the engineernngpfes
he had employed and the magic methods use by Bret. Hz ltave
spoken at length about the use of laminated sectioneircéntre,
fabricated with alternate layers of steel-reinforceoincrete and
magical ‘construction stone’.
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“It was very difficult,” he answered finally.

“I'm sure it was,” she said with a slight smile.

“Anyway, this is my friend Tanji,” Kevin continued, ahging the
subject.

Tanji was as usual quietly fading into the background. Kleaoh
noticed this trait in Tanji. In private, or even amget strangers, she
was outgoing and uninhibited. But when | the company opleeo
she knew well, she would remain still and silent, yartking a
guestion or joining in the conversation. Perhaps & hex training as
a Guide and interpreter, he mused, or maybe something teitkdo
perceived authority.

“Pleased to meet you,” Tanji said politely, holding up I&nd in
that style of greeting which marked her out as a natfvihe other
world.

Rossiter senior looked at the way Tanji sat clos&dwsin, the
way she looked at him when she thought no-one was lgo8he
smiled at the lovers in spite of herself.

“When did you last hear from your daughter?” Tanji asked th
older woman.

“It was just a couple of days ago,” she answered, “Weraly on
her way to the crossing, but came to see me, asf@rednes. She
usually turns up every week or so, just to make sure I'm DK,
suppose. She let's me have some money, sometimegivesdme
little presents every now and then. She’s very godeetmld mum.”

The older woman paused again, a smile on her face.

“So how did she seem, Wendy, on her last visit?” Bratted to
know.

She looked askance at the question.

“Well, now that you mention it,” she answered, “Sreersed
distracted, even anxious. She only stayed a few minaibelsshe said
it might be quite a while before she could visit again.”

She paused again, looking thoughtful.

“Usually, she’'d stop for a cup of tea, at least, and at. clShe
often tells me about what she’s been doing, what'sggoim at the
University.”

She turned slightly in her chair.

“Come to think of it, she may well have mentioned Yoshe
pointed at Kevin, “Didn’t you get taught by Wendy?”

“l did, ma’am,” Kevin confirmed, “I had several briefirsessions
from her at NISSA last year.”

She nodded in apparent comprehension.
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“So,” Bret interjected, “Can you tell us where sheavelled to,
recently, in the Other World?”

Patricia Rossiter shook her head slowly.

“Well, no, not really,” she replied, “In fact, | donthink she’s
been to Lyndesfarne in months.”

Bret nodded sagely.

“And did she say why she was making the crossing
Lyndesfarne in such a hurry?” He asked.

“She didn't,” Patricia Rossiter said slowly, “But I'maifly certain
| know what she’s up to. | think she’s going to seefdder.”
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Chapter Thirty Two

Patricia Rossiter sat silent for a few moments ftgefapparently
coming to some kind of a conclusion.

“There’s something I'd like you to understand,” she begudth
the air of one about to make a confession, “I've twidone this truth,
and | would appreciate it if you would keep it to yourselves.”

“I think you can trust to our discretion,” Kevin replieztiinally.
“Many years ago, | met a man — a Visitor from your ligrshe
said, nodding at Bret, “A very charming and handsome yousg m

tall and strong, and full of tales of adventures and dgdm”

She shook her head at her own naivety, as it seeni¢evin.

“I was very young at the time,” she continued, “Baralyre than
a child, but headstrong and sure of myself. | didn’'t knavehmabout
the Other World, although | was vaguely aware of itsterce. And
| suppose | wasn’'t aware of so many other things too.”

“So how did you know of my World?” Bret pressed, gently
turning the conversation away from topics which th@éeplwoman
might have found uncomfortable.

“I’'m a scion of the Old Families,” she said simply.

Bret nodded in understanding, and Tanji seemed to comprehend
too.

“I'm sorry,” Kevin interjected, “But | don’t know whathat
means.”

Rossiter looked from Bret to Tanji in confusion.

“Some families have been involved with the crossirg t
Lyndesfarne for generations,” Bret explained for Kexvipénefit.

“Ah,” he replied, “The families from which NISSA regts so
many of its students.”

“Well, yes,” Bret said, looked unusually shifty, “Although,
strictly speaking, the Old Families are those whoseamtisincestors
— or at least most of them — came from the Other &Vorl

This made a lot of sense to Kevin. He could certamiggine
that the members of a number of powerful bodies inwbhdd of
Lyndesfarne — the Board of Control, for example — wou&d neore
easily if they knew that they could rely upon certaingleavith old
allegiances in this world. On the other hand, he muysexhaps this
was misleading. Surely, after a few generations, sorhigrants
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might have more loyalty to their adopted world thanheirtoriginal
one.

“This man,” Patricia Rossiter began again, “We, welt spent a
long summer together. | ran away from home, set up heiléhim
in a small cottage — not very far from here — whicls were a semi-
converted barn, really.”

She sighed sadly.

“We were, | thought, in love. Certainly, | was contphg
infatuated and | was convinced he was in love with me.”

A certain inevitability about this story was growing Kevin's
mind. She would not have been the first young womdmat@ been
led astray, as his Grandma might have put it, by aldaghyoung
man.

“It turned out, | was quite wrong,” she continued, “By the
autumn, | realised | was pregnant. When | tried to t@lkiin about
it, he at first denied the possibility. When | pergsede got angry,
shouted - then he simply abandoned me, disappearing backoimto
world where he thought | could not follow him.”

“l was lost — no idea what was to become of me. Memas —
both from the Old Families, as | said — would have mgthdo do with
me. They had of course warned me about this man, defonee
permission to see him, shouted at me when | snuck awbhg with
him. Their attitude was the main reason why | raayawm the first
place.”

“My other acquaintances from my childhood shunned me for
having been wild and feckless and, to be honest, | hiadeck to
listen to their advice either and deliberately withdrafiom them
when | set up house.”

The older woman paused again, looking sadly at Kevin anfl Tan
who were sitting together hand-in-hand.

“In the end, a kind friend — you don’t need to know who ishe
was prepared to help me,” she continued, “She found meca fda
live, a warm home to bring my daughter back to, aftervehs born.”

“I've lived quietly in this cottage ever since. | brotighp my
daughter more-or-less alone — | was determined | wouldmadie
any more mistakes and | certainly did not want to beef to give
away my baby.”

She raised her chin and looked around the room is ilecgatg
any of them to question her decision.

“l resolved to learn more about the Other World, tarremore
about the father of my child, to track him down and camtfhim. To
do so would be very difficult, | would seen discover, aspogition
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was all too well-known locally, and at first nobodysmarepared to
talk to me.”

She scowled suddenly, perhaps remembering the local gossips
unfavourably.

“With a lot of perseverance, | managed to gain the wtisine or
two people, although that was in large part through thgeimte of
my saviour, the one who helped me in my hour of needl bamught
me shelter, and hope, and friendship.”

“Let me guess,” Bret said suddenly, “A tall slender wongén
middle years, grey-haired but with an erect bearing, y@weore a
hooded robe and stout boots, carried a rucksack and walkedheit
aid of a long staff.”

“How do you know that?” Rossiter asked in amazement.

“l strongly suspect,” Bret said slowly, “That she was/ m
grandmother.”

There was a gasp from Tanji. Kevin, who was less saghr
squeezed her hand in reassurance. The older woman lo®Kezha
would burst into tears at any moment.

“Her name was Yise,” Bret continued, speaking softye“8las a
Messenger, in the old days. In her youth, she metiagymnan from
this world, after the War. They got married, had chitld~ one of
whom was my mother.”

The unspoken message, it seemed to Kevin, was thall noiss-
world romances fell apart. He had also noted thatlewBiet had
mentioned Yise’s relationship with his mother, hetbedi to mention
that his mother was in fact the mythical Ferryman.

“Years would go by,” Rossiter began in a small voidgetiveen
visits from Yise. Her last appearance was nearlycadkzago.”

“She’s dead, I'm afraid,” Bret announced gently.

“How did it happen?”

“Just old age,” he replied, “She was in her eightiese jB&t got
tired and frail, and one morning she didn't get up frombeet.”

There was a strained silence in the room. Bret spuke the
hush.

“I remember as a child hearing about Grandmother’s ddrkesn
Never from her directly, mind, but from my mother anthta and
other family members. They were just bedtime stooiesin later
years, tales around the fireside on long winter everiings

He paused, evidently lost in the past for a moment.

“But | remember one tale,” Bret continued, “Of Grandhewt
encountering a crying girl, sitting by the roadside — tedrleading
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down to the causeway — and watching the travellers,yalwaiting
to see someone — some mystery man she would nevér find.

“That was me,” The older woman said, “I couldn’t thinkvehat
to do, and | was hoping against hope that my man would tawcle
to me.”

“Did you ever track him down?” Tanji asked quietly, “Theast
boyfriend?”

“No,” she replied simply, “Oh, | thought about it a land I
probably talked about it all the time, as | learned lédmguage and
studied the mysteries of Lyndesfarne. | even made &gpsss the
Bridge, explored a little in that World.”

“l suppose that's why Wendy became interested in Lyndesfa
too?” Kevin enquired.

“Oh, yes. As a child she was fascinated. She wias afiy only
companion. We used to practise the language together.n ¥iee
got older, we would travel together to various places.b& monest,
she probably understands the languages and cultures moredban
As a child, too, | promised her that one day we would ffiar father
— she used to ask about that all the time. Eventuafignvshe got
older, I told her the whole story.”

“And what was her reaction?” Bret asked.

“She was incensed, furious,” Patricia Rossiter repfigtle swore
to be that she would track down her father, make himecback, to
make amends.”

There was another silence as the visitors took énittport of
what they had just heard.

“We have to ask,” Kevin muttered, feeling distinctly emiassed,
“Who was your boyfriend?”

Rossiter shook her head.

“l think,” Bret said gently, “That we really, reallyead to know
the name of Wendy's father. It is very important,ds all.”

The older woman hesitated for a long moment. Keviediaot
even breathe, and he sensed Tanji and Bret had mucbkathe
reaction.

“His name,” Patricia Rossiter answered finally, “Waasmaz.”
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Chapter Thirty Three

There was a moment of silent confusion, Kevin looKnogn Bret
to Patricia Rossiter and back again.

“Ms. Rossiter,” Bret said very formally, “We sincrebelieve
that Wendy is in great danger.”

“In danger?” Rossiter senior replied, clearly extrgnaaitated,
“How? Why? What's going on?”

“It's Demaz,” Bret replied, “I think Wendy has got inrtact with
him, and is somehow mixed up in some great conspiracy.”

“Him? But what's he doing that's so dangerous?” the older
woman demanded, leaning forward.

“He kidnapped Tanji,” Kevin interjected angrily, leaping
feet and waving frantically in her direction and focciner back into
her seat, “Bret and | risked our lives to rescue herthat dangerous
enough for you?”

Bret took a deep breath, signalling energetically at iKewai
simmer down. Realising that he was not, in pointaat,factually
helping very much, Kevin subsided into his seat, whereulem
moved closer to reassure him.

“‘Demaz appears to be linked to a group, some secret
organisation,” Bret resumed, “Who we believe are ¢rym force the
closure of the Lyndesfarne crossing.”

“What?”

“Someone — we're not sure who — killed a member of tat at
NISSA, a young man who was being directed by your daugftee.
dead man’s body turns up in the middle of the bridgeirbridge —
and, when we start and investigate, Demaz — or sorh& gbons —
snatch Tanji here in the middle of the night.”

It occurred to Kevin that, despite his earlier admongjdBret was
getting quite steamed up too.

“The dead man turns out to be a microbial epidemiologitet
went on, “And we suspect he had found out that someonesiblyos
Demaz, or at least people associated with him — hagectesome
kind of disease which could kill thousands — perhaps milliors
people.”

Bret took another deep breath.

“And Wendy,” he concluded, “Your daughter, she appears to be
on her way to meet with this man.”
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At the end of this diatribe, Patricia Rossiter lookgtast, sitting
back speechless in her chair with an expression af luteor on her
face.

Kevin, now feeling a little calmer, leant forward aasked in a
quiet voice, “Has she contacted her father before?”

“She’s tried to,” she replied, “Many times when sheswaunger.
But I'd thought she’d always been unsuccessful.”

Rossiter senior looked very serious, deep in thought.

“I'm not sure,” she said after a while, “But | thinketh have in
fact been in contact, had some kind of communication.”

Kevin could not be sure, but he got the impression that t
communication was through the medium of the magic statgshad
so confused him on first acquaintance, and that WendyDemlaz
had been corresponding for weeks, perhaps months.

“But | don'’t think they've met,” Patricia Rossiter dowed, “Or
at least | didn’t. Now I'm not just sure...” She taileffl o

“So you think that Wendy has managed to track down hbeifat
somehow?” Bret interjected, also having regained somdiof
equilibrium.

The older woman nodded in response. Bret looked seriotisly a
her.

“So, now she’s headed off into the Other World tofoont the
man? And probably knowing rather little about him,” loataued,
“Perhaps even having been fed untruths?”

Patricia Rossiter sat stock-still for a few minutepparently
digesting all she had been told. Abruptly, she turnedetain, who
was still leaning forward earnestly in his seat.

“Please find my daughter,” she begged, a sudden note ofrgead
in her voice.

“We will, I promise,” Kevin promised, “But you will have thelp
us too.”

Bret interjected.

“We want to help,” he said earnestly, “Is here anythihgt t
Wendy might have said, even a throwaway comment Gsigy
remark, which might give us some idea of where she is?”

He paused then added, “Perhaps a mention of somewhere,
anywhere, where she has been recently?”

“Well, there was something,” she replied slowly, “Wgrdid go
somewhere. She said for a break — just to relax,tdeast be
distracted for awhile. | thought it was good — | thouglet sbeded to
get away. She was looking tired and careworn.”

She paused, and then added, “She went to...”
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Patricia Rossiter then said a word which Kevin thought he
recognised, in the way he so often did when a Lyndesfaame was
mentioned in his hearing: the impression that he wagmaely sure
that he had heard correctly but, at the same timescenal feeling
that heoughtto remember what it meant.

It was very clear that Tanji recognised it too, judging hi way
she reacted when Rossiter senior had spoken. After adeands
frantic thought, Kevin realised that it was the placehe world of
Lyndesfarne that he and Tanji had visited as dragon-watching
tourists.

Bret said something to Tanji in, unusually, the language of
Lyndesfarne, the words coming too fast for Kevin toofell Tanji
answered immediately in the affirmative, as far asiKeould tell.

He then turned to Kevin.

“You've been there,” he demanded, “Do you remember what it
was like?”

“Well, yes,” Kevin replied immediately, although he liead he
sounded very slightly unconvincing even to his own ears.tddk a
deep breath and tried to assemble his recollections ombe &ind of
coherent expression.

“It's a desert, or nearly so,” he began, “An area gf chinyons,
low brush and some wooded areas. Apparently the dratdeng, |
because it is...”

“Dragons?” Bret interjected.

“Yes.” Kevin had assumed that Bret knew this was arvesier
the flying lizards he had become so fascinated with.

“Tanji and | visited there, to watch the dragons,” he @xyed.

“So people rarely go there?” the other man demanded.

“I guess so,” Kevin replied, glancing at Tanji, who nodded
vigorously.

“So it would be a good place to hide?” Bret added sloeygs
narrowed.

Before Kevin could answer, Tanji said, “There are caVllesvar
the place. Often in places that would be difficulataess.”

Bret nodded.

“So we might just be able to track down Demaz — anddi/érne
added, turning to acknowledge Rossiter senior in a reassuayng w

A few frantic minutes later, Kevin, Bret and Tanji werethe
back seat of the chauffeur-driven Range Rover, tragebit a very
fair speed along the narrow hedged lanes towards thesicgy and
followed closely by Sergeant Graves and the other Guardmathe
second car.
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They had rapidly said their goodbyes to Patricia Rosd{tevin
repeating his assurances that they would do everythingbpedsi
track down her daughter. As they sped towards the cayséwea
ruminated that, while he had not particularly warmed tently
Rossiter during their brief acquaintance at NISSA, esgent seemed
he had committed them to a course of action he wouldrneave
anticipated.

Bret sat in the front seat, next to the driver, apdke into his
mobile phone - something he had been doing more-or-less
continuously since they had left Patricia Rossiter$age. He gave
the impression of being urgent and animated, but spoke inasloei
voice that Kevin could not hear what was being said.

Eventually, Bret put his mobile phone back in his pocket and
twisted in his seat to address Kevin and Taniji.

“Time is of the essence,” he said earnestly, lookmagnfone to
the other, “Wendy’s definitely crossed over to thegdtWorld, using
the OIld Bridge. No-one paid very much attention at time tand
there’s no trace of where she might have gone ti&tr”

Tanji stirred uncomfortably.

“Have you considered using a...” she hesitated, then used a
phrase in the Lyndesfarne language that Kevin did nogrese.

“A Finder?” Bret said, looking thoughtful, “Well, as iappens,
my friends in the Guardians on the other side did try thdew
moments ago.”

“And?” she pressed.

Bret smiled and shrugged.

“The results appear to be vague and confusing,” he saichdper
she is using some magic which is obfuscating her locatipmore
likely, no-one knows enough about her, about her appeardo
make the Finder work properly.”

He paused, then continued slowly.

“So, all we can do it to follow the suggestion from Wegady
mother and explore the Dragon Country. Once we'reethge can
try out a Finder — I've already asked for one to beassdd to me. |
should be able to collect it when we get over thesings’

Bret paused, again looking deadly serious, then returned his
attention to the back seat passengers.

“It's vital that we track down Demaz, and find out whae
knows,” he said, “I have a feeling that Demaz is a kaly -+ perhaps
our only chance of finding out what is really going on, aiuwbever
is behind it.”
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Chapter Thirty Four

Tanji seemed determined to show Kevin even more ofvitwdd
of Lyndesfarne, especially after their highly enjogablsits to the
beach resort — Kevin could never quite recall its nanamd-to the
tropical city of Jaireby. Emboldened by these sucees3anii
suggested that they take a week-long break in the Otheld VWhis
time proposing a horse-riding tour — pony trekking, as Kewad h
heard it called.

Kevin would soon discover that Tanji was an able heosean,
fluid and well-seated in the saddle. He was entirely pnsed by
this revelation, as he had long suspected that horses stk more
commonplace in this world than in his own, or at tifasniliar to
those who’s careers depended on working with Visitorsn ftbe
other world. He himself, on the other hand, had ndesn on a
horse before, but had expressed himself willing to |ealbeit with a
certain degree of trepidation.

Together, the two lovers travelled through the portaaek,
once again guided expertly by Tanji. From the last pdntdting,
their destination was just a short walk along a dusty ¢earying
their shoulder bags — people in this world always seemdx table
to travel lighter than those at home. They finalided up at a ranch
located in what Kevin fondly imagined was called the tagaparral,
although he was not exactly sure what the words reiynt.

They entered at the compound gate and looked around at the
buildings being warmed by the bright morning sunshine. Stables
and barns, not to mention the accommodation for peopdse
extremely tidy and, he would shortly discover, well-equipptdwas
a set up which he immediately classified as a Dude Réaraded
more from what he had seen in films than any dirgpegence of his
own.

He followed Tanji into the low ranch building through aodweay
marked by a sign which read, if Kevin's very limited ursiending
of the Lyndesfarne language was correct, read “Receptidriey
were greeted by the receptionist, who was standing dehohesk of
rustic design, with a mellfluous — and to Kevin, entirely
unintelligible — stream of words. Tanji answered witjualy rapid
speech, although Kevin caught a few words, including his mawme.
Check-in took only a few moments, during which the rdoejst
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gestured at the desk, and both Kevin and Tanji were reqoinecess
their right hands onto a slate surface embedded in thetoles This
process was entirely familar to Kevin, who had stye the
“Walled Garden” hostel frequently both during and after the
construction of the New Bridge.

Formalities completed, Kevin and Tanji were introducedato
deeply-tanned and energetic little man called Riz whoprsimgly,
spoke a little English. Kevin found it difficult to detan@ the other
man’s age; he could have been anything between thicyifty-five.

Riz took them on a whirlwind guided tour of the stablaswsng
them the tack and introducing them to the horses theyldwbe
riding later on. Kevin knew almost nothing about harsew the
beasts looked impossibly big, as always. He nervoustkdd away
when his animal was led from its stall. Tanji and 8ncouraged him
into the saddle and soon Kevin was plodding around in decirc
feeling just a little foolish. The horse was beindgdhey a long rein
by Riz who also pointed out the errors in his postucetanhnique.
Some of his more complicated remarks had to be renderéadei
Lyndesfarne language and translated by Tanji, inevitalily a twist
of her own.

“He says you should sit more forward in the saddle,” she
suggested, adding wryly, “And arch your back a little — like go
when you'’re with me.”

He had gained a little confidence by the time they stddpe a
break and some refreshments. He realised he had manageole
hour in the saddle without having been thrown to the gioun

As the days went on, Tanji assured him repeatedly thavds
learning quickly, although the muscles in his backside \va#eady
beginning to fundamentally disagree with her in this mgamHe
persevered, however, and was extremely pleased, ordyvaddys
later, to be able to manage a short gallop withouinfgébtally out of
control or likely to fall off at any moment.

His abilities on horseback continued to improve quickéy,was
told. Everyone seemed sufficiently confident, towards énd of
their vacation, to allow Tanji to propose a two-dajerio see the
small wild dragons which populated this area of arid, skysert
scrubland.

“We won't be riding fast, or even very far, realyshe assured
him, “But there are some things I'd like to show you ekhcannot
easily be reached in any other way.”

They set off on their trek early in the morning, whil was still
cool. Kevin and Tanji had both packed a few personahi@igs in
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their saddlebags. Kevin had taken almost nothing excepa few
toiletries and a change of underwear, while Tanji seemnt on
including the magic communication slate she seemed ty wath
her everywhere in this world.

They were assisted in the journey by two trail guideg of
whom was Riz himself. The other was a taciturn olgiey named
Vritz, stereotypically terse and grizzled in appearamgéiough
Kevin would later discover that he opened up after aébofttider or
two around the campfire.

The two guides were mounted astride rather bigger and stronge
horses, it seemed to Kevin, than himself and Tang therefore
appeared capable of carrying more baggage. Vritz also led a
packhorse loaded with a surprisingly large amount of méteria
although Kevin would later find that, although bulky, mariytlee
items were really very light in weight.

All of the party carried water bottles, conscientigusled from
the tap provided back at the ranch. The two traveNerg carefully
drilled by the guides about the importance of rationingr tivater
supply. It seemed they did not want to lose any touristthis trip —
must be too much paperwork, Kevin assumed ironically.

As the party rode out, Riz explained in slightly fractukaalish
something about the local fauna. He was assisted by, Who
spoke no English but appeared to know a great deal more thisout
wildlife. Even Tanji, who had been trained as anrprieter, found it
difficult to translate some of the descriptions thezigd guide used.
Presumably, Kevin mused, Vritz was making use of complex
technical words not in everyday circulation.

There was inevitably a certain amount of confused rtepetbut
Kevin gradually came to understand that the creatureslitiedt in
this part of the world had to be hardy enough to suruemes of
temperatures, as well as being able to find moistueceltrof-the-way
places — or be capable of doing without it.

They stuck to well-worn trails across the semi-despitking
their way through dried up thorn-bushes and passing the iocabs
giant cactus. In this area, the ground was mostiyliéh, occasional
rocky gullies which cut deeply into the land and where they to
take care when crossing. For some of the deeper andbnmuen
ravines, they were required to dismount and lead theisesom
single file.

Their first destination was a range of craggy hills cuhihe
guides pointed out to them in the distance. This wasrég®n
frequently by a kind of small flying reptile, whose naampeared at

208 © Trevor Hopkins 2007-2008



first to be difficult to translate, but Tanji and Rindily settled on
“Desert Hawk”. Vritz explained that these little dragaare capable
of spotting and catching desert rats, mice and simiatares from
miles away. They would also feed on snakes and lizandsleed

anything alive and wriggling which was light enough fornthes be

able to fly away with.

The trekking party stopped at a vantage point overlookingva lo
dry valley and perhaps half a mile or so from the ofehe cliffs.
They dismounted from their horses, Kevin for one figethe benefit
of stretching his legs after their morning ride. Tdigd correctly
recognised that her lover was entirely captivated bygalra and
would relish the opportunity to witness another, ratbss fearsome,
species.

Vritz set up one of the magic magnifying plates Kevin had
experienced before, but this time mounted on a kind otlendripod
which had somehow been folded up in the baggage carrieteby t
packhorse.

Alternating between using the “magic binoculars” anduhigided
eyes, they watched an impressive flying display, the k$awhirling
and squawking madly both in flight and in their nests. s€&he
creatures lived in family groups of perhaps a dozen or eventy,
roosting amongst rocky and inaccessible crags, just higg larger
cousins. They had a huge range, flying — soaring, reatlythe
thermals created by the strong sunshine on darker rocksd-
travelling long distances to hunt down their prey.

As Kevin and Tanji watched the Hawks, engrossed in the
continuing aerial display, Riz handed each of them a palcketh —
inevitably contained in that magic wrapping that had sofused
Kevin on first encounter. They also drank very spayifigm their
water flasks, to the visible approval of Vritz.

After an hour or so, the party reluctantly departed. irKeased
himself back into the saddle, realising that a few @ay® he would
never have imagined he would be able to embark on anadieewith
little more than a few twinges in his thighs.

Their afternoon ride took them into canyon countrjhisTwas a
confusing maze of passes, which seemed to Kevin to hnave
distinguishing features whatsoever. Nevertheless, wieeg directed
unerringly to the intended destination, a feat whichswanably
impressed Kevin who was convinced that, left alonewbeld never
be able to find his way back.

After a few hours riding, most of it at walking pace lower, the
party stopped at another viewpoint, this time overloolanghallow
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canyon. There was a river at the bottom althoughrKeeted that,
in this season, there was barely a trickle in ith be

Tanji drew up alongside him.

“Vritz says we’ll be pitching camp just over there.”

She pointed out a wide flat spot sheltered by high rockenan
side and by a couple of trees on another, and with aiousroute
down to the river to allow, Kevin assumed, the hotsedrink their
fill.

“That’s not very far,” Kevin noted.

“Of course, we could take a longer ride,” she suggestedtiasi
“But | expect you'll be glad to stop this evening aslit is

She patted his thigh playfully.

“l look forward to you rubbing it better later,” he suggest
grinning hugely in return.

As they arrived at the indicated spot, Kevin realiseat feople
must have camped here before, at least judging by thgitfinrearked
with a ring of stones and dotted with the blackened resrafilogs.

Riz and Vritz rapidly erected their overnight camp, &sdisather
ineffectually by Kevin and Tanji. The two guides producemmf
their saddlebags, and the packhorse’s load, the magitsilaet beds
and other furniture that Kevin had experienced on thehbbaliday
for the first time only a few months before, ongmia all contained
in an astonishingly small volume. Here they were ugedhaps a
little more authentically, to set up a camp in an avbieh seemed to
Kevin to be more or less the genuine article wheaibe to untamed
wildernesses.

As they set up camp, it became rapidly dark and it begaodb
quickly. Vritz produced logs and kindling from the little wodde
area, looking to Kevin as if the fuel had been prepared previous
visit. The guide started the fire with a carefree n@glesture. The
blaze caught immediately, and it was not long beforg Weze all sat
comfortably around the campfire.

Vritz, assisted by Riz, rapidly prepared a meal whosginsri
Kevin could not quite identify. The appetizing aroma fribve cook-
pot, together with the considerable appetite he had wargetlring
the ride, meant that he attacked the food with gusto@s as it was
presented. Vritz also produced a number of chilled bottfleshat
Kevin had assumed would be beer, but was in fact a kinstilbf
cider. He enjoyed this enormously once he had got oer
surprising taste.

After their meal, they sat talking around the campfmed while,
finishing the last of the cider, while Riz tended te tiorses. Vritz
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seemed wiling to answer the almost inexhaustible supyly
guestions that Kevin came up with and Tanji interpreted.

“Does it ever get wet around here?” he inquired.

Tanji translated his question and the short response tine trail
guide.

“Every year, for about four days,” came the answet,rdins
continuously.”

During the ride, Kevin had noticed the deep runnels andrwate
worn rocks, which suggested that short-lived streams wapebar
during the wet season. That's an awful lot of rairome go, he
mused.

“So why don'’t the bigger dragons live in these parts?”

Again, Tanji translated his question and listened cayefallthe
answer, delivered at length from the trail guide.

“There are two reasons,” she replied eventually, “fils¢ is that
the kind of animals that large dragons like to eat ateofien found
in this area. There are no deer, or antelope or pigsld-boar,
perhaps | should say — in these parts.”

She paused, listening to more rapid explanation in the
Lyndesfarne language.

“The other reason is to do with the rainfall,” shentnued,
“These little critters don't like the damp any morerthaeir larger
cousins, but they can hide themselves in crevassesaaed when it
rains.”

He could have asked many more questions, but began to feel
himself overcome with sleep. Making excuses on hisalbhehanii
gently guided him to their tent and into their sleeping bag.

Kevin slept like a log and awoke early, feeling refresiied only
a little sore in a few places. Tanji too appearedaeelslept well,
although Kevin noted she had herself fallen asleep defelivering
the promised massage.

With little fuss, and a considerable amount of quiet caeme,
Riz and Vritz served the yawning tourists a light brestkfmashed
down with mugs of hot chocolate. Kevin and Tanji lirgeiover
their drinks while the two men packed up the camp, evegythi
collapsing and disappearing into the baggage in a fashiozhwdes
always, Kevin could only wryly label as “magic”.

Their morning ride took them to yet another vantage tpoims
one on the edge of the plateau of the high desert. tiware they
stood, they could look out over a range of lower hillingp down
towards a rugged coastline in the very far distancewalf, Kevin
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recognised, another spot which would have been negslysisible to
get to by any form of transport short of flying, excepthorseback.

They dismounted, and Kevin and Tanji walked hand-in-hand to
the very edge of the plateau. From there, they lookedhduvihe
distant coast. It must have been ten or more miesyaalthough
plainly visible thanks to the clear air of the regiofhere was a wide
strip of flat sandy desert between the foothills areldta itself. Cut
into the coastline was a large bay, almost closetherseaward side,
but extending several miles inland, and almost perfestgular in
shape. It was a most unusual — indeed, entivgipatural —
formation.

Kevin speculated on what geological mechanisms could possib
have resulted in a circular bite into the coastline: explosive
volcanic eruption, perhaps? While he was studying thenge-
looking cove, a gradual realisation crept over him. éebdiged that
he was overlooking the site of that ill-fated crossitite one that
Noah — or Noaz, however his name was pronounced — hadi fea

“This is Noah’s crossing, isn't it?” he asked Taniji.

She nodded.

“l looked it up,” she confessed, “It wasn't terribly Hao identify
from the records at the Guild, given what | heard at'8mace.”

Kevin looked on, suddenly gloomy as the reality of the he had
been told came in upon him.

“It's not the only one, you know,” she said sadly, “Hugeind
shapes in the landscape are all over this world — and yma.”

“Mine?” Kevin started.

“Oh, yes,” she replied, “There’s a circular lake inldr&l, for
example, which was the site of a crossing closed ahtewdred years
ago. It's still thought to have something mysteriousudbt, even
now.”

“Ah.”

“l just wanted to see this one for myself. We reallywe done
some stupid things in the past, you know,” Tanji added sadly,
“Mucking around with crossings.”
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Chapter Thirty Five

It seemed to Kevin that a small army was assembtingeapoint
where the causeway met the coast on the Lyndesfaiaeo$ the
crossing. Men and women in Guardian uniforms — from batés —
were scurrying to and fro, and the air was thick with norge
instructions.

The party had disembarked from the cars on the otherksan
reluctantly handing over the few items of electromjaipment which
might be damaged by the barrier between the Two Worlds.his
chagrin, he noticed that Bret appeared to have no sucimgual
tossing his mobile phone to the driver without a moradrgsitation.

When they arrived, having jogged most of the way over th
causeway, Kevin found himself very slightly out of breahd feeling
rather embarrassed by his lack of fitness, as bott Bnd Tanj
seemed to be suffering no effects from their hastgsing.

Warden Wiliamson was very much in evidence, deep in tirgen
conversation with a serious-looking man that Kevin didt n
recognise. The other man was wearing the dark greess nohich
Kevin strongly suspected indicated some senior rank inodrt@e
Boards or Guilds responsible for the governance of tlssig,
although he could not quite work out exactly the signifieanc

As Kevin caught his breath, the Warden completed his
discussions and, nodding seriously to his companion, turndd a
made his way towards the new arrivals. Seeing his oyuby, Bret
strode over to intercept to the robed figure, politeknaeviedging
Williamson as they passed.

The Warden greeted Kevin and Tanji grimly, and recognized
Sergeant Graves with a wave of the hand that waquite a military
salute.

“Well,” he said, “This is a pretty pickle we find oursedvin.”

“What's going on?” Kevin asked, glancing around at theslpar
contained turmoil around them. Tanji had moved to stdmskdo
him and he instinctively took her hand in his own.

“We're a bit busy here,” the Warden replied, his plumrogeat
adding an extra degree of earnestness to his studied utelaestg
“Thanks to your intelligence, we've tracked down som&emaz’'s
associates and persuaded them to talk.”
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Kevin looked askance at this remark, and Tanji bardfedta
gasp.

“Oh, it didn’'t take much,” the Warden went on, “It appetnat
the full extent of Demaz’s plans was not made cledriganen, and
they're being very cooperative now that they reglist what was
being planned.”

“What do you mean?” Tanji demanded.

“His men didn't know that his objective was to spread a
potentially deadly disease across both worlds,” Willamseplied,
“What we don’t know is how much Demaz himself knows] arho
he’s working for. So we need to track him down pronto.”

“We've got an idea where to go,” Kevin asserted, squgezin
Tanji’s hand.

Williamson cocked his head, clearly encouraging him taticoe.
Kevin quickly told him about what they had learned frontriia
Rossiter.

“Well, it's an interesting theory,” the Warden musedewlKevin
had finished.

“You don'’t believe it?” Kevin said, immediately downcast

“No, no, it's entirely plausible,” Wiliamson said, tampting to
reassure him, “It's just that Demaz is a man who gbtait a fair bit,
and we have all sorts of leads and ideas as to whemgghée be.”

Kevin found this less than convincing.

“Look, let me talk to my colleagues and determine what th
actions are,” the Warden concluded, then quickly turned aindes
off. Kevin turned to watch him go.

Further along the road inland, Bret was evidently engageal i
heated exchange the robed figure he had accosted esdiay, with
several other people who Kevin did not recognise but eldarly had
positions of responsibility. The Warden joined thisugrothe circle
immediately widening to admit him. The discussions gotremo
energetic and intense, with much waving of hands; tltenot
appear to be any kind of consensus emerging.

Suddenly, a young blonde woman hurried up, evidently a native
of the Other World and dressed in the uniform of thedegfarne
Guardians. She stood rather nervously just outside tle, avaiting
to be noticed. After a few seconds, there was a palisejng her to
hand Bret a small package and beat a hasty retreat.

Her appearance struck Kevin as remarkably similar telijsthe
young Guardian who had been struck down by the pestilerte th
Andrew Wollack had discovered and who was even now astygut
of danger in hospital.
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After a few more moments, Bret appeared to be dismisséel.
spoke in a low voice to Sergeant Graves, who saluted guokl set
off at a brisk pace towards the knot of people Bret hadgfis

“Right then,” Bret said with a sudden exhalation, “Lejts”

Kevin felt distinctly nervous and exposed when Bret mbadkear
that it would be just the three of them — including Tanyho would
be making their way to the dragon country portal.

“Why are we going on our own?” he demanded.

“Well,” Bret replied, “We’re not the only people whoJgabeen
making enquiries about Demaz and his colleagues.”

“So I've heard,” Kevin responded grimly.

Bret nodded.

“It seems that no-one seems to want to take the si@nd of a
lonely old woman too seriously. In fact, they thing’se wasting our
time, and they don’t want to waste anyone else\wad only just able
to follow this trail myself after quite an argument was almost
instructed to go somewhere else.”

Bret paused, suddenly looking more resolute.

“So, for now, we are, indeed, on our own,” he concludBdi |
think we may be able to pick up allies on the way.”

Still firmly holding Tanji's hand, Kevin followed Breinto the
nearby portal terminus building.

When they emerged from the portal network, the reducedg part
were greeted by two men who, to Kevin's relief, heognised
immediately. One was Simas, the grizzled veteran deb guided
himself and Tanji on a dragon safari not so long agoo wias
accompanied by Omiz, his junior sidekick.

Bret greeted the two guides in the Lyndesfarne languagmgai
his hand in the familiar way. The two guides lookedgatber more
determined than when Kevin had encountered them lashey T
clearly already understood that there was something rstake
than just a guided tour for the tourists.

Looking around, Kevin belatedly recognised where they were
the speed of portal travel still left him dazed and disted. Bret
opened the package he had been presented with earlierp@id t
three curious objects from inside. They looked like widacelets
made from some kind of ceramic material, a pale oftevhke old
bones. He gestured fluidly over each one, the artefactsirn
becoming alive with the sparkles of green light whickidated
active magic. Bret handed one to Tanji and passed axgdco
Kevin.

“Put it on your wrist,” he instructed.
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“What is it?” Kevin demanded.

“It's a, well, glamour,” Bret replied, “Magical. It will disguise
our features in case we are being observed from a clistan

“Ah.”

Kevin had wondered how they were going to be able taksop
on Demaz — assuming he was indeed in the vicinity — sinagas
obvious that their appearance was well-known to hira.skbped the
device over his left wrist, where it seemed to cantrslightly to
prevent it from falling off. Like the amulet he stilbre on his upper
arm, it felt warm to the touch, although Kevin could gaite decide
whether that was just his imagination.

Meanwhile, both Omiz and Simas were speaking to Brehen
Lyndesfarne language, with Tanji almost automaticaltgrpreting
for Kevin's benefit.

“l think 1 know where should look first,” Simas suggestedain
laconic tone evident even through Taniji's voice.

Bret's interest was apparent without the need for katios.

“There’s a disturbance, it seems,” Omiz said, “In fliggnt of the
dragons.”

Through Tanji's translation, Kevin understood that Obe#eved
that someone had hidden themselves in a cave in tky follside
underneath a crag habitually occupied by a large flight hef t
creatures. Omiz — and presumably Simas too — considesedhth
intruders had expected to use the dragons to warn thenmyof a
approaching visitor, not realising that their own presemvould
change the dragon’s behaviour — especially the way ttwaydwily
around their usual roost — in a way which would be obvitmus
seasoned dragon-watchers.

Bret nodded thoughtfully for a moment.

“It might just be Demaz,” he finally said to Kevin, dSet’'s go
and have a look.”

Directed by the guides, they piled into one of the adteadl
vehicles that Kevin and Tanji had used on their previggis to the
area, which was waiting nearby. They set off wifler& before Tanji
had gained her seat, and Kevin found her sitting halfsidalp for a
few confused seconds.

“We need to get as close as we can without attractinigey’
Simas stated flatly, Tanji again interpreting his wovdth only a
moment’s delay.

“How are we going to do that?” Kevin wondered aloud.
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“Oh, that's easy,” Tanji said in English, suddenly gmgni and
waving at Bret to attract his attention, “We just éiaw act like
tourists.”

“Good thinking,” Bret smiled in response, “So let’'s sdeve can
take a slightly roundabout route.”

He turned to the grizzled veteran, presumably repeating'sTan
words for Simas’ benefit.

“So, what would you normally do at this point?” Tanjam
translating his words, “Which way would you go with adoaf
foreigners?”

Simas grinned toothily.

“That particular crag would be the third on one of our usual
routes,” came the reply.

“Have you been that way recently?”

Simas rubbed his chin, looking thoughtful.

“No. For some reason, that area’s not been ontmarary for
weeks.”

Kevin found the next hour or so incredibly frustratingjo allay
any suspicion, the party moved slowly following an inclireoute
and stopping at observation points along the way, muc¢hegshad
done on Kevin and Tanji’'s first visit. The guides deptbyhe
magical viewing plate, ostensibly to watch the flighttlee dragons,
although actually scanning the hillside for any sign olvement, or
even an entrance. Kevin thought he could identify a dpdqing in
the rocks, but could not be sure even when using the &ghifying
power of the viewer.

Omiz pointed out the flight of the dragons, indicating -otigh
Tanji's translation — the way their movements indidasomething
amiss in the vicinity. It may have been just Tangtruggle with
specialist technical words, but Kevin could not reallgkms out
exactly what was so different. As far as he wasceored, they
looked just the same as they did when they had touredebefor

The party waited for as short a time as they daredaah e
intermediate spot, but it still seemed to Kevin likeagie before they
pulled up on the nearest reasonably flat piece of groursd ¢to the
crag. It was quiet, with no sign of people anywhere;tjustsoft sign
of the ever-present wind and the occasional rustle s¢emcreatures
moving about the business.

They got out of the vehicle, Omiz moving at an auticafiyi slow
pace to remove and erect the stand for the viewing, pldtie Kevin
and Tanji pointed theatrically at the roosting dragoras tige top of
the rock formation. As planned, Bret and Kevin claratdrom the
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vehicle and strolled about apparently aimlessly, agrétching their
legs or perhaps seeking an unobtrusive spot to take a pee.

Kevin could just make out a dark opening, and Bret nodded
slowly to him. Feigning an interest in a non-existéature ten
yards or so to the left of the cave entrance, tleerten scrambled up
the hillside, making their way between the boulders ahkthg care
to avoid the occasional prickly cactus.

At the same time, Omiz moved quietly, picking his wayetidly
towards the other side of the entrance, while SimasTanji waited
by the vehicle, still striving to move and act asuedly disinterested
tourists. They reached the level of the opening, ard &nd Kevin
edged their way along towards the cave entrance and peered
cautiously inside.

The cavern was larger than it looked from the outside caite
dark, especially by comparison with the bright sunshinde desert.
Some kind of field camp was set up inside, with bags and egotpm
of indiscernible purpose dotted about. A fire burned in cormer;
Kevin assumed it must be magical, since it seemed tentging
light and heat, but no smoke or fumes. A couple of thgicah
lamps cast an uneven light over the rough walls and Skmaay

Set right at the back were a couple of flimsy-looking gdmads,
closely resembled the seaside furniture that Kevin maduntered
on vacation with Tanji, although here finished in sosnab colour
rather than the bright patterns found on the beach.

Demaz was in earnest conversation with Wendy, gitlite-to-
face on the camp beds. There was some kind of a dgbmig on,
although Kevin could not made out any words. Both fatmet
daughter looked very tired, worn-out, as if they had nehlsteeping
very well. Both looked dusty, even grimy, and had cleady had
much opportunity to wash recently.

Demaz jumped up when he noticed Bret and Kevin in the cave
entrance. His eyes widened as the glamour cast byr#oelets the
two men still wore became ineffective at their eloange.

“You!” Demaz shouted.

Wendy too looked shocked, although there might have been a
faint expression of relief on her face, too.

“Come out, now,” Bret instructed calmly, pleadingly, Sltall
over. There’s nowhere to go from here.”

Demaz swept up some object from the top of the rucksaathwh
appeared to Kevin to be some kind of necklace or amuketsurface
roiling with the green and orange sprites which indicétedpresence
of active magic. The density of the moving lights g#&evin the
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distinct impression that this was the most powerful -atleast the
most complex — magical object he had ever encountered.

“Stay where you are,” Bret shouted.

Demaz ignored them. He frantically executed a comm@ers of
gestures with his right hand in the direction of the ambéld in his
left.

“No!” screamed Bret.

He made a desperate dash towards the gesticulating man. But
before he had made more than two steps, Demaz had riésse
amulet to his temple. He jerked spastically, taking a dleas gasp
of air, and then collapsed motionless to the dirt floor
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Chapter Thirty Six

The fire flickered lower, although Kevin suspected thiss vea
deliberate — and magical — effect rather than anythingotevith the
exhaustion of the fuel. Tanji was by now snoring gewth his
shoulder and he was beginning to wonder if this was tbment
when he should gently guide her to their bed.

Bret and her Mother sat quietly, motionless, gazing tifait two
guests; everyone else had long since retired to theinbms. Kevin
got the impression that there was just one more &l wanted to
tell this evening.

“A spot more to drink?” Bret enquired softly.

Kevin smiled and nodded, then held out his glass. Breshsala
just a little more of the particularly pleasant red wime it. Settling
back contentedly on the sofa, Kevin made sure that'S &ejad and
shoulders were comfortable on his lap.

Bret too sat back easily in her chair, her winegtagsped in one
hand.

“The traditional occupation of certain families — to ggeve the
secrets of the Two Worlds — is one which has persidtedin the
ages,” she resumed, “And my own family” — she nodded at her
mother — “has been involved in one way or anotherciountless
generations.”

Bret paused to sip at her glass, then resumed.

“So, here’s a story I've heard many times over thary, one that
involves my grandparents — my mother's mother — and me s
she’ll correct me if | get any aspect wrong.”

The Ferryman smiled at this last, raising her glasdent salute.

“My tale is set nearly sixty years ago, shortly afttieat period in
your world’s history known as the Second World War.cdhcerns
my grandmother’s brother — Bram — who was quite a rogueaand
adventurer at that time. He became famous for numeaxpleits —
many of which | heard as bedtime stories as a child.”

Bret paused, looking wistful for a moment.

“Anyway, during the World War, Bram managed to get himself
sent to your world — indeed, to several battle zonesregort on the
progress of the War at first hand, disguised as a Bsitikher.”

“So he was a spy?” Kevin asked, breathlessly.

Bret laughed aloud, joined by her mother.
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“We'd prefer to think of him as a journalist, an inteepeporter
from an interested neutral party,” Bret replied, withirg of irony in
his voice, “Although there were some threats froniover quarters to
the security of the crossing itself. So, the Boamts$ Guilds found
themselves very loosely allied to the official Bifitigovernment, in a
very low-key kind of way. Out of necessity, the BoafdControl at
the time found it necessary to intervene, to protegt ioterests,
although I don’t think | should go into these just now.”

Kevin smirked. He had an inkling of the kind of political
machinations that might well have been undertaken by sdes in
such an arrangement.

“So,” Bret continued, “During his time in the army, rBreat-
Uncle Bram met and befriended two young men from yourldyor
called Tom and Alasdair. The three of them got intosaits of
scrapes during the War — so many stories there!”

She shrugged, seeming caught up in her own memories of
bedtime stories.

“Another time, maybe,” she continued eventually, “Whiewas
all over and they had left the Army, the three young riravelled
together for a while in North East England.”

“Uh-huh,” Kevin murmured just a little sleepily, already
beginning to wonder what was to come.

“It seems that Bram had some plans for his comparii@ret
narrated in a measured voice, “First, he gently introdahem to the
reality of our World and the technologies — magic, you migy —
that are commonplace here.”

Kevin had begun to suspect that there was a well-estatliand
carefully-managed process of discovery, allowing an iddali to
slowly come to terms with the reality of the Oth®orld. They must
have had considerable practice over the years, he museeéd, he
realised that he himself must have been subjectedne sariant of
this process, intended to minimise the culture shockptitentially
catastrophic impact on the sanity of a newbie.

“Through Bram’'s influence, they were inducted into the
Guardians, in your world,” Bret said, “They underwent tesic
training that was then, and indeed still is, requireceofuits into that
organisation.”

Kevin had also wondered about recruitment into the Guasdit
seemed that a great deal of caution was used, understaadabiyh,
and he supposed that networks of recommendations would 8e use
much like that which was evidently used for students aadf st
members at NISSA.
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Bret sipped again at her wine, then resumed.

“The same training is required in order to join certeatated
groups,” she added, “Such as the Guides.”

Kevin perked up.

“Who are the Guides?” he asked.

Bret smiled.

“They're the equivalent of the Guild of Directions, your
world,” she replied, “Helping Visitors from this world tod their
way around in yours.”

Kevin nodded. It sounded like just another example of hbe,
imagined, deliberate symmetry of governance organisationthe
Two Worlds.

“Anyway,” Bret resumed, “Alistair was also introduced Yase,
Bram’s younger sister. In the way of these things, tihio young
people fell in love and got married.”

Bret was silent for a moment, staring at the fire.

“So, back in the early nineteen-fities, things sednte have
settled down. Alistair and Yise had wed, and she was anégrwith
my mother, of course,” Bret added, nodding at the Ferrystiin
sitting quietly in her chair, “Tom had settled into h@e in the
Guardian force — already a Corporal and with excellensp@cts to
progress further. He was reputed to be a hit with tbel lladies,
although still found time to visit his friend Alasdair damis new
wife.”

Bret sipped her wine again.

“‘Even Bram — wild Bram, lucky Bram — seemed to have
conguered his wanderlust and appeared to be on the vergtliofs
down. He had been walking out with a local girl and tluspect of
another wedding seemed to be looming.”

“Then all of a sudden, something unexpected happened. @he wi
evening, Bram and Tom turned up at Alasdair and Yise's house
excited by something he seemed to find difficult to comoaie.
The three men talked well into the night - some hakda theories
about a despot, a mystery group, and threats to the ngcmsi the
Two Worlds.”

‘It seems that Yise had gone to bed early, tired andilpea
pregnant, leaving the men to their talk. Much latee, d that she
had been woken by Alasdair with much insistent shakmgelt her
that there was something he had to do, and with a pedmibe back
in the morning.”

Bret paused dramatically.
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“But, in the morning, Alasdair, and Bram and Tom, wetit s
absent, and they were never seen again - alive or’dead.

Bret's mother shifted in her seat.

“I never knew my father,” the Ferryman said sadly, | “&lis
happened before | was born. My mother - Yise - névegot her
husband, and she would never accept she would not segdim ar
her brother. After they disappeared, she travelledhextely in both
worlds, usually in the guise of a Messenger, searchintdnén.”

She stared into the fire for a moment, then continued.

“Sometimes she would take me with her, especiallygast blder.
When we travelled, she talked all the time - stories #eories and
explanations, some of which sounded far-fetched to wex at the
time. Even now, I'm not sure whether she was camdrhe was still
alive or whether she just wanted to find out what happéaehim.
As far as | know, she never achieved either aim.”

She paused again, looked downcast.

“When she died, her last words were, ‘find out what hapgdn
Alasdair and Bram, for me’,” she continued sadly, “lha& been able
to fulfil that last request. We still have no idea whappened to
three courageous and resourceful young men who had surwvad a
and were definitely no strangers to dangerous adventures.”

The Ferryman and her daughter were silent for a few entsn
then Bret took up the tale.

“And then there was Tom’'s family. We know his motheas
from your world, born and brought up in a suburb of Neweastt
seems that Tom’s father was from our World, althouglvavaever
been entirely sure exactly who he was. In any casegppears to
have married Tom’s mother, set up house together, tieemwo of
them disappeared in mysterious circumstances. Tom \wagtrup
an orphan, by his grandmother, in the period befor&\ite”

“So, it seems that it is a perilous existence forséhavho life is
connected to the crossing and the Two Worlds. People diad —
indeed, continue to do so — in mysterious circumstances.”

Bret looked directly into Kevin's eyes.

“Something’s going on, even now,” she said bluntly, “And
still don’t know what it is.”

Tanji stirred slightly in Kevin's lap. He looked downdarealised
that her eyes were open, that she had been awakerfte 8me,
listening quietly to Bret's words. He could see tearsiing in her
eyes, and he moved to comfort her as best he could.

In the silence of the darkened room, Kevin once againdered
what happened to Tanji’'s parents all those years agohaps it was
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something similar? He had discreetly refrained fromzjgz her on
this topic, sensing some deep emotion, but he still hapad she
would one day tell him about it, unprompted.
The Ferryman herself yawned and stretched in an uitgtdhib
fashion which surprised Kevin, even in his near sonmgant state.
“Now | think it’s time for all of us to get a littldeep.”
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Chapter Thirty Seven

With a cry, Wendy Rossiter leapt toward the prostagard lying
on the ground. Bret too had leapt forward, reaching Demnfewv
seconds after Wendy. She huddled over her father lyintepya the
floor, weeping copiously. Before Kevin could get any efpshe had
pulled him up, close to her chest, and was keening somgethimm.

“Don’t leave me now,” she whispered again and againkimgc
the unmoving man in her arms like a baby, “Not aftiethes time.”

Bret knelt next to Wendy, and gently disentangled her ftioen
body. She curled into a ball, weeping inconsolabhargleunable to
feel Bret’s comforting touch or hear his reassuringdsor

“He’s gone, Wendy,” he said quietly, “Let him go.”

As Kevin got closer, he could see no sign of harm omadxés
body — no wound, no bleeding, no mark of any kind. The laan
still, breathing deeply and steadily, as if he was pslee

“What happened?” Kevin demanded, “He’s not dead, is he?”

“No, he’s not dead,” Bret confirmed sadly, checking aver big
man’s body with an increasing sense of resignation & might as
well be. He invoked a self-inficted mind-wipe. It mulave
removed a huge portion of his memories — years, perhapsiekc
judging by the power of the magic he just used — and probald m
of his personality, too. Every that has made him uniguer the
years. So, effectively, a suicide.”

Kevin was aghast. He could not imagine a circumstamca o
cause which would compel him to take his own life — oteast a
substantial portion of it — in such a way.

Their raised voices must have been clearly audible dautthe
cave. They were almost immediately joined by Omiapwushed in
expecting, Kevin imagined, some kind of violence, thempseéd,
panting hard, when he saw what was happening. Realigiag tive
impression from the outside must have been like, Kexshed to the
cave mouth and looked down. He could see Tanji lookingtadita
and being forcibly prevented by Simas from clamberinghgprocky
hillside herself.

Kevin waved animatedly to re-assure her that he waaromd,
then beckoned her up. Before she had taken more thastéps, he
was joined at the entrance by Omiz, who cupped his hendhs
mouth and called out something in the Lyndesfarne languégsh w
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Kevin did not understand. Tanji shouted something in resdhen
returned to their transport. She reached inside and pied@ret’s
familiar rucksack and, with the briefest of afterthoughter own
backpack. As Kevin watched, she slung both bags oveshloelders
and then scrambled her way rather awkwardly up the steepds-
strewn slope to the cave entrance.

Together the two men reached down to pull Tanji up thefdas
steps into the cave. She thanked them, slightly obtezfth after the
climb, then dropped her own rucksack to the cave flodre I8oked
around, slowly taking in the scene, and spotted Bretastéimpting
to minister to Demaz. She approached the fallen mdmeardlessly
handed over Bret’s bag.

“What happened?” She asked Kevin quietly, backing away
cautiously.

Kevin briefly described what he had just withessed. Elas
widened as she took in exactly what had happened to Damdaghe
realised why Wendy was so distraught. She looked oveheat
stricken man, evidence of sympathy in her every reactiespite
what had happened to her personally over the last fes: dalgaking
her head sadly, Tanji moved to try to comfort Wendyp wiras still
lamenting volubly, putting her arms around the other wdsnan
shoulders.

Meanwhile, Bret reached into the satchel he had jesinb
presented with and took out his writing slate. As Kewaiched, the
other man scribbled something and then gestured fluidiigeaslate,
then began another message and yet a third.

As Bret scribbled away, evidently concentrating on riiessages
he was sending, Demaz began to move, his eyelids ihgies if he
was waking up after a long sleep. Through her tears, Wsawlythe
big man moving. She shrugged off Tanji's consoling en@raad
crawled over to him. Demaz struggled against the tormhurced by
the magic and blinked again, his eyes finally focussingMamdy’s
face.

“Why have you cut your hair?” he said to her, “and whave
you done with your face?”

Wendy looked bemused, her lack of comprehension clear to
Demaz even in his awakening state. His eyes darteshévthe cave
with increasing alarm, taking in the now-unfamiliardton and the
group of strangers that surrounded him

“You're not Pat,” he exclaimed, trying to sit up and lowki
around even more urgently, “Who are you? And what hauedpne
with Pat?”
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It was frighteningly clear to Kevin that Demaz had esged to a
state of mind from several decades past and that haavagetting
increasingly confused and agitated. Bret beckoned over,Qvho
had clearly been expecting some difficulties under these
circumstances and immediately assisted Bret in reagsamd gently
restraining, the big man.

“Kevin,” Bret addressed him urgently over Demaz’s shoulder
“Could you and Tanji go and keep a lookout from the caveaeogf?
I've sent for, well, back-up, you might say, and | need tmlet them
know exactly where we are.”

The two lovers hastened to the entrance. Kevindsteith legs
apart in what he would later think of a comically herpose, shading
his eyes with his hand. He scanned the horizonraassfét could be
seen, concentrating his efforts in the direction wheg believed the
portal they had arrived though lay.

“There!” Taniji cried, “Fliers.”

Following Tanji's outstretched finger, Kevin could justkaaout
some dark shapes moving in the sky, through the desert hdze
two of them waved energetically, and the shapes rapmttyged and
descended towards the rocky crags which enveloped the cave.

It was a troupe of Guardians, flying in on what could dody
described as faerie wings — the kind that had so fasdih@&teon the
vacation trip all that time ago. Kevin had not realighat there
would be more practical uses of this magic. He would la¢etold
by Tanji that there was a certain amount of risk hig, tgiven the
presence of dragons. Perhaps for this reason, thie figemed to be
armed with some kind of magical weapons Kevin had no elésir
understand and the dragons wisely kept their distance frerfidcas
a few hundred feet below their nesting site.

The fliers were joined, a few seconds later, by amsgg@roup of
flyers who had appeared from a completely different deect
presumably the direction of the second-closest portédhe two
groups of new arrivals furled their wings with swift peecgestures —
the magic apparently disappearing into the thin packs tlaely h
strapped to their backs — and made their way quietly and
professionally into the cave.

By the time Kevin and Tanji had returned to the cavet Bnd
Omiz had managed to calm Ms. Rossiter enough for hiee &ble to
speak coherently. Wendy's story was simple enough: stk h
understood more than she had admitted about the importdnce
Kevin's investigation of the death of Andrew Wollack [dtSSA.
This information, together with her previous commumniet with
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Demaz, had allowed her to put two-and-two together. haldeagain
communicated with Demaz, saying that she had important
information about Bret and Kevin's investigation, bluatt she would
only impart this in person.

They were interrupted by the arrival of the Ferrymarsélf, who
had apparently declined the use of a flyer, but had beesendid the
location from the nearest portal in another of thegical vehicles
used earlier by Kevin and Tanji. Bret went straightrao the older
woman and embraced her, his mother returning the hug
affectionately.

Disentangling herself, the Ferryman beckoned to Kewte and
Bret were both told off, at some length, for approaghirman known
to be a dangerous fugitive with little by way of backupwas, Kevin
thought, the kind of anger from a loved one tempered wli#f that
the recipient of the bollocking was alive and unharmed thyy
experience. Talking-to completed, the Ferryman then @k on
one side for, Kevin imagined, a more complete de-bgefin

The Guardians soon escorted Demaz and Wendy from tlee cav
taken away for questioning, Kevin imagined, but with nal re
expectation that any answers would be forthcomingvak clear that
Demaz was just a mercenary — a force for hire — and maggven
have understood what it was that he was being asked tolalo.
Kevin's view, he did seem to be committed to the caulse, it
seemed it was now impossible to find out who his payenaistere.

There was another arrival with a flutter of faerimgs, this time
marking the arrival of the same taciturn female Megsenvho had
delivered the magical protection earlier. She wordielssld out a
large box, again made of that mysterious ceramic ragtevith the
lid already open. Kevin and Tanji removed the amuletstaacelets
they still wore, and placed them in the receptaclee Wlessenger
closed the lid, made a few gestures presumably to semjaihst
tampering, and whisked it away in less than a minute.

The squads of Guardians worked their way steadily around the
cave, presumably looking for further clues, Kevin feltviigs now
just getting in the way. He and Tanji went outside andgsgtly
together on a rocky ledge just outside the cave entrance.

Kevin wondered yet again about the intertwined histaryhe
Two Worlds. He was aware of some of the influenbesughout his
own world, and not just in the areas influenced by theofean
traditions. The myths and legends that he had grown up aitd
those of other cultures, hinted at huge, complex linkagésden
events in his world and the other, which made no sevigeut
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knowing of the existence of the other world - an exise the
knowledge of which had been carefully restricted ovemntiiennia.

And throughout that time, there had been numerous neatelisa
sometimes averted in the nick of time - often witletiheroics - or
even real catastrophes, events that had devastatewseifi one or
both worlds.

That circular lake in Ireland, Kevin mused, which wasmied
when a crossing had shapped out of existence in a morNent, of
course, the site was softened by water and time, and co doubt
be mistaken for a natural feature of the landscape. eVhats that
led up to Noah’s Flood, which must have been at leastheusand
years in the past, the Diaspora of the Apache Nabdees hundred
years ago, and the creation of that mysterious lekk bnly a few
hundred years before. These things had been happeniugrfore

How many places in the Worlds, he wondered, were ttherge
circular features, miles across, indicating where aosie closure
of a crossing had happened? The human cost must be hege, ev
though attempts were always made to site crossings-ofdbe-way
places. People must have died, he estimated, in tbeisahds.

Even aside from the disasters of epic proportions, peolple’s -
and minds - were still at risk: every day, it seemether& were just
too many stories of people disappearing in mysteriousrogtances;
whether dead, or just as good as, after a massive mpel-vindeed,
in Tanji's case, close family members - her parertad apparently
vanished, never to be seen again. Despite clear eedeihhuge
effort from the authorities - the Boards and Guilds, #wedWatchers,
and even the Ferryman - it seemed impossible to presech
happenings.

“It's just too dangerous,” Kevin said, louder than hended.

“What?” Tanji exclaimed, starting slightly at the vigowf
Kevin's exclamation.

“What if Demaz is right?” he replied, “Maybe, just mayht is
time to close the last crossing.”

The End
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