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To Tas and Seb — lights of my life
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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 thoolis
entirely an invention, and bears no resemblancégacharming Holy
Island of Lindisfarne in North East England.
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Chapter One

The old bridge to Lyndesfarne was an engineering maivité o
time. Unfortunately, its time was now several hundyedrs in the
past. This caused any number of problems, not leasthich was
the fact that any kind of travel over the bridge almogariably took
ages.

Kevin stood on a windswept hillock, looking towards theiemt
stone causeway which strode out to the arches ofridgeb The
view across the sea channel was hazy, as alwaysn & a bright
spring morning, something mysterious about the boundarfes o
Lyndesfarne meant that it was only vaguely possiblentike out
features on what Kevin persisted in thinking of as shent.

At this late morning hour, traffic on the crossing wafatively
heavy. A fair number of people on foot, of coursegesithis was the
most reliable way to travel. Wheeled transportatiomsisted of
horse-drawn wagons and caravans of incongruously oldbfaesthi
design, all heavy woodwork and canvas. The low-tede stgant
that they could be relied upon to work on either sidéhefdrossing.
The bridge itself was only wide enough for a single ‘eh®o there
was often a queue of impatient horses and people onukewzay.

Motorised or magical transport on the causeway and bridgge
rigorously, if discretely, discouraged by the Guardiansithereside,
but every now and then something slipped through. Evedfegs
watched, a wagon of suspiciously lightweight design headingrits
the Island grated to a halt just after the apex of émtral arch. All
four wheels had suddenly jammed with a screech of iroestpn
stone. Groans and curses from the carters on esitiercould be
heard over the wind, even from this distance.

“What an idiot!” muttered Kevin to himself, “He’s pratilg using
wheel bearings salvaged from a car.”

Simply put, anything but the most basic technology didwitk
on Lyndesfarne. Anything electrical failed immediatelgually, but
not always, it would start working again — sometimestieaily —
when returned to the Mainland. Hardened metal alloftersed and
bent, clockwork stopped, plastics became brittle and cdackevin
had been advised to leave his laptop computer, mobile pwode
wristwatch in the boot of his car every time he wencross to the
Island. This was good advice, Kevin thought, and worthingay
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attention to. It was all too easy to leave soramiin a pocket, only
to later discover that it was either broken or funew erratically.

Once, when Kevin had been studying the massive bulwhsis t
supported the Lyndesfarne end of the bridge, and making imoges
reporter’s notebook, the biro he was using had fracturddsi hand
as he wrote, leaving ink stains that took a week tcovem These
days, he used an old-fashioned lead pencil with an eaagbe end,
which always made him feel like he was back at prirsahpol.

After all these months, Kevin was beginning to undecstthe
depth of the centuries-old misinformation campaign about
Lyndesfarne. Sure, he had heard of the place, in a \aguief way,
before he had joined the New Bridge team. His firsictien had
been, it seemed in hindsight, much like those of hieaglies when
he occasionally ran into them in the Manchestacaff

“Lyndesfarne? Oh, that's that little island up nordimewhere.
Hard to get to. Gets cut off by the tide, doesn’t it?”

“Supposed to be something mystical about it, isn't thefrell of
hippies, or New Age travellers, isn't it?”

“Never been there myself. Sounds kind of dull to me.”

“Why do they want a bridge, anyway?”

Lyndesfarne was indeed shown on maps of North East iithgs
a small and uninhabited island. The maps, and indeedeWefrom
the Mainland coast, showed an almost bare island, jgha few
windswept trees, many rocky crags and promontories, ane aeas
of rough grasses and sand-dunes. There was no apparéatidrabi
and no obvious signs of cultivation, just a few suggestafnsome
shore-side ruins from a bygone age, although it wasnmoiediately
clear whether they were fortifications, or religion®rigin.

But there was a road, and a causeway, and a bridge. Aed wh
you crossed the bridge, you discovered the deception. theother
side, Lyndesfarne was a whole world — a world in whighdcientific
and engineering laws, those laws which had been sorataty and
expensively drummed into Kevin's head at school and atetsity,
simply did not apply. It was a world as large and compdeKevin's
own, with its own rich and sophisticated way of gettinpgs done;
a world with its own history, and cultures, and languagew;orld
which, for want of a better word, ran on magic.

From Lyndesfarne, the Mainland of Kevin's world appeasdn
island. Lyndesfarne maps showed a different, but equalhgpiring
representation, and the view from the other end ot#useway was
that of a heavily wooded island, with a few rocky oupsrwisible
amongst the trees. Again, no cultivation and no hiadita
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The narrow but deep channel between Island and Mainland
formed an effective separation of the two worlds, d&ldld bridge
was really the only way to cross. The sandbanks angnres on
either side were treacherous, the sea was subjettotrggides and
currents, and the weather was unpredictable and violently
changeable. Attempting to use an aircraft of any kind faa too
dangerous — air traffic control had long since directeckafr away
from the area, treating it as a kind of mini-Bermudaarigle.
Powered boats always failed half-way across, and ea#ing was
fraught with difficulties. The only real alternative the bridge was
to row a small boat, and this was always at the ynefrthe weather.

The last question — why do they want a bridge — was pethaps
most pertinent one, Kevin thought. What could possitdyeh
justified the effort and expense of building a bridge ceesuago?
Come to that, what was the justification for thetcot the New
Bridge? And who was footing the bill for it, anyway?

He had pondered these questions on many occasions siagl h
first come to the Island. Part of the answer seamdx in trade and
economics. While most technological artefacts wsnaply useless
in Lyndesfarne, there were a few things in high deméad were
readily available on the Mainland. On such item wgsepamuch to
Kevin's surprise when he caught sight of a load of candbbaxes in
a tarpaulin-covered wagon. When he asked, he was totd tha
machine-made paper was of much higher quality than agythin
available in Lyndesfarne, and seemed to survive webpitke its
technological origins.

Kevin had not been able to discover what was tradédeirother
direction. Since the magic appeared to stop working osstig the
bridge, he found it hard to even begin to imagine what gdroads
Lyndesfarne could be required on the Mainland.

He sighed and turned to walk back to his car, an aging Volvo
This was one of his few remaining personal possessimost of
which had been handed over to his now-ex wife after racent
divorce. He could have challenged the settlement migaously,
or hired better legal advice, but frankly he was glacetothe back of
the bulk of his possessions that would, he felt, had reibe
weighted him down.

There was a large car park to one side of the roadieapaint
where the causeway met the shore. This was a wipdsavea of
stone chippings and grass, bordered by low dry-stone wetksonly
the most basic of facilities. Most people, it seenteft! their vehicles
here and crossed the causeway on foot.
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Tanji was waiting by the car. She was his latest gaidd
interpreter, a recent arrival from the Guild of Ditens. She had
replaced old Ricard, who, with his perpetual inane grin dauk
green clothing, had always put Kevin in mind of a wide-rhedt
frog. Tanji, who was petite and fair-haired, was muabieg on the
eye, although her English was occasionally idiosyrgraand she
sometimes seemed to have a lot on her mind. $llght Kevin, |
shouldn’t complain. | don't speak more than six wordshef
language and | guess I’'m not the best company, either.

“Hi. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

‘Il was becoming a worried person”, replied Tanji, primbll
the cars look the same. | became uncertain thatwssthe right
one.”

Kevin opened the boot and shouldered the rucksack thatreohta
his notebooks and a change of clothes. He then segdfra remote
locking control from the car key fob, and put it in theob The
remote control would be useless on the Island and, tiboblk it with
him, it might not work on his return. The simple meubal key
would almost certainly survive unscathed. The lastgthia wanted
was to be locked out of his car in the rainstorms lwiseemed to
happen depressingly frequently whenever he returned fratp #ot
the Island.

He turned the key in the driver's door, making Tanji jumphwi
the ker-thunkof the central locking. Buttoning the front of hislgul
oil-skin jacket — zips tended to jam on the Island — he ribdde
Tanji.

“Let’s go, then,” he said.

#Hello Kithyn.

Only the second week. of my new assignment, and I am still finding
out so much about my role. The New Bridge project is extremely
complicated and very cmfwsing, and so many people want to know
about it.  Sometimes it seems I am spending ALl my time
translating documents for the Board.

You were quite right to say that the lanquage would come back.
quickly. I am finding it so much easier to express myself in
;Englis[», Mtiwugi» I am fam\/er Mkmg far ex;almnmtims af
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technical words and phrases. Kevin (my Visitor) is patient with
my fum}ling attempts At his Language, so T have avoided making
too much of A fool of myself so far.

I am so glad we met aqain At the Guild, after all this time. It
makes me very pleased that I decided to take up A career Aqain,
After such a long break. What a wonderful sugqestion of yours to
resume our old habit of writing to each other in English. Such qood
practice!

How Are Amiss and the boys?

Keep in touch,

Your old fn’em{ TMtji.
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Chapter Two

Kevin's first insight into the unusual nature of the NBwndge
project was at the Induction and Launch meeting in thackiester
office. He arrived first, as he tended to do, and helffredelf to the
rather naff coffee from the flasks provided by the @t Clutching
his plastic cup of cooling coffee, he wandered aroundabmr

The firm of international architects that had emptby€evin
since he left university had offices all over the MorThis office, he
mused, occupying the third floor of a rather anonymouseoHlock
in central Manchester, must be the least preposses$ing.meeting
room for the project kick-off had windows that looked oweroa
blank red-brick wall only ten feet across a narroweyall Well, he
thought, at least we won't be distracted by anyonehe dffices
across there.

Having been around in the industry for a couple of decataan
was not entirely surprised to recognise several acquaggaas they
arrived. Duncan Tweedy, a red-faced and rotund project gaana
from a firm of civil engineering contractors, greeteévik as he
entered the room. Tweedledum, as he was known behirichtks
was infamous for his hearty manner and loud taste®) &nd Kevin
braced himself for the inevitable robust handshake.

“Hello Duncan,” said Kevin, discretely flexing his haafter the
mauling it had so recently received. “So you're goingb&o the
contractors for this project, are you?”

“Well, actually, old boy, there are two firms in theame for this
one. And I've never heard of the other company béfore
Tweedledum frowned, and lowered his voice slightly. “Apptye
this is a cross-border project, and there are polte=dons.”

Kevin, who made it a policy never to enquire too deeply i
“political reasons”, said nothing. Various partners arahagers had
been drifting into the room, but his attention wasrdaed at that
moment by the two men who had just entered.

Up to that point, the men in the room — and they wénmen —
could have been assembled from an identikit of the sShriti
Professional Male. Hair shaved or clipped short, toguike
encroaching baldness; sober and usually slightly tattindsss suits;
blue or white shirts, and ties evidently chosen eithewives or in
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some failed attempt to communicate individuality and aseseof
humour.

The newcomers, therefore, stuck out like the proverkiak
thumb. Both men were tall and slender. One had an, Gpaling,
even boyish face and a full head of blond hair, tied meat ponytail.
The other was swarthy, with neatly clipped black had beard, and
looked around as if expecting dastardly plots in every quamBeth
wore what could only be described as robes, in aistaghade of
deep green, and carried matching brand-new burgundy leather
briefcases.

Spotting the direction of Kevin's stare, Tweedledum sliede
around. “Ah, yes. Theyll be the representativesmifrahe
Lyndesfarne Board of Construction, I'll wager.”

David Macmillan, the Partner responsible for UK Cings
contracts, chose that moment to speak. *“l think weltehere,
gentlemen, so let’s get started.”

During the inevitably lengthy and sometimes tedious mgehat
followed, Kevin learned a great deal about the projectsplaudgets
and timescales, and almost nothing about the techpicdlems
being faced. This was not unusual. Partners and martaegeled to
worry about “the bottom line”, and simply assumed thhée t
technicalities could be sorted out. They also tendedake for
granted that these technical issues could be solved quackly.
Surprisingly, this was not their assumption today. Whiels just as
well, as it slowly became clear to an astonished d@istielieving
Kevin just how unusual a set of technical challengesvbeld be
facing, and that there would have to be significant aexime
allocated in the plan to resolve them.

Architects who became famous, or at least had themes
mentioned in the Sunday newspapers, veered towards designing
buildings which were high on novelty and visual impact] &w on
features such as practicalty and maintainability.  d¥orlike
“carbuncle”, “monstrosity” and “eyesore” tended to aopany
public reactions to their work, from royalty and Surdexa alike.

Kevin's skills lay elsewhere. He had a knack of sugggsteat
and reliable solutions to obscure civil engineering ol His
most recent success was the design of a deep-waterassing in
New Zealand. High cliffs on one side and low-lying lamwl the
other had made mainstream bridge construction extremely
challenging. Unusually hard rock and water too deep for
conventional pilings had led to a solution involving aeseof huge
floating concrete caissons supporting a sloping bridge, aifmal
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steel cable-stay section including a cunning array et mnges to
accommodate bridge movement caused by tidal changes leveta
It had been hailed as a masterpiece, an ingenious piec®dern
design. It still gave Kevin a slightly smug feeling whearehe saw it
featured in articles in technical journals or trade rnmgs.

It had however cost him his marriage. On his retuomfthe
Antipodes, his wife had announced that she was leavimg ihi a
fashion which seemed such a huge surprise at the tinie h&d
found someone else, some who would look after her, stenedo
would be with her all the time. Actually, in the emdvin left her,
moving himself and a very few possessions out of theurse in the
suburbs, which seemed the simplest thing to do at the tikWvith
hindsight, thought Kevin, always 20-20, | should have seeal it
coming.

Bret, the blond man from the Board of Constructions wa be
Kevin's partner from the Lyndesfarne side. He talkedwkedgeably
and convincingly about design and construction techniquashwh
Kevin did not understand and, frankly, sounded like magicsodin
became clear, though, that Bret was equally flummoxe&dmn’s
descriptions of engineering techniques which would be i&amntb
undergraduates.

Almost immediately, Kevin gained his first insight abotlte
unigue nature of the project. He quickly realised thatetmesuld in
fact have to be two bridges, each constructed accordinghe
different principles and laws of each world, and joinethm middle.
But how could the joint be constructed, in a region wheher
magic nor engineering was reliable?

During a coffee break, a flabbergasted Kevin was tolBrey that
somehow a bridge had already built between the worldshwhined
in the middle. He knew he would have to find out moreuaibow it
had been achieved.

Most of the talking during the planning meeting was done by
David, Tweedledum and the dark-haired man in the green vdiee,
was introduced as Panit. He was mainly concerned thh
commercial aspects: payment schedules, terms and cosditi@ so
forth. Project management seemed beneath him; whessqu, he
allowed that he would be appointing someone from “therd@oas
“‘Overseer”.

“OK, time out,” said Tweedledum, after what seemed likar&o
of inconclusive discussions, “We’'ll plan for a plan,rhie

Panit also made several pointed remarks about the need fo
“professional discretion”. Kevin was not in the habi discussing

© Trevor Hopkins 2006 11



his work with anyone; most people neither cared nor stoled, and
those few who did were probably even more boring thearwhs.
Besides, he reflected, who would believe me anyway?

The meeting finished eventually and, in the manner of
professional meetings everywhere, was concluded by a aynoh
action points. Kevin would get a briefing in magic frame of the
organisations set up to study Lyndesfarne, and then joit ®
produce a report on “technical compatibility and solutighi This
was management-speak for “go and look at the old bridgethamd
work out how you are going to build the new one”. Keviadm
arrangements to meet with Bret, and then the Lyndesfeontingent
left together.

Kevin packed his laptop computer and notebook in his bag, and
wandered downstairs to the lobby, already deep in thoudté
caught sight of Bret and Panit being ushered by a uniformed
chauffeur into the back of a Range Rover with blackedasndows.
Mentally comparing the car to his own rather tattywdp as well as
thinking back to the very discreet meeting they had pist Kevin
briefly wondered about where the money behind this projeas
coming from, and why the Board members wanted so mudchato
out of sight.

The next day saw Kevin out of bed ludicrously early and
pounding up the motorway towards Newcastle in the Volvo.
Newcastle was the nearest major city to Lyndesfaand, Kevin had
a feeling (correctly, as it turned out) that he was gtinbe spending
a lot of time there.

He had a briefing appointment (a “sheep-dip session”, as
Tweedledum had put it) with a Professor Wilmington of the
Newcastle Institute for Special Sciences and Artsp &lsown as
NISSA. NISSA was nominally attached to the Uniugrsof
Newcastle, and was located on its campus. Despitentscent-
sounding name, this Institute was one of the few aittess
organisations whose sole purpose was to study the world of
Lyndesfarne.

Kevin arrived late for the meeting, very much in castrwith his
characteristic punctuality, having managed to get lost tlom
University campus and failed to find anyone who could guideta
the right building. Eventually, he discovered more-os-ldsy
accident the imposing edifice that housed the NISSA osghaon,
and was rapidly directed to Professor Wilmington’s office

Kevin had vaguely expected that the Professor would sport a
stereotypical bow-tie, briar pipe and a tweed jacket wibhn leather
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elbow patches. In fact, the Professor (“call menAlawas a
youngish fit-looking man in jeans and T-shirt. He hadb vaurly
black hair and a tanned face with a stubble beard, aredofor all
the world like a latter-day romantic Celtic poet.

He also came equipped with a surprisingly down-to-earttudét;
especially given the subject matter. He had an easpenalthough,
being a University teacher, he sometimes tended toveastdsnewhat
pontificating style. Nevertheless, he usually convagémmation in
simple terms, although this left Kevin feeling bemusedemoften
than not.

“Fundamentally,” explained Alan, “We don’t know how or yh
magic works over there, in much the same way that wé deally
understand why, say, electricity, works here.”

“But we can describe what happens, and how to interabtitv
Certainly enough so that you can get around. Afteryall don't
have to know much about electricity to turn on the Jiglat you?”

Kevin spent most of the day with Alan and his colleagaesl
had gone away feeling torn: partially that the simplaoas and
gestures (the Professor disapproved of the word “spellfjadebeen
taught to make really were no more difficult than flippiaglight
switch, and partially because he was convinced thavdwdd never
be able to make anything work in a world where his em®ging
skills were worse than useless.
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Chapter Three

Kevin and Tanji joined the irregular line of people hegdor the
causeway. As he frequently did while making this crosgieyin
thought about the border formalities with a degree ofd mil
amusement. The official procedures were incredibly Hew- and
consistent with the official attitude (at least ins hivorld) that
Lyndesfarne did not exist. There were no passportsisas, nothing
on paper at all. Still, it was clear that the cnogsivas thoroughly
monitored, and those who crossed were watched with gaeat

At the point where the road joined the causeway, tvasea low
building which Kevin had mistaken, on his first visior fa Tourist
Information office. This disguise was fairly convimgly carried off,
both inside and out. The building sported numerous signs yigpla
the “little 1 in the box” logo, and inside were rangeaks containing
maps and brochures advertising tourist attractions - alhizh were
located on the Mainland, Kevin had noted.

However, unlike most English tourist information offcéhis one
was both large and well-staffed. Through one glass dcseweral
people could be seen sat at desks, watching screens kingvat
computers, and there were several other doors wherglabs was
opaque or just covered over with posters. There werayalpeople
sitting around, apparently waiting for service from thekdstaff, or
taking hot drinks from the coin-in-the-slot machine.fteA a few
visits, Kevin had begun to realise that these same grolupsople
sat in this office day after day. They were in fpatt of the security
organisation which he had heard referred to as the Gunardi

Kevin nudged Tanji, and pointed in the direction of the igbur
information office.

“l just need to change some money,” he said, “Do youotwa
come in?”

“I will wait outside, if you don’t mind,” she replied.

“Suit yourself. | shouldn’'t be long.”

Kevin ducked into the building and made his way to the dcre
booth tucked away in a corner where it was possibleh@ange
English money into the Lyndesfarne currency. He had ubual
tussle with the rather sour-faced old dear behind theteguwho
would refuse to deal with you, or even comprehend whatwene
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saying, until you made it quite clear that you knew aboetlskand,
and that you really did understand what you were asking for.

Finally, he handed over a bundle of twenty-pound noted, an
received in return a cloth bag which emitted a muffleshiciwhen he
put in on the counter. It sounds just like, Kevin thoughbag of
rather cheaply-made spanners.

Lyndesfarne currency consisted of large thin disks ofouar
sizes, apparently made of a rather dull metal and coweitédfine
engraving. On the Island, they were invested with a beunof
magical properties to prevent counterfeiting, as wethasability for
a person to press together many coins of the same aetomm, so
that a large amount of money had the same size and twasgh
single disk.

Here, however, the coins were just inert lumps of nneaiently
heavy metal. Kevin stowed them away in the top sfrcksack, on
top of his notebook and change of clothes. There nemeceipts or
any kind of paper trail, which had worried him on histfivisit, but
his company had been unusually forgiving in the mattechas for
expenses claims.

Returning outside, Kevin saw Tanj talking to one of the
causeway Guardians, who was wearing a blue windcheaterecb
by a tabard of that Day-Glo yellow material made Ekamiby
workmen everywhere. Dodging a wagon, he rejoined Tasii §s
the Guardian wandered off.

“What was all that about?” he asked.

“He was telling me about the Watchers. He said teeesn to be
more and more of them, and they don’'t know why. Tlaeee all
sorts of rumours going around, that they have been frigigethe
construction workers on both sides, that they disappobtbe new
bridge.”

“But why?” exclaimed Kevin.

“He didn't say. He's clearly worried, though.”

Kevin had himself seen the Watchers on many occgsisually
while he had been inspecting the New Bridge site. tSfigares in
dark robes would emerge from the mist, at a distancéatolm make
out any features, and often standing on difficult-to-ax@asts of the
surrounding mudflats. The figures would stand motionless: fiew
minutes, apparently studying the building work, and then disappea
as swiftly and silently as they had arrived. In hisrenparanoid
moments, Kevin thought that they were watching him queaby,
although he considered it more likely that they wereregted in the
construction of the New Bridge itself.
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They walked on along the causeway, passing the signs that
seemed expressly designed to attempt to scare off thal ¢esveller.
These announced in large letters: “Dangerous causevesg at your
own risk”, “Extreme caution advised during adverse weather
conditions” and “No motorised transport beyond this goirkevin
wondered whether it really was that hazardous. Aftersame
people clearly made the crossing regularly, and Kevin leaddhthat
some travellers lived alternately on either side ref straights. If
people apparently disappeared, he reasoned, it was simglyseec
they elected to say on the Island.

They walked on, keeping an eye out for foot traffic, avoidang
the heavily-laden horse-drawn wagons coming in the ofgosi
direction. Looking at the passing traffic, Kevin voi@duestion that
had been nagging at him for some time — and indeed ones \lker
had already made a few discrete enquiries.

“What’s on those wagons? | mean, what’'s being implotbemy
homeland?”

“Well,” replied Tanji, “Some rare things, a very fewagical
artefacts are thought to work in your world. Or attlesasne people
require to buy them.”

More questions and answers allowed Kevin to put somie @es
this statement, although he had heard the tale recobefede. It
seemed that certain items were thought to be effeatnethe
Mainland. Generally, the more abstract, philosophiaa
psychological the supposed effect, the more chance itohdeing
sold. Examples included good-luck charms, health improving
talismans and, Kevin was not entirely surprised to @migopotions
to enhance sexual abilities and prowess.

Tanji's face had coloured up while explaining this lastnpoi
Kevin did his best to be charming, to avoid embarrassiioe Tanji
and himself. This seemed to work, as her blush was seplaced by
a tight smile.

They walked on in companionable silence, while KeViaught
over what he had just been told. He was extremelynumced by
the explanation on exported goods. Building a new bridge, all
the difficulties, effort and cost, he thought, just tpart a few spells
of dubious effectiveness. After all, the supposed effetthese so-
called charms could be a complete fraud, just somethingrgince
the dangerously gullible.

So, why was the old bridge built? There must have lzeen
considerable imperative to make that kind of investmasdée could
not imagine that the curios, trinkets and artefactdoaibtful magical
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abilities would represent more than a tiny percentag¢heftotal
volume he knew to be transported over the bridge every ddgn't
believe a word of it, Kevin mused, there is quite defipisomething
more going on here than meets the eye.

There was a steady stream of people crossing the bndigeth
directions. Kevin took to people-watching as they walkédter a
fair bit of practice over the last couple of years,theught he had
become quite adept at spotting those originating in Lyndesfa

Of course, Islander appearance was highly variable,likeston
the Mainland: people came in all shapes, sizes and soldtven so,
there was a certain tendency towards weathered or raddgf
features, as if they had been spending a lot of time outdo Or
perhaps too much alcohol, thought Kevin with probably cessary
cynicism.

The common aspect, though, was what could only be dedaib
a certain elfin appearance, even for tall or welltbuntividuals.
Both men and women tended to have rather sharp featuigs,
cheekbones and at least the suggestion of pointed earlobes

Clothing was a dead giveaway, too. Kevin's background and
upbringing meant that his sense of dress or fashion straly
blinkered, but even he could see that Islander clothing weaied,
complex and sophisticated. There was more use of baght
primary colours, as well as rarely-seen shades sucbhasolate
brown. Black was seldom worn. Flowing robes were popola
both men and women. Trousers were less often saeaghin worn
by both genders. Clothes seem to be made without analy i
stitching or seams, Kevin had noted, and presumably $imdeof
magical processing and fastening was involved.

On this occasion, Tanji was dressed in a variatiothefclothes
many Islanders preferred to wear for travelling: belledther
trousers in dark brown, short boots and a long brown cagea silk
aquamarine blouse. Kevin had seen these capes bdfeyewere
wonderfully warm and waterproof, and much better thaMhaland
hi-tech anorak he had worn on his first visit.

*

Dear Kithyn.
I have just arrived back from the Other World. Just A quick trip to
collect my Visitor, and quide him over to the site of the New Bridge.
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It is mlrzm{v quite an im;;mssﬁ/e Siglr'»t, with the twe towers
springing up from the water on either side of the straights.

You asked about my Visitor. You Are just as curious As ever, I see!
Well, Kevin is rmllg very nice, in & quiet sort af WAy, Mt[wugk 1
think there is a a{ezf hurt somewhere inside him. To Look. At, he is af
ordinary height, and A bit skinny. Ido not think he eats enough.
Does that sound like I want to mother him? #He has such gentle
blue eyes, and dark hair cut just a Little bit too short. At least he's
not losing his hair. He dresses A bit badly, too. His clothes seem
stightly too big for him, and always in black and white. So qult!
Good to hear about Amiss’s promotion. He must be very senior }’717
now ~ does he have A seat on the Outer Board already?

More news Later.

Your old fn’em{ TMtji.
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Chapter Four

Kevin's first trip to Lyndesfarne was memorable, &y she least.
He had driven up the main road from the south, in thre fa@ilowing
the detailed directions he had received from Professathmn@-Alan.
Even with the instructions, he drove past the turninghvied to the
causeway twice. The junction, when he found it, waskethby a
small sign so weathered as to be almost illegibleeyTreally don’t
want to advertise their presence, do they, thought Kevin

The road to the Island causeway and bridge seemed ajldinste
narrow and rarely-travelled, barely wide enough for alebito pass
easily. This was deceptive, since the oncoming ¢raffas quite
heavy, and Kevin found himself slowing down several simmhen
the windscreen wipers failed to cope with spray from ipgssars
and lorries. There were a surprising number of largeksrusmd
articulated vehicles on the road, and he wondered vagueyevall
the traffic was coming from.

The road passed over several ancient stone bridgedy tade
enough to cope with modern traffic, and covered with mass
lichen. This made them nearly as green as the owenghedgerows
alongside the road. The highway also included a featureuahios
the English countryside: a footpath along its entiregtlen It
appeared that lots of people went to and from the Islarfdat.

There was little habitation along the road. Everwrand then,
set back into the hedgerows, there would be a stone ,hargesolid
and respectable-looking. There was a slight suggestisagined to
Kevin, not of abandonment but rather of infrequent ocooipalike a
Mediterranean holiday villa in February.

Kevin piloted his car around one last oncoming heavy goods
vehicle, and pulled into the causeway car park. There wely a
few vehicles parked up, and he selected a spot close &xitheHe
recognised Bret, who was wrapped in a cape and sheltevimgtiie
damp weather under a tree in the corner of the car park.

Kevin was still not sure what to make of Bret, andgheeted him
cautiously with a perfunctory handshake and some mumbled
pleasantries. Kevin then drew on his modern Gortexaknand they
set out together along the causeway.

On this occasion, the weather was heavily overcaih a light
drizzle of rain and featureless flat grey skies in ewdrgction. It
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was impossible to tell where the sea met the skyerdwas almost
no wind, and tendrils of mist swirled over the causew&nly the
muffled sound of the sea and the occasional bird cry desaildeard.
There was little traffic, just a few pedestrians andirgle wagon
could be made out ahead of them. Dead spooky, thought Kevin.

The two men rounded a curve in the causeway and thesanthe
the bridge loomed out of the mist in front of them. videslowed,
mouth open, to take in the sight of what lay before him

“Impressive, isn't it?” said Bret, who seemed to hawted
Kevin's reaction.

Kevin nodded.

“It's astonishing,” he mouthed almost inaudibly. Breniled
tightly in response.

Kevin pulled himself together and tried to evaluate the
construction professionally. His immediate reactioaswhat the
structure was right on the edge of stone-built bridge tdogg. He
would be hard pushed to design a bridge like this, given the
constraints of the materials available, even witle tenefits of
modern computer aided design techniques. And they builthihig
several hundred years ago, he thought, quite astounding.

The bridge consisted of three arches, with a vastralespan
crossing the deep water of the straights. The maih aeemed
impossibly long and high, at least two hundred feet aceos$
perhaps sixty feet in the air. There were smalleosgary arches on
either side, perhaps seventy or eighty feet each, spge#d load
from the main arch, and terminating in vast stonerésses that both
anchored the bridge and provided the ramps which allowedll&es
to cross.

A stone bridge, like a masonry building, Kevin mused, is
essentially a machine held up by gravity. Every parttnesin
compression, otherwise joints between stone bloakplgiopened
up, mortar or no mortar. Given the size of the Oldidg, the weight
of the central arch must be immense, and all thagiwdiad to be
spread evenly by the triple arches and bulwarks. Theghivei
distribution has to be carefully computed, otherwisedtw would
either explode or collapse, and the force on any indiVithcck
cannot be too high, otherwise the stone simply dgmated under
pressure.

“It's got to be reinforced in some way!” exclaimed kev

“It is,” replied Bret calmly, “Indeed, it is exactly dke
reinforcements we are here to study today.”
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Bret's voice had an unexpectedly deep and rounded bass tone,
which contrasted with his boyish looks. Kevin glanegdBret and
then back at the bridge. As his eye ran along theHewigthe bridge
stretching away from him, he noticed a change in pearance of
the masonry. The dull stonework on the mainland sidéetentral
arch seemed to mutate on the far side, with orangesfiecbe found
seemingly deep within the solid stones, just visibleéhia haze and
drizzle.

Even from this distance, the flecks gave the impressibn
continual movement, but only when glimpsed out of tha&oof the
eye. When Kevin watched directly, the sparks seemeulelgnt
motionless. Like orange fireflies, but somehow inglue rock itself,
he thought. After dark, this bridge must light up like a §hras
tree.

Kevin would later discover that the orange sparks vednays
only just visible, even in complete darkness. On te days of
brilliant sunshine, the motes still appeared just brgiugh to be
seen.

“What on earth are the sparks in the rock?” Kevin dske

“Well, they are the reinforcements,” explained Brei, least on
that side of the bridge.”

“But what are they?”

Bret snorted. “There’s no easy way to translatée Word I've
heard used is ‘sprites’, although there’s nothing actligiyg in the
rock. It's a manifestation of — well, | understand wWwd you use is
‘magic’.”

The two men approached the foot of the bridge. Ratimean t
crossing, Bret directed Kevin alongside the bulwarks, het they
could look up at the underside of the bridge.

Kevin could see long grooves cut into the stoneworkoviotig
the line of the arches. There were regular crossandshe grooves
had been carefully filed with mortar.

“Ah,” said Kevin, light dawning, “Steel strengthening rpaath
cross-pieces. Placed in grooves, and tensioned up asdnevas
constructed. Held in place and protected with cemenpréwent
rust.”

Bret smiled. “I'm sure you're right. When the bridgesaauilt,
I’m told, this was the best technology available.”

“But why didn’t you use the same approach on your side?daske
Kevin.

“We couldn't make a material strong enough in tensiorhe T
sprites in the rock bind the stones together directly.”
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“But why not just use steel reinforcement throughout?évikK
persisted.

“Because steel's not effective on that side of thalger”
continued Bret, “The alloy technology doesn't work. Tsteel
reverts to soft iron, and that’s neither strong enaughstiff enough
to support the arches.”

Kevin turned and studied the bridge construction again. adtl c
see the reinforcement grooves stretching just beyomé@plex of the
central arch on the island side, while the orangeespnit the stone
petered out just on the Mainland side of the highest point.

“So,” mused Kevin, half to himself, “Two types of
reinforcements, mutually incompatible, which overlap dofew feet
in the middle. And the weight of the arch is supported ggbwlthe
two halves.”

“That’s right,” said Bret, interrupting Kevin's thought#&nd our
job is to build a much bigger bridge, in two halves, witlo different
approaches, each of which simply cannot work on ther dtaif.”

“No problem there then,” responded Kevin sarcastically.

Bret looked strangely at him, then caught sight of hisdgne
and relaxed.

Actually, Kevin did have the beginnings of an idea on hHow
make a new bridge work. He knew several techniques ofnmaki
half-bridge entirely self-supporting, so that there wasy viittle
weight on the centre point. Indeed, he had used just sughproach
in the New Zealand crossing, where the largest seofitime crossing
was supported almost entirely at one end. So, he coedjdéBret
can suggest an analogous approach, we can together builthisgme
where the central section, where neither magic mohrtology are
entirely trustworthy, need not be very strong: justugioto support
its own weight and that of the traffic.

The two men returned to the foot of the bridge, andestathe
walk up the slope and onto the nearest arch. As thdkedvan,
Kevin studied the bridge construction. It was fabricdteth blocks
of hard granite, now lichen-encrusted and worn by teeehts. The
blocks, he was to discover later, had been quarriediomal both
sides of the straights, and then assembled over aoralebvooden
scaffolding. This must have been a heroic effort, itlKewoted,
against the weather and environment. Even so, itsidapossible to
see the very high quality stonework on both causewaybadde,
with stone blocks cut individually to size, to fit togethprecisely
with very little mortar required.
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The two men walked on together, making their way up tbeesl
Kevin noted that the stone flags underfoot had becomsewbat
rutted and uneven with age and the onslaught of centurieaffid.
Kevin stopped at the centre of the bridge, just wheretaege flecks
started to become visible within the flags. He lelaoger the stone
breastworks, and looked down. Far below, the gentlylisgviwater
looked deep and murky.

“How deep is the water here?” he asked Bret.

“l don’t know,” replied Bret, “I don't think anyone hagén able
to measure it. Certainly, no one’s found an anchpe long enough
to reach the bottom.”

“But surely a sonar depth-finder...” began Kevin.

“It wouldn't work, right here in the centre of the sgfats. On
this side, your instruments indicate that the chann& gapidly
deeper, with a sharp drop-off just beyond that pier.”

Bret indicated the stonework supporting the central archhe
Mainland side.

“We can make similar measurements over here,” heined,
indicating the other main arch support, “and find a smleofile.
But right here, in the middle, neither your techniquesoas work.
For all we know, it might be literally bottomless.”
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Chapter Five

As they made their way down the Island side of the oidgb,
Kevin noticed that numerous subtle changes were occumng
Tanji's appearance. Her face became less rounded, and he
cheekbones more pronounced. Her ears seemed to taksligintlsg
pointed appearance. Her hair lightened, from the incomsps mid-
blonde that Kevin was familiar with, to a much lightand
considerably more vibrant shade. She looked all togetheh more
relaxed, and she smiled widely for the first time s iesence.

“You're a shapeshifter!” he exclaimed.

He had heard a little about this talent from the NIg8éfessor,
and even seen the before and after effect on onesioocdut he had
never himself experienced the transformation acturajlyogress.

She laughed. “Of course! Here, many people are.”

Tanji explained that a large number of Islanders haweesshape-
shifting ability. It was something that younger peopaded to
experiment with, changing their features as a fashatemment, or to
amuse their friends, or just for a special party. Rabt everyone
could make minor cosmetic changes: the shape of thedr, e
colour of their eyes: the kids revelled in it. Therereveven cosmetic
shifting products which enhanced specific changes, soythateally
could buy bigger, brighter, bluer eyes in a bottle.

“l used to change my hair and eye colour every day, Wiveas
studying at the College. And some people used to competeeto
how grotesque they could make their faces,” she explained.

“But how can you ever recognise each other, if you dange
your appearance so radically?” asked Kevin.

“Well, it is only possible to change so much. Besides) get a
kind of feeling that you recognise someone, even if theik quite
different. In any case, it is considered polite tootters know who
you are, otherwise it can all be very embarrassing.”

Older people, explained Tanji, tended not to bother so mitth
changing their shape and usually left their appearance.al&evin,
who was not someone who went for much in the wagosimetics
and personal beauty, and indeed never had been, had muyudtisym
for this approach.

People crossing to the Mainland were advised to use any
shapeshifter talent they had to make themselves despicuous. Of
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course, they had to make any changes before theyhkeftstand,
since they could not change while away from Lyndesfaane they
would be forced to remain in that form until they reagdn

A very few individuals could make much larger changes iir the
appearance, in much the same way that some people cofddrper
physical contortions impossible for everyone else. tré&ned and
talented shapeshifter, Tanji observed, could alter alanmgsaspect of
their appearance, adding or removing inches in heightchandging
their bulk and weight, as well as modifying skin colour dacial
hair. But even such unusual talents rarely made attesato their
apparent gender, and it was considered very hard to makeat gr
change in apparent age.

As they arrived at the end of the causeway, Tanji pdim the
direction of the walled field that Kevin thought of &g tcar park.

“I have a vehicle here. Shall we use it?”

Kevin had seen Islander vehicles before, but only feodistance.
In all his previous visits, he had never used any oftithiesports he
had often seen parked up here.

“Sure. I've never been in one of these things. Himwthey
work?”

“Um, | don’t think | can easily explain. | don't knowow to
translate the words.”

Tanji's personal transport consisted of a flattenedhstugent
ovoid, virtually indistinguishable from the dozen or 2bes similarly
shaped bubbles sitting in the field. Tanji guided him otera
particularly smoky grey bubble and made a complex gestuceuid
not follow. The colour faded, and the interior wasesded. It
looked something like a two-seat sofa in dark red leatidh
attached oversized footrests, which struck Kevin asherat
incongruous standing in a slightly damp field. He strode twvdeel
the leather seating, and promptly walked into somethingoléd not
see.

“Ow! What's that?” he asked, slightly peevishly, rualgbihis
bruised knee.

“Oh, sorry. The, er, casing's still on. | think thahe word in
English. Wait a moment, there. Now, sit down and k&éip and
we will go together."

Kevin tried again, and this time he was able to clonito the
seating and sit down. Tanji make a gesture, and they sueldenly
enclosed in a barely-visible bubble. Kevin sensedetately that
he was being sheltered from the wind, and it rapidly rfoeca
noticeably warmer.
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He reached out gingerly, and rapped his knuckles on the casing.

“So how do | get out?” he asked.

“Use this gesture.”

Tanji illustrated a lift-and-twist gesture that lookedKevin like
she was operating a rather large and old-fashioned (bunitelgf
invisible) door handle.

“But don't try it while we are moving,” she continuedl really
wouldn’t want you to fall out.”

She smiled gleefully, and Kevin suddenly caught his breeghf
seeing her for the first time. He smiled back and tbeked away,
feeling inexplicably shy for a moment.

Tanji turned her attention to the vehicle. She begamake a
series of complex movements. The sofa lifted a feshas from the
ground and swivelled round, and then began to move slowigrtts
the exit. She seemed to be concentrating on pilohiegttansport,
which left Kevin free to look around.

Judging by the “car park”, several different kinds of trangpo
were available. Many were larger and more squareduoffyith the
same kind of grey bubble surrounding them. Dotted between t
large bubbles were shapes which looked like motorbikes dirape
dull silver sheets. He assumed that the latter waree $and of one-
person transports.

On previous visits with old frog-face, Kevin had eitalked to
the New Bridge site, or more usually had ridden in an adthibned
horse-drawn trap. He had noticed that horse-drawnpoang/as at
least faster than travelling on foot, and would work dguweatll on
either side of the bridge.

In his occasional paranoid moments, Kevin had noted &ha
mounted rider was probably the best way of tracking dowmaway
visitor on either side of the bridge, and a light hatsswn trap was
nearly as effective. Not that anyone could have danminner
anyway, he thought, since the old bridge is always crdwadith
travellers. And where else would one go?

The new bridge site was about a mile and a half froenalk
bridge. For obvious reasons, the builders of the oldgbrihad
selected the narrowest point for the crossing, and sthaghts
widened rapidly on either side. Of course, modern bridgdbgi
allowed for much longer crossings, and Kevin (accompdnyeret,
Ricard and others from both the Mainland and Island) dpaht a
couple of months inspecting and surveying prospective seéése
selecting this one.
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At the New Bridge site, the straights were much wided the
surrounding mudflats and marshes narrower. On each ssippart
tower had been constructed in a shallow part of the ©a the
Mainland side, a conventional (at least from Keviniswpoint)
approach of steel-reinforced poured concrete has been #smda
long time, there had been cranes and barges full ofe@nand steel
clustered around the tower base as it grew steadilytiersea.

Kevin looked on as Tanji brought the transport throughsite
gate and up to the location where the approach road suppens
still being constructed. As she manoeuvred the veluakefully
around the clutter of debris that always seemed to bedfoon
building sites, Kevin watched the building work progressing.

He had seen the same approach for the constructitne a$land-
side support tower a year back. Vast pale-grey buildinkdlaere
delivered on floating platforms, each marked individualla ispidery
script Kevin could not read. The blocks were incredissy to
move; they were nudged by hand from the delivery platfaorrthe
base of the tower as if they were made of expandedtpaye filled
with Helium. They literally floated in the air to @hheight of the
tower, guided by a light rope, where they were grabbed by a
construction worker on the scaffolding and placed vergfaly,
being finally edged into position. At a gesture from wWuaker, the
weight of the block increased dramatically, settling iptace with a
soft crump. Then, over a period of perhaps two hours, the joints
between the blocks faded, as well as the markings, and#terial
amalgamated into a single solid mass.

Kevin looked up, and noticed that one of the Watchers had
appeared on a low headland a few hundred yards away. Ugusuall
close, he thought. The Watchers did indeed seem tocbeasing
their mysterious activity as the New Bridge came close
completion. The Watchers, mused Kevin, must have danae of
organisation behind them. Are they some kind of goventraudit
group, or maybe a branch of the Secret Police? Asdtehed, the
Watcher disappeared, using the simple expedient of walking down
the far side of the headland and out of his line of sight

Tanji brought the transport to a halt, and it settletheoground.
Kevin made the gesture he had been taught earlier, géttiggt
first time, to his considerable private satisfactiomhe surrounding
bubble dissipated rapidly, and he stepped out.

“I'm going to be busy for some time,” he said to Tafut |
probably don’t need to talk to anybody. Do you wantt&y bere?”
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“Ok,” she replied, “I've some correspondence | can cagehvith.
Call me if you want any help.”

“Sure thing.”

Kevin set off, working his way over the site areaebally and
making copious notes in his reporters’ notebook using tapsoicil.
He would write them all up as a more formal report anl&ptop
computer when he got back to the Mainland. As so dfegapened,
as he worked the hours just flew by, and it came aspiseiwhen
the construction workers started wrapping up for the day.

He made his way back to the transport, and found T#&migson
the sofa and rapidly writing on what looked like a hand-ebod-
framed slate.

“Hi. What are you up to?”

“l was just writing a few letters to old friends andleayues. |
just need to get this one sent.”

He had heard about these magical writing slates. Asabehed,
Tanji jotted a few words at the bottom of the slated then make a
sequence of gestures over the frame. Kevin could seehibawas
writing in English but, before he could take in more tlraarew
words, the writing faded.

“Just a chatty note to an old friend,” she explained.

Kevin climbed back onto the sofa, and they set offragéle had
previously asked Tanji to made arrangements for themtayg s
overnight on the island, so she guided them to “The W&larden”,
which she insisted as describing as a hostel, ratiaer 4 hotel. He
had stayed here before, and had found it really rathefoctable, in
a low-key kind of way. It was not really a hotel metstyle of the
large anonymous buildings found all over the Mainland. sSui,
thought Kevin, it's rather like staying in a small andliwun private
hotel.

Hello mgm'n, ’Kxit[uﬁt.

I am now At the site of the New Bn’c{ge. My Visitor is Warking
somewhere nmr}y, so T have A few minutes to write a reply to you.
I am coming to the opinion that Visitor Kevin is really guite
clever. Clever Kev? For A Mainlander, he seems to be quick. at
picking up spells. I know it’s a simple thing, but he got the Open
Sealed Door gesture n’g/vt At the first attempt. You will know
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that children often find this one tricky — and perhaps just as well!
I would not want anyone falling out while in motion.

The Watchers seem to be very active. I really do not know what
they are Locking for. They do seem to be making everyone unensy.
Are the rumonrs trued

I had to langh at Kevin this morning. I had used my shape
shifting ability to made A Very few minor changes to fit into the
other world, As we have been taught. I reversed the changes when
we returned, And he saw me doing it. He was so surpriseq! I am all
over aqain struck. ]717 the differences between the worlds. I do not
think. I could ever live over there.

Kevin has come pack now, so T better close. Thank. you Aqain far
ALl your support over the Last few months.

Your fn’em{ TMtji.
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Chapter Six

Kevin walked with Bret down the slope, as they continthesir
inspection of the Old Bridge. Kevin was completely ifzeted by
the bridge’s construction. It seemed to be in astowshgood
condition, given its age, with very little sign of damageeven past
repair work.

The two men reached the point where the bridge joined th
causeway. Here, it was possible to follow a narroalkway
alongside the bridge supports, which led under the nearestirar
much the same way as on the Mainland side.

Bret pointed in the direction of the walkway.

“Shall we take a look under the arch on this side?”

Kevin nodded. “Yes, Okay.”

The two men made their way carefully along the dampestaith
Kevin carefully watching where he put his feet on thet vand
slippery surface. The orange flecks were confusing whiir t
continual suggestion of movement on the edge of visibneally
don’t want to fall in here, he thought, it looks bloawsty.

They reached a wider section that stretched the widtthe
bridge. Kevin relaxed, and looked up at the arch stregchbove
him. He noticed a couple of small areas under the budgze the
sparks seemed to be missing.

“What's happened here?” he asked, indicating the fleck-free
regions.

“In the past,” answered Bret, “the arches were fitbath traps
and mines, with the ability to destroy portions of tirelge. For
military reasons, obviously.”

Bret explained that, in centuries past, there had bitempgts by
various rulers, in fits of pride or madness, to mouningasion over
the bridge. Apparently, this had happened twice from thelhd,
and once from Lyndesfarne. These attacks had been dotoime
failure: there was a huge advantage to the defenderg Hiey
would have full use of their technology or magic, dependivigle
the attackers would be limited to edged weapons in soélsnet

In spite of this natural advantage, past rulers in baihds had
demanded that the bridge was mined, so that a more determi
attack could be thwarted by destroying the only effeativge in and
out of Lyndesfarne.
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“The mines were removed years ago,” concluded Bret. erfh
are similar repairs on the other side, although | guess didn’t
notice them.”

After a few more minutes inspecting the stonework and
construction techniques, the two men edged their way tmdke
main causeway.

“Shall we complete the crossing now?” asked Bret.

“Yes, yes, OK,” said Kevin, in a slightly distractedsli&n,
reluctant to tear himself away.

“There’s someone | need you to meet. And you’ll be ablhave
another look on the way back.”

They walked along the causeway which, as on the Mairdate,
was slightly curved at a point part-way between bridge simade.
Kevin noticed that the stone blocks of the causewag here very
similar to those on the Mainland side.

“Why are there no sprites in these stones?” he askeid B

“There’s no need. The natural rock here is quite sterraugh,
and the weight of the blocks is sufficient to ensureé thay do not
move, even in the worst of the weather.”

Kevin could well believe that. The stone blocks wéranything,
even larger on this side. All in all, he thought, ayvienpressive
piece of engineering.

There was more immediate evidence of human presencheon
Lyndesfarne side of the causeway. There were sebeidings,
including a couple which looked very much like warehousesyedls
as some kind of more formal customs and immigratiomgemments.
They did not seem to be stopping anyone, though, and thenem
were casually waved through without even slowing theiepac

Kevin had not noticed these substantial buildings frora th
Mainland side, and he wondered how he could have missed tHe
turned, to take in the view back to his world. He cowckly make
out the coastline at all, though the haze and mistl should not be
surprised that | could not see these buildings, he condidére
somehow the thought still made him feel slightly uneasy.

Kevin also wondered whether there was anything likeelh@uses
or distribution centres on the Mainland side. He \a#erIto find out
that there were such things, but that they were kepé miscreet. A
little way back from the causeway, and not far frora ttar park
where he had deposited his car, there was a largeearezdfoff and
marked “Disused Military Target Area — Keep Out”. He susgmbct
that the suggestion of unexploded bombs was more effeative
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ensuring privacy for the commercial operations thanhigé fence
and barbed wire.

Bret directed him towards an entrance in a shop framkead with
a large sign with brown letters on a cream backgrounok. af the
briefings from Professor Alan, Kevin realised withstart that he
could not read a thing. Both the words and the letteemselves
were unintelligible — the letters were all highly angulaith slightly
bent strokes in unlikely places.

“Let’s get indoors. You're probably feeling chilly.”

Kevin did indeed feel cold, as if his Gortex jacket waseshow
no longer insulating him from the elements. Of coulgethought,
mentally kicking himself, it really is not working properlIf I am to
come here often, I'll need to do something about mydvedoe.

They make their way inside the shop, which evidentlg w@ame
kind of café. It was fairly crowded, but Bret indicatedumoccupied
table in one corner.

“Take a seat. I'll get something to warm you up.”

Bret went to the counter, and spoke quietly to the sertde
returned almost immediately carrying two tall slender mugs

“Hot chocolate,” he said to Kevin, “I think you wilké this.”

Over the steaming mugs, the contents of which Kevinrdided
enjoy, Bret outlined how he thought they should work togrettFor
the most part, they would form their own design teamsguseople
from Bret's organisations, which he translated as Bward of
Construction, and from Kevin's company, thereby keeping a
minimum level of contact between the worlds. BotletBand Kevin
would designate a deputy, but in general it would just bevibeof
them who would carry out joint surveying and design a&tsuit

The manner of Bret's words led Kevin to believe ttigg was not
really Bret's opinion, but a dictum laid down by the auities. Not
really a problem, Kevin considered, and consistent thiehlow-key
and deceptive approach that appeared to be maintainediosidies.

Bret also explained that all documents would have to be
translated. Kevin would use the services of NISSA, levBiret
would prevail upon the Guild of Directions for translaionThey
would need to convey both the originals and the traoe®tso that
they could be checked in case of any confusion. Counetdd be
arranged to ferry paper prints between the design teams.

Kevin, used to instantaneous electronic communicatiand
computer-aided design, thought this all sounded amazingly pamit
and said so.

Bret snorted, then grinned wryly.
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“I do understand. If | was designing something under more
normal circumstances, there wouldn’'t be a piece of papevhere.”

Bret said he had been selected for this role at Ipastally
because he did speak English, which was relatively rare i
Lyndesfarne. Apparently, he had been brought up not aerfydm
the bridge, and he had crossed over to Kevin's world ésild on
many occasions in the company of various relatives.

“In some ways, it's this bridge that caused me to takewnetl, |
suppose you would call it civil engineering,” he explainétl.was
fascinated as a child, both with the idea of anotherdwover there,
as well as the nature of the crossing. This led nread more about
bridges, and so to study construction techniques.”

Bret had also briefly studied Mainland engineering prinsjplait
confessed that he had not been very successful in uslding
them.

“So, we need to work together, using our understanding of the
principles of each world. Do you think you can manag&’tha

Kevin raised his mug in salute.

“Yes, yes, | can. It's entirely doable. So, hersour new
bridge.”

Bret raised his own mug in a matching salute, and thessted the
project in hot chocolate.

Warmed and refreshed, Kevin and Bret left the café aadidd
back towards the causeway. Again, they were waved ththeh
border control point.

“Do they ever stop anyone?” asked Kevin.

“The Guardians? I've never seen them prevent anyoma f
crossing, in either direction.”

“You've got them on your side as well, of course, althotlgy
are much more discreet,” continued Bret, “l suppose that
governments always want to feel they have some meadwontrol
on borders and boundaries.”

They walked on, then Bret slowed and directed Kevin tdsvar
slender man in green waterproofs, who appeared to bengvéitr
them a short way along the causeway. The strangeofvasdium
height, with short-clipped dark hair, almost non-existepbrows
and the slightly angular facial features that Kevin wdatdr come to
associate with the natives of Lyndesfarne.

“Here’s the person you need to meet,” said Bret, “Kethiis is
Ricard.”

Instinctively, Kevin held out his hand to Ricard, expegtthe
usual rather stiff and formal handshake between newlydnced
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professional colleagues. There was a pause, just longglenor
Kevin to realise that something was amiss, beforardirecovered
himself and grasped Kevin's hand in a way that madeedrdhat
shaking hands was not something he was particularly used to

“Ricard is from the Guild of Directions,” explained Bret

“Yes, indeed,” said Ricard, smiling broadly in a manimat imade
it clear he was trying to recover from an embarngssituation.

“The Guild of Directions provides guides and mentors fow ne
visitors to Lyndesfarne. The Board thought it besyati were
provided with some assistance to find your way abouti@@dt as a
translator. So I'm here to help.”

“Very kind, very thoughtful,” Kevin replied, doing his best put
Ricard at ease, “Pleased to meet you.”

The three men continued back to the bridge, where Kspamt
several fascinating hours in close inspection of thehes
construction and both kinds of reinforcements. Ricaraited
stoically in the drizzle, grinning inanely whenever saw Kevin
glance in his direction, while Bret seemed almost athaseKevin's
enthusiasm as he clambered up and down, checking closelvan
feeling the stonework.

Eventually, Kevin felt he had done enough. He made an
appointment to meet with Bret in a few days time, &ionger
inspection visit and to arrange a schedule for site gk for the
new bridge. In what would turn out to become a famgaitern, he
would meet Ricard in the Mainland car park, and be guided to
wherever he needed to go on the Island. Bret theoifstt return to
the island side, and Kevin and Ricard made their way bixig the
causeway to the Mainland.

34 © Trevor Hopkins 2006



Chapter Seven

That evening, Kevin politely asked Tanji if she would ecao
accompany him to the local public house for dinner. Bo&ed
startled for a moment, so that Kevin thought for aosddhat he had
committed some clumsy social gaffe. But the look werfackly as
it had come and, allowing herself a small smile, sbeepted his
invitation.

They walked quickly and silently the short distance betwibe
hostel where they were staying and the pub, both of theapped up
warmly against the chilly night breeze. Kevin hadrbée this inn
before a few times with old frog-face Ricard. He hadrbtold that
the pub’s name in translation was “The Squirrel's Nestitd the sign
outside did indeed show a nest of twigs in a leafless tkiad you,
if the nest in the tree was to scale, Kevin thougity had some
damn big squirrels around here somewhere.

They reached the doorway of the pub, where a stout waodaten
stood open. They loosened their outer clothing as &@mgred,
pushing open the inner door. Inside, the scene wasdatoilanyone
who had been to an English country pub. The same themes
used here as on the Mainland, giving a deliberately “@aldede”
feel. A log fire was burning in the huge fireplace, givanwonderful
sense of warmth and security, with a large supply of gl drying
on the hearth.

A large cat, black with one white boot, had curled upamtf of
the fire, looking for all the world, thought Kevin, dstiowned the
place. As the two of them entered, the cat woke up suddenl
stretched, and then mewed surprisingly loudly. The cat Ipcbwp
and down, rubbing itself against Kevin's ankles as ifckimg them
over, and then returned to its place by the fire.

The bar was well-stocked with bottles and hand-pumpsHer t
beer. Although Kevin could not read the words, he resedna
couple of the labels on the pumps. This one, he knewenbsed
something with an astonishing resemblance to Austriiger, while
that one provided a very decent strong dry cider — a drinkhwhs
Kevin had already discovered, was for some reasonvalsopopular
in the Mainland pubs close to the causeway.

The rest of the large bar-room was furnished with rowglod
chairs, stools and tables, with a stone flag floar @evin suspected)

© Trevor Hopkins 2006 35



artificially-distressed dark wood beams holding up the uneven
ceiling. The lighting was patchy, low-level and erratand the
beams and walls were decorated with an eclectic tiolleof horse
brasses, faded prints and miscellaneous ancient rurahimaac
Kevin felt more comfortable here than anywhere alsehad been in
Lyndesfarne.

The barkeeper, who had appeared apparently in response to th
cat's cries, was a man for whom the term “mine 'hdstd been
invented. He appeared to be a superannuated version Edsax
wide boy, with rather pointed facial features, a widow&ak and
unfashionably bushy sideburns. He even spoke good Englitha
noticeably “sarf Lun’'un” accent. Kevin suspected he $@eht many
years in various parts of England, although the detatk rHever
become clear.

Kevin ordered for both of them and, while waiting foe tdrinks
to be served, looked around at the reproductions of old uags
engravings that sporadically decorated the walls. Tlamdsthat
represented his world was shown to be larger than enmibhdern
maps he had seen. He noticed that the site of thérmde was
marked with two short causeways or jetties, and whabdbile to be a
ferry route between them.

That there was a ferry crossing long before the brigdge no
surprise to Kevin. After all, boats and ferries we only available
way of crossing open water before large-scale bridgelibgil
became possible. However, the pre-existent ferry ri@acr been
mentioned in any of the discussions and briefings Kéwad sat
through.

He carried the drinks over to the table where Tang waiting,
and asked her about the old ferry crossing.

“Well, there is a story you might like to hear,” shaids
thoughtfully, twisting her wineglass by its stem. Ytkinown as ‘The
Legend of the Ferryman’, if | have the translatiaghti That's him
over there.”

She pointed at a faded print on the wall. The picturevetaa tall
man in voluminous oiled leather waterproofs, with achdoawn up
over his head. He a grizzled beard and what looked likela
chewed long-stemmed pipe emerged from within it.

Kevin immediately realised two things. First, he haskrs
variations of this figure in pictures and motifs all pyhis part of
Lyndesfarne. He was always engaged in various obsolete
transportation activities — rowing, sailing, or guiding keas across
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the sand dunes. Second, none of the pictures had ewen she
man’s eyes.

“Before the Old Bridge, and indeed before the causewayiji Ta
began, “the crossing was perilous in the extreme. sSEmels were
treacherous, the currents and tides, hazardous, the ameath
unpredictable.”

Not much change there, then, thought Kevin, but saidingpth
He took a sip from his beer, and waited for her toinaet

“To cross, you had to walk the sands in single filehe ferry,
following closely the person in front so as not to gggparated. Then
you and your companions had to row across the open wdiee.
Ferryman was your guide — he steered the boat, heldrtezriaand
directed you along the safe path over the mudflats. He neaer
known to row himself. There are many Ferryman etoriall
concerned with heroic adventures, great deeds of resodetha
saving of many lives under strange and desperate circuzastan

Tanji was speaking in a low voice, as if slightly wediby what
she was saying. Kevin had to lean forward acrossrttadl pub table
to catch her words, so that his head was just a felesfrom hers.
Out of the corner of his eye, Kevin saw Mine Hoshibe the bar
flashing the pair of them a strange look, but he ignarednid kept
his attention on the woman next to him. He could thee warmth of
her body now, as they were so close. The fainttdcem her hair
was enough to make him catch his breath.

“The strange thing is,” she continued, “is that theryrean is
thought to have existed as long as the Other World waw/iki- |
mean, your homeland, of course.”

Kevin muttered something self-deprecatingly and toyed Wish
beer glass.

“He is a heroic character, but his name has nevem beard. He
appears to have lived for hundreds of years, maybe beeisdnds of
years. Perhaps he was in fact many people, like a Giuddme sort,
or maybe a traditional role being handed down from fatheson?”
This seemed a rational and suitably medieval histoexplanation to
Kevin, but Tanji seemed just a little uncertain.

He could see the rest of the history without havingbéotold.
Over the years, the paths over the sands had beemérked and
then built up with stones brought from either side. Eyely, larger
blocks had been quarried, transported by some combinafi@x-
cart and prodigious human effort, and set deep in the saridsn
the causeways, the ends of the causeways formingsjdtrethe

© Trevor Hopkins 2006 37



ferry, which could even now still be seen as parthef supports for
the old bridge.

Belatedly, Kevin realised that he had noted the steg<daltards
of the ferry jetties when he was inspecting the bridge causeway,
but it had not occurred to him that these were much dlter the
bridge itself.

With the causeways in place, the intrepid traveller ¢duhvel
between the worlds with much reduced risk and, in fairtheza
without even getting his boots wet. Presumably, theyfan,
whoever he was, encouraged the construction of the pwgtlanwd
later the causeway, since it reduced the risk bothmsdii and to the
travellers he was guiding.

Later still, of course, the causeways were the rooves which
the still larger stone blocks that formed the old bridgere
transported.

“So,” he asked, “What happened to the Ferryman whehritige
was built?”

#ello again Kithyn.

Kevin surprised me this evening. He asked me out for dinner! In a
pub! T have not been in & pub for years or for that matter out for
dinner with a man. The whole idea was quite a shock. I was not
sure At first whether to accept, but 1 t[wug/»t that Kevin would be
company of A sort, I suppose, in & quiet sort of A way. And it would
certainly be better than spending an evening alone in A hostel
room.

Tonight I told Kevin the Leqend of the Ferryman. Is that the
correct translation, do you thinks It seemed so strange to tell this
familiar tale in English. It s so much a part of the history of the
Guild, and yet speaking it aloud with my limited translation
skills made me hear the story as if for the first time.

Then Kevin asked me A question I could not answer; what
happened to the Ferryman after the construction of the ﬁric(ge.? I
have never heard any explanation! Not have I found any
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mention of what happened in my history bocks. What do you
thinks

I spent all evening in that ;Ju}, with Kevin, fwwing dinner and
drinking just a Little bit too much wine. (He drank beer — so like
a manl) I enjoved the food, too, although it was nothing like
home cooking.

Kevin was really rather charming, and I found his anecdotes
highly amusing. #e told me about some of the places he had been
in his world, too. It really is such a strange and wonderful place.
Kevin was so witty and entertaining, and much better company
than I would have thought. But I still sense there is some deep
sadness in him — I would Like to find out more about him, I think.
30 qood to hear that the boys are doing well, and qrowing so
ﬂaicklg too. This is the nature of teenaqers, I think.

It is Late At night now), so T will close here.

With very best wishes from your old friend Tanji.
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Chapter Eight

Kevin had made his way back to the Mainland in a dazeledui
over the causeway by Ricard. His head was swirling tibughts
and ideas on how to solve the engineering problems benasa just
beginning to grasp. He made his way through the noneexisbrder
formalities as enforced, for want of a better word,thee Mainland
Guardians. He then half-heartedly waved farewell taiil, being at
some subconscious level aware that he did not wamréhconfuse
or embarrass the man by offering to shake his hand.agai

He tracked down his car in the car park, climbed intoMbko
and made his way back to his flat on complete autopildihe
journey, which in reality must have taken several hoseemed to
pass in a flash. He parked up, managing to find a spotaoféyv
steps from his residence, and got out. He felt uncoatftertand
ached in several places; belatedly, he realised thdtateprobably
not moved more than minimal amounts while driving tag so that
after his energetic morning walking the old bridge and caags all
his joints had stiffened.

On arriving at his flat, he dumped his coat and baggage
unceremoniously just inside the door, then dug out his laptop
computer from its bag and slumped at his desk. He lookeddadun
the room, collecting his thoughts.

Kevin owned a small mid-terrace ground floor flat in auth
Manchester neighbourhood which until fairly recently Heeen very
run down and even unsafe after dark, but was now well dben
road towards gentrification. The building had been ektelys
refurbished by an energetic and reasonably imaginativelajeer,
and now boasted a total of four rooms. The kitchen swaall and
well-equipped, but with a level of cleanliness and tidindsst
suggested either obsessive housekeeping or, more accuirately
Kevin's case, an occasional and erratic approach teehoooking.
The small but well-equipped bathroom was similarly unaletteand
the bedroom was just large enough for a double bed and aeaafupl
wardrobes.

The living room was indeed where Kevin really lived.ord of a
study than a lounge, it had a large and comfortable sofkecent-
sized desk set into the bay window, and a couple of aredables
undecorated except for reading lamps. Apart from the wingoav

40 © Trevor Hopkins 2006



door areas, the walls were entirely covered with basés,

purchased in flat-pack form and now filled with an ecteatixture

of textbooks, technical journals, reference worksssita novels,
crime thrillers and whodunits, collected over many yeard ordered
carefully on the shelves.

After a few moments staring into space, Kevin openedlithof
the computer and started making himself notes. He knewolodd
have to work these up into a more formal report fommsmagement
eventually. For now, though, he jotted down his thougird
impressions, trying to get as much as possible writtevndenhile it
was still fresh in his mind, together with the infeces he had drawn
almost without conscious effort during the long drive back.

Firstly, Kevin reviewed and summarised what he knew hef t
design specifications for the New Bridge. It was tonlde enough
for a single line of vehicles to pass in either dimgtwith space for
a footpath on either side of the carriageway. Theooisvconclusion
was that the planners still expected many people tos arasfoot,
although the extra width would remove the bottleneck hwiibeeled
vehicles suffered on the old bridge.

There was no need for central barriers, implying thay were
not expecting high-speed traffic of any kind. There weoerail
tracks or anything other than a smooth surface athesentire road
deck. There was a requirement for railings on each ski@jng the
entire length of the bridge. These were specified tartsually high
and strong, and therefore heavy, adding the weight andotdke
project. They did make it, Kevin realised, effectivehpossible to
get off the bridge by any means except at the ends.

Curiously, one of the concerns expressed during the mgests
that steel would be a major construction materiattierNew Bridge.
Kevin had proposed that a conventional approach of ateklsteel
reinforced concrete should be used for the Mainland sidéis
caused a lot of debate, but he had insisted that thefzs® @ther
material would be hugely more expensive. He had foundathis
rather strange, especially given Bret's remarks eadigout this
material not being useful for reinforcement on thandl side of the
Old Bridge.

He got up and paced the flat, suddenly feeling incredibly hungry
He realised that he had not eaten anything today ajpent & snack
breakfast on the road, and the hot chocolate on Lyahesf Time to
eat, Kevin thought, collecting his coat from the heagide the door,
and setting off down the street to the take-away Chlinestaurant on
the corner.
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On entering the shop, he was greeted from behind theéezaora
familiar fashion by a teenage girl of obviously Chaegenetic
background. She had a Manchester accent so thick thatkewin,
who had been resident in this area since he was anstddend it
hard to interpret her words. This girl seemed to bantehe counter
on all of Kevin'’s irregular visits. Her parents, whmrked almost
unseen in the kitchen beyond, were first generationignamts and,
he suspected, uncomfortable speaking English. Kevin waothdere
what it would be like for a person visiting this countinpm
Lyndesfarne, for whom not only the language and cultureldvbe
entirely alien, but also the functional behaviour otre the most
mundane of everyday items around them.

He shook his head, and then studied the menu attacheck to th
wall. The Chinese girl looked on disinterestedly, wagkirard on
perfecting the “cool” pose affected by teenagers evezygvh Kevin
made his choice, and ordered and paid for his food. Thscgiried
off to convey his order; the sudden increase in cookinges and the
tantalising smells emerging from the kitchen confirntedeceipt.

After the usual few minutes hanging around, a Chinese man
Kevin knew to be the girl's father emerged clutching atmlecarrier
bag containing several cartons already showing signieakage.
Kevin took the bag, nodded his thanks to the chef, ankiedabpidly
back to his flat. He poured his sweet-and-sour chickdiriaa into a
bowl and attacked it ravenously with a fork — he had nbe¢nered
learning how to use chopsticks — before returning to lsk.de

One of the more alarming pieces of information thattBhad
conveyed during the morning’s conversations was that Qe
Bridge had collapsed while it was being built. The implicawas
that the design had been finally got right by trial amdre Short of
sabotage, which Kevin discounted immediately, the ortlgero
possibility was that the two worlds had moved relatoveeach other.
This seemed unlikely, he thought, and the intermediate zwas
obviously stable. The Old Bridge had now been in posifor
several hundred years, and showed no signs of movement or
cracking. Nor did it show any signs of being repairedr aftgy such
damage; Kevin had carefully checked for this during hisiegarl
inspection of the bridge.

The thought of trial and error design was anathema tanKand
indeed to any reasonable modern engineering approache Wwbeld
have to be a huge investment in time and money iMNtwe Bridge,
and it really did have to be right first time. As atteaof course, he
would use computer modelling during the design of the bridgat or
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least his half of it. This was the conventional aggh for bridges of
all sorts in Kevin's world.

He got up and stretched, suddenly feeling very tired, and
wandered into the kitchen for a drink. The strongly diaed
Chinese food had made him thirsty, and he opened and dmankaf
bottle of mineral water from the fridge. In his byw near
somnambulant state, he wondered dimly how the comgexiif
bridge design would be handled on Lyndesfarne. Did they have
anything like computers, he thought, or could they solved ha
problems in some other way?

“I'll worry about that tomorrow,” he said to himself.

Over the next few weeks, Kevin wrestled repeatedly thit and
many other issues in the bridge design. He spent adeoable
amount of time with Bret, as the two of them convdrga a joint
design for the project.

They had already concluded that in effect two bridges were
required. On the Mainland side, the solution alreadysaged by
Kevin would be a cable-stay bridge, consisting of a sirsgkel re-
enforced concrete support tower with steel-reinforcedciede
roadbed, and with high tensile steel support cables. @Bogiosed a
superficially similar approach, with a tower and roadwahough
Kevin was completely confused about the “tension digtidln sails”
that Bret described to him.

The key problem that Kevin and Bret were trying to solas
how to link the technological and magical sectionsheftlew Bridge
and indeed develop a complete design for the bridge as a.whol
They were under instruction to keep the true nature ofptbgct
from the bulk of the design teams on either side, arttlisgarticular
part of the solution they were forced to tackle almostided. As far
as the rest of the teams were concerned, the bridggndes the
opposite side was a mirror image of the one they wesgonsible for
completing.

To join the two parts, Bret and Kevin considered buildang
physical model of the New Bridge, to ensure that it wouwidk as
they hoped. Ironically, the only place that such a rhadeld
actually behave correctly was right in the centrehef Old Bridge.
To be realistic, it would have to be a very large twasion,
extending out of the overlap zone into the areas wtieraules of
just one world applied. It would therefore have to be ymaet
across. Kevin was not absolutely sure that the OldgBrcould
stand the weight of such a model; Bret agreed and thegtaatly
dropped the idea.
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For the join, they had considered two kinds of approachése
first was distinctly low-tech: use traditional buildingatarials and
architectures for the overlap zone, building the joingsgtion in
stone or even wood. Kevin's engineering sensibiliese appalled
at the thought of a primitive stone arch featuring is $olution.
Besides, it would mean that the flat road bed which suggposed to
aid the smooth flow of traffic would be disrupted. The as&ood
was also fraught with difficulties. It needed a lot @fimkenance, and
the bracing structures which would be required would be avekwar
even cumbersome, to construct.

The other approach involved the use of a laminate — &-laydr
sandwich of thin layers of materials from either ldor There would
need to be alternating layers of steel reinforced redaand the self-
amalgamating building material from Lyndesfarne. Wheat Birst
started describing this material, Kevin was fascinatel@. had asked
what the material was, and Bret had answered with gsylabic
word he completely failed to catch. Apparently, the gphravas
translated as “Construction Stone”. It could be madwuost
weightless when manufactured, for ease of transportwhst quite
weak in this state. When required, however, it couldrésesmuted
irreversibly to a heavier and much stronger form, aal \&s
seamlessly amalgamating with itself.

Kevin suggested that the layers would be constructed over a
wooden scaffolding framework, with the layer of conerétst. He
was fairly certain that the concrete would retairshiape even under
the rules of Lyndesfarne, even if it was not vergty, and it would
support the construction stone if it failed to amalganateperly.
Once both materials had reverted to their final statemost any
variation of the strength of the materials could benpensated for
across the overlap zone.

As a matter of course, Kevin performed extensive simoua of
the New Bridge, using the computers in the Manchesteeofffo do
this, he had to engage the help of several of hisagplies in order to
build the complex software models. These computer-basetklm
accurately predicted the stresses and deformations unttendoonal
and abnormal load conditions, including high winds and unusual
traffic densities.

Privately, Kevin also carried out some simulationsedasn his
best understanding of the Lyndesfarne view of physics taed
properties of materials. He discovered that there apge@ar be a
coherent set of physical rules which operated in Lyaaliesfwhich
were for some reason just different from those ofwiogld where
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Kevin originated. He did this behind-the-scenes programmiork
— “skunk-works” was the phrase that he had heard used tabdescr
this kind of activity — using his own laptop and only ie #venings.
After all, he remarked to himself, | don’t have mucsedb do.

There was no need in the plan for him to worry abdwé t
Lyndesfarne part of the bridge. The results of obviou&tailed
calculations were made available to him by Bret aedistand design
team, but he could not explain how these calculatiorts een
carried out. He told no-one about his own computer mpdetseven
Bret. It also allowed him to imagine that he had disced
something about the Lyndesfarne world that was not knabout
already.

Based on these two simulations, Kevin had finally bailnodel
of the intermediate area — the zone where the rulegitdfer world
were entirely to be relied upon, but where it seemedetheas a
smooth transition from the rules of one universe he bther.
Although this simulated description was not as detaileth@®ther
two computer models, it did allow him to speculate on wiaiild
happen in the overlap, and give him a high degree of congde
the solution he and Bret were proposing.
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Chapter Nine

The previous night, Kevin and Tanji had returned from ghb
slightly tipsy and arm in arm. Kevin was sure that Ishe given him
a peck on the cheek before they went their separate wayheir
rooms. Perhaps | just imagined it, he thought, althoudid kleep
unusually well, and | definitely feel really good this mag.

Kevin was waiting in the reception area of the host&rom
previous experience he knew that, although some of theelhstaff
did speak a little English, it was usually better to haveanslator
nearby in case of any difficulty. He grinned to hirhsg¢lthe thought
of Tanji. She appeared after only a few minutes veait, rewarded
his patience with a bright smile.

“Sleep well?” he asked.

“Very well, yes.” she answered, looking at him thoughtftdr a
moment.

“Great. Me too. Let’s go, shall we?”

Kevin was able to pay for the accommodation withoatdent,
carefully counting out the Lyndesfarne money he had cliange
yesterday. He was not entirely confident with thecepgroperties
of the currency, and cautiously left the coins loosthénbag he had
received them in. Even though he had paid for drinks amediast
night, he was pleased to find that he still had a fetheflarge coins
left.

The short walk from the front entrance of the hotethat Kevin
thought of as the car park, took them past a seriesalf sinops. He
had passed these shops before, but had never felt chetingo in.
Today, however, he stopped in front of a particular windioig/ eye
caught by a display of glass objects.

Tanji had continued on ahead, but now turned and was wgtchi
Kevin with an expression of mild amusement. She wabkatk to
where he was standing.

“Do you want to take a look?” she asked.

“Yes, why not? Although, to be honest, | don't evenwrwhat
I’'m looking at.”

Tanji pushed open the door, and they entered togetherscreti
chime sounded, but Kevin could not determine the sourtgdel, the
shop was larger than it appeared, and was filled flo@eilong with,
as rapidly became clear to Kevin, trinkets and curios.
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Tanji greeted the shopkeeper, a tiny dark-haired girl whid ha
appeared behind the counter presumably in response tdithesc
Kevin mumbled the few words he had been told meant “good
morning”, and was immediately flummoxed by a rapid strezm
syllables. Tanji smoothly intercepted the conveosatiand Kevin
gratefully stepped away to take a closer look at theabitispieces on
offer.

The confusing array ajbjet d’art were tastefully laid out on what
appeared to be glass shelves, though a tap from Keviplsratory
fingernail suggested a material more akin to a hard plaste items
were brightly lit, although there was no apparent sowfcéght.
Kevin was by now quite familiar with source-less liggtiwhich he
had encountered on his previous visits to Lyndesfarnapleknew
it was the mirrors on the walls that were emittihg tight, as well as
reflecting the view from the front.

Kevin spent ten minutes browsing assisted by Tanji, Wwhd
joined him after completing her chat with the shopstsst. He
finally picked up what appeared to be a heavy glass paperweight
which he discovered, after a short exchange with tiepleeper
mediated by Tanji, to be magically enhanced to predetwhbather.
She showed him the small icons, clearly visiblediasthe glass,
which would change depending on tomorrow’s weather conditio
as well as repeating the gesture (by now long-practicddelon) to
make the device light up from within.

Kevin was completely enchanted with the ornament. hétk not
hitherto bothered much with mementoes, but this seeasegbod a
time as any to make a change. Besides, he thoughitl itevuseful
over here, and so what if it will not work on the Mand — the
weathermen rarely get it right at home. But it doek Iather good,
and it would make an interesting talking point on my desk.

With Tanji's help, he paid for the paperweight, which vilasn
carefully wrapped in what appeared to be cushioned tissue, gayoer
then in a colourful tapestry bag. He stuffed the bagfudrén the
top of his rucksack, padding it with odd items of laundry friom
overnight stay. He nodded politely to the assistarntaagi thanked
her, and the two of them set off for the new brid¢e si

Kevin's purpose today, and indeed the principal reasonidarip
to Lyndesfarne on this occasion, was to inspect thdre of the
bridge, where the two worlds met. This was a key phatte whole
project and one where, despite the best effort of tlsgnldeams,
there was a considerable amount of uncertainty abeututcome.
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The two halves of the New Bridge were by now almashgete.
On the Mainland side, the massive tension cables supgpadne road
deck where already in place, firmly anchored in tonsaofcrete and
set into the bedrock. On the Island side, too, thel meck was
already mostly in place, but here the supports were josiyvisible,
being made from nothing solid at all and appearing as simgn
translucent sheets forming giant triangular sails caugtwden tower
and roadway.

This morning, the weather was fair and bright, witht jadight
breeze blowing from the direction of the Mainland. vidis plan was
to walk the Island-side bridge first, checking the roadbed the
arrangements for construction of the cross-over,jant then go on
to inspect the underside by boat.

Kevin stood and viewed the bridge, and then looked aroutiek at
near-cloudless sky and calm blue sea. He waved totehéoseman,
who he knew by sight, and requested Tanji to ask the nenciould
re-arrange the afternoon’s boat trip for this mornifithe foreman’s
answer was lengthy, but Taniji translated his words ngpiaficating
the weather looked good, the boat was available andhéwptshould
be at the construction dock in thirty minutes time.

Kevin's new plan was to take a short boat trip toddetre of the
bridge, perform a visual check and then return to théirgggooint at
the construction docks. He was aware of the incredibbngeable
weather, both by reputation and from first-hand expeeebut the
clear sky persuaded him that this would be a good timdéotrip.

A little later, he and Tanji arrived at the smallliw@ur which had
been constructed to facilitate the bridge-building workincé they
would be travelling into the zone where magic failed, odl the
sophisticated craft tied up here would be useless. Thel itieeir
way to the smallest and most primitive boat at thekdadich was
built from wood in a traditional fashion. The boatswaewed by
four oarsmen, dressed in the now-familiar capes, un@ecaptaincy
of a grizzled coxswain that looked like he was auditiofiorga bit-
part in a skull-and-crossbones movie.

It was a swift trip out, with powerful strokes of ther®anaking
short work of the distance to the bridge. Tanji sahenbow, again
writing on her magic slate, with Kevin sitting behinérh They
arrived under the centre of the bridge and, at a shontmamd, the
rowers shipped their oars. Kevin stood, already lookingtupe gap
in the bridge, thirty feet or more above his head, stadted rapid
scribbling in his notebook, completely lost in his othoughts and
concerns.
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Tanji noticed the coxswain standing in the stern, snpk pipe
and doing a fair impersonation of the picture of theyfean she and
Kevin had seen the previous evening. The wind picked up syddenl
and veered around, making the boat rock violently. Bathirkand
the coxswain stumbled and grabbed the gunwales for support.

Tanji pointed and shouted out in a way that made theturallto
look.

“Look at that!” she shouted again, repeating herselfnigligh for
Kevin's benefit.

Heading towards them at an impossible speed was a wall of
cloud, dark and swirling violently in a terrifying fashjofilling the
full width of the straights from coast to coast and pletely blotting
out the sky.

For all his piratical appearance, the coxswain reagtackly and
efficiently. The crew needed little urging to take up rtlears, and
the boat turned around to head back to Lyndesfarne. iRgeswung
around further and got a lot stronger, while the sea picked
considerable chop, making the boat rock alarmingly anehténing
to capsize them. The temperature had dropped dramatiaatly,
increasingly heavy squally rain was making it difficult $ee more
than a few yards.

Kevin and Tanji held tightly to the gunwales, unsure o&tmo
do. Tanji's slate, which had been resting on the sext to her, had
fallen and was now at risk of being tossed over thelsidée violent
movement of the boat. Kevin loosened his grip witle drand,
stuffed his notebook into the pocket of his waterproof] #hen
grabbed the slate just before it disappeared overboard.

Tanji mouthed something that looked like “thanks”, but nbése
of the wind and rain made it impossible to hear whatleld actually
said. Kevin grasped the slate between his knees, bheséekt and
clung on as tight as he could with both hands. Nowllyrkaow the
true meaning of the expression “white knuckle ride”, heugnt
grimly.

With what sounded suspiciously like a swearword, the carswa
bellowed at his labouring crew and then hauled the tlesr. The
boat swung about, now running ahead of the storm and &y
the Lyndesfarne shore. The waves no longer thredteneapsize
the craft, but the wind and waves drove them forwasiieh a speed
that gave them no opportunity to turn back.

Kevin could see that they were now headed for the Isiadhl
construction dock. It was the only possible place tompere they
could be safe. Further shouted commands from the caxsavai
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prodigious efforts from all of the crew finally navigdtthem into the
slight shelter of the dock, and towards the quay. Somekosir
cries for assistance were heard through the roaririgeoWind, and
several men from the shore braved the elementsawresehe boat,
and then assist the crew and passengers into the cbeenearby
temporary office building.

Once through the door, both Kevin and Tanji immediately
collapsed onto seats, shaking with cold and shock. Thamea,
exhausted after their exertions, could barely stanéreiind even the
coxswain appeared somewhat shaken. The wind was calmging t
fimsy structure of the building to rattle in an alargrimanner, and
the raindrops bounced off the windows seemingly in aartetfo
punch their way through.

After a few moments to catch his breath and his thtsydtevin
looked around at the people in the room. There wereahdtizen
construction workers inside, several of whom were drgppivet
having just assisted the boat party. Kevin noticed timay were all
getting strange looks from some of the construction arenbers.
He suddenly realised that this should not be surprisedity fhhe
construction work was handled separately for each halfeobridge,
and deliberate and careful plans were made to keep timel latzd
Mainland teams of building workers apart.

Tanji's presence in particular seemed to be unnervingesom
people. She had had no opportunity during the sudden arrittad of
storm to change her appearance, and her unshapeshiftedvis
disconcertingly far from conventional on the Mainlanddditionally,
both coxswain and crew were attracting attention batemKevin
thought, from their dress than from their physical form

Despite feeling that he would never be able to movédmnsis and
feet again, Kevin stood and moved over to talk to thestcaction
crew. His conventional appearance and educated Britigjlis&
accent had the immediate effect of de-stressing tbatwih, and he
was able to explain briefly about the inspection work \was
undertaking, and the sudden and unexpected arrival of the. storm

The atmosphere in the office improved markedly. The
construction workers bustled around, offering hot drinksynwa
towels and the use of the changing rooms to get dried ©#nji
accepted the offer of towels immediately, and was eiatsticsally
directed by several of the construction workers tostimver room.

Kevin managed to intercept her for long enough to askaohfand
out what the boat crew wanted to do. Tanji detoured pollesat
some length to the coxswain, before returning to Kevishe
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informed him that the crew would prefer to wait out sherm here,
then inspect their boat and, if it was still soundumeto Lyndesfarne
directly. Without waiting for further discussion, sheitched her
towel and ducked into the showers.

Kevin explained the position to the construction crewd then
waited patently for Tanji to emerge. She did so, aitsurprisingly
short interval and smiled at Kevin, who took this asia to move to
use the facilities himself. In the cramped showemrobe was able
to get warmed up and get his clothes mostly dry, but henbad
opportunity to get really comfortable. Still feeling damnd sticky,
he returned to the office area to find Tanji completimg translation
of an exchange between the construction and boat crews

Spotting Kevin's return, Tanji nodded to the crews andkedl
over. Acting on impulse, Kevin asked her whether sheldvike to
go somewhere more comfortable to get really warm aodotighly
dry.

“Where do you have in mind?” she asked.

“Well, I'm conscious that your appearance is quite, umrmall, w
distinctive and might attract a certain amount of aenover here.
So, why not let me drive you to my place, and you caheband
relax as much as you like. And we can come back imtiraing.”

Tanji thought for a moment, and then smiled in a chep&ghaps
even mischievous manner.

“Yes, why not? The crew seem to be comfortableughdhere.
But how are we going to get to your residence?”

“I'' go and get the car,” Kevin replied, out of an immeat
gentlemanly impulse, and then mentally steeling hinfsel& lengthy
walk in the rain.

As it turned out, he need not have worried. The st@emsd to
have dissipated nearly as quickly as it had appeared, and Tanj
quickly agreed that a brisk walk in the rapidly easing raiuld/ be
preferable to spending much more time cooped up in this
overcrowded office. After further short exchanges i coxswain
(by Tanji) and the construction crew (by Kevin), thgathered their
belongings and set out together.

Good mammg, 761'1:[»1714.
WAAL A lm/el17 mammg/ I'm sitting in the sunshine, in a boat
almost exactly between our world and the Other World. Ican see
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the entire length of the new }ria(ge from here, and an incredible
sight it is, too.

I was Wam{ermg 1f it would be ;Jassi}le far us to meet Again soon.
Wouldn't it be fun to chat in person, rather than sending messadqes
all the time? You could tell me more about your family, and I
can ask you what you think of Kevin. I would appreciate your
Jeelings and advice.

I would also Like to thank you for your offer of help. I am not sure
how or when I would ever need to take up your affer, but rest
assured that, if I am ever in & Jifficult situation, I will certainly
prevail upon you for Assistance.

As always, very best wishes from your old friend Tanji.
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Chapter Ten

A couple of weeks after Kevin's first visit to Lyndesfe, a
second planning meeting was convened, again in the Msteche
office. This one was billed as an Outline Design B®vimeeting.
Kevin mentally translated this as “Tell the managdanmssmething
about the technical solution, so that they could (a)epce to
understand it, and (b) moan about the cost”.

The planning meeting was held in the same office building
Manchester, but this time in a slightly larger confieee room, and
one with a view over the street. The room was lgid airy, and the
spring sunlight was flooding in through the windows whicled one
entire side of the room. Kevin thought it would be sacthame to
draw the blinds on a day like this, although of course kmpwhat in
reality he would be spending most of the day in semi-dasksienply
to allow the slides they would be projecting to be igsib

Tweedledum was present, representing the contractorsvatiol
build the Mainland part of the bridge. He had buttonholedirKthe
second he had entered the room.

“So, do you think we can build this bridge, then?” boomed
Tweedledum in his usual hearty manner.

Kevin toyed with winding him up at this point by suggested
insuperable technical difficulties but, since Tweedledund m®
detectable sense of humour, he concluded that a simplécaes$t
answer would save much aggravation later.

“Yes, very probably.” Kevin replied. “There are aupée of
tricky issues still to be sorted out, and we will neddtaf computer
simulation time, but, yes, | think we can put togetheneiting that
won't fall down in a hurry.”

The session was run by David Macmillan, the Partnieo Wwad
also organised the kick-off meeting. He clapped his hands f
attention, and the attendees gradually settled themsatoesmd the
conference table that largely filled the meeting room.

Tweedledum’s own considerable personal presence wagreaolst
by a couple of his cohorts and bag-carriers, who dantlgi but
attentively through the entire meeting, making copiougsiotkevin
failed to catch their names when they were introdueed, frankly
considered it no great loss.
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To Tweedledum’s left was Kenneth Nasterton, a Senandging
Partner from Kevin's firm. Kenneth introduced the tmgg and said
a few words that were probably meant to be inspiratiand convey
leadership, but in fact were some of the most tediougyalas that
Kevin (who had considerable experience in sitting throteghious
platitudes) had ever heard. Kenneth’'s speech was delivera
barely audible mumble, apparently addressed to the tabtatbpr
than any the people actually present, and accompaniedniual
fiddling with what Kevin suspected to be an old schoal tiee
entirely expected that Kenneth would not remain inrtieeting for
very long. Kevin was therefore not in the leastshitprised when the
Senior Partner excused himself only a few minutes,lgileading
another appointment, and leaving behind a waft of expetmsit old-
fashioned aftershave.

Kenneth also left behind two of his subordinates, wieoe to be
responsible for the costing and pricing activities om tlew bridge
project. The bean counters had clearly been cardftidyed before
the meeting not to take their usual nit-picking attituded Kevin
noticed that they were forced to swallow back someabion on
several occasions, and looked almost green at sombeofmbre
expensive aspects of the proposals with which they prergented.

David introduced Peter Brenner, who was to be the &roje
Manager for the design work to be done by Kevin's compadince
Kevin knew that, in practice, the design work would alnmetirely
be performed by himself, this seemed overkill, but astleKevin
knew who to contact to sort out the administrivia thgiroject like
this would inevitably entail. Brenner was known ie tompany as a
bit of a worrier, and tended to over-plan everythingnicroscopic
detail.

On the Lyndesfarne side, there were fewer delegatest vigas
present, and dressed in a way much less likely to attcantnent on
the Mainland. Today, he was wearing a chunky brown lenoabll-
neck sweater, and what looked like grey canvas trouddis.long
blond hair was as always neatly bound up in a ponytadl, ree was
still toting around the burgundy leather briefcase.

Bret introduced the new Project Manager from the Lyradtasf
Board of Construction. Kevin did not quite catch his eaharing the
introductions, and wrote “Quarl?” in his notebook. Vévat his
name was, he was an easily forgettable man, witimitig hair which
could only be described as mousey, and he looked extremely
uncomfortable in a conventional business suit and tie.
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Bret also introduced the ‘Overseer’ from the Board, wiould
be responsible for organising the building of the Isladeé f the
bridge. The Overseer, who was introduced as Craz, vidg @an
with broad shoulders and remarkably large hands, and spodedp
tan and a luxuriant black moustache which made him Ildak d
larger-than-life version of Mario the Plumber. Helleschewed any
attempt to fit in with Mainland dress codes, and lookedtmelaxed
in worn leather trousers, a blousy shirt in a stgytéhade of canary
yellow, and had what Kevin now recognised as a typigatkesfarne
cape tossed over the back of his chair.

Panit, the manager with the manifestly paranoid bekawvho
had attended the first meeting, was missing, althoughxplaretion
for his absence was offered.

Kevin noted with a mixture of amused tolerance and redign
indignation that there were as always more managarswviorkers on
the team. The “more Chiefs than Indians” approach avastural
corollary of collective responsibility in the modenorld, which was
also known as “sharing the blame when things went g'toWhich
they always did, eventually.

The first action of the meeting was to confirm tipp@ntment of
technical deputies for both Bret and Kevin. Kevin's utgphe was
dismayed to hear, was to be Graeme Greysmith, whaatasiously
inefficient and lazy. Greysmith could be relied uporctonplete a
particular task only if one checked on his progress eveiryy
minutes or so. An electric cattle-prod, considered iKewould be a
useful additional incentive.

The presence of Smudger, as Greysmith was nicknamed, on a
project usually indicated that there was more budget fosopeel
available than work actually required, and that he coultast be
relied upon to record chargeable hours regularly. Actudliuserk
associated with those hours would be negligibly small.

Greysmith’'s nickname, Kevin had heard, had come abaum fr
his early days in the company. Graeme was oftenadasestill at his
desk when the last person left in the evening, and tMahere, with
creased suit and darkly unshaven chin, when the eadyg hirived
the next day. This gave him a spurious reputation in geamant
circles for diligence beyond the call of duty. Kevinmeted that
Smudger slept under his desk and found other ways of enimgtain
himself during notionally working hours.

Smudger was uncharacteristically silent during today’s ingpet
Kevin strongly suspected — correctly, as it turned out +3haudger
would be almost entirely absent from the Lyndesfamdgb project,
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except for meetings with senior management, when hddwairive
to give the appearance that the achievements of atbatd not have
been completed without his vital contributions. And aofurse,
thought Kevin wryly, to carefully ensure that no blaatéaches to
him in the inevitable event of things not quite goingaading to
plan.

A deputy for Bret was also introduced. He was a ratberous
and frail-looking young man called Farmill. He was mubbrter
than Kevin, who was himself not particularly larged asompletely
overshadowed by the likes of Tweedledum and Overseer Craz.
Although evidently highly enthusiastic, Farmill seemed wunde
qualified, or perhaps just inexperienced, for the role d@rpdeaf him.
He also did not speak particularly good English, and was/dore
asking Bret to translate words and phrases for him.

There was also the little matter of the confirmatiof the
appointment of interpreters for the project. For Kavifirm,
Professor Alan and his organisation from NISSA would used.
This must have been a done deal, thought Kevin, sirc®ithfessor
was absent from the meeting. For the Lyndesfarmeptiy woman
in the room was introduced. She was called Aneil, aad the
official interpreter from the Guild of Directions. &hwas a tall,
taciturn figure in dark clothes in a typical Lyndesfartydes and had
shoulder-length brown hair and piercing grey eyes thataysw
seemed unsmilingly alert.

At last, Kevin found himself standing in front of thee@ting.
Over the last few weeks, he had written up his outlinsigde
proposal as a large and formal document, which he thonpughl
expected no-one in the management team to have reefdligaror
indeed at all. He had delivered a good draft for transidiy NISSA
several days ago, and had confirmed that this transcagt been
received by the Board on Lyndesfarne. He had infoynudiecked
with Bret that the translation had indeed been provided,that Bret
was happy with the quality.

In the absence of a readable document, the real cowcetioni
occurred by means of a presentation, written using Felaptop
computer, and now projected onto a screen behind himusAal,
Kevin had thought it best to use plenty of colours, ar@ohgraphics
and other flashy presentational gimmicks, to keep the recelie
awake, while keeping the actual technical content aplesims
possible. One of his regular gripes was that the saltdica complex
engineering problem costing many milions of pounds was sgapo
by the management to be expressible in ten slidegss; ithout
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loss of accuracy or completeness. Why don't they pleéast some
effort into getting a grip on the real solution, he mudsgiritedly,
instead of spending all their time engaged in internetiaeagement
warfare?

The presentation introduced the salient features ofelebridge
solution in kindergarten language, indicating that there avdad
essentially two different half-bridges joined in theddie. Kevin
reprised the technology of cable-stay bridge constructiamd
outlined the remaining difficulties with the choice datesto ensure
nearly equal crossing lengths in each world, and thiytigsue of
joining the two sections.

In several previous working sessions, the two men ha&egloup
some presentational material for Bret to speak to,gusiavin’s
computer skills, since they knew that this managemeanh pitould
be delivered on this side of the straights. Bret noaktover,
outlining in fluent but still confusing English how the ridesfarne
section of the bridge would be constructed. There werg few
guestions. It seemed that the meeting was willing tcegtcthe
solution approach and the implied costs for design and bitiebut
significant challenges, for the first time in Keviresitire working
experience.

The final formal item on the meeting agenda was the. plahe
Project Managers from both organisations made pregamain the
planning approach, which were predictably tedious. Kenlyg just
resisted the temptation to mutter “Zer Secret Plandeuiis breath
in the style of a SPECTRE agent.

The plans were derived from a draft version of the design
documents from Bret and Kevin, and both of them foumgdessary
to point out minor corrections and omissions wheretkinging on
the technical approach had moved on. The man whose Kawin
had failed to catch spoke first. His presentation stys hasty and
breathless, as if he was in a tremendous rush to cttple material
as quickly as possible. He was followed by Peter Brenmbose
easy and laconic style could not have been more dittereeter went
into a considerable amount of detail, at great lengiérn so, his part
of the presentation was concluded surprisingly rapidly.

The meeting wound down in near-record time. Nevertbeles
Kevin felt he was missing something important, thougltdweld not
quite put his finger on what it was. The management tgppsared
to have held prior private meetings to determine thé Wesking
practices. It had become clear that an importanbfasts keeping
the number of people who knew about the bridge to Lyndestar a
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minimum. Kevin could understand the desire for secreegngihe
centuries-old misinformation campaign, but why was gessary for
so few people from inside his company, or indeed froheetide, to
know about the proposed construction of the new bridge?
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Chapter Eleven

In Kevin's experience, previous road trips from Lyndesfato
Manchester had fallen into two categories. Eithdraitli apparently
taken no time at all, which happened when he had sot@eesting
technical problem to think about and the traffic hadnbleght, or it
had seemed interminably long and boring. Normally, Kevould
have driven non-stop, except perhaps to fill the cah witerpriced
petrol from a service station or grab a take-awayeeoffom a
“Costa-Bomba” outlet. And one other function, perhdpake a
comfort break” was the code phrase used in his profedsieeetings
to indicate that the internal pressures on the madedelr were
becoming unbearable.

This time, with Tanji in the car, he felt like a t@irguide in his
own country. He found himself chatting lightly and flugrdabout
the world, answering Tanji's questions. Her questiongedarom
the naive to the penetrating, and sometimes he wasphuashed to
distinguish between the two.

As they drove along, Tanji asked about the electricitgnsythey
could see striding across the landscape. It was claasiie did not
really understand what they were for. Kevin explaindmbua
centralised power generation and the grid distribution owdvihat
eventually delivered electricity to every home in taed. Waxing
lyrical about an engineering topic, as he sometimeshaicexplained
how the construction of the National Grid was a tetdgical
marvel. It had been completed as the result of heffocts to get
pylons erected in some of the most inhospitable pdrtseocountry,
and sometimes in the face of terrible weather caniti

Kevin had long suspected that few people even in thisdworl
understood anything about the wonders and complexities that
surrounded them, the chains of cause and effect, theatetrweb of
interactions that linked, for example, the natural dowith its
unpredictable behaviour, and the engineering of buildings thed
protection and comforts they offered. So many peopie weired
by familiarity, and Tanj’'s questions had a way of gmy the
complexity and excitement of his world into sharp felie

Kevin also noticed that Tanji was a very nervous pagse She
seemed unused to the idea of high-speed travel. Afteile@ whce it
had become clear to her that she was not in anydmteedanger of
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a collision, she stopped flinching every time a vehiafgpeared
travelling in the opposite direction. It was Kevintseanpt to distract
her that had led to his “history of technology guide’ttdra

After less than an hour’s driving, the excitement anthdaof the
morning suddenly seemed very far away to Kevin, and equally
suddenly he started feeling hungry.

“Do you fancy a bite of lunch?” he asked Taniji.

Tanji smiled widely.

“Feeling hungry, are you?” she responded, “l suppose I'm not
surprised after this morning’s adventure. And, yes, nbat {ou
mention it, I'm famished too.”

The weather had brightened considerably since the sudolen, s
although it was still a little breezy. Kevin drovd tife motorway at
random, joining the older road that led back towards tiastc They
chanced upon a inn, nestled up against the hillside antbokieg a
small bay. The bay included a small harbour with a qubih
looked almost assertively picturesque, with boats tied dpbabbing
on the tide, and the quay itself decorated with lobstés. pdhe sun
glistened on the white paintwork of the old pub building aroloked
enormously attractive as a place to stop.

The pub restaurant was small and low-ceilinged, and already
nearly full of diners. Kevin was worried for a shavrhile that they
would not be able to find a place. Fortunately, in spitthe breeze,
they were able to sit at a table outside, sheltereahbyld stone wall
and a heavily overgrown hedge. The sun warmed them bath,
they could watch the sea in the tiny harbour belovanjilseemed to
like the ambience, and she relaxed visibly.

They both ordered and enjoyed some nicely-cooked fighviaa
delightfully fresh and finely flavoured. This was, as Ke&xplained,
not because it had been caught somewhere nearby butsbetany
people associated seaside restaurants with fresh fisloralered it
from the menu frequently. So, the management weretaldeurce
plentiful and high-quality supplies at reasonable prices.

The restaurant garden was quiet and secluded, and ther&were
others there — just a small number of elderly coupledeatly
enjoying a quiet luncheon with their friends in the sumesh Kevin
was rapidly convinced that none of the people preserg watching
them, or indeed paying them even the slightest bittehtabn.

As they were about to leave the fish restaurant, riKeignalled
for the bill, and produced a credit card to pay for it.isThas a
concept which appeared to intrigue Tanji. She watcheuh&ed as
the waiter swiped the card and produced a chit for Kevisido.
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While they continued their drive south, Kevin tried teplain to
Tanji about Electronic Funds Transfer. He outlined Hmancial
accounts were maintained by computers in banks, andittheds
possible to authorise payment by the possession otdhed and a
signature.

“But couldn’t anyone just write your name?” asked Tanji,

“Well, they're supposed to check the shape of your signatee
replied, “but fraud is certainly possible. Besides, tlasgs, the old
cards are being replaced by PIN cards, where you haesmember a
special number.”

Tanji looked confused at this, and Kevin explained furth€his
evolved into a more discursive exploration about the afe
computers, which did not appear to be helping her understpnelig
much. Now | know, thought Kevin, how Professor Alan hiesl.

After a while, Tanji fell quiet, and Kevin noticed thshe was
dozing. He was also feeling very relaxed and was driviagy v
sedately, trying not to wake Tanji with sudden movemerie. felt
like he was playing hooky, taking a vacation and enjoyiiegwhen
he should be working for a living. Then he rememberedIidhg
hours he had put in during numerous evenings and weekends, and
suddenly felt much less guilty.

The rest of the four-hour journey seemed to fly by, iasgéemed
no time at all before Kevin drew the Volvo up onto thevate
parking spot just outside his flat. Tanji was still slagpiand he sat
for a moment looking at her before gently nudging her awekkee
yawned and stretched, cat-like, and then looked around e
got out of the car and opened the front door.

She gathered he bag and followed him through the door.

“You live here on your own?” she asked.

“Yes, just me,” he replied, “It's very small, but quiteoeigh for
me.”

He guided her down the short corridor, and into the livaxgm.
She still looked a little mussed from her nap in the car

“Do you want to freshen up, take a shower, maybe?skeca

“‘Mmm. Yes, please.”

Kevin presented Tanji with a couple of large warm fluffisite
towels, taken from the airing cupboard, together withaaesdressing
gown. Then, he led her to the bathroom, where heflbri
demonstrated the use of the shower before politelynggti

Twenty minutes later, Tanji emerged from the bathrdonfind
Kevin in the kitchen. She was wearing his dressing gavinith was
much too big for her, and her hair was pulled up in a towhich
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made her normally elfin features even more pronoundéeficourse,
thought Kevin, she did not have a chance to changepmasance
before we left Lyndesfarne.

Kevin opened a bottle of a rather fine red Amaroné¢ keahad
picked up somewhere, and was in fact the sole conteriteeofine
rack, and poured some into a couple of glasses. He handetb on
Tanji, and swirled around and then sniffed the wine lreoglass.

“Try this. | think you'll like it.”

He pulled out a kitchen stool, taking her hand and offerarghre
seat. She sat, then sipped from the glass.

“Very nice,” she sighed. “Thank you.”

Despite the fact that his kitchen looked unused, Kevin was
actually quite a capablEhef de Cuisine.It was just that, living on
his own, he rarely had an opportunity to cook for anyam& in any
case, spent a considerable amount of time working anway tfiome.
Cooking was a skill he had picked up as a student, partially as
cheaper alternative to frequenting fast food outlets,pamntally as a
way of finding an excuse to spend time with member&®@fipposite
sex. His cooking skills had been intermittently polistasnd honed
over the subsequent couple of decades, and he was nowo dide
entirely relaxed and chatty while juggling the various kuog
processes.

While Tanji was in the shower, Kevin had gone inte Kitchen,
donned his apron, and undertaken a short but determined rurmmage
the deepfreeze. He had pulled out a couple of skinless nhicke
breasts, which he set in a bowl of cold water undemaing tap to
thaw. He had also managed to find bags of new potatwkpra-
washed mixed green salad in the fridge which looked pasddble
had put the potatoes in a pan to boil, and poured the sétad large
bowl he had acquired on a holiday in Tuscany.

While waiting for the spuds to boil, he had set out nzatd
napkins, cutlery, glasses and plates on the counter tdpddwo of
them. He had then selected peppercorns, herbs and gpitethe
rack, and poured generous measures into a pestle and roartake
a Cajun-style coating for the chicken.

“You seem to know what you are doing,” remarked Tanjslas
sipped the red wine and watched Kevin moving purposefully droun
the kitchen.

“Well, yes, thank you. You know, I've always maintanthat
cooking is an ideal activity for men,” he replied, fiaghher a quirky
smile.

“For men? How so?”
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“Well, | find it's really therapeutic to come homeeafta long hard
day at work,” he continued, “And be able to take out youstfations
on an onion using a very large kitchen knife.”

He wielded the aforementioned article. Tanji grinnedieiyt

“Besides,” Kevin continued more expansively, while tgkioff
the points on his fingers, “In the kitchen, you can platy fire, use
any number of sharp knives, and employ all the gadgets &au c
think of. And then when you've finished, with a bitlo€k, you can
eat the result. Obviously for men!” he concluded triumgliza

Tanji laughed aloud, and the two of them toasted each witte
the rich red wine.

“I’'m thinking of taking a shower myself. Only be a femmutes.
Are you OK to wait here?” he asked.

“Yes, of course. Don't rush for me.”

Of course, Kevin did shower and change at top speed. WAéen
returned to the kitchen, he found Tanji staring into spleaaming on
the kitchen top and twirling the wineglass in her fingefscting on
impulse, he moved close behind her, put both hands ohiggiand
kissed her lightly on the neck. He felt her press agdms,
prolonging the contact, then turned and returned his kisgjng her
tongue over his lips in a way that made him tingle. yTield each
other for a long moment before separating, smilingaah ether with
a mixture of warmth and embarrassment.

“Shall | cook your dinner?” he asked.

“Yes please,” she replied, “I think you should keep youmsfite

up.

Kevin needed no more prompting. He drained the chicken and
deftly sliced the fillets into thimgoujons,then coated them in the
peppery mixture he had prepared earlier.

He put a frying pan on the gas cooker to heat, adding ggah
of vegetable oil. Once it was hot, he threw thergsted chicken
breasts into the oil to sizzle. While the poultrysweooking, he
vigorously combined Dijon mustard, oil and lemon juicefdom a
salad dressing, and tossed the salad in the bowl. yihallarranged
the blackened chicken pieces, new potatoes and salad@upke of
plates, even remembering to add a slice of lemon as&siga

“Taa-daa,” he exclaimed, delivering the plates to thangs he
had arranged earlier. “Dinner is served.”

She kissed him.

“It looks wonderful.”

Over dinner, Tanji chattered about her past life, Kew#ing
content to sit and listen. He learned that she had berried, once,
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but this was now all over. She had been away fltenGuild for a
long time — over five years — trying unsuccessfully tatsaafamily.
Her ex-husband who, it appeared, had worked for the Board of
Construction was very keen to have children, and Keah the
impression that it was the stress of being unable t@igggnant that
had at least partially caused the break-up of the reddtion Now
that they were separated, she was back at work and toyirebuild
her life.

After dinner, Kevin suggested that they abandon the kiteimsl
the dirty dishes for later. Taking their wineglassehwitem, they
moved to the lounge-cum-study that was the main roorharflat.
Slightly at a loss for something to talk about, Kewirggested that
she might like to look at his computer models for the Neigdge.

They sat together at the desk while Kevin booted upatttep. It
rapidly became clear to him that Tanji did not reallglenstand the
model, or even the idea of a computer. Even so, sbmesk
spellbound by the images of both sides of the bridge anddtailed
descriptions of the joining section between the twoladgo

“It's fascinating,” she breathed. “So clever.”

She drew his hands away from the keyboard.

“Take me to your bed,” she whispered.
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Chapter Twelve

After his memorable first visit to the Island, Kevattended
several further briefings with Professor Alan Wilmiogtat NISSA.
These orientation sessions were always one-on-and, highly
intensive. Kevin knew that Tweedledum and his colleaguexe
getting separate tutorials, while Smudger just used thematbea
opportunity for creative skiving.

On this occasion, Kevin had left home early, drivemtim and
arrived in good time on the Newcastle University camptke had
been told that parking was always difficult, but found thapace had
been reserved for him right next to the NISSA entanc

As he parked up, he looked over at the NISSA building. Ihdid
have the normal signs of aging and the distinctivelydovwn look of
typical British University buildings. Rather, the buidiwas old, but
built in a style that suggested that little expense haa Ispared to
give the impression that no expense had been sparedad Ibeen
carefully maintained over the last hundred years orasd, showed
obvious evidence of recent refurbishment. Clearlpught Kevin,
funding was always available to support this rather simtcia
academic endeavour.

He entered the building and, as he had been previouslyetirec
followed the signs up the wide staircase to the Depatahen
Secretary’'s office. The secretary was a pretty youagan whose
ancestors probably originated from some part of the aimdi
subcontinent, but whose fashionable clothes and maketiednaer
out as a woman determined to make the most of the meadaid.
As well as being in administrative control of NISSA&he also
appeared to double as Professor Alan’s personal assist8he
looked up as Kevin stuck his head around the outer door, aledl sm
in a friendly fashion.

“Go right in.” she said in a crisp accent. “The Pssta is
expecting you.”

Kevin mumbled some conventional response, and peeredgtiro
the crack in the inner door. The Professor’s offies high-ceilinged
and airy, with a large window overlooking one of the gezeareas of
the University campus. The walls were lined with bases,
themselves filed with bound journals, file boxes, pdigals and,
here and there, even some books.
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The centrepiece of the office was a large desk, covsitidthe
clutter typical of offices everywhere. Several phor@esomputer and
printer and numerous piles of paper adorned the surface ath wh
Kevin imagined to be an arrangement carefully devisethdiitate
the memory of the habitual user. The Professor wated behind his
desk, concentrating on a thick sheaf of no-doubt receriiyted
material, and annotating it with an expensive-lookingnhtain pen.

Kevin knocked on the door and pushed it further open. The
Professor looked up and, smiling widely, jumped from his sdgle
extending his hand in greeting.

“Come in, come in. Good to see you again.” he enthusdeking
Kevin's hand and directing him to one of several rattenfortable-
looking chairs. Once he had settled, the Professor reguihether
Kevin was clear about the purpose of these sessions.

“We try to tailor the material we present to the de®f our
clients,” said Alan, by way of an introduction, “So tliere’'s any
specific topic you would like to know more about, then pdas me
know.”

“Thanks,” Kevin replied, “But right now, | don't know what
need to know!”

The Professor smiled understandingly.

“Let me set out an agenda for you,” he suggested. “You've
already had a short intro to the concept and practideyradesfarne
magic, and you've seen it in action, yes?”

“That’s right,” responded Kevin.

“So, | suggest that you study the Lyndesfarne languageasit le
some phrases and useful words, and then perhaps a fewcaracti
hints and tips which will probably help you get around. &&e leave
a discussion of other topics, such as the propertiesagicimand the
culture and politics for another time. Does that souKd®you?”

Kevin nodded.

“Very well. This morning, then, I'll introduce you ta little of
the language.”

Even though they were on their own, the Professorostim
immediately adopted a tone and style that suggested he was
addressing a whole lecture theatre. Kevin sat ateptiwhile the
Professor strode about his office, waving his hands agupérently
addressing the bookcases.

“In some ways, the language is the easiest thing tm labout
Lyndesfarne,” said Alan, clearly getting into his stridélt's an
entirely human construct, and we don'’t always haveisslé with the
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special properties of the environment there. By whinofean magic,
of course.”

“So it is possible to learn the language?”

“Oh, yes. It's a complex written and spoken language,theit
two forms are at least fairly close to each othvith some effort,
you could get reasonably fluent in a year or two. Anckdlly is no
harder to learn than, say, Mandarin or even Engliguppose. Do
you speak any other languages?”

Kevin shook his head in an embarrassed fashion. Hena@one
of the world's natural linguists, and thought dispiritedigt tiearning
a language was probably harder than walking to the Moon.

“What's the Lyndesfarne word for ‘Magic’'?” he asked.

Professor Alan stopped his pacing, and spun on his hdaté¢o
Kevin.

“Ha! And that brings us the hard part of the languagehat
there are numerous words which are very hard to ttensimce they
refer to concepts that we simply don't have here.”

The Professor resumed his measured stride to and froalsmd
resumed his pontificating style.

“The words that are in common use,” he continued, “steine
employed in contexts where you would probably say ‘engimggeor
perhaps ‘technology’. But there is a word, which isyamsed in
fiction and mythology, which means ‘magic’, in the senof
unexplainable physical effects under the control of kEnted
individual. Curiously, it seems they use that word to descsome
aspects of the physics and technology of our world.”

Professor Alan also made an attempt to explain theactaistics
of the written language. Apparently, this used a diffeedphabet,
with twenty-nine characters. Some of the charactere similar in
pronunciation to letters in English, but many were essed with
sounds indistinguishably different from each other, astléo Kevin's
ears. The letters themselves had angular shapesfewitsimilarities
to the alphabet with which Kevin was familiar, aade judging from
the glyphs that Alan scribbled on the whiteboard.

“The Lyndesfarne language,” the Professor elucidated, “Agpea
to have an etymology shared with some languages inwbrd.
There’s some similarity with Welsh, for example, agekn more
with Cornish Gaelic.”

“It's also worth stressing that the Lyndesfarne languaget the
only language in common use on the other side. Justiaere,
there are different countries, and a considerable nuafdanguages,
dialects and accents are employed.”
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“Just how big is the world of Lyndesfarne?” asked Kevin.

“As far as we can tell, it is almost exactly thensasize as our
Earth. But the geography is quite different. But all thi® huge
topic, you know, and more suitable for another day.”

Kevin was already beginning to feel overwhelmed byhel new
information presented to him, and even more so byptbspect of
huge areas where he would have to re-learn so much.

The Professor then cheered him up considerably.

“Fortunately,” he said, “You probably don’'t have to learery
much of the language.”

Kevin's sense of relief was almost palpable. Prafiesalan
explained that, fairly frequently, guides would be made ablailto
assist the newcomer. The guides were usually providednby a
organisation from the other side, as a service to guest

“So who provides guides here?” asked Kevin.

“We do. We'll provide services for visitors, when agRethe
Professor responded. “I'm given to understand that youl beil
getting a Guide to assist you during your working visits. thist
correct?”

“Yes, I've met him. Ricard, from the Guild of Direatis,” Kevin
responded.

The Professor nodded sagely.

“I don’'t know the man, but I'm sure he’ll be entirelyofiessional.
Even so, it’'s only polite to learn at least a feyressions.”

After much effort, and a fair amount of frustration laoth parts,
Kevin finally managed to learn a few words and phrasgsrik
you”, “excuse me”, “good morning” and so on) and repeainth®
Professor Alan’s satisfaction.

“Well, let's take a break there, and get some lunchanAl
suggested.

Kevin nodded his agreement.

“Afterwards, I've asked my colleague Doctor Braxton tifero
you some practical tips which I'd strongly recommend yaou t
follow.”

Doctor Linda Braxton was a large woman, who had a sdrae
matronly appearance coupled with a distinct no-nonsetigada.
She wore a pleated knee-length skirt and stout sensibés sihich
allowed her to stride about in an extremely determiestiidn, and
made Kevin think slightly uncomfortably about Scotsmed llts.

“The key thing to remember,” Doctor Braxton explaingsl that
almost everything you take for granted as the product of a
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technological society like ours will not work reliably Lyndesfarne.
So, let’s start with the basics.”

Doctor Braxton outlined in direct terms some very #dms
recommendations for visitors to the Island. Clothamgl shoes, she
explained, should be made of natural materials: silk oolwaptton
or leather. Plastics for all kinds, including nylon, revesimply not
suitable.

“And don't forget underwear.” she stressed, “Remembaer dla
cotton undergarments will probably survive OK.”

Kevin, who had already had the uncomfortable experiendbe
high-tech material of his waterproof jacket failing twork as
expected, had a visual image of his underpants faling amahim
and shuddered.

The Doctor also recommended that he carry a leaticksack for
his things, and get hold of an oiled leather waterproat or, better
still, acquire one of the capes which were widely usethersland.

She pointed out that, if he should stay overnight in Lgfadae,
even simple personal hygiene activities such as clgansteeth or
shaving would be a problem.

“Your best bet is an old-fashioned toothbrush, wood arstlén”
she explained. “If you can manage without shaving, wéabt
simplifies things; otherwise, a traditional cut-threatzor will usually
stay sharp for long enough to be useful.”

Apparently, toothpaste and other toiletries were usyadyided
in hostels, and it was probably safest to use thé&®in decided he
did not want to have to deal with leaking toothpaste isnclean
shirts.

Doctor Braxton also took the precaution of reminding almout
leaving electrical and electronic items behind.

“It's ever so easy to do.” she reiterated. “Someyalay item, a
watch or mobile phone, overlooked in a pocket somewhere.
Sometimes, they never do work properly again, so do dry t
remember.”

Kevin left the afternoon session feeling confused. Heldco
understand how cultural and language differences could cbms,a
given the historical separation of the two worlds. ®bat he could
not get to grips with was the observation that venypg machines
(like wheels) clearly worked on the Island, while ma@mplex
systems (like computers) failed immediately. Similargimple
chemical systems (like plastics) degraded quickly butthenother
hand, those almost unimaginably complex biochemical s\ste
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which formed living things, including his own body, appearetid¢o
unaffected.

There was something inconsistent here, he thought. tHihgs
that are unaffected and the things which fail, althoughoredse at
first sight, are actually inconsistent, even contttadic But am |
really the first person to have this insight?
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Chapter Thirteen

Kevin found himself becoming wonderfully awake in his own
bed, with the warm and soft body of Tanji pressed against He
moved carefully, gently, trying not to wake her too \eaoy
wriggling.

He lay on his side, thinking about last night. After ather
tentative start, with both of them unsure how to @etse other,
Tanji turned out to be surprisingly energetic and very Lesmistic.
Her demands and needs, and his responses to them, dnoue hi
levels of excitement beyond anything he had experiebefe.

He thought about her lithe body, moving above him in dime
light leaking through the curtains from the streetlights, petite but
perfectly formed breasts bouncing as she drove herseih dgpon
him, taking his full length inside her again and again.

He found himself becoming aroused, the reaction suddenly
amplified as Tanji stirred against him, still apparerglgepy, but
definitely not entirely unaware of his presence. & himself
harden, stiffening against the smooth curves of herobkst She
evidently felt it too, moving against him more strongind emitting
a soft moan as the tip of his cock pressed againstlefiebetween
her legs. She used her hand to guide him inside her ayae, a
moving first gently and then much more vigorously untéythboth
tensed and cried out almost simultaneously.

“Good morning,” he whispered into her ear after a fesmants,
“Did you sleep well?”

“Very well, but | enjoyed waking up more,” she replied wih
giggle.

They lay together for a few minutes, not speaking, leeKevin,
feeling energised and bursting with vim and vigour, bouncedobut
bed.

“Why don’t you relax there for a while? I'm going take a
shower.”

A few minutes later, Tanji joined Kevin in the showetuch to
his surprise. He enjoyed the sensation of soapinghoerders, then
running his hands down her back and over the curvaturerddrise.
He found himself deliberately squeezing past, ostensibhgach the
soap or shampoo, enjoying the feeling of the smooth desspof her
flesh against his. This was quite definitely conscibalaviour on
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Kevin's part and there was, he strongly suspected, alasimi
motivation from Taniji.

He stepped out of the shower, leaving Tanji to complete h
ablutions. He towelled himself dry, then wrapped theelcavound
his waist, more out of habit rather than any particdanse of
modesty. Tanji followed him a few moments later. d¢deight sight
of her elfin features reflected in the bathroom nnirra view that
instantly took his breath away. He moved to standndeher,
pressing his body warmly against her. She looked up atsnmiing
widely, and he smiled back, rubbing his chin over heekheHe was
understandably surprised and rather disappointed when she pulled
away suddenly.

“You need to shave. You're a bit, well, prickly.”

Kevin ran a hand over his own chin, feeling severgsdgrowth
of stubble there.

“You're right,” he laughed, “I'll shave immediately. | dé want
your gorgeous face to get scratched!”

Leaving Tanji in the bathroom, he wandered out to fiigl h
rucksack, which he had dumped by the door on their arral t
previous evening. The backpack was quite full and, neediessyt
he discovered that the wash bag containing his shagograent
was right at the bottom. He ended up dumping what seemed like
most of the rest of the contents on the corneisodiésk.

Clutching the wash bag, he returned to the bathroomewher
gently ejected Tanji, now swathed in a fresh toweh&e previously
pulled out of a cupboard. He always felt slightly nervdasua other
people being around when shaving, even someone who oses as
Tanji. This was probably something to do with havingstaarp
implement close to his neck, and the risk of havingelisw jogged
at an inopportune moment. Having closed the door, halsett the
familiar task of wet-shaving, using that shaving creeomfthe Body
Shop that Kevin always thought both looked and smelt UR¥A
woodworking adhesive.

He had just picked up the razor and was about to apply isto h
face when he heard a startled yelp from Tanji. Fgdhe worst — all
sorts of accidents caused by unfamiliarity with Maidleartefacts
flashed through his mind — he dropped the razor in the sk a
rushed out of the bathroom. Tanji was standing by he&,dguite
naked with the towel in a heap at her feet. She wading
something that Kevin could not immediately make out, aad &
look of complete astonishment on her face.

“What happened? Are you OK?” Kevin cried frantically.
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“Look at this,” she replied distractedly.

She held up her hand, which he could now see containeglaisse
paperweight he had purchased in the curio shop.

“I rather liked the paperweight you bought yesterday, and was
wondering what it would look like on your desk,” she saidy 1S
unwrapped it. I'd hoped you wouldn’t mind — | wanted to surprise
you.”

“Of course | don’'t mind,” Kevin said reassuringly, “But ails
the problem? Is it damaged?”

“No, no, it’s fine. But look at it now.”

Tanji moved her other hand in a simple motion Kevocogmised.
The paperweight immediately lit up, glowing brightly in tthenly-lit
room.

“l used the ‘make light’ gesture. It was just force obiha she
said, “l didn’t even think about it. And it worked!”

Kevin reached out and made another gesticulation, otteedéw
he was confident he could remember. The light fromatmament
dimmed quickly.

“Bloody hell,” he swore under his breath.

He made the appropriate ‘on’ and ‘off gestures severaédi
repeatedly, the paperweight responding immediately to eaeh Ble
looked up into Tanji's gaze.

“Is everything else working as well?”

“Let’s find out,” she responded.

Tanji put the still-luminous paperweight on the desk, andzed
up her towel, rapidly wrapping it around herself. There thes a
mad escapade as the two towel-clad people hopped abousthe fi
urgently hunting for magical artefacts and trying them out.

After a short search, Tanji located her pack, whiah Is&d also
left by the door on her arrival. She pulled out her malgite that she
had been using so frequently, and started making gestures.ngludgi
by the increase in emphasis of the movements andrualk&ation
plainly visible in her body language, Kevin could tellttitawas not
functioning.

Meanwhile, Kevin had picked up the bag containing the few
Lyndesfarne coins he had not managed to spend. He dniptie
contents onto the desk, and picked up a couple of the festsift
disks. The magical markings which normally appeared beloav
surface of the metal when the coins were on theédsleere absent,
and he judged that the magic must be broken, or just mis3umg}. to
be sure, he pressed two of the coins together withfihgers while
making the gesture which was supposed to collapse themainto
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single disc. Nothing happened. This was one of the gsstha¢ he
was less than totally confident in his ability to fpem correctly. He
turned to Taniji.

“Am | doing this one right?”

Tanji came over and repeated the actions, without ssicces

“It's not functioning. It's just the paperweight that tke.”

“Can you shape shift?” Kevin asked her urgently.

‘I don’t know. Let me try.”

Tanji stepped away and stiffened slightly, a look of catregion
appearing on her face. Kevin could not help but think htvactive
it made her look. She caught him looking at her, andednahd
looked down in a slightly embarrassed way that Kevirugi was
charming but entirely at odds with the facts that she (&) in his flat
and (b) wearing only a towel.

“Nothing. | can't change my appearance at all,” sheé atlast,
still smiling wryly.

Kevin went back to the paperweight, still glowing gently the
desk. He could clearly see the markings inside the glass t
indicated the weather predictions for the next tweaty-hours. He
was almost certain that the icons had changed sinteshi®oked at
them only a few minutes before.

“How does this work?” he asked Taniji.

“Well, it's a bit complicated,” she replied, “But badlgait just
knows the future.”

“What?” Kevin exclaimed.

Tanji looked up sharply at his tone of voice. Kevin haditly
assumed that the device functioned in the same wayatmaddern
barometer worked — by measuring changes in atmospherisupges
and knowing that, for example, rapidly dropping air pressurantne
that stormy conditions were likely.

“You mean it's prescient?”

“Well, yes, in a limited kind of way. But with somathias hard
to change as tomorrow’s weather, it's very relidble.

Kevin was astonished. This was an aspect of Lyndesfaagic
that was entirely new to him. He was certain heuldiohave
remembered if this capability had been mentioned in @néose
NISSA briefing sessions. Why is it, he mused bittetthat 1 am not
being told so many important things.

He picked up the magic paperweight.

“OK. So why does this thing work here and everythingg el
magical doesn’'t?” he asked Taniji.
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“ don't know, really. It certainly shouldn't work. Ahl've
never heard of anything like this before.”

“Hmmm. | wonder. Let me think for a moment.”

By now, Kevin was getting rather worried. He had already
discovered that the natural rules — the physics, if @i+ appeared
to be the same in the two worlds. Gravity, the biockamof living
creatures, light and sound all appeared to be identicalvekkr, it
seemed that there were certain additional magical piepesthich
only seemed to work on the Island. Now he knew th#dast some
magic also worked here.

Was there some deliberate policy, Kevin mused, of notrmfay
him about some facets of the magic world of Lyndesfarn&/ere
some characteristics only communicated on a “need tarkbasis,
like the existence of reliable predictions? And, most ingaly,
was Tanji part of some kind of conspiracy to prevent ffriom
discovering just what was going on?
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Chapter Fourteen

During the years he had been working on the Lyndesfaridgd3
Kevin would usually return to the Mainland after each dayvork,
sometimes making the crossing of the old bridge sevenalston
consecutive days. More often than not, he would dovand stay in
some faceless and frankly boring hotel nearby on tael&hd side.
He seemed to be encouraged to do this by Ricard who,eas h
indicated in various subtle ways, always seemed happien Khvin
went back to his own world in the evening.

Kevin had found himself spending quite a lot of time onribe
bridge project, with site inspections, meetings, surgewiork and so
on. This was a much more hands-on role than was fsuaim, but
was essential since he represented the principal péirtomtact
between the two teams. Nevertheless, he had enjbgezbportunity
of getting out and about. Almost anything, he thought, better
than returning to that lonely little flat he rentedSauth Manchester.

Even so, sometimes he would stay over in Lyndesfarsgally
in the hostel near to the bridge site he knew as YWh#ed Garden”.
This was a two-storey building, which looked like it hagib built at
around the same time as the old bridge, and initially apdea have
space for no more than a dozen guest rooms. Kevindeddurious
about this on his early visits, since there seemebetonore people
eating breakfast than could possibly stay there. He t@iscovered
that there were more rooms in the basement, but &ael stayed in
one.

There was indeed a substantial garden attached to thel, hos
surrounded by a wall, and some of the guest rooms lookedveut
the well-kept lawn and borders. Kevin suspected thatoletyard
had at one time been a stable yard, with some ofdbens now
occupied by guests originally being coach houses and
accommodations for horses.

The high stone walls also made the garden feel veratpriand
secluded, and it was pleasantly sheltered by trees arlimgrplants
during the summer months. The centre of the courtyasdaremall
lawn, so carefully tended that it looked not so much masn
manicured, and contained a centrepiece which had firstaeggbheo
Kevin to be a sundial, but was in fact a timepiece #hetwed the
time by the sun at any time of the day or night.
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Stone paths and garden seating completed the appearance of
peace and tranquility. The only obvious way in or otittle
courtyard was through the main body of the hostel, asotiginal
archway entrance at the side had been walled up at thomén the
distant past. All very safe and secure, Kevin had thoaghtis first
visit.

Nevertheless, Kevin had noticed that there often sdeta be
people in the courtyard, even late at night or firsnhghin the
morning. However, they never seemed to disturb théndeef
tranquillity, and they never seemed to stay very lotitgei

Kevin always enjoyed staying in a garden suite, sineeg#storal
view from his room tended to put him in a relaxed frazhenind.
The inside of the garden rooms echoed the natural tlwersde.
The walls were a pale green, the bed and other furgshuere in a
dark wood, and the floor was finished with what looked f&ft, like
terracotta tiles. A floral rug, matching bedcover agdesal pictures
depicting countryside views completed the rural décor.

The areas where useful effects could be magically aetivasing
common gestures were marked by discreet embossed syonbtiie
walls, floor and furniture, in what Kevin now believéd be the
typical Lyndesfarne style. Active areas near the damuod the bed
indicated lighting controls, while another symbol oe thall marked
the place which allowed the heating to be increasedegreased.
Yet another marker on the surface of the bedside taldlde it
possible to speak to the staff at reception, althoughnKasually
preferred to walk the short distance to make his occalsiequests in
person.

There were more symbols in both bedroom and bathroasmy
of which Kevin did not recognise, and therefore reé&dinfrom
experimenting with.  The windows were real, made from a
transparent material that closely resembled glassalctopened —
something of a rarity in Lyndesfarne, apparently — andldcde
darkened to opacity using up and down gestures near a mark on th
right-hand side of the window frame. Kevin usually pmreferto
leave the window only partially blacked-out, so thatMas awakened
naturally by the sunrise.

During his time visiting Lyndesfarne, Kevin had formece th
suspicion that relatively few local people actually sthin hostels or
similar accommodation. As he had heard it, the nattitbe Island
transportation system and the use of their so-calledd|sd meant
that most people working at a distance from their reselesould
travel back home. It was simply easier for themetimnn home than
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to arrange alternative accommodation. He had also peen to
understand that it was rare in Lyndesfarne societypémple to be
separated for long periods, which perhaps lead to a strgegse of
the importance of family groups and friends than in bimé& world.

Kevin found himself lying three-quarters awake one nighth
an incoherent mixture of his troubled (or perhaps just-ewastent)
personal life and assorted technical work problems rgreriound in
his head. After tossing and turning for what felt likeufs, he finally
sat up and made the simple gesture which caused the lightoogte
on. He got out of bed, and peered through the window o t
garden. It was bright moonlight outside, and he could lsaethe
wind was so light that it was causing almost no moveénoérthe
treetops. It's probably the light that has woken mehepconsidered,
| really must remember to opaque the windows more often.

Kevin was by now completely wide awake, and cast about f
something to do. Glancing again though the window, heldédo
take a stroll. He dressed quickly, donning dark jeans andtsiye
and one of the Lyndesfarne-style capes he had takeedong while
on the Island. He made his way quietly out of his rolocking the
door with a hand-print and gesture that had become alseasind
nature by now, and made his way along the corridor €ofitbint
entrance.

Kevin had long realised that this particular hostel Wweguented
by visitors from the Mainland. As far as he knewyds the closest
place to stay to the crossing, and he had occasiooadiyhead
conversations in English between the guests. Gepertey
employed particularly attentive staff, but there wasone-in the
hostel lobby this evening, so he was able to ledee huilding
apparently unobserved.

There were few other pedestrians out that late at,rhighnoticed,
as he followed the by now familiar route down to tl laridge. It
was an unusually clear night, with almost none of thelusaze over
the straights which made it difficult to see the otharld. The
moonlight augmented the street lighting, casting an uneven
illumination over the street and the surrounding darkenddiroys.

As Kevin walked along the road leading to the Old Bridge, he
could see the causeway and the humped roadway, illuminateae by
old-fashioned oil-burning lamps that were placed on polesye
twenty feet or so for the entire length of the cirags As far as he
could see, there was absolutely no-one on the croasiad. This
was of itself extremely unusual, as even in the deadgbt, he had
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been told, there was always some late-night walkeweary horse
making their way across.

As Kevin got closer, his eye was caught by much brigigbts
underneath the bridge. There appeared to be several ihoths
water on both sides, under each of the two lesseesreimd tied up
to the main arch supports. It was difficult to seehatdistance, but it
looked like some kind of maintenance work was being undertake
There were many people working, moving about in the baragsntly
and with something of a furtive air.

On the near side, which Kevin could see most eabi#ywtorkers
were all dressed in dark robes and hoods. Despite theingee
urgency, there was almost no noise; just the occdsgnoan of
loaded machines, and the lap and splash of the sea atjairsbats.
Kevin wondered what they were doing. They seemed tee hav
removed some blocks of stone from the base of theesyand he
thought that something was being rebuilt inside the brglgeports
themselves.

Just as Kevin was moving further forward to try and gbether
look at the engineering works on the bridge, he heardsidye of
hurried footsteps behind him. He turned around, in timse® a
breathless and flustered-looking Ricard rushing to catahn up.
Ricard looked very worried, even frightened; Kevin thouat he
must be overreacting somehow.

“I've been worried about you,” gasped Ricard, “You could have
got lost, or fallen and hurt yourself.”

He urged Kevin away from the bridge, doing something he had
never willingly done before: he actually laid hands oceviK as he
tried to turn him away.

Kevin wanted to ask what was being done, what urgent wask
being carried out, at the OIld Bridge, but he never gotpgomunity.

In contrast to his normal rather taciturn self, Rickept up a constant
stream of bright and meaningless chatter on the getiggaie of
“getting lost, risk from thieves and bandits, broken $ifnbnd so on,
and Kevin could not find a way to interrupt him. Ricaheégherded
him — Kevin thought the word was entirely apposite — dydizck to
the hostel, practically scampering alongside in hisehstreturn him
to his proper place.

Back in his room, Kevin lay awake for some time, kimg about
what he had just seen and experienced. There was smngtiing
on here, something he was not supposed to find out abodt, a
Ricard’s bizarre behaviour was the least of it. ldgam to wonder
about the chamber he had been asked to introduce iraseea the
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support tower on the Mainland side of the new bridge. Ware
some hidden purpose for this room? And was there wamilars
opening in the tower on the Island side?

After a restless night, Kevin was not at his besenvhe got up
the following morning. The unanswered questions and the
unprecedented manner of Ricard’s approach to rounding himadp, h
nagged at him for hours before he fell asleep, and hebkad
awaked early by bright sunlight through his window.

After breakfast, Kevin ran into Ricard in the hodtdby. The
other man looked grey with exhaustion and his usual gréhakaent.
Compared with Ricard, Kevin thought, I'm the brightesspdrks this
morning. He looks positively dreadful, as if he's nepsht all.

A few days later, Ricard announced that he was goingeto b
replaced. He did not volunteer any explanation, and Keeaided
that it was not politic to pursue the matter. Stié, thought, old
Ricard doesn't look very happy about it.
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Chapter Fifteen

Should I trust her, Kevin thought. Am | just being pardfoils
there really any kind of conspiracy? He was not sore to find out,
but thought he could get some idea by asking about the Guild.

He looked over at Tanji, who was now inspecting hisectbn of
books on the other side of the room. In the dim lightKevin
preferred in his living room, Tanji's luminous hair ariinefeatures
stood out as if a spotlight was trained on her.

“Tanji? Can you tell me about this Guild you work for?”

“Of course,” she replied immediately, “What do you waat t
know?”

“Well, 'm not sure. What does the name really mefo,
instance?”

‘Hmm. It's usually translated as the Guild of Directpn
although | don't think that is particularly good English.erliaps
Visitor Escort Bureau might be a more idiomatic version

“And what do they do, exactly?” Kevin pressed.

“Our purpose is simply to provide support and guidance to
visitors from your world. Many visitors find Lyndesfer a very
confusing place, and we are here to help.”

This last remark rang a chord with Kevin. His eaiits to the
Island, even after the briefings from NISSA and hefprnfiRicard and
Bret, had been disorienting and full of sights he had found
incomprehensible.

“But does everyone get a personal guide?” he asked.

Tanji laughed. “No, of course not. That would not besitdes
But we do try and provide a guide for every Visitor who afeks
one.”

“Well, | didn’t ask for a guide, but I still got Ricard, andw you.
How come?”

She hesitated.

“l don’t know. But surely someone from your firm askedyonr
behalf. Or maybe the Board of Construction?"

Kevin could accept this, although he made a mental ootbdck
with his company’'s Human Resources division. Not ti&twould
actually trust the morons in Human Remains to actwallywer his
guestions correctly, mentally adding some remarks aboat th

© Trevor Hopkins 2006 81



complete absence of their party organisation capabijligven in beer
manufactories.

“So, can anyone from here go over to Lyndesfarne?”

“Well, yes, | think so. I'm sure the Guardians wouldpstmyone
known to be a criminal or a troublemaker, but lots afpte cross
every day. In both directions.”

Tanji's manner had become slightly stiff under the aunght of
Kevin's questioning, but he still got the impression that was more
from confusion rather than a desire to hide anything.

“So, if | wanted to cross over to Lyndesfarne, warateund on
my own, explore a little — you know, be a tourist — wouldbel
allowed to do that?”

“Yes, of course,” she replied, sounding shocked, “Why? ydwo
want to?”

It was Kevin's turn to laugh. “No, not really. | wasst
wondering if you had any special instructions about me.”

This time, Tanji looked more confused than shocked.

“Special instructions? | don't know what you mean.”

Kevin told her about the night he went wandering aroundhisn
own, and Ricard's reaction, although he chose not thionewhat he
had seen going on at the bridge.

“Well, I have no instructions to prevent you from doing
anything,” she said, sounding rather huffy. “I have qudf returned
to the Guild after a long absence — you must rememberl tol you
about that.”

“ have been away for nearly five years, and you tée first
Visitor | have guided since | returned,” she continuedari just
doing my job. You don’t want to send me away, do you?”

This last question sounded incredibly plaintive, and Kewuniled
to make it clear that this was the last thing he e@nt

“So, what are you going to do?” she asked.

Kevin thought about it for a moment.

“I need a coffee,” he replied.

Still wearing the towel, Kevin made his way through tte
kitchen, trailed by Taniji.

“Do you like coffee?” he asked her.

She nodded.

“With milk?”

“Yes, please.”

Vaguely relieved to be doing something entirely normadyiK
ground coffee beans and fired up the coffee maker, thememuar
some milk in a pan to make big mugs of café latte fantheth.
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They sat at the kitchen table in silence for a fewmubes, sipping
their hot coffee, each apparently intent on their othoughts.
Finally, Kevin broke the silence.

“Do you know what stops magic from working here? At tleas
normally,” Kevin asked Taniji.

“No, | don't,” she replied, “It just doesn’t. | don’t unc¢and
how this could have happened.”

“But you told me once that some magical objects did weie h
in this world, certain talismans and potions. Surdilig tis just
another example of one of those things?”

“Well, no,” she replied immediately, “Those good-luck char
and so on are very weak magic — about as weak as you tcaBuyfe
that paperweight is a reliable predictand an everlasting light
source. That's a completely different class of magtee-different
classes. Much more powerful. And that's why | wasskBocked
when | realised the thing was actually working.”

“Perhaps we should go back to Lyndesfarne, even backato th
shop,” Kevin suggested. “We could buy some more things) the
bring them back here and see if they work too.”

Tanji shook her head.

“What would that prove? And what would we do if we did find
more things that worked?”

“Yes, | guess you're right. | for one want some kind of
explanation.”

“Me, too.”

Kevin was one of those people who did not function wellan
empty stomach. The shocks of the morning, not to ioerthe
exertions overnight, meant that he was now beginrongeel very
hungry.

“Let me make you some breakfast. Fancy some eggs?”

Tanji smiled.

“OK. I'llgo and get dressed.”

He looked down, suddenly realising that he was still vagaonly
a towel.

“Good thought. Perhaps | should dress too.”

Kevin dug jeans, shirt and underwear out of a cupboard and
dressed rapidly, while Tanji disappeared into the bathro&@wy.the
time she re-appeared in the kitchen, he had made taasmided
some eggs in another pan, and thrown the debris afitd#fs dinner
into the dishwasher. She watched him whizzing abaukitichen for
a few moments, until he noticed her in the doorwayraationed her
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to sit down. He put plates of scrambled egg on toashenate in
from of her and topped up the coffee mugs.

“Bon Appetit,” he said cheerily.

“Looks wonderful. Thank you.”

They both tucked into the food with gusto, while Kevinntadly
chewed over the situation. He wanted to talk to somdam his
own world, rather than from Lyndesfarne, about thisxmlicable
phenomenon. The candidate list for such a discussionnatasally
rather small, and the conclusion was obvious.

“Look, why don’'t we visit NISSA?” he asked Taniji.

“NISSA? That’s one of your organisations teachingasis about
my world, isn’t it?”

“Well, yes. It's more-or-less on our way back to Hgsfarne.
I’m assuming you’d like me to take you back today, yes?”

“Please,” she confirmed, adding “I'll nheed to get somearcl
clothes fairly soon.”

“Fair enough. We'll see if we can get to talk to Pssfw
Wilmington, or one of his colleagues. They're the peopho’ve
been briefing me,” he explained, “And | can'’t think ofyane closer
who might be able to shed some light.”

“Yes, OK. | can't think of anything better.”

With a decision made, it seemed like only a few minixeere
they were ready to leave. Kevin bustled about, rapidiyng up his
flat and set the dishwasher going. He then emptied goadtked his
rucksack, carefully re-wrapping the paperweight and placingthe
top of the bag. Meanwhile, Tanji had gathered her stofi, went to
stand by the front door. Smiling at the thought thatwhs ready to
leave before him, he collected together bag and outdothirg, and
guided Taniji out through the door.

Kevin locked up the flat, and bundled all their stuff ithe Volvo
ready for the drive back north. It was another fine, deycorrectly
predicted by the paperweight, and he was rather lookingafd to
the drive. On starting the car, however, he realisatlitie tank was
almost empty. He drove around the corner and stoppedoaah
petrol station to refuel.

“What are we doing here?” Tanji asked.

“The car needs petrol,” he answered.

“Ah. Of course. | should have realised that.”

Kevin got out to fill the tank with fuel, and to arran¢pe transfer
the usual small fortune to the petroleum company using kwitcr
card. He was feeling much better now that he had gaam of
action, and he got back into the car trying, and faililogset the

84 © Trevor Hopkins 2006



words “We're off to See the Professor, The Wonderfulféasor of
NISSA” to the tune from “The Wizard of Oz". This didhve the
success of making Tanji laugh out loud, and went quite scayetov
easing the last of the stiffness that had developed bettheen after
their discovery concerning the paperweight.
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Chapter Sixteen

Kevin had not often travelled very far into the wortdf
Lyndesfarne. Most of his work had centred around teahrgsues
on the construction sites on both sides of the stigigind most of
the logistics had been dealt with by others. In padic Peter
Brenner, the Project Manager from Kevin’'s firm appedhtat the
Outline Design Review meeting, had been hugely effective
although often annoyingly pernickety — in orchestrating planning
and organisational aspects.

Nevertheless it was not possible, in Kevin's consitier
professional experience, to avoid all management ngsetinOn a
small number of occasions, it had been deemed necdesdriyn to
attend a progress meeting with the Board of Constructibhese
were held in a nearby town with a name that Kewtmlly failed to
catch, but turned out to be something like Landberrs.

Kevin, along with Bret, had been invited to the ficdt these
catch-up sessions. The invitation had made it vergrcihat
attendance for both of them was mandatory. Ricardy whs to
guide the two other men to the meeting, explained thadterrs was
the closest major centre to the bridge site.

“There’s no portal close by,” said Ricard, “In anye&ais is just as
quick to travel overland. I've arranged for transportusrall.”

Kevin did not fully understand about portals, but knew from a
NISSA briefing that they were part of the transporstesmn on the
Island. He wondered why there was no portal closeng¢obtidge.
Perhaps portals were rare, he mused, or was this somdeokia
security measure to make it more difficult for the castaleller to
gain access to all of Lyndesfarne. Certainly, it nssk that
something similar was in place on the Mainland sidghe)absence
of a car, a visitor from the Island was faced witleagthy walk
before they could get to a railway station.

Today’s transport consisted of a horse-drawn trap, drinem
rather scruffy-looking man Kevin did not recognise. Hembered
aboard, accompanied by Bret and Ricard, and they sat afflecent
clip. It was a bright sunny day, and Kevin consideredather
pleasant trotting along and enjoying the view.

The Board of Construction building was in a setting wlitohe a
considerable resemblance to a modern hi-tech busipass in
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Kevin's world. This consisted of half-a-dozen low dimngs, rather
smart and probably recently built, separated by widesaoéarass
and trees. There were also areas which Kevin thaafgig car parks,
although today there were rather sparsely populated watHatige
grey bubbles he understood to be some kind of vehicle feltlt
incredibly anachronistic drawing up outside such an obwiousl
modern building in a horse-drawn trap.

He also had some rather negative thoughts about Brd®amitls
transport to and from the kick-off meeting in Manchestéhe horse
and cart, and its disreputable-looking driver, he thoughultyeivas
no match for the chauffeur-driven Range Rover they Ingayed on
their visit to Kevin's home world.

Kevin took a professional interest in the Board of €arction
office architecture. As they arrived, his first impg®n was of a low
building of surprisingly modest size, no more than twaissohigh
and topped with a conventional peaked roof. The strikiayfe was
that most of the outside walls and parts of the rooEwevered with
large panels of some kind, appearing completely opaque, cdlaure
slightly glossy black, and looking much like the glass clagidin a
modern skyscraper in any Mainland city.

He turned to Bret.

“What are the black panels?” he asked.

“Ah. Well | guess you would call them windows,” repliedeBr
“They let light into the building.”

“Of course,” murmured Kevin, feeling slightly foolish having
asked such an obvious question.

He allowed himself to be guided through the entrance. He
observed to his surprise that most of the floor arfeth® building
appeared to be taken up with a large reception desk, waitthg a
seating areas, and what appeared to be an auditorium, ikei¢hd
foyer of an office building at home. In the absentanywhere else,
he expected that the meeting would be held in the lettalteand
began to move towards the entrance doors. After a saps,
however, he sensed that Bret and Ricard had moved iffeeent
direction. Seeing Kevin’'s uncertainty, Bret pointedatdrightly-lit
recess to one side of the reception desk.

“We'll take the lift.”

“Where are we going?” Kevin asked, his confusion now
complete.

“Down,” replied Bret, “Our meeting room is on the thehth
floor.”
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Bret guided Kevin into the recess. Ricard made a couple of
simple gestures near the embossed area Kevin now rsedgas
ubiquitous here in Lyndesfarne and, without apparent mowertien
doorway they had entered suddenly became covered insdutramt
panel. The lift gave the gentlest of jerks, and stasiestending at a
fair rate. Kevin rapidly surmised that the actual bugdid indeed
extend downwards, and that it had many levels deep underground.

“How does this work?” Kevin inquired, as the lift movedietly
downwards with a barely perceptible movement.

Before Bret could answer, the lift came to a haltd d@he
translucent panel disappeared as quickly as it had appeared.

“I'm not sure | can explain very well.” Bret said unanly.
“But, it uses a variation of the, ah, lifting magic tth& also used to
transport heavy items.”

Kevin and Bret, accompanied by Ricard, exited the It a
walked the few steps to the meeting room. While thegewvaiting
for the rest of the participants to arrive, Bret skett a little more
about Lyndesfarne building construction.

“In the distant past, many people here lived in cavesdiggings.
For, well, several reasons, it was traditional — dnawdight to be safer,
too. | suppose that, at one time, these were natakes,hbut folks
have been widening and extending their excavationshtmrsands of
years.”

“But surely they must have been rather cold and damp?’redjui
Kevin.

“Well, 1 imagine that they may have been, ages ageplied Bret,
“But dry-lining and deep drainage techniques have been wickelgt
for a long time. More recently, we have used somdl, wegic
methods for rapid excavation, t00.”

He explained that, even now, a considerable numberhef t
Islanders had a preference for underground living. Eveuwlifgsd
build above ground in the style familiar to Kevin would/énat least
one and usually two levels of basements, and many tredéional
families would locate their bedrooms at the deepest. lewevin
speculated whether this predilection had lead to rumourst dhe
people from Lyndesfarne, and myths about cave-dwellingirgobl
hobbits and so on.

“Wasn't it dark in the caves, in the olden days?” Hesds

Bret smiled.

“Not really. We've had smokeless fire for heating digtiting
for a long time. And of course, these days we’ve gatlaivs, too.”
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Bret indicated the large area of what Kevin had assumes w
glass lining one wall of the room. It appeared to peture window
that looked out over the shrubbery surrounding the buildinghwvh
Kevin had noticed on the way in. The sunshine waghbriand he
could see the leaves moving in the slight breezeadtdeemed all so
natural, even mundane, to Kevin that he had not camnsgimoticed
it until now.

“But we’re underground!” he exclaimed.

Bret could hardly keep the amusement out of his voice.

“Oh yes.”

Kevin stood and walked over to the window. Even withriose
pressed up against the glass, or whatever the substamscethsa
image was perfect. He was even able to feel the thaohthe
sunlight against his skin.

“Windows like this are a standard feature of modern techire
here,” Bret explained patiently. *“Light from outside passed to
many windows on the inside.”

Bret explained that only light was passed through the windo
and in only one direction. Nothing physical could getutifo in
either direction, and no one could see in, which meattthey were
very secure. They could not be easily broken or foogseh, and it
was not possible to climb in or out of a window, evanan
emergency.

Bret also made it clear that the windows were quitermdifft from
the portals used for transport.

“Portals are point to point,” he explained, “Everyththgt enters
comes out at the other side. Windows are one to mhigit enters
in one place, and is relayed to multiple other places.asSyou can
see, the outside view is available to everyone.”

While Bret had been talking, the room had been fillingwii
people. Panit had turned up, and had staked his claim teetie
opposite the door, where he had a clear view of who amagng.
Kevin had not yet discovered his true role, and it tuimetdthat little
additional information was forthcoming during this megtin Panit
said almost nothing, but his dark eyes darted around suspycious
during the entire session.

Quarl the anonymous-looking manager from the Board of
Construction and Craz the Overseer had both turned uprl iasaas
forgettable as ever, and Craz was unchanged from theopsev
encounter, apart from the substitution of a lime gréeth s

Both Smudger and Tweedledum were notable by their absence.
Kevin would have been astonished if the creatively Bmudger had
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emerged, but was a little disappointed by Tweedledum’'s non-
appearance. But both had sent formal notes of apologlyKavin
had no easy way to find out more.

The purpose of the meeting was a progress report on téhe si
selection and planning activities. The session wa®doced by
Peter Brenner, the Project Manager from Kevin's caompa He
surprised Kevin, but apparently no-one else, by speakingtifuia
the Lyndesfarne language, before repeating himself in idbngl
presumably for Kevin's benefit. This was the firanéi in Kevin's
experience that someone from his own world, outsidetménes of
NISSA, had demonstrated fluency in the language. | suppose |
always knew it was possible, mused Kevin, and there bwishany
people who can communicate readily on the Island. He seppbat
Peter’s (slightly nitpicking) organisational efficienctggether with
his grasp of the Islander’s language, was the reasorabes@lected
for this management role.

Kevin sat between Bret and Aneil, the interpreter.esjite
Aneil's official role, more often than not it wasé& who provided
Kevin with translations when they were needed. Fately the
presentations had been made available on paper in Ieh t
Lyndesfarne language and English, so Kevin was able lltovfdhe
thrust of the discussions by reading the English versibrthe
material.

The presentation on the progress of site selectionsahdion
design was a collaborative work between Kevin and Bietpe
presented by Bret. The two men had worked together en th
substance of the presentation in a small room inhthe&el where
Kevin sometimes stayed. They had written in Englishbsome kind
of large slate blackboard using what looked like ordinaryenthalk.
When they had completed each section, Bret had maddwegasd
the chalk marks had faded completely, ready for the niext b

When they had finished, Bret had astonished Kevin lonip up
the slate as if it was made of newspaper, so thitteitl feasily into his
bag. In the meeting, Bret now unfolded the blackboard pdaced it
on an easel that had been conveniently provided. Kewognised
the layout and diagrams, but somehow (yes, it must becmagi
thought Kevin resignedly) the words on the blackboard lesdrbe
translated into the Lyndesfarne script.

There was a considerable amount of discussion followiiig)
presentation, much of it in turns contradictory, inadegyat
considered and overtly opinionated. The issue at handovdsaw
up a short list of promising sites for the New Bridgechishould be
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investigated further. Of course, the bridge would onlyalit be
built on one of those locations, so the longer thatdist, the more
waste of time and money. Kevin did his best to guidedibeussion
towards some of the more promising sites, while trymgnake it
appear that other people — presumably more responsible people
were actually forming the decisions.

All this took an inordinate amount of time, not helpethvihe
lengthy break for a decidedly luxurious lunch. Finally augiale
short-list of sites was agreed upon, and follow-up actieasrded to
commission more detailed surveys. This would require slstci
sub-contractors, and it was minuted that Peter woulchgerdor
suitable experts to be hired. Why take minutes, Kevearnly
repeated the old joke to himself, when the meetingshakes?

After the meeting, Bret, Ricard and Kevin made theiy watside
to find the same horse, trap and driver waiting for th&hey made
their way back following the same route they had usedhen
morning, so that Kevin could return to the Mainland tee¢ning.
Kevin wondered vaguely what had happened to the horse asmua dri
during the hours they had spent in the meeting. Presurtiegylyhad
waited patiently, enjoying the sunshine. Nevertheldssy seemed
to be very fresh, so perhaps there was somewherbyneere they
could have rested.

This last thought struck Kevin as strange, as he hasawst any
stables or indeed any other horse-drawn transportetrih From
everything he had heard, Lyndesfarne was a sophisticatede and
made extensive use of systems which he would have hbiedcas
‘high-tech’, had he come across them in his own world.

Clearly, horse-drawn transport was only used over tidgdy for
obvious reasons. He had also observed those grey butaseribed
as vehicles, but they had always been parked up and heeliad n
seen any on the road. So how do must people get aroundexed
Kevin, as the horse clip-clopped its way thought thel dfilthe
evening? And how are all those goods which come adiuess
causeway transported once they get to Lyndesfarne?apepbrtals,
he concluded, are more important than | thought.
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Chapter Seventeen

Car parking at the University of Newcastle, where MS&as
located, was always difficult, and even more so in téme, when
there were students’ cars parked everywhere. Kevinfovasd to
leave the Volvo some distance from the NISSA buildpgrked —
illegally, of course, but just like several other vedsck partially on
the pavement.

The drive from Manchester had gone reasonably smqodlitly
just a couple of short delays caused by the usual roadw@usng
the trip, they talked over the predicament repeatedly, witlitout
significant further conclusions. After that, the cersation had
ranged over numerous other topics, giving Kevin the oppaoyttmi
try and entertain Tanji with what he liked to think &$ his ironic
sense of humour. Kevin began to recover somethingeoplkeasure
and calmness he had felt during the journey in the oppdisgéetion
only the day before.

From the point where Kevin had abandoned the Volvejas a
walk of about ten minutes. By now, he knew his wayuadothe
University campus reasonably well, having got lost breast one
previous visit, and had therefore inadvertently exploredof the
area. He was now confident that he could find the mwostt route
to the NISSA buildings, which seemed to involve a sungis
number of alleyways and several shortcuts past loadygy ba

Kevin guided Tanji into the NISSA building and up the stairs
the suite of offices occupied by Professor Alan Wilmamgand his
staff. He knocked on the outer door, which was closBdere was
no response, so after a short wait Kevin tried thedlea The door
opened easily and quietly. The capable young woman whp asas
Kevin understood the situation, in administrative cdntod the
organisation as well as the Professor’'s assistass, avidently away
from her desk just at the moment.

As on a previous visit, the inner door to the Proféssuffice was
slightly ajar, and Kevin knocked gently and pushed it opeitla |
further. The Professor looked up from his desk, themgatraight,
dropping the document he had been reading.

“Kevin!” he exclaimed, “I didn’t realise that you weseheduled
to be here today.”
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“Well, I'm not. But | was hoping you could spare me a few
minutes.”

“Yes, of course. Come in, come in.”

Kevin stepped through the door as Alan moved around his desk t
shake his hand, and then gestured towards the seatirgnirofr his
desk. The Professor’s gaze caught Tanji, who was catauhding in
the office doorway. The change in his expressiornrigléald Kevin
that Alan had spotted Tanji's typically Lyndesfarne apaeece and
recognised it for what it was.

“Alan, let me introduce Tanji. She’s my guide from tBeaild of
Directions — from Lyndesfarne, obviously.”

“Pleased to meet you, Madam,” the Professor respondétindno
up his palm in greeting and, Kevin noted, making no attemphéke
her hand. Tanji raised her hand in response, then dntvesit in
another of the comfy chairs while the Professourretd to the
padded throne behind his desk.

“So how can | help you?” Alan enquired, glancing rapidlyrfro
Kevin to Tanji and back again.

“I'm not sure where to begin,” Kevin began, “But I'veoroe
across something inexplicable.”

The Professor leaned forward on his desk, steeplingghdshin a
pose conveying intense interest.

“‘Go on.”

“I've found an item, an artefact from Lyndesfarne, ebhiquite
definitely works here. Tanji tells me this requiresmso quite
powerful, err, magic.”

At this statement, Alan leant back in his chair vatih expression
of annoyance on his face.

“This is nonsense,” he huffed, “You're deluding yourse\fot to
mention wasting my time.”

Both Tanji and Kevin were taken aback by this flatestent.
The Professor must have noticed this, and continued.

“Look, we've tried importing all sorts of items from hgesfarne
over the years and, frankly, none of them work. Indeagipne who
claims to have bought a so-called magic item has leewnittim of a
fraud.”

“Well, that's what | was told, too,” countered KeviiWvhich is
why we were both confused when we discovered this.”

Kevin opened his rucksack and pulled out the paperweight, which
he then unwrapped from its packaging and placed on the deskiin f
of him. Glancing at the Professor, he made the “nligh€’ gesture
with his hand, and the glass lit up from within.
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“There!” he explained.

There was a sharp intake of breath from the otherdditiee desk.
The Professor leant forward, then reached over and mageies of
gestures, turning the light off and on repeatedly, just egnkhad
done earlier in the day.

Kevin pointed out that the weather prediction icons wsi
working. They now showed a slightly different predictavout the
weather, presumably because of the passage of several &iod a
lengthy car journey.

“Where in the world did you get this?” the Professor dske
picking up the paperweight and inspecting it closely.

“Well, | don’t think it was in this world,” Kevin respaled.

Taniji giggled discretely behind her hand at this remark.

“l bought it in a shop, in Lyndesfarne, yesterday mariirhe
continued, “But it's the only magic we've found that’s nkiog here.
Tanji says she can't shapeshift here, and the did@siwe happened
to bring with us are completely inactive.”

The Professor was still fascinated by the paperwetgihing it
this way and that in his hands.

“So how did you get it here?” he enquired, not taking hesey
from the magical glass artefact.

Kevin related the story about their unexpected journeysacthe
straights caused by the storm, and sketched the trip down t
Manchester and back.

“l see,” Professor Alan said finally, “Have you toldyane else
about this?”

Both Kevin and Tanji shook their heads.

“No,” Kevin replied, “We couldn’t think of anyone else talk
to.”

The Professor nodded, looking up at them and returning the
paperweight to the desktop.

“This is fascinating. I'd like to look into this sonrmore. But |
really need to visit the gents first. |1 won't bedoh

He stood up, pushing his chair away from the desk and stepped
out of the room, the door shutting behind him with & gafd. In the
silence that followed, there was a quiet but clearlyl@eadilick from
the door. Kevin and Tanji both heard the noise, an#édd at each
other, suddenly alarmed. Kevin moved to try the doorfamadd it to
be locked from the outside.

“We're locked in,” he said, “What’s going on?”

As he had noticed before, this old building had very sebadden
doors and stout locks, and besides, the office door opansdds.
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Kevin swiftly came to the conclusion that there wobdd little point
in throwing his weight against it in an attempt to @itcopen.

He rushed back to Tanji, unsure of what to do. She had no
moved, seemingly stunned by the turn of events. Kewgs ran
over the array of phones on the Professor’'s desk akddigp one,
with the unformed thought of trying to call someonekielp. There
was no dial tone. He frantically pressed various bsttaithout
notable success, and had begun to suspect that the Brofesk
disabled the phone lines from the outer office.

Cursing, he realised that he had not brought his mobieeh
with him. He had got out of the habit of carrying riband, since it
would not work on the Island, and on this occasion fiatlén the
glove compartment of the Volvo.

As he was struggling to make the phones work, Kevin heard a
sound he recognised. In the course of his professid@ahé had
attended numerous and usually interminable meetings wbare of
the participants were attending by telephone conferealte Every
now and then, some idiot would leave their mobile phcose to
their desk phone, so that thehuff-chuff-rurrrr noise of radio
interference from an unexpected incoming call would distingt
entire meeting.

Kevin could hear that familiar noise of a mobile phaperating
close by, on the desk phone which appeared otherwise deaally
managing to concentrate closely on the telephone aenthe
identified and pressed the button which activated therciobe
between the inner and outer offices. He could faimtigr Professor
Alan speaking aloud.

Seeing Kevin suddenly stop pressing buttons and startidigten
intently, Tanji wanted to know what was going on.

“It's the Professor. He’s making a call. On his ni@bi think,”
Kevin said, “l can just make out what he’s saying. Shhh.

He put a finger to his mouth to indicate silence, justdee the
intercom was working in both directions, then pressee th
loudspeaker button, so that Tanji could hear as well.

It seemed that Alan was making some kind of a report baimd)
repeatedly interrupted or overridden by the other pargvirkgot the
distinct impression that the Professor was being tdidtwo do.

“Yes, Il keep them here,” they hear him say, “l dotilink
they've told anyone else. That’s what he said.”

There was a pause.

“Yes, of course | understand. They can't be allowed to
communicate with anyone.”
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There was another, longer pause. Kevin got the impreskat
the Professor was steeling himself to interrupt.

“But they'll have to be silenced, permanently.”

Kevin looked up straight into Tanji's face to see an epenthed
look composed equally of horror and fright. He repeatedsitbece
motion. Outside, the one-sided conversation wagstillinuing.

“How long before the Watchers get here?”

Pause.

“OK. Yes, right away.”

That appeared to be the end of the conversation. Theayd
nothing more, apart from a thud and a click which Kewvioktto be
the Professor closing and locking the outer door. Heetloff the
intercom and sat down, his mind whirling.

“We’ve got to get out of here.” he whispered urgently.

“Yes. But how?” she squeaked in response.

Kevin jumped up and went to the window, which overlooked the
car parking at the front of the building and the grass+ieavarea
beyond. There was no sign of anyone out there, ncement of
people or vehicles that he could see. He turned histiatteto the
window itself, which ran nearly the full width and hdigti the room,
and certainly contributed to the airy feel of theasfi

“l think I might be able to open these,” he said tojif&Rerhaps
we can get out this way.”

The windows did not look like they had been opened forsyear
However, the woodwork and fastenings seemed to be in good
condition, having been given, Kevin suspected, the sanid go
standard refurbishment as the rest of the building.

While he was inspecting the window catches, Kevin found
himself wondering why this potential escape route hadn bee
overlooked. So why, he mused, did the Professor ndt tifinhis?
Kevin remembered that, on the Island, windows usuallyndb
actually open; rather, they were just a one-way corfduitight and
the view. So maybe, he wondered, perhaps Alan is §ctuain
Lyndesfarne, perhaps even some kind of spy or agent?

The window fastener opened with a snap which made jlamgj.
She moved to stand next to Kevin as he pulled the wirajmen.

Outside, there was a small balcony, less than twonfele, with a
low stone balustrade which would provide absolutely ndricéien
on one’s ability to fall. Leaning forward and lookingrefully, Kevin
could see that the balcony led to a flat area nearliie dip between
two angled sections of the roof.
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“We've got to get out this way,” he said, pointing out W&y to
Tanji, “Can you manage that?”

She looked out nervously, and then nodded.

“Come on, then.”

Kevin grabbed his rucksack and slung it over his shoulder,
handing over Tanji's bag so that she would not forgetHe then
clambered out over the low sill, and moved extremelyticasly
towards the flat roof. Looking over his shoulder, heldsee Taniji
following, appearing to be more confident that he f€nce they had
both reached the relative security of the flat roodl @aught their
breath, they made their way towards the back of thdibgi There,
they were relieved to find it was straightforward tanagber down to a
lower roof and, by hanging onto window ledge, drop thedasiple
of feet to ground level.

They set off at a run back to the Volvo, following thlscure
route Kevin believed was the most direct. Kevin unlockae car
with the remote control and flung open the boot, droppiieg h
rucksack inside and gesturing for Tanji to do the same.

“Get in,” he shouted, breathing heavily after the run.

She needed no further urging, and he slammed the boot shut
before leaping inside and started the engine. He aatsleaway,
the car audibly complaining at the unaccustomed brutdliewsin’'s
driving.

“Where are we going to go?” Tanji asked.

Kevin didn't answer immediately. He considered talkingthe
police, but seriously doubted that attempting to explainir the
predicament to a friendly police sergeant would be inle¢hst bit
effective. He could practically hear the “stop wastmg time”
response. The other possibility would be someonesircdimpany.
But who, he wondered. Besides, it was his company velab put
him in touch with NISSA and the Professor in thet fptace. And
what would his company be able to do anyway?

“I don’t know,” he answered resignedly.

“It's best we head for Lyndesfarne,” Tanji almost steal over
the noise of the Volvo’s engine. “l have friendsnitg there.”

“Do they live near to the crossing?” Kevin asked, deging up.

“No, we have to travel. | think there must be a datemewhere
near the bridge,” Tanji said, “but | don’t know whereit

Kevin had long suspected that any portal near the cgpgsiuld
be inside the warehouses on the Island side of the bridgeany
case, he thought, portals close to the causeway wealg to be
locked up, and probably closely guarded.
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“Let’s avoid portals,” Kevin replied. “We can go to Bsefamily
house. I'm pretty certain | can find my way therefoot. It's a bit
of a walk, but we could probably do it in an hour or two.”

“‘OK. Let’'sgo.”

It was only when they reached the exit from the Ersity
campus that Kevin realised that, in the rush to lehgehad left the
paperweight behind.
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Chapter Eighteen

After Kevin had attended several of the early NISSi&fings, he
took it upon himself to think long and hard about exactlyatv
information he really needed about the strange IslanddwaAfter
careful deliberation, he concluded that he needed to knane about
the basic rules — the physics, as it were — of LyndesfarHe also
wanted to understand more about the geographical and topagtaphi
layout of the crossing. He felt like he really needethething to
allay his fears that he had overlooked something thalkdcdamage,
or perhaps even destroy, his beloved bridge.

Kevin had put his request to Professor Alan, and a fudigsion
had been set up. This morning, it was run by one Wermdgiter,
another of Professor Alan’'s cohorts, whom Kevin hed come
across before. She was a tiny woman — almost lied- with
greying hair clipped very short and, Kevin imagined, kept
deliberately spiky. She dressed uniformly in black cleghand
sported aggressively large silver earrings. Ms Rosstas
apparently a leading authority on the physical naturehef dther
world, and lost no time in getting to the point.

“The good news, | would say, is that some very basipgties
of the two worlds — two universes, really — are exatiysame,” she
began. “Light, heat, gravity and inertia — all just Bsytare here.
Similarly, most chemical reactions, especially b&mital reactions,
appear identical.”

It rapidly became clear that Ms Rossiter naturally if@io a
presentational style familiar to Kevin from his tina¢ University,
decades before. It was a prepared lecture, given ireatlséy would
have been appropriate if there were twenty or thirtgpfee in an
auditorium. It seemed very strange with just the tweohem in the
room. It is just like Professor Alan and the othéesthought, they
must all have presented this material many times éefor

“However, it seems that a certain range of complegmital
behaviour, especially electrochemical behaviour, appeatse quite
different in that world and our own. It is these di#feces which
simultaneously give rise to the characteristics wemagic — rather
inaccurately, in my view, but there doesn’t appear ta better word
in our language — and the failure of almost all technoioglge world
of Lyndesfarne. It's responsible for metal alloysl ateel behaving
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differently, for example, and electrical and electroeiquipment
completely failing.”

Ms Rossiter had much more material on this topicoafgh this
consisted mainly of restating and detailing at considerabgth. It
did not contain anything that Kevin did not already knowat least
had strong grounds for assuming.

At mid-morning, they took a short break, during which Kewvas
offered coffee, and Ms Rossiter made herself a mug roé ssirong-
smelling herbal infusion. Afterwards, the discussiorvedbonto a
topic which was of much more interest to Kevin — a deson of
how the two worlds were effectively connected.

“We don’'t know how the crossing came into existenddls
Rossiter continued, “Indeed, we are not absolutely duis not
artificial — although anything else would be hard to belie- or
whether it has always existed. Most likely it is gokind of freak of
the universe.”

“Nevertheless, each world projects a kind of bubble th&oother.
There are all sorts of theories about fourth and fiftinensions,
which we don’t have time to go into right now. Butnthiof it as a
kind of space-time embolism which somehow simultaneofgsiyes
itself from our universe into the other, and vice aérs

“So what is the shape of the bubble?” asked Kevin.

“That’s a good question,” she responded enthusiasticdllis a
flattened hemisphere over the crossing, and we suspedintilar
underground, too. Certainly, all the assessments vne suggest
it's symmetrical. And it's the same shape in thedsgfarne world,
as well.”

As Ms Rossiter described it, it was actually quite all®ha
envelope, reaching no more than a couple of thousandnteethe
air, while being perhaps five miles in diameter. Thelasure was
not so much a bubble, thought Kevin, more like a coupkaaters,
one inverted on the top of the other, and with arreentniverse in
between.

Ms Rossiter was also able to shed some light on $umgetvhich
had been bothering Kevin for some time.

“As you will have noticed, what you see as you look ssrthe
straights isalwaysblurred and hazy,” she expounded.

“We think this is because you're actually lookingh&b universes
simultaneously. They're somehow overlaid on eachroth® what
you see is a combination of the other world, the Lgfatee world,
and the landscape of this world whiglould be in that place, if the
crossing did not exist.”

100 © Trevor Hopkins 2006



It seemed that the smudging came about because, overta sho
distance, the two different geographies were very simildowever,
further from the crossing, the countryside became miffiexent, and
the result was an increasingly blurred and hazy visuakappee.

“Of course,” she concluded, “You can add a contributiomht
persistent poor visibility caused simply by the weather.

“So why are the weather conditions always so badéyptidge?”
Kevin asked, “Clearly, I've a professional interesthis, since | have
to design something capable of withstanding the prevailings.”

“Well, it's true that the weather conditions are Hhghl
unpredictable and sometimes violent,” she responded, “Atchlly
the reason is fairly straightforward.”

Ms Rossiter explained that the global climactic pagemere not
identical on either side of the crossing. This ofted to large
differences in atmospheric conditions, which in tursutiéng in a
hugely changeable microclimate.

“Are there also tidal differences?” Kevin inquired.

“Not significantly,” she replied shortly, “Although theffects of
the local marine environment — mudflats and sandbankisihenlike
— means that the area is notoriously treacherous amnsrally
avoided by seafarers.”

“So, they have a Moon in Lyndesfarne too?” Kevin asked.

“Oh, yes. As far as we know, their Moon is the saize and has
the same orbit as our own. Almost, but not quite, tames
appearance, | believe — just some minor differencesaiterng and
shading.”

At this point, Ms Rossiter returned to the main threddher
prepared presentation. Kevin thought he sensed a ceztiainim her
reactions.

“Let us just consider the impact of the Lyndesfarne sstngson
our world. Generally, this is extremely small. Indiéeshe
continued, “The configuration of the enclosure meanstti@impact
on modern civilised society is tiny.”

“For example, what’s the impact on aircraft flying dwead?” she
asked rhetorically.

Kevin shook his head slightly and waited for the indlga
answer.

“Clearly,” she answered her own question, “An aircredtuld fail
catastrophically when flying close to the crossing —dnly if it was
travelling at low levels, less than a few thousandl fé&y the way, to
reduce the risk of accidents, the region is now markegaramaps as
an area to avoid.”
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Kevin had already discovered this fact. On Ordinancesejur
maps, the area was marked as a “Site of Special Sicieénterest”.
In Kevin’s understanding, SSSI status was usually awardeth &h
area contained some unique combination of flora and fauhais
area was supposed to be frequented by some rare seahitdsya
level over-flying was forbidden on the pretext thatigturbed the
bird life.

“There is no impact on higher flights.” she concluded,
“Commercial jet transport, orbital satellites, and ea are all
unaffected.”

“What about satellite photography?” asked Kevin.

He had frequently used such images to assist in site suavely
other design work in the past, with useful effect. Henktigat even
non-military satellites were capable of rendering @mrable details,
showing, for example aircraft and motor vehicles @ dghound with
sufficient resolution to facilitate reliable identdiion of make and
model.

Ms Rossiter stopped and looked slightly askance at Kekia.
got the impression that she was not used to being uptiea by
qguestions, and would rather have preferred it if he haghsisat
quietly and taken notes.

‘It seems that satellite images fail to give much itgldr she
answered slowly, “The crossing looks indistinct wheensdérom
above, just like it does from the shore.”

“Surely someone would have noticed the blurring, and
investigated,” Kevin pressed.

It seemed he was wrong. Apparently, the barren appeanc
the Island and the lack of anything of miltary or ewmwit
significance in the vicinity meant that no one haérbéothered to
investigate.

Ms Rossiter also discussed the impact of the Islancearbgrne
traffic. Kevin had already understood that the baretween the
worlds was set well out to sea almost all the wayiadothe Island.
This was likely to make it very difficult to approachrnahe sea in
any conventional vessel, and the local maritime tshaere marked
with many dangerous shoals and reefs. As a result, shipgnded
to stay well out to sea.

As in the previous meetings, Kevin could not decide whettie
contents were informative or confusing. He had a disqgideeling
that more information was being concealed, possibplam sight, or
more likely by the time-honoured approach of obfuscatingigget
of vital information under a mountain of bullshit.
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Even so, he concluded, if one wanted to make a crossing-po
between the two universes, and intended it to be clrefuttrolled
in such a way as to make unmonitored crossings virtinagipssible,
he could not have done a better job than had already dmeved.
So the crossing was considered just a freak of nature,itwkevin
wondered, | really don'’t think so.
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Chapter Nineteen

“Are you sure you want to go to Lyndesfarne?” Kevin dske
Taniji, as he fought the Volvo through the traffic.

Tanji was gripping the edges of her seat, looking terrifiétdr
several near-misses between fast-moving vehiclesvinKhad to
repeat his question more loudly to gain her attention.

“Yes, yes,” she replied, “I've spent years working in an
organisation dedicated to helping people from your world ntiaéie
way in mine. Almost all of my friends know about twedge. I'm
sure we can track down someone who will help.”

“I hope you're right. But they'll almost certainly lmeatching the
Old Bridge. The Professor will have warned the Guardsunely?”

“But what’s the alternative?” Tanji asked. “The Nd&widge
isn't finished yet, and I'm not sure | want to risk aab after
yesterday’s experience.”

Kevin smiled.

“Actually, 1 think we can use the New Bridge,” he sailjhsly
smugly. “Very few people know that they started putting up th
scaffolding for the join between the two halves yetsg, and it
probably possible to get across on foot.”

“Are you sure?”

“Reasonably sure. Besides, | know the building site ypnstill
now, and we should be able to evade anyone who mighb tfpd
us.”

Kevin thought for a few moments, then continued.

“But it has to be after dark. The construction teanisbe at
work on the bridge during the day.”

Kevin drove as fast as he dared out of the city andhradoing the
main road, a journey which would usually have taken hithera
more than an hour was completed in exactly forty-emhutes. He
thoroughly expected to be stopped by the police at any ntome
Fortunately, the traffic on the main road was falight, and the
journey was incident-free. They might have been dddby a speed
camera but, frankly, thought Kevin, that is the ledsing problems
right now.

As they reached the road leading to the Lyndesfarnesingps
Kevin realised that he would need to dump the Volvo soraesvh
where it would not easily be found, as well as find sehere to hide
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until it was safe to cross. From many previous tiesrecalled that
there were several isolated houses along the road, yusaalbehind
dense hedgerows and overgrown woodland. He slowed the car
several times as they got closer to the crossingkirigo for
somewhere to stop. Finally, about a mile, Kevin juddeuin the
junction where the road to the New Bridge was under oactsin,

he pulled into the driveway of a house that appeared unodcupie

“Stay here,” he asked Taniji.

“What are you going to do?” she responded, but Kevin gently
shushed her.

“I'll be right back.”

He had been thinking about what to do if there was soen@o
the house. He had come to the conclusion that theappsoach was
to knock confidently and, if anyone answered, to appeafused.
He was mentally rehearsing a spiel along the linétooking for my
old friend, it must be another house along here somewlieey all
look the same to me” and so on.

In the event, none of this planning was necessany.gét out of
the car, and knocked loudly and repeatedly on both the drahback
doors, but with no response. He moved quickly back t@aheand
restarted it.

“I think the house is empty,” he said to Tanji, as hevdrthe car
to the back of the house, “So we can stay here fahite. We
should be harder to find. In fact, why don’t we go inslteehouse?”

“You mean, break in?” Tanji sounded appalled.

“Yes. Why not?”

“Well, | suppose so. But how are we going to get in?”

When Kevin had moved into his flat, he had been wathatlit
was a rough area, and that he should take sensible possautide
had employed a professional firm to fit a modern mosensitive
burglar alarm and, when they had left, made a few small
improvements himself. He had spent one weekend afterboyging
tools and fitments from a local DIY supermarket, whatbcked a
considerable selection of home security products. Téirfforced
Kevin's view of the risks of the area. With a famount of effort, he
had fitted the flat with window locks, fastenings orenwr doors,
and deadlocks and strong bolts on both entrances.

In doing all this, he had learned quite a bit about hoscergy,
burglar alarms and so on. It also had the side-effetthe also knew
how to force open windows and doors, at least in precipOf
course, he had not actually tried it out in practice,Haufelt that he
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had to imagine how a burglar would try to enter his hamerder to
do something to prevent it.

While Kevin was knocking on the doors, he had taken the
precaution of having a good look around. He could not sgsign
of an alarm, and had noticed a couple of windows whicimadlicseem
particularly secure. He stopped the car, turned off th@merand got
out, again motioning Tanji to stay where she was.

He stood listening for a moment. It was very quietthwio
sounds coming from inside the house. There were nfic trafises,
just the distant call of a pheasant, which always salibaéhim like
someone trying, but failing, to start a rather underpedenoped.

Taking his trusty Swiss Army penknife from his pocket, he
applied one of the stronger attachments to a windowtguste right
of the back door. This had an old-fashioned fastenirnf aancient
wooden frames. After a minute’s work, he was ablgdbsufficient
leverage to be able to pull on the frame, which opentdaicreak of
splintering wood. Well, thought Kevin, now | really @mmember of
the criminal fraternity.

With much effort, and rather inelegantly, he clambettedugh
the open window, and looked around. He was in a smatl ugom,
and he found he had just climbed over the washing macmnis
way in. The only door led to the kitchen, where hentb that the
outside door had been fitted with a lock which could be epdérom
the inside without a key — something that Kevin would néwaee
allowed in his own house.

He unlocked the door, and beckoned to Tanji, who slipped yuietl
out of the car and into the house.

“Is there anyone here?” she whispered.

“I don't think so, but I'll check around in a minute.”

The house turned out to be completely unoccupied, and appeared
to have been that way for some time. The beds hadeen made
up, and there were no clothes in any of the drawerscapdoards
that Kevin checked. It felt like one of those holidaytages, rented
out on a weekly basis during the season, but now emptyather
lonely.

He returned to the kitchen, where he found Tanji stiegch
clearly grateful to be out of the confines of the car.

“You OK?” he asked.

“Yes, more or less,” she replied. “How long do we naedtay
here?”

“Just a few hours. Let's make ourselves as comfortakle
possible for the time being.”
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Kevin returned to the utility room, and closed the windbat he
had used for forced entry as best he could. As he wag doi he
looked out at the Volvo, and then past it to what lookexld garage.

Returning to the kitchen, he spoke to Taniji.

“I’'m going to see if | can hide the car. I'll bring ostuff in, too.”

“OK. Don't be long.”

Kevin found the key for the garage hanging on a hook bpdk
door, and conveniently labelled — another security flaat he would
not have tolerated at home. He walked the few yardbdaarage,
and managed to open the rather stiff and heavy door amih a
moderate amount of struggling. Inside, the garage was soghyis
large, and seemed to contain rather a lot of cardbaatesb Even
so, there was plenty of room for his car.

He drove the Volvo into the garage, and pulled out thejs lzend
outdoor clothes. Having dumped their possessions in ttieekit he
made a return trip to close and lock the garage door. dHeislbest
to minimise any signs of disturbance, and was pleasedddhat the
window he had forced open looked almost undisturbed, except unde
the closest inspection. Finally, he returned to thehkn, then locked
the door from the inside, and sighed deeply.

“Is there anything to eat in this situation?” he mugte mostly to
himself.

“What was that?” Tanji asked, looking at him from tiber side
of the room.

“Sorry. | was just saying that I'm hungry. Shall wekdansult to
injury by stealing food from the cupboards, do you think?”

There was nothing in the fridge when Kevin checked, kvinas
well cleaned but switched off. When he tried the lightitches,
nothing happened, but he was able to track down the switchnd
turn on the electricity supply.

“No lights. We don’'t want to advertise our presenceeliene
advised Tanji. “But perhaps we can at least make a . dr

A short rummage located mugs, instant coffee and powdefied mi
in a cupboard in the kitchen, as well of an unopened pauket
biscuits.  Kevin filed and boiled the electric kettlenda made
something to drink that was not particularly pleasartifigs he
thought, but was at least brown, warm and wet.

Carrying their steaming mugs, the two fugitives made thiay to
the sitting room, and sat together on a sofa. Keath fmanaged to
make the rather feeble electric fire work, whicheatst kept the room
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from getting too chilly. All they could do was to wajuietly in
gathering gloom, holding onto each other for warmth amdfort.

Kevin woke suddenly to find Tanji already moving about,
packing items into her bag. He felt stiff from sleepinga rather
awkward position, but at least felt somewhat refresimeldracovered
after their escape.

“Feeling better?” Tanji asked him.

“Much, thanks. Time to go, you think?”

“Yes. Are you ready?”

“Just give me a few minutes to tidy up.”

Out of an ingrained sense of tidiness, Kevin took tHieeeanugs
back to the kitchen, rinsed them and put them away. &#eman
effort to return everything to its proper place, pastialut of guilt
about breaking and entering, and partially to obscure dbe that
they had been here. Then he put on his jacket, shodldase
rucksack, and turned to Taniji.

“OK. | think we can go cross-country from here. lébout a
mile and half. Will you be all right?”

Tanji grinned widely.

“Oh, I'm sure | will survive.”

The prospect of a lengthy walk did not particularly worevig,
even in the dark. These days, he worked out in a gyry fair
frequently. This was an activity he had started inddwk days after
splitting up with his ex-wife, really as something to fadest thing in
the morning that got him out of bed. He had found tharjeyed it,
in a perverse kind of way, and now he visited the gyleast once a
week, and sometimes more frequently. Stomping the caioirpn
both sides of the straights while undertaking site survaegs to
mention the regular walks across the Old bBridge and cayseWwad
further improved his physical fithess. I'm not reattyuch of an
athlete, was Kevin's usual assessment, but | am pnrplittl now
than | have ever been.

They left the house by the back door, carefully clogirngehind
them. They could neither see nor hear any traffichenroad, and
they walked briskly in the direction of the Old Bridge. ithgut
warning, Kevin grasped Tanji's arm and guided her into a gapkin
the hedgerows.

“Where are we going?” Tanji asked in an urgent whisper.

“Relax,” Kevin replied, “There’s a footpath here, se wan stay
off the road.”

During the early part of the project, Kevin had fairktemsively
explored and surveyed the Mainland side of the straightsdar to
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determine the optimum site for the New Bridge. During ohthese
sojourns, he had come across a rather overgrown pativiep

joined the old road not far from the house they had esently

ransacked. The start of the path was a stile so hiddaa hedgerow
that it was almost impossible to spot unless you kneerevto look.

The track appeared infrequently used, and he had never reetbiera
living soul walking that way. The footpath passed withirfew

hundred yards of the end of the New Bridge, and did notsetethe
newly constructed road. More-or-less perfect, Kevin adusor

sneaking up on the site.

Now that his eyes had adjusted, Kevin had no problemminkis
way along the track. The intermittent moonlight datyahelped,
although clouds were moving in front of the moon witbréasing
frequency.  Tanji appeared to be struggling, stumbling over
obstructions that Kevin had spotted and avoided withousaoums
effort. He turned and took her hand, guiding her away ftben
smaller obstacles and irregularities that were slowergdown.

“How can you see so well in the dark?” she asked.

‘I don't know. It's something I've always been good atust a
knack, | suppose.”

The security fencing which surrounded the New Bridge sde w
not particularly robust, and it had now been in placegfate a long
time. Since the site was so far from civilisatitimere had been few
problems with thieves, vandals and teenagers, and dherifere had
been little incentive to maintain the fence. Itswhe work of just a
few minutes to locate a weak section and to force vy inside.

They made their way through the tangle of the site whéaly
reached the start of the bridge, giving the hut wheraitite security
staff dozed away the evenings a wide berth. The sigequiet in the
early evening, as Kevin had noted on previous occasibes he had
worked late. The workforce preferred to depart early agdther, as
if something in the area made them uneasy. Indeednaagiily
working was another one of the unusual requirementseadsigbon
in planning meetings, and Kevin had thought strange atnbee

As they started to make their way along the bridge prdf&rin
whispered to Tanji.

“Keep to the edge. The barrier will make it harder dsrto be
seen from the end of the bridge, and from the shoog; to

Tanji nodded, and the two of them crept in single fientlmearly
double. Unfortunately, the design of the high barrieboth sides of
the bridge (which Kevin had come up with himself) washstiat
only the bottom half provided any protection from besagn. The
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top section was constructed from stout steel mesh fixgobles at
regular intervals, which he had specified in order to kéepoverall
weight down.

Kevin found that the bent-kneed half-run he had to usketp
low and move quickly simultaneously was incredibly uncotafae.
His lower back and thighs began to ache almost immédiatenust
spend more time in the gym, Kevin thought grimly.

They arrived at the centre of the bridge with no sigalarm or
pursuit. But what they found when they got there made Heairts
sink. The gap between the sections, although onlyeetnof so, was
hardly filled.

Only a tiny part of the wooden scaffolding had so faerbe
constructed. It was little more than a plank set ateocket in the
concrete, together with a matrix of thin batteng] @ifooked barely
strong enough to support either of the fugitives. Worsege shis
was in the cross-over zone between the two worldsyentional
fixings had not been used anywhere. When completed ettise
structure had to be built using old-fashioned carpentrysjowith no
screws and nails.

Below the wooden framework, there was just a long, tinag in
the dark to a certain death in the sea below.

“What are we going to do?” Tanji almost shouted, untableeep
an edge of tension out of her voice.

Kevin knelt, and felt the beam with his hands, thenugaon the
concrete edge and kicked at the board with both feet.

“It seems strong enough. There’s no movement.” heecgplif
we go one at a time, it will be OK, I'm sure.”

He turned and held Taniji close.

“You can do this. Just straddle this board with your lagd,then
shuffle across the gap on your bottom. It's not fast jhang on
tight.”

Tanji nodded, clearly steeling herself to do this. Sheon the
edge as Kevin had done and, taking a deep breath, moved eut ov
the drop.

“Don’t look down. Keep moving, but don't rush.” Kevin
instructed, trying to convey a sense of confidence.

Just at that moment, he suddenly felt a slight vibratanthe
bridge. He turned and saw torchlight approaching from tieetebn
from which they had so recently arrived. Someoneddteps were
moving rapidly along the bridge behind them.

Kevin swore under his breath, and started moving actioss
planking, even before Tanji had completed the crossitg r&ched
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the far side and pulled herself up, gasping with anxiety ansidn.
Kevin joined her a few seconds later.

“Here, take this,” he said, handing his rucksack to Taffket
going, I'll catch you up.”

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“See if | can pull out this beam. Now go!”

Kevin again sat on the edge of the bridge, bracing kisda the
lip of construction stone where the new layers ofeshimaterials
would join, and reached down. He could just get his handgs tinele
beam. Taking a firm grip, he tugged up; the beam moved fhem t
socket in the stone, angling upwards and hinging in the sockehe
Mainland side.

He changed his grip and pulled as hard as he could, and was
rewarded by the sound of the far end scraping on the et@ncAfter
a few moments struggling, the beam came free and werilihgm
into the water below, with Kevin just managing to dgt before it
dragged him over the edge as well.

He straightened his shoulders after the effort, agid off as
quickly as he could to catch up with Tanji. They madth&ofar end
of the bridge without further incident, although the cloudd heen
getting darker and the wind stronger, beginning to howl ahchev
through the tower and supports of the bridge.

Both of them were fairly familiar with the layout tifie Island
side building site, which as similarly deserted, anslais the work of
a few moments to locate a point to climb out over fdnce. They
had just clambered down as the rain started.

“We've got to find somewhere to shelter,” Tanji saide wind
whipping around her, “We can’t go very far in this weathe

Kevin spun around, trying to think of what to do. He ditlwant
to return to the building site. If there was any rephbsat they had
been seen on the bridge and there would be a thorougih sddroth
sides, he thought.

“The castle,” he shouted, “We can shelter there.s Tay, it's
not very far.”

They set off, heading down towards the shore where Kevin
thought there was a footpath which would take them arobad t
headland and to the castle. To his considerable ,re¢tiefy came
across the track almost immediately, and Kevin vigorogsbtured
along it.

“We've got to follow the path,” he yelled to Tanji, img to make
himself heard over the noise of the wind and the rain, ‘0&f’'t
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afford to stray off it in the dark. We’'d get lost anskrfalling onto
the rocks.”
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Chapter Twenty

On his various trips to Lyndesfarne, while inspecting t¥d
bridge and surveying the shores on either side, Kevin ditah
caught sight of the castle. It was the only man-madeufe on the
Island that was ever visible from the Mainland. Esenthe weather
had to be unusually clear and fine; in the frequent foggyoaercast
weather conditions, the castle was all but invisible.

From the Mainland side, the castle appeared completetgdui
with just the suggestion of crumbling walls and the stunfigswers
visible. Even that much detail was difficult to make,cand Kevin
had initially assumed that there was little of intetasre.

From the Island side, however, a very different impoese/as to
be had. The castle had been built on a vast outcroppimgloat the
end of a long narrow promontory, with the fortificaigothemselves
appearing to have been extruded from the stone undernddté.
walls seemed tall and solid, pierced with arrow-slitd topped with
crenulations. Kevin had repeatedly resolved to vist gite of the
castle, but it had never quite reached the top of hi©opalpriority
stack.

At various times in the past, Kevin had done a fair amaof
rambling and hill-walking. He rather enjoyed the saasadf pitting
himself against the elements and, in his younger daysias an
excellent precursor to a steak and chips dinner in a gopob, of
course washed down with a few pints of beer. Mostiyydver, he
relished the sense of peace and tranquillity he found Wwlemas out
in the countryside and miles from anywhere.

One morning in that first summer, while he was wamdeabout
and surveying candidate sites for the new bridge, Kevimdo
himself standing on a rocky outcrop looking out over thaiggts.
On his left, the old bridge was visible, with its ustiaffic and
attendant bustle. On the right, the castle on itsllaad, apparently
completely deserted. There appeared to be a clear paktie alay
along the shore to the headland, which was no moredlwuple of
miles from the point where he now stood. The promgntself was
grassy, and populated by a small flock of sheep.

Mentally using a short, pithy, Anglo-Saxon derived foutele
word, and following it with some expression about eatenent
activities for military servicemen, Kevin came todacision. He
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turned and waved at Ricard, who was as usual hanging arotifa no
away. Predictably, Ricard smiled widely in response.evilK
beckoned him over.

“The castle’s just over there. It's just too nicelay to pass up
this opportunity. Is there any reason why | can't takeouple of
hours off, and walk up to the headland for lunch?”

Ricard looked startled for a moment and looked around wildly,
but his perennial wide smile barely wavered.

“Yes, of course — | mean no, no reason at all. Legoide you.”

“Fair enough. Just let me get my stuff together.”

Kevin picked up his rucksack, slipping his notebook into tbatfr
pocket. Glancing up at the sky, he shrugged out of his @tdr
jacket, and stuffed it into the rucksack as well.

As was his habit, the rucksack already contained a paaked, |
supplied by the hostel where he had stayed overnights cbimsisted
of his usual fare: sandwiches, made with a rather unaswaiaslightly
sweet brown bread, filed with cheese and pickle. Tamedwich
wrapping had baffled Kevin on first acquaintance. It ted of a
transparent layer with no visible join, which reststany attempt to
rip or tear it. On using a simple gesture, the wrapping dvaapidly
unravel, then crumple up by itself and disappear. Kevinldwed
the “open” gesture very rapidly, probably, he thought wryly
encouraged by hunger.

Kevin had learnt very quickly from personal experiencat tih
was a bad idea to bring packaged food across the bridgeplastie
sandwich wrappings from his world would rapidly decay, fogren
translucent sludge that stuck to the food which looked unapyeti
and tasted worse. Aluminium drinks cans were even legsessful;
parts of the metal would disintegrate into a grey powdesyiag the
liquid to leak out and leaving the inside of his bag wetstio#ty.

Ricard was waiting expectantly, with his own bag alresldyg
over his shoulder. Kevin had remarked, in the privachisfown
head, that Ricard bore a striking resemblance to atragled but
slightly over-enthusiastic puppy on occasions like thisThey
clambered down the outcrop, and set off, quickly joining vited-
maintained pathway that Kevin had spotted earlier.

The path was surfaced with grey gravel, and was eastlg wi
enough for Kevin and Ricard to walk abreast. It seeradokbtquite
heavily used, Kevin thought, judging by the footprints andmgrass
on either side. Today, however, there was no-oree\edible. The
view over the straights was superb, the sea was bhdeth@ waves
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crashing on the rocky shoreline a little way below adaethe sense
of isolation.

Ricard, as always, seemed content to walk in sileaod, this
suited Kevin while he was taking in the scenery. A#tdittle time,
and attempting to make conversation, Kevin asked Ricasdtahe
castle.

“Well, I don't know very much about it,” Ricard repliedit's
been there for hundreds of years, obviously.”

“Obviously,” repeated Kevin, “Does anyone live theoav2”

“No. It is looked after by, well, a translation woule the
Cultural History Maintenance Board. Many ancient moaois and
buildings are administered by the Cultural Board.”

“So anyone can visit?”

“Oh, yes. It is open to all.”

Kevin considered the similar roles of organisationd@ne like
English Heritage and the National Trust. Enthusiasisdangooders,
he thought, but better than letting these old placesqustway.

Before getting to the castle, the two men stopped &hoat while
for lunch, sitting on some convenient rocks shelteng@ lsouple of
trees shaped into streamlines by the prevailing wirisvin pleased
himself by managing to remove what he thought of as“tiesic
Clingfilm” at the first attempt. He ate his food quicklyatching the
seagulls floating around on the light breeze and occdliadiaing
to grab the remnants of his sandwiches.

After lunch, the remaining distance seemed to pass i at
all, and the two men found themselves standing at theofothe
sloping path outside the castle. Kevin was struck agairthby
difference between its appearance when seen from #igavid side
and from Lyndesfarne. The high walls and towers wegnlpl
intended to maintain the important distinction betwteninside and
outside of the fortifications. They had been carefplhsitioned to
take advantage of a naturally easily-defensible locatidnch was
difficult to approach from any direction save that takgrthe rough
road he had just traversed.

The walls were built from grey stones identical tosthaised in
the construction of the old bridge. Here, the stoneevetched by
lichen and the weather, and seemed more worn thae foosing
the bridge. But the walls seemed largely intact, wiahexidence of
damage from overt military action. Kevin guessed thatdastle and
causeway had been built around the same era, althougis tinvelear
whether this was before or after the constructiontlef bridge.
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Probably overlapping, he thought, since projects ofdtee would
have taken decades, even centuries, to complete.

Kevin, who was no military strategist, wondered abole t
importance of this place. Why was the castle buisf here? He
looked around, trying to understand the strengths of timisiderable
vantage-point.

His first reaction was that the castle was positbres a
stronghold to protect against invasion from the Mathlasurely the
site was chosen to protect against enemy forces ingodbe
causeway, using either the ferry or the bridge. AfterBset had
mentioned that the old bridge had itself been mined enptst, and
that there had been failed attempts to invade in bo#ttdins. He
also knew that there were castles on the Mainlarat, poesumably
they were built for the same reasons.

As he stood there, another and more insidious reasgntheh
fortifications were needed occurred to him. They wtrere to
prevent access to his home world by other powersdanwbrid of
Lyndesfarne. It was clear that there had always heeh lirade
between the worlds, which must have been profitablbatith sides.

If not, there would never have been the money or igalliwill to

build the crossing. So, access to the other worldthagerry or, in
later years, by the bridge, was an asset to be guardledgly. The
castles on both sides were positioned to protect agewmating
armies and navies from other nations in their owmldgo and there
must have been a formidable military presence in téagon at
various times in the past.

Kevin turned back to the castle, facing the gatehouseldiNg to
Ricard, he strode forward through the broad archway. sidreework
here was in good condition, and any gates had evidenty be
removed many years ago. Inside the walls, the castf&e mostly
open space, with pathways alternately laid with graveflagged
with stone slabs, separated by neatly-trimmed grass. seleral
places, steps allowed access to the ramparts. Kewln docertain
childish delight in trotting up and down these stairseadaby Ricard,
who seemed to be filling the role of indulgent parent.

In a few places, the stones were lit from withinthg tell-tale
sparkles of orange light that Kevin had learnt to rec®gas the side
effect of magical reinforcements. The flecks werencemtrated
around a few of the larger archways and some of thel&iioms. He
supposed that these were the places that the builderglereas
needing additional support.
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Kevin was slightly annoyed that he was not able tangmle the
castle. There were several closed doors that appealedd inside
the towers, but were locked, or at least would not opém any of
the gestures that he knew.

“Why can’'t | go in?” he asked Ricard, sounding slightly peev
even to himself.

Ricard grinned widely, as always.

“ don't know. Perhaps the towers are unsafe? I'm sheee
must be some good reason.”

Kevin looked up. The towers seemed in particularly good
condition to him, at least from the outside. He shrugged, set off
towards a low opening, not far from the gatehouse. rRicaught up
with him just as he got to the steps that lead downnaoo@en
doorway.

“Please be careful here,” Ricard said, now sounding lkeeer-
protective father, “It's very slippery on those steps.”

Kevin looked again at the steps. They did not look paatityul
treacherous, but he decided that it was not worth wagrRicard
unnecessarily. Ricard seemed to be acting like an oldarp and
Kevin was getting the distinct impression that Ricard rbd want
him to spend too much longer here. Fine, he thoughtolhe back
and explore on my own another time.

“OK,” he replied, “Let’s stay out in the sunshine.”

Something had been nagging at Kevin's subconscious fititea |
time, and two thoughts now emerged. Firstly, he waglstby the
absence of any kind of signs or notices. If he haadh hesting a
similar historical site in his homeland, he felt suhat the place
would be enthusiastically decorated with instructionscrd@sons
and pictures, all intended to direct the visitor or cgnkestorical
points of interest.

Secondly, there were no attendants or guides, no “gipysdt,
nowhere to buy crisps and ice-cream, or guidebooks and ridese
was no-one else inside the castle and no sign theg #heer was
anyone stationed here to assist the visitor. Issefew people here,
thought Kevin, it's almost as if | was being kept awaynf the
residents of Lyndesfarne.
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Chapter Twenty One

The walk to the castle, which had felt so pleasanth@& warm
sunshine on Kevin's previous visit, seemed to go oref@r. As he
and Tanji approached the castle, the rain appeared tegédeh as if
each drop itself contained more and harder water thanebeThere
were disturbing noises just audible over the howl ofwimel and the
hiss of the rain on the grass, which made both Kamgh Tanji jump
on several occasions. Kevin managed to convinceelfitisat the
sounds were just those of the waves on the rocks, ale rbg
seabirds, or maybe just sheep.

In the dark, the castle loomed ahead of them suddenlygeme
from the rain-swept night like an oil-tanker from a-ognk. Kevin
could remember something of the layout of the place fiosn
previous visit. He pulled Tanji closer, placing his moaththe
opening of her hood and speaking into her ear.

“Have you ever been here before?” he asked.

“What did you say?”

Kevin repeated himself, speaking louder than he reallyedarn
order to be heard above the noise of the rain.

“No,” she admitted, almost shouting the word into Keviaar in
return.

“Ok, well, I think it's this way to the gatehouse. Téis a slope
up here, if we follow the path.”

They made their way into the castle, sensing theeshiebm the
elements provided by the lower archways and gatehousavelG
crunching underfoot, they cautiously made their way outhefrain.
Mercifully there was no portcullis or drawbridge, thougleviq, as
last of the water ran down his face, completing ts& tf thoroughly
soaking the sweater underneath his now-ineffectived-facket.

“This way,” whispered Kevin, tugging Tanji's arm, “l thRin
there’s somewhere we can shelter down here.”

They felt their way down worn stone steps made slippatly
rain, and into a dark opening in the stonework. Kevith spotted
this entrance on his previous visit, but had been unabéxplore it.
He thought again about the uncharacteristic behaviowldbfrog-
face Ricard when he tried to come down this way. é#diyrdid not
want me to look in here, he thought.
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Anyone around would have heard them arrive, from thectromh
their footsteps on the gravel path and stone flagswiés not for the
downpour. But there had been no signs of pursuit, no shodtso
lights, nothing to indicate that they had been followeldmay be
speaking too soon, thought Kevin, but we may just havengivem
the slip.

Tanji pulled back her hood and shook her head, and watezdsta
dripping onto the stone flags beneath their feet. Sltehed her
cloak with her left hand, and made a series of gestuthsher right.
The sudden increase in the drops falling to the floar kK#vin that
the magic was working here. He sagged to the floorsémse of
relief momentarily overwhelming him. Tanji squattedside him,
leaning herself against him. He enjoyed the sensabioh he was
unsure whether it was for support or companionship.

“I think we’ve lost them”, he whispered.

“ think you're right. But what are we to do now?”

“Let’s catch our breath”, he suggested, adding, “I medis, lest
for a short while,” when he sensed, rather than s&amjis
confusion.

“OK”, she replied, wearily, “But we wil have to thinlof
something really soon.”

Out of the wind and the rain, and already feeling muchmear
he wiped the water from his eyes. He could begin to makehe
familiar orange lights in the stone forming the walls either side.
The magic sparkles did not emit very much light, but astlehe
sprites provided enough illumination to make out the bourglardie
room they were in. In fact, he realised as he loak®dind, it was
not so much a room as a short narrow corridor, whatiooked like
a junction ahead.

Tanji had pulled her magic slate from her bag, the surédce
which glowed slightly in the dark, and was rapidly penninghart
note. In English, Kevin noticed, and to her regularespondent.
She finished writing, then gestured rapidly and the wordedia She
then started a second note, this time one which hed coot
understand. This was completed just as quickly, and was chspat
with, Kevin noted, a slightly different command.

He stood and, gripping Tanji lightly by the arm, he moved
forward as quietly as he could. On reaching the T-junche peered
cautiously in each direction, but could see nothing exesppty
hallways, although with no visible doors or openings &dwhim, he
turned into the corridor on the left, and set off, mgwvas quickly and
as quietly as he could.
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Tanji, who was following closely behind him, pulled hiop
short.

“Where are we going?” she demanded in a whisper.

“l don't know. But it must go somewhere, and it's outtloé
weather.”

Tanji had noticed that the sound of the wind and rain nwash
more subdued here, even though the entrance was only pafees
behind them.

“It feels like we are underground,” she whispered.

“Yes,” replied Kevin, “It's more like a tunnel than arcdor.”

The tunnel was not quite as dark as Kevin had expectedyeand
noticed a soft glow emanating from around the bend ahddd.
squeezed Tanji's hand to attract her attention, and geistarher for
silence. Moving extremely carefully, he edged his wayards the
corner. He listened for a full minute, which alwagerms like an age
when nothing is happening, standing completely motionkass
breathing through his open mouth. He could hear nothxugpe for
the sound of his own heartbeat. Eventually, he slidgathe wall to
the corner, and looked around the doorframe.

The room inside was deserted, and brightly illuminated Klewin
could not make out the source of the light. This sowss-lighting
was by now familiar to him, having seen it in opematialmost
everywhere on Lyndesfarne. He beckoned to Tanji, joim&@d him
at the entrance. They looked around, blinking in the austomed
light. He could see nothing but rough stone walls, andhgles
archway which had clearly been walled up long ago.

“So why is this area lit up?” Kevin asked Tanji, ivhisper.

“I am not sure”, she responded, “but | have an idea.”

She moved to the side of the blocked arch, where siselgl
inspected something on the wall. Kevin thought he coalkdlenout a
few of the Lyndesfarne symbols, which appeared almoasible
against the stonework. In fact, he thought, the wyitboks like it's
floating just in front of the wall.

“What is it?” he asked softly.

“It's a portal. It is dormant at the moment, though.”

“One of those travel things?” Kevin asked.

“Yes. You have heard of them?”

“Well, yes. Professor Alan said something about thengne of
my orientation briefings. He didn’'t say much thoughjfaswasn’t
very important.”
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“Portals, not important?” Tanji practically squeaked in
indignation. Kevin flapped his hands at her urgentlyetaind her to
keep her voice down.

“They are used everywhere here,” she continued, mordlyguie
“But these level-five portals are infrequently needed lesome try
and awaken it.”

Standing back from the archway, she embarked on a complex
sequence of gestures. Kevin thought he could make outgtie fer
‘open’ and ‘alarm’, but could not follow the entire stiwe of the
command.

Looking at the differences in the stonework inside trahwaay,
Kevin suddenly realised he had seen this kind of thingréefo the
garden of the hostel he had frequented in the past. aMidsh of
insight, he realised that the hostel courtyard did indeedan a
portal, and that people frequently travelled to and franfraside the
walled garden. Well, thought Kevin, that explained the bemof
people passing through the courtyard.

“Aha!” Tanji exclaimed.

Kevin became aware of a gentle ticking noise, quite Show
slightly irregular at first. The ticks speeded up, becomrmoge even,
and began to sound rather like a louder version of théamexn of
the old pocket watch Kevin had been given by his Granelfat

“Is it working?” he asked.

“Yes, | think so” she replied.

“How can you tell?”

“Here, let me show you.”

Tanji took his hand and pressed it on the stones ofwie
Kevin had not noticed any visible change to the waftont of him,
but his fingers encountered something very slightly wareny soft
and completely yielding. Just like, he thought, sliding @ychinto a
warm bubble-bath, inexplicably held vertically.

“But where does it go?” he asked, warily.

“I really don’'t know. There are no signs anywhereleast that |
can see. But it's probably a short hop to a localtjanc We can get
our bearings there.”

“I've not been through one of these before,” Kevipliesl, unable
to keep the nervousness out of his voice, “What’ket?li

Tanji laughed. “It's just a big step, really. You woreel a
thing.”

She saw that Kevin was not entirely reassured byxganation.
She smiled, and reached out to him.

“Here, let me hold your hand. Come on, let’s go!”
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Hand in hand, they stepped into the archway and were gone.

*

My dearest ’Kithvn,

Excuse my haste, but 1 really do not kKnow what is qoing on. It is so
confusing. Notime to explain now.

Kevin and I are back. in Lyndesfarne. I am not sure where we will
end up, but I would like to talk to you in person. I need some
advice, badly. You are the only person I feel I can trust.

T will write mgm’n soon, when I can. Your old fn’em{, TMtji.
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Chapter Twenty Two

One of the more useful and (Kevin thought afterwardsyasting
consultation sessions introduced him to the systenmeasurement
used in Lyndesfarne. Several times during the early ofafse New
Bridge project, Kevin had driven to Newcastle Univerdity a
briefing from Professor Alan or one of several of bolleagues at
NISSA.

This particular session was presented by one DoctdisWilhe
Doctor was a man in late middle age, rather short amdfufha thin,
clean-shaven and completely bald. Overall, the Doptesented a
(Kevin suspected) carefully cultivated “mad Professor” kjoo
including a heavily-stained white lab coat with numerpass in the
breast pocket. The Doctor also had glasses with blaskipframes,
which he wore most of the time, and took off to plathwvhen he
wanted to appear to be thinking. Kevin had noticed thatglass
lenses did not appear to be particular thick, and the Deetemed
perfectly capable of seeing what was going on even utithbe
spectacles.

Kevin assumed that this briefing had been suggested by some
bright spark at his company, who had thought it necessatym to
gain an understanding of the weights and measures used in
Lyndesfarne to support the civil engineering work. Thetmng, or
tutorial as Kevin thought of it, was held in a smalficef at the
University. Kevin was introduced by Professor Alamgd éhen Kevin
settled himself in a chair with his notebook and pemaind.

“The system of units in common use in Lyndesfarneg’ Broctor
started, once the initial introductions were completsdyery similar
to the old British or Imperial measures.”

Kevin, who’'s modern engineering training had guided him simo
entirely to the use of metric units, was astonished,said so.

“It's quite true, | assure you,” the Doctor replied.

He explained, at possibly unnecessary length, that éghte and
measures used on the Island were, in some cases, exbiesmits
which were now obsolete — perhaps even archaic — dvairdand.

“The same measurement systems might even have beennused
Lyndesfarne and in Britain at one time,” the Doctor sised, “But
if so, they must have diverged hundreds of years ago.”
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Kevin wondered about the coincidence. They build a bridge,
making it much easier to communicate between the waenhdl at
about the same time, we start using different measutesmafas it
deliberate, he wondered, or was it just because ofdimplex history
of our own world?

The good news, from Kevin's perspective, was that khekcand
calendar was much the same in both worlds. The nafmé® days
of the week and months of the year were of course reiiffe
Nevertheless, the calendar had the same number ofhsnamtd
number of days in each month, and there was a directspondence
between the names used in the Lyndesfarne language Endlish.

Similarly, timekeeping used the same measurements of ,hours
minutes and seconds, except that, on Lyndesfarne, aetivelr
clock was always used. In an aside, the Doctor mesdidhat the
length of a second was thought to be identical in eitfeaid, as far
as it has been possible to determine. It was difficulbe absolutely
sure, since precise timepieces from the Mainland (usogkwork or
electronics) failed immediately when brought to Lyndesfa
Similarly, magical timepieces failed when they wer@nsported the
other way across the bridge. Nevertheless, as fangsne knew,
time appeared to pass at exactly the same rate om sitleeof the
straights.

Doctor moved on measures of distance. He was reditinge
into his stride now, and Kevin was beginning to findlifficult to
take notes fast enough to keep up.

Short distances were measured in inches and feet.t Aenze, a
foot was defined as twelve inches, but there was & skght
difference between the inch, now internationally ki in Kevin's
world as being exactly 25.4 milimetres, and the inchLymdesfarne.
Kevin knew that, in the past, slightly different defoits of inches
had given rise to compatibility problems even in hisrldio For
example, at one time, ammunition manufactured in US diditniato
guns made in the UK. Or perhaps it was the other waynalf?
Kevin could not quite remember.

The Doctor paused, to attract Kevin's attention, leefor
continuing.

“There are a couple of other measures which are usedeindy:
fingers and hands.”

“A finger is half an inch — a Lyndesfarne inch, tofgrecise. For
example, people will describe snowfall as being 3 fingeep, rather
than an inch-and-a-half.”
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Kevin, whose previous experience of three-fingered
measurements had been limited to the contents of skyviglass,
smiled wryly.

“Hands are 4 inches, and used more generally than jushéor
measurement of horses,” continued the Doctor.

“Indeed, this illustrates the fact that these measum=meere
originally defined in terms of the length of convenigrarts of the
human body. An inch, for example, is the length oftthe joint of
the thumb. And so the Lyndesfarne word for inch isséu@e as the
word for thumb, as it is in some continental Europeaguages.”

Kevin looked at his hands for confirmation, which thBector
must have noticed but pointedly ignored it.

Longer distance was measured in chains and furlongs, which
Kevin could just dimly remember from primary school. both
worlds, a chain was 66 feet, and a furlong was ten chalnsthe
nineteenth century, surveying work in Britain (and otparts of the
world where the Colonial influence was felt) was basa chains,
and it seemed that much the same process occurred insigmieas
well. In particular, the acre, being an area definegploughing and
growing food crops, was defined as begin exactly one dhaione
furlong. This was the unit used for almost all land area
measurements in Lyndesfarne.

A big difference was that miles were not used as a umeasf
distance on the Island. Instead, long distances wessured in
leagues, defined in Lyndesfarne as 250 chains. This nteanta
league was a little over three miles. Kevin wondeddg about the
seven league boots he recalled from children’s storiEsat would
mean that, on the Island, someone wearing such boaitd vwake
about 22 miles per step.

The Doctor spent a considerable amount of time disgpthe
measurement of speed. Velocities were usually measurledgoes
per hour.

“People on Lyndesfarne seem to distrust high-speed
transportation”, the Doctor explained.

“Do we know why?” Kevin asked.

“We're not entirely sure. Our best guess is that tiayk that
fast travel is just too dangerous, and that they lim#esls on the
grounds of public safety.”

Apparently, no transport was permitted which was capable
moving at more than ten leagues per hour, which would berya
good pace on a fast horse. Kevin was not convinceel.w&b very
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unclear how a sophisticated and modern society could possib
function without some form of high-speed travel.

Kevin asked about magical means of determining speeds and
distances. According to the Doctor, there were alissof devices
used, but they had no very clear idea of exactly how tharked.
Nevertheless, the land of Lyndesfarne was clearly well mapped
and measured, and they had no real problem in making meesse

The Doctor's spiel moved on to the measurement of weigh
which used the familiar units of pounds and ounces. It apgehat
the Lyndesfarne pound was slightly lighter than the Imaperi
measure, but that the discrepancy was very small. jdrrddference
was that the heavier unit of weights used was not @néstor a
‘hundredweight’. Instead, the measure was identified byoad
which appeared to have no direct translation in Englgh, was
usually transliterated as ‘block’. A block was equalhioty pounds,
and a hundred blocks made up a Lyndesfarne ton. This miedrd
ton on the Island, mused Kevin, was significantly hexathan it was
here.

Liquid measures in Lyndesfarne used pints and gallons.
However, as in the United States, a pint was defindzbtthe volume
of a pound weight of water, and therefore less thampitis Kevin
was used to in England. This particular observation whs
considerable personal importance to Kevin, since inne¢hat the
glasses of beer he drank in pubs on the Island were qbitesmmaller
than those on the Mainland.

It also meant that the old expression “A pint’s a pothd,world
around” was actually true in Lyndesfarne, contrary ® dpinions of
some of Kevin's American colleagues. He recalled a ldmin
conversation in a hotel bar with an acquaintance frieenUS. Each
of them had consumed several (British) pints of be®d, Kevin was
trying to explain to the American that the pints sdryere really
were larger than he was used to. He had finally gaiutiiv by
recalling the old ditty that went “A pint of fresh wateeighs a
pound and a quarter”, which was true in England. His Americ
colleague has retired to bed shortly after that, andlatasn arriving
at the business meeting the following morning, presunsibtye he
had drunk more beer than he thought.

There was quite a lot more detail in the remainder haf t
presentation from the Doctor, and Kevin made copioussnathich
turned out to be largely unnecessary. The Doctor corttlude
session by handed him a sheaf of notes, clearly tigqgaoduced on
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a computer printer, giving conversion factors and sevieaaldy
ready-reckoners.

Kevin left the session in a daze, clutching his nodé&band the
printed materials provide by NISSA. Although he felt stirat he
could deal with the intellectual aspects of converslmtsveen units,
the insight that the other world’'s different histomydaengineering
approach had given him a great deal to think about.

© Trevor Hopkins 2006 127



Chapter Twenty Three

The rest of the trip was uneventful, much to Kevin'spsge at
the time, and even more so with the benefits of lghtlswhen he
finally got around to thinking about it later. He and jlrarrived at
what she assured him was a perfectly ordinary and evwepaoidal
junction.

The junction building consisted of a large and ratherdotaofed
space at the conjunction of several corridors, witth herminus and
corridors built from the light grey construction stonevit had seen
deployed elsewhere in Lyndesfarne. Blocked-off archviags the
corridors at regular intervals. The functional starkngsve the
place, Kevin thought, a passing resemblance to the pooreutate
and steel architecture of a Swiss railway terminus.

The walls and ceiling were stuck all over with illummgtsigns
and arrows, marked with numerous symbols that Kevin e
now only just beginning to be able to decipher. He couadte out
the marks for “North” and “South”, and a few numeratsrowheads
for directions seemed universally comprehensible, though.

Tanji quickly scanned the signs, and then guided Kevin by the
arm down one of the long high-ceilinged corridors. Theidor was
fairly busy, although not particularly crowded. Dozendrafellers
were visible, all with the slightly elfin appearandstt indicated a
person of Lyndesfarne origin.

Few people paid any attention to either of them. Kevas
worried that his appearance would stand out, but he whsrstied
up against the cold and wet that it was probably diffitultell even
what gender of person was inside the bulky clothing.

Numerous travellers were moving purposefully in various
directions, generally carrying bags and rucksacks, or pulling
containers that moved on wheels or, in some casested on
nothing at all. Kevin was fascinated with the flogtiuggage, and
his head turned this way and that as he tried to whichdgs drifting
past.

“Kevin!” whispered Tanji urgently, “Stop gaggling at
everything.”

“l think you mean goggling,” muttered Kevin, but he stopped
staring at people, and kept his eyes on the ground.
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Tanji dragged Kevin though the crowd, avoiding the inewtabl
confused traveller who had stopped dead in the middle dhtbag,
and was intently and alternatively studying the signs and
guidebook. It seems that tourists are the same evemgwti®ught
Kevin wryly.

“We will go to my Aunt’'s house,” Tanji announced suddenly,
“I've not seen her for a while, but she’s alwaysrbgery fond of me.
I’m sure she’d be able to offer us help and advice.”

“OK,” agreed Kevin, who was in a confused state himsseid
allowed himself to be directed without much coherentigid on his
part.

“Besides,” continued Tanji, “She’s a really good cook.ghR
now, | could eat a mountain.”

After a few minutes walking, Kevin began to wonder abihat
portals. It was becoming clear to him that there wasst network
of the things; it was not something where Profesdan’s briefings
had been particularly explicit. The Professor’s bugdi had barely
mentioned portals, and had given him the impression duith
actually saying so) that they were rare and difficulise. Kevin was
now fairly certain that knowledge of the sophisticatature of both
the society and the magic (or technology, as he wgsrbeg to
think of it) had been suppressed deliberately at NISSA.

“Who pays for the portals?” he asked Tanji. He hadnwdiced
anything that looked like ticket booths, or any obvioas wf paying
for passage.

“Well, basically, taxes. Portal travel is availalio everyone,
whenever they want it.”

Tanji caught sight of Kevin's sceptical expression.

“There’s less importance attached to personal weeltl than in
your homeland, | think, and almost everyone pays taxdsey are
famously difficult to avoid. Most necessities and a gremny
amenities are provided by, well, I guess you would saywabpus
agencies of the government, but | think they are maiam,
separate...” Tanji hesitated.

“Autonomous?” suggested Kevin.

“Yes, that’s right. There’s great status to be gaineddhieving
senior positions in the Boards and Guilds. My Uncle iSenior
Convenor in the Guild of Transportation, and that edins much
respect.”

“Ah. And it is your Uncle we are going to visit. Paps he will
be able to help?”
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“Oh, yes, and my Aunt too, of course. And | am hopirgg thy
old friend Kithyn will be able to meet us there aslvvel

The walls of the corridor were lined with archwaysattformed
the portals themselves. Every now and then, somemudd walk
into the arch and disappear, with a minimum of fuss,ppear from
the blank greyness, with equal lack of excitement. dnstveryday
magical instantaneous journey, mused Kevin, ironically.

Between the arches, there were stalls and cafesglhsis other
emporia that Kevin could not easily identify. Sometloé stalls
floated in the air, in just the same way as the luggagehwhad
distracted Kevin so much earlier.

The terminus corridors were relatively noisy, witlotsteps and
voices echoing from the ceiling. Nevertheless, Kewaticed, just at
the edge of hearing, a gentling ticking emanating from edde
portals, all at slightly different rates.

“Tanji, there’s something | don't understand here,” KKesaid,
“Portals provide rapid transport between two points,’yes?

“That’s right,” she replied, looking slightly puzzled.

“So, why are there cafés and stalls here? Surelyngowants to
wait in a place like this when they can travel toirtleestination
immediately?”

Tanji laughed out loud, attracting the attention of a cowble
passers-by. Kevin shushed her urgently.

“It's really quite simple,” she answered, more quietlipoftals
connect two points, but not all the time. Each aashw connected
to many different exits. It can be up to ten, but @renusually five
or six. Every three minutes, the destination charges you have to
check carefully on the signs above the arches.”

“Ah,” said Kevin, light dawning, “So you might have to ivgen
or even twenty minutes before the correct destinaiban be
reached?”

“Yes, although with luck and skill it can be much less.ithw
practice, it's possible to select a route where youatdhave to wait
very long for the destination.”

Both Kevin and Tanji were attempting to keep a lookout for
anyone watching them, or trying to follow them. Theglked up
and down at least one section of corridor twice, tyyim see if there
was any reaction from the passers-by.

They ducked into a small café, where Tanji ordered hotalate
and savoury pastries for them both. Kevin tried terofb pay, but
Tanji had already got the correct coins ready beforedwdd work
out the bill. They took the comestibles to a talbléha back of the
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café, in a dark corner where they felt it would be ditfi for them to
be seen. If there was anyone watching them, theydcoot be
identified in the crowd.

While they were vigorously attacking their hot food andldr
Kevin shrugged out of his jacket. He felt himself wagniap
rapidly, both from the heat of the café, and the warwt the
chocolate. His sweater seemed to be drying out at dast the
dampness in his coat had receded to the cuffs and herstrddehed
out, letting himself relax for the first time in hours

Once again, Tanji had got out her slate, and was wiitirgguick
jerky movements. She gestured vigorously and, as Kevinhed,
the words of a note written in the incomprehensiblegliage of
Lyndesfarne faded from the surface.

“I've sent a message to my family. They'll be expegtus,” she
explained. “l would just like to write a note to my frie Kithyn
now.”

She started writing again, this time in English. Kewves amused
by the chatty nature of the note, although struck byotrextones of
desperation. She completed and dispatched the messageuisutid
way, and then returned her slate to her bag.

“OK,” she said, finishing off the last piece of thethgastry,
“Let’s get going.”

Tanji lead Kevin to a particular portal, which he wasesthey
had walked past twice earlier. They joined the streapeople and
traffic, and stepped through. They reappeared in anothgiswailar
terminus, and walked swiftly to a second portal veryeckusthe one
from which they had just emerged. They entered once agtiout
incident, and arrived at a third portal junction, agamaait identical
in character to the previous two. Just like airpottsught Kevin,
they could be anywhere in the world.

The last portal junction seemed particularly quiet, astlday
comparison. Kevin looked around. There were a coupitati$, all
with wheels rather than floating, and a café exuding quigtic in a
style he had never heard before. No one seemed payigg them
the slightest bit of attention.

Tanji pointed at a portal archway in a corner.

“That’s the last one. Less than a minute to wait.”

There was a short pause and then she said, “Let’s ge.hom

They arrived in front of a stone archway in a buildivigich could
have been a particularly well-kept continental provincelway
station. There were a couple of other portal arcisisle; decorated
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with signs and directions, and a few Islanders were mgoabout
purposefully.

“Where are we?” breathed Kevin. He felt disorientgdthe
rapid-fire transition through the portals, and imaginedshlfrstaring
at the surroundings like a hick from the sticks.

Tanji took his arm.

“This is Rhythlen,” she said. Kevin repeated the waakfully.

“It's the village where my Aunt and Uncle live.”

She led the way out of the building into a prosperous-lgokin
village square, with shops and civic buildings on all sides.

“How far have we travelled?” Kevin asked her.

“I'm not sure how far the portal in the castle wasnirthe first
terminus,” she replied, “But the rest of the journey was

She paused, a look of concentration on her face. Kpwassed
she was converting the distance units in her head.

“Well, about sixty miles,” she concluded.

Sixty miles in a few minutes, and on foot, too, thougévin. No
wonder | feel confused. Three big steps of about tweiilgs each,
so it really is like having seven-league boots.

Guided by Tanji, they made their way across the squatelang
a road that led up a slight hill. The solid buildings cé thillage
centre soon gave way to more open habitation. Mereside of the
road, which was lit by lamps on poles at regular inley\taere were
large houses, mostly painted white and with what look&d i
brightly-coloured doors and window frames. Each housesst
spacious gardens, often well-lit, and was surrounded by rsigthe
walls and well-trimmed hedges with gates made of wood foat w
looked to Kevin like wrought iron. It was clear to hilat people
here enjoyed their privacy, although many of the gatesewopen
and, even at this late hour, children could be heardngldyeyond
the hedges.

“It's about ten minutes walking from here,” said Tasjniling at
Kevin, “Do you think you can make it?”

Kevin smiled in return and took her hand. “Of course.shart
evening stroll and it’s not even raining!”

*

My Dearest ’Kit/»vn,
I am on my way now to visit my Aunt and Uncle right now.
You will remember them, I fsel sure. Tlr'w17 were my 7ua5t§ at the
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Guild graduation ceremony. They pushed me forward when my
name was called, otherwise I feel sure that I would never have got
up onto that stage.

I should arrive at my family place this evening. Please, please
meet me there As soon as you can. Ishould so like to talk.

I think I do need your help after all.

Your ol friend, Tanji.
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Chapter Twenty Four

Shortly after construction work on the new bridge haudltet in
earnest, Kevin received a surprise invitation fromtBréhe two men
had been hard at work aligning the details of the corsiruc
schedule when Bret had suddenly stood up and stretched.

“Kevin, you remember that | said that | was brought upsofar
from here?”

“Yes,” he replied, slightly disorientated by the suddemgkaof
topic.

“Well, my parents still have the old place. Theyveeb
guestioning me closely about our work on the bridge, andwieild
very much like to meet you. So, would you care to camnalihner
one evening — say, tomorrow night?”

Kevin felt extremely flattered, and immediately agreed.

“Wonderful,” Bret enthused, “In fact, why don’t you briygur
things and stay overnight?”

“Well, if it's not too much trouble...” Kevin started.

“Not at all, really. If I know my parents, they wgrobably insist
on plying you with far too much to eat and drink anywayw$y not
relax and enjoy it all?”

“Well, OK, thanks very much.”

“Great. I'll get Ricard to arrange for transport forhagh.”

Later that day, as he walked back to the Mainland wittarg
plodding stoically along at his side, Kevin did his bestreégall
details of Lyndesfarne society from another of the enams NISSA
orientation lessons he had received. As far as bé& cemember,
people on the Island exhibited a tendency towards a samial style
of living than he was familiar with. Apparently, ita® commonplace
to find large groups sharing a single residence, and thaseawery
strong sense of extended family across the generatidashad also
been told that there was less gender differentiatiorroie and
behaviour in many situations, although Kevin was ndiredn clear
exactly what was meant by this statement.

He turned to Ricard.

“Did Bret talk to you about tomorrow evening?”

“He did,” Ricard replied promptly. “I've spoken to the tsport
people, and made arrangements for the two of you to kedoigp
tomorrow afternoon.”
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“Just the two of us?” Kevin queried.

“Yes, that's right,” Ricard confirmed.

“So, I'll have an evening without you?”

At this remark, Ricard looked surprised, even shocked, et af
catching sight of Kevin’s smile, he relaxed almost edrately.

“Please do not worry about me. | have other thinganldo.”

The following afternoon, Bret encouraged Kevin to coteplas
work a little early, and leave while the sun was bkigh in the sky.

“It's a fair distance,” explained Bret, “and | would like be able
to get there in good time. Perhaps half an hour’s litawe?”

This was another ride by horse and trap, with a tacitiiver
Kevin did not recognise. Kevin had become familiar with thesle
of transport over the past few months of working onldtend. It
was very pleasant clip-clopping along in the late sunsuashine in
companionable silence, following a well-surfaced road thoagh
heavily wooded area. The road wended its way uphill, thaar of
the shade of the trees and passing occasional roc&sopst with the
horse obviously having to work quite hard to keep the trap moving.

The road emerged in a more open area of farmland, ayd the
moved at a steady trot between well-tended fields segshiat low
hedges. Kevin could see that, in some fields, the dnadsalready
been taken in, while others were waiting for harmgstiEven so, he
could see no movement, no people. He wondered vaguely how
farming was carried out here.

“Here’s our village,” announced Bret, suddenly breaking into
Kevin's thoughts.

The village gave a first impression of being a rural harfnéam
several centuries ago, but this was misleading. Everywivase
scrupulously clean, tidy and well tended, with clear sigihwealth in
the buildings’ size and construction. Closer to someparsis part
of Oxfordshire, thought Kevin, and quite definitely more Meldl
England than Middle Ages.

All of the houses had neatly cultivated gardens, usually
surrounded by stone or brick-built walls. The walls weften
adorned with a variety of climbing plants that Kevin,omlias not a
gardener and indeed thought of himself as having brown thumbs
rather than green fingers, did not recognise. Some gt tp&ants
seemed very unusual, he thought, do they actually growhen
Mainland at all?

The garden walls also seemed to enclose large aréasmfand
the smell of newly-mown grass-clippings came unbiddeKean’s
nostrils. This was an aroma that took him back to his\geudays:
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the smell of grass in the sunshine while he was lazingndravaiting
for his innings at school cricket and, a little laterlife, savouring
warm beer, pork pies and guitar blues music at a sumicr@ac.p

Kevin wondered how the grass was cut. He could make mit a s
clipping sound which he took to be grass-cutting in progress, but
there was no sound of motors or machinery. He turnededbvidth
yet another question.

“How'’s the grass cut?”

Bret swivelled around, and pointed at a low shape on a nearby
lawn, in the shade of a mature and spreading tree. thmwBret had
pointed it out, Kevin could see that the dark shape was ngovi
slowly over the grass.

“What is it?” he asked in astonishment.

“Well, 1 guess it translates as ‘lawn-bug’,” replied Bré&Many
people keep one to keep the grass down. It floats oeetatin,
trimming off the tops and, um, digesting the resultsthéugh it's
not really alive. | suppose you would call it a machine.”

The lawn-bug was tear-drop shape, if seen from above, and
domed up to a height of perhaps four inches — a hand, Kevin
remembered. It was coloured in mottled shades of browdrgeeen.
Kevin watched it, fascinated. It looks, he thought, just & large
insect decked out in military fatigues.

Kevin dragged his attention back to Bret, who pointed in the
direction of a house approaching on their left.

“Home at last,” he said.

They turned in though open gates, the clip-clop of thevé®and
the rumble of the wheels changing their sounds on taeeydrive.
Bret's home was a single-story building of relativelpdast side,
surrounded by a garden every bit as mature and well-kepbse off
its neighbours.

As the trap drew up by the front door, it was flung oped,atall
and well-built woman wearing floor-length robes in deape, swept
out of the door to greet them. She had silver-grey, narn long
and tied back in a way that closely resembled Bretd,ight blue
eyes. Kevin could see the resemblance between Brdtisumdother
immediately.

Bret waved and jumped down from the trap before it happ&d
moving, and enthusiastically hugged his mother. Bret disengaged
himself from the embrace and waved at Kevin.

“Come and meet my parents,” he called.

Bret’'s mother was followed out of the house by a Varge man
with a bushy beard and a toothy grin, and wearing a wseit
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butcher’s apron. Kevin came forward to shake the maarsl; only
then did he realise just how big Bret’'s father actualys. He
towered over Kevin, his friendly grin widening into whievin
would discover to be his usual hearty laugh. The pareh&sed him
into the house, Bret following behind carrying Kevinigksack.

At such short notice, Kevin had not had much of an opporttmity
get a gift for his hosts. He was not sure just what wbaldocially
acceptable, and wanted to make sure he found something that woul
not disintegrate when transferred to the Island. Adtane thought,
he located a teddy bear mascot he had originally puedhas
London, complete with Busby and union jack T-shirt, whicth baen
sat in the glove compartment of the Volvo for a whilkhe bear was
in a presentation bag of brightly-coloured paper. Beltiam hothing,
mused Kevin, | hope they do not mind.

It turned out that both of Bret's parents spoke extrergelyd
English. Kevin retrieved his rucksack and presented hidrgih the
Mainland. This was received with much ceremony andyrtiaanks,
and unwrapped, and then greeted with what Kevin felt wagygrg
amusement.

It was almost certainly a well-practiced anecdote, jugldim the
way the storyline was passed deftly between them.t'sBparents
explained that, before they had met, each of them wsechvel to
England, his father on foot and his mother in a hdrsen cart.
They had both been engaged in selling articles fromiglaad in
Kevin's world, as well as trading them for items likély be saleable
in Lyndesfarne. They had actually met each other maaket in
Berwick, not far from the old bridge, each trying to passmselves
off as a native of Kevin's world.

With introductions and reminiscences completed, Bredthelr
excused himself, explaining that the kitchen needed hisedrate
attentions.

“Let me show you around,” Bret suggested, “Would you like the
full guided tour?”

The house turned out to be much bigger that first appearance
suggested. Most of the ground floor was a large open-pken ar
which doubled as a dining room and lounge, with exposed baaans
windows that Kevin thought probably worked without the afd
magic. There was a seating area with several soidshamerous
slightly worn but very comfortable-looking armchairslustered
around what appeared to an open log fire, although Kevindwatdr
notice that the logs never seemed to burn down or regdehrshing.
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The building had two lower floors, underground, where bedsoom
and what Bret rather quaintly translated as “bathingnsiowere
located. There seemed to be an astonishing numbeoofsrin the
lower levels, but all those that Kevin glanced intemnsed to be
snugly warm and comfortably lit.

A small but comfortable bedroom had been set asidéisouse,
right next door to a bathroom. Both rooms were equippéd thve
“magic windows” that Bret had introduced to Kevin a fewntins
previously. Bret took great pains to ensure that Ke\as entirely
familiar with the gestures required to operate the bathrothe
windows and the lighting.

As they returned upstairs, Bret's mother unprompted poured the
two of them large glasses of white wine, and handed tbeen.
Bret's father busied himself in the kitchen, as Kewould see
through the open door, preparing what seemed to him tonbe a
immense quantity of food. Meanwhile, Bret's motheatbéred away
brightly, while bustling around a large dining table sethwien
places. It must be quite a party this evening, mused Kevin

Seeing that he was getting on so well with his motBest stood
and announced, “I'm just going downstairs to change. ['two
long.”

His mother smiled, and spoke in a fashion that Kevipetted
many mothers used with their children regardless of Hugs.

“Be quick. Dinner will be ready soon.”
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Chapter Twenty Five

It was late at night by the time that Kevin and Tanjived at her
family’'s home. By now, it was completely dark, and gheled him
by the elbow through a gateway in a high wall and alorgyaael
path which was at slight risk of being overgrown bysheubbery on
either side. There were streetlights outside the ggtemd lights
ahead, which turned out to be either side of the doaritouse Kevin
could barely make out.

Tanji knocked on the door, which was answered afterva fe
moments by an older woman who looked as if she had dezrng
for a while, and had suddenly woken. She said somethingehan
did not understand, and flung the door wide. Tanji embraced t
other woman affectionately, visibly going limp in leams from what
Kevin felt sure was a sense of relief. After a ®eonds, the older
woman turned her attention to him.

“You must be Kevin,” she said in good English, “Tanji hakl
me so much about you.”

“Kevin,” Tanji said, surprisingly formally, “I would liketo
introduce you to my Aunt.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Kevin replied politely, evenuiio he
felt like he was sagging himself. He had not offerechhisd, but the
older woman took both his hands and drew him further the®
house, while Tanji closed the door behind them.

“You must be so very tired and hungry. Come on througie |
put some food together for you.”

By this time, both travellers were so exhausted ttwayd hardly
stand. Kevin was not really paying very much attentiod allowed
himself to be guided down the hallway and into a largeymwand
homely kitchen.

“Your Uncle wanted to welcome you, but he is alreadped,”
Tanji's Aunt said. “His health’s not all that strond.don’t want to
wake him.

“Oh, that's OK. | can introduce him to Kevin in tingorning,”
Tanji responded.

In what seemed like just a few moments, they had dieste
themselves of their boots, coats and outdoor clothwiych was
whisked away. They had been seated in front of adithpugh the
evening was not really particularly cold, and a largesglef red
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wine had been pressed into their hands. They werebrow treated
to a supper of fresh bread, a hard but strongly flavouredsehand
large mugs of a hot and tasty broth, although Kevin coatdgoite
determine exactly what was in the soup.

It was all exceptionally delicious, and he found himseiifing
down the food, barely aware of where he was or whe araund
him. The stress and excitement, not to mention @siderable
amount of physical exertion, as well as being outsideeramore
than was usual, had all contributed to a raging appetiteeally is
true, he mused dopily, hungerthe best sauce.

The food and wine was fast making Kevin drowsy, and hedo
himself nodding off in front of the fire. But before Fell completely
asleep, Tanji nudged him and nearly dragged him downstaies. H
was directed to a bedroom on the lower level, as alfirmly
pointed at an adjacent shower room.

‘Why don't you slip in there for a few minutes?” Tanij
suggested.

He needed no further urging and stepped into the bathrocen. H
dragged off the rest of his clothing, leaving them imanpled heap
on the floor. He then took a rapid but very welcomansdr, feeling
rather pleased with himself that he had accurately mdraeed the
gestures required to operate the facilities in a Lyndesfiaathroom.

He staggered out, wrapped in a towel and carrying his slpotbe
find Tanji waiting for him. By now in a near-somnaufdnt state,
she guided him to his bedroom.

“I've been given this one tonight,” she said, indicgtia room
next door.

“Goodnight,” he murmured, as Tanji kissed him warmly oa th
lips, then ran her hand over the small of his backthed up over his
buttocks under the towel. He felt himself tense isitely with her
touch, tightening in several exciting ways. Tanji geptished him
towards his bedroom door, still managing to deliver oast |
delightful kiss.

Kevin stripped off his towel and literally fell into e dragging
the covers over himself and almost immediately falinto a near-
sleep state. He had dimly expected to sleep alone tpbigihbe was
suddenly (and utterly delightfully) aware of a slightly damgnji
slipping under the covers next to him. Despite the coauioin of
exhaustion and slight inebriation, Kevin found himsedaating to
Tanji's presence in his bed. He reached over andisahand over
her stomach, delighted to find her to be quite naked under th
bedclothes.
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“Sleep now,” she giggled softly, “I'll be here in the mmg.”

Kevin could not remember a thing between that sentemcke
becoming wonderfully awake the following morning. The suas
streaming in through the window, and he felt Tanji shiag
luxuriously beside him. To his utter delight, he wasta@ao a
shorter but still incredibly exciting reprise of the \po@ls morning,
which seemed now to be such a long time ago. Smilingnin
extremely naughty fashion, Tanji then slipped out of Kewioom.

“See you upstairs for breakfast. Twenty minutes?”

At breakfast, Kevin was properly introduced to Tanji's tauAt
least, it seemed to him to be a proper introductiorgesiast night
had passed in a daze. Her Aunt was a petite woman iwéhgrey
hair, and the family resemblance was very obvious.

“Where’s Uncle?” asked Tanji in English, presumably K@vin's
benefit.

“He was required to go out at few moments ago,” her Aunt
replied, “But I'm sure he’ll be back very soon.”

Breakfast was taken in the kitchen, which was quitelsinal felt
warm and cosy. In the centre of the room, a fewrghaere set
around what appeared to be a traditional wooden kitchele. tab
Kevin looked up at the noises of ceramic mugs and platieg be
placed on the table. The sound had the sharp click ckerg on
stone. Looking more closely, the table surface sedmé@dve been
treated in some way, to make it both much more hardugeas well
as impermeable to liquids.

The wooden chairs were also not quite what they seerdettin
had expected the seat to be hard and unyielding, but iaetasally
soft and surprisingly comfortable. There seemed toolpeesmagic
which added an unprecedented degree of elasticity to thd afabe
seat itself.

After breakfast, Tanji retrieved her slate from hag,band made a
series of gestures. Kevin thought he recognised the adyfob
“speak” but, as was so often the case, the meanindneofentire
sequence evaded him. After a few minutes, she annouhatdher
old friend Kithyn would be joining them later in the day.

After a splendid breakfast, a very good sleep, and andibé&xe
awakening, Kevin felt on top of the world. For no mrase could
articulate, he felt that he was safe here, thatimpttould affect him,
and that he had truly escaped from whatever dreadful &ttebben
threatened by Professor Alan.

Sensing his mood, Tanji suggested that he might carevi® &a
look around, to stretch his legs. He accepted with &facfiaking his
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arm, she directed him out of the kitchen through the bladt, and
along a path that skirted the lawn and led towards a cludte
outbuildings.

The house appeared to be more modest than Bret's falacly,
but nevertheless it had felt both spacious and comiertabKevin.
It also had much larger grounds than Bret's establishmeith
paddocks and stables for horses, which were evidentggimar use.
Kevin had not noticed stables at Bret's place, and weddagain
what had happened to the horse which had taken him ah¢hBre.

After a few minutes strolling, it rapidly became cleaat the
entire estate was a menagerie.

“My Aunt is an enthusiastic keeper of animals of alldkiri
explained Tanji, as a large cat with striking golden-bromarkings
suddenly emerged from the bushes at their feet. Shedbamt and
stroked the cat, speaking to it in the Lyndesfarne languddpe. cat
condescended to being petted for a few moments, in theanaf
cats everywhere, and then stalked off across the ilavaearch of
other entertainment.

Kevin watched the cat with mild amusement.

“You like animals?” she asked him.

“Oh yes,” he replied, “Though | don’t have much opportuibity
keep any pets.”

“Well, I thought you might be interested to see this.”

They walked around a corner of the stable block and were
confronted by a large cage of stout wire, within whpehiched the
most amazing creature Kevin had ever seen.

“What is it?” he breathed.

“Its name is usually translated as ‘Nightwing’,” Targptied, also
speaking quietly.

The animal looked like a large flying reptile, obviouslynight
hunter, judging by the large and mobile eyes like thosa bifd of
prey. It came equipped with a large beak, or perhaps itavwasg
snout, filled with vicious teeth that looked to Kevikelithose of a
small crocodile.

The creature spread its leathery wings, and he stepped doraiskw
instinctively to keep out of its reach. His reactiosas one of
complete amazement.

“It's a dragon!” he exclaimed.

“Oh, no,” Tanji laughed, “Dragons are much bigger! No drago
hereabouts these days.”
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“So you’re sure there aren’t any around?” Kevin askeeling
torn between a degree of nervousness about dangerogsréyptles
and a sense of curiosity making him want to see one.

“Not any more. Many years ago, there used to be quievan
this area. In fact, this part of the world was ofm@ous for its
dragons.”

In an effort, he suspected, to put him at ease, Tamjiietl that
nowadays such dangerous predators were more-or-less t.extinc
Dragons were now an officially endangered species, jwiha few
hundred living in distant parts of the world of Lyndesfarkept in
reserves under strict preservation orders.

Kevin had a flash of insight at this moment.

“It's not a squirrel's nest,” he murmured softly, mostiyhimself.

“What's that?” Tanji asked.

“The pub,” he said, “Where we had dinner the other nighhe
sign over the door. That's not a squirrel's nestlatsait?”

“No, you're right,” Tanji replied, looking slightly sheepis “I
guess it was thought that translating it as ‘The Dradées’ would
have been unnecessarily unsettling for visitors likergelf. But it is
a traditional name for an inn.”

Tanji explained that, historically, keeping domestic atémin
this part of Lyndesfarne was difficult chiefly becaust large
predators like dragons.

“Of course, it wasn't just the dragons. Wolves and eare a
constant problem, too.”

Further explanations from Tanji made it clear thatséhe
dangerous animals were the reason why people tradiidival in
larger groups, and why they preferred to sleep undergroundadIt
also made it very difficult to keep livestock, since cpwsiseep and
particularly pigs tended to attract the dragons over gretaraies.
Certainly, the import of leather to the Island froravit’s world had
been an important trade in years past, as well as amhtother
animal products.

Kevin turned his attention back to the Nightwing, whigs now
sitting peaceably on its perch.

“So why don't we have creatures like this at home?"abked,
slightly plaintively.

‘I don't know,” she responded promptly. “Nightwings, or
dragons for that matter, are not intrinsically magicas far as |
know, there's nothing to prevent them from living inuyovorld.
Indeed, there are suggestions that these creatures teasiomally
managed to travel between the worlds, in ages past.”
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“Really!” Kevin exclaimed, “And | bet they have givese to all
those stories in my world.”

Tanji nodded.

“Very probably.”

During his travels around his own world, Kevin had comess
numerous myths and legends. Many of these seemed t Hiave
been made up on the spot, quite possibly by a tired Graedfat
order to quieten an aggressively inquisitive child, and sulesgly
repeated as gospel down the generations. Before ndvaditnot
occurred to him that some of these tales could welk H@ad some
basis in fact.

“But no dragons now?” he persisted.

“Very few here. And they never have, naturally, divie your
world. Over there, other animals occupy the sameogiall niches.”

“Ecological niches? What do you mean?”

“Well, for example, there are no owls in Lyndesfaine.

It turned out that she actually meant birds of prey, gdiger
birds which catch their prey by grasping it in theiotes. There were
no hawks or falcons in Lyndesfarne, as well as nasowh Kevin's
world, these birds performed useful functions, like keepingndthe
population of rats and mice, and some of them could leettdo
bring down game birds for the table.

On the Island, flying reptiles — relatives of the Nigimgyv— filled
these spaces in the ecosystem. Kevin learned #t@aisdme hawks,
certain species of Nightwings could be trained to fiyrfrthe hand,
to catch rabbits and bring down pigeons. There wasdition in
some families, Tanji explained, for keeping these asimadinly, it
appeared, as a living link to the historical past.

Kevin was fascinated by the wildlife revelations. d&cussion of
the flora and fauna of Lyndesfarne had never featur@mhynNISSA
briefing, and he had therefore tacitly assumed thatgpkami animals
were the same in both worlds.

“So, are there other animals in Lyndesfarne which'tdexist at
home?” he asked.

“Hardly any. Almost all animals are the same, justeay few
which live in one world and not the other. Perhajeshkast-known
example, the one | was taught about at school, isthese are no
whales here.”

“What? No hump-backs, no dolphins?”

Tanji shook her head slowly.

“Those niches are occupied by, well, Plesiosaurs andasim
aguatic reptiles.”
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“Wow!”
With exquisitely awful timing, Tanji’'s aunt chose thabmment to
approach them and let them know that her Uncle had esturn

#

My dearest ’Kit[»vn,

Thank you for aqreeing to travel to my Aunt’s house. Iknow how
busy you are these days, how important your roles and I do
understand that you cannot just drop anything and rush Away.
But, I would so much Appreciate your saqe wisdom. I [w;;e you can
leave very soon.

Looking forward to seeing you Aqain.

Your old friend, Tanji.
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Chapter Twenty Six

Bret's mother launched into another anecdote, thig t&hout
trading in a market in a North Yorkshire town. Thissvadter she
had married, and the two newlyweds had been working tagethe
They had been in fierce competition with another | steelling
apparently similar items, which they had assumed alsbetdrom
Lyndesfarne. But they did not recognise either théhstders or the
artefacts, and it turned out that the competitors hacedoom some
not-very-well defined part of Central Europe, and the goodse
almost certainly complete fakes.

Kevin laughed out loud at the conclusion of this tale,ctviiad
appealed to his ironic sense of humour. He heard fpstsia the
stairs behind him.

“I'm back,” a husky but manifestly feminine voice said ehi
him.

Kevin turned, and then froze as he took in the sightrbefiim.
The woman approaching him was tall and broad shouldereduiiat
definitely female, with a sporty appearance and thetstigbgestion,
Kevin could not help but think, of those Eastern Europ@gmpic
athletes from the 1970s.

“Bret!” he blurted out.

“Well, yes. Although, judging by the look on your faceuspgect
| should have warned you beforehand about this.”

Bret had adopted more of the high-cheekboned appeargcal t
of natives to the Island, and was wearing a robe testribed as
flowing, even by the standards of the loose-fitting solsely used
in Lyndesfarne. The face and hair, which had seemegtbbgfore,
seem to have been subtly altered to give a much momeawy look,
although the loosening of the ponytail into a much moted fl
hairstyle probably helped as well. But, despite all thengbs, the
person smiling dryly at Kevin was still immediately recogble as
Bret.

Kevin was astonished, shocked, even flabbergasted. Through all
of his confusion, just one question surfaced.

“Why?” he stuttered, “Why did you do it?”

Bret smiled in an amused fashion. This was a look tloaked
better on his, or rather her, face as a woman, it wiould become
Kevin’s opinion when he regained his composure.
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“Well, your world does have a reputation for sexist adigs.
When | was asked to work on the New Bridge, | was advisenake
all the changes | could. So, | thought it best to appede, since |
have the ability.”

Sensing Kevin’s confusion, Bret's mother chipped in.

“Our family has lived in this house for generations, ardhave
something of a tradition of trade and travel in yourld:oAImost all
of the family have well-developed shapeshifting talents] ave
certainly employ them whenever necessary.”

She snorted in what Kevin took to be wry amusement, then
continued.

“l didn’t mention it earlier but, when | met Bret'ather in that
marketplace, both of us appeared male.”

Kevin could well believe it. From what he had just seedjd
not take too much imagination to see Bret's mother asaa.
Furthermore, in Bret’s female form, there was cleaVen more
resemblance between her and her mother.

“Besides,” Bret said, “There are some products which emhanc
shapeshifter’'s ability. | use one to give my eyes a maasculine
appearance — although it does tend to wear off after a.whil

With the aid of a few deep breaths, a gulp from the wiasgghe
had managed to avoid dropping and a fair amount of will-power
Kevin attempted to pull himself together. This world reallyesio
have the ability to surprise me, he thought, but ewerl sould still
tell it was Bret, despite all of the changes she made.

Just at that moment, the front door opened, and thredepemmpe
in, removing their coats, shouting out greetings and gewerall
behaving in that exuberant way that made it clearttiegt lived here.

“Aha,” exclaimed Bret, “Let me introduce you to my husband
children.”

The man who had just entered finished the task of hangifsup
cape by the door, and strode over to where Bret and Kevia wer
standing. Kevin stuck out his hand and the newcomer graspét
only the slightest sign of hesitation.

“Kevin, this is my husband Eosin,” said Bret, performing the
introductions in an old-fashioned formal way that Kevin susakct
had been learnt in a class somewhere.

“Hello. Pleased to meet you,” Eosin said, in accened
understandable English.

“The pleasure is entirely mine,” replied Kevin.

“My husband is the astonishingly successful and famougriksi
of ...” Bret began.
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Eosin shook his head in what Kevin took to be an unasgum
fashion, and then interrupted Bret in the Lyndesfannguage.

“He’'s so modest.” Bret sighed. *“I've just been told fr
exaggerating his skills. But he really is very good aatwie does.”

She turned and waved at the two girls which had arriveld wi
Eosin, who were chasing each other around in thedoois$ fashion
of children everywhere. Equally typically, the childreampletely
failed to see the summons from a parent until Brekedalger voice
and shouted something Kevin did not understand. This tivaeids
trotted over, both suddenly overcome with shyness ahgbe
confronted with a strange adult.

Bret put her hand gently on the head of the smallerwgiry had
the long blond hair and blue eyes of her Mother.

“This is Myra. She’s eight. Say hello, Myra.”

“Hello,” the child responded in a barely audible voice, kilug
her head in greeting.

“And this one’s Andhra,” Bret continued.

“Hello to you,” she said unprompted, with a barely notitedob
of her head.

“Pleased to meet you both,” Kevin said, smiling.

Bret released the children with a few words of themfohe
supposed, of “now run along and play, and don't make too much
noise. Dinner in fifteen minutes. And don’t forget wash your
hands.”

Kevin was struck by the difference between the twos.girHe
could see that they were sisters, but in almost eagpgct they were
as different as it was possible to imagine. The ajgiéhad her hair
cut short, and was a darker shade which was almost oravigea
was wearing a pretty white summer dress, while Andhraewa
crimson sleeveless shirt and short trousers with maskets, which
looked to Kevin as if they were made of leather.

Kevin shook his head, and returned his attention to Bret
Eosin.

“So you live here all the time?” he asked.

Bret smiled again. “Oh yes. My children go to schaedrby, the
same school | went to all those years ago. | dtitism wonderful
for them to grow up where their forebears did.”

“Is that where they learn English?”

“Yes. It's not very common to learn your language, this
school includes a couple of lessons. We encouragédtrnag, t00.”

Kevin turned to Eosin, who was still politely standirgarby.

“Do you work locally as well?”

148 © Trevor Hopkins 2006



“I work here today,” he replied, looking to Bret, Kevimspected,
for help with the language.

“Eosin currently works part-time, so he spends more tina |
do with the children at the moment,” Bret interjectédnd he does a
lot of his work from home.”

Kevin wondered fleetingly how that could be done, but ditl no
have an opportunity to follow up the thought. The frorardmpened
again, and a couple entered, followed several secondbyjaterather
strapping teenager. Kevin was introduced to the newcomérs
turned out to be Bret’s older sister and her husband, reid gon.
Kevin's attention was caught by the teenager, to thet pd entirely
missing his parents’ names when they were spoken. ybheg
person, who was called Gred, was already nearly aast&evin, and
apparently taking after his grandfather in both looks anld.b

“Are you from the Other World?” Gred asked directly.

“Yes, yes | am. I'm helping Bret” — Kevin could not rigi
himself to say Aunt Bret — “with building the New Bridge.”

The teenager grunted, apparently satisfied with this answe
mooched off downstairs, ignoring, Kevin suspected, ingtmstfrom
his parents to help with preparations for dinner.

“Does everyone live here?” Kevin asked Bret, who waarlje
enjoying her role as guide and chaperone. Bret nodded,hand t
took a sip of her wine before answering.

“Yes. It can be a bit noisy sometimes, but therelwagb
someone around to help, or just to talk to.”

Kevin mentally compared this lively, even boisterous hoaiseh
and being surrounded by friendly people, with his own rathezly
flat. He felt a distinct pang of jealousy, but also dered how he
would react what was effectively enforced company dtraés.

Just at that moment, Bret's father emerged from thehdat and
rang a bell which hung by the kitchen door, obviouslyeieactly this
purpose. Children and adults started appearing almost imeigdiat
and there was a bustle around the dining table, includipgetations
to the children which Kevin interpreted as “now go araskvyour
hands”. After a few confused moments, Kevin was shelgleto sit
between Bret and her mother at one end of the tafilethe children
being sensibly relegated to the far end.

While the family were settling at the table, Brefesher started
bringing steaming plates and dishes from the kitchen imatwh
appeared to be a well-orchestrated manner. The fodob&td and
smelt delightful, and turned out to taste delicious, asrKess soon
to discover. The dinner menu did seem slightly old-fasdoto him,
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with no apparent concern over levels of fat and carb@ite intake.
Kevin usually tried to watch what he ate, to keep higykteand
blood pressure down. Nevertheless, on this occasictudked in
with gusto while someone topped up his wine glass. He éagrn
seen anyone in Lyndesfarne who seemed to be partcularl
overweight. Perhaps people here undertake additional sxeim
perhaps more outdoors living, he considered, or maybe ther
some magical abilities to control appetite or metabali

The younger children spent much of the meal asking quesiions
Kevin, to his considerable amusement. The kids spoketsnese
shyly and hesitantly in English, with occasional correicand
prompts from assorted parents. Kevin wondered if thene local
schools in England where it was possible to learn d@hnguage of
Lyndesfarne. Unsurprisingly, he had not heard of such a thutgt
seemed entirely likely given the centuries-old covertabolration
between the two worlds.

The adults too seemed keen to ask questions and, oncarhdec
clear that Kevin was willing to field almost any kind ofgeiry, it
was not long before queries and requests for clarificatiere flying
around the table. Kevin answered the eclectic assortroént
guestions as best he could, doing his utmost to speak slodly an
clearly. This seemed to be successful, as Bret andtties very
rarely felt compelled to intercede or to translate hsvans.

After dinner, a couple of the children were directed édp hthe
adults tidy up based on, Kevin guessed, some kind of rotansyst
The other children disappeared downstairs, understandabty tkee
pursue their own interests and entertainments. The ¢laeng was
achieved with only an occasional reprimand from a parenthwhi
Kevin did not understand, although he was familiar with*sfightly
aggravated parent” tone of voice invariably used under these
circumstances.

Kevin’'s offer to help with the clearing up was politely hamnly
refused, and he was directed to the comfortable chaitisebfjreside.
Having been sitting down for a considerable time, he ddcide
stretch his legs, and instead stood by the fire, enjoyingahwined
warmth of the flames and the large quantity of food he just
enjoyed.

As he looked around, he could see that the walls ofiviveg
room were decorated with pictures, many of them strilahgtract
works of art in warm colours — russet, orange, chocdatevn.
There were also a couple of images of a figure in ammlous cape,
with the hood up against the wind and weather clearlyctigpin the
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background. Although executed in a highly realistic wagcdurred
to Kevin that they were probably the work of the sanistarvho had
produced the abstract artworks, and certainly using the patate
of colours. He had vaguely expected animated picturesnaethong
like that.

“They don’t move,” he observed to Bret, who had quiettyrned
to his side.

“Oh, no,” she replied at once, with a laugh. “Did yoypest it?
It would be possible to produce such a thing, of courseit bvdguld
be rather distracting, don’t you think? Besides, it wdiddegarded
as being, well, in slightly vulgar taste.”

Bret explained that, for the most part, magic and arindtdmix,
at least according to the Islander’s artistic coneaisti Art, and
music and similar personally creative activities wexgarded as the
work of unaided physical labour, so that incorporating manga the
work, or using it in its creation, was regarded as a diass pasin
arty circles. Kevin imagined that this purist attitudesvanalogous to
his own preference for live theatre, rather than [dss involving
television. Even so, he considered that his own viadk immense
creative involvement, in spite of using technology andireeering
approaches.

The room was also decorated with what Kevin initialssumed
were photographs. When she spotted him inspecting theat's B
mother took great delight in showing pictures of Bret wéies was a
child, to her mild embarrassment. Kevin could not gfotlew the
gestures she used to manipulate the picture frames to Bevapages
displayed. However, it did give him some insight into tBre
developing ability to appear male or female at wil, &edlgpment
which seemed to accompany puberty.

One of the strangest events of the evening happenediaditer.
Eosin picked up the Busby-wearing teddy bear that Kevin had
presented as a gift and started inspecting it clos@iter a short
conversation with his mother-in-law, he took the dotlhahim as he
left the room. Kevin carried on chatting with Bret ahd bthers, not
giving Eosin’s actions a second thought, until he camd bdier
about twenty minutes and placed the toy on the table.Kéwin’s
astonishment, and to the amusement of everyone disebdar
immediately came to life, and marched around the tgblé&oa
superb parody of a guardsman.

Kevin was fascinated. He reached over and picked up daly,te
which instantly went dead in his hands, and examinezhréfully.
There were no external changes that he could seet batined a
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trifle firmer in the middle than before. He could r sure, but it
seemed a little heavier, too.

“‘How's it done?” he asked Eosin, waving the bear in his
direction.

“l put a sprite in it,” Eosin said hesitantly, again kow to Bret
for help.

“Like the ones in the masonry of the old bridge?” Keasked,
looking from Eosin to Bret and back again.

“It's a different kind of sprite,” Eosin replied immedite

“There are lots of kinds of sprites,” Bret continuedirig over
from her spouse, “and new ones are being designed atiinbee
That's what Eosin does — he’s a sprite designer.”

“But what exactly are these sprites?” Kevin persisted.

Bret and her husband looked at each other.

“Think of them as, umm, captured intent.” Bret repli¢d. well-
designed sprite does one thing, forever. Usually, ifgiryy simple
thing. The tricky part is getting exactly the right bebar — and this
takes time and skill.”

“Also, there are the controls,” Eosin interjected.

Kevin must have looked mystified, as Bret continued wfité
explanation.

“Controls select between multiple intents captured lgy ghme
sprite. Our gestures are interpreted to determine whigmnti to
satisfy, including an intent to do nothing,”

This rationalization, limited though it was, seemedniake sense
to Kevin. His computer simulations were consisterthwhe ability,
in Lyndesfarne, to alter local physics in a determinsnd repeatable
way, under controls which picked a capability from acfedptions.
But he was not sure he was going to make much headwayhisto
thinking tonight.

As had been predicted, Kevin did indeed eat and drink rather too
much, and stayed up only a little after his normal bedtitde. was
already feeling quite a bit sleepy when he was direttedis
bedroom. He slept soundly and woke early but refredhedthe
morning sunlight, having forgotten to darken the windows rieefe
clambered into bed.

He bathed and dressed quickly, shaving carefully with a naked
blade as he usually did when he stayed over in LyndesfaHe.
made his way upstairs, where Bret’s mother was alrpaglsent, but
there was no sign of the children or other adults. Bgieared
shortly afterwards, looking fresh and relaxed. He hadmed to his
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male appearance, although Kevin was not entirely sure wéiyHad
bothered reverting, now that the secret was known to him

After a modest but extremely tranquil breakfast, Inel &ret
collected their things and made ready to leave. Keviaeredf his
profuse and heartfelt thanks to Bret's mother forrtiispitality,
stressing to the best of his ability just how welconee Had felt
during his brief stay. The older woman seemed genuineightw,
perhaps even slightly embarrassed by his gratitude, and Keasn w
made to promise that he would return sometime. Tleenben then
made their way outside, where the same driver, horsdrapdvas
already waiting for them.

As they travelled back to the building site, two thougtitsick
Kevin. Firstly, what had happened to the horse and trap,tlan
driver for that matter, during his overnight stay? €harere no
obvious stables or anywhere where a horse could have been
accommodated overnight. Had the horse merely bedmeréet
somewhere close by? Or had horse and master been pravtted
lodging elsewhere?

His second thought was that it was quite a distance Bogtis
house to the site of the New Bridge. He wondered vadwedyBret
travelled from and from his home. Did he travel thiy/waery time
he came to work on the bridge? Or did he employ sotifmer mode
of transport?

Musing on these questions, Kevin remembered that, when they
had been working together on the Island, he had observed Br
arriving on foot following the path from the Old Bridgehi§ was a
quite different direction from the one from which yheiere now
approaching, and he seriously doubted that Bret travellety ehag
by horse and cart.
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Chapter Twenty Seven

Tanji led Kevin across the gardens to a small and dxuglg
picturesque seating area which overlooked the paddocks wiere t
horses grazed, and then out towards a range of lowthHallsseemed
preternaturally green and rolling on the sunny mornindie patio
was paved with rustic flagstones, and shaded by high heddea a
green-and-white striped parasol, under which were arrargyexdtad
cane chairs and a low table. Kevin was tempted tothmseterm
“romantic arbour” to describe it, despite his inheregndency to
avoid such overtly flowery expressions.

While they were walking, Tanji explained that she haeaaly
talked to her Uncle about the events of the last feys.da

“He said he was very keen to speak to you directly,” she
continued, “and he apologises again for not being herse¢oyou
earlier.”

“So we will meet him here?” Kevin asked, looking arouhd
gardens.

“He’ll be along very soon, I'm sure. He’s famous foeing
punctual,” she replied, adding with a raised eyebrow, “Ambotser
things.”

Kevin was just about to enquire further about her Uncle’s
prominent characteristics when Tanji’'s glance overdhioulder told
him that the eminent man was on his way. He turimetbaok for
himself. A stranger was walking across the well-tredmawns
towards them, moved in a slow, even stately, but tesiess
distinctly grand fashion.

He was a portly man, slightly shorter than Kevin,hwthinning
grey hair cut very short. He was wearing the inelgtalyndesfarne
robes in crimson decorated with white insets. Hiseféore an
expression that seemed to Kevin to be mid-way betveeencular
good humour, and statesman-like astuteness and gravitaginlge
he had both the bearing and attitude that managed to rhake t
brightly-coloured robes he wore look majestic rathanttomical.

Tanji turned to her Uncle in greeting, who kissed hestefaon
the cheek. He then nodded politely but wordlessly to rKevi
although made no move to offer his hand, and Kevin ssftdlgs
resisted the temptation to extend his own in greetidg. also made
no attempt to introduce himself, or to offer a narievin rather got
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the impression that he was a man who everyone, t@aat anyone
who wasanyone, was expected to know by reputation.

Tanji's Uncle settled himself in one of the seatkirtg care to
arrange his clothing in a way that left Kevin in naudbthat this was
a man entirely familiar with the practicalities oearing voluminous
robes. Once he had settled, Tanji sat down, withrKextending a
hand for assistance in a kind of politeness autopilo¢. thén found
his own seat, and focussed his awareness on the odaer 8ensing
his attention, her Uncle spoke several sentencekthan could not
begin to follow. Tanji translated immediately.

“My uncle says that, while he does understand a littigligh, he
is not easily able to speak the language. He has ask&alimerpret
for him. He hopes that this will not be too painful you.”

Kevin realised that he should have anticipated the need f
language translating during this meeting. He spoke direcilyaniji.

“Are you OK with interpreting?”

“Oh, yes. | was trained for it. Though | might batidel bit rusty,
is that the correct expression?”

Kevin suppressed an internal smile at Tanji's remark tech
turned to her Uncle.

“Please reassure your Uncle that your interpretatidgth&evmore
than adequate,” he said formally, “And ask him if therany advice
he would like to give a poor fugitive from the other wadrld.

Tanji smoothly translated his words. The older man tgdiand
nodded in a fashion that suggested to Kevin that he wag mo
satisfied that he had expected to be. He then spokeakeapid
sentences, and then waited for Tanji to translate.

‘It seems that you have been causing a certain amotint o
consternation with your unexpected crossing. Perhapsriairc
amount of explanation is in order,” Tanji said, wittslghtly sing-
song inflection which sounded to Kevin amazingly similar the
intonation used by her Uncle.

“In particular, let me explain about how the communaagi
between your world and ours is controlled.”

With the aid of Tanji's interpretation, the older marplained
that there were two factions in the world of Lyndes#aconcerned
with exchanges with Kevin’'s world. Neither group werkicial
government organisations, so that they operated atlangth from
the formal administration on the Island. Nevertheleshe
government actively colluded with the misinformationmpaigns
that diverted public attention away from the existeaté¢he Other
World. Apparently, there were organisations with simébjectives
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on the Mainland, although Kevin came to suspect thatetlggoups
operated collaboratively between the two worlds, wittmbers on
both sides.

The first of the two factions was exemplified by tBeardians.
This organisation’s publicly-stated aim was to activédgilitate
travel and communications across the straights. Es@n the
Guardians recognised that there had to be restrictioiseopersons,
as well as the goods, which were permitted to travehden the
worlds. So, part of their role was visibly policingettrossing.

Kevin had been listening to Tanji's reproduction of hkrcle’s
words with polite but unfeigned interest. He had alreduasenred
the Guardians in action, and was anxious to ask a quebtibrdid
not feel at all confident about interrupting the grandro&h in mid-
spiel. His enthusiasm must have been noticed, sinog Stapped
speaking at this point, and her Uncle spoke directly toitienglish
for the first time.

“You have a question?” he said, in heavily accented btitegy
understandable English.

“Yes, indeed,” Kevin responded promptly. “I've seen the
Guardians at the Old Bridge many times, but they nevamase to
intercept anyone or stop any wagons from crossing. aBo.they
really that effective?”

Tanji's Uncle waited for her to translate Kevin's mde, then
grunted and nodded, apparently to himself. He then stgreskiag
again, with Tanji picking up the translation after a slietay.

The Guardian’s approach was essentially that of a levisib
deterrent. Anyone judged to be unsuitable to be allowtl time
other world, and was attempting to cross the Old Bridgenlppe
would be immediately intercepted. However, after soymaars,
the reputation of the effectiveness of the Guardiarsexaeptionally
— and mostly justifiably — very high, and so almost ne-aven
attempted to cross the Old Bridge with contraband goods.

Kevin nodded through this explanation, and the older man
continued. The closest thing to formal control ovadé between the
two worlds is the Board for the Protection of Mutuakhests. Here,
Tanji appeared to stop the translation, and interjectéern own tone
of voice.

“The name of the Board is notoriously difficult to tstate. The
terms | just used are a fairly direct transliteratiou, not particularly
idiomatic. So it’s often just referred to as the Rbaf Control.”

Reverting to translation mode, she explained that terdBis in
overall control of procedures and relationships with@tleer World.
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In particular, it limits by regulation the permitted tehand trade. It
sets official policies on what is allowed to crossemvand it is
responsible for maintaining the barriers preventingrioaements of
technology and magic between the two worlds.

Kevin was getting confused and agitated again. He hadtoithe
thought that the barriers separating his world from Lgfadee were
entirely natural, and now he was being told that tHecefwas
artificial. He could also see Tanji's eyes bulging s$hgtas she
interpreted, as if her brain were only realising jubaitvshe had heard
and translated. Kevin took it as read that this wasinfrmation to
Tanji as well.

He took the liberty of interrupting the old man to ask fo
clarification.  Tanji's translation seemed to takender than he
expected, and he got the distinct impression that sheaddiag her
own comments and questions.

Tanji's Uncle considered the matter gravely for a longment
before answering. He explained that the interfacede the worlds
provided a natural conduit for magical properties, but tfectebf
disabling all but the most primitive technologies, andbal the
weakest magics, is actually a deliberate result. Spditsggned to
identify and disable advanced engineering and powerful magie w
interjected into the interface; new sprites were adamgllarly as
advances in technology were identified.

Kevin and Tanji sat silently for a few moments aftbe older
man had delivered this bombshell.

“Wow,” said Kevin eventually, speaking directly to Tarijso
we've just stumbled on something which is supposed todretse

Tanji still seemed shell-shocked. Kevin reached over strook

her gently.
“Are you OK?”
She roused herself, clutching Kevin’s hand for support.
“Yes, yes, I'm fine, more-or-less. | just feel like solid

foundation for my world has been removed.”

“Can you translate again?”

Tanji took a deep breath.

“Yes, no problem.”

Tanji's Uncle retuned to his main theme. He explaitted the
Watchers were agents for the Board of Control, and gavelistinct
impression, in a roundabout way, that they were a kindeafet
police. He explained that both the Guardians and theet used
magical means to keep track of travellers and their goaxsing the
causeway. The Watchers also checked that the Guaatiardoing
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their job effectively, and were not accepting brib&s, example,
from avaricious wagon drivers.

Relationships between the Guardians and the Board ofr@on
was usually cordial, although sometimes it became soatewh
strained. The system of mutual checks and balances, tivé
Guardians actively promoting cross-world trade and cultural
exchanges, and the Watchers ensuring that the rulesolweyed, had
been in existence for a long time, and was thoughtetavbrking
well. Kevin was starting to understand the need for reg¢ipa of
roles in the management of the borders, and was begitmiwonder
whether there was a similar split of responsibilities the
organisations in his own world.

“But what about the Guild of Directions?” asked Kevirkirig
advantage of a pause in Tanji’s translation.

Again, her Uncle considered this question sagely before
answering. His reply amplified Kevin's previous understagdhat
the Guild existed for the provision of guides and interpsete assist
travellers, with the obvious intention of facilitagi commerce and
trade. The Guild was broadly aligned with the Guardialisowigh
individual members sponsored by both persuasions could umel.fo
Tanji added, using her own voice, that she and her Uasleyell as
her parents, were members of the Guild.

“Yes, well,” Kevin muttered, “All very interesting, duppose, but
what'’s it got to do with me?”

To his slight consternation, Tanji rapidly translatedviords, and
her Uncle responded immediately. Purely by chancetdieds the
two of you managed to evade both the Watchers and theli&osin
your crossing. Apparently, his contacts amongst thechéas were
particularly put out, especially after your disappearancen fthe
University.

“So are we safe here?” Kevin asked urgently. “Me anji,Th
mean.”

At the translation, the older man laughed.

“Oh yes,” Tanji translated, “It’s all a bit of a misderstanding.”

The Guardians had not yet been stationed at the NedgdBri
since it had not been widely communicated that work keidesl on
joining the two parts. Instead, they had been coratmgron the old
bridge, following their conventional role. Only thigt-watch guard
at the Mainland construction site for the New Bridgeew the alarm,
and even then they were not sure if anyone actuakjentaacross.
The stormy weather had made it more difficult for thatd¥ders to
spot them, especially as they had travelled so faioot fPrivately,
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Kevin was sure that this situation had now been ctede@nd that it
would now not be so easy to cross unobserved using teBNége.

“How did they manage to miss us?”’ he asked. “Did theyuset
any magical means of observation?”

Tanji translated this question, and her Uncle slowlyog&hhis
head. The problem, he explained, is that watching ahgelos to your
world is an exceptionally intensive process, and requiees
considerable amount of human effort. Use of magic helgg a
little, since complex decisions can only made by humands.
Close observation is really only effective because trossing is
fairly small, and everyone undertaking the crossing isneled
through a relatively narrow area.

“But surely the magical barrier gives a blanket coverage
preventing undesirable transfers?” Kevin asked. “Whysdogone
have to watch the crossing at all?”

Tanji translated quickly. Her Uncle paused for anothegtley
period. Tanji seemed unnaturally still and quiet, justimgifor him
to continue.

The moment passed, and he began to explain to Kevin diwut
disruptive effect of steel. Historically, the full ingieof the effect of
the use of iron and steel in the Old Bridge was not aeecuntil it
was too late. The reinforcement in the bridge, eiemugh it was
mostly confined to the Mainland side, was enough to cadhee
effects of the barrier to be intermittent. So, réhavere some
infrequent accidents, where technology or magic wasvedlonto the
other world.

“So that’s why my paperweight still worked, while aletlother
stuff was useless?”

Tanji again translated the question, and her Uncle nodded i
response.

“But why bother at all?” Kevin persisted. “What ksetpurpose
of the Guardians and the Watchers? Why not just pemiimited
travel to everyone?”

Tanji's uncle glanced over Kevin shoulder, and then sdiewa
words which she did not translate, but did make her laughoadt
Kevin was beginning to adore that uninhibited laugh and wraié.

“What's that?” Kevin exclaimed.

“My uncle just reminded me of something, and suggests tiedit |
you about it,” Tanji said, unsuccessfully attempting to it smile
behind her hand.

“Well, OK. Whatever you like,” Kevin responded, finding
himself unable to stop smiling in return.
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Her uncle stood up, nodded politely to Kevin and then waddere
off sedately in the direction of the house. They Wwatichim go, then
Kevin turned to Tanji in anticipation.

“Remember we were talking about Plesiosaurs earlief sih@
asked.

He nodded.

“Well, there's a story that, many years back, someemr some
group, more likely — managed to smuggle an egg into your watt, a
to keep it warm enough to hatch.”

Tanji explained that hatching eggs from large seafaripgiles
was known to be fairly tricky, and required some spetialis
knowledge, a highly effective incubator, and a fair biluck. It was
a complete mystery how the perpetrators got the egg past t
Watchers in the first place.

Whoever it was, they kept the animal for several gjealthough
how they managed to feed it and keep it hidden no one kndhen,
in the natural course of things, the animal grew tagelaand it
somehow escaped (or perhaps they just released it)ante ke up
north somewhere. Apparently, the conspirators maderaiefailed
attempts to re-capture it, but their activities ateddhe attention of
the authorities and they were forced to abandon thiee.pr

Over the next few years, the creature was spottedabpus
locals, especially around dawn when it came to the citfa feed on
plants at the lakeside.

“The poor creature,” concluded Taniji, “It didn't reallieli the
cold and fresh water, and died after not very many ye@rsperhaps
it was just lonely.” she added wistfully.

A degree of inevitability had been growing in Kevin’snchiwhile
Tanji was relating this story.

“It was the Loch Ness Monster, wasn't it?” he askeure to
keep the conversation going rather than for any read nier
confirmation.

Tanji nodded.

“There’s always been some, well, | suppose leakageeisvtird,
between your world and mine. It's been happening fotucers and,
in moderation, it's not an issue. But if it ever gotble more than a
trickle, then there would be a real problem. And tbétcourse, is
exactly what the Watchers are worried about.”

Kevin thought he understood the point of the parable.hatt
become clear to him that at least some of the rumthesstrange and
apparently unexplained stories in his world, had been dabge
unauthorised (or perhaps just accidental) usage of magietdas or
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other imports from the world of Lyndesfarne. He wagibning to
understand the effects of any cross-over between thnklsvand the
troublesome effect it could have on society. Even lso,found
himself wondering just what kind of things leak in the opos
direction. And, more directly, why had it provoked sucheatreme
reaction from Professor Alan and the mysterious petsenwas
taking instructions from.

My dearest ’Kit[»vn,

I am so glaq to hear that you are finally on your way. Thank
you, thank you once mgm’n far mgrgeing to hu Y oﬁf to meet me.
Looking forward to seeing you Again.

Your old friend, Tanji.
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Chapter Twenty Eight

Over the months when design work was going on, Kevin
frequently found himself wondering just why the New Bridgasw
being built. He had not seen any kind of business plaimamcial
rationalization for the construction of the bridge, batl not sensed
any unusually large concern over the budgeted costs. &o, h
concluded, there had to be some overwhelming justificabobuild
the thing.

He felt it unlikely that the reason could be purely pzditi since
the Old Bridge surely supported all of the inter-governnienta
communications that would be required. So, there hae @ spund
economic reason, one where the expected increaspacity added
by the New Bridge would repay the outlay eventually. @frse, he
knew that the expected lifespan of a bridge was usuallgumea in
decades, if not centuries, so the economic justificatiould be very
long-term. Just like the Channel Tunnel, he mused, likeltake a
hundred years to pay back the investment.

Nevertheless, one boring evening he found himself derisg
just how much stuff could be moved across the old bridgenghat
it had to be transported by horse-drawn wagons on tssing itself.

He set about roughly estimating this, in the back-ofedtenvelope
way he had been taught as an engineering student decaates bef

Kevin could assume that the horse-drawn wagons couldaidedo
and unloaded close to the causeway ends, since he nowvkrene
the depots were located on both sides. During his savelhad seen
that the same carts, horses and people were frequenthedridge;
he was even on nodding terms with some of the wagoerdrivHe
had spotted that the wagons, although superficially constiun a
traditional style, had slots in the sides and othehidasgs that
presumably made loading with fork-lift trucks and other nmeely
much more efficient on the Mainland. He could guess thate
would also be magical assistance for loading and unloading,
presumably inside the Lyndesfarne warehouses he had woted
various occasions.

He already knew that the length of the entire causandybridge
was a little less than one mile in total. He re@sbit would take a
horse-drawn wagon travelling at walking pace about fiftemtes
to cross the causeway. He also assumed that it wokddfiteeen
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minutes to unload and load at each end, given the sophestic
assistance he had already postulated. So, Kevin condhbaedach
wagon could make just one trip each way in every hour.

As part of his musings, Kevin had undertaken a littleareteon
the Internet concerning the practicalities of horsaaar transport.
From his reading, he could assume that each wagon coudoras
ton of goods, or perhaps a little more, provided that wWee not too
bulky. A horse-drawn dray could make no more than haldzen
trips per day, depending on the season and weather cosditio,
any particular wagon could convey somewhere betweerafideten
tons of goods per day, into each world.

The limiting factor on the rate at which goods could be
transmitted was probably the inevitable delays as qubuitsup,
with wagons travelling in both directions trying to ssothe old
bridge itself. The entire length of the causeway wiae wnough for
wagons to pass provided, Kevin thought ruefully, that pedestri
kept out of the way. The problem was that the old britigdf was
only wide enough for a single cart at a time.

Given the number of wagons he had seen on the causkess,
could imagine that several hundred tons of goods could be
transported each way, each day. Really, this was iofge amount
of stuff — in Kevin's world, competent logistics and aa#irfleet of
modern Heavy Goods Vehicles would easily enable thatuamof
goods to be distributed to any part of Britain. But tbaitainly
explained, Kevin considered, why he always seemed ta omee
coming HGVs when he drove to the causeway, and hadiocathg
spotted them turning into the fenced site marked “unexploded
bombs”.

All this analysis still left several unanswered question Kevin's
mind. Firstly, what advantage would the New Bridge hawer ohe
existing crossing? There were certainly several sargbere the
specifications made it clear that there would be impreres. For
example, he knew that the New Bridge would allow wagonsakss
in each direction. This would result in fewer of thatedays the
wagon drivers found so frustrating, judging by the colourful an
imaginative swearing that Kevin could not help but hedrew
making his way to and from the Island.

So, he mused, less delay meant that it was possibteptmy
more wagons. He also knew that the New Bridge had slopeh
were much less steep than on the original crossinghatowagons
could move faster — again, this was one of the featilnashe and
Bret had been told to include in their design. So,Herrtew crossing
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still under construction, all this led to transport catgathat was,
perhaps, three or four times that of the Old Bridge. éfincburse the
older crossing could still be used — Kevin was not awéigng plan
to demolish the Old Bridge, and it certainly seemed mar&ably
good condition, considering the amount of use it had seen o
several centuries.

Of course, all this assumed that the same approach weuldea
in the future. Kevin began to wonder whether there s@®e
alternative to horse-drawn transport that could be useth® New
Bridge, but was impractical on the existing crossing. cbleld think
of nothing else that could possibly work in both worldsicl could
transport large volumes of heavy goods, but perhaps tresesame
other way of transporting materials which was feasibl

Just for the sake of argument, he told himself, supposgabés
were loaded onto sleds or perhaps some kind of palletsiroitiye
wheels. These could be moved by some technical neanhe
Mainland side — perhaps as straightforward as a railvagy-i and
some magical mechanism on the other side. Then theudd be
some simple, and presumably manually assisted, changé&owver
one transport system to another in the centre ohéwe bridge. Of
course, it would be necessary to man-handle the palletsheir
wheels or skids for a few yards, although one could eVlew a
simple inertia to keep the pallets moving from one sidiné other.

This would mean that the goods would have to be palletibey,;
would still need to be trans-shipped at either side ofctiossing.
Kevin strongly suspected that fork-lift trucks and otherchzery
were used in the warehouses hidden behind the fence en th
Mainland side, and he imagined that magical means ofrigaaid
unloading would be used in the rather less well hidden wasgs on
the Island side.

But he had seen no plan to install any such infrastreicind it
would, he thought, be highly desirable if it had been pédrthe
original specifications for the crossing. So, backthe drawing-
board, he thought, or at least the horse and cart.

All this speculation about ways and means begged an inmporta
guestion: what’s the economic value in the goods beingecho
between the worlds? If they kept up the rate he hadlatdd earlier
for most of the year, they could move no more than 100.@Q® of
goods in each direction per annum, and probably rather e had
observed that the causeway and bridge was not alwaysdougywas
probably not even that much.
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Say fifty thousand tons. Such a quantity was enough te raa
considerable difference to the local economies omeeiside. So
what could it be? Kevin briefly considered precious tagtgold,
platinum, and so on, or even uranium, these days. Butusmh
would have a huge effect on the local (and indeed worliaay —
besides, gold and so on would likely be rare in the wofld o
Lyndesfarne as well.

In any case, he had heard that importing precious naithisot
help an economy in the long term. When the Spaniaasght back
large quantities of gold from the Americas in centuriest,pthey
thought they were importing wealth. Actually, they wgust
importing money, which led to rampant inflation.

So, both in the past, and currently, there had to belgadnich
were readily available in one world and more valuabl¢he other,
and where the additional complexity and expense of theligec
transport arrangements would be more than compensateefin
thought, perhaps | can find out what actually is in ttaoger this
crossing.

During his next few journeys over the causeway, Ketamted
making a few enquiries, in the subtlest way he knew héie. was
already on nodding terms with several of the wagonexs fet that
his face was becoming well-known too. He had alreatignf into
the habit of meeting Ricard at the Island end of theseaay,
deeming it unnecessary to make the other man walk tsidar as he
had to. He suspected correctly that many of the pedmtecnossed
the bridge on a regular basis would have at least anallsograsp of
both languages.

The drivers seemed happy enough to answer his innocuous
guestions about their health, families and the heaaglslahey were
carrying. Sometimes, the carters themselves did rot kar at least
claimed not to — although Kevin did sometimes wonderat thas
just because they were not sure of the correct worBsigtish. The
loads were usually completely covered by heavy tarpaalihsugh,
given the variability of the weather Kevin had alreakperienced,
this was perhaps not particularly surprising.

Even so, he did manage to amass a fair amount of iaf@m
about the goods being imported. Items being moved fronoviars
world to Lyndesfarne included paper in cut sheets, boltdoth and
uncut leather hides. Also being moved in large quantitéscement
in sacks, which was particularly unpopular with the wag®ner
presumably because of the weight and the dust. Kevin didlevo
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why cement was needed at all, given the magical coristnustone
he had already come across in Lyndesfarne.

Other items included cut stone: marble, slate and gramitarly
small pieces, such as might be used, Kevin thought, [&s. tiln
general, there were no finished goods, no foodstuffdingptthat
required a high level of technology to produce, althouglsetliys,
he knew that factories which produced these kinds of goaaes w
both efficient and highly automated.

He was most surprised to find that a popular item importex i
England was food. These were not dietary staples, lash fr
foodstuffs; out-of-season fruit and unusual vegetables wtiene
would presumably be a market demand from the increasingly
pernickety consumers in the high street supermarkets.

He also came across one cart transporting timben sawsize and
seasoned, but otherwise not finished in any way. rKeould clearly
smell the lumber, the rich odour reminding him of wigjtia sawmill
in South America during his peregrinations, and could asotke
beams emerging from the tarpaulin covers. Emboldenedsked
the wagoner where this wood had come from. The anslegévered
in a strong accent, was that it came in from a plabese name
Kevin — never at home with languages — failed to catahgbt the
impression that it was somewhere exotically distant.

All this provided food for thought. To Kevin's mind, itas
certainly cost-effective to transport materials lmrg distances — and
presumably engage in dealing within the world of Lyndesfarn
simply to trade with his home world. And it also me#mdt there
must be some effective rapid transport over very lontami®s on
the Island, some kind of magical long-distance transpdithwhe
had not yet seen.
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Chapter Twenty Nine

Kevin looked up and saw Tanji’'s Uncle returning acrosdaia,
walking as slowly and sedately as before. There werce dther
people following him, at least one of whom Tanji imnagely
recognised, judging by the way her face lit up.

“So that's why he left so suddenly,” Kevin remarked tanji;
“And how did your Uncle know that someone had arrived?”

“Oh, you silly. There’s nothing mysterious there,’eslaughed
aloud, “He saw them arriving at the front gate, lookingroyour
shoulder. You didn't notice because you had your back turned.”

Breathing a sigh of relief, Kevin stood up and turned te fdne
newcomers. Tanji had already leapt to her feet andstlman over
the grass in her enthusiasm. Kevin followed her, knagc her
embrace a tall and rather well-built woman whose Wwais a tangled
mass of dark curls, and who was noticeably having tal berhug
Tanji's petite form.

As he drew near, Kevin was surprised to overhear Fpsjking
in English to the other woman, who was respondingerstime way.

“Kevin,” Tanji turned to him and said, “I'd like you to memy
very dear old friend Kithyn.”

The dark-haired woman turned her smile in his directi@he
was dressed in a style rather similar to Tanji's,hwdiark closely-
fitted trousers, short boots and a pale green blousejallyart
concealed by the inevitable Lyndesfarne cloak.

“I'm so pleased to meet you at last,” she gushed, “Tragi told
me such a lot about you.”

Kevin was always faintly worried when women said stlghgs,
being unable to avoid wondering exactly what had beeh lszhind
his back. He resisted the temptation to make some rilipgenark
along the lines of “nothing good, then”, and smiled andded
instead.

“Kithyn is an old and dear friend,” Tanji explained, “Wiest met
as students, a long time ago. We encountered eachagidiarafter a
break, when | returned to the Guild of Directions, andhaee been
in correspondence ever since.”

“Are you the one Tanji writes to in English?” Kevirskad,
inspiration striking.
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“Yes, | am,” she replied, looking faintly surprised by hisdden
intuition.

“Well, I am very pleased to meet you. Tanji certaishems to
have put her trust in you.”

“We're here to help you, if we can, my husband and lithyf
said, indicating the man she had arrived with, “Targinse to think
that you are in some kind of trouble, although I cartttfe life of
me comprehend what trouble that might be. But I'm Soa¢ Amiss
will be able to sort it out.”

Kevin's attention was caught by the man he took tohbe
husband. He was tall and slender, with a dark complexiwh a
shock of black hair, and looked as if he would need to eshav
frequently to avoid a five-o’clock shadow. He was dhgttto
Tanji's Uncle in a fashion that seemed to radiatehbame, although
Kevin noticed that his eyes never stopped moving, lookirmgind
continually as if concerned that he might be overheard.

Even though he could neither hear nor understand whanhahe
was saying, he gave Kevin the slight feeling of watghen senior
political figure on the television with the sound turnedvdo- a
certain unease that somehow his words did not ring quitg that
they were out of step with his body language. The kingeo$on,
Kevin thought, who was skilled at the art of answeringuastion
subtly different from the one which had been asked.

He also had the strangest feeling that he had met dhebefore,
although he could not on his life remember when or elieat might
have been. Kevin had certainly experienced thosegeraontext-
dependent memory anomalies before. He remembered with
considerable embarrassment being greeted warmly bytteactae
young woman in a supermarket doing the weekend shopping, who he
would have sworn he had never seen before in his lifevas only
the following Monday he had realised that she was oh¢he
secretarial assistants he had been working with fatinso

Nevertheless, Amiss gave no indication that he had Keein
before. It must be just one of those things, he muséise sense of
recognition triggered by a slight resemblance to somelsee

Kithyn’'s husband must have noticed that he was being spoke
about, and came over at once. The man was also dresshe
familiar Lyndesfarne robes, his dark green outfit progdinstartling
contrast to the crimson-and-white combination womn Tanji's
Uncle.

“This is my husband Amiss”, Kithyn said to Kevin.

“Pleased to meet you,” Kevin responded politely.

168 © Trevor Hopkins 2006



Amiss nodded formally in greeting, his eyes still dartingand-
fro. Kevin got the impression that he was somethirg apld fish.

Tanji tugged on Kevin's arm, moving him just a little diste
from the assembled company. Amiss did not seem taejoéind
returned to his conversation with Tanji’'s Uncle, aitgh Kithyn did
give them a sharp look.

“l wasn't expecting Amiss,” Tanji whispered to Kevin ungjg,
“Kithyn didn’t mentioned that she was bringing him.”

“Is there a problem?” Kevin enquired, also speaking in
undertone.

“No, | don'’t think so. It's just that | don't really g®n with her
husband very well.”

Kevin was just about to enquire what the problem wagnwie
was interrupted. Tanji's Uncle clapped his hands twidearly
expecting that this would attract the full attentioregéryone within
earshot.

“l think we’ve all met our guest from the Other Worlthg said in
carefully precise English, indicating Kevin with one thafiPerhaps
we should pool our thoughts in order to help him in his emrr
predicament. And not forgetting my dear niece Tanji,cnfrse.”

He indicated the seating in the arbour in a manner rtizate it
clear that they should sit. There were just enougls $eatveryone.
Amiss settled himself in the chair immediately opposievin,
arranging his robes in just the same way that Tadjisle had done
earlier.

Kevin wondered about the faintly public announcement,chvhi
seemed rather overblown to him. He wondered if thedbty of the
statement was just the old man’s normal style, orthédreit was a
reaction to Amiss’s presence. He also noted thaUhele’s grasp of
English was not quite as poor as he had been led twdelide felt
that some kind of formal response was in order.

“Well, I'm very glad to be here and thank you very muudeied,”
he said sincerely, “But, I've been meaning to ask: am Fkeal
trouble?”

Amiss, who had been watching Kevin closely, shook haad
slowly, smiling — although in what Kevin took to be aglsiy
insincere fashion.

“I understand that you've been frightened, badly,” Amisgdn,
“And, on behalf of the Board of Control, | would like épologise to
you.”

Kevin felt slightly taken aback. He glanced at Tanjhowwas
listening expressionless to the exchange.
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“There really is nothing to be worried about,” Amissntinued,
“A storm in a teacup, as | believe the expression is.”

Kevin nodded almost unconsciously in confirmation.

“Well, OK,” he said, “But what's going on? If thereso
problem, why are you here?”

“Ah,” Amiss responded, now sounding distinctly shifty to
Kevin's ears, “Some of my colleagues in the Board la@eoming
progressively more worried about the effects of in@das
communications between the two worlds. These peoysé#, they
need to be mollified. We need to find some way to tbgm
understand the position.”

“What do you mean?”

“This phenomenon that you have stumbled upon, a secret yo
discovered accidentally, has made my colleagues nervéumsiss
answered.

“I'm not going to tell anyone,” Kevin asserted, “I wdalt know
who to tell, even if | wanted to. No-one in my wbrivould
understand or believe what | was saying, anyway, andsalm
everyone | know in Lyndesfarne is here right now.”

“Be that as it may,” Amiss assented, “Neverthelessy
colleagues need reassurance that this is not a seriobkempr and
one which will not reoccur.”

“So, I'm not out of the woods yet?” Kevin asked.

Amiss paused for a moment, probably not understanding the
idiom. He spoke briefly to Kythin too quietly for Kevio hear, and
then continued.

“Not quite, I'm afraid. As | said, I'm here to help yolAnd in
return, | need your help.”

“Well, anything | can do, just ask,” Kevin responded, “Bdbn’t
understand what your colleagues are worried about.”

“Basically, it's about cultural pollution. We cannotlaxate the
risk.”

Both Tanji's Uncle and Tanji herself nodded sagely & ploint.
Kythin too seemed unsurprised by this statement. Kenist have
looked perplexed, since Amiss immediately launched into an
explanation.

“Look, it's all about striking a balance between theremmic
advantages — making people rich, if you will — and the saparahd
independence of our world from yours. We expect a ceatamunt
of travel for trade, of course. However, we don't i@ur country to
be flooded with visitors from your world and, equally, dan’t want
too many of our people to be tourists.”

170 © Trevor Hopkins 2006



Kevin wondered if all this travelling for trade and teuamiwas in
fact partially a cover for a certain amount of spyirig.did occur to
him that, as a child of the Cold War, perhaps this psisparanoid
thinking. Nevertheless, he had come across severglepen the
Island who had clearly spent much time on the otherddwoiThe
landlord at the “Dragon’s Nest” was a good example. &tkdtearly
managed to acquire an identifiable local accent, whickhs would
have required spending a considerable amount of time iddron If
he had come across him in a pub on the Mainland, Keenaght, he
would have assumed that the publican was a Londoner whmade
his pile in some slightly shady business, and had decidebtbwmn-
shift his lifestyle to run a country inn.

Not that the landlord was the only example. Kevirugta Bret’'s
parents to mind, or even Bret himself. From the eosations during
his visit to Bret's family, he had formed the viewathin certain
circles, it was quite the fashion for young people teeraround the
other world, in much the same way that well-bred Ehglentlemen
in centuries past had taken the Grand Tour of Europe agdc: m
broadening cultural experience.

There were obviously other cases, too. Kevin doulftatRicard
could have acquired his idiomatic command of English without
significant contact with native speakers over sevgeals. It was
also clear that he had met several people on the adiwho must
have frequently visited the Island. Professor Alan was, not to
mention Peter Brenner, the Project Manager. Kewund himself
wondering just how they had acquired their linguistic skills.

“The Board needs to be reassured that things are undeolcon
Amiss reiterated, “And we are sensing similar sentisiérom our
counterparts on the other side — from your world. Outamis there
are agitated too, and we need to placate them as well.”

“But why?” Kevin asked, looking confused, “Why are they
worried?”

Amiss smiled somewhat cynically, the first genuinekiog
reaction Kevin had seen him perform.

“In short, politics,” he said, “Politics driven by tleash of fear
and greed.”
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Chapter Thirty

“Games,” pronounced Professor Alan Wilmington in his
characteristic pontificating style, “are a remarkableide to the
nature and inner workings of a civilization.”

If that is true, thought Kevin, then the Playstationagation has a
lot to answer for.

Kevin was attending another of the NISSA briefing isess On
this occasion, the theme was commonplace technolugyhe was
likely to encounter on visiting the Island. The Prefgsactually used
the word “technology” in this context, although Keviadhyet to
comprehend any reasonably rational basis for the psesewhich
underpinned the operation of such artefacts in Lyndesfarne

Professor Alan was explaining about the Island equivalént o
computer games. It appeared that automatically-mediatdd- mu
player games had been a feature of Lyndesfarne societylarig
time, Kevin was slightly dismayed to note. He did meally
comprehend the Professor’s explanation of the behavaodrgot the
impression that Alan was not entirely faiteither.

Despite his easy familiarity with computers in his pssfenal
life, Kevin was of a generation that did not reajlgt the absorbing
nature of immersive computer games. This was especiaklyfor
those games where several people could play togeitiethe rules
being enforced by the machines. He supposed this was a hangover
from his university days, when the technology was imiasncy, and
the few people interested in this kind of thing were unedstong-
haired geeks of the first water, even by Kevin’'s owmddads as a
swotty student.

Things were different in Lyndesfarne. On the Island¢chs
entertainments were immensely popular, and not just teé&hagers
and young adults. Typically, these were role-playing garbased
almost entirely on skill, rather than relying on purarate.

Games were played “for real” in what the Professmuld only
describe as a light trance. For single-player games,took what
looked like a pair of smallish stones into each hand,; titteyl neatly
into each palm. For multiple players, the particisanere seated
together, and each took up a similar pair of stones. a#t
initialization gesture, the stones soften, allowing rienipulation of
what Kevin thought of as a virtual environment.
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“You enter a kind of dream-like state,” the Professaid sn an
attempt at explanation. “Immersive, entrancing, pergeas an
environment sometimes difficult to tell from realityYou need to
experience it yourself to really understand.”

“But how do you get out? Suppose the house if on fire@ViK
asked, curious as always as to the practicalities ofntveplicable.
“Surely there has to be some way of contacting theeplay

He had had some very occasional experiences with trying
attract the attention of one of his younger colleagumesn playing
computer games. Needless to say, this had usually beerg durin
business hours, and when they should really have been doing
something more closely related to the work at hand.

The Professor smiled.

“There’s a gesture which people in the, well, real wodd use to
break into your game. It's considered bad manners to waehdaut
reasonable justification, of course. And as for tlayg himself, he
also gets unambiguous clues that the environment he perdsives
synthetic.”

Kevin was intrigued. He wondered if the idea for computer
games had been somehow suggested by the Lyndesfarne esperie
The parallels were obvious, but he could not immediatdyh®w the
ideas could have been transferred from one society éoother.
Perhaps, he mused, this was a genuine example of parallel
development.

Kevin was being briefed about all this because the sameoiind
imitation magical environments had a more serious purpbigehad
wanted to know how the detailed design for the Island sidthe
New Bridge was being handled. He knew that large numblers o
extremely detailed specifications and calculations hdsetmade. It
was becoming clear that a variant of these games haduses to
represent the bridge’s construction. So it is quite iplesshe
considered privately, to build realistic models of thirus treally do
not exist, and indeed could npbssiblyexist — even in the near-
fantasy world of Lyndesfarne.

Another thing that struck Kevin as odd at the time, altholgh
could not quite put his finger on exactly why, was that gambling
games were not popular on the Island. Professor Alplaierd that
there were no games which relied heavily on chance anfl btuf
card games like Poker or Gin Rummy; no dice games, agen
innocuous as Ludo or Monopoly; no casinos or slot machines
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All kinds of sports and ball games were certainly wikbd.
However, these were regarded as social activitiese tpldyed with
friends and family; something one did oneself at thekeme as a
member of a club. On the Island, there was no cutitinggh-profile
sport, nothing with the overt enthusiasm (mass hystesm Kevin's
view) and widespread support in the way that soccer, fample,
was treated in Kevin own world.

The Professor did not offer an explanation of why #hisuld be
so. Without saying as much, he gave the impressiorttisatvas all
to do with the social fabric in the world of Lyndesfay with a nod
towards the emphasis on family life. Kevin did not thiolptess the
point further at the time. He had always thought tipatrts with
huge followings appealed to some tribal sense of belongimg,he
wondered if this was somehow absent in Lyndesfarne.

Later in the same session, Alan turned his expermig@d social
effects of the Island approach to long-distance commiimica

“There’s another aspect of Lyndesfarne society | wdildel to
mention to you,” Alan began. “It's something you walmost
certainly come up against, and | don’'t want it to be naach of a
shock to you.”

Kevin nodded politely. He had received so many culturatish
over the last few months that he felt one more wawdd be a
disaster. But let's not get too blasé about it althoaight.

“As we do here, people in Lyndesfarne like to keep in tauoén
they are travellng. But, over there, they will uséoam of long-
distance writing using what we call ‘slates’. Have ymen an old-
fashioned writing slate — like a miniature blackboard imw@oden
frame?”

Kevin shook his head.

“No? OK. Well, the best analogy is a portable blackl,
usually about the size of a large pad of paper,” explained
Professor, forming the appropriate size in the air hishhands.

“One writes, or sketches or whatever, using ordinagtk¢hand
then one uses a series of gestures to indicate timgl@deecipient.”

Kevin had not heard of such devices before, and wasdiatedy
fascinated.

“The similarity with our modern electronic mail iswabus,” Alan
continued, “Although it is worth observing that long dista written
communication has been a feature of Lyndesfarne godat
generations.”

At this revelation, Kevin became extremely thoughtfiBeveral
interesting implications had already occurred to him.cohding to
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the Professor, there was nothing resembling telephoneslespread
use. The only exceptions were the very short-rangecoms such
as those he had come across in the hostel he otalsiwsed when
visiting the construction sites. Kevin thought he copfdbably
shout and make himself heard over that distance.

Another inference he drew was that Lyndesfarne peopmee w
used to writing, all the time. No doubt this was in idewariety of
styles, and often highly informal and chatty. Neweldhs, it was not
quite a conversation. Messages written on the siesared to take
a few minutes to arrive — it was not quite instantaneeadthough
why this should be so was not made clear to Kevin.

Also, it meant that there was nothing analogous toilmphones
in  Lyndesfarne, and certainly nothing like the extreme
miniaturization of sophisticated electronic functiomttihad become
such a ubiquitous feature of modern life in Kevin’s world.turned
out that the writing slates used for letters were quitkggel —
apparently there was no easy way to make them small®hich
implied that Island people were used to carrying around farge
bags at all times.

The discourse on games and slates had lead Professoingédn
onto a discursive exposition (or “ramble”, as Kevin defingdon
other aspects of entertainment on the Island. Keviténabn had
begun to wander by this time, and he was barely takinghen
Professor’s words.

Alan covered reading and writing at some length. As Kevin
already knew, there was a written language with a reiffie but
otherwise conventional alphabet. Apparently, books aadazines
were available in a huge variety, including many topics auth
analogues in Kevin’s world. The nanSprite Fancier's Monthly
drifted though Kevin's dazed consciousness at this point,néor
readily discernable reason.

Most books and magazines were printed on conventional paper,
although the magical means of doing this was not made. cl€he
equivalent of daily newspapers was handled quite diffgrerfSome
variant of the slates used for letters (never theesanes) would be
updated several times a day with new articles and repOftsourse,
you had to get a different slate to subscribe to a diffenewspaper-
equivalent — so deliberate, commercially-driven technical
incompatibility was a feature of the Island world as welused
Kevin.
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Recorded animations of plays of all kinds were very papula
including the equivalents of soap operas.

“And, before you ask, yes, there is an equivalenCtoonation
Street.” The Professor laughed, jolting Kevin into a morerdite
state.

Kevin was not a great fan of such entertainments, butvdse
mildly interested to learn that they were deliveredotigh the
medium of magical stones, like the games. In théechoth hands
were placed on a single stone, and it was not negessamove
significantly. In this more passive mode, a viewer waisso much
immersed in the soapy world as presented with a virtuat@mvient
allowing them to watch the action as if upon a stagée 3tones
updated themselves periodically (once a week, or more frdguen
and could therefore be enjoyed at a time to suit thecsbbs.

The downside to all this was that you had to get diffestones
for each play (or serial, or channel, or whatever) omated to
watch. All this implied that the number of differeohoices an
individual could actively experience was rather smalinpared with
the extreme choice and (in Kevin’'s opinion) hugely variaplality
of satellite or cable broadcast television in his woh, less choice
but hopefully better quality, he concluded, and wondered effatt
that had on people’s social life.
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Chapter Thirty One

Political reasons, thought Kevin, always seem to &e bews.
Nevertheless, it was becoming clear that the pdli@stablishment in
Lyndesfarne, or at least the part of it that was fallyare of the
special properties of the crossing, were distinctly oesvabout the
effect of unlimited access to the Other World.

“But why don’t you want more visitors?” persisted KeviDon't
you like us?”

Amiss shook his head, obviously disappointed with Kevin's
political ingenuousness.

“How much do you know about the history of your own cogntr
your own world?” he asked.

“Well, a little, 1 suppose.”

“So how would you characterise the last few hundred y&ars

Kevin thought about this. He supposed this era would incat@o
both the Industrial Revolution and the Internet Revoluti So much
had happened, so many changes, from huge improvementalth he
and well-being, to the invention and deployment of tloenic bomb.

“Well,” he answered slowly, “I would say that this wasperiod
of rapid development, now spreading world-wide, and unfortiynate
punctuated by several large-scale wars.”

Amiss nodded slowly, like a teacher receiving an unexgdcte
insightful answer from a normally recalcitrant child.

“Yes. And you need to understand that, here, the hissorgry
different. We have a very stable society in thigldjoone that has
not changed very much in millennia.”

Amiss leaned forward in his chair, presumably to emphakis
next remark.

“And we like it that way. We want no disruption to owrcsl
structure, our way of organising our lives. We demandlisgeftom
our partners in the Other World. So, an essentiatgyaisite for any
change to, well, for example, the way goods are tratsgpdretween
the worlds, is to identify and remove any risk of statiehanges.”

Cultural stasis at all costs, Kevin mused. | bet thatldwiew
leads to very conservative decision-making.

Both Tanji and her Uncle were following the convesat
closely. Her Uncle seemed unsurprised by what he wainbe and
appeared to be able to follow the discussion reasomadly Kevin
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had noticed that he was occasionally whispering toi,Trgsumably
to get a translation of some word or phrase. Kitlgm,the other
hand, seemed slightly uneasy, and was watching her husloesediy,
and noticeably fidgeting in her seat.

“So,” Amiss said with a tone of finality, “The Boarsl politically
opposed to extending communications with your world, simply
because it is too socially dangerous.”

Kevin remained silent for a few moments, mulling owdrat he
had just heard. He suspected that the Board’s positidectest
other, more far-reaching political organisations.

“l think 1 am beginning to understand your concerns,” il s
finally, “But why increase the risk by building a newdge?”

Amiss looked at Kevin for a long moment, and then turaed
spoke in a low voice to Kythin, holding his head closéhér ear so
that her dark curls partially obscured his mouth and clidevin's
niggling feeling that he had encountered Amiss before sudslenly
redoubled, although he could not work out why. He felt that
reason was in his head somewhere, hovering just bilevievel of
consciousness.

As Kevin watched, Kithyn nodded in response to Amisd, then
turned to Kevin.

“Amiss has just suggested that I tell you a little abowtrale,”
she said.

She settled herself more comfortably in her chaiakig out her
hair and arranging her cape about her knees.

“Tanji and | work for an organisation over here,” dhegan,
“You'll have heard it called the Guild of Directionst’sldedicated to
supporting trade between the worlds. | don’t know if youewer
wondered why the new bridge is vital, but it must be @lwito you
that continuing trade is very important to us here indegfarne.”

Kevin had been extremely curious about this very questod
nodded vigorously.

“I'm sure it must be,” he said in response, “Otherwmse one
would have bothered with the new bridge — or the old tmrethat
matter. But I've not been able to work out why the dptraffic is so
important.”

Kithyn raised her eyebrows, apparently surprised thathdomd
already given the matter some thought. Glancing sidewatyser
husband, she continued.

“It's to do with the characteristics of what you mefe as magic.
I’'m sure it appears to you that, in many ways, magicgnaperties
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which are little short of miraculous — powerful, longtlag, even
pollution-free.”

Kevin, listening intently, nodded.

“The aspect which is perhaps less apparent is that nmsgic
expensive — very expensive. It takes lots of people-tengreat deal
of skilled and careful effort to make anything work.”

Kevin thought about the spell — he could not think of iany
other way — which Bret’s husband Eosin had put on the teddlyhe
had brought as a present during his visit. Even adding aifeple
movements to the toy had taken several tens of minates Kevin
had taken as read that Eosin was a skilled practitioSet. he could
well believe that it took considerable effort to aolj even a simple
sprite.

“It's also not amenable to mass-production,” Kithymitaued,
“So for every item, individual and often lengthy attentis always
required.”

“Why is that?” Kevin asked, aware that, even to kim$ie was
beginning to sound like an over-inquisitive six-year-old.

“Well, that’s a little difficult to explain without goginto a lot of
technicalities,” Kithyn answered, sounding very slighekasperated.
“But generally, just making two things which are appareidintical
still requires just as much effort. It's simply becaubere will
ultimately be very tiny, but undeniable differences leetw different
items, differences which are amplified by the procdssfasing the
magic, and which require a certain amount of skill andib@to sort
out.”

Kevin nodded again, satisfied with the answer, at léasthe
time being.

“Anyway, magic is expensive. So, it turns out that ynsimple
products would be cheaper if they were machine-made,eor reade
by hand in what you would regard as a conventional manisar,
traditionally, we've preferred to import large amountsgobds, and
simply add the, well, magical enhancements we require.”

Kevin could understand this. He imagined that the inectasce
of industrial developments in the recent past meantithaas even
more desirable to import partially completed products, iiere
then completed or upgraded in Lyndesfarne. He was alsonpeyi
to suspect that the Island economy had become inag8asin
dependent on these imports. Which would certainly leas, h
considered, to the desire to increase the efficiehtsade, and hence
to the need for the New Bridge.
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“Let me give you an example,” Kithyn continued, “Take the
construction stone used in building the bridge. Do you khow it
IS made?”

Kevin shook his head.

“No, | don't,” he said, “But it seems completely unlikeything
we can get at home.”

Kithyn looked amused for a moment.

“Actually, it uses cement, ordinary cement imported frgour
world. | don't know all of the details of the processt,bas |
understand it, the cement is used to make concrete, andohh the
shaping and the additional properties are added magically.”

“So, the lightness, the reinforcements, and all theg, added to
ordinary concrete?” Kevin asked.

“Yes, exactly,” Kithyn confirmed.

Kevin was determined to find out more, perhaps from Bast,
soon as could. But he also realised that, from an oguion
viewpoint, his country, even his entire world, wasgeiegarded as a
source of low-cost labour and cheaply-made goods (at least
comparison with the Island). And it still didn’t answtee question:
what goods were traded the other way?

“Let me give you another example,” interjected Tanj/e' were
talking about Dragons earlier, you remember?”

There was a sudden feeling of consternation, a frissbn
nervousness, at the mention of Dragons, even amongst s
apparently suave and sophisticated individuals as Amiss anjisT
Uncle. There must be, Kevin mused abstractedly, samgettbout
these creatures hidden deep in the Lyndesfarne collgsyahe.

Tanji evidently caught the unconscious reaction, and pdosed
few moments before continuing.

“Because of the Dragons, keeping domestic animals irp#nisof
Lyndesfarne was often fraught with difficulties. Thegamce of the
animals tended to attract the Dragons, so that evesnef had
constructed pens and buildings strong enough to keep the eseatur
out, they tended to loiter in the area, making it haassdo venture
outside.”

“So,” she continued, “It became popular to import animal
products from England, particularly hides to make leathathiclg.
And these days, we import other kinds of cloth as wéll of the
tailoring and closures, the waterproofing, the weastasce, and the
self-cleaning and self-repairing properties — they aradaled here.”

Kevin made a mental note of the hint that magicahods$ used
to ensure longevity of goods. This was, he thought,hencspect
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which leads to cultural stability. Clothes which did meear out, and
which were expensive, would last for ever, meant a different
dress culture than the ephemeral fashions of his owld wo

Kithyn picked up the thread of the conversation.

“Lots of other goods are imported, too,” she said, “files, used
to make the writing slates you've seen, and paper and woall
imported from your world.”

“Why not just allow machines across, and manufactunegsh
here,” Kevin asked, once again feeling slightly as #vas nagging.

Amiss spoke up.

“It's a cultural issue again. Machines are regarded &y ‘@nd
disliked for that reason.”

Kevin had a momentary mental image of old-fashionedovien
smoking chimneys and persistent coal-laden smog. He toagine
how this association could come about. Neverthelessyondered,
perhaps the view that machines are somehow unclean
deliberately promulgated on the Island.

“Propaganda,” said Kevin, to himself.

“What was that?” Amiss asked.

“Oh, nothing really. | was just wondering if the peraeaptthat
machines are dirty was officially encouraged.”

“No, not at all. It's just a deep-seated feeling in tEesople.”

Amiss’s answer did not quite ring true. Kevin suspectet ttiea
official standpoint was based on the fear that machioeuld swamp
Lyndesfarne, and provoke radical changes in societyhpstit had
done during the Industrial Revolution in Kevin's world, awds
happening even more quickly now.

In any case, Kevin thought, they would have to turrttedfsprites
that were already active around the crossing. He whsure if they
actually could be disabled, even if one wanted to.

“There’s another factor to take into account,” Angssd, giving
the impression that he was trying to change the subj@d¢hich
might be summarised as people trades.”

“You mean slavery?” Kevin asked, aghast at the thought.

“No, no, nothing like that,” the other man laughed,s'lfist that
people move from your world to ours, or vice versa, gavate
reasons, to do things, or have things done which carneaichieved
so easily in the other world.”

“What kind of things?” Kevin asked, suddenly baffled.

“Well, a select few, those who have the right cotines, and the
money, travel to your world for surgery.”

“You mean, to have medical operations performed?”
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“Yes. There are certain small private clinics andditals set up,
in England and in other parts of your world, specificadlycater to
this trade.”

Kevin was astonished. He had been forming the vieat th
everything was more advanced in Lyndesfarne.

“You mean, our medicine is better than magic?”

“Well, sometimes,” Amiss assented, “You see, for aart
directly-treatable diseases and medical conditionstebeniques in
your world are much more advanced.”

This was a complete revelation to Kevin, although #@dm a
certain kind of sense. For those in the know, of egutswvould be
an irresistible opportunity to get life-saving, or adelife-enhancing,
medical treatments which were not available to exezy

“What about the other way?” Kevin asked suspiciouslyp “D
people travel to Lyndesfarne for medical reasons d8'wel

“They do. For reason | can't explain right now, instiworld
we’re better at psychological disorders, as well as levhody,
systemic medical conditions.”

Kevin began to wonder about some of what he had heasd-of
called “alternative medicine”. He had been assured dweral
medical professionals of his acquaintance that there atsolutely
no basis in science for most of these techniques adk.w But
perhaps, he mused, they really do work in Lyndesfarneey Had
certainly developed considerable psychological skills, lzed some
ways of directly working with memory and perception, hevin
which were used frequently, almost casually by many people

Kevin shook his head.

“So, to summarise,” he said, “Lyndesfarne needs — deast
wants — goods and services from England more than my wairkis
goods from Lyndesfarne — or at least goods that Lyndesfarne is
prepared to let us have. Is that about right?”

Amiss stared at Kevin for a long moment, with a siealmok on
his face: some admixture of shock and suspicion, with arst
undertone of loathing.

Just at that moment, Kevin became aware of a vaoketystling
noises in the bushes around him. The others had obvibaalyl it
too, judging by the way the conversation stopped abruptly, ad th
all turned in their seats, trying to track down the seuof the
interruption.

Moments later, many dark figures started emerging fromndehi
the hedgerows, and moved purposely over the lawns. Somhe of
strangers rapidly encircled the party with what Kevinuldoonly
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describe as military precision, while others ran indiection of the

house. Someone shouted something that Kevin did not usaleyst

but everyone else clearly did, and Tanji and her Uncléesgid

immediately. Shortly afterwards, the same voice atgukin English.
“Everyone stay where they are!”
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Chapter Thirty Two

Over the decades, Kevin had spent a great deal of timaison
own. This had given him plenty of opportunity to thinkrhags
even too much. He knew he was regarded by his workagolkss as
something of a loner, although he thought this was nwmmo with
intrinsic shyness than any antipathy towards higvelman. As a
child, he had been brought up to be polite and quiet in adult
company, and he had always tended to be reserved, etetramin,
in the company of his peers. As a youngster, he reewab he
preferred to hide himself away rather than join in ¢faenes in the
playground; in later life, he would just immerse himselfhis own
cogitation and speculations.

In one of his more ruminative moments — only muchr lateents
would persuade him to revise his evaluation of his ovaughts to
“‘moderately paranoid” — Kevin had wondered just how much he
would be missed if he were to suddenly and permanently desappe

There really was nobody in the world that would actualigs
him. Kevin's parents were by now quite elderly; noaatly infirm,
but tended to keep themselves to themselves, living eir thwn
circle of friends at the Rotary and golf clubs. He hader felt very
close to his parents, even as a child, and as an aglbught their
company only occasionally, more out of a sense of darg
obligation, rather than any desire for emotional aont

His now-ex wife had no interest whatsoever in maintg any
contact. She would not even take his phone calls erextremely
infrequent occasions where he had attempted to corgacdh lorder
to resolve occasional (and invariably trivial) aspect their former
life together. Their marriage had been childless, lvhiow seemed
to be fortuitous; children might have kept the marriaggetioer, he
considered, but he would probably have withdrawn his palispn
even more, quite possibly to the point of insanity.

Since the separation from his wife, he had felt tomt@nally
fragile to undertake any kind of new relationship. He had no
liaisons or even dates during this period; he had noty risaind
himself attracted to anyone, despite one or two faldar come-ons
from a couple of female acquaintances. At least, loaigit, |
imagined that they were come-one, although it could lheen just
wishful thinking on my part.
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Even at work, his human contacts were very limitechis Tvas
forcibly demonstrated by events that occurred duringatterlpart of
the construction work on the new bridge, when the rsajpport
towers had been completed and the first parts of thewaa itself
were being manoeuvred into position.

At the firm’'s local headquarters in Manchester, Kestiti had a
private office, which was in an obscure corner of thédding and at
the end of an infrequently-used corridor. Kevin hadailytirelished
the peace and quiet of the office when he had first takemsidence,
but now rarely visited it. He was spending a lot ofetitravelling
and staying in hotels, thanks to the continuing pressoires-site
working on the Lyndesfarne Bridge. When he was notvelgti
engaged on the site, he tended to work at home, mairydiol the
tedious slog through the city traffic in the mornings awenings.

On this occasion, Kevin had elected to visit hisceffon his way
back from Lyndesfarne. He had managed to get awayreihdie he
had expected and this, combined with an unusually smoat ro
journey, allowed him to arrive at the office building lgid-
afternoon. By good luck, he managed to find a space in the
overcrowded car park; this involved pouncing on a spot being
vacated by someone Kevin did not recognise, and rapidérsiag
the Volvo into the vacated bay. Thank goodness, he dnwsgdy,
for employees leaving early.

The office itself was tidy (thanks to Kevin himsedid clean (no
doubt due to the attention of the firm's contract datgga)) but
nonetheless there was a distinct sense of being unitisedould not
easily have said just what had given him that impressionceivably
it was the smell of the closed room, or perhaps jwstway that the
sunlight was shut out by the partially-closed blinds. r@aybe,
thought Kevin, it is the impression of robotic tidingisat leads to the
absence of that lived-in look.

He set about one of the very few professional aetsvithat was
more easily completed while physically in the offiteat of deleting
the latest tranche of spam and other unwanted electroail. He
was struck by just how little junk mail had actually accwated since
he had last performed this task, which he always nigm@hsidered
as analogous to mucking-out with the aid of a pitch-fork.

It appeared that the firm's email was still working, tinat
messages he sent seem to be delivered. He had cahtihiseby
sending an email to himself, which appeared in his irdfter only a
few moments. Nevertheless, it emerged that he haa fegeoved
from the internal electronic mail and telephone deges, which
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meant that anyone who did not already know his emailesddor
phone number would find it difficult to contact him.

He also appeared to have been removed from most ofténaal
mailing lists, which meant that he was no longer gettll those
professional circulars, administrative reminders and agement
guidance emails which seemed to be an essential pamodérn
office life. Under normal circumstances, the abseotevhat he
thought of as “electronic administrivia” would truly haween a
blessing, but now he found it slightly disturbing. Suchrithstion
lists were almost never properly maintained and it waasrly
impossible to get your name removed from them, in Kgvin
experience, but now there seemed to be a concertat teffout him
off from the mainstream business of the company.

Of course, he was still being paid regularly; he was ypttain
he would have noticed before if this had not been tridevin was
not particularly interested in money. He was naturaliyther a
spendthrift nor a miser, in his own evaluation; he tbuhat he
instinctively lived well within his means. Part tife reason behind
this was that he was not really interested in acepnsitfor their own
sake, or even as a part of that game where ostentabmgsmerism
was used to advance one’s perception of one’s placecigtygo Just
too boring for words, he thought.

Now that he had confirmed that he was indeed being paid
monthly as always, Kevin began to wonder about othmendial
matters. He checked on his expense claims, whichidedlthe costs
of travelling to Lyndesfarne, as well as hotel accaaation on both
the Mainland and Island sides. He managed to confirmhinavas
quite definitely being reimbursed in the usual rather téadkion, but
he could find no trace of the paperwork he had used to nieke t
claims in the first place.

It was slowly occurring to Kevin that there were omlyfew
people in his company with whom he now had contact,thatthe
paper trail of expenses claims or remuneration was pagcally
sparse. With so few records, it would be entirely [esgo deny
that he now worked for the company, he thought, anddily could
just disappear overnight without anyone being the wiser.

Kevin was mulling over this insight on the way to tateen to
pick up a cup of coffee when he ran into Frank Boxton, @mnlis
few close professional acquaintances, in the corridor.

“Hi. Long time no see.” Frank exclaimed, raising éd in a
vague gesture of greeting. “You know, | didn’t realise yoll st
worked for the company. I'm sure someone said you'd left.
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In spite of being one of the more experienced projectagers,
Frank was not particularly renowned for keeping his fingerthe
pulse of company. Even so, anyone with a responsilgiiqgpoin a
modern organisation had to be at least somewhat asfacarrent
goings-on, and to be plugged into a few of the more relialshours.
In Kevin's company and, he strongly suspected, most other
professional environments, rumours and gossip were antesggart
of the system, lubricating the process of consensusiigr and
decision-making without the necessity of anything assces a direct
instruction being issued.

“Well, no,” Kevin responded immediately in a probably oeal
attempt to head off this particular strand of gossip, “Uefinitely
still here, although | have been a little elusive ntlge

“Nose to the grindstone stuff, | take it?” Frank enquired.

“Yes, something like that,” Kevin agreed.

The same hyperactive company rumour mil had long ago
informed him that Frank was thought to have a drinking Iprob
Kevin did not think this was a problem of the “l drinkget drunk, I
fall down, no problem” kind. It was just that too masmployees in
high-pressure jobs probably drank more than was good éon, tto
the despair of the company medical service. Frank wsts gn
example, considered Kevin, and it did not seem to stopfium
fulfilling his role highly successfully.

Frank was just sufficiently close an acquaintance fovirkKeéo
suggest that they went for a quiet drink after work. I wat long
before the two men found themselves in a bar Kevih Ibeen to
before, when undertaking what was euphemistically refexreas “an
off-site long-term strategy meeting”, meaning of coumseall-night
drinking session. During these binges, it was traditidoaspeak
freely about all the problems with the firm and its tougers, to
discuss at length about which projects were in the ame which
ones were going really badly, to debate openly the slmomings and
lack of vision of senior management, and generally peitwtorld (or
at least the company) to rights. And all before olpdime, too.

The bar was mostly empty at this early evening holthpagh
rapidly become more crowded as groups started arriving, paedum
intent on getting in a quick one before the gruelling joyioeck to
their loved ones. Kevin attracted the attentionrd of the bar staff,
and asked Frank what he wanted to drink.

“Do me a double Scotch and pint of bitter, would you,” olieer
man replied.
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Kevin ordered the beer and spirits, including a pint fonskif,
and then the two men ferried their drinks to an unoccupieleé in a
quiet corner. Kevin mused on Frank’s order of the whiskel beer
chaser combination, which he had heard called a ‘fibaalkers”, and
which caused him to re-assess the state of Frank’h@sywot to
mention his liver.

Frank downed his Scotch in one, winced and then took@amide
at his beer. Sighing deeply, he focussed his attentidfewin.

“So, | thought you had taken early retirement.”

“No, no,” Kevin responded, “I'm still here, hard at WworlI'm just
doing a lot more on-site work. Makes quite a change Bpemding
all day hunched over a computer in the office.”

“Sounds all very mucky and hands-on. But what is it ya ar
working on?”

Kevin wondered how much he should tell Frank about the New
Bridge and the strange properties of the world of LyndesfarHe
recalled the admonishments at the project kick-off ingefand was
beginning to understand the importance of a sensitive apipror
perhaps just plain evasion.

“Oh, it’s another bridge,” he replied vaguely, “Up in tNerth-
East. It's got a few interesting technical problems,taahention a
couple of challenging environmental aspects. But nothing dpecia
really.”

“Well, 1 hope you get it finished off quickly. There att sorts of
changes in the wind at the moment.”

“Really?” Kevin contrived to sound surprised, although he ha
already begun to wonder. He took a sip of his beer whdakFwent
on.

“Ah, you know, I've heard that there’s some mysterioaature
going on. All very hush-hush, lots of closed-door megtinit's got
the Partners all very excited.”

“So?”

“So, there are to be no more projects started tieabased in our
office. There’s loads of coffee-machine talk of ahgsidown the
Manchester building altogether, once this wacko proigctione.
People are already being asked to move. | know sontedéthies
are being shipped off to Japan for some sea-level causeway
proposals, lucky sods. While I'm being asked to move to
Berkhamstead, of all places.”

“Oh, there are worse parts of the world,” Kevin sympaihis
“But why is this strange project leading to the officengetlosed?”
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“That’s the strangest part of the whole thing. It makesense,
and there’s no suggestion of any even half-way sensibkomeat
all.”

On the way home, Kevin found himself wondering why he had
not heard about the office closure. His first insigghs that the same
computer glitch that had removed him from the internedadories
had prevented him from getting the management emails wiacid
have undoubtedly preceded a change of this magnitude. @thire
hand, he considered, perhaps it was because the New Prinjget
was still many months away from completion, and sreéhwas no
immediate intent to move him and his small team; thieliog would
remain open for as long as the New Bridge project coatin Still,
he mused, there were only a few people working on {melésfarne
bridge, especially now that the design work was congleted it all
seemed very wasteful.
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Chapter Thirty Three

There was a startled moment of silence around the grsup a
everyone, now including Kevin, tried to get some kind ahental
handle on what was going on.

The new arrivals appeared to be formed from two coniplete

disparate factions. The larger group were dressed in gernmich
Kevin thought would not be in the slightest out of plackis world.
At a first glance, their garb could be mistaken for tweryday
working clothing typical of those frequently employed outdobrs.
Nevertheless, the sameness of the blue windcheaterdhe dark
blue trousers, together with a certain undeniably mylitstance,
made it clear to Kevin that they really were uniforms

It was this paramilitary group who were acting to prevamy
movement. Even with no one apparently giving ordemsy thoved
with the competence and precision of the professictraliged and
well-briefed soldier.

The remainder of the newcomers were dressed in dark ibe
their hoods pulled well up so that their faces were madiscured.
These outfits appeared black when glimpsed at a distancegnbut
closer inspection a more complex colouring became appatewas
a strange and shifting mixture of dark shades which Kesaa not
entirely sure he could reliably identify, let alone di®cto anyone
else.

The three people in this second group noticeably walked mor
slowly that the others, with a certain suggestiont@élth about their
careful movements. After a few moments observatioseemed to
Kevin that there was a suggestion of embedded magic in the
garments, and he speculated that they included some progecty
allowed the wearer to be difficult to see, or perhags awisible.

Despite the instruction to stay where they were, yorer sitting
in the arbour got to their feet, or at least made @ento do so. They
moved at the same moment, instinctively and quite umaounsy.
Later, when he had collected his thoughts, Kevin woule lzaclear,
if slightly surreal, recollection of the synchronisedraping of the
chair legs on the stone patio.

Several of the uniformed individuals were carrying itemhsch at
first glance looked like heavy cudgels. When Kevin hagkci@d his
wits sufficiently to start paying attention, he notdudtt they were
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actually thick black sticks, with large bulges at each amdl smaller
ones elsewhere along their length. The smaller isgellsparkled
busily, indicating the presence of magical sprites ofesé&ind. He
had not seen anything like the clubs before, but these vibeing
wielded in a fashion that left Kevin in no doubt thagyt were some
kind of weapon, and he had no wish to find out exactly hosy
were used.

When Kevin was finally able to drag his eyes awaymfrthe
weapons and uniforms, he found to his considerable suthasehe
recognised several members of the paramilitary group.waesure
that they were Guardians from the bridge, and from tlanlihd
side too, he thought. These were men and women hetHadsa
nodded to politely on many occasions, or with whom &d aven
passed the occasional inconsequential pleasantry.a#tdecouple of
the Guardians clearly recognised him, too, although thagle no
move to acknowledge the fact.

Several of the Guardians were standing close to botf dad
Kevin, not touching or restraining them in any way, aking it
clear in subtle ways that any attempt to run would bee qiefinitely
futile and very probably painful.

Kevin looked around in time to catch Tanji's Aunt beirsgated
from the direction of the stables by a pair of Guasliatshe was
looking distinctly bemused, although not particularly frigiete.
Tanji's Uncle’s reactions were more telling. He Ked absolutely
furious, but seemed intent to avoid saying or doing argythin
although the effort made him look like he was going to alat
any moment. Kevin decided that this was good advicdryt@and
avoid being vocal, or drawing any attention to onestfil the
situation became clearer. Assuming, he thought, thawoitid
become clearer, of course.

The same voice they had all heard earlier spoke again.

“On your feet, all of you.”

This was a largely pointless instruction, since attegt Tanji's
Uncle were already standing. Kevin was not at all sunere the
voice was actually coming from. It certainly did nppaar to be any
of the people he could see, who were speaking. The cbensed to
have noticed too, since several of them were looknogirad to try
and locate the speaker.

The same voice then instructed them in no uncertamsteo
move into the house. They were directed, politely bua imanner
which made it clear that they had no choice in thétenato the
kitchen where Kevin and Tanji had enjoyed their brealdaty a few
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hours before. As they walked, her Uncle moved closé€Fanji and
said something to her which Kevin could not understandhéubok
to be an enquiry that she was OK.

Kevin was feeling extremely anxious about Tanj’'s telhg, and
was trying to find some opportunity to move closer to has they
filed in through the kitchen door, watched carefully by #yuad of
Guardians, Kevin hurried to catch up with her. He attethpd move
casually and naturally, and without looking at all surreptg. This
seemed to work, since no one prevented him from sittowgn next
to her at the kitchen table.

The Guardians appeared to be waiting for something, oeoen
A contingent stood guard, stationing themselves at thewdys to
the large open room. The remainder left quickly, anda# not at all
clear to Kevin where they might be going, or what thaght be
doing. The black robes had congregated in a group, and oow st
silently, their faces still concealed in their hoods.

After a few moments silence, the prisoners — Kevinlccaot
think of themselves as anything else — started whigpexriongst
themselves.

Kevin leant over to Tanji, and spoke softly into har.e

“What’s going on?”

“I wish | knew.”

“The people in the blue outfits, they're Guardians, drédmy?”

“Yes,” she replied softly.

“So who are the people in the black robes?”

“Watchers, | think. But I've never seen so many tbgetor even
heard of such a gathering. I've never seen one up cosk]'ve
always understood that they were solitary individualdieylre not
supposed to reveal their identity to anyone, not eveardiVatchers.
There are stories that say that you could live witladcher for years
and never know!”

Before Kevin could enquire further, a group of the Guardians
entered the kitchen, escorting two newcomers. Heswgwised to
recognise the new arrivals, who were Ricard and Psofeglan
Wilmington. Ricard looked distinctly nervous, even mare than
when he had “rescued” Kevin from his nocturnal rambliathshose
months ago. He was visibly looking to Alan for guidaneed
seemed to Kevin to be entirely unable to make a deaisichis own.

Alan, on the other hand, looked like he was in corfahings.
The Guardians appeared to be deferring to him, taking his
instructions. Kevin found himself wondering whethewds Alan’s
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voice he had heard earlier, perhaps projected over anehsthough
some magical means.

The two men rapidly became the centre of attenticthénroom.
Their arrival had provoked an outburst of what Kevin tdokbe
guestions or complaints, with almost everyone speakiognet. The
Professor appeared to be unfazed by the barrage of qgesdiaoh
raised both his hands for silence. The torrent afegabated, with
the Professor seemingly willing to wait indefinitety fsilence.

Kevin noticed that Amiss did not seem in the slightbat
surprised or concerned by the turn of events. He wasstemding to
one side of the room, looking calm and very sure of élfimsAmiss
caught Kevin watching him, and smiled in return, a loolctviKevin
thought appeared faintly menacing rather than reassuring.

There seemed to be some unspoken communication betheen t
Professor and Amiss. Kevin had noticed the glancewfgcross the
room, which seemed to be both acknowledging each ophesence,
as well as communicating something else that he couldatitom.
Kithyn, by contrast, looked distinctly frightened, ancrsed to be
looking to Taniji for some kind of help or reassurance.

Once the noise in the room had died down, the Professor
addressed Kevin and Tanji, very rudely ignoring everyose el

“You too have caused me a lot of trouble,” he begankimglup
and down the room in a fashion Kevin had seen befbregally
don't like having to be dragged over here like this.”

“You seem to be a bit annoyed,” Kevin said, statingdheious,
with at least the subconscious objective of being rasating as
possible.

“Too right I'm annoyed,” he responded, fuming visibly.

“So what'’s getting to you?”

“You've caused an almighty furore, both here and in thlee©
World,” the Professor ranted, “Why did you have to takwealictor
with you? Can you imagine the impact of such a thing?”

“What do you mean?” Kevin said, genuinely confused.

Professor Alan sighed, his incandescent temper subsidittig.a

“There’s a certain class of sprite, we call them dm®ors’, who
can, in various ways, tell the future.”

“Yes, | know,” Kevin replied, “Tanji told me that the gerweight
had some ability to predict the future weather. Andatlght source
as well.”

“Exactly. But it is the knowledge of thexistenceof ‘predictor
magic’ that must be protected. It cannot be allowedhedknown
about in the Other World.”
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“Why not?” Kevin persisted.

“Well, there are certain vested interests in thee®©torld,” the
Professor said, suddenly sounding cagey to Kevin's eard, an
glancing at Amiss.

Their conversation was being followed with interegtelveryone
in the room, included the Guardians and, Kevin noticedhito
surprise, the Watchers. There was a sudden silencegasryone
was waiting to hear the Professor’s explanation.

“There are various established organisations and coegyahe
said in a manner that suggested to Kevin that the woeds teing
dragged from him, “Sports groups, team managers and so oo — wh
do not want the results of matches yet un-played to de s
predictable.”

The Professor did not make any mention of anotheroobvi
interested party. Nevertheless, it occurred to Keham there must be
a considerable vested interest from some less reffeg@ups with
formidable amounts of control in certain, legally eatlgrey areas.
He suspected that organised crime groups would be extremely
interested in this particular form of magic. Surelyréasoned, there
must be criminals who were making astronomical amoohtaoney
from a huge range of gambling activities, both legallyctaned or
otherwise, not to mention the use of betting as a efdgcilitating
money-laundering.

Assuming the existence of gambling organisations opgratin
beyond the law, then the use of predictors would be sidenable
threat to their incomes if the ability fell into reeone’s hands,
someone who might use the capability to make huge sumedy
by laying bets on races and matches when already kgothie
outcome.

Only later would it occur to him that he might have dgloat
analysis quite wrong. He would realise that the crimitlzremselves
would have wanted such a device. What an advantage itlWweuhe
reasoned belatedly, for crooked bookmakers to be abgosuted of
the results of a race or match before it had acthalhpened.

“It's too dangerous,” Alan continued, “We're going to hawe
take some extreme measures.”

Kevin was suddenly apprehensive.

“What do you mean?”

“We've been worried about the New Bridge project fomso
time,” the Professor said, “It's just too dangerous ltowait to be
completed.”

194 © Trevor Hopkins 2006



“But why?” Kevin demanded, “Surely it's exactly what sva
asked for by the Board of Construction?”

“Perhaps it was. But the Board do not seem to betablearn
from the past, despite the prompting from the Board ofti@bnOur
analysis tells us that the amount of steel used ircomstruction of
the bridge was almost guaranteed to allow some magiedk |
through to your world. We've got to shut down the Newd&ei
project.”

Kevin had been wondering about the use of “we” in tisé flew
utterances. He supposed that the Professor was speakiedpainof
some powerful group or groups in Lyndesfarne. His suspici@ne
more-or-less confirmed when Amiss spoke up at this point.

“We have been trying to prevent or at least delagasipletion
for ages,” he said, “But now, we will be forced to degtthe New
Bridge.”
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Chapter Thirty Four

In Kevin's professional experience, there always comenoment
in every large project where the delays caused by emoedicted
additional work and logistical failures reaches a ctistage. At this
point in time, the fact that the project will be sesly delayed can no
longer be ignored, even by the project managers whasi yeas to
ensure on-time delivery.

At times like these, Kevin saw that a crucial parhisfjob was to
put pressure on the management team to ensure that alitigl was
stared in the face, rather than flatly denied. Hetbagluarantee that
the now-impossible schedule was ditched, and to make Isaire¢hie
plans were adjusted to correspond with reality, ratrem gitempting
(and inevitably failing) to force reality to fit th@ans.

In general, Kevin concluded, almost everything aboutl civi
engineering took longer to achieve that even the mossirpistic
plans, an observation he knew as Hofstadter's Laws was defined
as “Everything takes longer than you think, even whan tgke into
account Hofstadter's law” — a notion that Kevin foundatiye
recursive.

Kevin was attending a particularly stormy project progress
meeting, and feeling increasingly fed up with the wholenev He
was firmly of the view that “progress meetings” werethgang
where everyone sat around and talked, instead of actoakling any
progress. Certainly, this specific event seemed tgeberating much
heat and smoke, but with precious little clarity and ihation as a
result.

The breaking-point in this case was the revelatiort i
foundation work was going to take much longer than suggested by
the original plans. During the initial excavations the Mainland
side, the contractors has discovered that the bedrock mae
splintered than the surveys had suggested, and consequemdy th
would need to be more driling and blasting, as well asecaifot
more reinforced concrete to support the bridge.

Kevin was the bearer of this particular piece of bassneHe had
recently visited the excavations, made numerous natesb,written
them up into a lengthy professional report, which ofrsewno one
seemed to have actually read. The reaction aroundakies &s the
realisation of the implications began to sink in, \masombination of
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surprise and fury. Voices were raised, heated outburses al@ost
immediately interrupted by someone else, and fingers pereed —
all standard behaviour which Kevin mentally categorisas
“throwing the toys out of the pram”.

Tweedledum acted as if meeting thought that the surveyingser
were entirely his fault, as the representative of tainland
contracting firm. Acting entirely in character, heunted a robust
defence, trying to shift the blame on to the surveyirmgk, which
had commissioned by Kevin's company and at least pgrtisl
Kevin himself.

Having been put on the spot, Kevin tried to explain galand
rationally that, even with modern techniques, undergroungeging
was an imprecise science. He knew that core drilliag always a
sampling process and could easily lead to misleading comedysi
while echo-soundings required a considerable degree of human
interpretation, which of itself implied the possibildy human error.

This particular rationalization was not well-received/arious
parties around the table seemed determined to make demnznld
not be seen as their fault, and the blame would bédyfattached to
someone else. Terrific, thought Kevin, as he watt¢hedarguments
rattle to and fro, | can see that getting caught inctbss-fire was in
fact going to shoot the messenger.

“Wasn't there also those problems with the surveying
equipment?” asked Tweedledum, prompted inaudibly by one of his
ever-present coterie of underlings, presumably in anrteffo
undermine Kevin's explanation.

“What's that?” Kevin responded. “I've heard nothingpabany
problems.”

“Oh yes, | was chatting to someone the other weeforgket who.
Said they had endless problems with the machinery,”etiiedum
blathered on. “Iffy things, those scanners. Too ymaitrochips in
them for my taste. Never can trust them.”

Kevin was taken aback. He had not heard of any sulahefg
and had thought that he was on sufficiently good ternts st team
that he would have got wind of anything like this. Oma oither hand,
he mused, much of the surveying work had been subcontracted,
to a company he had not heard of before. During thé,we had
met some of the individuals, who all seemed quietly denti, and
the report they had produced all that time ago was a mbddajpable
professionalism.

There was nothing in the survey report about any ingnt@tion
problems, which he would certainly have expected frony an
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competent company. Any problems which might affectabeuracy
of the report would, as a matter of course, be includedeirtext, in
order to frame any limitations in the work carried ot to mention
that essential facet of professional life known aevéring your
arse”. There is something strange about this whalatgn, Kevin
pondered distractedly.

Peter Brenner, the design team Project Manager — alvaitsof
a worrier, even at the best of times, Kevin thoughtas alternately
acerbic and apoplectic.

“Nothing in the survey anywhere?” he spluttered. “Nsksi
register entry? Nothing at all?”

Kevin confirmed that there was no report of scanneblpms
anywhere, provoking a reaction from Peter best chemaetl as
“spitting his dummy out”.

David Macmillan, the Partner in overall charge of Neaw Bridge
project, confirmed Kevin's statements in a much calt@re of
voice, evidently trying to get the meeting back on séonen of even
keel. As if he actually read the reports closely endogtell, Kevin
thought resentfully.

Regardless, David downplayed the scanner problems, suggesting
that it was a minor oversight, and hinting that thehtécal problems
might be explained by proximity to the straights and eVt it was
that prevented technology from working on the Island.

Peter was evidently not to be so easily pacified. réserted to
using the Lyndesfarne language, speaking directly to thelesmal
Lyndesfarne team sitting (almost huddling, Kevin thougintktwe far
side of the table.

Panit, whose apparently permanent paranoid views appeared t
have been ratified by the recent exchanges, looked samayeven
Bret was looking a little bit relieved at Peter’s wqrds

“Eh? What's he saying?” interjected Tweedledum, glancing
around the table. In doing so, he simultaneously coadlrikevin’s
guess that Tweedledum did not speak the language, as weitiag vo
his own view that deliberately speaking a language notyene at
the meeting understood was both rude and unprofessional.

“l was just explaining that the schedule for the Newd@ei will
have slipped by months, not days, thanks to this cockexplained
Peter, in a tone of voice that suggested not an ounte, smidgeon
of remorse or apology.

Panit seemed to be making side remarks to Bret. Kewitdaot
hear what was being said, and he suspected that he wdulchve
understood even if he could have heard.
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After rather too much further discussion, and far too hmuc
bitching and backbiting, the meeting came to a decisidrhere
would be an immediate re-plan cycle. Peter Brennerdvordduce a
revised plan, based on the increased effort estimatasKevin, and
present it to the next progress meeting in a week’s time

“It's not the end of the world,” was David's parting $ho
completing his self-appointed role as meeting pacifier.

Kevin wondered if he was witnessing a game of “managemen
chicken” being played out between the project managerghen
Mainland and Island sides. This intransigent behavibyriurns,
obdurate, uncompromising and unyielding, suggested that thexe wa
some kind of power struggle going on. Both sides knew thats
delay was inevitable; neither side wanted to be tis¢ fo admit it,
presumably because of the loss of face that this watiédl.e Kevin's
news had forced their play, by making it clear thatMaenland side
would be badly delayed, and allowing for a certain amotigtezful
finger-pointing

The later part of the meeting was characterised byidalen
emergence of what was — to Kevin's mind — a completely
unnecessary interest in the minutia of the expensgshendetails of
the day-to-day expenditure. Even the most trivial, dmel rmost
essential, outgoings were scrutinised minutely, as if nowuse
employees were trying to deliberately defraud the compahiyese
pressures on costs seemed, at the time, to be radbderespecially
given the lack of emphasis during the kick-off meetingshengrice
for delivery. This seemed to be a complete aboutfface the bean
counters, who had seemed so acquiescent in the earlngsee
Kevin wondered just what was going on behind the scenes.

He came away feeling immensely depressed, as he otteaftdr
such meetings. There had been some ill-informed dasjsimuch
miscommunications and a truly astonishing amount of uapsafnal
bitching.

Kevin tended to follow a dictum he had originally heahirhis
Grandmother: “never ascribe to malice that which adequately be
explained by incompetence”. Since he had come acrossnazing
amount of ineptitude and stupidity amongst his supposedly
experienced professional colleagues, he had no difficaltyutting
the whole experience down just as Granny would have. liked

Later that evening, while relaxing in the quiet comfoft his
Manchester flat, Kevin was curious about the follow-aghe day's
get-together. He seemed to have picked up a lot of “aptamts”
from the meeting, mostly to resolve issues not caugeinb in the
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first place. He wondered if somehow the managemente wer
particularly anxious about the progress of the work. Was such
an unusual project, he mused, conjecturing if there wetea ex
concerns above and beyond those he would have recognised
normal job. Unsure what else to do, he resolved ¢ seit Bret at
the earliest opportunity, and learn more about the ryistd the
construction of the Old Bridge.

The opportunity to talk to Bret occurred a week or sa,lahering
one of their scheduled inspection trips to view the pexyE the
construction work. It was a wet and windy day, forcing two men
to take shelter in the lee of several pallets of wanson stone
blocks destined for the tower on the Island side.

They were accompanied by the ever-present Ricard.uitarsly,
Kevin had left his rucksack behind, entirely accidentadly it
happened, and he asked Ricard to return and fetch it.

“I'll stay here with Bret,” Kevin suggested, “We canngplete our
notes for the weekly progress report.”

As if another week with a complete lack of progress was
something he particularly wanted to report on. Thek een no
discernable improvement on the delays so recentlyifigeinbn the
work on the Mainland side. He had, however, picked up anfaw
so-subtle signs that progress was not all that hadégmtted on the
Island side as well.

After Ricard had moved off through the rain, Kevin satvdo
heavily.

“Why do we have all these setbacks?” he huffed, vertisgent-
up frustration, and thereby visibly startling Bret, “Digyhhave these
kinds of planning and execution problems when the Old Bridge was
built?”

Bret looked thoughtful for a few moments before replying.

‘Hmmm. Well, as it happens, | have studied the history here.
And that’s a very interesting question.”

Kevin looked curiously at Bret and raised an eyebrow in alveay
liked think was quizzical. Bret took the hint and continued.

“I once told you that | was fascinated by the bridge ahikl.
Now, you should understand that not many large bridgebualtein
this world these days. Most normal transport does emuire such
things.”

“Portals,” murmured Kevin.

“Well, yes indeed,” Bret replied, looking slightly surmis at
Kevin's remark.
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Bret stared into the distance for a few momentsvirKgot the
impression that he was weighing up just how much he cauld,
perhaps should, tell. He appeared to come to some kindeohal
conclusion, and returned his attention to Kevin.

“So, where to begin? The tale of the making of thdder is not
all that well-known, since not many people are reailyare of the
true situation. | heard some chronicles as a child, fnoyrparents
and other relatives. They all seemed a little diégdl and sometimes
inconsistent with one another, and altogether imposdilgsoic.
Although they did make wonderful bedtime stories.”

Bret smiled for a moment and then continued.

“More recently, I've looked into the history, using socmatacts |
have within the Guild of Directions. And | have to sayhat |
discovered is just a bit worrying.”

Bret's normally smiling features were suddenly replaced by a
sombre look.

“There were an alarming number of accidents, espedralthe
earlier phases of construction,” Bret explained, “Eveore than
would have been expected in those days. People digdpadiften.
The workers, from both sides, came to believe thathitidge was
somehow jinxed or cursed, and it became increasingly wliffio
recruit men to work on the project.”

“The catalogue of problems culminated in the collapsehef
central arch while it was still being constructed.”

Kevin knew that stone arches were built by first cartding what
must have been a huge and complex wooden framework. hi®n t
base, the workers would carefully lay the pre-cut masdmwcks.
This had to be done as evenly as possible to minimissttéss on
the scaffolding, as well as ensuring that the arch dvathnd up
under its own weight when the woodwork was removed.

“That must have delayed the construction!” Kevin exoéal.

“Well, yes. There was a riot that — quite literallyemt on for
days. Intense paranoia everywhere, practically ahwitst. There
seems to have been some suspicion of sabotage ané&heatthough
nothing was ever proven.”

Bret grimaced, then continued.

“This incident also provoked financial turmoil, and backersnfro
both sides very nearly pulled out. It seemed for quitena that
work on the bridge would be abandoned.”

“But, after a fair bit of skilful footwork by the managent, a few
backroom deals to raise more money, some impressiveryprand,
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probably most importantly, an agreement to make a hugease in
the danger money paid to the workforce, the project estaunted.”

“The number of incidents was considerably reduced aftérdhd
obviously the bridge was finished - although the cost was
considerably higher than originally budgeted.”

Bret stood and shook his head.

“Anyway, the rain seems to be easing off. I'd better mw eéheck
on those delivery schedules.”

After Bret left, Kevin thought about what he had justrbésd.

He knew he was engaged in an inherently dangerous occupéttion.
was a sad but inescapable fact that large-scale cigineering
projects almost always cost someone’s life.

The New Bridge had so far had perhaps less than itstfane of
such incidents. Of course there had been severalnmeses, with
falling materials narrowly missing workers on a cougdl®acasions,
as well as the usual collection of the kinds of injiFecrushed arms,
broken legs — that building work so often engendered.

Even so, Bret's history lesson had forced Kevin to conside
seriously for the first time that the surveying equipmevas
sabotaged, or that the report on the foundation asalysrk had
been tampered with in some way. But, if it was sajmtehe
wondered, what did they hope to achieve? Maybe Granny was
wrong, and malice is the correct interpretation adter
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Chapter Thirty Five

“Destroy the Bridge?” Kevin practically screamed, “Ayeu
insane?”

Kevin's mind reeled at the prospect of all that effgding to
waste, not to mention all of the personal commitnienhad invested
in its design.

“I'm afraid so,” Amiss replied, looking irredeemably smug.
Kevin resisted the sudden urge to resort to violencechmwould
have been completely out of character, and probably veoy
effective anyway.

It occurred to Kevin that there had been forces trtindgelay or
prevent the completion of the bridge for quite some twow. With
the benefit of hindsight, there seemed to have beeraencidents
during the design and construction which had appeared atrigect
be merely accidents, or coincidences, or perhaps justékésod, but
which he could now interpret as an attempt to disruptptiogect.
Some of these occurrences could very easily have edsultserious
injury, conceivably even death. Miraculously, thoseived had all
survived, in most cases without even a scratch. Vdhiurse such
“near misses” were the subject of an investigatiohgsé
examinations were much less lengthy and disruptive than t
enquiries that would have ensued if someone had actually die

Even so, there had been no obvious attempt at dirbotegge of
the fabric of the bridge itself, at least as far a&s dould tell.
Presumably this was because it would have been vergutliffo
conceal, given the sophistication of modern design andtagtion.
Kevin could not think of a way that a straightforwarthek could
have gone undetected. Any attempt to alter the desighasahe
bridge would collapse “accidentally” would be very difficulgecause
of the cross-checking and multiple computer simulationshwhiad
to be performed. Besides, it occurred to Kevin, somehote
simulations were undertaken on my own laptop computer, &adgd
that very close to me almost all the time.

The most severe risk to the delivery of the New Brigggiect,
especially in the early days, was the erratic inteige of the various
strands of management. At the time, Kevin had put itrdtavthe
usual executive intransigence, not to mention incermst but
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perhaps it was actually an attempt by some faction soul the
completion of the bridge.

Now, it seemed, there was to be no attempt at subterhme
subtle pressures brought to bear to delay the projeceven to
increase the anticipated costs to a point where ttleeba decided to
cut their losses. They were simply going to destroybtige, with
no appeal.

Kevin sagged, both physically and mentally. He couldktbinno
way to prevent the destruction of what he had long thoafas “his
baby”, or indeed to influence the course of eventd.at a

“How?” he croaked, “How are you going to do it?”

“Oh, it's simple enough,” Amiss replied, gloating, “Wejiist
blow up the towers.”

Kevin felt like a bomb had gone off inside him. He Hadg
suspected that there were concealed explosives in tidgebr
emplaced in the chambers he had been specifically regudst
include in the design. Like in the Old Bridge, these clahgel been
planted to guarantee destruction in the event of someokimgasion
or other direct threat. Now, because of politicalcawns triggered
by an accidental discovery, they were going to detorthte
explosives that had presumably already been concedled inwers.

Kevin looked around at the rest of the group, suddenly wargleri
what the others were making of all this. He could e Tanji
appeared to be very frightened, shaking visibly and looking
imploringly at him. Kevin grasped her hand, trying to impsome
kind of reassurance. She clung to his arm, seeminglgfgtdor the
touch.

Kithyn seemed to be shocked at her husband’'s stance.
Discovering that Amiss was so closely aligned witts theparatist
view was clearly news to her. Seeing Kevin lookinghat, and
aware of Tanji's distress, Kithyn seemed moved to roffeme
condolences.

“This wasn't what | expected. I'm sorry,” she saidTtanji, still
speaking in English.

Tanji nodded dumbly in response. She did not look capable of
any other reaction.

Kevin knew that Tanji had been writing to her frieneljing her
all about him, and keeping her informed of their movemenghe
had quite reasonably expected her old friend to keep hédeoces.
However, Kithyn, in all innocence, had been relatihgse tales to
her husband. Perhaps Amiss had even encouraged Kitlsyggest
to Tanji that they should write regularly. Kevin suppoted the use
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of not one, but two, naive parties was a subtle wageeping track
of his whereabouts, and even his state of mind. I$ aaost
certainly better than the intrusive presence of Rieahich had been
employed earlier.

Tanji's Uncle, and her Aunt as well, looked upset at the
revelations but did not look quite so frightened. Her &neas still
striving to keep his temper under control, and had not felet
compelled to get involved. Being aligned with the Guild of
Directions, presumably her Uncle thought that his se&picand
position would protect both of them from any seriousseguences.

“What’s going to happen to me? And to Tanji? Am | gdindpe
blown up too?” Kevin asked Amiss, making a feeble atteahpbny.

Amiss looked genuinely, sincerely shocked at the thought.

“Oh, no, not at all. We’ve no desire to kill you.”

Professor Alan spoke up, prompted by a glance from Amiss.

“You've definitely got the wrong end of the stick,” hadsaI'm
not sure what made you think that anyone has any itteihiarm
you.”

“It was you,” Kevin responded flatly.

The Professor was taken aback.

“What do you mean?” he demanded.

“I overheard you talking on the telephone, | suppose tosgmi
when we were locked in your office, saying that | — Wanji and I,
well, you said we would have to be permanently silenced.”

The Professor laughed, a little uncertainly, given tiars looks
he was getting from the rest of the group. Kevin wordidré had
not been properly understood that Alan had tried to makermis of
himself and Taniji, or that such a threat had been made.

Amiss spoke quickly, to fill the silence.

“It's very clear-cut. We have a working knowledge of
psychology that’s rather better than in your world,’shél, “And we
have recognised procedures for, well, to put it simply,cae make
you forget.”

“You mean, some kind of mind-wipe?” Kevin gasped.

“Well, if you like,” Amiss responded affably, “You wonknow
anything about it, afterwards. We’ve had much practioe, know.
And of course we ensure that any reminders, any physigince is
removed.”

“So this was always to have been my fate?” Kevin del@dn I
mean, even if you weren’'t planning on destroying my bridgeuld
have still had my memory modified, my past changed?”
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“Well, yes, I'm afraid so,” Amiss responded, not soundihg
slightest bit contrite, “It's a standard approach forlidgawith people
from your world who discover, or have to be told, too mabtout
us.”

Kevin mentally repeated that old expression about paratima
one that went, just because you are paranoid, does e that
people are not out to get you. It seemed entirely ¢tedim that a
clean-up operation had been long planned. This would have
destroyed the physical evidence of the bridge’s constrycimanged
that his company closed the Manchester office, and apl or
transferred anyone who might know even a little abbutiti would
certainly have removed his existence from the companydsgcor at
least made it look is if he had left the organisationestime ago.

“Did you know about this?” Kevin demanded of Tanji.

Her expression was answer enough.

“No! Absolutely not,” she answered indignantly.

Kevin had not really believed that she had, but nevesgbdile felt
he had to be sure.

“So what'’s going to happen to Tanji?” he asked Amiss.

“Oh, nothing. She’s a professional Guide. She must knbarav
her loyalties lie.”

This statement provoked a certain amount of muttering fro
Tanji's Aunt, directed at her Uncle.

Kevin twisted in his seat to look at Taniji.

“l don't want this to happen to you,” she said emphdyical
didn’t want any of this.”

Suddenly she pulled him close and kissed him full on the dips,
if there was no one else in the room.

“I want you to stay with me,” she whispered, her eyaghgl I
love you.”

Kevin felt his heart suddenly leap, despite the dire sitaadt®
found himself in.

“Oh, yes,” he murmured in response, “l love you too.”

A sharp intake of breath from Tanji's Aunt caused Kewirlook
up. Tanji's eyes too were drawn to something in the exoofh the
room. Changes were occurring in the appearance of thehérat
who had hitherto stood impassively throughout the exchanghs.
black robes, with their mysterious aura of magic, hatibaneously
transformed. They now had the dull brown appearanceiled o
waterproof leather capes, whose worn patina gave theegsipn of
having seen considerable service in all weathers.
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Kevin was immediately struck by the similarity of the figsirto
the images of the Ferryman he had seen before, botrees Bome
and in the pub only a few days before.

“The Ferryman,” Tanji breathed, as if in confirmation.
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Chapter Thirty Six

“You know, it's not exactly correct to say ‘the worldf
Lyndesfarne’,” said Bret deliberately.

Bret and Kevin were undertaking another inspection thig,ttme
checking the alignment of the roadbed from the Island sK&ard
had declined to join them on this occasion, seeminglytent to
deliver Kevin into Bret’s care for the morning. Tiwe halves of the
bridge were beginning to approach each other acrosgrdighss as
the construction work continued, and they were reassuring
themselves that the configuration of the pre-fabratatections was
as close to perfect as possible.

At least, that was what they were supposed to be ddimdact,
right now, they were sheltering from the rain, whigas particularly
heavy and penetrating, accompanied by a wind strong enouugkt
not only blowing them off their feet, but over the edgethe low
cliffs and into the surf below.

The two men were sheltered from the worst of thethezaby a
yawning rocky overhang, and warmly wrapped in their watarfpr
capes and hoods. Bret had produced a flask of the hot lateoco
which Kevin had begun to appreciate so much all thosehs@go.
Kevin had sipped the warming drink, and then made some kemar
about his first visit to the world of Lyndesfarne.

“Ah,” Kevin responded in a non-committal fashion, cupping
hands around the drink Bret had just handed him. “So viiwatlics |
be saying, them?”

Bret smiled.

“Well, firstly, it’s not quite the correct pronunciatiol know it’s
the way it's said in your world, but the derivationrisrh our name.”

Bret then said a word which could, perhaps, be understood as
Lyndesfarne although it seemed, Kevin thought privatelyhave
more spitting in the pronunciation than he was comifiketevith.

“I can see the evolution,” he responded, “But changes in
intonation for the same name in different languagesnateexactly
uncommon, I'm told.”

Bret snorted and nodded, at least as far as Kevin coeldrster
the voluminous clothing.

“The other thing | wanted to mention is that Lyndeséais not a
world at all.”
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“What do you mean?” Kevin demanded.

“It's actually only one rather small country, just opart of an
entire world.”

Kevin already knew this. Briefing sessions at NIS$4 made it
clear that the other world was almost exactly theesaize and shape
as his own. Naturally enough, he had also seen many paps of
the surrounding areas, as part of the design and plannirg wioich
had all indicated a geography broadly similar to the areand the
Island as seen from his own world.

“I'm sure that's true,” he said, “But I've never healte tworld
referred to as anything else. Does it have a propee?ia

According to Bret, the world had a name which Kevimftmed
non-linguist that he was, again failed to catch, andecaith a slight
suggestion that Bret was clearing his throat.

“l suppose it’'s too much to ask for a translation?” Keasked.

Bret chuckled.

“Hah! This is one of those linguistic points which keathings
difficult for the Guild of Directions.”

Bret went on to explain that there was no word in mom usage
in English that refers to his world in its entiretyApparently, any
plausible words in English were either archaic or minechythology,
and would certainly be disapproved of, Kevin imagined, lmfd3sor
Call-me-Alan. The best translation was, of courSarth”, but this
hardly helped to distinguish the two worlds.

Bret put the flask of chocolate back into his bag, andiyred
what Kevin recognised as a magic slate. He unfoldeapitlly, and
then made a complex series of gestures, stopping seveed, t
presumably to ponder what was required next. Finallyuheed the
face of the slate to Kevin. The surface was coveved a map,
apparently drawn in white, green and blue chalk.

“We are here,” jabbing a finger to indicate a tiny smudgea
coastline.

The map showed a wide peninsula, attached at the noghédrto
a continent that filled half the map and apparently rede¢d off the
eastern side. The isthmus enclosed a long narrowrséa eastern
side, while the map showed an ocean stretching to &st. wio the
south, a broader sea was evident, with a coastlitteeatery edge of
the displayed map, except for one large promontory. dkdd,
though Kevin, a bit like Italy, but without the bootest.

“This area here,” Bret said, indicating the peninsulés “
Lyndesfarne proper.”
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According to Bret, the country of Lyndesfarne compriskd t
entire neck of land, almost up to the northernmost pofnthe
enclosed sea, and included numerous islands on the esisiernit
was one of these islands which represented the cgossilkevin's
world. As far as he could judge, that little island washa same
latitude as the island of Lyndesfarne in Kevin's owrrldio

“So what'’s your name for that island?” Kevin enquired.

Bret grinned again.

“We call it England,” he said.

It was Kevin's turn to chuckle.

Bret took back the slate.

“Look at this.”

Bret started gesturing again, concentrating for a few embsnon
his actions, and then showing the surface to Kevihe image was
now of a globe, once again rendered in chalky shadesmarihg
slowly on the surface of the slate. The represemtatias of a world
which, if one looked very quickly indeed, could initially bestaken
for the Earth, but appears increasingly different asl@vieed closer.

Kevin was fascinated. He stared at the moving magsdweeral
minutes, lost in wonder at the complexity — and assuralityre- of
this other world. Finally, he dragged his attentionkid@cBret, who
was looking on patently.

“So why is the crossing just there?” he asked, “Sutetpuld be
anywhere in the world?”

Bret paused, looking thoughtful for a while.

“| probably shouldn’t tell you about this, but | want éxplain
something to you, something about my personal motivatimnd, to
do that, | need to tell you a little about the histofyny world.”

“A long time ago,” Bret continued, “By which | mean seal
thousand years, some people discovered how to construans
world portal. It took a huge amount of effort, with ssoof skilled,
well, magical technicians might be the phrase, workomgdecades,
but finally a crossing between your world and mine wasstructed.”

“You know, | felt sure that the crossing must be arfjt
breathed Kevin quietly, not wanting to interrupt the flofBret's
exposition.

“Oh, this crossing here was not the only one, anthirdy it was
not the first to be constructed. Indeed, it is betieteebe almost the
last one to be completed. But it is widely believed dhly one left
now.”
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“Wow,” thought Kevin, only later realising that the wiohad
actually come out of his mouth. “So how were such sings
made?”

“Frankly,” Bret responded, “I don't really understane fbrocess
in its entirety and, in any case, | doubt | could tramestae concepts
required.”

Kevin nodded. His lack of knowledge of the magic of
Lyndesfarne, and his inability to talk about it, had oncenagioven
to be an obstacle.

“Still, once the process had been proven,” Bret caoetin folding
up the slate while he spoke, “Various groups of people didnso,
widely different parts of our world, often in secret, doda variety
of motives, some of them less good than others.”

“What sort of purposes?” Kevin asked.

“Oh, the usual kind of thing. Trade, conquest, and a whole
variety of political and religious reasons. Initialiyyvas thought that
these crossings were linked to many different worldswas only
later discovered that all of them when to the samddwe yours, of
course.”

“Why is that?”

“There appears to be some kind of exclusion principlefiact.
As | understand the theory, a crossing could be establishedy
world, any of an infinity of universes but, once onessiog had been
established, no other world could be linked to ours.”

“So there were other crossings to my world?” Keviredrout,
“Where?”

“Well, all over the place, at one time.” Bret reyi

He explained that some crossings had been establish@dcies
where the differences in geography or climate made ttentob
obvious or, more usually, almost impossible to navigatelysa
Originally, many different groups controlled the crossingnd some
were extremely cavalier in ensuring reasonable compatibifi both
sides.

“Some crossings allowed entire lakes to drain into deser seas
to flood farmland,” he observed. “One reason that oassing is
still here is that it was carefully chosen to happraximately the
same geography, climate and average weather conditiomstin
side. By that time, the portal constructors had lehrinem their
mistakes, and were much more cautious in choosing their
placements.”

“There were so many, well, environmental disasters dker
centuries that there was a need for more controlentally, the
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really dangerous crossings were shut down, with govertsmend
other controlling organisations sometimes using extremeumes to
ensure that this happened.”

Kevin enquired what was meant by “extreme measures”, and
learnt that this included what Bret described, with obvibosy, as
“explosive decommissioning”, as well as what sounded weugh
like direct military action.

“So, now we have a continuous process of risk assessmitimt
the threat of political action to quash any threat.étBexplained,
“And it's effective. Crossings have been permanenttsex in
recent times — inside the last hundred years or son #n& crossing
was at severe risk of closure itself not so long ago.”

“Why?” Kevin demanded.

Bret's explanation was lengthy, but it seemed thagtbbal wars
of the twentieth century had been monitored very closdtywas
apparent to Kevin that the Lyndesfarne authorities Haube craving
for political stability, and any risk to that stabilityould provoke
them to take drastic steps.

“Could you make new crossings?” Kevin persisted.

“Technically, perhaps,” Bret answered, “Although the tiarel
effort, not to mention the cost, would be huge — it \domlake the
budget for our bridge pale into insignificance. It wouldalderave or
foolish person to attempt such a thing without obtaining fssion.
And just negotiating that permission could take half aitife!”

Bret made it clear that some extremists maintainad ithwould
be best to close this last crossing. Some sectsedidatset up an
entirely new set of crossings to some more tranquitldy while
others wanted an enforced isolation. However, thesenmamajority
backing for either of these approaches, mainly, as Kenderstood
it, on the basis of “better the devil you know”.

“And as for my own position,” continued Bret, “I'm perslly
completely convinced that this crossingthe crossing — is a very
precious thing. Setting aside the economic advantagesh vene
valuable but not ultimately essential for my world, or jours, |
think that a limited knowledge of your world, and some atest,
is actually vital to maintaining the long-term stabilitynty country,
my world.”

“So, the reason | want our project to succeed, our bridgee
completed on time, is to maintain a degree of commtiaica
between our worlds, with the right balance of conarad commerce.
That’s where my interests are.”
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Chapter Thirty Seven

“Who is the Ferryman?” Kevin asked Taniji.

“l told you about him once, remember?” she hissedsporse.

There was a long pause, while Kevin wondered what toedt n
He was almost certain that he was missing somethpgrtant, but
his instincts and intellect seemed to have gone Heparate ways.
Everyone seemed to be surprised, even astounded, ahdé bydden
appearance of a mythical figure — several mythical figuredact.
Everyone, that is, except Tanji’'s Uncle, who lookedunmssed and,
curiously, distinctly relieved.

The old man stood up, bowed formally and said a few words
which Kevin took to be a greeting, which was acknowledgedows
returned by the Ferrymen. He then said something thlsaneaning
of which Kevin could not begin to guess at.

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

“He said, | wondered when you’d get here.” she replied, dingn
as flabbergasted as Kevin.

As if at a silent instruction, all three figures rerad\their hoods.
Kevin was dumbfounded to recognise all three of theme &udent
leader of the group was Bret's mother, whose name Henbaer
learned. She was supported by Bret himself, as welPeter
Brenner, the Project Manager from Kevin’'s company.retBhad
shape-shifted to his male form, and Peter looked the ssrever.
By contrast, Bret's mother had eschewed the optiomagculine
appearance. She looked stern and imposing, and Kevin cotild n
help but think that she would give Tanji's Uncle a run & money
in the statesman-like gravitas stakes.

“Bret’s mother is the Ferryman!” whispered Kevin tari]i.

“You know these people?” she gasped.

Kevin recalled that Tanji had never met Bret. Fameaeason,
he and Bret had not been had any direct contact oeelagh few
weeks, indeed since Tanji had replaced Ricard as his Guidhes
was not of itself particularly unusual, although Kevin dideetain a
fleeting suspicion that perhaps this was not entiredidaatal.

Amiss and the Professor seemed to draw together, perhaps
unconsciously, as they realised just who it was undehdlogls and
robes. Ricard, never an imposing presence at theobéistes, was
doing everything he could to become even more inconspicuous
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Bret’'s mother surveyed the scene, seemingly abledk &l of
them in the eye simultaneously. Finally, she addresAkzh
Wilmington.

“I think | need a little more explanation,” she saidingsEnglish
presumably for Kevin's benefit, “What’s so importariboat this
damn paperweight?”

“But, but you've already heard about the predictor magidkingr
in the Other World,” the Professor stammered, “Suggly must
understand that we cannot permit any such object to haee
circulation over there.”

Bret's mother said nothing. Her eye fell on Amisdonclearly
felt compelled to make a contribution of some kind.

“We must recover it,” he asserted, “at any cost.”

Alan glared at Amiss, their previously seamless nobaler
communication abruptly failing.

Suddenly enraged, Kevin jumped to his feet, much to evels/one
surprise. Tanji's Uncle looked at him as if he had gmad. Amiss
jumped, and then moved as if to try and silence Kevimly @aniji
herself seemed to understand, and she too stood up, bltl&ipgth
between Amiss and Kevin.

“But you must already have the bloody paperweight,” he glibut
angrily at the Professor, “l left it on your desk, costely by
accident, | might add, when we did a runner from your @ffic

The Ferryman remained calm in the face of Kevin'sbanst,
although she undoubtedly understood the importance of whaade
just said, and the unexpected reaction from Amiss.

She addressed Taniji.

“Is this true?”

“Yes,” she replied emphatically, “We were so rushed, so
frightened, that we completely forgot about it until ismoo late to
go back.”

Bret's mother’s gimlet eyes fell on Alan. It seentkdt everyone
in the room was aware of the sudden tension betweeRthfessor
and the Ferryman.

“Do you have the object?” she demanded of Professar. Ala

“No,” he squeaked.

“Do you know where it is now?” she asked again, sounding
suddenly dangerous.

“No, no | don't.”

“When did you last see the paperweight?”

The Professor wilted perceptibly under the piercing lawfcthe
Ferryman’s gaze.
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“It was on my desk, in my office at NISSA,” he saidarbarely
audible voice.

“After your guests had left so, shall we say, unexpeceédly

“Yes.”

“So, our Visitor here” — she indicated Kevin with onantd —
“quite definitely did not remove it from your office?”

“No.”

“And who therefore cannot possibly be attempting to ilse a
fashion | would disapprove of?”

“Yes.”

“So what happened to the paperweight? | presume it isngei
on your desk?”

“No it's not. Amiss told me to leave it there, andlgume, when
| called him to say that Kevin and Tanji had escapedutjn the
window,” Amiss responded meekly, “He was furious. When |
returned to the office the next day, it had gone.”

“You used the telephone to speak to Amiss?”

“Yes.”

“So he was already in the Other World at that time?”

“Oh, yes. He must have been.”

Amiss had been following the exchange of question andieans
with visibly increasing concern. His nerve must hamapped at that
point, since he made a sudden dash for the door.

“Hold that man!” commanded the Ferryman.

There was never any serious possibility that Amisddcbave got
very far, Kevin thought. The Guardians were still istagd in the
doorways, and had clearly been following events closéelywo of
them had grabbed Amiss before he had got more thandtaeg, and
he put up no more than a token struggle before being draggetiobac
face the Ferryman. She glared at Amiss, unmistakaigigrad at this
challenge to her authority.

“I will get to the bottom of this matter,” she thunddr

She waved a hand to summon one of the Guardians, and spoke
privately at length with him. He then nodded deferdntiai
confirmation and left quickly accompanied by one of bisypanions.

She then looked directly at Kevin.

“I've just asked for a thorough search to be undertakém said,
“in a number of places in your world. | have everyfictamce that
the Guardians will track down and retrieve that retchqukpeaeight
of yours.”

“And as for you two,” she rounded on Amiss and Alan, who
quailed at her expression, “lI have every reason t@ueelihat you
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have both been acting against the interests of Lyadesf | am not
at all impressed.”

She signalled again to the Guardians.

“Take them away!” she commanded.

The two men were rapidly bundled out of the room. Slea th
focussed her distinctly scary attention to Ricard, Wwad been trying,
but now evidently failing, to hide himself from her gazelow the
edge of the kitchen table.

“And as for you,” she began, pointing at the cowering ,man
suspect you have more involvement in all this than goau letting
on.”

Ricard squeaked something unintelligible in an exquisitely
pitiable manner.

“l think you will be able to tell us rather a lot,” @hFerryman
continued, “And | should encourage you to tell us everytthiat) you
know. If you don't, things will go very badly for yougkpect.”

Ricard’s response was inaudible, but he meekly allowedédtim
to be led away by one of the Guardians. Kevin haddnthtat the
Guardians all seemed to be deferring to Bret's Mothad she
seemed very much in control of the situation. In@ase, it occurred
to him, that the commanding, if disembodied, voice theg all
heard earlier was very probably hers.

The Ferryman looked around at the remaining people iroih.
Kevin followed her gaze. Tanji's Uncle was looking hext self-
satisfied. Kevin had an inkling that it was through sambervention
of his that the Ferryman and her cohort had been tipffedTanji's
Aunt seemed extremely relieved, and was being supporteceiby h
husband.

Kithyn had collapsed in tears, apparently on the vergaiatonic
shock. Tanji seemed to have got over her terror, ppdaaed to now
be more worried about her friend. She moved acrossaien to
comfort her. Kevin followed, sensing that, despite t@mpassion
for her friend, Tanji too needed much emotional support.

“I don’t think we need the services of the Guardiansfartper,”
the Ferryman said to the room at large.

She waved over another one of the Guardians and, afedly
conferring, signalled to the remnants of the group, véfio swiftly
and in near silence. Once the Guardians had left,Fdreyman
conferred at some length with Bret. She then canes tiv where
Tanji was attempting to comfort Kithyn, and Kevin wsignding
nearby, feeling slightly helpless.

Kevin saw her approach, and turned and stood up straight.
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“I'm really sorry to have caused all this trouble,” s&id rather
formally.

The Ferryman’s expression softened into a faint smile

“l really don't think it's actually your fault,” she raptl, “I am
quite convinced that you have been doing your best to etenfite
New Bridge. You should know that this is something whicm
generally in favour of. In my view, we owe you bothapology and
a debt of gratitude for unmasking a plot and several sefirge
villains.”

Kevin was uncertain how to react, and eventually optedaf
neutral response.

“Thank you, Madam,” he said.

“Oh, no, thank you. And rest assured that you wil beyve
welcome in my house again.”

On this note, she gathered up her robe and swept out odoim,
trailed by Peter Brenner.

Tanji swung around to face Kevin, looking astounded.

‘I hadn't realised that you were quite so well-connectethe
gushed, obviously hugely relieved after the unexpected repriev

“Frankly,” Kevin replied, shaking his head, “I hadn’t isatl that
| was either.”

Bret then approached Kevin and Taniji.

“l guess | have managed to surprise you again,” he saithgmi

“Too right,” Kevin countered flippantly, neverthelesglieg very
relieved to discover that Bret appeared to be on his Siae1 seem
to be getting quite good at it.”

Bret smiled more broadly.

“You know, I've been concerned about Amiss’s positionsome
time. Ever since | discovered that he was on theagement team
for the New Bridge project.”

Kevin was confused, and not for the first time.

“Amiss?”

“Did you not recognise him?” Bret asked.

Kevin shook his head.

“He was calling himself Panit. And he changed his aFrear
somewhat. But, at the time, he was officially spegkor the Board
of Control.”

As soon as Bret had uttered the words, the reality caashing
in on Kevin. Of course Amiss was also Panit! Havuld he have
been so stupid as to not have seen it?

“Of course,” he answered, doing his best to cover up his
confusion, “But won't the Board of Control still hatleeir concerns,
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even more so now that we know that there really avakeliberate
attempt to transfer a powerful magical item to my wdrld?

“Oh, | don'’t think so,” Bret said, “It must be clear ts all that
Amiss and Alan wanted to keep the artefact for thein objectives.
It was probably just personal gain, most likely in cadlasvith some
organised group in your world, and almost certainly illegahey
just wanted to make a great deal of money.”

Bret thought for a moment, and continued.

“So, | believe that any credibility in Amiss’s podiéil position
will have been swept away by the revelation that the was a
common criminal, and the rest of the Board of Contnédlbend over
backwards to avoid being seen to be associated with him.

Kevin nodded, happy to accept Bret's political savvy ois th
point.

“Look, | need to send a few messages,” he said, “Would you
excuse me for a few minutes?”

“Sure.”

Bret took a slate from under his robe, and withdrevwh&ofar end
of the kitchen table.

Kevin returned his attention to Tanji. It appeared Hidtyn had
finally reverted to speaking the Lyndesfarne language. v&isestill
being comforted by Tanji, although it was not clearKivin how
effective this was being. Finally Kithyn left, stilveeping, and
refusing any offer of help.

Tanji turned to Kevin and grasped his hand in a way #iahim
feeling suddenly hot inside.

“What's she going to do?” Kevin asked her solicitously.

“l don’'t know, and quite honestly | don’t think she doa$esi,”
she replied. “She feels that she has to support Amlsstever he’s
done, but she’s also understandably upset by the wayrbated me.
And you too, of course.”

“Will you keep in touch?” he asked.

“l think | should,” she replied, “I have a feeling thateswill find
it very difficult for a while yet.”

“You're probably right. But, who are the Ferrymen? dAmhy
did they turn up here?”

“So many questions, as always,” Tanji laughed, “Why doveét
ask my Uncle for an explanation?”

She had evidently also noticed that her Uncle seemeadprised
by the appearance of the Ferryman. He had evidenpliaie&d to
his wife what had been going on, and both of them vegietly
sitting side-by-side at the kitchen table. Kevin anchjiTdrew up
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chairs beside them, and Tanji said something to himKeain did
not follow.

The old man nodded, and also spoke in the Lyndesfarne language

“You will have heard of the legend of the Ferryman?anji
translated.

Kevin nodded, and the other man continued.

“Some stories tell us that the Ferryman’s role chdnghen the
bridge — the OId Bridge, | should say — was constructed. i3t}
shrouded in myth and secrecy, but it seems that theyrkamr
remained the final arbiter of truth when it comeghe crossing. But
the Ferryman himself became a reclusive figure, independed
distant.”

“When | heard Tanj’s story,” he continued, accompanmsd
Tanji's sing-song interpretation, “About your discovergdayour
crossing from the Other World, | made some enquiriesngstomy
contacts. Over the years, | have built up quite a métvand | think
| can say that | am rather well-connected with theegeance bodies,
including the Board of Control.”

Kevin nodded in agreement, since it appeared this was texpec
of him at this juncture.

“Anyway, when | found that the information | was gegtifrom
my contacts was contradictory, and in particular quitkerdint from
the tale as related by Tanji, | felt there was & lat clarity about
motivations. | had heard of some ways of contactivegRerryman,
which | used, speaking of my concerns and requesting that he
intervene. | hadn’'t quite expected the manner of hisappee!”

Tanji laughed politely after completing the translatiangd Kevin
joined in.

Bret seemed to have completed his writing, and rejoihedt
pulling up another chair on the opposite side of the tableere was
one question still worrying Kevin, and he rapidly conclutiest Bret
was as good a person as any to answer it.

“Am | still going to get mind-wiped?” he asked.

Bret smiled, evidently amused at the sight of Tanji amVilK
sitting so closely together, almost unconsciously toucbach other.

“Oh, no,” he said, “I think we can find something mucloren
useful for you to do.”
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Chapter Thirty Eight

Kevin carefully peeled the metal foil from the top obettle of a
very fine Islay scotch whisky, and poured a small measiure a
rather nice cut-glass tumbler. In fact, he remembetesi glass was
the only one of the set that he now had left, tlet either having
being chipped in the dishwasher, broken during a party, dr jus
abandoned when he left (or at least had been throwbyutis ex-
wife all those years ago.

He stood up and quietly toasted himself in the mirror, @it
the peaty spirit and then wincing slightly at the una@mst strong
taste. He was at home, in the lounge of the Manehdat. Earlier
that evening, he had dug the bottle out of the back oftchda
cupboard, where he had stashed it ages ago waiting forcalspe
occasion. Well, he thought, flopping on the sofa, Was as close as
| can expect to get to such a circumstance.

The occasion in question was the final sign-off of tesign of
the New Bridge, meaning that everyone concerned wasiathf
happy to start actually building the thing. He did feekdain sense
of satisfaction, he admitted to himself, of a joblwieine. This was
not the rush of energy experienced when his ideas dtestt to
happen, when the bare bones of the solution begin grgemand
kick starts the drive, the determination, to make thelevproject an
actuality.

No, this was altogether a much drier experience. ®haptetion
criteria for the New Bridge design were described in hugaildand
every last point had to be addressed. So, ahead adrthalfsign-off
and go-ahead to start, there were many weeks dedicatéde to
production of documents and reports, each of which wasdelj to
a formal and excruciatingly comprehensive review.

This mind-numbing process was amplified by the document
tracking process, which seemed to be in place entiredyamly to
allow the project management (who were not actuallydyecimg
anything) to nag incessantly when a complex documentefasered
even a half-day late. This process also insisted ugoallg detailed
tracking of the document author's responses to a revewer
criticisms, leading to the effect known to Kevin as ¢dment ping-

pong”.
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The sign-off meeting itself had been immensely tedioltshad
taken place in the uninspiring surrounds of the Mancheiiee, and
lasted all day, with the usual breaks for dry sandwickésyed
coffee and the resulting inevitable comfort breakse ieeting room
had been stuffy and overheated, since the windows didpert and
the air-conditioning seemed to be entirely ineffectivé&sood air
conditioning is undetectable, though Kevin, so that tharenment
iS so conducive to effective working that you do not getthe
machinery working.

Tweedledum’'s company, who would be constructing the
Mainland side of the bridge, eventually accepted the rewmation
to proceed, with Tweedledum himself delaying the proceediriits
his usual mixture of bluff and bluster. Peter Brenneofgssional
old woman and Project Manager, had fretted over detilsiisor
and so open to interpretation as to be almost entieglyous.

There had been a similar approach to acceptance frem th
Lyndesfarne side. Panit also seemed determined to duntl With
everything. Kevin had his work cut out to come up witbvaers to
the objections, but his characteristic approach of nsomsense
answers and occasional briliance dealt with thesges The project
manager from the Board of Construction, whose namenkmeaver
had managed to discover, seemed to be engaged in a nigpiekin
of attrition with Peter. At least Craz, the Ovenseseemed to be
relaxed about the whole thing, being able to give th@ression, at
least subliminally, that he could bugshything.

All-in-all, the meeting had been unparalleled in its duediand
occasional idiocy, and Kevin was hoping to forget itsa®n as
possible. The whisky might actually help with this, ¢densidered
hopefully.

As far as Kevin was concerned, the real design cormapletithe
one which met his own personal satisfaction — had hagpenite
some time before. This was when he had completed¢dhwuter
simulations of the bridge’'s movement under extreme veeath
conditions.

It was not known widely enough, in Kevin's view, thatdges
are mobile structures designed to bend and flex with thd and
weather. It was conventional, these days, to cocistelaborate
computer-aided design simulations of the behaviour of esgne
structures, based on a mathematical model of the fbretegeen each
section. This was particularly true of modern bridge giessiwhich
have significant portions stressed in tension, so tiatelasticity of
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the construction materials (especially the high-gradelstrequently
used for cables) was a significant factor in the &chire.

So, extreme conditions, for example, storms with Yegin
(adding to the weight) and strong cross-winds (distortiegotidge a
long way from its resting state), all contributed tocamplex
movement which could, if badly designed, lead to the psdleof the
entire structure.

The computer model where not always as extreme aspénat
floating bridge in New Zealand, where the effect ofgidegmented
the impact of both rain and winds in causing extremesayement.

Even so, the graphical images of the bridge flexing unkisr t
abnormal load, displayed on the screen of his powerfoiofa
computer, were entirely compelling. These pictures vsalightly
specious, since these animated simulations were gressplified
from the true model, and really little more than compgenerated
cartoons. The amount of computer power to performsigailations
was considerable, and required the resources of onesdirins
server farms. Nevertheless, the animations wepeeissive to watch,
and gave Kevin a certain sense of security knowing that
metaphorical baby would stand up to anything that thedwoelither
world — could throw at it.

He had taken special care of the additional complicatadrttie
crossing, and different physical rules encountered irtvtloeworlds.
He was as confident as he could be that the simulatark would
correctly predict the behaviour of the real construrciio the cross-
over zone, even under extreme stresses. Part @bthplex design
interplay with Bret was to ensure that the movemehtbe each half
of the bridge would be similar to the other, so that strain on the
central section, where neither set of physical ratmsld be entirely
depended upon, could be designed with precision.

The trouble, Kevin mused, was that these kinds of aefents
were difficult to communicate to anyone. It was Kkeedther a lonely
position to be in. It was far easier for someone layanan — to
comprehend an actual construction than even the maespeting
graphical simulation. However, the real bridge wasnany ways,
merely the physical instantiation of something whesetence, in
some metaphysical sense, had occurred a long time before

Still, he considered, | know that the new Lyndesfameégle can
be built, and that it will stand up for a hundred yearspifstructed
correctly. In any case, he chuckled to himself, ill Wwe an
impressive sight for anyone who can be bothered o atdook at it
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properly. Surely, he concluded, after all that work, #wual
construction must be plain sailing.

Kevin treated himself to a spot more of the Scotch, daeafully
closed the bottle and went to bed.
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Chapter Thirty Nine

Kevin and Tanji were standing on a slight rise on theres
looking out towards the coastline of England, and somewhat
sheltered from the pleasant late summer breeze bgiuhes behind
them. From their vantage point, they could see bahotth and the
new bridges, now lit by the dying light of a colourful seins

The weather in the area was so variable, thanks h® t
unpredictable effects of the crossing, that dramaticetarigke this
were rare. It was overcast and even gloomy morendfian not,
exacerbated by the haze that made geographical featutes other
side so difficult to make out. Tonight, however, theoood of the
clouds were so vivid and unlikely, Kevin thought, that anfuag
using the same shades would be derided as obviously exaggerate

The new bridge was now carrying traffic, and the residwak —
largely cosmetic — was rapidly nearing completion. Tiasl not
required any significant input from him, and he had effetti
handed over all responsibilties for the completion Goaz and
Tweedledum, and their respective construction organigation

Many of the finishing touches involved the landscapingthef
surrounding areas. By now, the bulk of the earthwork® tmeen
done, and good progress was being made on the planting f man
trees and shrubs on both sides. The varieties had daefully
chosen to be resistant to high winds and salt sprayeisas being
quick-growing even in the poor soils around the coastlingsyin
was not sure whether the planting was intended to eahtre
attractiveness of the setting or to disguise the towndscables. It
still all looked a bit stark at the moment, he thought, give it a few
years and it will seem like the New Bridge had beeretfaever.

There was also further construction work, building thev ne
warehouses and trans-shipment facilities needed at @itttk of the
new crossing. He had heard from Bret that there had bauch
celebration when the new portal (once again, condealéhin the
main warehouse building) had been commissioned. Kewngoad
the impression that portals were not fabricated véignp and had
attempted to clarify the point with Taniji.

“Oh yes,” she had replied, “Portals are very difficdt make —
lots of very time-consuming skilled work is always requiireThese
days, only one or two new ones are opened each year.”
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Even though the newer crossing was the most effili@ntfrom
Lyndesfarne to England, the OIld Bridge was still being used,
although Kevin was not entirely sure why this might Ber certain
routes, he speculated, it would be slightly shorter to thkeold
bridge, and with the traffic being shared, the time tatercross
would be similar. Additionally, the existing warehous¢sach end
were still in use; not all operations had moved to nee sites.
Perhaps it just made a change to be able to choosedretive two
crossings, he mused; or maybe it was just a senseadtidan
amongst the wagoners.

Kevin had made quite a few changes in his own life ¢verlast
few months. He had resigned from the company who haudbged
him since he had left University, and become an inddg@n
consultant. This particular breed of professional hadKevin's
experience, a rather mixed standing, being imbued witanger of
faults and frequently made the butt of much wry humour.

Nevertheless, he was slightly surprised to find thathbd a
considerable, if understated, personal reputation in miestry.
Once it had become known that he was available, tedfahat he
had no problem whatsoever in getting offers of intérgstnot to
mention remunerative work; indeed more work than he could
possibly undertake.

Kevin was even more taken aback when he found that his
combined knowledge of the worlds on both sides of thecsessing
was also in considerable demand. His thoughtful insightsstly
ideas which had occurred to him in bored evenings durindotige
years of the bridge’s inception, and based on his vechnical
background, now seemed to be bearing fruit. | really dik tthat
no one was interested, he mused, but wrong again.

One consulting activity he had already found time for was
recommendations for security improvements, usually wgrklosely
with the Guardian organisations on both sides of ttaégsits.

On a couple of recent occasions, he had visited a Guoardia
training centre not far from the crossing, and onEhgland side. It
was located in a rather grand Edwardian country house gstown
grounds. In some hard-to-define way, and much like thestrg to
Lyndesfarne itself, the Cliviger Grange Centre wakeiahard to find
unless you were specifically looking for it. Only a #$mand
distinctly overgrown sign had indicated its presence. nEse,
considered Kevin, the feeling of remoteness made fwcaided and
rather peaceful setting for the discussions.

© Trevor Hopkins 2006 225



The purpose of his visits was to attend a series oksthops on
improving security and logistical efficiency. Kevin hdwbught that
these were likely to be conflicting aims, but he hadagad to make
a variety of suggestions for improvements, very diffijeat first,
but then with growing confidence.

One simple idea which had received a surprising amount of
interest was adding more surveillance cameras. Natwabugh,
there were already many very well-hidden cameras enEthgland
side of the crossing, monitored by Guardians in thatrobeentre
disguised as a Tourist Information office. The wrinklggested by
Kevin was to use number-plate recognition, a technolalgyady
widely available in Kevin's world for a variety of ad traffic
monitoring, charging and enforcement purposes. If oneréghthe
incongruity of adding number-plates to horse-drawn wagdms, t
approach meant that there could be fewer checks on emgist
vehicles, so that the staff on the ground could conaenton
unexpected vehicles.

Another area where he appeared to be regarded as uniquely
qualified to offer advice was on plans for further logaii
improvements, optimising the flow of materials betwedée two
worlds. At the second of the meetings, he found himegplfising his
thoughts about rail-based haulage on the England part difrittge,
and asking for suggestions for more efficient transporatin the
other side.

To his surprise, Bret, who had attended this meeting lagge-
minute filler, immediately piped up with the idea of flagte- the
same magical technology that had been used to deliveksblof
construction stone to the construction site.

After some positive and exceptionally fruitful brainshing,
Kevin and Bret were commissioned to work together atesign,
together with a business case and an outline plan,nfamproved
transport system.

It seemed that it might be possible to retro-fit thewNBridge
with railway tracks on one side and guided floaters onother, so
that goods could be rapidly moved half-way across. Ofssquhere
were some complexities: there would have to be sonamsnef rapid
trans-shipment, manually executed, in the very cenrtridneo bridge.
Additionally, the Old Bridge would need to be used for aétfo
travellers, and to allow for the continued use of halrsavn transport
for some purposes, since it would be too dangerous to pkmple
or horses close to rapidly moving railway carriages.
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Yet another idea Kevin found himself explaining to therkghop
was the use of passive Radio Frequency ldentity tags.seTée-
called RFID tags were already widely used in his own davad
discourage theft of high-value items from shops, as agelracking
the movement of goods (usually on pallets or in crates)they
moved from vehicle to warehouse. To make the trackifegtae,
various scanners and computers were required, which vegandb
his own competence to specify, but this was an arearewvhe
anticipated that specialist skills could be easily broirght

Nevertheless, through the agency of the Guardians, Keath
commissioned some experiments, and the early results wery
promising. It seemed that the tags were sufficienttgple and
robust that, although the electronics were disablechercitossing to
Lyndesfarne by the sprites irremovably placed in thelsween the
worlds, the tags always seemed to work perfectly whammed to
his home world.

Kevin had explained this concept at some length to Bhating
one of their frequent informal discussions. Bret hagréain amount
of difficulty with the concept at first but, once thdea had got
through, she had made a few suggestions to her husbanth hBds
taken to the idea with enthusiasm, requiring just a fevg daintense
effort to create some marker sprites, and then emhesd i some
magic tokens which could be permanently attached to goodds o
least to the packaging and pallets crossing the new bridge.

Eosin’s real vocation was in the construction of rspsites to be
released into the interstices of the crossing, toogeise and
counteract the effects of the new magical items thate being
created all the time. This was a task that requiretl bedl talents
and dedication to duty, and Kevin had been given to unddrshar
Bret's husband had a real talent for this work.

Eosin was confident that the sprites in the tokens davdad
“pacified” — this was apparently the best translatiorthef effect —
when crossing to Kevin's world, but would reliably behsated on
their return. The upshot of all this toil was that tbgistical capacity
of the New Bridge could be increased many times, bubhatsame
time with an increased level of tracking and security.

Kevin found that it was a pleasure to be working clogatly Bret
again. The two of them got on very well, and Kevinsvedernally
grateful for Bret’s timely intercession on his behalf

Apart from being enormously personally satisfying, diist
consultancy work had led to a considerable improvemehtinn’s
personal wealth. Money had never been particularly iitapo to
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him, and he was not entirely sure what to do with ras/-found
prosperity. He toyed with the idea with getting a betberat least
newer, car, but had not yet bothered. He was ggilllagly driving to
and fro to Manchester, although this was necessasyfieguently
just at the moment. In reality, he was practicalying in
Lyndesfarne with Tanji, the two of them having takemroa small
suite of rooms at her Aunt and Uncle’s place. The Mesign flat,
mused Kevin, was rapidly becoming somewhere where he Higpt
possessions, especially those which would be pacifieé iivere to
take them with him.

He felt some much more secure in the knowledge thatwbe
worlds were not really that dissimilar, that the ptgbkrules actually
the same, and it was people who had deliberately madeaHds
different. The magic of Lyndesfarne was genuinely cohgmsible,
and he was now beginning to think of as just another kihd
engineering, based on a further set of physical principl@sh just
happened to be manipulated in a different way.

Kevin knew that machinery could be made to work in
Lyndesfarne and magic could be made to work in Englandyuajth
he was not quite sure how the deliberately inhibitifgce$ of the
barrier could be reliably avoided. Something to bedhgated, he
considered, when | get the time.

He had even stopped thinking of the two sides as thedlsiad
the Mainland, in his own mind. Kevin had finally risatl that there
were just two countries, small parts of two worldsyspy similar in
many ways and separated by as little as a couple of bridgere
was so much more to be discovered, wonderful and exciting
possibilities to be explored, ideas to be taken forwaod t
implementation. Belatedly, he realised that life woudder be quite
the same again, and that he really did like it that way.

Kevin turned and looked at Tanji, who was standing justva f
feet away, also admiring the sunset. It was beginranget a little
chilly, and he drew his cape closer around him, autoalgtimaking
the simple gestures which would keep it in place. He mowvestiand
behind her, putting his arms around her, and feeling herheer head
and press her cheek against his chest.

As the sun set completely, the lights from the bridgegab to
stand out. The traditional oil lamps on the causewalyddah bridge
were being lit in the time-honoured way. On the nexde, magical
lighting had been installed on the Lyndesfarne side, wldttric
illumination on the other section. Even so, thetghad been
designed to be fairly dim — not as bright as conventimtedet
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lighting at home — and constructed to mimic the oil lathas$ had lit
the causeway for centuries.

On both bridges, the hurricane lanterns that hung oisviaging
wagons making their journeys made for a quietly changing ,glow
which looked so very romantic in the twilight.

“You know,” he said softly to Tanji, “If I didn’t know heer, I'd
say it was all magical.”

She glanced up at him, grinning, and then dug him sharphein t
ribs.

“Ow! Oh well, I guess | deserved that,” he said, grignvidely
in his turn.

She reached up and kissed him firmly on his lips.

“Let’'s go home,” she said.

The End
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