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My nameis John Taylor. Y ou can frighten people with that name, in certain places. | operateasa
private eye, though I've never held alicense or owned agun. | wear awhite trench coat, if that's any
help. I'mtall, dark of eye, and handsome enough to get by. | have agift for finding things, whether they
want to be found or not. | help people, when | can. | like to think I'm one of the Good Guys.

| operate in the Nightside, that sick magical city within acity, London's best-kept secret. It'sadways
night in the Nightside, dways three o'clock in the morning, the hour of the wolf, when most people die
and most babies are born. That part of the night where it's dways darkest just before the dawn, and the
dawn never comes. Gods and monsterswalk openly along rain-dick streets, basking in the deazy glow
of hot neon, and every temptation you ever lusted after

in the darkest reaches of your heart isright there to be found, for aprice. Most often your soul, or
someone ese's. You can find joy and horror in the Nightside, salvation and damnation, and the answer to
every question you ever had. If the Nightside doesn't kill you first.

| have something of areputation on those dark streets, and not in agood way. My father drank himsdlf
to death after finding out my mother wasn't human after dl. A mysterious group of Enemies have been
trying tokill me ever sncel wasasmall child. There are those in the Nightsde who seemeasaKingin
waliting, and others who have named me Abomination. To the Authorities, that faceless group who like to
think they run things, I'm just arogue agent and an unrepentant paininthe arse.

Only recently | found out my mother wasaBiblica myth: Lilith, Adam'sfirst wife, driven out of Eden for
refusing to accept any authority other than her own. She created the Nightside, thousands of years ago,
to be the one place on Earth free from the eternd battle between Heaven and Hell. She's been away; but
now she's back. And everyone's waiting for the other shoe to drop.

| once saw apossible future for the Nightside. In it everyone was dead, the whole world awasteland.
And al of it was my fault, because | went looking for my mother. | swore an oath to die rather than let

that happen.

But, of course, nothing's ever that smple-in the Nightside.



one
There Are Reasons Why | Never Go to My Office

There's never enough timein the Nightside, which is odd, because you can buy everything ese. | had
much to do and enemies on my trail, so | went walking through the streets of the Nightside, and was
surprised to see the streets cringe away from me. People, and others, were giving me even more room
than usud. Either the news about my mother'sidentity was aready getting around, or they'd heard that
the Authorities had finally declared open season on me, and no-one wanted to be too close when the
hammer came down.

The night sky was brilliant with stars, laid out in congtellations never seen outside the Nightside, whilethe
full moon was adozen timeslarger than most people are used to. The air was hot and swesty like afever
room, and al around gaudy neon blazed come-onsfor every kind of Sin

and temptation. Music drifted out the propped-open doors of every kind of club, from the dow moaning
of saxophonesto the very latest throbbing bass beats. Crowds surged up and down the pavement, faces
aight at the prospect of getting their hands on something they weren't supposed to. Pleasures, and other
things, that the outside world would never gpprove of. It wasthree o'clock in the morning, just like
adways, and the Nightside was jumping.

Dreams and damnations at marked-down prices, and alittle shop-soiled.

| was on my way to vist my office. I'd never been there before, and was quite looking forward to seeing
what it looked like. My teenage secretary Cathy (she adopted me after | rescued her from a house that
tried to eat her, and no, | didn't get a say in the matter) set up the office for me after | came into some
serious money. (I tracked down the Unholy Grail for the Pope. | also started an angel war in the process,
but that's the Nightsde for you.) Cathy ran my office and my business with frightening efficiency, and |
was happy to let her do it. Being organised has always been an alien concept to me, dong with regular
exercise, clearing up after mysdlf, and remembering to do the laundry.

But thisnight | was considering a course of action that was dangerousin awhole bunch of ways that
were new even to me, and | felt the need for some serious research and advice. If | was going to get at
the truth about who and what my mother redlly was, | was going to have to go back through Time, to the
very beginnings of the Nightside, more than two thousand years ago. And that meant talking to Old
Father Time, that immortd incarnation who was scarier and far more powerful and more dangerous than
| would ever be.

Still, forewarned was hopefully fore-armed, and | had some truly powerful computers on my side. They
were supposed to be Artificid Intelligences from some potentid future, on the run from something they
preferred not to talk

about. Cathy picked them up in aredlly good dedl, the details of which she preferred not to discuss.
Businessasusud, in the Nightsde. The Als put up with being owned and used because they were
datavores, information junkies, and they'd never seen anything like the Nightside.

Timetrave, up and down the line, was a common enough occurrence in the Nightside, but far too
arbitrary to do anyone any good. Timedips could spring up anywhere, without warning, offering brief
access to the past or any number of potentia futures. No-one knew how or why Timedlips operated,
though down the years people had come up with some redly disturbing theories. All the Authorities ever
did was set up barriers and warning signs around the affected areas and wait for the Timedipsto



disappear again. There was a Redly Dangerous Sports Club, whose members would come running from
al directionsto diveinto a Timedip, just for thethrill of it. Danger junkies, for whom the thrill of setting
themsdlves on fire and jumping off high buildingsjust didn't do it for them any more. They must like what
they find a the other end of their rainbow, because none of them ever come back to complain.

Therewas only one person in the Nightside powerful enough to send someone through Time with any
degree of accuracy, and that was Old Father Time. A Power and a Domination so mighty, his services
could not be bought or commanded by anyone, very definitely including the Authorities. Y ou had to
gpproach him in person, in the Time Tower, and convince him that your trip was ... worthwhile. And
given my chequered reputation, | was going to have to be very persuasive. | wasrelying on Cathy and
her computers to come up with the necessary ammunition.

(The Authorities did operate their own Time Tunnel for awhile, back in the 1960s, but apparently it was
never very accurate, and was shut down under something of acloud.)

| finally tracked down the address Cathy had given me, and was surprised to find my office was located
ina

reasonably up-market area. There were more business offices than establishments, and the sireets
boasted amuch better class of snner. Rent-a-cops lounged around in gaudy private uniforms, but
somehow aways found something elseto be interested in whenever | looked in their direction. My office
wasin atal high-tech building, al gleaming sted and one-way windows. | gave my nameto the snotty
smulacrum face embedded in the front door, and Cathy buzzed mein. | sneered at the face and
swaggered into the oversized lobby likel ownediit.

An eevator with aredly posh voice took me up to the third floor, invited me to have aredly nice day,
and complimented me on my trench coat. | strolled down the brightly lit corridor, checking the nameson
the doors. All very professiond, very impressive, big names and big money. I'd clearly come up inthe
world. The door to my office turned out to be solid silver, deeply scored with protective sgnsand sigils. |
nodded approvingly. Security can be alife-and-death matter in the Nightside, and sometimes even more
serious than that. Therewas no bell, or handle, so | announced mysdlf loudly, and after thinking about it
for amoment, the door siwung open.

| entered my office for the very firgt time, looking suspicioudy about me, and Cathy came forward to
greet me with her very best winning smile. Most people are charmed by that smile, because Cathy isa
bright, good-looking blonde teenager bubbling over with life and high spirits. |, on the other hand, was
made of sterner stuff, so | nodded briefly and went right back to glaring around me. My new office was
bigger than some of the placesI've lived in, broad and spacious and absolutely packed with dl the latest
conveniences and luxuries, just as Cathy had promised. It was bright and cheerful and open, representing
Cathy's persondity and absolutdly nothing of mine. A long way from my last office, apokey littleroomin
aseedy building in aredly bad area of London. I'd run away from

the Nightside some years ago, to escape the many pressures and dangersinvolved in being me, but I'd
never been very successful in the red world. For al my many sins, | belonged herein the Nightside, with
al the other mongters.

| cautioudy decided that | approved of this new office, with its colourful walls, deep pile carpet, and
enough room to swing an elephant. But it had to be said that Cathy had not been entirdly truthful about
everything. To hear her talk shewasthe soul of tidiness, with aplace for everything and everything inits
place. In fact, the office was amess. The great oaken office desk was so buried under piles of paper that
you couldn't even see the in- and out-trays, and more folders were piled up on every other flat surface.



Large cuddly toys observed the chaos from assorted vantage points. Polka-dot filing cabinets lined one
wall, and shelves of reference books covered another. Werely alot on paper in the Nightside. Y ou can't
hack paper. On the other hand, you can't get fire insurance for love or money. Mysterious pieces of high
tech peered out from under each other, crammed together in one corner as though in salf-defence. |
finaly looked back a Cathy, and she hiked up the wattage of her smile.

"I know where everything isl Honestly! All | haveto do isput out my hand, and ... It may look likea
mess-al right itisamess-but | have asystem! Have | ever lost anything? Anything that maitered?”

"How would | know?' | said dryly. "Relax, Cathy. Thisisyour territory, not mine. | could never run my
business aswell asyou do. Now why don't you pretend to be my secretary and fix me apot of
indugtrid-strength coffee while | do battle with these super-intelligent computers of yours.”

"Sure, boss. The Alsareright there, on the desk.”

| looked where she indicated and sat down behind the desk, after clearing some folders off the chair. |
consdered the smple stedl sphere before me. 1t couldn't have been

more than six inchesin diameter, with no obvious markings or controls or... anything, redly. | prodded it
tentatively with afingertip, but it was too heavy to move.

"How do | turn thethingon?' | said, somewhat plaintively. I've never been good with technology.

"You dont," the stedl sphere said sharply, in aloud and disdainful voice. "We are on, and fully intend to
stay that way. Y ou even think about trying to shut us down, and well short-circuit your nervous system,
primitive”

"Arent they cute?' beamed Cathy, from the coffeemaker.

"Not quitetheword | had inmind,” | said. | glared at the sphere, not wanting to appear weak in front of
my own computers. "How am | supposed to work you, then? There don't appear to be any operating
sygems.”

"Of coursethere aren't! Y ou don't think we'd trust an over-evolved chimp like you with operating
systems, do you? Y ou keep your handsto yourself, monkey boy. Y ou tell uswhat smple thingsyou
want to know, and well supply you with as much information as your primitive brain can handle. We are
wise, we are wonderful, and we know everything. Or, at least, everything that matters. We are plugged
into the Nightside in more ways than you can imagine, and no-one suspects athing. Ah, the Nightside ...
Y ou've no idea how far we had to come to reach this place, thistime. Such a glorious extravaganza of
data, of mysteries and enigmas and anomalies. Sometimes we orgasm just thinking about the possibilities
for origind research.”

"We are definitely heading into the area of too much persond information,” | said firmly. "Tell mewhat
you know about Timetravel in the Nightside, with specid referenceto Old Father Time."

"Oh, him," said the sphere. "Now heisinteresting. Let us consider for amoment. Y ou go count some
beans or something.”

Cathy came bustling over to pour me amug of very black coffee. The mug bore the legend property of

nightside cg, but | knew better than to ask. Cathy led abusy and varied private life, and the less | knew



about it the happier | felt. | took asip of coffee, winced, and blew heavily on the jet-black liquid to cool
it. Cathy pulled up achair and sat down beside me. We both looked at the steel sphere, but apparently it
was gill consdering. | looked a Cathy.

"Yes, boss?'
"There's something I've been meaning to talk to you abot..."

"If it's about that sexua harassment suit, | never touched him! And if it's about me maxing out al your
credit cards again..."

"Wait aminute. I've got more than one credit card?"
lloopslll

"Wewill comeback to that later,” | said firmly. "Right now, thisis aout me, not you. So for oncein
your teeny-bopper life it fill and listen. | thought you ought to know; I've made awill. Julien Advent
witnessed it, and I've left it with him. The way things have been going lately, | thought it might be wise.
So, if anything does happen to me... Look, | always meant for you to inherit this business. It'sas much
yoursasmine, thesedays. | just never got around to putting it in writing. If anything should ... go wrong,
you go and see Julien. He's agood man. Hell take care of everything, and see that you're protected.”

"You've never talked thisway before," said Cathy. She was suddenly serious, older, aimost frightened.
"You'readways <0 ... sure. Like you could take on anyone, or anything, tie them up in knots, and walk
away laughing. I've never seen you back down from men or monsters, never seen you hesitate to walk
into any situation, no matter how dangerous. What's happened? What's changed?”

"1 know who my mother is now."

"You redly believe that crap? That she'sLilith, thefirst
woman God created? Y ou believein the Garden of Eden and dll that Old Testament stuff?"

"Not assuch,” | admitted. To be fair, my mother did say it was al aparable, asmple way of explaining
something much more complicated. But | do believe she'sincredibly old and unimaginably powerful. She
crested the Nightside, and now | think she's planning to wipe the whole place clean and start over. | may
be the only one who can stop her. So, I'm planning atrip back through Time, in the hope of finding some

information and maybe even weapons| can use against my mother.”

"All right, I'll gowith you," Cathy said immediately. "'l can help. The office can run itsdf without mefor a
while”

"No, Cathy. You haveto stay here, to carry oniif | don't come back. My will leaves pretty much
everything to you. Useit asyou seebest.”

"You can'tlose" sad Cathy. "Y ou're John Taylor."

| smiled briefly. "Even I've never bdieved that. Look, I'm just being ... sensible, that'sal. Seeing that
you're provided for."



"Why me?' said Cathy, inasmall voice. "I never expected this. | thought you'd want to leave everything
to your friends. Suzie Shooter. Alex Morrisey.”

"I'veleft them some things, but they're only friends. Y ou're family. My daughter, in every way that
matters. I've dways been so proud of you, Cathy. That house would have destroyed anyone else, but
you fought your way back, made yourself strong again. Made yourself anew life herein the Nightside,
and never once let this damned place tarnish your spirit. I'm leaving it al to you because | know | can
trust you to carry on the good fight, and not screw it up. If thisis... too much for you, you can dways sdll
the lot and move back out to London. Go home, to your mother and father.”

"Oh shut up,” said Cathy, and she hugged metightly. "Thisishome. And you're my father, in every way
thet

matters. And |... have aways been so very proud of you."

We sat together for awhile, holding each other. Shefinaly let go and smiled at me, eyes bright with tears
sherefused to shed in front of me. | smiled, and nodded. We've never been good at talking to each other
about the things that matter, but then, what father and daughter are?

"S0," shesad brightly, "does that make me Lilith's grand-daughter?'
"Only ingairit.”
"At least take some serious backup with you on thistrip. Shotgun Suzie, or Razor Eddie.”

"I've put word out for them,” | said. "But last | heard Suzie was till running down an elusive bounty, and
Razor Eddie hasn't been seen since doing something redlly unpleasant in the Street of the Gods. It must
have been redlly appalling, even for him, because for awhile you couldn't move outside the Street for
gods running around crying their eyesout.”

Timetrave," the sphere said suddenly, and we both jumped alittle. The artificial voice sounded
digtinctly smug. "A fascinating subject, with more theories than proven facts. Y ou probably haveto be
ableto think in five dimensonsto appreciateit properly. Wewon't talk about Timedips, because their
very existence makes our head hurt, and we don't even have ahead. The only reputable source for
controlled travel in Timeisthe Time Tower. Which isnot natura to the Nightside. Old Father Time
brought it here from Shadows Fdll, just over ahundred years ago, saying only that he thought it would be
needed for Something Important.”

"Shadows Fall?' said Cathy, frowning.

"An isolated town in the back of beyond, where legends go to die when the world stops believing in
them,” | said. "A sort of eephants graveyard for the supernatural. Never been there mysdlf, but
gpparently it makes the Nightside look positively tame. And boring.”

"I'll bet they have grest clubsthere,” Cathy said wigtfully.

"If we could stick to the subject at hand,” the sphere said loudly. "We will not discuss Shadows Fall
because it makes the head we don't have hurt even worse than Time-dips. Some concepts should be
banned, on mental hedlth grounds. L et us discuss Old Father Time. An enigmatic figure. No-one seems
too sure exactly what heis. Anincarnation, certainly, and immortal; but not a Transent Being. Some say



heisthe very concept of Timeitsalf, given ahuman form to interact with the human world. Why thiswas
ever consdered necessary, or even agood idea, remains unclear. Humans do enough damage in three
dimensions, without giving them access to the fourth. Anyway; the one thing everyone agreeson isthat he
isextremely powerful and even more dangerous. The only person ever to tell the Authoritiesto go to Hell
on aregular basisand makeit stick. Y ou don't argue with someone who can send you back in Timeto
play with the dinosaurs. Well, not more than once, anyway. Old Father Timeisanative of Shadows Fall,
and il livesthere, but he commutes into the Night-side when hefedslikeit.

"It takesalot of power to move someone through Time. All the Nightsde's mgjor players working
together would have a hard time sending anyone any when with any degree of accuracy. That'sif you
could get them to work together, which you almost certainly couldn't. So the only way to travel safely
through TimeisviaOld Father Time's good offices, by convincing him that your trip isin everyone's best
interests. Lots of luck sdlling him that one, Taylor. Right; that'sit. Anything else we might have to say
would only be guesswork. So off you go, run aong, and be sure to give Old Father Time our warmest
regards before he throws you out on your ear."

"Y ou know him?' said Cathy.

"Of course. How do you think we got herein thefirst place?"

| was about to follow that one up with awhole series of probing questions when we were interrupted by
apolite knock at my door. Or at least as polite as any knock can be when you have to hammer on solid
slver with your fist just to be heard. | looked sharply a Cathy.

" Are we expecting anyone you might have forgotten to tell me about?"

"Therésno-onein thediary. Could it be Walker? Last | heard, the Authorities were serioudy upset with
you."

"Walker wouldn't bother to knock,” | said, standing up and staring at the closed door. "If he even
thought | wasin here, hed have his people blow that door right off its hinges.”

"Could beaclient," said Cathy. "They do turn up here, from timeto time."
"All right,” 1 said. "Y ou open the door, and I'll stand back here and look impressive.”
"I wishyou'd let me keep gunsin here," said Cathy.

She moved warily over to the door and spoke the Word that opened it. Standing outside in the corridor,
and looking more than alittle lost, was an entirely ordinary-seeming man in asmart suit and tie. He
peered hopefully a Cathy, then at me, but didn't look particularly impressed. He was average height,
average weight, somewherein hisforties, with thinning dark hair shading into grey. He edged into my
office as though expecting to be ordered out at any moment.

"Hello?' he said tentatively. "I'm looking for aJohn Taylor. Of Taylor Investigations. Have | cometo the
right place?"

"Depends,” | said. Never commit yoursdlf to anything until you have to. My visitor didn't seem too
obvioudy dangerous, so | came out from behind my desk to greet him. "I'm Taylor. What can | do for
you?"



"I'm not entirely sure. | think... | need to hire your services, Mr. Taylor."
"I'm rather busy at the moment,” | said. "Who sent you to me?"

"Wadll... that'srather the point. | don't know wherethisis, or how | got here. | was hoping you could tell
rrell

| sighed heavily. | knew asetup when | saw one. | was being made a patsy, | could fed it; but
sometimesthe only way to dedl with caseslike thiswasto walk right into the trgp and trust that you're
bad enough to kick the crap out of whoever it was behind it.

"Let'sgart with your name," | said. "If only so | know whom to bill."

"I'm Eamonn Mitchdll,” my new client said nervoudy. He ventured alittle further into my office, looking
about him dubioudy. Cathy gave him her best welcoming smile, and he managed asmal smilein return. |
appear to belost, Mr. Taylor," he said &bruptly. "I don't recognise this part of London at al, and ever
sncel got here ... srange things have been happening. | understand you investigate strange things, so I'm
cometo you for help. You see ... I'm being haunted. By younger versions of mysdf.”

| looked at Cathy. "Y ou see? Thisiswhy | never cometo the office."
TWO
Paths Not Taken

So we sat Eamonn Mitchell down, after | cleared off achair, and Cathy poured some of her life-saving
coffeeinto him, and bit by bit we got the story out of him. He relaxed alittle, once he realised we were
prepared to take him serioudly, no matter how strange his story seemed. But he still preferred to talk
mostly to his coffee mug rather than look ether of usin the eye.

"My... hauntings weren't exactly ghosts," he said. "They were quite solid, quite red. Except... they were
me. Or rather, myself at ayounger age. Wearing clothes | used to wear, saying things | used to say, used
to believe. And they were angry with me. Shouting and pushing, haranguing me. They said | betrayed
them, by not becoming the kind of man they'd intended and expected to become."

"What kind of person are you, Mr. Mitchdl?' | said, to prove | was paying attention.

"Well, | work for abig corporation, herein London. I'm quite successful, | suppose. Good money ...
And I'm married, with two wonderful children.” And then nothing would do but to interrupt his tory to
get out hiswallet and produce photos of hiswife Andrea, and histwo children, Ericaand Ronad. They
seemed nice enough, good ordinary peoplejust like him. He smiled fondly at the photos, as though they
were hisonly remaining life-line to aworld he knew and understood, then reluctantly he put them away
again. "l was coming home from work this evening, on the tube, checking over somelast bits of
paperwork. | was mentaly counting off the stops, as usual, and when it got to my turn | got off thetrain.
Only when | looked around, it wasn't my stop. I'd disembarked at a station I'd never seen before, called
Nightside. | turned round to get back on thetrain, but it was aready gone. | hadn't even heard it leave.
And the people on the platform with me ..." He shuddered briefly, looking at me with large, frightened
eyes. "Some of them weren't people, Mr. Taylor!"

"I know," | said reassuringly. "It'sdl right, Mr. Mitchdl. Tel useverything. Well believe you. What
happened next?'



He drank some more coffee, hislipsthinning from the bitterness, but it seemed to brace him. "I'm
ashamed to say | ran. Just pushed and forced my way through the crowd, up out of the station and onto
the street. But things were even worse there. Everything was wrong. Twisted. Like walking through a
nightmare | couldn't wake up from. The streets were full of strange people, and creatures, and... things|
couldn't even identify. | don't think I've ever been more scared in my life.

"1 didn't know where| was. Didn't recognise any of the street names. And everywhere | looked there
were shops and clubs and.. . establishments, offering to sell me

things I'd never even thought about before! Awful things ... After that | stared straight ahead, not looking
at anything | didn't haveto. All | could think of wasto get to you, Mr. Taylor. Somehow, | had your
business card. It wasin my hand when | got off thetrain. It had your address. | nerved mysdlf to ask
some of the more ordinary-seeming people for directions, but no-onewould talk to me. Findly, arather
shabby and intense gentleman in an oversized grey coat pointed mein theright direction. When | looked
back to thank him, he'd aready disappeared.”

"Yeah," | sad. "Eddie hasaway of doing that."

"All theway here, it felt like someone was following me." Mitchell's voice dropped to awhisper, and his
knuckles whitened as he gripped his coffee mug. "1 kept looking back, but | couldn't see anyone. And
then aman jumped out of an aleyway and grabbed me by the shoulders. | started to cry out, thinking |
was being mugged, but then | saw hisface, and my throat closed up. It was my face ... only younger. He
grinned nastily, enjoying the shock he saw in my face. Hisfingerswerelike claws digging into my
shoulders.

"Did you think you 'd get away with it? he said. Did you think you 'd never be called to account for what
you 've done?

"l didn't understand. | told him | didn't understand, but he kept shouting into my face how 1'd betrayed
everything we ever bdieved in. And then someone pulled him away, and | thought | was being rescued,
but it was another me! Older than my attacker, but till younger than | am now. Y ou can't imagine how
terrifying it isto see your own face, looking right at you with hatein its eyes. He was shouting, too, about
thewaste I'd made of my life. Hislife. And then there were more of them, these doppelgangers, dl of
them from different periodsin my life, pulling and ydlling at me and at each other, fighting each other to
get to me. A whole crowd of shouting, struggling people, and dl of them me! -

"l ran away. Just put my head down and ran, while they were distracted with each other. | never thought
of mysdlf asacoward before, but | couldn't face dl those other versions of me, saying such hateful things,
blaming me for doing something ... terrible.” He took a deep bresth, and looked at mewith astrained
amile. "Tel methetruth. Please. Am | in Hell? Have | died and goneto Hell?"

"No," | said quickly. "Youredtill very much dive, Mr. Mitchdl. Thisisn't Hell, it'sthe Nightside. Though
sometimes you can see Hell from here. Basically ... may | cdl you Eamonn? Thank you. Basicaly,
Eamonn, you have stumbled into a place you have no businessin. Y ou don't belong here. But not to
worry; you havefalen among friends. I'll get you back where you belong.”

Eamonn Mitchdl| actualy crumpled in hischair, asrelief flooded through him. Cathy had to grab his
coffee mug asit dipped from hisfingers. She patted him comfortingly on the shoulder. And then my solid
slver, reinforced, security-spelled office door banged open, catching usdl by surprise, and two more
Eamonn Mitchells stcormed in. It was quite clearly the same man, a different ages. The youngest looked



to be about twenty, probably still a student, with a save the whales T-shirt, bright purple bell-bottoms,
long hair, and an unsuccessful beard. He would have seemed ridiculous if he hadn't looked so angry and
S0 dangerous. The other man was maybe ten years older, in asharp navy blue suit, clean-shaven, with
serioudy short hair. Helooked just as angry, and perhaps even more dangerous because he was more
focussed, more experienced. | decided to think of them as Eamonn 20 and Eamonn 30, and my client as
Eamonn 40, just to keep my head straight. | moved to stand between the newcomers and my client, and
they transferred their angry gazeto me.

"Get out of our way," said Eamonn 20. "Y ou don't know what this bastard's done.”
"Get out of our way, or well kill you," said Eamonn 30.
"Oh, Security!" said Cathy.

A closet door | hadn't noticed before sprang open, and a huge and impressively hairy hand shot out of
the closat and wrapped itsdlf firmly around both the invading Eamonns. They struggled fiercely against the
great gripping fingers, but with their arms pinned to their sides, they were both quite helpless. They
shouted and cursed until | strolled over and gave them both abrisk warning dap round the back of the
head. A thought struck me, and | looked back at Cathy.

"Can | ask what's on the other end of thisthing'sarm?’
"l find it best not to ask questionslike that,” Cathy said, and | had to agree with her.

| gave the two intruders my best intimidating glare, and they glared right back at me. Proof, if proof were
needed, that they were newcomersto the Nightside. Anyone else would have had the sense to be
scared.

"Look," | sad patiently. "Y ou are currently being held by ahand big enough to give dl of us serioudy
worrying thoughts about what it might be attached to. A hand that will do whatever | tell it to. So not only
are you not going anywhere anytime soon, but if | were you, I'd be giving some serious thought about
what might happen if | don't start getting some answers out of you. Words like crunch and squish should
be echoing uneasily through your heads. So, why not tell mewhat it is you're doing here and what you
have againg my client? There's dways a chance we can work this out peacefully. Not avery big chance,
admittedly, thisisthe Nightside after dl; but | fed we should make the effort.”

"He betrayed me!" said Eamonn 20, dmost spitting out the words, hisface dark with rage. "L ook at
him! Just another facdlessdronein asuit and tie. Everything | ever hated and despised. | was never going
tobehim! | had

dreams and ambitions, | was going to go places and do things; become someone who mattered, doing
things that mattered! | was going to changetheworld ... livealife | could be proud of ..."

"Dreamsare nice," said Eamonn 30, hisvoice cold but controlled. "But we wake up from dreams. | had
drive and ambition. | was going places, going to make something of mysdlf. Be amover and shaker inthe
businessworld. | never intended to settle for being just another cog in the machine, like him! Look at

him! Middle-aged middle-management, filling in hisdaystill hispenson.”

"l was going to be an ecowarrior!" said Eamonn 20. "Fight the good fight for the environment! No
compromisein defence of Mother Earth!™



"Causes!" sneered Eamonn 30. "Just more dreams, moreillusions. I'd had enough of living on pocket
change and good intentions. | was going to be rich and powerful, and force the world to make sense!"

"S0," | said to Eamonn 40. "What happened?"

"I fell inlove" hesaid, inaquiet, dmost defiant voice. "I met Andrea, and it was like finding the one part
of my lifethat had aways been missing. We married, then the children came dong; and | was never
happier. They became my life. Far more important than the vague dreams and ambitions of my younger
daysthat | never would have achieved anyway. Part of maturity islearning to recognise your own
limitations"

"That'sit?" said Eamonn 20. "Y ou threw away my dreams for some bitch and a couple of snotty-nosed
brats?'

"You got old," Eamonn 30 said bitterly. "Y ou found the world too hard to cope with, so you settled for
suburbiaand gpron strings.”

"Neither of you has ever beeninlove, have you?' saild Eamonn 40.
Eamonn 20 snorted loudly. "Women? Love them and leave them. They just get intheway."

"I had more important thingsin mind,” said Eamonn 30. "Marriageisatrap, an anchor holding you
back."

"l can't believel was ever you," said Eamonn 40. "So small, so limited. Thinking of no-one but myself.
For al your great dreams and ambitions, can either of you say you were ever redly happy? Content?
Sidied?'

There was astrength and conviction in his voice that gave hisyounger selves pause, but only for a
moment.

"Y ou won't get away with this" said Eamonn 20. "We have been given power; the power to change
things. To change you! To remake our lifeinto what it should have been.”

"Probability magic," said Eamonn 30. "The power to rewrite history by choosing among aternate
timetracks. Y ou're amistake, astumble that should never have happened.”

"I'm going to undo al your decisons,” said Eamonn 20. " Snuff you out with my magic!”

"My magic ismore powerful than yours" Eamonn 30 snarled immediatdy. "My future will prevail, not
yourg!"

And then somehow they'd both worked a hand free, and each of them was brandishing a magic wand. |
was so surprised | just stood there for amoment, and gaped. No-one's used awand in the Nightside for
centuries. Wands went out with black cats and pointy hats. (All right, the Faerie Court still use them, but
the Fae have dways been weird.) And then Cathy and | had to jump for our lives as both the younger
Eamonns started blasting probability magics at each other, and around my officein generd. Beams of
pure chance energy shot out of the wands, spitting and crackling on the air, full of the power that runs
through rolling dice or atossed coin, power to change the outcome of any decision in favour of the
magician'swill. Except these were a couple of amateurs with wands, so dl they could do was unleash the
magic and let it run wild, changing whatever it touched. | pushed Cathy to safety



behind the heavy oak desk, then redlised Eamonn 40 was il gitting in his chair, staring open-mouthed at
what was happening. | scuttled across the carpet on dl fours, keeping my head well down, hauled
Eamonn 40 off his chair, and drove him to safety behind the desk with encouraging words and harsh

language.

Both the younger Eamonns turned their attention to the giant hand gtill holding them. They blagted it
repeatedly with their wands, and there was aflurry of coruscating energies as the hand changed colour
severd times, then was suddenly and quite definitely femae. Right down to the pink nail varnish. The
fingers snapped open, and the hand shot back into its closet, probably in shock. The two younger
Eamonns staggered free, blasting everything they could see with their wands, searching for Eamonn 40.
They might have done some serious damage if they hadn't been compelled to spend most of their time
dodging each other's magics.

Everything touched by the crackling beams changed its nature immediately. A Spice Girls poster on the
wall suddenly featured Twisted Sister. The bullet-proof glassin my office's only window was abruptly
replaced by a stained-glass effort featuring St. Michael daying the dragon. With an Uzi. The coffeemaker
became a Teasmaid, and abig bunch of flowersin avase started snapping a each other with pointed
teeth. One beam hit the steel sphere of the future computers dead-on, but it shrugged off the magic,
announcing loudly We 're protected, monkey boy.

Eamonn 40 stuck his head out from behind the desk to see what was going on, and a sputtering beam of
change magic only missed him because Cathy dragged him back out of the way. Unfortunately, she left
one hand in plain view amoment too long, and a second beam hit it. And Cathy was suddenly Colin. A
tall, good-looking young man in the very latest Versace. He looked a me, wide-eyed, and for oncein my
lifel didn't have athing to say.

Coalin stood up to yell obscenities at the two Eamonns, and was immediately hit by another beam,
changing him back to Cathy. She dropped back down out of sight with amuffled shriek. Welooked at
each other again.

"Don't ever ask," said Cathy.

"l wouldn't dare.”

"Y ou have to Do Something about these two idiots!"

"I will. I'mthinking."

"Think fagter!"

"I could still disgnherit you, you know."

Fortunately, | already had an idea. The two younger Eamonns were till trying for aclear shot at Eamonn
40 while dodging attacks from each other. | waited till they were on opposite sdes of my office, then |
charged out from behind the desk, yelling a the top of my voice. They both turned their wands on me, |
hit the deck, and two change beams hit each other head-on. The resulting clash of probabilities was too
much for local causality to bear, and both Eamonns vanished, as probability decided they'd never been
given the bloody wandsin thefirst place.

The universe does like to keep itsdlf tidy, whenever possible.



Cathy rose cautioudy up from behind the desk, which now seemed to be made of an entirely different
kind of wood, and after checking that everything really was al clear, she hauled Eamonn 40 up beside
her. His eyes were stretched so wide it had to be painful, and he was visibly shaking. Cathy eased him
into achair, patted him comfortingly on the head in an absent-minded sort of way, and winced as she
looked round my haphazardly transmuted office.

"It's going to take forever to get everything looking nice again. Though | do like the new poster. And |
know I'm going to have to go through every damned folder to check that the contents haven't been
changed. John, | want whoever isresponsible for this nonsense strung up by the balld!

If I haveto work late, | want someoneto suffer! Who the hell would be dumb enough to equip complete
amateurs with change magics?'

"Good question,” | said. "There must be more to our new client than meetsthe eye.”

"Wouldn't be difficult,” Cathy sniffed. A thought struck her, and she considered the still-dazed Eamonn
40. "l don't know if we can redly class him asaclient, boss. He couldn't afford our rates, these days. |
mean, look a him."

"Someone sent dl these Eamonnsinto my life, to messup my day," | said. "That makesit persond.”

Cathy rolled her eyes dramaticaly. She got away with it because she was ateenager, but only just. "So,
it'sanother freebie, isit? The money you got from the Vatican won't last forever, you know. Not with the
rent we're paying on this place. Y ou need to take on some proper-paying cases, and soon. Before

someone large and professiondly unpleasant turns up hereto cut off your credit with a mesat-axe."

"My creditors can take anumber,” | said. "I've got far more powerful people mad a me, a the moment.
| think... I'll take Eamonn to Strangefellows. If nothing else, it should prove safer territory.”

"Strangefelows?' Cathy said dubioudly. " Given the shape he'sin, I'm not sure he's ready to cope with
that much weirdnessin one dose.”

"Sink or swim," | said briskly. "I've dways believed in shock treatment for someonein shock. Tekea
look round while I'm gone and see how much actual damage the wands did. Keep anything that's been
improved and throw out the rest. Are we insured?

Cathy gave me ahard look. "What do you think?"

"I think | need severd large drinks, followed by aredly large drink as a chaser. Come along, Eamonn,
we are going to pay avigt to the oldest bar in the world.”

"Oh, | don't drink much any more," said Eamonn 40.

"Why am | not surprised? We're going anyway. | havea

strong feding that even more dternate versons of you will be turning up soon, and I'd rather they made a
mess of someone else's place.” | paused and looked about me. "Cathy ... didn't you once tell me we had
an officecat?"

She shrugged. "The future computers ateit. It wasn't avery good cat anyway."



| took Eamonn 40 by the arm and ushered him firmly towards the door. Some conversations you just
know aren't going to go anywhere good.

three
Oblivion

Strangefellowsisthe oldest bar in the world, and not for the faint-hearted. Y ou find it up aback dley
that isn't dways there, under asmall neon sign with the bar's name in Sanskrit. The bar's owner doesn't
believein advertising. If you need to find the place, you will, though whether that'sagood or bad thing is
open to debate. | hang out there from time to time, mostly becauseit'sfull of people with even worse
problems than mine, so no-one bothers me. Strange-fellowsis a seedy place, bordering on deazy, with
good booze, bad service, and redly distressing bar snacks. The atmosphere is unhedlthy, the mood is
changeable, and most of the furnitureis nailed to the floor so it can't be used in hand-to-hand combat.
I've lwaysfelt right at home there. The bar's current owner, Alex Morrisey, did experiment

with going up-market, but it didn't take. Y ou can give abad dog al the makeoversyou like, but it'll il
hump your leg when you're not looking.

Rather than risk freaking Eamonn 40 out by walking him through the streets again, | hailed ahorse and
carriage to take us to Strangefellows. He seemed somewhat reassured by the solid and uncomplicated
nature of the transport, only to get upset al over again when the horse asked mefor the destination.
Eamonn sat bolt upright beside me in the carriage with hisarmsfolded tightly across his chest and refused
to say asingleword for the rest of thejourney. | had to half cgole and half bully him out of the carriage
when we finaly stopped, and he stood very closeto meas| paid off the driver. He stared determinedly
at theground as| guided him towards Strangefellows, so he wouldn't have to see what was going on
around him. Some country mice have no placein the big city.

"Why are you doing this?" he said suddenly, still not looking a me. "Why are you helping me? Y our
secretary wasright; | can't pay you. At least, not the kind of money you're used to, for dealing with ...
things likethis. So why are you so ready to get involved with my problems?”

"Because I'minterested,” | said easlly. "Someone's goneto alot of trouble to introduce you and dl your
chaosinto my life, and | want to find out who, so | can thank them appropriately.”

"S0 ... you're using me, for your own reasons.”
"Well done" | said. "Y ou see-you're aready learning to think like aNightsider."

Helooked at me sharply for thefirst time. "I'm not stupid, Mr. Taylor. | may be out of my depth, but |
till know ashark when | see one. You'reusing me, asbait in atrap. But, if it takes enlightened
sef-interest to get you on my side, | can live with that. Just how good are you, Mr. Taylor? Can you
redlly sort out thismessI'min?"

"Il giveit my best shot,” | said. "And | redly am pretty good at this. | may be ... any number of things,
but I never let down aclient.”

We cameto the bar and | took him insde, holding him firmly by the arm so he couldn't turn and bolt.
Strangefd-lows can have that effect on people. We descended the meta stairway into the bar proper,
and everyone looked round to see who was coming. The place was packed with the usua unusua



suspects. Two glowing nunsin white habits were Sitting at the bar, Sisters of the Holy Order of Saint
Strontium. They were drinking tall glasses of sparkling water, though it probably wasn't sparkling when
they ordered it. A cyborg with jagged bits of machinery poking out of him kept sticking hisfinger into a
light socket and giggling. A vampire was drinking a bloody Mary, and from thelook on her face Mary
wasredly getting into it. Ms. Fate, the Nightsde's very own transvestite-costumed adventurer, aman
who dressed up as a super-heroine to fight crime, was shaving his legs with aBic before going out on
patrol. A couple of tourists stood in one corner, with cameras raised. Someone had had them stuffed and
mounted, for ajoke.

| got Eamonn 40 to the bar with only minimum force, sat him down asfar from the radioactive nuns as
possible, and nodded to the bartender and owner, Alex Morrisey, who glowered back a me. Were
friends, | suppose, but we've never been very demondtrative. It would probably help if | remembered to
pay my bar tab now and again.

Alex Morrisey was atall streak of misery who aways wore basic black, down to designer shadesand a
stylish French beret perched on the back of his head to hide his growing bald patch. Hewasin hislate
twenties, but looked ten years older. Running abar in the Nightside will do that to you. His permanent
scowl had dug a deep notch above his nose, and he only smiled when he was fiddling your change. Hed
been married once, and was till bitter about

it. Basically, Alex was pissed off at the entire world, and didn't care who knew about it. Order a cocktail
from him & your peril.

He was descended from Merlin Satanspawn, who was buried in the cellars under the bar, after thefal of
Camdot. Merlin occasionaly manifests through Alex, and everyone sensible runsfor cover. Being dead
doesn't 2op you from being amgor player in the Nightside.

"What are you doing here, Taylor?' said Alex. 'Troublefollows you around like astaker. I've only just
finished refurbishing the place after your lagt vigt.”

"I'm fine, thanks for asking,”" | said. "Y ou'relooking very yoursdlf. Bring me many drinks, and have
severd for yoursdf."

"How about Mr. Ordinary?' said Alex.

Eamonn 40 was sitting sullenly beside me, keeping his back stubbornly turned on dl the more
outrageous eementsin the bar. | asked him what held like to drink, and he said held have adry white
wine. | gave Alex ahard look, and he reluctantly poured Eamonn 40 a glass of the better stuff. Alex
hated to waste a good vintage on people he didn't think were capable of appreciating it.

"l have amystery to solve,” | said briskly. " Someone has been messing about with my client'stime-line,
yanking other versons of him out of aternate timetracks, to harass and maybe even kill him. They'vedso
been messing about with me, by dumping him and his problemsin my lap. | hate it when people start
interfering with Time. Asif the Nightside wasn't complicated enough asit is"

"Y ou teke far too narrow aview of things, my dear Taylor," said alazy, affected voice. "Where you see
problems, other more robust intellects see possibilities.”

| looked around, carefully not letting mysdlf be hurried, and standing at my side was one of the
Nightsdesfew other private investigators, Tommy Oblivion. Therewasatime |l wastheonly Pl inthe
Nightside, but my successes



had encouraged othersto throw their hatsinto the ring. One such was Tommy Oblivion, the exigtentia
detective, who specialised in cases that might or might not have actually happened. One of the most
persuasive men I'd ever met, Tommy could tie logic in square knots and have people swearing black was
white and up was down, just to get rid of him. Hewas atal, studiedly effete fellow in starkly coloured
New Romantic silks. (Unlike most of us, Tommy had agreeat Eighties. Being existentia probably helped,)

He had long, limp black hair, along horsey face with atoothy smile, and long-fingered hands heliked to
flap around while he wastaking. Tommy liked to talk. It was said by many, and believed by mogt, that
Tommy Oblivion could talk hisown firing squad into shooting each other to get away from hisrelentlessy
reasonable voice. He thrived in areas of mora obscurity, uncertain redity, and cases so complicated you
couldn't pin anything down even if you used tent pegs. And yet Tommy was very good &t getting answvers
to the kinds of questions peoplein authority didn't want answered. Tommy had agift for getting at the
truth. Not avery nice gift, perhaps, but then, that's the Nightside for you.

| had afeding there was something | should remember about Tommy Oblivion, something important, but
| couldn't pin it down.

"Hello, Tommy," | said resignedly. "Keeping busy?'
"Who can say? But I'm dmost certain | would like adrink. My usud, Alex."
Alex scowled a him. ™Y ou aways say that, and you dways order something different.”

"Of course" said Tommy, smiling brightly. "I have areputation to maintain. | think I'll have aBuck's
Fzz"

"You redly shouldn't tease Alex," | said, as Alex dunk away, muttering. "He's quite capable of dipping
something in your drink that will have you throwing up mealsyou ate sx months ago.”

"I know," said Tommy. "It'smy way of living dangeroudy. Now then, alittle bird tellsme youre
contemplating ajourney back in Time."

"My, what big earsyou have, grandma. Why would you be interested, Tommy?"

"Because I'm desperate to go travelling in Time, but I've never been able to persuade Old Father Time
to let me. The old poop. Apparently he regards me as a somewhat frivolous character.”

"Get away," | said. "And after you've made awhole career out of being flippant, foppish, and dropping
other peoplerightinit.”

"How very unkind."

"| notice you're not denying it."

"I wouldn't dare. Image is everything these days. But even you would have to admit | do get results, in
my own digtinctive and somewhat latera way. The point is... | know | had apoint with mewhen | came
inhere.... ahyes, the point is, | was wondering whether | could prevail on you to put in agood word for
me when you tak with Old Father Time."

"Oh, I've got avery good word for you, Tommy," | said.



Perhaps fortunatdly, that was when the unpleasantness started. Two sets of heavy feet came crashing
down the metal stairsinto the bar, and everyone turned to look. Sometimes | think Alex only had those
gairsinstaled so no-one could sneak into his bar unnoticed. | was sort of expecting it, but even so my
heart sank as two more Eamonn Mitchells ssormed into the bar, brandishing wands. Eamonn 40 made a
sad, trapped sound, and clutched at my arm. | murmured something soothing, carefully detached hishand
from my arm, and moved to put mysdf between him and the newcomers.

One of the new Eamonns looked to be a progperous businessman in hisfifties, overweight with good
living. The other man was older, a least in hissixties, and |ooked

like a street person. Malnutrition-thin, and wrapped in ragged charity shop clothes. | immediately tabbed
them Eamonn 50 and Eamonn 60, and let my hands drift towards certain useful objectsin my coat
pockets. Much more than the earlier dternatesin my office, these two looked desperate and dangerous.
They staked through the crowded bar, ignoring the strangenessto al sides, their hot angry gazes fixed on
the Eamonn behind me. | stepped forward to block their path, and they stopped and smiled nastily at me.
All around people were getting up from their tables and backing away, so as not to get caught in the
cross-fire. Ms. Fate put his disposable razor back into her utility belt and produced a sted throwing star.
| caught hiseye, and shook my head dightly. I've dwaysfelt it important to handle my own messes.

"Y ou must be Taylor," said Eamonn 50. Even his voice sounded fat and self-important. "We were
warned you might try to interfere. Thisisnone of your business. Get out of our way, or welll fix it so you
were never born."

| had to smile. ™Y ou might find that harder than you think,” | said.

"Then maybe well fix it so you were born crippled, or diseased,” said Eamonn 60. His voice was harsh
and painful, asthough he didn't useit much any more. "WEell kill you, Taylor. Kill you nasty, if you try and
stop us doing what we haveto do."

"What isit you want?' Eamonn 40 said from behind me. He was scared, but he kept hisvoice firm.

"I want you to make the decisions that will lead to me, and my life," said Eamonn 50. "1 worked hard to
get dl the good thingsthat life hasto offer. All the comforts, and the pleasures. | won't risk losing them
now, just because you don't have the ballsto go for the brassring. I'll fix you. Make you make theright
decisions. Make you become me."

"Isthat what you want?" | asked Eamonn 60.

"l don't want to be me," he said flatly. "No-one should

haveto livelikel do. | never wanted this. Never wanted to deep in shop doorways and beg for food
from people who walk right past without making eye contact. I've been given the chance to undo the
decisonsthat stupid bastard made, that led to him becoming me; and I'll destroy anyone who interferes.”

"Kill you dl," said Eamonn 50. "Destroy you dl.”

"Hold everything,” | said, holding up one hand palitdy. "Can | check something? Have elther of you ever
been married ... and in particular, have either of you ever met awoman named Andrea?"

The two new Eamonns looked at each other, confused, then they shook their heads angrily.



"Y ou'retrying to confuse us," said Eamonn 50.

"No, redly,” | said. "Her arriva in my client'slifeiswhat changed everything. Changed him. So your
being hereis dready redundant. He was never going to become either of you."

"Hewill if weforce himto," said Eamonn 50. "If we remake him with our magics. Cut the woman out of
hislife, like acancer."

"Y ou could kill him with your meddling,” | said. "Y ou could destroy yourselves."
"Death would be arelease,” said Eamonn 60.

"Excuse me," said Eamonn 40, from behind me. " Could someone please explain where dl these others
mes are coming from?"

"Alternate timetracks," Tommy Oblivion said briskly. "Possible futures, livesthat might have been, the
whed s of If and Maybe. Our lives are determined by the decisions we make, or fail to make, and these
.. gentlemen are the ? men you might have become if you'd made certain specific decisons. Can't say
either of them looks particularly atractive, but that's probably why your enemies chose to empower
them. Can | ask what's happened to my Buck's Fizz?"

"But how did they get here?' said Eamonn 40, alittle desperately.

"Someone's been meddling,” | said. "Somebody really powerful, too, to be able to manipulate
probability magics”

"Hasto beamagjor player,” said Tommy. He'd gone behind the bar to get hisown drink, as Alex was
quite sensibly keeping his head down. "Messing about with Time and timetracksis a serious business. So
serious that the few who do work with probability tend to come down redlly heavily on anyone new
trying to invade their territory. No-one wants some dil ettante threatening the carefully maintained status
quo.”

"But | don't have any enemies” said Eamonn 40. "People like me don't have enemies! I'm no-one

important!”

"You are now," said Tommy, Spping daintily at hisdrink with onefinger carefully extended. " Someone's
goneto alot of trouble over you, old man." Helooked a me thoughtfully. "Could it be the Jonah,

perhaps?’
"Dead," | said.
"Count Video?'

"Missng, presumed dead,” | said. "Last seen running through the streets with his skin ripped off, during
theangd war."

Tommy shrugged. "Y ou know the Nightside. People are aways making comebacks. Just ook at your
good f."

"God, you people loveto tak," said Eamonn 50. "I came here to fix this stupid, short-sighted version of



mysdf, and nothing and no-oneis going to stop me.”

"Nothing you do herewill change anything that matters,” said Tommy. "Every verson of youisasvaid
asany other. Every timetrack isjust asredl, and as certain. Changing or adapting this younger version
won't make your existence any more or lesslikely. If anyonetold you otherwise, they lied.”

"I don't bedievethat,” said Eamonn 60. "I can't believe that."
"You'd say anything, to try and stop us,” said Eamonn 50.

Both men let fly with their wands, beams of probability magic crackling asthey shot through theair. |
dived out of the way, dragging Eamonn 40 aong with me. Tommy ducked gracefully down behind the
bar, till holding on to hisdrink. A change beam hit the oak bar and ricocheted harmlessly avay. The
bar's main furnishings and fittings were dl protected by Merlin's magic. Both the new Ea-monnsfired
their wands furioudy in al directions as | dodged back and forth across the bar, hauling Eamonn 40 along
withme. A haze of change magic filled the air asthe wands beams transmuted everything they touched in
arbitrary and unpredictable ways.

The vampire who'd been feeding on his bloody Mary got hit by abeam and swelled up like atick,
engorging with more and more blood as he drained Mary dry, before exploding messily and showering
everyone around him with second-hand blood. The empty husk of Mary crumpled to thefloor likea
paper sack. Some of the newer chairs and tablesfell apart asthey were brushed by probability beams,
reduced in amoment to their original component parts. So was one of Baron Frankenstein's creatures, as
al his gtitches came undone at once. Body partsrolled across the floor, while the head mouthed silent
obscenities. Lightning bolts struck down out of nowhere, blackening bodies and starting firesal over.
Bunches of hissing flowers blossomed from cracksin astonewal. An old Victorian portrait began
gpesking in tongues. People collapsed from strokes and cerebral haemorrhages and epileptic fits. Some
smply blinked out of existence, asthe chancesthat created them were abruptly revoked.

A ghost girl was suddenly corporea again, after years of haunting Strangefellows, and she sat &t the bar
crying tears of happy relief, touching everything within reach. Bottles stacked behind the bar changed
shape and colour and contents. And a demon long kept imprisoned under the

floor-boards burst free from its pentacle, asits containing wards were suddenly undone. Burning with
thick blue ec-toplasmic flames, it turned its horned head this way and that, cherishing centuries of
hoarded frustrated rage, before lurching forward to kill everything within reach of its clawed hands. The
bar's two muscular bouncers, Betty and Lucy Coltrane, jumped the demon from behind and wrestled it
to the floor; but it was clear they wouldn't be able to hold it for long.

By then I'd dragged Eamonn 40 to safety behind the huge oak bar and was running through my options,
which didn't take me nearly aslong as I'd hoped. Alex glared at me.

"Do something, dammit! If Merlin has to manifest through me to sort out thismess, | can't speak for the
safety of your client. You know Merlin's dways favoured the scorched-earth policy when it comesto
dedling with problems™

| nodded reluctantly. | know afew tricks, and more magic than | liketo let on; but inthe end it dways
comesdown to my gift. | have agift for finding things, athird eyein my mind, aprivate eye that can see
where everything is, but | don't liketo useit unless| haveto. When | raise my gift, the sheer power
involved means| blaze like abeacon in the dark, and my Enemies can see where | am. And then they
send terrible agents like the Harrowing, to kill me. They've been trying to kill mefor aslong as| can



remember.
But needs must, when the devil drives...

Tommy leaned in besde me. "It'saparadox,” he said urgently. "Just their being here, mutudly exclusve
futuresin atime-line that couldn't possibly produce them. Usethat against them.”

So | reached deep insde my mind and powered up my gift, and found how unlikely it was that Eamonn
50 and Eamonn 60 should bethere, in that place and in that time. And having found that tiny, precarious
chance, it wasthe easiest thing in the world for meto blow it out likea

candle. Both men vanished in amoment, because it wasimpossible for them to be there.

| shut down my gift, and quickly re-established adl my menta defences. My Enemieswere usudly wary
of attacking me on Merlin'sterritory, but they'd been growing increasingly desperate of late. It wasdl
very quiet in the bar. Patrons dowly emerged from their hiding places, looking around rather confusedly.
Since the two older Eamonns had never been there, the attack had never happened, but al the changes
enforced by the probability wands remained. Magic trumpslogic every time. We dl took turnskicking
the crap out of the released demon, until Alex reactivated the old spell that put it back under the
floor-boards again, then we set about extinguishing the various fires that were ill burning. Betty and
Lucy Coltrarie gathered up dl the scattered parts of the Frankenstein creation and stacked them behind
the bar, until one of the Baron's descendants should drop in for adrink again.

Allindl, wed got off pretty lightly. Playing around with probability magic isdways dangerous. Time
doesnt like being messed around with, and it plays dirty. That'swhy Timetravel isso very carefully
regulated.

Alex looked at what had been doneto dl the bottles behind his bar and tugged bitterly at tufts of his hair.
"Those bastards! I'm going to have to check every bottle individualy to find out what'sin them now.
Could be anything from demon's urine to designer water. And | could probably sell demon'surine....

You'reajinx, Taylor, you know that? If | had any sense, I'd have shot you on sight the moment you
wakedin."

Eamonn looked at meworriedly, but | smiled a him reassuringly. "Don't worry; that'sjust Alex being
Alex. Hedoesn't redlly meanit.”

"Yes| bloody do!"
"All right, he probably doesredly mean it, but hell get over it. Hesafriend.”
"Then I'd hate to meet one of your enemies,” muttered Eamonn.

"| think some of you dready have," | said. "'l think someonesusing you, in dl your many versons, to get
ame"

"But why useme?" said Eamonn plaintively.
"Good question,” | said.

| led him over to atable in the furthest corner of the bar, and we sat down. Tommy Oblivion sat down
with us. | gave him athoughtful look, and he laughed alittle nervoudly.



"We did seem to work rather well together, old man. | thought perhaps | could help you out on this case
of yours. It does seem to be my sort of thing. For areasonable percentage of the fee, of course.”

"Oh, of course" | said. "Thisisbusgness, after dl. Tdl you what; you can have hdf of what I'm getting.
How'sthat?'

"More than reasonable, my dear sir! Never let it be said that John Taylor is not a prince among men!”

Since | wasn't expecting to make a penny out of this case, | was quite happy to share the penny | wasn't
getting with Tommy Oblivion. | could be exigtentia, too, when it suited me. He smiled happily a me, and
| smiled back.

"Look, isit over now?' said Eamonn. "Can | go home now?1 redlly don't likeit here."

"I'm afraid not,” | said. "I could escort you safely out of the Nightside, but the odds are our mutual
enemy would find some way to bring you back and start thisup al over again.”

"Oh God ..." Eamonn sat dumped in hischair, asmall ordinary man struggling to cope with problems he
should never have had to face. | felt sorry for him. The Nightside is hard enough to deal with when you
choose to come here.

"Don't worry," | said. "I'm on the case. | will find out who's doing thisto you, and | will make them
sop.”

"And if Taylor saysthat, you can takeit to the bank," said Tommy, unexpectedly.

"Tak to me, Eamonn,” | said. "Tell me about yourself, about your life. Theremust beaclueinit
somewhere.”

But Eamonn was dready shaking his head. "'I'm nobody. Or at least, nobody important. Just a minor cog
in the great machinery of abig corporation. | do the necessary, everyday work that keeps the wheels
turning.”

"All right," | said. "Who do you work for?"'

"The Widow's Mite Investment Corporation. It's abig company, with branches and offices worldwide.
I've worked in the London branch amost twenty years now, man and boy. It'sinteresting work. Werea
fund-raising company, persuading other companiesto invest their money in worthy and charitable
ventures. That's organized charities, of course, dong with smal start-up businessesthat show promise,
and some lobbying groups, for recognized Good Causes. Weraise alot of money, and take areasonable
percentage for oursalves along theway. | say oursalves, but of course | don't see any of the money. It's
just when you work for acompany for twenty years ... Anyway, mine may not be a particularly

challenging job, not what | expected my life would be, but... that'slife. Few people ever redly achieve
their dreams or ambitions. We a so serve, who keep the whedls of civilization turning. Because the world
couldn't get by without us. And anyway, al I've ever cared about is providing for my family. They aremy
dreams and ambitions now."

And nothing would do but that he get his photos of the wife and children out again, to show to Tommy.
He made dl the correct polite noiseswhile | frowned, thinking. | was till pretty sure Eamonn wasbait in
atrap for me, but | was beginning to think there was rather moreto it than that.



"What made you cometo John Taylor for help?' said Tommy, as Eamonn carefully put away his photos
agan.

"| found his business card in my hand when | arrived in the Nightsde."

"That's how | knew someone had to be playing us," | said. "I don't have abusiness card. Never saw the
need. Everyone here knowswho | am.”

"l haveacard," said Tommy. "Or, a least sometimes | do. It depends.”

| knew better than to pursuethat. "What matters,” | said firmly, "isthat someoneisinterfering in
Eamonn'slife, and mine. And | won't have that. Anyone wantsto come after me, they can do it to my
face. I'm used toit. | won't have them attacking me through innocents.”

"I've heard of the Widow's Mite company,” said Tommy. "They have abranch herein the Nightside.”

Eamonn looked at us with something very like horror. "My company hasabranchinthis... hellhole?'

| shrugged. "Most big companies do. Can't say |'ve heard anything particularly good or bad about the
Widow's Mite ... What say we go and pay them avist?'

"What if they won't let usin?' said Eamonn.

Tommy and | shared asmile. "WEell getin,” | said.

"They couldn't have anything to do with ... dl this" said Eamonn. "They just couldn't. They've aways
treated me well. Offered me promoations ... though of course | could never take them. It would mean
leaving my family for long periods. Y ou can't redly believe areputable company like the Widow's Miteis
behind thig"

"Surel can," | said. "Big corporations aren't dways the bad guys;, but it's the sensible way to bet.”

four

Timefor Straight Taking

Weleft Strangefdlows and went walking through the Nightside, with Eamonn in the middle. He felt safer
that way. He was taking more notice of his surroundings, but it was clear he didn't approve of anything he
saw. Theinhuman eements scared him, and, if anything, the temptations available scared him even more.
There was nothing in the Nightside he wanted, and what might have seemed magica or fantasticd to
othersjust disturbed him. He wanted nothing to do with any of it.

"I haveto get home" he said miserably. "I'm never late getting home. Andrea and the children will be so
worried. They'll think something's happened to me."

"Well, something has," | said reasonably. "Just think of the great story you'll be ableto tell them when
you get back."

"Ohno," hesadimmediatdly. "l could never tdl them



anything about... this. It would only frighten them. It frightensme.”

"Will you pleaserdax,” said Tommy, alittleirritated. "Y ou're with me and John Taylor; the two most
proficient private investigatorsin the Nightside. Y ou couldn't be safer if you were wrapped in cotton
wool and body armor. Well sort out your little problem for you. After dl, | have amarvel ous deductive
brain, and Taylor isthe only man in the Nightside that everyone dseisafraid of "

"Somehow | don't find that particularly reassuring,” said Eamonn, but he managed asmdl smile
nonetheless. "I do appreciate your efforts on my behdf. It'sonly that... | don't belong here.”

| couldn't help but agree with that. The Nightside isn't for everyone. Dragging Eamonn into our endless
night was like throwing asmal child to thewolves. | was starting to fed protective about him, and
increasingly angry at whoever had decided to put him through this ordedl.

"Well get you through this," | said. "Once wetak to the people a the Widow's Mite, I'm sure they'll tell
us everything we need to know."

"Taylor isvery good a getting answers out of people Tommy sad blithely. "Evenif hehasto pries
them out with a crow-bar."

| gave him ahard look. "Y ou'reredly not helping, Tommy."
"Couldn't we hail ataxi?' Eamonn said plaintively. "I think I'd fed alot safer off the Stregts.”

"Best not to,” | said. "Not everything here that looksliketraffic is. There aretaxis, but most of them
charge unusud and distressing paymentsfor their services. Hell, even the ambulances run on distilled
suffering, and motorbike messengers snort powdered virgin's blood for that extrakick. All kinds of things
use that road, and most of them are hungry. We're better off walking. Besides, well be harder to locate
inthe crowds."

"The more you explain things, theworse | fed," said Eamonn. "I'd hate to see your Tourist Information
office It wasasmall joke, but abrave effort under the circumstances.

We made our way into the business sector, and Eamonn did seem to relax alittle as more and more
business suits gppeared in the crowds around him. Admittedly some of the suits were worn by demons,
and some weren't being worn by anyone at al, but he was pleased to see something familiar at last.
Rent-a-cops were thick on the ground, and gave me suspicious |0oks as we passed, but they al kept
their distance. They weren't paid enough to messwith me. Infact, | had heard arumor that the
rent-a-cops union wastrying to get a clause inserted in their contracts that said they were al entitled to
go off sck if I so much asentered their territory. It'slittle things like that that make life worth living. We
findly cameto the Widow's Mite building and stopped before the main entrance to look it over. For the
first time, Eamonn actudly looked angry rather than upset.

"Thisshouldn't be here," he said flatly. "Not here, in this place. It puts our whole mora probity at risk. |
can't believe top management knows about this. We raise money for charities. Important charities. If top
management knew about this branch, the same top management that decides which charities get the
money weraise..."

He broke off suddenly, as he redized where his argument was going. "Go on,” | said. "If they know
about this, and approve...."



"Then their judgment in deciding where the money goes would have to be equally suspect,” Eamonn said
unhappily. "And possibly I've spent twenty years persuading people to give money to unworthy causes. If
Widow's Mite has abranch here, | have to wonder... where al that money has been going, al these
years.

"You see?' | said. "Only afew hoursin the Nightside, and aready you're much smarter than you were.
Let'sgo insde and make sometrouble.”

| knew abig corporation like the Widow's Mite would have to be protected by some major magical
security, but even so | was gtartled when the two great stone statues on either side of the door suddenly
cameto life. Tal, idealized figures carved out of the very best marble turned their headswith adow,
grating sound, and their blank eyes fixed unerringly on me. Eamonn amost jumped out of his skin, and
even Tommy took a step back. | held my ground. The more worried you are, the lessyou can afford to
show it Both statues stepped ponderously down from their pedestal's to stand between us and the door.
They loomed thresteningly over me, huge, hulking, marble forms, cold and implacable as the stone from
which they were carved. They would kill without conscience, do any terrible thing they were ordered to,
because there was nothing in them to care about the soft, fragile living things they hurt. Stone endures, but
it hasno soul. Tommy |looked a meto see what | was going to do, and | looked right back at him. | had
afew ussful tricks up my deeve, but | wasinterested to see what the famous existential detective could
do. He smiled easily and approached the two statues.

"Do be reasonable and stand aside, chaps. We have businessinsde.”
"None shall pass,” said the statue on the left, its voice like grating rocks.

"Now thet isinteresting,” said Tommy. "How isit you're able to talk, consdering you dmost certainly
don't have any voca cords?’

The tatue looked at him blankly. "What?"

"Wdll, | mean, | don't see how you're even able to move, old thing. Being solid stoneand dll. It'snot asif
you have any musculature, or even joints. How can you even think to act, when you have no brain? How
can you be living, when no part of you isliving matter?'Y ou're quite clearly stone, and nothing but stone,
and therefore you cannot be alive, or think, or act.”

The statues had clearly never considered this before, and impressed by Tommy's relentlesslogic, they
stepped back up onto their pedestals and reverted to unmoving statues. | kicked the one on the left, just
to be sure, but it didn't budge. | grinned at the bewildered Eamonn.

"That's Tommy's gift-to ask the unanswerable question, to rai se doubts on any matter and confuse any
Stuation beyond retrieval. He could talk al four legs off adonkey, then persuadeit to fly him home.
Demons from Hell have been known to run screaming from his gppalling logic. Which iskind of scary,
when you think about it."

"How very kind," Tommy drawled. "I think we can dl learn alesson here, you know. It doesn't dways
haveto end in violence"

"Betitwill," | said.

"Wdl of course” said Tommy. "Y ou're here."



We dammed the door open and stalked into the lobby, which was very grand, very luxurious, with a
polished wooden floor and origina masterpieces adorning the wals. Various people in sharp business
suits saw us coming, and decided they were urgently needed somewhere else. Anywhere ese. | headed
sraight for the reception desk, Tommy and Eamonn in tow. It was a big lobby, and long before we got
to the desk the far doors banged open, and awhole bunch of armed men came running in. They fanned
out to form abig semicircle blocking us off from the desk, pointing al kinds of gunsin our direction. |
stopped and considered them thoughtfully. They gave every appearance of being thered ded, wearing
body armor rather than the gaudy uniforms of rent-a-cops, and they held their gunslike they knew what
to do with them. | stood very till, with Tommy and Eamonn both trying to hide behind me. Thereredly
wereahell of alot of gunstrained on us. The men behind them stood rock-solid, perfectly concentrated.
They were professionals, ready to shoot us down &t the

bark of an order. | felt like shouting Boo! to see what would happen.

"That'sfar enough, Taylor," said the officer in charge. His voice was sharp and cold, military to the core.
"We were warned you might be coming. Thiswhole building is secured. Theré's nowhere you can go
where my men won't open fire on you, on sight. Put your handsin theair. Sowly."

"Of course" | said. | raised my hands. Tommy and Eamonn had dready raised theirs. "1 like your guns,”
| sad. "Very impressive. Pity they don't have any bulletsin them.”

The officer looked at me. "What?'

And | smiled as| opened my empty hands, and a steady stream of bulletsfell from my pamsto clatter
and jump on the polished hardwood floor. The security guards watched wide-eyed as the bullets kept
faling, then severd of them tried to open fire anyway. But by then, of course, it wasfar too late, and the
guards dl looked very unhappy astheir guns just made forlorn clicking noises. The last few bullets
tumbled from my palms, and | lowered my hands. | was ill smiling. Not avery nice smile, perhaps, but
that's the Nightside for you. The security men looked mournfully at the officer in charge, who looked at
me and tried asmile of hisown. It wasn't very successful.

"Go away," | saidto him. "Go away terribly quickly, or I'll show you al asmilar trick, involving your
inner organs and awholelot of buckets."

The security force disappeared from the lobby with impressive speed, probably to go and tell upper
management that 1'd been nasty to them. A few looked like they were going to cry. Eamonn looked at al
the bullets scattered across the floor and prodded a few with the toe of his shoe, to be sure they were
red.

"You see?' | said to Tommy. "It doesn't dways haveto end in violence."

"It'sdill the sengble way to bet when you'reinvolved,” Tommy said darkly.

"Someone's going to haveto clear al thisup,” said Eamonn.

Wetook the elevator to the top floor, overriding the security locks with ahairpin and an enchanted
screwdriver, and the doors opened obligingly onto upper management territory. The corridor before us
was completely empty. | strolled past aseries of doors, Tommy and Eamonn trotting along in my wake,

checking off the names on the doors until | cameto abrightly polished brass plate bearing the title branch
director, and the name mr. Alexander. | looked enquiringly a Eamonn, but he just shook his head.



"I don't know the name, but then, | wouldn't. | don't normally have dedlings with people on thisrarefied
levd." Helooked at me uncertainly. "I'm realy not sure we should disturb someone like him over
something likethis”

"Redly?' | sad. "I'm sure. | liveto disturb people like him."
"Andyou doit sowel," said Tommy.

| dammed the door open without knocking, and strodein like | owned the place. Tommy took Eamonn
by the arm and tactfully eased him in. It was clearly an outer office, complete with uncomfortable chairs
to wait on and an ice queen secretary Sitting barricaded behind her desk. Redlly thick pile carpeting,
tagteful prints on thewalls, and hidden speakers playing classica Muzak. The air was subtly scented,
probably with the smell of new currency. | looked at the secretary, and knew we weren't going to be
friends. Shelooked like afashion modd with abusiness degree, tall and blonde and supernaturdly
dender, with acold gaze that could give an Eskimo the shudders. | headed for the desk, giving her my
best intimidating smile, and she didn't budge aninch.

"Good evening," she said, in atone that doubted it was. "Do you have an gppointment?”
"I'm John Taylor,” | said cheerfully. "I don't do appointments.”

"I'm afraid Mr. Alexander only sees people by appointment.” She didn't sound sorry. "Mr. Alexander is
avery busy man."

She indicated a heavy, old-fashioned appointments book, with every entry handwritten. | snapped my
fingersat it and it burgt into flames, crumbling quickly into ashes. The secretary didn't flinch abit.

"Nicetrick," said Tommy. "Hashy, but effective.”

"Thank you," | said. "I've been practicing. Y ou should see what | can do with an eephant.” | put both
hands on the desk and leaned forward so | could glareright into the secretary'sface. "Tell Mr. Alexander
that John Taylor isseeing him right now, if he knowswhat's good for him. Or I'll do something distressing
to this office. Suddenly and violently and dl over the place.”

"Mr. Alexander doesn't see anyone without an appointment,” said the secretary, every word chipped out
of ice. She stood up, and | straightened up with her to keep the glare going. Shewastaller than I'd
thought, and up close there was an uneasy, animal presence to her. She glared right back at me, and her
eyeswere very dark. "1 am hereto ensure Mr. Alexander isn't bothered by unsuitable people. Go now.
Whileyou gill can.”

"Anyone ever tell you you're cute when youre angry?' | said.

And then | stepped back abruptly, as her body stretched and swelled, bones cracking loudly asthey
lengthened, fur covering her skin as she burst out of her clothes. Her face € ongated into awolf's muzzle,
and sharp claws appeared on her hands and feet. Great muscles swelled under the dark grey fur. By the
time the change was complete, the

werewolf was eight feet tall, broad-shouldered and narrow-waisted, with along, davering muzzle
packed with vicioudy sharp teeth. She breathed heavily, presumably with anticipation, as she moved
unhurriedly out from behind the desk. Her clawed feet dug deep furrowsin the carpet.



"Go on, Taylor, sweet-talk her some more,” said Tommy. "Since it worked so well the last time.”

"Ahhdl," | said. "All these corporate types are guarded by watchdogs of some kind. Don't suppose
you've got any slver with you, have you?'

"Don't you?' said Tommy.

"Nothing big enough to do any damage. Y ou want to try your voice of reason? Maybe persuade her she
in't redly an eight-foot-tall engine of destruction?”

"She doesn't ook like the typeto listen to reason,” said Tommy. "Eamonn? Eamonn, don't you dare faint
m rr]e.ll

"Nice doggy," said Eamonn, in afar-away voice.

"Okay, he's off with the fagries,”" | said. "Come on, Tommy, maybe you could get her to roll over onto
her back, so | could tickle her tummy?

"Youtryit," said Tommy. "Eamonn and | will watch from asafe distance.”

The werewolf lunged forward, and Tommy and | jumped out of the way, Tommy dragging the dazed
Eamonn with him. We moved quickly to hide behind the secretary’s desk, and the werewolf tossed it
aside with one sweep of apowerful arm. | looked quickly about me. It was asmdll office, and the
werewolf was between us and the door. There was nowhere to run, and she knew it. Her wolfish grin
lengthened, showing even moreteeth, and she flexed her clawed hands languoroudy, anticipating
dragging them through yielding human flesh. Shelunged forward impossibly quickly, her front paws
damming into my chest and hurling meto the floor. She straddled me, sticking her long muzzleright into
my face, her jaws opening

wide to show a crimson tongue lapping unhurriedly over huge, pointed teeth. Her rank anima smell was
amogt overpowering. | gagged, fighting for breath, and that gave me anidea. Using avariation on my
littletrick for taking bullets out of guns, | took al the air out of her lungs. The werewolf straightened up
suddenly, her eyes bulging, then she collapsed on the churned-up carpet, kicked afew times as she
fought for air that wasn't there, and finally was till. | relaxed the spell, and she arted breething again,
but | didn't think sheld be waking up again anytime soon. | kicked her in the head afew times, just to be
sure. Tommy winced.

"Ohplease" | said. "Shewould quite definitely havekilled all of us.”

Tommy sniffed. "Why did you wait so long to take her out?"

"Jug bidingmy time" | lied.

"Y ou could havelet her die Tommy said thoughtfully. "But you didn't. Why not?"

"Because I'm trying to be one of the Good Guys, these days. Let's go see Mr. Alexander.”

| walked over to consider theinner door, while Tommy took Eamonn firmly by thearm. My dlient'seyes
were clear again, but he till didn't want to look at the werewolf 's unconscious body. | used the smallest

part of my gift to check the door for hidden security magics, but to my surprise there didn't ssemto be
any. It wasonly adoor. | shrugged, opened it, and walked through, with Tommy and Eamonn right



behind me.

The inner-office was luxurious enough, but Mr. Alexander turned out to be a surprisingly anonymous
guy, sitting behind his oversized desk. Just another business suit and tie, carrying more weight than was
good for him, with thinning hair and a sat-and-pepper beard. He smiled easily at al of us, though he must
have heard the commotionin his

outer office. We arranged ourselves before his desk, and Mr. Alexander nodded to each of usin turn,
finishing with Eamonn, who stepped forward suddenly.

“Why?' he sad bluntly. "Why me, why ... dl of this?"

"Because were very disgppointed in you, Eamonn,” said Mr. Alexander, hisrich, deep voice kindly but
firm, like the headmaster who only wantswhat's good for you. ™Y our work has dways been perfectly
adequate, but you could be so much more. We pride oursel ves on spotting people who could do great
things for the Corporation. People who could go right to the top. We offered you promotion often
enough, but you aways turned us down. We don't take kindly to having our offers thrown back in our
face, Eamonn. So we decided sterner measures were in order.”

"We?' | said.
"The Corporation, of course."
"Of course," | said. " Spread the blame widely enough, and no-one'sredly guilty.”

"We expect our employeesto livether livesfor the Corporation,” said Mr. Alexander, ignoring meto
concentrate on Eamonn. "But you always held back. Y ou wouldn't give us one hundred per cent.”

"My wife and family have aways been more important to me than my job," said Eamonn, and hisvoice
was firm and unimpressed. Werewolves might throw him, but he knew where he waswith Mr.
Alexander. "1 only work here, that'sall.”

"And there we have the problem, in anutshell,” said Mr. Alexander, smiling smugly. "We like our
employeesto think of the Corporation asther family. Their first loydty should dwaysbeto us. Our
needs should be their needs. How else can we survive and prosper in this competitive age? Y ou showed
such promise, Eamonn. We dl thought so. Y ou could have goneright to the very top. I'm getting old, you
see, and an obvious successor has yet to appear.

So | choseyou, or, to be more exact, | chose the man you could be, with alittleinput from us. A little
persuasion from outsde.”

"Findly," | said. Y ou do like the sound of your own voice, don't you?"'

"| cdledinaspecidig,” said Mr. Alexander, dill ignoring me. ™Y ou can find any kind of specidig, inthe
Night-side. And he brought you here, to act asalodestone for al the other versions of you, from other
time-lines. So you could fight it out, surviva of thefittest and dl that, until one man was |eft. One sirong
and dominant Eamonn Mitchell, suitable to be my successor."”

"Why involveme?' | said, abit sharply.

"Because | wasasked to,” said Mr. Alexander, turning the full force of his smile on mefor thefirst time.



"Walker came to see me, representing the wishes of the Authorities. Hed heard about my little plan, but
then, Walker hears about everything. He had afavor to ask, and of course, one doesn't say no to
Walker. It seemsthe Authorities want you kept busy and distracted for awhile, Mr. Taylor, while they
decide precisely how they're going to dedl with you."

"The Widow's Miteisnt what | thought it is" said Eamonn. "Isit?’

Mr. Alexander nodded approvingly &t thefirst clear stirrings of anger in Eamonn's voice. He leaned back
in hisexpensive chair, lacing hisfingers across his bulging waistcoat, looking distinctly pleased with
himself. "Here in the Corporation, we pride ourselves on taking the Long View. We back causes and
bus nesses and people whom we believe most likely to bring about the kind of future we desire. A future
where we hold the purse strings on all those who matter. Where we are in charge; because whoever
controls the world's finances, controls the world."

Heleaned forward suddenly, holding Eamonn's eyes with his. "It's not too late, you know. Y ou could
dtill agree to enter the fast track, to be personally groomed by me. I'd

cdl off the dogs, and everything would go back to norma. Y ou'd haveto adjust your thinking in certain
ways, of course, learn to seetheworld aswe do ... but eventudly al the riches of the world would be
yours™

"| dready have everything that matters,”" said Eamonn, hisvoice cam and even. "My wife and my
children. How many timesdo | haveto say this? | am happy, and content. Can you say the same, for all
your wealth and power? Get thee behind me, Mr. Alexander; | will not sell my soul to your Corporation.
Y ou have nothing | want or need.”

Mr. Alexander sighed heavily, leaning back in his chair as though suddenly bored with the whole
business. "Well, if youwon't do what's necessary of your own free will, I'll have to replace you with
another you who will. Allow meto present my specidist-Count Video."

And just likethat Count Video was there in the office with us, as though he'd aways been there, but we
hadn't noticed him. The man himsalf, wrapped in shifting plasmalights, tall and pae and ghodtly in his
tattered black leathers, his colourless skin studded with silicon nodes and sorcerous circuitry. Heavy
black stitches and meta staples held his skin in place. Whoever had reattached it, after it wasflayed from
him during the angel war, had done agood job. Though hisface did look abit taut, his thin-lipped mouth
pulled into acongtant mirthless grin. His hands twitched at his sides, eager to weave binary magics and
rewrite probabilities. He did so love to show off what he could do. Count Video had no natura gift for
change magic; hed made himsdf the way he was through dedicated research into the more insane areas
of quantum physics, and alittle help from a Trangent Being.

He's supposed to have had sex with a computer. The things a scientist will do for knowledge.

And to further complicate things, the last time 1'd seen Count Video had been in avison of apossible
future where | destroyed the Nightside. He had been one of the

Enemies trying to hunt me down and kill me here, in the Past, before | could do whatever terriblething it
was that brought about the end of the Nightside, and the world.

"Hello, Tristram," | said. "You'relooking ... well, alot better than the last time | saw you."

"Hello, John," said Count Video, sitting easily on one end of Mr. Alexander's desk. "Not many people



get to see me these days. Everyonethinks I'm dead, and | likeit that way. Operating in secret, in the
shadows, behind the scenes. Y ou see, after what happened to me during the angdl war, | had something
of an epiphany. No more messing around with magica theory and forbidden knowledge; | wanted dl the
good things the world hasto offer, and | wanted them now, while | was gill able to appreciate them. So
now | work secretly, for the highest bidder, and | don't carewhat | do aslong asit payswell. Does that
make me sound shalow?Well, | find having your skin ripped off concentrates the mind wonderfully on
what redly matters.”

"Tel mewhat you've been doing to Eamonn,” | said. ™Y ou know you want to."

"Dont mind if | do," said Count Video, settling himsalf comfortably as he switched to lecture mode. " For
everyone esg, dternative timetracks are only theory. But to me, every time-lineisasrea asany other. |
seethem dl, flowing past me like so many rivers, and | can dip atoeinto any of them | please.
Sometimes || go fishing, and pull out al kinds of sirange and useful things. Like dl those variant editions of
Eamonn Mitchdll. All the people he was and might have been, if only things had gone alittle differently. |
scattered them across the Nightside, armed them with wands charged by my probability magic, and sent
them after your client. Most never got to him, of course. The Nightsideis such adangerous and
digracting place.”

"Y es, but why wands | said.
Count Video shrugged. "When dedling with amateurs, keep it Smple.”
"And therésno way | can persuade you to walk away from this?' | said.

"Not at what I'm being paid. And you needn't look at me that way, John. Y ou're not powerful enough to
stop me, and you know it. | have seen your futures, and in most of them you're dead.”

"Mogtisntdl," | said. "And you redly should have looked more closdly at my past, Tristram. I'm not
what everyonethinks| am.”

He heard the threst in my voice and stood up abruptly, pulling his power about him. Plasmalights
parked and scintillated al around him, and the sorcerous circuitry embedded in hisflesh glowed with an
eerielight. Anyone else would probably have been impressed. But for dl hismagic, Count Video was
redly quitelimited. All his power came from the terrible technology implanted in hisbody by the
Trangent Being known as the Engineer, and Tristram had never redlly appreciated its potential. He used
it to see possible futures, like avideo junky flipping endlesdy from one channel to another. That was how
he got hisname. And with al those other Eamonns out therein the Nightside, draining his energy, he had
to be running low on power by now. All | had to do was keep him busy, and his clockwork would run
down.

Assuming he didn't manageto kill mefirgt, of course.

He laughed suddenly, a happy, breathless sound. He flexed his hands, and the whole office disappeared
in amoment, replaced by acraggy mountainsde under an erupting volcano. The heat was overwheming,
the air dmost too hot to bresthe. Lava streams flowed down the cracked mountainside, cherry red and
steaming, and blazing cinders flew through the air. But my gift was strong in me, too, and | could Seethe
office behind the volcano. | found my way back to the office, and the volcano timetrack disappesred,
snapped off in amoment, like the changing back of achannd. | took a step towards Count Video, and
the office was gone again, and we were standing on abare stone



plain, surrounded by huge iron monoliths. Lightning cracked down repeatedly from an overcast sky, and
dow misshapen things emerged from behind the monoliths, dragging themsalves acrossthe grey plain
towards us. But | found the office again, and the plain and everything on it disappeared. | took another
step towards Count Video.

He actualy spat a me, shaking with rage. "How dare you set your will againg mine? I'll find atime-line
where you have no gift! Where you were born crippled, or blind, or maybe never born at al!"

And while hewasranting | stepped forward and kicked him in the balls. His mouth dropped open, his
eyes bulged, and hefolded up and collapsed, to lie twitching on the floor.

"I guessthey must have sawed those back on aswell," said Tommy.

"It seemed likely," | said. "When we'refinished, | think I'll drag him out of here and find apassing
Timedip to drop himinto. That should keep him busy for awhile."

"Still trying to be the Good Guy?' said Tommy.

And that was when Count Video reared up just long enough to fire one last blast of change magic at me.
| threw myself to one side, and the crackling change flew on to hit Mr. Alexander squarely on the chest.
Therewas abright flare of light, and suddenly Mr. Alexander looked... different. Physically unchanged,
he looked camer and kinder and more relaxed with himself. He smiled at me, and it wasawarm,
generous smile. Somehow | knew he was a better person now, someone he might have been if things had
gonealittledifferently.

"I'm so sorry," he said, and we could dl tell he meant it. "How can | ever gpologizeto you dl?' He came
out from behind hisdesk and ingsted we dl help Count Video to hisfeet, then settle him into the
expensive chair behind his desk. He even poured Count Video astiff whiskey from abottle of the good
stuff he kept in adesk drawer. Findly, he

looked at me, and at Tommy, and finally Eamonn, before shaking his head ruefully.

"Pleaseredax, dl of you. It's over. The man who started this nonsense is gone, hopefully never to return.
| intend to do things differently. | shall put astop to this operation and see that none of you are troubled
again. | fed... so much easier in mysdf now. Y ou have no idea how much stressisinvolved in being the
bad guy. Most of that man's memories are going, fading away like abad dream, and I'm happy to see
them go. Let me reassure you, Eamonn; | will make the Widow's Mite into the kind of Corporation we
can both be proud of. And you arefreeto be ... whatever you want to be."

Tommy looked at me. "Thisisredly spooky. | fed like I've wandered into A Christmas Carol.”

Mr. Alexander patted Count Video fondly on the shoulder. "Takeit easy, dear boy. Y ou can leave
whenever you want. Y our work hereisover.”

"Thehdl itis" Count Video sad painfully. Thisisn't over until | say it'sover.”

Mr. Alexander took a cheque from hiswallet and gave it to Count Video. "Here. Payment in full, for
services rendered.”

Count Video considered the cheque in his hand, then looked at me. | raised an eyebrow, and he winced.



"All right, it'sover.”

He lurched to hisfest, shrugging off a helping hand from Mr. Alexander, and walked painfully over to the
door. He pulled it open, then looked back at me.

"1'm not finished with you, Taylor."

"I know," | said. In thefuture, you will be one of my Enemies, and try to kill me, for the good of the
Nightsde.

And that wasit, really. We dl had anice sit-down and a chat with the new and improved Mr.
Alexander, who

couldn't do enough for us. He even presented al of us with generous cheques of our own. Eamonn had
to be persuaded to accept his, but Tommy and | had no problem with it. We certainly weren't going to
be paid by anyone else.

"Don't you love ahappy ending?’ | said to Tommy.
"WEell, it depends what you mean by happy, and by ending,” the existentia detective began.
"Ohshut up,” | said.

Weall said our good-byesto Mr. Alexander, and |eft the Widow's Mite building. Tommy and |

escorted Eamonn back through the Nightside streets to the underground station, so he could findly return
to London and his precious family. We did try to interest him in trying some of the Nightside's tamer
ddights, just for the experience, but he refused to be tempted. He was going home, and that was all he
cared about. We finally stood together outside the entrance to the tube station.

"Wdl," hesad. "It'sbeen... interesting, | suppose. Thank you both for dl your help. | don't know what |
would have done without you. But | trust you'll forgive meif | say | hopel'll never seeyou again.”

"L ot of peoplefed that way about me,” | said, and Tommy nodded solemnly.

"It was strange,”" said Eamonn. " Seeing al those other mes, the people | used to be, and the men | might
have become. They were dl very passionate about who they were, and what they wanted, but none of
them seemed particularly happy, did they?1'm happy, in my quiet littlelife. | have my Andrea, and my
children; and perhaps that's what true happinessis. Knowing what really mattersto you.”

He smiled briefly, ingsted on shaking hands one last time, then he went down the stepsinto the
Underground, and in amoment he was logt to sight among the crowd-aman going home, like so many
others.

"There goes, perhaps, thewisest of usall,” | said to Tommy, and he nodded. | considered him
thoughtfully. "l

am planning atrip through Time, dl the way back to the very beginnings of the Nightsde. We seemto
work well enough together. If | can talk Old Father Timeinto this, would you like to come dong?”

"What's the catch?' said Tommy.



| had to smile. "The catch? The catch is, it's hideoudy dangerous, and well probably end up killed!”
"Ah," said Tommy Oblivion. "Theusud."

five

A Parade of Posshilities

The Nightsde isadark and dangerous place, but I've dwaysfelt at homethere, like | belonged. If only
as one more mongter among many. So it came as something of a surprise to me when Tommy Oblivion
and | went walking through the crowded streets and found the tenor of the times was definitely changing.
The crowd wasjittery, like cattle before athunderstorm, and the air was hot and close as afever room.
Theraised voices of the club barkers and the come-on men sounded that little bit more desperate, and
everywhere | looked the Merchants of Doom-the shabby men with burning eyes, preaching and
prophesying and bellowing their proclamations of Bad Times coming- were out in force. One man barged
sullenly through the crowds, wearing a sandwich board with the message the end bloody well isnigh. |
had to smile. Many of

the self-styled prophets recognized me, and made the sign of the cross at me. Some made the sign of the
extremely cross, and shook hand-made charms and fetishes at me.

And then the crowd immediately ahead suddenly scattered, faling back every which way asamanhole
cover did jerkily to one sde. Thick blue smoke belched up from undernesath the street, lying low and
heavy on the ground like early-morning mist. People recoiled from the stench, coughing and rubbing at
smarting eyes. Even at adistance the smell was distressing, dark and organic, like dead things pushing
their way up out of newly turned earth. And up out of the manhole squeezed and crawled awhole series
of faintly glowing crestures, so twisted and misshapen it was hard to be sure they were even dl the same
species. Their flesh was a grubby white shot with raised purple veins, mobile and half-meting, dipping
and diding around their underlying structure. They might have been human once, long ago, but now the
only red resemblance left wasin their puffy faces, blue-white like spoiled cheese and speckled with rot.
Their eyeswere huge and dark, and they did not blink. More and more of them spilled out onto the
pavement, and everywhere people pushed back to give them plenty of room. And every single one of
these creatures headed straight for me.

| stood my ground. | had areputation to maintain, and besides, it's never wise to turn your back on an
unknown enemy. They looked too soft and squishy to do me any real harm, but | didn't underestimate
them either. Defenceless things don't tend to last long in the Nightside, and these things looked like they'd
been around for awhile. The smell grew steadily worse asthey dumped across the ground towards me. |
gave them my best cold glare and dipped one hand into my coat pocket, where | kept severd itemsof a
useful and destructive nature, Tommy stood his ground, just behind me.

"Do you know what those thingsare?' he said quietly.

"Disgugting, with aside order of utterly gross” | said. " Otherwise, no."

"What do you suppose they want with you?”

"Nothing that involves getting too familiar, hopefully. I'vejust had this coat cleaned.”

The glowing creatures lined up in ranks before me, bobbing and pulsating, their corrupt flesh cozing all
over each other; and then, at some unheard signd, they all bowed their dripping headsto me.



"Hall to thee, proud Prince of Catastrophe and Apocaypse," said the creature closest to me, in athick
gurgling voice. It sounded like someone drowning in their own vomit, and close up the smdl was dmost
overwhelming. "We hear things, in the dark, in the degps, and so we come to pay homage. Remember
us, we pray thee, when thou dost comeinto thy heritage.”

They hung before me for awhile, bobbing their raised heads and diding across one another, asthough
waiting for some response. | said nothing, and eventualy they al turned away, dithered back acrossthe
endimed pavement, and disappeared back down the manhole. Thelast one pulled the manhole cover
back into place over them, and the blue ground fog dowly began to disperse, though the rotten smell il
lingered on the air. There was a pause, then the watching crowd dispersed, everyone going about their
business as though nothing unusual had occurred. It's not easy to shock hardened Nightsiders. Tommy
sniffed loudly.

"Y ou know, old horse, | wouldn't work in the sewers here for any amount of money. What do you
suppose that was al about?"

"I don't know," | said. "But it's been happening more and more recently. Word about my mother's
identity must be getting around.”

Tommy congdered the manhole cover thoughtfully. "Isit possble they know something you don't?'
"Wouldnt be difficult. Let'sgo.”

Wewaked on, leaving the smell and the blue mists behind us. Everyone seemed to be moving just alittle
faster than normal, and the pace of life seemed thet little bit more frantic. Asthough everyone had the
feding time might be running out. The club barkerswere out in force, striding up and down outside the
entrances to their members-only establishments. Bouncers whose job it wasto throw the customersin.
They shouted their wares, tempting and cgoling the passing trade like there was no tomorrow. Comein
and seethelovely ladies! one checker-suited man shouted at us as we passed. They're dead and they
dance! | wasn't tempted. There were street traders, too, dozens of them, sdlling al kinds of goods at all
kinds of prices. One particularly furtive specimen in aknockoff Armani jumpsuit was selling itemsfrom
possible futures, al kinds of junk sold by people who'd blundered into the Nightside viaa Times-lip and
needed to raise some quick cash. | paused to inspect the contents of the open suitcase. I've always been
asucker for uniqueitems.

| knelt and rooted through the stuff. There was a Beta-max video of the 1942 Cassablanca, starring
Ronald Reagan, Boris Karloff, and Joan Crawford. A thick paperback gothic romance, Heartsin Atlanta
by Stephanie King. A plasmaenergy rifle from World War 1V. (Batteries not included.) A gold pocket
watch with butter in the works, and a cat that could disappear at will, leaving behind nothing but its smile.
It said its name was Maxwdll, but not to spread it around.

And that wasjust the Stuff | recognised. Many of the items acquired from future travellers turn out to be
technology so advanced or obscure that what they're for or even what they do is anybody's guess. Buyer
beware; but then that's business as usud in the Nightside.

Therewas atiny armchair, backed by abig brasswhed, with abent cigar dtting init, some kind of
glowinglens,

and asmdll black box that shook and growled menacingly when you tried to turn it on. The trader was
very keen to hawk a philosopher's stone that could turn lead into gold, but I'd encountered it before. The



stone could transmute the eements dl right, but the changing atomic weight meant you ended up with
extremdy radioactive gold. A man knedling beside me held up aphid full of ashimmering rainbow liquid.

"What doesthisdo?" he challenged the trader, who grinned cheerfully.
"That, squire, isyour actud immortality serum. Onesip, and you live forever.”
"Oh comeon!" said the doubtful buyer. "Can you proveit?'

"Sure; drink it and live long enough to find out. Look, squire, | only sdll the stuff. And before you ask,
no, | don't do guarantees. | don't even guarantee I'll be here tomorrow. Now if you're not going to buy,
make room for someone who will." He looked hopefully at me. "How about you, sir? Y ou look like a
man who knows a bargain when he seesone."

"l do," | admitted. "And | also know the Boredlis Acceerator when | seeit. One sip of that stuff will
make you immorta, but | have read the small print that usually accompaniesthe phid. The bit that says,
Drink me and you'l liveforever. Y oull beafrog, but you'll liveforever.”

The other customer quickly dropped the phia back into the suitcase, and hurried away. The street trader
shrugged, not bothered. He knew there'd be another sucker dong in amoment. "Well, how about this,
squire? A jet pack you strap on your back. FHly like abird, only without al that onerous flapping of arms.
It glides, it soars, and, no, it doesn't come with a parachute.”

A young man pushed forward, eager to try it out, and | made room for him. The trader haggled
cheerfully over a

down payment, then strapped the hulking stedl contraption to the young man's back. The two of them
studied the complicated control panel for awhile, then the young man shrugged and stabbed
determinedly at the big red button in the centre. The jet pack blasted up into the night at speed, dragging
the young man dong with it, hislegskicking helplessy. His voice came drifting desperately down.

"How do | steer the bloody thing?"

"Experiment, squire, experiment!" shouted the trader, and he turned away to concentrate on his other
customers.

One of them had aready picked up asmall, lacquered box, whose label boasted it could contain an
infinity of things. | decided to step back. The customer opened the box, and, of course, it swallowed him
right up. The box fell to the ground, and the trader picked it up again, scowling.

"That'sthe third thisweek. | do wish people wouldn't try things without asking.” He held the box upside
down and shook it hard, as though hoping the customer might fal out again.

Tommy and | decided to leave him to it. From some way down the street came aloud crash; the sound
of ajet pack returning to earth. There's one born every minute, and ahell of alot of them end up inthe
Nightside.

And then suddenly everyone was running and shouting and screaming. People streamed past me,
pushing and shoving each other out of theway. It didn't take melong to seewhy; and then | felt like
running and screaming mysdf. Walker had findly lost patience with me. In the growing empty space
where the crowd had been, dark shapes were heaving and diding across the street, flowing like dow



dark liquid across the pavement and walls. Dark as midnight, dark as the gaps between the sars, dark as
akiller'sthoughts, the huge black shapes spilled silently down the street towards me. Two-dimensond
surfaces diding across the three-dimengiond world, changing and expanding their

shapes from one deadly form to another. They had hands and claws and barbs, and horribly human
faces. Anyone who didn't get out of their way fast enough wasimmediately swallowed up and absorbed
inthe dark depths of their bodies.

"What the hell arethey?" asked Tommy, so shocked he actually forgot to sound effete.

"The Shadow Men," | said, looking around for an escape route, but the shadows had aready cut us off,
approaching now from al sdes at once. "They're Walker's enforcers. Y ou can't fight them, because
they're not redly here. That'sjust their shadows. They can swalow up anything and take it back to
Walker. But you're never the same after you've been in that darkness. If the stories I've heard are true... |
think 1'd rather die than be taken by the Shadow Men."

"Why didn't Waker send the Reasonable Men after you?' said Tommy, sounding morethan alittle
desperate. "1 could have out-reasoned them." Hetried to hide behind me, but the Shadow Men were
coming a usfrom every direction. "Thisis not good, Taylor, thisis serioudy not good. | may have one of
my turns. Thisisn't fair! | thought Walker aways sent the Reasonable Men after people he was upset
with!"

"Normally, hedoes," | said. "But | killed them all.”

"Impressive," sad Tommy. "But perhgps alittle shortsighted. Do something, Taylor! Thesethingsredly
are getting terribly close!™

"Thank you, Tommy, | had noticed. Stop gripping my arm like that, you're cutting off the circulation.
Now try and panic alittlelessloudly; I'm thinking."

"Think quicker!"

We were standing aone by then. Everyone else was keeping well back, giving the Shadow Men plenty
of room to work in. No-one wanted to get involved, but many were

watching interestedly from what they hoped was a safe distance. Quite afew were placing bets.
Everyone wanted to see what would happen when the infamous John Taylor went head to head with the
gppalling Shadow Men.

The dark shapes glided forward, not hurrying, now that they had their prey cornered. They could take
on any shape, because they had no texture or substance, but they had ataste for the shapes that terrified.
Their faces were blank, heads without eyesthat could still see you, like childhood nightmares. Their more
abstract shapes were designed to disturb and unsettle. Just looking at them for too long could make you
fed sick, right down to your soul. They oozed forward, savouring our hel plessness.

"What are they made of 7" Tommy asked, as much for the comfort of the sound of hisown voice as
anything.

"They'reliving shadows,” | said. "Anti-life. No-one knows exactly what they are, or how Walker bound
them to hiswill, to serve the Authorities. Most likely rumour isthat they camethrough a Timedip from a
far future, where the sun has gone out and an endless night hasfallen over al the Earth. And the Shadow



Men aredl that livein that terrible dark "
"l wish | hadn't asked,” said Tommy. "So? How do we fight them?”

"Actudly, | was hoping you'd have someidess," | said, glancing quickly around me. "1 don't know
anyone who's ever beaten a Shadow Man.”

"Wl try something, dammit!"

| looked at dl the gaudy neon signs surrounding us, and muttered afew Words of Power under my
breeth. Immediatdly every sign flared up smultaneoudy, the bright letters and shapes blazing fiercely
againg the night. The signs sparked and buzzed loudly, the sheer force of the light driving back the dark
like a Technicolor dawn, but it didn't even dow the advance of the Shadow Men. One by onethe

signs overloaded, exploding or sputtering out in showers of parks, shutting down al the length of the
street. And the night that returned was even darker than before.

| reached into my coat pocket and pulled out three sdlamander eggs I'd been saving for arainy day. |
threw them at the nearest Shadow Men, and they exploded like incendiaries, blazing up with
incandescent light and heet. The Shadow Men rolled right over them, swallowing them up in a second.

| breathed deeply, trying to steady mysdlf, and looked at Tommy.

"I have anidea," he said, reluctantly. By now he was standing so close to me hewas practicaly pushing
me over. "But | haveto say, it israther ... risky."

"Doit," | sad. "I'm not going into those Shadows dive."

Tommy frowned, concentrating, and | could fed hisgift activating, as though suddenly therewas athird
person standing there with us. The Shadow Men were dl around us now, almost close enough to touch
us. | could fed my heart hammering inmy chest, and | could hardly get my bresth. Tommy spoke dowly,
thoughtfully, as though saying the words aoud made them certain, incontrovertible.

"| dedl in probabilities. In the nature of shifting redity. | persuade the world to see things my way. And
sncethereisasmal but very red chance that we could have got to Time Tower Square before the
Shadow Men could find us ... | believe that iswhat really happened.”

And intheblink of an eye, we were somewhere else. The dark street was gone, replaced by the quiet
cul-de-sac that was Time Tower Square. Tommy let out his breath in along, shuddering sigh.

"That'sit. We are here. All previous possibilities are now redundant, never happened.”

His gift shut down, like adangerous anima reluctantly going to deep. | looked carefully around me, but
dl the

shadows in the Square were only shadows. A few people were strolling up and down, intent on their
own business. They hadn't noticed anything, because there had been nothing to notice. We'd always been
there. | looked respectfully a Tommy Oblivion.

"Y ou can persuade redlity itself to go dong with your wishes? That's one hell of agift you've got there,
Tommy. Why aren't you running thingsin the Nightside?"



"Because usng my gift that way diminishesme," Tommy said tiredly. "Every timel useit, thelessred |
become. Less certain, less anchored in redlity. Use the gift too much, and I'd become too unlikely, too
impossbleto exig.”

It was clear from hisvoice that he didn't intend to discuss the matter any further, so | turned away and
studied the Time Tower. It didn't look like much, just a squat stone structure of maybe three storeys,
brooding ominoudy over abackwater square. The few people passing by gave it plenty of room, though.
The Tower had serious layers of protection to ensure that only Old Father Time had control over Time
trave. It was said by some, and believed by many, that you could blow up the whole world and the Time
Tower would still be standing there, unaffected. Most people couldn't even find the place if they
gpproached it thinking bad thoughts.

Just an old stone building, with no windows and only the one, anonymous, door. But thelast time I'd
been here, during the angdl war, 1'd seen an angdl crucified againgt the sonewall of the Tower, with
dozens of cold iron nails hammered through itsarms and legs, and its severed wings lying on the ground
beneath it. They play for keepsin the Nightside, and especialy in Time Tower Square.

I'd never traveled purposefully in Time before. Just the thought of what | was planning to do unnerved
me, but | had to do it. More and more | was convinced that al the answersto al my questions could be
found a thevery

beginning of the Nightside, in that moment when it was created by my missing mother, for reasons of her
own. My mother, who might or might not be that Biblical myth known as Lilith. | only had her word for it,
after all. | needed to know, to be sure.

Theonly thing I did know for sure, concerning my mother, was that she had been banished from the
Nightside once before, long and long ago, thrown out of reality and into Limbo for centuries. Maybe |
could learn how to do that again. | was surel could learn dl kinds of things by observing how and why
my mother crested the Nightside, al those millenniaago. If | could persuade Old Father Timeto send me
al theway back to that fateful moment, there had to be dl kinds of useful information there, and maybe
even wegpons | could use against my mother. There had to be. | had to stop her bringing about that
awful future'd seenin the Timedip, the future where | destroyed the Nightside and maybe dl the world,
too, because of who my mother was.

"Bang, youre dead," said afamiliar cold voice.

Tommy and | both looked round sharply as Suzie Shooter stepped unhurriedly forward out of a
concedling shadow. My old friend Suzie, dso known as Shotgun Suzie and Oh Chrigt it's her, run. The
most deadly and efficient bounty hunter in the Nightside, and certainly the most pitiless. Sheld track a
bounty dl theway down to Hell itsdlf if the money wasright. Shelooked icily impressive, asdways, atal
blonde Vdkyriein black motorcycle leathers, heavily adorned with steel chains and studs, complete with
knee-length boots with stedl-capped toes, and two bandoliers of bullets criss-crossng her impressive
chest. Grenades dangled from her belt. Her face was striking rather than pretty, with astrong bone
structure and a determined jaw, and the coldest blue eyes | ever saw. She kept her long hair back out of
her face with aleather band, fashioned from the skin of the first man she ever killed.

She was covering us both with her pump-action shotgun, and | didn't like her smile.

"Hello, Suzie" | said. "Y ou're looking very fit. Been busy?'



"You know how itis," said Suzie. "So many people that need killing, and o littletime." Shelowered her
shotgun. "Y ou're getting soft, Taylor. Was atime | wouldn't have been able to sneak up on you like that."

"I've been somewhat preoccupied,” | said, trying for dignity. "Killed anyone interesting recently?'

She shrugged easily and dipped her shotgun over her shoulder and into the holster hanging down her
back. "No-one that matters. Theresalot of hysteriaaround. People saying the End Times are coming,
like we haven't heard that before. But it's definitely good for business. Lot of people out there determined
to pay off old scores while they've il got the chance. I've been looking for you, Taylor."

"Ohyes?' | said. Suzie might be an old friend, but it wasn't dwayswise to drop your guard around her.
She only separated her business and private liveswhen it suited her. Five yearsago | ran away from the
Nightside, away from dl the troubles and unanswered questions of my life, and | left with abullet in my
back from Suzie'sgun.

"I've been hearing rumours about you," Suzie said lazily. "Disguieting rumours. About you and your
mother, and what's going to happen now she'sreveded hersdf at lagt... | went to Strangefellows, but
you'd aready been and gone. | could tell you'd been there; they were till clearing up the wreckage. So |
asked around, and after bruising my knucklesafew times, | learned you were planning atrip through
Time. So | came here and waited. |'ve decided that if you're determined to do thisincredibly risky and
stupid thing, you're going to need serious backup. And they don't come any more serious than me.”
"True" | said. "But thisisn't for aclient or acase, Suzie. Thisispersona.”

"So no money, then. Ah, what the hell. | owe you one, Taylor.”

Tommy'sears pricked up, sensing gossip. "Redly?How intriguing ... Do tell.”

"Don't gothere" | said.

Suzie drew her shotgun in ablur of motion and stuck both barrels up Tommy's nose. "Right."

"Of course" said Tommy, standing very ill. "None of my business, I'm sure.”

Suzie put her shotgun away again. "1 don't normally do warnings. | must be mellowing."

"It had to happen eventuadly,” | said.

"Everyone's 0 touchy these days," said Tommy, fingering his nose gingerly.

"Whoisthisperson?' said Suzie.

"ThisisTommy Oblivion, the existentia detective,” | said. "He's coming along. He hasavery ussful gift.
Don't break him."

The two of them studied each other dubioudly. | looked at Suzie, and the cold hand that had gripped my
heart the moment | set eyes on her squeezed alittle moretightly. Thelast time | saw Suzie Shooter, it had
been averson of her from the future. The bad future | encountered in the Time-dip. The future Suzie had
been terribly injured, and rebuilt by my Enemiesto be an engine of destruction. A weapon they sent back
through Timeto kill me, before | could do whatever terrible thing it was that would lead to their
destroyed future. And the awful thing was, that future Suzie had volunteered for everything that had been



doneto her. Looking at her now, so whole and hale and hearty, so dive ... | couldn't bear to think of her
being hurt and used in such away. Not because of me.

"Y ou don't haveto comeaong, Suzie" | said, abruptly. "This oneis going to be dangerous. More so
than anything you've ever faced. And thereredly isn't any money involved..."

"Not everything is about money,” said Suzie. "Y ou heed me, Taylor. Y ou know you do."
"The odds are stacked againgt us...."
"Cool," said Suzie. "Y ou dways know how to give agirl agood time, Taylor."

| looked at her for along moment. "Y ou do know | would stand between you and al harm, don't you,
Suzie?'

She stirred uncomfortably. "What brought that on?Y ou start getting sentimental, and I'll shoot you
myself. Y ou need to be razor-sharp and dangerousfor Timetravel."

| nodded. Suzie wasn't very good at emotions, for good reasons. So | had to be strong for both of us.
And there and then | swore to mysdlf that | would die before | let her become the terrible thing 1'd seen
from the future. | nodded briskly to her and changed the subject.

"Did you ever find that dusive bounty of yours, Big Butcher Hogg?"!

Suzie grinned unpleasantly. "I got agood pricefor hishead. And an even better pricefor his heart, lungs,
and kidneys."

Tommy looked a me. "Is shejoking?'

"l find it better not to ask," | said.

"It'sagood thing I'm here" said Suzie, glaring disparagingly at Tommy. "I heard you nearly got your
head handed to you on your last case. See what happens when you try to get the job done without me? |
mean-Sinner, Madman, and Pretty Poison as your backup? What the hell were you thinking?'

| shrugged. "I needed someone scary, and you weren't around.”

She sniffed loudly. "Isit true about your mother? Thet she'sLilith?!

"Looksthat way."

"I had to look her up," Suzie admitted. "'l only knew the name from an old Genesis song. | hate it when
the world starts going Old Testament on my arse; those guysare

hard-core." Shelooked like she was about to say something el se, then shook her head sharply. "Come
on, we need to get moving. If | can track you here, you can bet your enemieswill, too. Theré'salot of
peoplein the Night-side who want you dead, Taylor. Even more than usud.."

"Anyoneinteresting?' | sad.

Suzie gtarted counting them off on her fingers. "First up, we have Sandra Chance, the consulting



necromancer. She's mad at you because you destroyed that revolting old Power, the Lamentation, on
your last case. (And when you've got thetime, I'd redly like to know how you did that. The Lamentation
was serioudy creepy.) Anyway, it seems she had some kind of relationship with it, and shesswvorn a
blood oath againgt you."

"Bad newsthere, old thing,” said Tommy. "Y ou're not even safein your grave, when that demented little
filly isout to get you."

"Shut up,” | said. | find alittle effete goesalong way.

"Then," said Suzie, glaring a Tommy, "there are dl the very well connected families of the thirteen
Reasonable Men you killed. These grieving families have been putting out some serious paper on you,
backed up by very serious money. Enough to tempt every bounty hunter in the Night-side. The families
want you dead, and they aren't at al fussy about the details. They did try to hireme."

| raised an eyebrow.

"l wasbusy," said Suzie.

"But for the right money you'd take me down?"

Suzie smiled briefly. "For theright price I'd take God down. But I'd have to be paid ahell of alot to go
up againg you, Taylor."

"Well," | said. That's reassuring. Who dseis after me?

"Walker, for the Authorities, but then you probably aready know that.”

| nodded. "He sent the Shadow Men after me."

It was Suzi€'s turn to raise an eyebrow. "Y ou defeated the Shadow Men?"

"Not assuch,” | said. "Weran away."

"Findly getting smart in your old age," said Suzie. "'l wouldn't go up againgt the Shadow Men for dl the
gold in Waker'sfillings. Infact, atrip through Timeis probably the safest thing you could do right now.
Even Waker has no power over Old Father Time." She glanced disparagingly at Tommy again. Y ou
sure you want to drag him dong with us, Taylor?"

"Yes" | sadfirmly. "l haveausefor him."

"Ohgood," sad Tommy. "Am | going to likeit?'

"Probably not," | said.

"Some days you shouldn't get out of bed in the morning,” said Tommy. He glared a Suzie. "I don't think
we should take her along, actually. She has a reputation for sudden and unexpected violence and a
complete disregard for things like consegquences. And unthinking actsin the Past can haveterrible

conseguences. Change things too much in the Past, and the Present you return to might have nothing in
common with the Present you left from.”



"| thought you were desperate to go Timetravelling,” | said.
"Not necessarily this desperate.”

"I'mgoing, and so areyou," Suzie said briskly. "Now shut your face, or I'll rip your nipples off." She
turned her cold gaze on me. "He may be annoying, but he does have apoint. Timetrave redly isalast
resort. Y ou sure there's no-one else in the Nightside you could talk to about your mother?

"The only other person who knew my mother, and is till around, is Shock-Headed Peter,” | said. "And
he's crazy."

"How crazy?' said Tommy.
"Crazy asin, crimindly insane. He murdered three

hundred and forty-seven people before the Authorities finally caught up with him. That's three hundred
and forty-seven victimsthat they're sure of ... Walker once told me, very much off the record, that the real
number was probably in the thousands. That's a pretty respectable body count, even for the Nightside.
They never did find any of the bodies. Or any trace of forensic evidence. Just thevictims clothes.. The
Authorities have him locked up in the nastiest and most secure dungeon in the Nightside.™

"Why didn't they execute him?' said Suzie, practicd asever.
"They tried. Severa times. It didn't take. I'll talk to him when I'vetried absolutely everything elsefirst.”
"l would," sad Tommy.

And that was when the Shadow Men found us again. Somehow they'd tracked me haf-way acrossthe
Nightside in amatter of minutes, without even atrall to follow. They came dipping and diding acrossthe
open Square, great black shapes with long reaching arms, and the few people in the Square ran
screaming from them. | would have liked to do the same, but once again they'd silently surrounded me,
blocking me off from every exit. They'd even been careful to get between me and the Time Tower. They
moved in dowly from al sideslike a cregping black tide, taking their time. They wanted to savour this.
And | had nothing left with which to fight them.

Suzie Shooter had her shotgun in her hands again. She blasted the nearest Shadow with both barrels,
and the darkness absorbed the blast without even aripple. Suzie swore dispassionately.

"I have silver bullets, blessed bullets, cursed bullets, and a couple of grenades| stole from some Satanic
terrorists. Any of them do any good?"

"No," | said. | was having trouble breathing, and | could fedl cold beads of swe# popping out on my
forehead. |

didn't want to go out like this. Swallowed up by the dark, reduced to some broken, screaming thing.
lle]rrv?l

Give the man hisdue, hetried. He stepped forward and tried to reason with the Shadow Men. But his
voice was uncertain, and | could fed his gift sputtering on and off. The Shadow Men oozed forward,
taking their time, black lakes of evil intent. They didn't listen to Tommy. They didn't care about hislogic,
they didn't care about anything but dragging down the man who'd dared defy them. They had comefor



me, and not even Waker's orders would have turned them aside by then.

So | did the only thing left to me, and fired up my gift. | didn't want to. | blaze so very brightly in the dark
when | open up my mind to find things, and my Enemies can See exactly wherel am. They might send
the Harrowing after me again, or worse till, the future Suzie. But | had no choice. | opened up my inner
eye, my private eye, and used my gift to find the Time Tower's defences. | could See the many layers of
magical protection radiating from the squat stone structure, like adark rainbow, and it was the easiest
thing in the world to reach out and grab them, and pull them to me.

| only meant to use them as a screen, to hide the three of us from the Shadow Men, but the Tower's
defences had other ideas. They dammed into me, a cascade of terrible forces far beyond mortal ken, and
| cried out as horrible pain racked my whole body. The defences forced their way into me, and focussed
through me; then they leapt out to blast al the Shadow Men in the Square with a brilliant, incandescent,
and overwheming light that shone from me like abaefire againgt the night.

| screamed again and again as the power burned in and through me, and the light shone brighter,
brighter, filling the whole Square. And everywhere the living Shadows fell back, shrivelling up and fading
away under the ondaught

of that terriblelight. Suzie and Tommy had their heads turned away and their hands pressed over their
eyes, but | don't think it was hel ping them much. They were crying out, too. The light rose up one last
time, and the Shadow Men were gone, al gone, small patches of darkness blasted away by alight
beyond bearing. The Tower's defences looked out through my eyes, checking that the Square was
secure, then they withdrew, yanking themselves out of mewith painful abruptness. | fell forward into my
knees, shaking and shuddering. And dl | could think was,

/ don't think I'll try that again.
Suzie knelt beside me, not touching me, but giving me what support she could through her presence.

"I didn't know you could do that," said Tommy. He was |ooking dazedly about him. "Y ou destroyed the
Shadow Men! All of them! | didn't think anyone could do that!"

"I'mfull of surprises,” | managed to say, after awhile.

"I'll say," Suzie said dryly. "First the Reasonable Men, now the Shadow Men. Soon Waker won't have
anyone | eft to send after you."

"Soundslikeaplantome,” | said.

| rose shakily to my feet and wiped the sweat off my face with a handkerchief that had seen better days.
Tommy actualy winced a thesight of it. | put it away, and we dl looked at the Time Tower. Suzie
looked at me.

"Why dothey call it aTower when it manifestly isn't?"

"Because that isn't the Tower," | said. Even my brief contact with the Tower's defences had been enough
to fill my head with al kinds of information | hadn't possessed before. " That building ishow you access
the Tower, which isn't exactly here, as such. Old Father Time brought the Tower with him from Shadows
Fal, but it's only connected to the Nightside by hiswill. It exigts ... somewhere ese. Or maybe
somewhen else. That stone thing only containsthe Tower's defences. And trust mewhen | say you redly



don't want to know what powersthem. | know, and I'm
serioudy consdering scrubbing out my frontal |obeswith sted wool.”

"All right," said Tommy, in the tone of voice usudly reserved for caming the demented and potentidly
dangerous. "How do we get to the Tower?"

"Through the door," | said. "That'swhat it'sfor."

| led the way over and tried the brass door handle. It turned easily in my hand, and the door swung
open. Thiswasagood sign. If Old Father Time didn't want to talk to you, the handle wouldn't budge.
Inside the door was an elevator, with only the one button on its control panel. The three of us stepped
ingde, and | hit the button. The door swung shut, and the elevator started moving.

"Hold everything," said Suzie. "Were going down."

"The Tower exists at one hundred and eighty degreesto our redlity,” | said. "To reach thetop of the
Tower, we haveto go dl theway down."

"Am | theonly onewho findsthat distressngly ominous?' said Tommy.
"Shut up,” | sad kindly.

Four mirrored walls surrounded us. Asthe eevator fell and fell, our reflections began changing. First a
detail here and there, and then the changes accel erated, until the mirrors were showing us possible
versons of oursalves, from dternate timetracks. Facing mewas afemae version of mysdf, looking very
gylishin her long white trench coat. Another mirrored wall showed Suzie amale verson of hersdf,
looking like aberserker Hells Angel. A third wall showed a Punk version of Tommy, complete with atall
green Mohawk and safety pinsthrough hisface. The images changed abruptly, and suddenly al three of
us were wearing masks and capes and gaudily coloured spandex. We had muscles and square chinsand
attitude to spare.

"Codl," said Tommy. "We're super-heroes!”
"Morelikely super-villans" Suziesaid. "And | never
had breaststhat big in my life. They're bigger than my head..."

Another change, and suddenly | was wearing black leather trousers and bondage straps across my
shaved chest. Suzie was wearing a scarlet basque with dl the trimmings, black stockings and suspenders,
and makeup by Sluts R Us. Tommy was asurprisingly convincing cross-dresser. None of us had
anything to say. Another change, and we were Pierrot, Columbine, and Pantaloon. All three of ushad a
distinctly melancholy air, despite the bright costumes. The next changewas ... disturbing. | wasa
vampire, Suzie was azombie, Tommy wasamummy. All of uswere dead, but ill continuing. Our pale
and rotting faces had agrim, resigned look.

And then dl theimages faded away, leaving four mirrored surfaces showing no reflections at al. We
looked at each other. Tommy actually reached out a hand to touch my arm, to make sure | was till

there. Suzie tapped on the nearest mirror with aknuckle, and immediately al four walls showed asingle
terrible figure. It wasthe Suzie I'd seen from the bad future. Half her face had been destroyed, blackened
and crigped around a seared-shut eye. One side of her mouth was twisted up in a permanent caustic



smile. Her long straggly hair was shot with grey, and her |eathers were battered and torn. She looked
hard-used and horribly tired, from fighting evils| couldn't even imagine. And worst of dl, her right
forearm and hand were gone, replaced by that awful old weapon known as the Speaking Gun, which
could destroy anything, anything at all. It had been plugged directly into what was | eft of her elbow.

Future Suzie tared out of al four walls, madness and fury and cold, cold determination blazing from her
oneremaining eye.

"Stop that,” | said, and | don't think my voice had ever been colder or angrier. " Stop that now."
Tommy and Suzie looked at me sharply, but the future

image snapped off, and al four mirrors were reflecting us aswe were. And, God willing, dwayswould
be.

"What the hell wasthat?' sad Tommy.
"Just aposshility,” | said, looking a Suzie. "Nothing more.”
Suzielooked hard at me. I'd never been ableto lie successfully to her.

The elevator fell and fell, descending in adirection we could only guess at. It started to get cold, and our
breath steamed on the air before us. There were voices outside the elevator, drifting, inhuman voices,
thankfully indigtinct. I don't think any of uswould have wanted to hear them clearly. But findly the
elevator eased to ahalt, and the door disappeared. And standing before us, in abrightly lit sted corridor,
was Old Father Time himsalf. He seemed human enough, aslong as you didn't look too closdly into his
eyes. Hewasagaunt man in hislatefifties or early sixties, dressed to the height of mid-Victorian
elegance. Hislong black coat was of afine but severe cut, over adazzlingly white shirt and dark
waistcoat, and apart from the gold watch chain stretched across hisflat ssomach, the only touch of colour
in his garb was the gpricot cravat at histhroat. He had a fine-boned face with high cheekbones, old old
eyes, and amane of thick grey hair. He held his chin high, and looked us over with asharp, considering

gaze.

"About timeyou got here," he said. "'I've been waiting for you."

"Interesting,” | said. "Congdering even | didn't know thered be three of usuntil awhile ago.”

"Oh, I'm dways expecting everyone, my boy," said Time. "Especidly Kingsin waiting, female bounty
hunters, and dated dandies." He sniffed loudly at Tommy. "I redly don't approve of you, you know. Time
is complicated enough without people like you messing it about. No, no, don't bother to justify yoursdif.

Y ou're going with Taylor anyway. He's going to need you.”

"lan?' | sad.

"And hell need you, too, my dear,” Time said to Suzie. "Y our presenceis gpproved, becauseit is
necessary. Y ou will redeem him.”

"Shewill?' | sad.

"Follow me," said Old Father Time, and he set off down the stedl corridor at a brisk pace. We had to
hurry to keep up.



"What do you know about what's going to happen?’ | said.
"Never enough to do any good," said Time, not looking around.

The stedl corridor seemed to stretch away forever. The gleaming walls showed us blurred distortions of
oursaves, but Time'simage was dways sharp and digtinct. And only hisfeet made any sound on the
metd floor.

"What was dl that business with the changing images on the devator wals?' Suzie said aoruptly.

"Possible futures, variant timetracks," Timesaid airily. "I should never have given the eevator
semi-sentience. It gets bored, and sometimes cranky. It's harmless. Mostly. And don't worry about the
images, they don't mean anything. Usualy."

"Tak to me about possiblefutures” | said. "How red arethey? How definite? How can you tdll... the
likely ones?'

"You can't,” said Time. "They'redl equaly red, and therefore equaly possible” Hewas il striding
along, not looking back. "However... That isn't astrue asit used to be. There don't seem to be as many
futures as there once were. Asthough one particular futureis becoming increasingly probable. More and
more powerful, replacing al the others. Asthough ... events are conspiring to narrow us down to the one
future. Which isfascinating, if atrifleworrying.”

"Only atrifleworrying?' sad Tommy.

"Oh, these things usudly sort themsdalves out,” Time said vagudly. "Except for when they don't.”

We were suddenly walking through aforest of large, dowly turning meta pieces. Shapes and cogs and
wheslsworking together aswe walked through and between them. It was like moving insde the
mechanism of agiant clock. A dow loud ticking came from everywhere at once, and every digtinct sound
had something of eternity init. Old Father Time looked back briefly.

"Whatever you're seeing, it probably isn't redly there. It'sonly your mind interpreting something so
complex asto be beyond your comprehension. Y our mind supplies you with familiar symbolsto help you
make sense of your surroundings.”

"I'vedwaysliked Disneyland,” said Tommy.

"S0," sad Time, carefully ignoring Tommy's comment, "you want to go back into the Past, do you? All
the way back to the creation of the Nightside. An ambitious plan, if somewhat lacking in
s f-preservation.”

"How do you know where we want to go?" Suzie said sharply.

"Becauseit's my businessto know thingslike that."

"If you redlly aretheliving incarnation of Timeitsdlf,” | said carefully, "do you know the truth about the

Past? About everything that's happened? Do you know what's going to happen when we go back to the
beginnings of the Nightsde?"



"I only know what I'm allowed to know, to do my job," said Time. He till didn't look round, but his
voice sounded sad, resigned.

"Allowed?' said Tommy. "Allowed by who?"

"Good question,” said Old Father Time. "'If you should happen to find out, do let me know. Assuming
you come back from thistrip, of course.”

"What?' said Suzie.

Time stopped abruptly, and we amost ran into him. He

looked us over with his cold, crafty gaze. "Pay attention; thisisimportant. Where you're going is much
further back than most people go. And it isavery unstable moment in time, centred around a unique
happening. | can send you there, but once you arrive you'll be beyond my reach. Y ou'll be beyond
anyone'sreach. To put it bluntly, you'll have to find your own way back. | won't be able to help you.
Knowing this, do you gtill wish to proceed?!

Suzie and Tommy and | looked at each other. | felt like the floor had been pulled out from under my
feet. It had never occurred to me that this might be aone-way ticket.

"This changesthings" said Suzie.
"Damnright," said Tommy. "No offence, old thing, but thisisn't what | Sgned on for.”
"I'mgoing,” | said. "With or without you. | need to do this. | need to know the truth."

"Well," sad Suzie, after amoment, "if you're dumb enough to doiit, I guess I'm dumb enough to go
dong.”

"Youdon't haveto,” | said.

"What arefriendsfor?' said Suzie, and | don't think I've ever felt more touched.

"And | need to see the creation of the Nightside,” Tommy said quietly. "I need to see onetrue, definite,
and incontrovertible thing. So I'm going dong, too. But I'm warning you now, Taylor; if wedl end up
dranded in the Pagt, | will dedicate what remains of my life to constantly reminding you it was All Y our
Fault."

"Weregoing," | said to Time, and he shrugged carelesdly.

"l know," hesad.

"Thereisachance Waker and the Authoritieswill not approve of our taking thistrip,” | said. "Does that
affect things?'

"Waker?' said Time, arching an eyebrow. "Appdling fellow. | wouldn't pissdown histhroat if his heart
wasonfire"

We cameat last to the Waiting Room. Old Father Time asked usto wait there for him, while he
checked that conditions were stable enough for our trip into the Past. | looked at him sharply.



"Conditions?'

Hewaved an e egant hand dismissively. "There are dways storms and flurriesin the chronoflow, and
strangeness and charm run wild in the lower regions. And don't even get me started on quantum foam
and superpositions. Sometimes | think the dinosaurs died out just to spite me. And despite al the traps|
put down, there are ill things that hunt and prey in the chronoflow, living like ratsin the walls of redlity.
Just their passing can cause currents strong enough to carry away the most prepared traveller. Are you
any happier for knowing dl this?"

"Not redly, no," said Tommy.

"Then stop bothering me with questions. Make yourselves comfortable here. I'll be back when I'm
back."

He stalked out of the Waiting Room, head held high, hands clasped behind his back, as though aready
thinking about more important things. Suzie and Tommy and | looked at each other.

"Did you understand even hdf of what he said?' Tommy asked plaintively.
"Not evenclose" | said.

Suzie shrugged. "That'swhy he's Old Father Time, and we're not. | never bother with the backgrounds
of cases, you know that, Taylor. Just find me someone | can shoot, and I'll be happy.”

"Y ou might want to start here,” Tommy said nervoudy. "No-one seemsat dl happy to see us™

Welooked around the Waiting Room. It could have been any doctor's waiting room, right down to the
outdated

magazines on the coffee table, but the people waiting were astrange collection, even for the Nightside.
And dl of them were scowling at us. They were waiting for their trips through Time to be approved, and
they were dl ready to get serioudy unpleasant with anyone who looked to be getting preferential
treatment. Suzie glared about her, and everyone started settling down again. Some of them even
pretended to be interested in the magazines. Suzie has that effect on people.

Most of the people in Time's Waiting Room were from other time-lines, past and future. They'd arrived
in the Nightside after sumbling into Timedips, and ended up stranded here when the Timedlips collapsed.
Old Father Time dways did hisbest to find such tempora refugees away home, but apparently it was
complicated business. It took time. And so they waited in the Waiting Room, until either Time came
through with the goods, or they got fed up with waiting and made new homesfor themsavesin the
Nightsde.

There were Morlocks and Elai, Sitting at opposite ends of the room. Therewere knightsin full plate
armour, with force shidlds and energy lances. They politely volunteered thet they came from aworld
where Camelot never fell, and Arthur'slegacy continued. They didn't say anything about Merlin, so |
thought it best not to either. There were big hairy Vikings, from atime-line where they colonized al of
America, conquered the world, and the Dark Ages never ended. One of them made disparaging remarks
about Suzie, and unnatura warrior women in general, and Suzie punched him right between the eyes. His
horned helmet flew the length of the room, and he took no further interest in the proceedings. The other
Vikings thought thiswas a great joke and laughed uproarioudy, which was probably just aswell.



There were even future people, tall and spindly and eegant, with anima grace and streamlined features,
asthough

someone had decided to engineer amore efficient, more aesthetic form of humanity. They ignored
everyone else, staring at something only they could see. Two hulking steel robots stood unmoving ina
corner, watching everything with glowing crimson eyes. They came from afuture where Man died out,
and robots built their own civilisation. They talked in staccato, metdlic voices.

"Flesh-based creatures,” said one. "Obscene. Corrupt.” "Meat that talks," said the other.
"Abominations.”" The knightsin armour powered up their energy lances, and the robotsfdl slent.

Old Father Timefindly returned, smiled vagudy round the Waiting Room, then beckoned for the three
of usto follow him. Heled usthrough alabyrinth of twisting stone passages with aceiling so low weadl
had to stoop. Smoking yellow torches blazed iniron braziers, and smal things scurried back and forth
across the shadowy floor. Time paid them no attention, so | tried not to either.

We ended up, quite abruptly, in ashimmering white room, aroom so white it was blinding,
overwheming. We al winced and shaded our eyes, except for Time. The room had no details. Eventhe
door we'd entered through had disappeared. The white light was so dazzling it was hard to be sure of the
room'ssize or scale, thewalls and ceiling so far away it wasimpossible to judge any distances. The white
room felt like it went on forever, while at the same time the walls seemed to be congtantly rushing in and
out, contracting and expanding, regular as a heartbeat | could sense but not hear. Suzie and Tommy
stuck very closeto me, and | was glad of their human presence.

In the middle of the room, stark and aone, stood asingle complex and rococo mechanism, its pieces
and workings so intricate my mind couldn't grasp dl the details. It didn't seem to belong in the white
room. It looked like adirty nail driven deep into white flesh. Itsvery presence was an insult. Old Father
Timefussed busly over the

mechanism, pushing back his deevesto ease hisarms deep inddeit, making ddlicate adjustments only he
understood, while muttering queruloudy to himself in avoice just below theleve of understanding.
Findly, he stepped back with a proud gesture and nodded vigoroudy. We could all fed the mechanism
coming on-ling, like agiant eye dowly opening and becoming aware of us.

| could fed the Time Winds blowing, hear their blustering roar tugging subtly a my soul. It sounded like
the breathing of some long-forgotten god, rousing itself from deep. It fet like the whole universe was
turning around this single spot, this single moment. When the Time Winds blow, even the greatest Powers
shudder and look to their defences. | wanted to turn and run, and keep running till | could forget
everything I'd seen and learned and felt here, but | couldn't let myself be weak. Thiswaswhat 1'd come
herefor.

Old Father Timelooked round sharply. "Bedtill, dl of you! There are strange fluctuationsin the
chronoflow, distortions | don't understand. Something big is happening, or is going to happen. Or
perhapsit has dready happened, long ago, and the echoes are reverberating up through Time, changing
everything. | should understand what's happening ... but | don't. Whichisinitsalf sgnificant.” He looked
at me sharply. "Do you wish to postpone your trip?"

"No," | said. Suzie and Tommy said nothing.

Time spoke quickly, asthough rushing to get everything in. "1 have provided you with aprocess that will



enable all of you to speak and understand any language or diaect you may encounter, and aglamour that
will make you seem apart of whatever culture you may end upin. | wish | could be more specific, but
where you're going, nothing iscertain.”

Hewas 4till talking, but now the roar of the Time Windswas drowning him out. | could fedl them tugging
ame,

pulling mein adirection | could sense but not name. And then the three of uswerefdling, crying out to
each other. The white room was gone, as though we'd dropped through it, like a stone through the
bottom of awet paper bag. We plummeted in a direction beyond understanding, wrapped in rainbows of
colours I'd never seen before. We were faling, back, back towards something, somewhere,
some-when...

SX
Pest Very Much Imperfect
"I appear to be standing in adead dog," said Tommy Oblivion. "And not in agood way."

Thedigtressin hisvoice was clear, but | had my own problems. The world had dammed back into focus
around me, but my head was sill spinning. | was surrounded by darkness and leaning against arough
brick wall. The air was hot and swesty, but it wasthe smell that hit me hardest. A thick and ripe organic
miasmathat hung heavily on the close air, and the stench of smoke and sweat and shit filled my head no
matter how much | shook it. | pushed mysdlf away from the wall and made mysdf sudy my new
surroundings.

Tommy and Suzieand | were standing in adark narrow aleyway, lit only by aburning human body ina
henging

iron cage. Theflames had pretty much died down, flickering sullenly around the blackened® corpse. The
walls of the aley were rough brickwork, stained black with soot, and the ground was packed earth
covered with arich mixture of fresh shit and other appaling detritus. Someone had painted Dagon shall
return! on thewall, and pretty recently, by the look of it. Tommy had backed away from what was | eft of
his dead dog and was banging his boots determinedly against thewall. Suzie stared dowly around her,
frowning.

"Wherever we are, Taylor, | don't think it's where we were meant to be."

"Y ou mean when were supposed to be," | growled, smply to be saying something. "Obvioudly,
something's gonewrong.”

| headed for the end of the dley and the street noises beyond. There was light up ahead, and the sounds
of somekind of civilization. Suzie and Tommy hurried to catch up with me, thefilthy ground sucking
loudly at their feet. | stopped at the alley mouth, sticking to the shadows, and peered out into the street.
Tommy and Suzie crowded in behind me. The street was busy, packed with mostly foot traffic, and if
anything, the smdll was even worse. Therewas aroar of constant chatter, intermixed with assorted
anima noises, and the occasiond crash of horse and oxen-drawn vehicles. We were definitely in the
Pest, but nowhere near far enough.

The buildings were mostly stone and timber, amere two or three storeys high; basic blocky structures
with afew lingering traces of Roman architecture. What style there was, was mostly Celtic with some



Saxon, plusawhole bunch of stuff | didn't recognize. There were no pavements, only two thick streams
of human traffic on either Sde of adeeply churned dirt road. Thetraffic in the middle wasn't moving much
faster, being mostly horse-drawn

wagons, and rough carts pulled by equaly rough people. Hulking covered wagons groaned aong, their
heavy wooden whedls sinking deeply into the muddy road. There was mud and shit and filth everywhere,
and flieshung in thick clouds on the smoky air. Now and again a better-dressed person would come
riding through on a caparisoned horse, driving everyone e se out of theway. And findly, ahunchbacked
drover came aong, riding amule and driving a herd of miniature mammoths. They were about afoot or
50 high, cheeping cheerfully asthey ploughed through the mud.

"Aw, cute," said Suzie, unexpectedly. Tommy and | both looked at her, and she stared us down with
greet dignity.

Welooked out into the street again. " Judging by the architecture, 1'd say we've ended up somewhenin
the sixth century,” said Tommy. "The Roman Empire has declined and fallen, and the dominant Cdtsare
fighting awar againgt invading Saxons." Suzieand | looked a him, and he bristled. "I've read alot about
thisperiod. It'sredly very interesting.”

"l don't careif it's downright fascinating, we shouldn't be here," said Suzie. "Were at |east five hundred
years short of when we were supposed to arrive. Somebody screwed up.”

"It can't beamigtake," said Tommy. "Old Father Time doesn't make mistakes. In fact, heisfamousfor
not making mistekes.”

"Hedidn't," | said. "Somebody dseinterfered.”

Rage blinded mefor amoment, and | hit out a the wall beside me, hurting my hand on the solid brick
and not caring, dmost relishing the pain. | tried to say something, but the anger flooding through me
clenched my teeth, and it came out asagrowl. Tommy started to back away. The rage pulsed in my gut
like ared-hot cod, bending me over till | was glaring at the filthy ground. Hot, hel plesstears burned in my
eyes, and | hit out at thewall again.

Suzie moved in close beside me, murmuring quiet words, bringing me back with her cam, steedy
presence. | was breathing hard and rough, as though 1'd just been hit; but Suzie's reassuring presence
dowly got through to me, and | straightened up again. | pushed the anger into the back of my head, to be
released later, when | had someoneto take it out on. | took a deep breath and nodded my thanksto
Suzie. She nodded back. She understood.

| looked down the dley at Tommy, who stared back uncertainly. "It'sal right," | said, in my best
reasonable voice. "'l got alittle upset there, for amoment, but I'm al right now."

"Of courseyou are," said Tommy, moving dowly and somewheat reluctantly forward to join me. "It'sjust
that you looked ... very different there, for amoment, old thing. I'd never seen you look like that. Like
you could kill the wholeworld and not give adamn.”

| forced ashort laugh. Y ou've been taking my legend far too serioudy.”

Tommy stared a me dubioudly, then looked out at the street scene again. "Wl if nothing ese, the
sixth-century Nightside does seem rather more peaceful than the one were used to."



Even as he was saying that, one hand gesturing at the dow-moving traffic, something huge and crooked,
wrapped in flapping rags and long strings of cured entrails, came staking down the middle of the road on
tall stilt legs, towering over everything ese. It had ahead like ahorse's skull, and long many-jointed arms
that ended in vicious claws. It lurched down the street a some speed, cawing like agreat bird, and
everyone ese hurried to get out of its way. One oxen-pulled wagon reacted too dowly, and the creature
stamped it into the dirt road with one heavy leg. The wagon exploded under the pressure, throwing the
driver forward, and the creature slamped on him, too, crushing him into bloody pulp. The oxen ran free,

bellowing with fear, while the creature continued uncar-ingly on itsway. A pack of child-sized bipeda
rats rushed out of the alley mouth opposite us and svarmed al over the dead driver. They devoured the
bloody mush with glee, stuffing it into their squesking mouthswith disturbingly human hands. In amaiter
of moments, there was nothing left of the driver but his bones, which the ratstidily gathered up and took
with them asthey hurried back into their alley mouth.

No-one paid any attention. The traffic kept moving, perhaps alittle more urgently than it had before. On
either side of the filthy road, men and women and others kept their heads down and pressed on,
concerned only with their own business. Coming up the street from the other direction was ahuge,
flaming presence, taler than the surrounding buildings, burning so brightly it was hard to seewhat if
anything was at the heart of the flames. It drifted through the crowds, crackling and smoking, but keeping
itsheat toitsef. A giant millipede with a headful of snapping mouths scurried past, clinging to the Sdes of
buildings. And agreat bal of compacted maggots rolled duggishly down the middie of the road, sucking
up useful leavings from the churned-up mud. | looked a Tommy.

"Peaceful. Right. Come on, Tommy, you should know the Nightside is never peaceful for long.”

"l takeit we are dill inthe Nightsde?' Suzie said suddenly. "I mean, for al we know thiskind of shitis
normd in the Sixth century.”

| pointed up at the night sky. Even through the drifting smoke, the crowded congtellations of brilliant
gars il burned like diamondsin the dark, and the oversized full moon looked down like ahuge
unblinking eye.

"All right," said Suzie. "Let'sbelogica about this. Who isthere, powerful enough to intercept ajourney
through Time? Powerful enough to override Old Father Time himsdlf

and send us here? That's got to be a pretty short ligt."

"Just the one," | said, feding the anger pulse briefly again. "Lilith. Dear Mother. | should have known
sheld be watching me. | think perhaps ... she's dways watching me now."

"Okay," sad Tommy. "That is serioudy cregpy. And | thought my family wasweird ... Why would Lilith
want us here, in the sixth century?!

"To keep us away from the creation of the Nightside," said Suzie. "Must be something there she doesn't
want usto see. Something we could use againgt her."

"Then why not block our trip completely?' | said. "No, | think she wanted us here. Now. She wanted
meto seethe Nightsde asit was, before restrictions and controls and the Authorities moved it away
from what she intended it to be. The only place on Earth completely free from the pressures of Heaven
and Hel."



"DoesLilith exigt here, now?' said Suzie.
"No. She would have been banished to Limbo by thistime. | think."

"Youthink?' said Tommy. "I redly think thisis something you need to be bloody certain about, old boy,
before we take another step! | demand to know exactly what the Stuation isbefore I'll even leave this

dlgy!”

| raised an eyebrow. " Shame on you, Tommy Oblivion. | thought you exigtentidists didn't believein
certainties?'

"Thereisatimeand aplace for everything,” said Tommy, with great dignity. "I vote for going home.
Who ese votesfor going home?'

"Keegp the noise down," said Suzie, and Tommy hushed immediately.

"We can't learn anything useful hiding inthisdley,” | said. "We need to get out and around, talk to
people. Find out exactly when thisis. | have asnesking suspicion | know why Lilith chosethe sixth
century. Thisis, after al,

the time of King Arthur and Merlin, when old gods and stranger powers still walked openly inthe
Nightsde™

"Of course!" said Tommy, brightening up immediately. "Arthur and Cameot! The knights of the Round
Table! Themost heroic and romantic timein history!™

"Only if you'reinto poverty, bad food, and body lice," said Suzie. Y ou're thinking of the mediaeva
fantases about Arthur, mostly written long after the fact by French aristos, who added dl the knightsin
armour and damselsin distress. Thereal Arthur was only a barbarian warlord whose main innovation
was using massed cavalry againg the Saxons. Thisisahard, dark, and brutal age, when most people
lived short, squalid, and very hard-working lives, and the only people with aguaranteed future were the
daves." She stopped, as sheredlised Tommy and | were staring at her. "All right, | saw adocumentary,
okay?1 like documentaries. Anyone here have a problem with that?"

"Perish thethought,” | said. "If thisredly isthetime of Camelat, | doubt they'd let thelikes of usin
anyway. What we haveto find isaway out of here, and back in Time to where we need to be."

"We can't contact Old Father Time," said Tommy. "Hereally was very clear about that, remember?In
fact, we have to face the extremely real possibility that we could be stranded here. Forever. | mean, who
istherein thistimewith the sheer power necessary to send people through Time? One way or the other?"

"Merlin," | said. "The most powerful sorcerer of dl. He ill has his heart here, which meanshe'sin his
prime. Yes... Merlin Satangpawn could send us any damn when he wanted to."

"If we could persuade him," said Suzie. "Right now, he doesn't know usfrom aholein the ground. He
has no reason to help us. What could we offer him in return for his services?"

"Newsof thefuture,” | said. "Like, for example, that someoneisgoing to sted his heart.”

"Hold everything," Suzie said immediatdy. "We're not supposed to make changes, remember?!



"Telling him things we know are going to happen would only help to reinforce our Present,” | said. "We
don't actudly haveto tell him about the witch Nimue."

"Doesthat mean we get to go to Camelot after dl?* Tommy said hopefully. "I'veread al the books and
seen dl thefilms. | love those stories! There must be something to the legends, or they wouldn't have
survived so long.”

"Camdot isalong way from the Nightside," | said. "Geographicaly and spiritualy. If thereredly are
knights of the Round Table, they wouldn't come to aplace like this on abet. Merlin, however, probably
fedsright a home here. | think we need to vist the Londinium Club, the oldest private members clubin
the world. Merlin used to be aMember."

"Y ou're packed with useful information, aren't you?' said Suzie.
| grinned. "How do you think I've sayed dive thislong?'

And so we l€eft the safety of the dleyway, and stepped out into the street. The air wasthick with greasy
smoke from dl the burning torchesin ther iron holders, standing in for the hot neon of our time. Wedl
braced oursdlves, ready to react swiftly and violently if we were recognised and set on as obvious
strangers who didn't belong, but no-one paid us any attention at al. Old Father Time's glamour was
clearly working, making uslook like everyone else. And the roar of voices around us sounded like
perfectly norma colloquid English, even though it patently wasn't.

We barged through the crowds, showing them the same lack of respect they showed us. We didn't want
to stand out. The street was packed with people, though alarge

percentage of them weren't human. There were vesin long, shimmering gowns, arrogant and disdainful.
Demonsout of Hell, scarlet impswith stubby horns and lashing tails, laughing nadtily at things only they
would find funny. A pack of tall bipeda lizards stalked through the crowd, wearing cured leather hides
and brightly coloured scarves. The back of their jackets bore the legend Dagon Rules spelled out in Silver
studs. And even the humans were a pretty mixed bunch, representing races and cultures from all across
the sixth-century world: Chinese, Indians, Persians, Romans, and Turks. It seemed like even here, the
Nightside was till the placeto be, to buy and sdll dl the dubious ddlights you couldn't get anywhere else.
There were even afew obvious anomdies, people and otherswho clearly didn't belong in the sixth
century. Since they didn't have Old Father Time's protecting glamour, they were probably dimensiona
travelers, or people who'd arrived accidentdly, via Timedips.

"Why are dl the people here so much shorter, and well... ill-looking?' said Tommy.

"Poor diet," Suziesaid briskly. "Vitamin deficiencies, never enough meet, or the money to buy it when
there was. Plus no real medicines, and hard grinding work every day of your life, until finaly you dropped
inyour tracks. | thought you said you were an expert on this period?'

"Only on the bitsthat interested me," Tommy admitted. “The romantic bits."

We carried on, sticking very close together. Everyone seemed to be carrying some kind of weapon. The
smell was gtill gppalling, and there was shit everywhere. There was no way of avoiding it, so we strode
through it and tried not to think about the condition of our shoes. There were no drains, never mind
sewers. And then everyone ducked as the whole street shook, and a massive dragon roared by
overhead, like alow-flying jumbo jet. Most people didn't



even look up. Just business as usud, in the sixth-century Nightside. | didn't like it. The Streets seemed
much darker here, without the usua gaudy neon. There were the torches, and oil-lamps, lanterns, foxfire
moass, and more burning bodiesin their hanging iron cages, but still the night seemed darker here, the
shadows deeper.

There was none of the passion, none of the sardonic joie de vivre, of my time. Most of the people
around us seemed to douch dong, asthough afraid of being noticed. Perhaps with good reason. Things
that weren't a al human lurked watchfully in most of the alley mouths we passed. | looked down one and
saw acircle of possessed babies, fiery halos burning over their soft heads, drawing complex
mathematicd figuresin thedirt at their feet and laughing in coarse adult voices. | looked away before they
could notice me. A hooded monk stepped out into the road, gesturing angily for the traffic to get out of
hisway. He disappeared abruptly as a hidden hole opened up beneath hisfeet and swallowed him up
before he even had time to scream. Across the road, a dead woman in brightly coloured silks caught my
eye and bumped a hip suggestively. Her eyeswere very bright in her cracked grey face. No. | redly
didnt likethisNightside.

The dead woman was fronting a brothel, where women of al kinds, and some things that were only
nominaly female, called out to the passing trade with loud, carrying voices, coarse and raucous. Some of
them were offering serviceseven | hadn't heard of. | didn't fed inclined to investigate. Tommy was staring
straight ahead and actually blushing, so of course the whores concentrated on him. He hunched his
shoulders, and tried to pretend he wasn't there, which should have been easy enough for an exigtentidist.
Next door to the brothel was a dark and spooky little shop selling reliquaries-the bones of saints,
fragments of the True Cross, and the like. Specia offer that week was

gpparently the skull of John the Baptist. Next to it was asmaller skull, labelled john the baptist asachild.
People weren't dl that bright, back in the sixth century. The shop also boasted alarge collection of
furniture and wood carvings, supposedly produced by Jesus, or hisfather Joseph, or therest of the
carpenter'sfamily.

Even in the sixth century, it seemed the Nightside traders knew the only rule that mattered, thet there's
one born every minute.

Inns and taverns of varying quaity abounded everywhere, probably because you needed alot of booze
to get you through the strain of living in the sixth century. 1'd been there less than an hour, and dready |
felt like biting the neck off abottle. There were also lots of churches everywhere | looked, probably for
much the same reason. Apart from the many adready fragmenting Christian churches, therewere dso
temples dedicated to Dagon, the Madonna of the Martyrs, the Carrion in Tears, and Lucifer Risng. (This
last usudly known asthe Hedge Y our Bets church.) There were aso any number of Pagan and Druidic
shrines, based around grotesque wood carvings and distressingly large phalic symbols. Religion was very
up front and in your face in the sixth century, with preachers of every stripe haranguing, the crowds from
every street corner, preaching fire and brimstone and any number of variations on My god will be back
any time now, and then you 'll be sorry! The better speakers got listened to respectfully, and everyone
else got peted with... well, shit, mostly.

"Jesus is coming back aweek this Saturday!" bellowed one preacher as we passed. "Repent now and
avoid therush!™

Therewere other, darker, forces abroad in the Night-side. Beings and Forces hadn't been forcibly
segregated to the Street of the Gods yet. And so they walked in glory down the same streets as the rest
of us, often surrounded by



unearthly glows, radiating power and otherness. People hurried to get out of their way, and the
dower-moving ones were often transfixed and sometimes physicaly transformed, just from sheer
proximity to the Beings. Onefigure, ahuge blocky shape with agreat insect head, headed straight for us,
only to turn aside at the last moment, actually stepping out into the road to avoid getting too closeto me.
It regarded me solemnly with its complex eyes, theintricate mouth parts moving dowly in what might
have been a prayer.

"It sensed something about you," said Tommy.

"Probably that I'min aredly bad mood,” | said. "I could have sworn the Londinium Club was around
here somewhere, but it seems we're not necessarily where | thought we were.”

"You mean werelogt?' sad Tommy.
"Not logt, assuch,” | said. "Just... misplaced.”

"We can't keep walking at random,” Suzie said quietly. "Even with Old Father Time's glamour protecting
us, youre dill attracting attention, Taylor. Use your gift. Find the Londinium Club.”

"You know | don't liketo use my gift unless| haveto,” | said, just asquietly.
"Y our Enemies aren't going to be looking for you in the sixth century,” Suzie said sternly.
"We could ask peoplefor directions” said Tommy.

"No we couldn't," said Suzie. "Wewant our arrival there to have the ement of surprise. Use your gift,
Taylor."

| thought about it. My Enemies had no reason to suspect | was here, sixteen hundred yearsin the Past,
unless the future Suzie had told them about thislittletrip... but | couldn't keep thinking that way, or I'd go
mad. So, | powered up my gift, opening the third eye deep in my mind, and Saw the world around me.
There were ghosts everywhere, walking through the crowds and the buildings, pale, faded figures

trapped in their tempora fugues, repesating

the same endless circle of action and mourning. There were huge spirit forms, bigger than houses,
sriding through the materia world as though they were dl that was red and the rest of us only phantoms.
Massive, winged things that were neither angels nor demons flapped overhead in great clouds, holding
rigid formations. Unknowable forces moving on unguessable missions. | pulled my drifting thoughts
together, concentrated on the Londinium Club, and found it in amoment. We weren't asfar fromitasl'd
thought, only afew minutes walk. Which made me think: did Lilith know that? Had she chosen where as
well as when to drop me back into the world? Was | supposed to go to the Club, to meet someone or
learn something? More questions with no answer.

| shut down my gift, carefully pulling my mental defences back into place. Just at the end there, I'd felt...
Something, starting to take notice of my presence. Not my Enemies. Something of thistime, big and dark
and brutaly powerful. Just possibly ... Merlin Satanspawn.

| didn't mention thisto the others. Just led them down the Street, heading for the Londinium Club. But
amost immediately our way was blocked by aragged bunch of street thugs who appeared out of
nowhere and had us surrounded in amoment. Ten of them, big and bulky swordsfor hire in scrappy
chain mail and battered |leather armor, with scarred faces and nasty smiles. They carried short-swords



and axes, and long knives with blades so notched they were practically serrated. None of them topped
fivefeet, but they al had barrel chests and arms bigger than my thighs. None of thislot had ever gone
hungry. They were, however, filthy dirty, and they smelled awful. The leader was a swarthy man with a
roughly cut mane of black hair. He amiled nadtily, reveding severd missing teeth.

"Well, well," he said easily. "Not often we gets nobility

inour part of town, do we, lads? So... clean, and well dressed. Summing, are we, gentsand lady?
Looking for abit of rough trade, perhaps? Well, they don't come much rougher than us, and that'sa
fact." Hisfdlow thugsdl laughed unpleasantly, some of them dready looking at Suzieinaway | didn't
like. If shekilled them dl, it would be bound to attract unwel come attention. At least she hadn't drawn
her shotgun yet.

"What do you want?" asked Suzie, and the leader looked at her uncertainly, taken aback by the cold,
amost bored tonein her voice.

"What do we want, lady? What have you got? Just atoll, alittlelocal taxation, for the privilege of
passing through our territory.”

"Your territory?" | said.

"Our territory, because we contral it," said the leader. "Nothing and no-one moves through here, without
paying ustribute.

"But..."

"Don't you argue with me, you tosser,” said the thug, prodding me hard in the chest with afilthy finger.
"Give uswhat we want, and well let you walk away. Piss us about, and well mess you up so bad people
will pukejust to look at you."

"How much isthisgoing to cost us?' said Tommy, aready reaching for his purse.

"Whatever coin you've got on you. Any goods we happen to take aliking to. And some quality time with
thislady." The chief thug leered a Suzie. "l likesthem big."

I winced on hisbehalf. | could fed Suzie'sicy presence beside me, like theticking of an activated bomb.
"That isaredly bad idea," | said, in my best cold and dangerousvoice. | relaxed alittle as the thug
turned his attention back to me. | could handle scumbags like him. | gave him my best hard stare. "Y ou
don't know who we are.

What we can do. So do the sensible thing and step aside, before we have to show you."

Helaughed in my face, and hisfdlow thugs laughed with him. | was a bit taken aback. It had been along
time since anyone dared laugh in my face.

"Nicetry, Taylor," said Suzie. "But they don't know your legend here. Let me ded with them.”
"You cantkill themdl,” Tommy said immediately. "Kill them, and you kill al their potentid future

descendants. Who knows how many cumulative changes that could cause, back in our Present? Let me
try my gift onthem." He gave the leader his best winning smile. "Come, let us reason together.”



"Shut your face, pretty boy," said the leader. He spat right into Tommy's face, and Tommy recoiled with
acry of disgust, his concentration shattered.

"So much for diplomacy,” said Suzie, and she drew her shotgun with one easy movement.

The leader regarded the gun interestedly. "Whatever that thing is, it won't do you any good, lady. Me
and the lads are protected, against al edged weapons and magica attacks. None of them can touch us.”

Suzie shot the man in the face, blowing his head right off his shoulders. The body staggered back afew
steps and collapsed. The other thugs looked at the body twitching on the ground, then dowly and
reluctantly looked back at Suzie.

"Run away," | suggested, and they did. Suzie looked after them thoughtfully for amoment, then put her
shotgun away again.

"Thererealy wasn't any need for that,” | said. "I could have dedlt with them.”
"Of courseyou could,” said Suzie.

"I could"

"Y ou can deal with the next ones," said Suzie, as she set off down the street.

"l never get to have any fun,” | said, following after. "He's going to sulk now, isnt he?' said Tommy,
hurrying to catch up.

"Oh, bigtime," said Suzie Shooter.
sven
Some Unpleasantness at the Londinium Club

Only those personages of extreme power, prestige, or parentage can hope to gain admittance to the
oldest private members club in theworld. Just fame, wedlth, or knowing the right peoplewon't doit. The
Londinium Club was and is extremely exclusive, and the merdly heroic or significant need not apply.
There are those who say Camelot operated on a pretty similar principle. All | know for sureisthat
neither establishment would let mein without afight.

Wefound the Londinium Club easily enough. It was alarge, dignified building in amuch more sdubrious
areaof the Nightside. The traffic was quieter, the pedestrians were of a much-better-dressed class, and
therewasn't abrothel anywherein sght. Still ahdl of alot of shit in the street, mind. | stopped before the
front door of the Club, and looked the place over. The exterior looked pretty much the

same asthelast time I'd seen it, back in my Present. Old, old stone decorated with sexualy explicit
Roman bas-reliefs, surrounding alarge and very solid oak door. And when | say sexually explicit, I'm
talking about the kind of images that would have made Caligula blush, and maybe dash for the
vomitorium. Suzie regarded the designs camly, while Tommy started searching his pockets for a paper
and pencil, to make notes.

Standing in front of the main entrance was the Doorman, a solid and immovable presence whose



function and ddlight it was to keep out the unworthy. He was protected againgt any form of attack, by
Powers known and unknown, was strong enough to tear abull in haf, and was, supposedly, immortal.
Certainly hewas gill around in my time, large aslife and twice as obnoxious. The Doorman was asnob's
snob, and he gloried init. He was currently a short, socky man in a purple Roman toga, with bare
muscular armsfolded firmly across an imposing chest. | haf expected him to be wearing asash saying
they shall not pass. He stood proudly erect, nosein the air, but his eyes missed nothing. Held aready
noticed us.

"l could shoot him," said Suzie,

"Don't eventhink it," | said quickly. "The Doorman is serioudly protected. And besides, we aready
know you didn't kill him, because | dready met him, back in the Present, during my last case.”

"I hate circular reasoning like that," said Suzie. "L et's shoot him anyway and see what happens.”

"Let'snot,” | sad, very firmly. "Thisisthekind of place where they have you impaled for being late with
your membership dues. For once, our usual tactics of brute force and ignorance will not win the day.
We're going to haveto talk our way past him."

"Get to the front, Tommy," said Suzie. "Y oureon.”

"I knew you were going to say that," said Tommy.

We gpproached the front door, and the Doorman actually

stepped forward to block our way, one meaty hand held out in warning.

"All right, that'sasfar asyou go. Y ou three are not a al welcome here. Ever. | ill remember you from
the trouble you caused the last time you were here, some two hundred years ago."

"Guess where were going next," murmured Tommy.

"Shut up,” | hinted.

"We must have made a pretty big impression on theman,” said Suzie.

"You dwaysdo, Suzie," | said generoudy. | smiled at the Doorman. "Look, | know we're not actualy
Members, but we only want to pop in for amoment and maybe ask afew questions. Then well be gone

and out of your life. Won't that be nice?"

"Members only means Members only,” growled the Doorman. "Leave now. Or | will be compelled to
useforce

Suzie started to reach for her shotgun. "No!" | said urgently. "When | said the Doorman was protected, |
meant by everyone who's a Club Member. And that means he can draw on the powers of sorcerers,
elves, and minor godlingsto stop us."

"Ah," said Suzie. " So shooting him wouldn't work?'

“No."



"I've got these specid grenades...."
"No!" | turned to Tommy. "Y ou're up. Messwith the man's head.”
Tommy Oblivion stepped forward, smiling confidently. The Doorman considered him warily.

"We're not from around here, old thing,"” Tommy said easily. ™Y ou probably aready noticed thet. In fact,
we're not from this place, or thistime. We're from the future. Some sixteen hundred years from now, to
be exact. And in that future, my friendsand | are Members of your Club.”

"What?' said the Doorman. Whatever he'd been expecting to hear, that clearly wasnt it.

"We are Members, where and when we come from. Which means, technicaly speaking, we are dso
Members here and now. Once aMember, always a Member, right?”

The Doorman frowned as he thought about that. Thinking clearly wasn't what he did best. He brightened
up asanideacameto him.

"If youreaMember," he said dowly, "you know the secret handshake.”

Tommy raised an eyebrow. "There is no secret handshake, dear fellow. But thereis a secret password,
which | have written down on this piece of paper.”

He showed the Doorman his empty hand. The Doorman looked &t it closaly, moving hislips as though
reading, then nodded reluctantly and stepped back to let us pass. He was frowning heavily, asthough his
head hurt. The oak door swung open before us, and | led the way into the lobby beyond. Once the door
was safely shut behind us, | looked a Tommy.

"Y ou made him see something that wasn't there.”

"Of course" said Tommy. "It'smy gift to be convincing. Besides, in some dternate time-linewe
probably are Members. Or at least, | am.”

| sniffed. "l ill didn't get to do anything.”

"Youwill, youwill,"” Suzie said soothingly. This place is bound to be packed with dl the kinds of people
you detest the most. I'm sure you'll find someone worth upsetting in some thoroughly appalling and
vindictiveway."

| sniffed again, unconvinced, and looked around the Club lobby. It still had some of the old Roman
meagnificence | remembered from my lagt visit, with gleaming tiled walls and marble pillars, but instead of
thick carpeting on the floor there were only trampled rushes, strewn here and there in clumps, and the
high ceiling had been covered in

thick Druidic designsthat looked like they'd been daubed with woad. The only lighting came from
oversized oil-lamps, and the perfumed air was hot and flat and alittle stale. There was a sense that the
Club had declined somewhet from itsoriginal glory daysin Roman times and had yet to develop itsown
gyle. Certainly the Romanswould never have put up with this much mess. The rushes on the floor looked
like they hadn't been changed in days, and there were smoke and soot streaks on the walls above the
oil-lamps. Stains here and there suggested spillages of dl kinds.



A servant, or more probably adave, given theiron collar bolted around his neck, came forward
hesitantly to greet us. Something about us clearly upset him because he stopped dead in histracks, and
ydled Security! at thetop of hislungs. A pand dammed open in one of thewalls, revealing ahidden
acove, from whose dark depths a hideous crone emerged, spitting and cackling. She was clearly some
kind of witch, with stray magics sputtering and discharging around her clawed hands. She was atwisted
figurein rags and tatters, with aheavy iron chain leading back into the alcove from the dave collar around
her scrawny throat. She lurched towards us, her eyes wide with madness and thwarted rage. | could fedl
the power building around her as she muttered ancient words in adeep guttural voice, and | knew that as
soon as she oriented on us, we'd be in degp shit.

So | raised my gift only long enough to find the spell that kept her from bresking her chain and dave
collar, and removed it. The collar sngpped open, and the chain fell away from her. The witch broke off in
mid spell, and lurched to ahdt. She kicked tentatively at the chain on the floor, and it rattled helplesdy.
Thewitch grinned dowly, reveding a handful of yellowed teeth, then she turned to look at the dave
who'd called her out of the alcove. He turned and ran, but he was a grease spot on the floor before hed
made half a dozen steps.

The witch raised her clawed hands and howled a ululating shriek of triumph and vengeance long desired.
Vicious spdlls detonated on the air al around her, blasting holesin the walls and floor. Armed men came
running from al directions, and the witch turned to face them with vindictive glee on her shrivelled face.
Fires started, gale winds blew, and the armed men started exploding, blowing apart in showers of bloody
gobbets.

"Happy now you've done something?' said Suzie.
"Vey," | said.

Unnoticed in the genera chaos, we strolled across the lobby and et ourselvesinto the dining room. We
shut the door firmly behind us, and the din of the pandemonium shut off immediately. No-one looked up
aswe came in. Whatever the noise was, that was daves business and nothing to do with the Members.
Most of them were reclining on couchesto edt, in the old Roman style, giving their full atention to
excdlent food and drink, and good company. And probably paying more for that one meal than most
peoplein the sixth century made in their entirelives.

Some of the diners still wore the ol d-fashioned Roman toga, but most wore simple tunics, with or
without leather armour and trappings. The mgority of the diners were human, but there were dso quitea
few eves, looking sudiedly disdainful of their surroundings even asthey gorged themselves on human
delicacies, and ahandful of gargoyles egting live mice and playing with their food in aquite distressing
manner. The diners were being served by male and femade daves, some barely more than children, dl of
them wearing fixed, empty expressons. They were naked save for theiron collars round their throats,
and dl of them carried scars and whip marks.

"Savery," sad Tommy, hisvoicefull of revulson. "I knew about it, knew there were daves even in King
Arthur'stime, but | never redlly ... some of them arejust kidg!"

"Thisistheway thingswere," | said. "And will be, for centuries after. And get that look out of your eye,
Tommy. | only freed that witch to provide a distraction. We start freeing daves on agrand scale, and you
can bet dl the Powers here will rise up againgt us. We can't change awhole culture. That's not why we're
here. And besides, we don't dare make any big changesif we want to return to our own Present,
remember?’



"l remember,” said Tommy. "But | don't havetolikeit."
There was an edge in hisvoice, acold anger that hadn't been there before. | liked him better for it.
"Jointheclub," | said.

"l don't see any sign of Merlin,” said Suzie, dl businessasusud. "And I'm pretty sure hed stand out,
even in this crowd. Want me to grab somebody and shake some answers out of them?"

"I think it might be better if | wasto ask afew polite questions,” | said. "On the groundsthat | have at
least heard of diplomacy.”

A tall, degant, and distinctly supercilious type was aready heading in our direction, threading hisway
gracefully between the couches, bestowing smiles and sweet nothings on the people he passed. He wore
ablindingly white tunic and no iron collar. He cameto ahalt before me, dismissing Suzie and Tommy
with amereflick of the eyes, and raised a painted eyebrow acarefully calculated fraction of an inch.

"l am the Steward," he said. "And you are very definitely not Members. Not ever likely to be. | don't
know how you got in here, but you will haveto leaveimmediately.”

| smiled a him. "Y ou know dl that chaos and destruction that's currently going on in your lobby? All the
firesand explosions and parts of deceased security people flying through the air? 1 did that.”

"Takeacouch," the Steward said resignedly. "I suppose you'll be wanting something to eet, before
security

can put together abig enough force to restore order and throw the three of you out of here? Today's
pecidsare larks tonguesin aspic and baby mice suffed with hummingbird tongues.™

Tommy winced. "Do you have anything that doesn't involve tongues?"
"Don't st down, Suzie" | said. "Were not staying for dinner.”

"Y ou might not be," said Suzie. She'd already snatched a breaded drumstick from anearby diner and
was chewing it with athoughtful look on her face. The diner sensibly decided not to make afuss.

"We're looking for the sorcerer Merlin," | said to the Steward. "Merlin Satanspawn. HeisaMember
here, ian't he?"

"Only because nobody dared blackball him," said the Steward, hislip curling. "But even so, he doesn't
dare show hisface here any more. Not since the King and most of hisknightsfell in battle, inthe last
great contest against the bastard Mordred's forces,; and all because Merlin wasn't there to support his
King. The pretender died, too, hisforces scattered, but still the age of Logresis over. Camelot issmply
acastle now, with an empty Throne and a broken Table, and the ideals of the Court are dready faling
gpart. The end of an age; and al because one man wasn't where . he should have been. Y ou want Merlin
Satangpawn? Try atavern. Any tavern.”

Therewas just enough bitternessin his voice to make him convincing. | gathered Suzie and Tommy up
with my eyes and led them back out of the dining room. And as| left | raised my gift, found the spdll that
held the iron collars around the daves throats, and undid it. The collars sprang open, and the magic that
had kept the daves docile fell away in amoment. Some of the daves attacked the diners, while othersran



for their lives and their freedom. The dining room quickly descended into chaos.
"Youbig softie,” said Suzie.
"Theressome shit | just will not put up with," | admitted.

We gtrolled back through the lobby, most of which was on fire. There was no sign of the witch
anywhere, but agrest crevice had opened up in the middle of thefloor, belching out soot and cindersand
smoke that smelled strongly of brimstone. My work hereisdone, | thought, alittle smugly. We nodded
cheerfully to the Doorman as we passed him, then stood together in the Street wondering where we
should try next. God aone knew how many taverns, inns, and hole-in-the-wall drinking divesthere were
in the sixth-century Nightside, and | redly didn't fed like searching them al. On the other hand, | dso
didn't fed like usng my gift again. I'd been using it far too often, amost casudly, and that was dangerous.
Flare up often enough in the dark, and my Enemieswould be bound to notice me, no matter how far |
wasin the Past. From their future vantage point, | was dwaysin the Past.

"Strangefelows,” | said suddenly. "That's where Merlin will be. Or whatever the oldest bar in the world
iscurrently cdled. | remember the Merlin of our timetdling methat he often drank there, to get away
from the overbearing niceness of Camelot. That's probably why he chose to be buried in the bar's cellars,
after hewaskilled. Yes. That'swherewell find him." | looked at Suzie. ™Y ou're frowning. Why are you
frowning, Suzie?'

"Lilith brought us here, right?' said Suzie. "Had to be areason. Could be because she wanted usto meet
with Merlin. Heisthe leading major player in thisNightside. And if that's so, do we want to do what she
wantsusto do?'

"I'm past caring,” | said. "All this guessing and double-guessing. | want to get this over with and get out
of here. | want to witness the creation of the Nightside, so | can get my answers, so | can finally berid of
Lilith'sinfluencein my life. | want thisto be over!”

"Easy, John, easy," said Tommy, and it was only then that | realized my voice had risen to ashot.

"It1l never be over, John," said Suzie, askindly as she could. ™Y ou know that."

"l can't believethat,” | said. "l can't afford to believe that."

Therewas along pause, then Tommy said, "If we can't find Merlin herein the Nightside ... could we
please try Camelot? I've dways dreamed of visiting that legendary Castle, seeing the famous Round
Table, and-"

"Y ou heard the Steward,” | said, perhapsalittle roughly. "It'samess there right now. All the heroes are
dead, and the dream's over. WEll find Merlinin Strangefdllows. Where else could such adisgraced man
go to drown his sorrows in peace?”

"All right," said Tommy, resgnedly. "Fire up your gift and point usin theright direction.”

"Theresan easier way," | said. | looked back at the Doorman. "The oldest bar in theworld. What'sit
cdled, and whereisit?"

He gave me awithering look. "Give me one good reason why | should assst you?"



"Because," | said, "if you don't, my companionsand I will hang around here for hours and hours, acting
cranky and lowering the tone."

"The bar you'relooking for is caled Avaon,” said the Doorman. And he provided uswith very clear and
distinct directions, just to be sure we wouldn't have to come back and ask him again.

Eight
Sacrificesfor the Greater Good

Not all that surprisingly, the Avalon bar turned Out to be Situated in aredly deazy area, evenfor the
Nightside. The lighting was bad, the streets were filthy, and so were the people. There were bodieslying
everywhere, dead or drunk or demonically possessed, with afight on every street corner and couples
humping in doorways. The sixth century was a particularly unsdfconscious age, when it cameto sin. |
saw one preacher getting ablow job, even as he pontificated on the evils of the Gnogtic heresies. No-one
bothered us, though. It seemed word of our exploits and notoriously short tempers had got around.
Whatever century you'rein, nothing travelsfaster in the Nightside than gossip and bad news.

| still couldn't get used to having to step over lepers, though. Even if they were always very polite about
it.

Avaonitsdf turned out to be alarge and chunky tower constructed entirely of stained and discoloured
bones, held together by some unseen but not entirely unfelt force. Just looking at the tower put achill in
my heart, and in my bones. Not least because I'd seen it once before, when it manifested briefly in
Strangefellows, during my previous case. Just before everything went to hell, and the future Suzie turned
up to kill me. I couldn't op mysdlf from glancing at her, and she caught my gaze.

"What'swrong, John?' she said quietly. "Y ou've been looking at me strangely ever since we started this
case. Do you know something | don't?!

"Always" | said, forcing asmile. "But nothing you need to worry about.”

We headed for the base of the bone tower. It stood out againgt the night sky like the tomb of a dead
god, unnatura and ill-omened. Approaching it felt like stepping down into an open grave. The door was
asmple dark opening, with nothing beyond but silence and an impenetrable darkness. Anywhen e sel
would probably have been worried, but | was more concerned with Suzie. She knew | was hiding
something from her, but how could | tell her? What good could it do? And | couldn't escape the fegling
that smply by talking about it aloud, by accepting it, | might make that future more possible, more
probable. | srode straight into the dark opening, while guilt twisted in my gut like aliving thing, and Suzie
and Tommy followed right after me.

The darkness quickly gave way to afriendly amber glow, the bar itsdf just agprawling, smoke-filled
room, roughly the same size asthe bar back in my time. There were no windows, and the oil-lamps and
torchesfilled the hot sweaty air with athick, defusing smoke, but the genera effect was not unpleasant.
Once | wasinside, it was clear the bone tower exterior was aglamour, designed to scare off unwanted
vigtors. | wandered unhurriedly between the packed long wooden tables, and everyone else

ostentatiously minded their own business. Just asin my time, thiswas not a bar where you went for
company and good fellowship.

Over in one corner, anumber of musica instruments were playing themsalves, providing basic but



pleasant background music.

The customers were the usua unusua suspects, the men and women wearing a collection of clothing
from dl kinds of cultures and backgrounds. Anywhere el se they would have been fighting each other to
the death over rdligion or customs or plain foreignness, but not in Avaon. Humans stuck together in the
face of S0 many other aternate threats. Three witchesin embroidered saris sat huddled together, giggling
like nasty children asthey animated anumber of stick figures and made them dance madly on the
tabletop before them. Two serioudy ugly Redcap goblins were knife-fighting, while acircle of onlookers
cheered them on and laid bets on the outcome. Two lepers were playing knucklebones with their own
fingers. Two heretical priests were arm-wrestling each other over the true nature of the Holy Ghost, and
Spitting obscenities at each other through clenched teeth. And in the middle of the bar-room floor, two
smoke ghosts were dancing together sadly and elegantly, their smoke bodies blown apart by every
passing breeze, but dways re-forming.

And stting very much alonein acorner, with his back to two walls, that mighty and renowned sorcerer,
Merlin Satangpawn. The greatest magus of this or any other age. Who was born to be the Antichrist but
declined the honour. Y ou couldn't miss him. His sheer presence dominated the whole bar, even sitting
there quietly, staring into hisdrink. Having him around was like sharing the room with abloody street
accident, or aman dowly hanging himself.

Hedidn't look much like the Merlin | knew, the dead man with aragged holein his chest where his heart
used to be. Who had been buried for centuriesin the cellars under

Strangefellows but occasiondly deigned to manifest through his unhappy descendant, Alex Morrisey.
This man was whole and hale and bloody scary with it. He was abig man in an age of smal men, easily
sx feet tdl and broad-shouldered, wrapped in along scarlet robe with golden collar trimmings. Under a
thick and tangled mane of bright red hair, stiffened here and there with clay, his face was heavy-boned
and amogt aggressively ugly. Two fires burned brightly in his eye sockets, leaping crimson flames that
licked up past his heavy eyebrows. They say he has hisfather's eyes... Most of hisface and bare hands
were covered with curling Druidic tattoos in dark blue hues. Hislong, thick fingernailslooked awholelot
like claws. And | redlised that the Merlin I'd known before had only been a pale shadow of theredl thing,
this huge and vital man crackling with power and awful presence.

I'd meant to walk up to him, introduce myself, and demand his help; but suddenly | didn't fed at dl like
doing that. | felt much morelike dinking away before he noticed me, and maybe hiding under atable for
awhileuntil 1 got my confidence back. The man was dangerous. Y ou only had to look at him to know he
could blast the soul right out of your body with asingle Word. A quick glance a Suzie and Tommy
showed they were having serious second thoughts, too, and that immediately put some backbone back
into me. Gods or sorcerers or Things from Elsewhere, you couldn't show fear in front of them or they'd
walk right over you. Y ou had to find their weak spot...

"Let'sbuy themanadrink,” | said.

"Couldnt hurt," said Suzie.

"Let'sbuy himlotsof drinks,” said Tommy. "And | think | could force down afew mysdf."

We made our way to the bar at the back of the room. It was the exact same long wooden bar from our

time, though the assortment of drinks set out behind it looked to be far more limited. And the nearest
thing they had to bar snacks



wereratsimpaled on sticks. A few of them were il twitching, even though they'd been doused in
melted cheese. Serving behind the bar was a sweet dreamy girl in afaded Roman-style dress. She had
long dark hair, huge eyes, and awinning smile.

That'saredly firg-class glamour youre wearing," she said cheerfully. "Would probably have fooled
anybody else, but I've been touched by divinity. Frequently. Not from around here, are you, dears?’

"No," | sad. "Wevetravdlers, from the future.
"Gogh," said the barmaid. "How exciting! What'sit like?"
"Noisy," | said. "And abit faster paced, but otherwise pretty much the same.”

"Well therésardief,” said the barmaid. "Why not have awhole bunch of drinks? Don't worry if you're
supposed to bein disguise; | only saw through your glamour because I'm sort of godly. I'm Hebe. | used
to be cup-bearer to the old Roman gods, until their faith base declined aong with the Empire, and they
decided to move on to pastures new. Didn't offer to take me with them, the ungrateful bastards. |
decided | was too young to retire from the booze-dinging business, so | took over this place, and now |
dispense good cheer to one and dl. Go on, dears, get alittle bit that way. Good boozeis good for the
soul. Trust me; | know these things.”

| glanced around and confirmed that al three of uswere willing enough to experiment in that direction,
but unfortunately it turned out that the bar's stock consisted almost entirely of various forms of wine and
mead. We sampled afair selection of both, in the spirit of scientific enquiry, but the wineswere dl thin
and bitter, and the meads were dl thick and sweet. Often with bits floating in them. We pulled various
faces and made thoughtful noises, but Hebe wasn't fooled.

"Boozeisbetter in the future?!
"Let'ssay... more extreme. Isthisredly al you have?'

"Wdll," said Hebe, "I do stock afew specid items, for the discerning customer with an educated paate
and more money than sense. Winter Wine, Bacchuss Old Peculier, and Angel's Tears. Merlin'sredly
fond of that one."

"Thevery suff,” | said. "One bottle of Angd's Tears, if you please.”

It was only when she started rummaging for a bottle under the bar that it suddenly occurred to meto
wonder how | was going to pay for it, dong with al the other drinkswe'd already consumed. Whatever
they used for currency in the sixth century, | sure as hdll hadn't brought any with me. | stuck my handsin
my coat pockets, out of habit, and to my surprise discovered a heavy bag of coins| certainly hadn't put
there. | pulled out the leather bag and opened the drawstrings, and blinked stupidly at awhole mess of
gold and slver coins.

"Now that'simpressive," said Suzie. "What did you do, pick someone's pocket at the Londinium Club?”
"Didn't think of that," | said. "But luckily, it ssems Old Father Timethinks of everything."
| offered Hebe one of the larger gold coins, and she hit it expertly between her back teeth before

accepting it with asmile. Inreturn | recelved adender glass phid of apae blueliquor and absolutely no
change. Bright sparks of light sputtered on and off in the dowly stirring liquor.



"Angd's Tears," said Hebe, wrinkling her adorably pert nose. "Awful stuff. It'sonly drinkable for ashort
period, then it goes off, and we have to bury it in consecrated ground.”

"l want to try some of that," said Suzie.

"Noyoudont,” | said very firmly. "Thisisfor Merlin." | looked a Hebe. "What's his current state of
mind?'

"Dangerous,” said Hebe. "'l don't think he's said half adozen wordsto anyone since the King died. He's
been here

drinking for three solid weeks now. Doesn't eat, doesn't deep. No-one bothers him, because if they do,
heturnstheminto ... things"

"What kind of things?' Tommy said waxily.

"I'm not sureif they have aname or designation, as such,” Hebe said judicioudy. "But whatever they are,
they don't look at al happy about being it. If | had to describe them, I'd say ... ambulatory snot
cregtures.”

"Maybe you'd better talk to Merlin done, Taylor,” said Tommy, and Suzie nodded solemnly.

"l wouldn't recommend talking to him at dl," said Hebe. "The witch Nimueis the only one who can do
anything with him these days.”

| looked quickly at Suzie and Tommy. We dl knew that name. The legendary traitorous witch Nimue,
who captivated Merlin's heart, then soleit, ripping it literaly out of his chest. The witch who seduced and
betrayed Merlin while his defences were down and condemned him to death.

"Let's go and talk to the drunken dangerous sorcerer,” | said. "Before things get even more
complicated.”

"Would you like to leave any message for your next of kin?' said Hebe.
"Don't worry about us," said Suzie. "We can be pretty dangerous, too, when we put our mindsto it."

Weturned and looked at Merlin Satanspawn, and it was like looking at awild animal that had esten its
keeper and burst out of its cage.

"After you," sad Tommy.

We headed towards Merlin'stable in the corner. The bar got very quiet asthey redised what was
happening.

| raised my gift amost but not quite to the point of manifesting, just in case, and | could fed Tommy
doing the same. Suzie dready had agrenade in one hand, with one finger dipped casually through the
ring-pull. And then Merlin turned suddenly and looked &t us, and it waslike

walking into abrick wall. All three of usdammed to ahdt, held where we were, transfixed by the flames
leaping in his eye-sockets. Everyone in the whole bar held their bresth. And then | dowly held up the



phid of Angd's Tears, so Merlin could seeit clearly, and his mouth twitched briefly in something likea
amile. | took adeep breath and moved forward again, but Suzie and Tommy remained where they were,
unmoving. | stopped short of the table and gave Merlin my best hard stare. Never et the bastards see
you'reintimidated.

"Let my friends go, Merlin. They're part of what | have to say to you."

Merlin actualy raised an eyebrow. "I've killed men for speaking to mein that tone of voice, just to watch
them die. Why should | indulge you, boy?"

"Because I'm Lilith's only son. And we half-breeds should stick together.”

He nodded dowly, though whether he was impressed by my brass nerves or my mother's name was
hard to tell. | grabbed a chair and sat down opposite him. Suzie and Tommy moved cautiously forward
and chose to stand behind me. | was grateful for their presence. I've bluffed some powerful Beingswith
an empty hand before, but thiswas Merlin Satanspawn, dammit. | wasglad | was Sitting down, so he
couldn't see my legs shaking under thetable. | offered him the phia of Angel's Tears, and he wrapped a
huge hand around it and hefted it thoughtfully. He pulled the cork out with hislarge, blocky teeth and
poured the heavy blueliquor into the Slver goblet before him. The stuff smelled awful. Merlin noticed my
reaction and smiled unpleasantly.

"It'san acquired taste. Much like angel flesh. Tak to me, Lilith's son. What do you want with me?”

| introduced mysdlf and my companions, and gave him the quick expurgated version. He nodded now
and again, seeming more interested in hisdrink. The rest of the bar

was gtill watching us, but the generd chatter had begun again, now it was clear there weren't going to be
any sudden and unfortunate transformations in theimmediate future. | finished my tale, and Merlin
nodded dowly.

"Interesting story,” he said. "If | cared, I'd be impressed. But | don't care about anything, any more. Not
gnce... hedied. Hewasthe best of usall. He gave me my faith in Humanity. He made me a better
person, just by believing | was; and | would rather have died than disgppoint him. Now he's gone,
because | failed him, when he needed me most. The dream | dreamed is over; his dream of Reason and
Respect for dl, of Might for Right. A brief light, in adark age.”

Hewas till brooding over that when King Arthur appeared out of nowhere. | knew it was he. It couldn't
have been anyone else. Arthur, the Great Bear of Briton, standing suddenly before our table, ahuge
blocky man in well-polished armour, under heavy bearskins and leather strappings. The sword at hisside
shone with supernatura brilliance. He had astrong, kind, somewhat sad face, but there was something
about him... anatura majesty, a solid and uncompromising honour, asimple goodness, strong and true ...
| would have followed him to the gates of Hell and back. All acrossthe bar, people kndlt to him. Human
and inhuman, they bent the knee and bowed the head to the one and only man they al worshipped and
feared and adored. King Arthur of the Britons.

| dipped off my chair and kndlt and bowed, too, long with Suzie and Tommy. It never occurred to me
to do anything se.

Even though he wasn't really there. We could dl tell hewasn't redly, physicaly, present in Avaon. His
image was only intermittently solid and complete, wavering from un-felt breezes, and sometimes you
could seeright through him. But he wasn't aghost; there was a definite vitdity to the man. He burned with



life, with purpose, and with

majesty. No, thiswas a sending, amenta projection of hisimage, his sdf, from some other place. He
seemed digtracted, unfocussed, looking vaguely about him, though his gaze dways returned to Merlin,
gtting a histable.

"Merlin," said Arthur, and hisvoice came from far and far away, like awhisper in achurch gdlery. "Old
friend, old mentor. | have come along way to find you. | sent word to every place | thought you might
be, but you were at none of them. Y ou've gone after her, haven't you? Even though | told you not to. It is
the night before my greatest battle, and | have taken to my tent alone, that | might go dreamwalking, in
search of you." He amiled, kindly, sadly. ™Y ou tried so hard to teach me magic, but | never had the gift
for it. So | had to settle for being asoldier, and aKing. | dwayswondered if perhaps| disappointed you,
inthat."

"No," said Merlin. "Y ou never disappointed me, Arthur. Never."

"But timeis short, and my need is desperate, so | turn back to old, half-remembered lessons, of sendings
and dream wakings. And here | am, and hereyou are. Wherever thisis. | can't see anything clearly but
you, old friend. | need your help, for the battle tomorrow. My son Mordred has raised a grest force
againg me. Perhgpsthelargest army this land has ever seen. | have cdled together al my knightsand al
my soldiers, and dl good men and true; and still | fear it will not be enough. My son ... and | know you
never accepted him as my son, but aman knows hisown blood ... My son Mordred has summoned up
creatures ancient, vile, and powerful to stand with him. | need you, Merlin. | need your magic, your
power. Why aren't you here?"

"Because | wasbusy," said Merlin. "Busy indulging mysdf in my greatest failing; my hunger for revenge.

"l can seeyou, but | can't hear you," said Arthur. "Merlin! Merin!™

"Y ou got the time-co-ordinates mixed up again,” said

Merlin. Y ou never were any good at mathematics, boy. Y ou've cometo metoo late. Too late.”

"Y ou should have warned me, Merlin," said Arthur. "Of the price I'd have to pay, for being King. For
Camedlot, and the Round Table and the Great Dream. A wife who loved another. A son who never loved
me. Justice for everyone, but never for me. Why didn't you warn me, Merlin?'

"I never promised you justice,” said Merlin. "Just achanceto be alegend. My poor Arthur..."

"l can't stay," said Arthur. "The winds between the worlds are pulling a me, drawing me back. My men
arewaiting. At firg light, we go out to battle. And to victory, God willing. No doubt you have agood
reason for being wherever you are. WElI talk about this later, after the battle. It was dways my greatest
regret that we never had the timeto talk properly, after | became King."

He said something else, but it waslogt as hisimage faded dowly away, like aghost at the dawn, until he
was gone. Slowly, everyonein the bar got up off their knees and went about their business again. None
of them even looked a Merlin. | got back onto my chair. Merlin was staring into hisdrink again.

"| should have been there," he said. "But | was so angry, al | could think of was revenge. On that

traitorous bitch, Mordred's mother. Morgan LaFae. Arthur took them in, gave them everything, and
together they destroyed everything Arthur and | had built. It took me yearsto find proof against them,



then they ran, like rats. Mordred to his secretly prepared forces. Morgan to the old woods and ancient
places, and the Powers she worshipped there. | couldn't bear the thought of her escaping, of her getting
away withit. So | left Arthur to raise hisarmy, while | went after Morgan. | was so sure I'd be back in
time. But Morgan led me amerry chase, and killing the bitch took so much more out of methan I'd
expected. By thetimel got back, it was dl over. The battle field was soaked in blood, and there

were bodies piled up, for asfar asthe eye could see. Thefew surviving knights looked a melike it was
al my fault, and maybeit was. They caled metraitor and fase friend, coward, abomination. They
wouldn't even let me see hisbody. | could have killed them all, with alook or aword, made them suffer
as| suffered, but | didn't. Because Arthur wouldn't have wanted that.

"I couldn't even cry for him. My eyes arent made that way. But if | could weep, | would. For my King,
my friend. My son, in every way that mattered.”

| was till trying to work out what | could say to that, to aloss so grest, to agrief and aguilt so deep,
when abright young voice caled out Merlin's name. We al looked round as abright and bubbly young
thing came tripping through the bar, smiling and waving in dl directions, but heading remorselesdy for our
table. Shewas samdl, blonde, and busty, wide-eyed and wide-mouthed, clothed in shimmering sk that
looked very out of placein these rough surroundings. She bounced adong like shewasfull of dl the
energy inthe world, blazing with fresh young sexudity. She couldn't have been much more than sixteen.
She was pretty, in an obvious sort of way, with athird eye tattooed in blue on her forehead. More Celtic
and Druidic designs curled up and down her bare arms. She strode straight up to our table, threw hersalf
into Merlin'slap, laughing into his glowering face and tugging playfully at hislong beard.

"Oh, sweetie, look at that long facel Who's been upsetting you thistime? Honestly, darling, | can't leave
you donefor aminute. It'sagood thing your little Nimue is here, to take care of you!" She kissed him
artlesdy, took asip of hisdrink, pulled aface, and squeaked afew baby swear words, then kissed him
again and called him a Silly old bear. Merlin dowly smiled, then laughed and played with her breasts
while she giggled happily. | wastrying hard to keep my mouth from dropping open. Thiswasthe
legendary witch Nimue?

"ThisisNimue," sad Merlin, after awhile, looking back a me. "My only comfort. Nimue, thisis John
Taylor."

She pouted childishly a me. "Are you the one that's been upsetting my sweetie? Shame on you! Go on,
Merlin; show me how to turn him into something squelchy.”

"Hush, child," said Merlin. "He's come along way to beg my help. I'm till considering whether to do
anything about it."

"Thisisthewitch Nimue?' | said, somehow keeping the disbelief out of my voice.

"Indeed,” said Merlin, removing one hand from inside her dressto scraich at his great beek of anose. "A
renegade Druidic priestess, and now my student in the magicd arts. Of dl my variousroles, | have
aways enjoyed that of teacher the mog."

"That's not al you enjoy, you randy old goat,” said Nimue, snuggling contentedly up against the sorcerer.
"Running away from the Druids wasthe best thing | ever did." Shelooked plaintively at me with her huge
dark eyes. "My parents sold me to them when | was only achild, but | never redlly fitted in. | was quite
keen on the nature worship, and running around the forest with no clothes on, and having lots of sex to
ensure thefertility of the crops, but | found al the human sacrifices and Nail his gutsto the old oak tree



very icky. So | grabbed abit of everything vauable that wasn't actudly nailed down, and left.” She
pouted suddenly, and playfully boxed Merlin'sear. "And you promised you'd teach me magic. Red
magic. When are you going to teach me some real magic, swestie?"

"All in good time," said Merlin, taking one of her ear-lobes playfully between histeeth.

"That'sdl very well, honey," said Nimue, pushing him away and sitting up straight on hislgp. "But inthe
meantime, | have various tradespeople who insst on being paid. A girl hasto live, darling ..."

Therewas alot more of this. Nimue chattered away,

while Merlin smiled on her indulgently, and the two of them cuddled like teenagers. | didn't know what
to say. Thiswas Nimue? The powerful and crafty witch who stole Merlin's heart and ran off with it? This
cute and harmlesslittle gold-digger? | turned round in my chair to look at Suzie and Tommy, but they
were clearly asthrown asl, so | got up, excused mysdf to Merlin and Nimue, who barely nodded in
return, and the three of us retired to another table to think things over. It was clear Merlin wouldn't be
paying us any attention for awhile anyway.

"She seemslike asweset young thing," said Tommy. "Though | can't help thinking hesabit old for her."

"She's not nearly as helpless as she makes out,” said Suzie. "'I've seen her sort before, taking some old
fool for everything he'sgot.”

"The man's domestic arrangements are none of our business,”" | said firmly. "What mattersisthat for al
his drunken sdf-pity, that manis clearly sill apowerful sorcerer. If anyonein this period can send us
further back in Time, it'shim."

"But you heard him," said Tommy. "He doesn't care about us, or our problems.”

"Don't carewas madeto care,” | said.

Suzielooked at mefor along moment. "That's pretty hard-core, even for you, Taylor. | mean, thisis
Merlin we're taking about. The Devil's only begotten son. We don't have ahopein Hell of compdlling
him to do anything he doesn't want to."

"I've been thinking about that," | said. "And it occurred to me that since thiswitch Nimueis obvioudy
quite incapable of sedling Merlin's heart... maybe we could do it instead. And with the heart in our
hands, Merlin would have to do whatever wetold him to."

They both looked at me like| was crazy.

"You'recrazy!" said Tommy. "l mean, full-blown out of your head crazy! We're actually supposed to rip
theliving

heart out of his chest? Merlin? The most powerful sorcerer of thisor any other age? Y ou're crazy!"
"Dont hold back, Tommy," | said. "Tell mewhat you redly think."

"Even if we could incapacitate Merlin," said Suzie, "it would be pretty messy ... I'veremoved afew
heartsin my time, but | never had to worry about them being in good enough shape to put them back

agan."



"Don't encourage him," said Tommy. "Well dl end up as snot crestures.”

"It'snot asimpractica asit sounds,” | said patiently. "A lot of sorcererswould removetheir heartsand
hide them e sawhere, behind powerful magica protections, for safekeeping. That way, no matter what
happened, they couldn't be killed as long asthe heart was il safe. Using the correct rites, Merlin's heart
can be removed without killing him, and once we haveit, well bein control. Look-we know someone's
going to sted the heart, at some stage. Why not us? Well do less damage with it than mogt.”

"I don't likethis" Tommy sadflatly. "I redly don't likethis. Infact, | straight out hateit.”
"He'sgot apoint,” said Suzie. "If weinterferein the Pegt..."

"Who'sinterfering?’ | said. "We know someone took Merlin's heart. We've al seen the holein his chest.
Y ou could say by doing this, we're helping to reinforce the Present we came from."

"l don't care,” Tommy said stubbornly. "Thisisn't right. We're using the man, maybe even killing him, just
to get what wewant."

"What we need,” | said. "We haveto stop Lilith, by whatever means, to save the Nightside, and
probably the world aswell."

"But... what about this, as another dternative,” said Tommy, leaning eagerly forward acrossthetable,
"Remember the knightsin armour we saw in Old Father

Time's Waiting Room? The ones from afuture where Camel ot and its dream till held sway? What if we
are here ... to bring about that future? We have a chance to change everything. Camelot doesn't have to
fal, hereand now. If Merlin never lost his heart, and most of his power... maybe we could bring him
back to sanity and pride. Give him areason to live again. We could tell him what's coming, warn him of
the Dark Agesthat will last for amost athousand yesars, if he doesn't act to prevent it. Advised by us, he
could rise to power and influence again, and backed by him, Camelot could rebuild itsdf. King Arthur's
legecy could continue!"

"Advised by us" | said. "Don't you mean, advised by you, Tommy?Y ou're the one who's dways been
fascinated by Arthur, and thistime.”

"All right, why not?' Tommy said defiantly. "I've dwaysloved the legends of Camelot. It was a better
world under Arthur, and a brighter world, than we have ever known before or since! Think of what
fifteen centuries of progress under Arthur's legacy could bring about... Maybe we wouldn't even need a
Nightsde any more."

"You'rereaching now," | said. "We haveto stick with what we know. We know Lilith is planning to
destroy the Nightside, and most likely the rest of the world with it. I've seen that future, Tommy, and I'm

ready to do anything at dl to prevent it. That world is every nightmare you've ever had, Tommy. If you'd
Sseenit...”

"But | havent," said Tommy. "No-one has, but you. And we only have your word."
"Don't go there, Tommy," said Suzie, her voice cold and hard.

"Lilith's plansthresten al the Nightsides," | said. "Remember what Old Father Time said, about al the



possible futures narrowing down, till we end up with the one, inevitable future? That's why we have to do
this, Tommy. And | can't do it without your help. Merlin's bound to have

st up incredibly powerful defenses, to protect him while he's drunk or otherwiseincapable. | can use
my gift to find them, but | don't have anywhere near enough power to push them aside or shut them off.
But you ... can use your gift to confuse the defensesong enough for usto dip past them and do what we
haveto do."

Tommy stared at mefor along time, and | couldn't read hisface at all. Hed stopped using his effete
voice. "l never knew you to bethis... brutd," he said findly.

"Only because| haveto be," | said. "The future depends on me; and needs must when the devil drives.

"Or the Devil's son," he said, and | had to wonder whether he meant Merlin or me. He dowly sat back
inhischair again. "What are we going to do with the heart, afterwards?"

"Well, we can't just hand it back,” | said. "Merlin would find some way to kill usdl, no matter what we'd
agreed. No, | think we hide it somewhere safe, then tell Nimue where we put it, after weve safely
disappeared into the Past.”

"We're bringing the witch into this?' said Suzie. "That Smpering little airhead?"

"Weneed her," | said. "Theresno way Merlin will ever relax while we're around, but hell never seeit
coming from Nimue."

"Why should she hdp us?' said Tommy, frowning.

| smiled. "Theday | can't outmaneuver agold-digger like her istheday I'll retire. Y ou aren't the only one
who can tak peopleinto things, Tommy."

"True," said Suzie. "Y ou may be exigentia, Tommy, but Taylor isacrafty bastard.”

"Thank you, Suzie," | said. "'l think. All we haveto dois convince thewitch to dip alittle something into
Merlin'sdrink so he passes out sooner rather than later. That sound like a plan to everyone?”

"Sounds like asneaky and underhanded planto me," said Suzie. "I'min. After we've taken his heart
out... can | try shooting him, just to see what happens?'

"No," | said.
"Y ou're no fun any more, Taylor."
| looked a Tommy. "Areyou in, or not?'

"Reluctantly,” hesaid at last. "And with grave reservations. But yes, I'min. It seems dreams have no
placeinthered world."

"Stick to being exigtentid," | said kindly. "Y ou're much better off, not being sure about things."

So we sat, and watched Merlin drink. Hours passed, and he was il putting it away, with Nimue's
enthusiastic help and bubbly company. Buit findly the sorcerer reached a point where he stopped raising



hisgoblet to hislipsand smply sat staring at nothing. Even Nimue couldn't get aresponse out of him.
Interestingly enough, once she was sure he was out of it, she turned off the charm and leaned back in her
chair, kicking her hedls sulkily; and then she jumped up out of her chair and flounced off to the bar for a
refill. Where | happened to be waiting, ready to buy her adrink of something expensive. | smiled at her
and complimented her, and she giggled like ateenager on afirst date. After awhile, | invited her tojoin
our table, and after aquick glance at Merlin to make sure he was still nodding, she trotted over to join us.
Her face was flushed from so much drinking, and her hair was amess, but her speech was il clear. She
was enchanted to meet Tommy, but pretty much ignored Suzie. | got afew more drinksinto her, then laid
out our plan. Nimue didn't take much convincing. She had the moras of acat and the brains of a puppy.

"Weneed Melin'shdp,” | said, putting it assmply as| could. "But he'stoo wrapped up in hisown
problemsto listen. But if we take his heart, hell haveto listen. And when we have the heart outside his
body, and therefore outside his defences, you'll be ableto put aspell onit, so helll forget dl hisworries
and care about nothing but you. When you're finished, you can put the heart back, and everyone will get
what they want. What could be smpler, or farer?"

Nimue frowned over her drink, trying to concentrate. " The heart could make me powerful... with red
magic ... But redly, | only want my old bear back the way he used to be. Y ou should have seenhimiin
his prime, at Camelot. At the King's side, where he belonged. They al bowed to him, then. | was never
there mysdlf, of course. | wasjust another dumb little priestess, back then, gathering mistletoe and
worshipping the Hecate, the threein one ... But | was dways good at Seeing from Afar, and Camelot
fascinated me. Merlin fascinated me. | waiched him at Court, and even then | knew he needed looking
after. Needed someone who cared about him. Everyone else put up with him, so they could cdl on his
magic to bail them out when they messed up. When muscular clodsin armour weren't enough to savethe

day.”

Her voice was getting blurred as she got more emotiona. "Even the King, bless him... even he never
redly cared about Merlin. Not like | do. Silly little priestess, slly little hedge witch, that'swhet they say ...
but I'm the only one who can reach hisheart now... And when I'm powerful, I'll makethem dl pay ..."

Her lower lip wastrembling by then, and big fat tears ran down her cheeks. | didn't look round at the
others. | dready felt guilty enough about taking advantage of an oversized child like Nimue. But it had to
be done....

"Soyouwill hdpus?' | said. "It'sfor the best. Redlly.”
"If you say s0," said Nimue. "I've aways needed other peopleto tell me what'sfor the best.”

Something in her voice told me that would aways be the case. Tommy heard it, too, and glared a me,
but | concentrated on the witch.

"Have you got something you could dip into hisdrink, Nimue? Something to make him deep?”’

"Oh sure," Nimue said off-handedly. "Druids know everything thereisto know about potions. | often
drug hisdrink. It'sthe only way he can deep these days. Poor swestie.”

And that wasit. We waited till the customers had thinned out, and then | bribed Hebe to shut down the
bar for awhile. It took most of the coinsin my purse, particularly when Hebe realised we wanted her to
go home early aswdll, but money talksin the Nightside, asit dways had. A few customersdidn't want to
go, but Suzie obliged them with a short but instructive example of how a shotgun works, and they
couldn't get out of the bar fast enough. The two smoke ghosts|ooked at me reproachfully, then faded



dowly away, dill dancing. The bar seemed so much larger with everyone €l se gone, and the quiet was
actualy eerie. Merlin sat dumped and finally deeping in hischair, while Nimue sat cross-legged ina
hastily chalked circle, working aglamour so that no-one outside would be able to tell there was anything
unusud going on in the bar. There were an awful lot of people, and others, who would jump &t the
chanceto kill Merlin if they even suspected his defences were down. Suzie guarded the door anyway,
while Tommy and | consdered the unconscious sorcerer.

"S0," said Tommy. "How dowedo it?"

"Very carefully,” | said. "If thislookslikeit'sgoing wrong, | shall be heading for the nearest horizon, at
speed. Try and keep up.”

"Thisisaredly badidea," Tommy said miseradly.

| raised my gift, opening up my third eye, my private eye, and right away | could See dl of Merlin's
defences. They lurked around his deeping form like so many snarling attack dogs, layer upon layer of
protective spells and curses, ready to lash out at anything that disturbed them. They stirred uneasily, just
from being Seen. | grabbed Tommy by the hand, and at once he could See them, too. He cried out in
shock and horror, and tried to pull away, but | wouldn't let him go.

"Shut up,” | whispered fiercely. "Do you want them to hear you? Now use your gift. Doit!"
His mouth twisted, like that of achild being punished,

but | could fed his gift manifesting. And dowly, one by one, the defences became uncertain about why
they were there, and what they were there for, until finaly they disappeared back whence they'd come,
to have a collective discusson, leaving Merlin deeping and entirely unprotected. | moved forward
quickly. I didn't know how long the effect would lagt. | could hear Tommy breathing harshly behind me,
concentrating on maintaining his gift so the defences wouldn't return, while | checked out the sorcerer's
condition.

His eyeswere closed, the leaping flames damped down for the moment. His bresthing was steady,
though he stirred occasiondly in his deep, as though bothered by bad dreams. | pulled open his scarlet

robe, reveding a shaved chest covered in thick, intertwining Druidic tattoos. | hissed for Suzie to come
over and join me, and she reluctantly left her post at the door.

"How do wedo this?' | said.
"Y our guessisas good asmine, Taylor. I've taken afew hearts, for bounties, but that wasn't exactly
surgery.” She produced along knife from the top of her knee-length boot, and hefted it thoughtfully. "I'm

guessing brute force and improvisation isn't going to be good enough, thistime.”

"Givemetheknife" | said resgnedly. "And go back to guarding the door. Tommy, get over here and
help." "I've never done anything likethisbefore,” said Tommy, moving reluctantly forward.

"I should hopenot,” | said. "So, roll up your deeves, follow my lead, try to help without getting in my
way, and if you must puke, try not to get any in the chest cavity.”

"OhGod," said Tommy.

| cut Merlin open from chest to groin, making sure | had ahole big enough to get both handsin. This



was no time for keyhole surgery, and anyway, | was betting Merlin would be able to make al necessary
repairs once he had his

heart back. Therewas alot of blood, and sometimes | had to jump back to avoid a sudden jetting
gusher. | washed most of it out of the hole with wine, so | could at least see what | was doing. In the end,
| had to cut and tear the heart free from its position under the sternum, tugging and pulling with both
hands, while blood soaked both my hands up to the elbow, and Tommy said Oh God, Oh God, while he
held the other organs back out of my way.

Findly, | held Merlin's heart in my hands, agreat scarlet lump of muscle. It was bigger than I'd expected,
and gtill besting, gouting thick dark blood. | took it to the next table, and wrapped it carefully in acloth
covered in protective symbols, which Nimue had put together. She was il Sitting in her circle, mumbling
spellswith her eyes closed, so shewouldn't have to see what was happening. | went back to stand
beside Tommy, who was looking at the greet bloody hole we'd made and trembling violently. Thisredly
wasn't hiskind of case. | clapped him on the shoulder, but he didn't even look round. Merlin was il
bresthing steadily, till deeping, till living. I tried to push the Sdes of the wound together, over the mess
I'd made, but the hole was too big. Inthe end, | closed hisrobes over it.

"Isit done?"' said Suzie, from the doorway. "Have you finished?'

"Ohyes" | said. "l don't think | could do any more damageif | tried.”

"Dont worry," shesaid. "It getseasier, themoreyou do it."

| looked across at her sharply and decided not to ask. | didn't want to know. | pulled Tommy away
from the sorcerer, and we cleaned off our hands and arms as best we could with more wine. We couldn't
do anything about our blood-spattered clothes. We didn't have anything to change into. Hopefully Old
Father Time's glamour would hide the gore from others eyes. Tommy looked at me accusingly.

"|sthere anything you won't do, Taylor? Anyone whose

life you won't ruin, to get revenge on your mother for running off and abandoning you as a child?’

"That isn't what thisis about!"

"lantit?'

"No! Everything I've done here, and everything | will do, isdl about saving the Nightside, and the world!
If you'd seenwhat I've seen .."

"But we haven't. And you won't tell us about it. Why isthat, Taylor? What are you keeping from us?
Are we supposed to take your word and trust you?"

"Yes" | sad, holding hisangry gaze with mine.
"And why the hell should | do that?* said Tommy.

"Because heis John Taylor," said Suzie, coming over from the door, with her shotgun in her hands. "And
he has earned the right to be trusted.”

"Of course you'd support him,” Tommy said bitterly. "Y ou're hiswoman.”



Suzie stopped, then laughed briefly. "Oh, Tommy, you don't know anything, do you?'

And that was when the door dammed open behind her, and a huge blocky man in chain mail stormed
into the bar. He had that functiona compact musculature that comes from constant hard use and testing,
rather than working out, and hisragged chain mail and the lesther armour under it had the signs of long
use and hard wear. He had a square, blocky, amost brutal face, marked with scars that had healed
crookedly. Hismouth was aflat line, hiseyes cold and determined. In one hand he carried a huge mace
with avicious spiked head. 1'd never seen amore dangerous-looking manin my life.

He came griding straight across the bar towards us, kicking tables and chairs effortlessly out of hisway.
Suzie turned her shotgun on him, and Tommy and | moved quickly to stand on either sde of her, but the
newcomer didn't stop until he could see past usto Merlin. He took in the blood soaking the front of
Merlin'srobes and actualy

started to smile, only to stop as he redlised the sorcerer was il breathing.
"He'snot dead," he said, and his voice was like stone grating against stone.
"He'snot dead,” | agreed. "Who might you be?'

"l an Kae," hesaid. "Arthur's brother. Stepbrother only by blood, but he aways called me brother. We
fought great battles, shoulder to shoulder and back to back. Struck down evil wherever wefound it. Bled
for each other and saved each other's lives a dozen times. He was King, and carried the respongbilities
of the whole land on his shoulders, but he dways had time for me, and | knew there wasn't aday that
passed where he didn't think of me.

"I never trusted Merlin. Never trusted magic. | tried to warn Arthur, but he was aways blind to the
sorcerer's faults. And when Arthur needed him most, where was Merlin? Gone. Nowhere to be found. |
saw the bravest knightsin the land fall, brought down by jackas. | saw good men dragged down by
overwhelming forces. We fought for hours, ssamping back and forth through the blood-soaked mud, and
intheend ... nobody won. Arthur and the bastard Mordred died, at each other's hands. The proud
knights of Camelot arefalen or scattered. Theland istorn apart by civil war as scavengers fight over the
spails, and Merlin ... fill lives. How can that be right? How can there be any justice, while the traitor still
lives?| am Kae, Arthur's brother, and | will avenge his death.”

"Because Mordred isdead,” | said. "And you don't have anyone else.”
"Stand aside," said Kae.
"Not one step closer,” said Suzie, aiming the shotgun at hisface.

Kae sneered a her. "l am protected againgt all magics, and unnatural weapons," he said coldly. The
charm that brought me here will protect me from anything that might keep me from my rightful prey.”

"Thought you didn't believein magic,” | said, trying to buy sometimewhile | thought what to do.

Kae smiled briefly. "Needs must, when the devil drives. | will damn my soul, if that'swhat it takesto buy
me justice. Now stand aside or diewith him."

He stalked forward, raising his spiked mace, and Suzie gave him both barrelsright in theface. Or at



least, shetried to. The shotgun wouldn't work. Shetried again, uselesdy, and threw the gun asde asKae
loomed up before her. She whipped along knife from her other boot top, and dashed at his bare throat.
Kaeflinched back indinctively, and | hit him from the sde with my shoulder, hoping my speed and
impact would knock him off balance. Instead, he hardly moved an inch, and threw me aside with one
sweep of hismailed arm. | crashed into abunch of chairs and hit the ground hard. The impact knocked
all the breath out of me and hurt my head. | fought to get back onto my knees, while Suzie and K ae went
head to head with knife and mace, grunting and snarling at each other. He was bigger, but she was faster.

Tommy had grabbed up the cloth-wrapped heart, and was clutching it protectively to his chest, watching
the fight with wide, shocked eyes. The witch Nimue had left her chak circle and was bending over
Melin.

"Something'swrong!" she shouted. "Whatever charm Kae brought into thisroom, it'sinterfering with the
magic keeping him divel Y ou haveto get Kae out of here, or Merlinwill die!™

"I'm doing my best," Suzie snarled.

She bobbed and weaved as Kae swung his mace. The weapon must have weighed aton, but Kae
wielded it like atoy, the wind whistling through the vicious spikes on its head. Suzie ducked and jabbed
at himwith her long knife, but mostly the blade jarred harmlesdy off his chain mail. Kae had spent most
of hislife on one battlefield or another, and it showed in his every economical, murderous move.

But Suzie Shooter was a child of the Nightside, and her rage was every bit amatch for his. She went for
hisface and histhroat, his elbows and his groin, but ways his mace was there just in time to block her.
Suzie was abounty hunter, afighter, and a practised killer; but Kae was one of Arthur's knights,
bloodied in athousand wars and border skirmishes. He pressed her back, step by step, hisarm rising
and fdling with terrible force, remorsalessasamachine.

Somehow | got back onto my feet again and staggered over to Merlin'stable. Suzie could ook after
hersdlf. | had to see what was happening with Merlin. His breathing was ragged, and his colour wasn't
good. I'd hit my head on something, and it ached unmercifully. Blood was running thickly down my face.
| couldn't seem to think straight. Tommy was hovering hel plesdy a Nimue's side as she chanted spells
over Merlin. From the growing despair on her face, | gathered they weren't helping much. Tommy
grabbed my arm to get my attention, then redlised the sate | wasin and helped hold me up. Nimue
looked round frantically.

"Y ou've got to do something! Merlin'sdying! I'm having to use my own life force to keep him going!™

Tommy pushed his face close to mine, to make sure | heard him. "We have to put Merlin's defences
back into place!”

"Right," | said. "Of course. Just jam the heart back in, and his own magics should hedl him. Right. Come
on, give me the heart. He's no use to me dead.”

"It wouldn't work," said Nimue. Sheld given up on chanting and waving her hands, and was crouching
beside Merlin, holding one of hishandsin both of hers. "Kag's charm will prevent his defencesreturning
... You haveto get him out of here. I'm giving Merlin ... everything I've got; but | don't think it'sgoing to
enough. I'm only human ... and heisnt.”

"We haveto think of something, Taylor!" sadd Tommy, glaring into my face. "Taylor! John! Can you hear
me?'



Hiswords came to me, but from far away, as though we were both underwater. | put ahand to my
aching head, and it came away dick with blood. Whatever had hit mein that crash, it had redlly donea
job onme. | gazed stupidly at my bloody hand for amoment, then looked back at Suzie and Kae.

Kae swung his mace around in avicioudy fast sweep, but Suzie ducked under it and dammed her knife
deep into his side, the blade punching right through the chain mail and the leather armour beneath. Kae
roared with rage as much as pain, and his mace came sweeping back round impossibly fast. The spiked
sted head dammed into Suzie's face and ripped half of it away. She screamed, and fell backwards onto
thefloor. Kae grunted once, like asatisfied animal, and turned to look a Merlin, ignoring the knife hilt
protruding from hisside.

I moved forward to block hisway. Tommy wasn't afighter, and Nimue was busy. It had to be me. |
forced the pain and confusion out of my head for amoment, through sheer force of will, and tried to raise
my gift. If I could only find the charm Kae had brought with him ... but my head hurt too bad. | couldn't
concentrate, couldn't See. Kae was still coming, headed straight for me. | jammed my handsinto my coat
pockets, searching for something | could use againgt him.

And then Suzie reared up from the floor, with aterrible cry. Half her face was amask of blood, with
only an empty socket where her left eye had been, but till she came roaring up off that bloody floor like
the fighter shewas. She ripped the knife out of Kae's side, and he stopped in histracks, halted for a
moment by the sudden blaze of pain. And while he hesitated, Suzie jammed her long knife dl theway into
his unprotected groin. Her triumphant laughter drowned out his cry of pain. She yanked the knife out,

and thick dark blood coursed down both hislegs. He staggered, and dmost fell. She lashed out with the
knife, and dmost effortlessy cut open the wrist of the hand holding the mace. It fl to the floor asthe
feding left hisfingers, and he looked stupidly after it for amoment.

Suzie rose up onto her feet to give him thelagt, killing blow, and he roared like a bear and grabbed her
to him, crushing her againgt his chain-mail breast with huge, muscular arms. She cried out as her ribs
cracked audibly, then savagely head-butted Kae in the face. He roared again and dropped her. Suzie
grinned fiercely at him through the bloody mask of her face, and went for him with her knife. And Kae
grabbed aflaring torch fromitsiron wall holder and thrust it right into her ravaged face.

Therewas smoke, and spitting fat, and the stench of burning meat, but she didn't scream. Shefell, but
shedidn't scream.

| screamed. And while they were both distracted, | surged forward, grabbed up the stedl mace from the
floor, and hit Kae across the head with dl the strength | had. The force of the blow whipped his head
round, and blood flew acrossthe air, but hedidn't fall. I hit him again, and again, and again, putting al my
rage and horror and guilt into every blow, and finaly hefdl, measuring hislength on the bloody floor like
adaughtered sacrificia beast. | dropped the mace, and went over to knedl beside Suzie, and take her in
my ams.

She clung to me like she was drowning, burying her ruined bloody face in my shoulder. | held on to her,
and dl | could say was|'m sorry, I'm so sorry, over and over again. After awhile she pushed me away,
and | let go of her immediately. It was hard for Suzieto et anyone touch her, even afriend. Even then.
Poor little broken bird. | made myself ook at what remained of her face. The wholeleft Sdewasgone, a
ragged torn-up mess only held together by charred and blackened flesh. And then, as| watched, the

terrible wounds began to hedl. The torn flesh crawled together, dowly closing over and drawing itself



together into old scar tissue. Even the empty eye-socket closed, the lids sealed together. Until at the end
it wasthe awful, familiar, disfigured face I'd seen once before-on the Suzie Shooter from the future.

| had brought Suzie here, to this place and time, and made that face, that Suzie possible.

She smiled a me, but only haf her mouth moved. She gingerly touched at the scarred haf of her face
with her fingertips, then took her hand away again. "Don't look so shocked, Taylor. Y ou put werewolf
blood into me to save my life, remember, back during the angel war? The blood wasn't strong enough or
pure enough to make meinto awere, but it did give me one hell of ahedling factor. Very useful, inthe
bounty-hunting business. My face... will never bethe same again, | know that. My hedling factor hasvery
definite limits. But | can livewith this. It'snot like | ever cared about looking pretty ... John? What'sthe
metter, John?'

| couldn't tell her. I lurched to my feet and looked around for the mace I'd discarded. Kae ... It was dll
Kagsfault. He had barged in and ruined everything ... everything. Suzie knew mewell enough to see
which way my thoughts were going, and she hauled hersalf to her feet to stand before me.

"No, John. You can't kill him."

"Watch me."

"Y ou cant, John. Because Arthur wouldn't want you to. And because you're not akiller. Like me."
And becauseinthe end | sill hoped she wasright about that, | turned away from Kae's unconscious

body, and together Suzie and | moved dowly and carefully back across the bar to Merlin'stable. Tommy
was il there, holding the witch Nimue in hisarms, hisface set and cold. It was
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obvious Nimue wasn't bresthing. Dead, her face looked more like achild's than ever.

"She died keeping Merlin dive with her own life energy,” said Tommy. Helooked only a me, hisgaze
openly accusing. " She gave her life for him, her present and dl her future; and it till wasn't enough. He's
dead, too, if you care. And dl because of us."

"We never meant for any of thisto happen,” said Suzie.

Tommy looked at her briefly, taking in her scarred face, but his cold gaze returned almost immediately to
me. "And that makesit al right, doesit?"

"No," | said. "But what's done, is done. We can't help them, but we can till help ourselves. We don't
need Merlin; we still have hisheart." | leaned over the wrapped bundle on the table and pulled back the
cloth to show that the heart was till dowly begting, even though there was no blood left init. "Merlin put
enough of his power into hisheart that it sill continues, fill holds alarge portion of his magic. We can tap
into that magic and useit to send us further back into the Past."

Tommy put Nimueto one side, arranging her tenderly in achair like adeegping child, then he stood up to
face me. "Did you know thisal aong, Taylor? Did you plan for this?'

"No," | sad. "l Saw it with my gift, when | sudied his defences.”



"Why should | believeyou?' said Tommy, and Suzie stirred a my side, picking up on the anger burning
intheman.

"I've never lied to you, Tommy," | said carefully. "I'm sorry about Nimue, and even about Mexlin, but |
cameinto the Past to stop Lilith, and that's what 1'm going to do."

"Whatever it takes? No matter who gets hurt?'
"l don't know," | said. "Maybe."
"If we take the heart with us, further back into the Past,

no wonder no-one could ever find it," said Suzie. "They were dways|ooking in the wrong place, the
wrong time."

"Well take Nimue's body adong with us," | said. "Dump it somewherein the Past. So that when Merlin
returns from the dead, hell never have to know that Nimue died trying to save him."

"Y ou pick the strangest waysto be thoughtful, Taylor," said Suzie.

"If you wereto put the heart back,” Tommy said dowly, "therésared chancethe magic stored in the
heart would be enough to bring him back.”

"Wedon't know that," | said. "And we need the magic in the heart..."

"Wecan't let himdiel” Tommy sadfiercdy. "Not if there's even the smdlest chance of saving him!
Otherwise, we're as good askilling him ourselves™

"Think it through,” | said. "If it doesn't work, we waste the magic, and we're stranded here. And if
Merlin should wake up, and discover what we persuaded Nimue to do, and that she died as aresult of
it... hed kill usal. Sowly and hideoudy painfully. Thisis Merlin Satangpawn we're talking about.”

"So we do nothing?' said Tommy. There was adangerous cold light in hiseyes.

"Yes" | said. "Hedies here, without his heart, aswe know he did, and helll be buried in the cellars under
the bar. That'sapart of our Past, our Present, our time-line. We just helped to bring about what we

know happened anyway."

"Y ou cold-hearted son of abitch." Tommy was o angry hisface had logt al its colour, and his hands
were clenched into fists at hissdes. "Just how far will you go, to get your precious revenge?’

| didn't look at Suzie. At her familiar, disfigured face. "1 only do what | haveto do,” | said, keeping my
voice as calm and reasonable as | could. "Let's get out of here, before Kae

wakes up. | don't think you can stop awarrior like that for long just by hitting him over the head.”

"No," said Tommy, till looking a me, and his eyes were cold, so cold. | don't think 1'd ever seen him so
angry. "This stops here, Taylor. Y ou've done enough damage on your insane quest. Suzie'sface. Nimue's
death. Merlin ... dl for your petty, vindictive vendetta. To hell with Lilith, and to hell with you, too, you
lying sack of shit. Y ou'd sacrifice anyone and anything, just to get back at your mother. | don't seewhy

... After dl, you've made yoursdlf into just as vicious and cold-hearted amonster as her. You're every



inch your mother's son.”
"Dont," | sad. "Don't say that, Tommy."

"It'snot true," said Suzie. "Don't do this, Tommy. Taylor knowswhat he's doing. He always knows what
he'sdoing.”

It was like ahand clenched around my heart then, squeezing it painfully, to hear her trust and faithin me,
even after... everything that had happened. | wasn't worthy of trust like that. | would have said something,
but | couldn't get my bresath.

"Ohyes" said Tommy. "I think he knowswhat hesdoing, dl right. | Smply don't trust his motives any
more."

"I never meant for anyoneto get hurt,” | said findly. "I don't want anyoneto get hurt. I've seen the future
that's coming, if Lilith isn't stopped. | ill have nightmares ... And | am ready to die, to prevent it. But... |
don't have theright to ask that of anyone else. What do you think we should do, Tommy?"

"l say we put Merlin's heart back,” Tommy said stubbornly. "It could work. We save hislife, and I'll use
my gift to talk him out of killing us. Y ou know how persuasive | can be. With his heart back and his
power restored, hell be ableto repair Suzie's face and bring Nimue back from the dead. Don't ook at
melikethat! ThisisMerlin; hecould doiit! I know he could. And then, with the right guidance

and advice, hewill restore the glory that is Camelot and make a better world, a better future!™

"Oh Jesus, are we back to that?' said Suzie. "Tommy, weve been through this. We daren't change the
Past, because of what it could do to our Present. And there's no telling what kind of afuture you and a
haf-mad Merlin might bring about anyway."

"Lilith ill hasto be stopped,” | said.

"Why?' said Tommy. "Because of what she might do? Don't worry; Merlin will handle her.”

"Merlin Satangpawn?' | said. "The Devil's only begotten son? For al we know, held help her."

"l canusemy gift..."

"Agang Merlin?'

"You'reLilith'sonly son," said Tommy. "Y ou'd | et the dream of Camelot die, just to further your own
ambitions. | seeright through you, Taylor. And I'll seeyou diefirgt!”

Heraised hisgift, but | was aready raisng mine, and the whole bar shook as our powers manifested and
clashed head-on. | used my gift to try and find his weaknesses, and he used histo try and reinforce a
redlity where| never reached the sixth century. My gift dealt with certainties, hiswith probabilities, and
neither was redlly strong enough to overcome the other. We both put al our strength into this clash of
wills, and redlity itsdlf became hazy and uncertain around us, until it seemed the whole bar might unrave,
leaving usthe only fixed and red thingsin theworld.

There was no tdlling where that insane and dangerous struggle might have goneif Suzie hadn't put astop
to it by smply hitting Tommy round the back of the head with the butt of her shotgun. He cried out and



fdll to hisknees, hisgift snapping off asthe pain in his head kept him from concentrating. He il tried to
come up off hiskneesfighting, and Suzie cdmly and dispassonately beet the shit out of him. Hefinaly
collgpsed into unconsciousness, and | used my gift to find Old Father Time's touch on him and remove

it. Tommy disappeared immediately, swept back to our Present.

(And that was when | finally remembered when I'd seen Tommy Oblivion before. Hed appeared out of
nowherein Strangefellows, during the Nightingae case, some months previoudly. Hed been badly
beaten, and yelled threats at me before he was thrown out. Now | knew why. HEd obvioudy arrived
back in the Nightside before he left. Still, it did beg the question of why, if Tommy knew what was going
to happen on thistrip, he didn't search out hisyounger sdlf, and inform him... Unless something happened
to the older Tommy to prevent it... That'swhy | hate Timetravel. Just thinking about it makes your head
hurt.)

| sat down in achair while Suzie checked my head wound, then cleaned the blood off my face. | sat
looking a Merlin's heart on the table before me, planning what | was going to do next. Even after
everything that had happened, | was still determined to press on. | had to succeed in my mission to justify
al the suffering and damage I'd caused.

"If nothing else" said Suzie, "we have discovered the answer to one of the greast mysteries of the
Nightsde-who stole Merlin's heart? We did. Who would have thought it... Caniit redlly take usfurther
back into the Pagt?*

She was spesking calmly and professiondly, so | did the same. "I don't see why not. The power's
definitely there; | haveto tapintoit and guideit.”

"And you're not worried about your Enemies locating you here?!

"| think they would have by now if they weregoing to,” | said.

| took the heart in my hand and made mysdlf look at Suzie's ruined face without flinching. I'd done that
to her. | had to stop Lilith, or dl Suzie's pain had been for nothing. | looked sowly round the bar, taking
inall the damage I'd done, without meaning to. | had to wonder if perhapsit was my own implacable
stubbornnessthat was forging the

very series of causd linksthat would bring about the dead future.

Who caused this ? | asked the future Razor Eddie, ashelay dying in my arms. Y ou did, he said. How
do | stopit?| asked him. Kill yoursdlf, he said.

I'd promised him | would die rather than let that future happen. I'd promised Suzie back during the angel
war that | would never let her be hurt again. I'd failed her. She didn't blame me, but | did. Shewould
forgiveme, but I never would. Perhaps ... the only way to stop the awful future wasto kill mysdf, now,
beforeit wastoo late ...

No. | could till stop Lilith. I was the only one who could stop her.

So | nodded to Suzie to pick up Nimue's body, while | raised my gift and tapped the power of Merlin's
heart, and we went hurtling back through Time again.
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When in Rome

Wearived. | looked around. | looked at Suzie. "Hold me back, Suzie, or | am going to kill absolutely
everything that moves.™"

"Hold yourself back," Suzie said camly. ™Y ou know very well | don't do the restraint thing. It's bad for
my reputation.”

"l don't believethid" | said, actualy stamping my foot in frustration. "We're ill only part of the way
back!"

"Atleadt it doesn't smdl so bad thistime," said Suzie, judicioudy. "l find alittle horse shit in the Street
goesahdl of along way."

"I could spit soot,” | said.

Wed regppeared in the middle of alarge open square, under the star-speckled sky and huge full moon
of the Nightsde. The buildings enclosing the square were low

and squat, sone and marble, with the unmistakable classic touches of Roman architecture. Menin
wraparound togas looked at us curioudy, then went on their way, as though strange peopl e appearing
suddenly out of nowhere happened dl thetime. Maybeit did, in this Nightside.

"Firgt or second century,” said Suzie, showing off her knowledge again. " The Romans built Londinium
over the River Thames, and were the first human society to colonize the dready existing Nightsde.
Outsde, Rome rules Britain, after Julius Caesar led a successful invasionin 55 B.C. It was actudly his
third attempt; the extremely savage Britonsthrew his armies back into the seatwice. And the defensive
tactics used by the Druidic priests shocked even the hardened Roman Legionnaires. So Rome now rules,
with aniron fist. They brought law, roads, davery, and crucifixion. Y ou're not into history, areyou,
Taylor? Taylor?'

My teeth were clenched so tight my jaws ached. I'd tried to play it light, but my heart wasn'tinit. |
couldn't believe weld fallen short again. We were il at least ahundred years short of the Nightside's
creation, maybe more, and with no means of going any further. Everything I'd done, al the hard and
ruthless things I'd done, dl the hurt and death I'd caused ... had al been for nothing. | looked down at
Merlin'sheart, in my hand. It no longer best or pulsed. It wasjust adark red lump of muscle, al itsmagic
used up. Which meant we were stranded. | threw the heart onto the ground, and stamped on it, but it
was aready too hard and leathery to crush properly. | sighed. | didn't have the energy |eft to throw a
proper tantrum. Too tired to be angry, too bitter to be mad. Suzie sensed the pain in me and comforted
mein the only way she could, by standing close beside me and reassuring me with her cold, calm
presence. | could remember atime when it used to be the other way round. We'd both come along way
from who we used to be, Suzieand 1.

"Hey, you!" said aloud, harsh, and not at dl friendly
voice. "Stand right where you are, and don't even think about going for awesgpon!™
"Ohgood," | said. "A digtraction."

"l pity thefools" said Suzie.



We looked around. The peoplein the square were scattering, in adignified and civilised way, asagroup
of Roman Legionnaires headed straight for us. They wore the armoured outfits familiar from filmand
televison, though these outfits looked rough and dirty and hard-used, much like the men who wore them.
They were short and stocky, with brutal faces and eyesthat had seen everything before. Typical city
cops. They stamped towards us, short-swords in their hands, and quickly fanned out to form asemicircle
facing and containing us. Suzie dready had her shotgun out, held lazily in her hands. She glanced at me,
and | shook my head dightly. Best not to start any trouble we didn't have to, until we had a better grasp
on locd conditions. Suzie had been carrying Nimue's body draped over one shoulder, but at the
Legionnaires approach she dumped it on the ground, to be free for any necessary action. The
Legionnaires |ooked at the body, then at us.

"Tdl, aren't they?' said aquiet voice from among them.

"When | want your opinion, Marcus, I'll beat it out of you," growled the leader. He gave us his best
intimidating stare, not &t al bothered that he had to incline his head right back to doit. "I'm Tavius, leader
of the Watch. Areyou a Citizen?'

"Almog certainly not,” | said. "We're only passing through. Hopefully. I'm John Taylor, and thisis Suzie
Shooter. Don't upset her.”

"You spesk Létin likeaCitizen," said Tavius. "'l supposeit's possible you have legitimate business here.
Who'sthe iff?"

"No-one you'd know," | said.
"l dentity paperd”
| checked my coat pockets, in case Old Father Time

might have supplied some, but gpparently there were limitsto hishelp. | shrugged, and smiled easly a
the head of the Watch.

"Sorry. No papers. Would abribe do?'

"Wdl..."

"Shut up, Marcud" said Tavius. He gave me hisfull atention, turning his glare up another notch. "We
have been given the task of maintaining order in this unnatural shit-hole, and we only accept tributes from
legitimate Citizens. Now, | see adead body, and | see blood dl over the pair of you. I'm sure you're
about to tell me there's a perfectly reasonable explanation for dl this..."

"Actualy, no," | said. "I've got an unnatural explanation, but frankly, life'stoo short. Why don't you take
our word for it that thislady and | are very powerful, very dangerous, and extremely pissed off by recent
events; so unlessyou want this lady and meto turn the whole lot of you into dog food ..."

"Ohhdll," said Tavius. "Youre magicd?"'

"Told you we should have paid the extrainsurance, for full godly cover.”

"I won't tell you again, Marcus! Now bring me the bloody lit."



The smalest of the Legionnaires hurried forward, handed his leader arolled scroll, gave me aquick
shifty smile, and dropped awink to Suzie. Then he retrested swiftly back into the ranks. Tavius opened

the scroll and studied it carefully.
"So, are you gods, walking in disguise?'
"Definitely not," | said. "And don't believe anyone who tdllsyou otherwise. They'rejust guessing.”

Tavius conddered that for amoment, and then moved on to the next question on his checklist. "Are you
aPower, aForce, or aBeing?'

"Not assuch,”" | said.
"Areyou amagician, sorcerer, raiser of spirits, or soothsayer?”

"Theresalot of debate about that,” | said, "but | prefer not to comment. However, it would be fair to
say that thislady and | are dangerousin awhole bunch of unnatura and unpleasant ways."

"l can st light to my farts" Suzie volunteered.
"Don't gothere," | said quickly to Tavius.

He blinked afew times, then looked back &t his checklist. "Weve dready established you're not
Citizens, 0 ... which gods protect you?"

"Absolutdly none, asfar as| cantell,” said Suzie.

"And | think we can safely assume I'm not going to find your barbarian names on the approved list," said
Tavius, rolling up hisscroll with acertain satisfaction. "Which meansyou'refair game. All right, boys,
arrest them. Well sort out some chargeslater.”

"They said they were dangerous. Powerful and dangerous.”
"Gods, you're awimp, Marcus. How you ever got into the Legion isamystery to me.”

"They'retdl enough to be dangerous.”

"L ook, if they had any magic worth the mentioning, they would have used it by now, wouldn't they?
Now arrest them, or ther€lll be no honey with your dinner tonight.”

"What the hell," | said. "I've been having aredly rotten time, and | could use someone to take out my
fedingson.”

And | punched Taviusright between his beady little eyes. His head snapped back, and he staggered
backwards two or three paces, but he didn't go down. Either they built them redlly tough in the Legion,
or | waslosing my touch. Taviusraised his short-sword and started towards me. | caught his gaze with
mine, and he stopped short as though held run into abrick wall. | kept the stare going, and his face went

blank, the short-sword dipping from his

hand asthe fingers dowly opened. | hit him again, and thistime he went down and stayed down. Which



wasjust aswdll. It fdt like I'd broken every bone in my hand.

Therest of the Legionnaireswere dready advancing on us, hoping to overwhelm uswith numbers. Suzie
shot four of them in swift succession, working the pump on her shotgun with practised speed. Theloud
noise, the flying blood, and the terrible wounds scattered the L egionnaires like startled birds, and |
thought they might run, but their training quickly reasserted itself. Y ou don't choose the faint-hearted to
act asthe Watch in the Nightside. They spread out to make harder targets, then advanced on Suzie and
me, sandalled feet stamping in perfect unison. | fell back on my standard response, which wasto use the
taking-bullets-out-of-gunstrick. | wasn't actualy sure what effect it would have, and so was pleasantly
surprised when dl the Legionnaires wegpons, armour, and clothing disappeared, leaving them utterly
unarmed, and stark bollock naked. They looked down at themselves, then at us, and they turned as one
and ran. There were limitsto what even trained soldiers were prepared to face. Suzie started to raise her
shotgun, but | shook my head, and she lowered it again. She looked at the departing bare arses and
shook her head.

"Getting mean, Taylor."

"Everything | know, | learned fromyou," | said generoudy.

She considered me thoughtfully for amoment. "I'm never sure what you can or can't do.”
| grinned. "That'sthe point.”

We watched the departing L egionnaires leave the square at speed, probably on the way to tell on usto
their superiors. Some of the people had wandered back into the square. They looked at Suzie, then at
me, very disapprovingly. | glared right back at them, and they al remembered they had urgent
gppointments somewhere else.

"Feding better?' said Suzie.
"Youhavenoideg," | said.

| took agood look at our surroundings. The stone buildings were basic and blocky, prettied up with
columns, porticoes, and bas-reliefs. Most of the latter featured gods, monsters, and people doing naughty
things with each other. The centre of the square was taken up with awhole bunch of oversized statues,
featuring either the local gods and goddesses or idedised men and women, most of them naked, dl of
them very brightly painted. | expressed some surprise at this, and Suzie immediately went into lecture
mode again. | could remember when she hardly said adozen words at atime. A little educationisa
terriblething.

"All classical gatueswere painted, and repainted regularly. The Romans adopted the practice from the
ancient Greeks, dong with everything el se that wasn't nailed down. Even their gods, though they at least
had the grace to rename them. We're used to seeing the statues in museums, old and cracked and bare
stone and marble, because that's al that survived." She stopped abruptly. "Taylor, you're looking at me

drangely again.”
"I'mimpressed,” | said. "Honest."

"L ook, | got the History Channel for free, okay? | subscribed to the Guns & Ammo Channel, and
History was part of the package.”



"Cabletdevison hasalot to answer for."

| went back to looking at the buildings, and | dowly redised they were al temples of onekind or
another. Most were dedicated to thelocal Roman gods, of which there were quite afew, including Julius
Caesar and Augustus Caesar, complete with idealised busts showing off their noble features.

"After dulius, dl the Roman Emperors were declared gods when they died,” said Suzie. "And sometimes
even during their lifetimes. Good way to keep the colonized nationsin line, by telling them their Emperor
wasagod."

"Actudly, | knew that," | said. "l watched I, Claudius.
And the Penthouse Cadigula But only because Helen Mir-renwasiniit."

Other temples were dedicated to Dagon, the Serpent, the Serpent's Son, Cthulhu, severa of the old
Greek gods, half adozen names| vaguely remembered from the Street of the Gods, and awhole bunch
I'd never even heard of. And, one temple dedicated to Lilith. | considered that for awhile, but it seemed
no more or lessimportant than any of the others.

"Therearen't any Chrigtian temples,” | said suddenly.
"Too early yet," said Suzie. "Though there are probably some underground, unofficia places.”

| turned my attention to the people, and others, passing through the square. Lessthan half werein any
way human. There were eves, moving slently together with mathematical precison, holding strange
groupings and patterns asintricate as asnowflake, and asdien. Lizardly humanoids did quickly through
the darker parts of the square, unnaturaly graceful, their scaled skin gleaming bottle-green under the
occasiond lamplight. Large squat creatures, composed entirely of heaving, multi-coloured gasses,
progressed dowly and jerkily, their shgpes changing and convulsing from moment to moment. Liquid
formsastal as houses splashed across the square, leaving sticky trails behind them. Earthy shapes
crumbled asthey stamped aong, and living flames flashed and flickered, come and gone too quickly for
the human eyeto follow. In these early days of the Nightsde, humanity was the minority, and formsand
forceslong since lost and banished to the Street of the Gods walked openly.

Two burly giants, great heaving monstrosities draped in flapping furs, lurched forward from opposite
sdes of the square. So tall they towered over the biggest of the temples, the ground shook under the
impact of their every footstep. They cried out to each other in voices like the thunder, or the crash of
rock on rock, and there was nothing human in the

sound. They dammed together in the middle of the square, kicking aside the statues of gods and heroes,
and had at each other with massive dedge-hammers.

There were humansin the square; but they mostly kept to the sides, out of the way, and gave dl the
others plenty of room. There were rough Cedltic types, squat vicious men in wolf furs, with blue woad on
their faces and clay packed in their hair. They carried swords and axes, and growled at anyone who
cametoo close. There were Romans and Greeks and Persians, al of them moving in armed groups, for
safety's sake. Some had the look of sorcerers, and some were quite clearly mad. And finaly, aheavy
stone golem came striding purpossfully through the crowds, the word Emeth glowing fiercely onits
forehead, above the rudimentary carved features.

Thisearly Nightsde was astrange, whimsica, dangerous place. And | felt right at home.



"S0," said Suzie, her voice remarkably casud under the circumstances, "did Lilith want us here, or did
Merlin's heart smply run out of power too soon?”

"Beatsme," | said. "But it wouldn't surpriseme at dl if Mother dear was till interfering, for her own
inscrutable reasons. Either she'still trying to keep us away from witnessing the Nightside's true
beginnings, or there's something here she wants meto see. A situation further complicated by the fact that
Lilith is probably actually here, somewhere. Her earlier sdif, that is. She might not have been banished
yet. We're going to have to watch oursalves, Suzie. We can't afford to attract her attention.”

"Why not?" said Suzie. "This Lilith wouldn't know who you are.”

"] think ... she'd only haveto look at me, to know," | said. "And then sheld ask questions.... If shewere
to find out about her being banished to Limbo, you can bet she'd take stepsto stop it, and our Present
redly would be screwed.”

"What do we do with the witch's body?" said Suzie. When in doubt she always retreated to the
immediate practica problems.

| looked around and spotted what |ooked like amunicipal dump in one corner of the square. It wasa
large dump, piled high, and surrounded by flies and dogs and other things. | pointed it out to Suzie, and
she nodded. She bent down and sung Nimue's body casually over one shoulder again, and | retrieved
Merlin's heart from where I'd thrown it. The dark muscle was aready decaying into mush. We dumped
both the heart and the body on the pile of accumulated refuse. Thick clouds of flies sprang up around us,
buzzing angrily a being disturbed. Up close the smell was dmost overpowering. In and among the city's
piled-up garbage there were quite afew other bodies, in varying stages of decay. Some were human,
some very definitely werentt, and there were a surprisingly large number of dead dogs and wolves. Small
furry and scuttling things moved over and through the pile, feasting on the tastiest bits.

"No-onewill notice one more body," said Suzie, satisfied. "'l guessonly Citizens get buried in thisage.”
| nodded, staring a Nimue. The crooked arms, the bent-back head, the staring empty eyes. "Shedied
because of me" | said. "Just akid, with abit of ambition and an eye to the main chance. Who redly did
love her old sugar daddy, at the end. Dead and gone now, because | talked her into helping us.”

"You can't savethem dl,” said Suzie.

"l didn't eventry,” | said. "l wastoo wrapped up in my own concerns. | used her... to get what |
wanted. | don't think | much like the man I'm becoming, Suzie."

Suzie sniffed. Sheld never had much time for sentiment, with good reason. "What do we do now?" she
sad briskly.

"We need information,” | said, glad of an excuse to push aside my conscience and concentrate on the
here and now.

"There must be someone, or more probably Something, in this Nightside with enough power to send us
further back in Time, to where and when we need to be. There must be."

Suzie shrugged. "Can't say | know of any, off-hand. Most of the Powers we know haven't even been
born or created yet." She looked around at the various temples. "I suppose we could always pray to the



gods. The Roman gods were quite keen in interfering in human affairs.”

"l don't think | want to attract their attention either,” | said. "They'd be bound to ask questions, and the
answerswould only upset them.”

"We have to go to the Londinium Club," Suzie said abruptly.
"Why?' | said.

"Because the Doorman in the sixth century remembered that we did. So whatever it iswe do, when we
mest him, it must make one hell of afirst impression.”

| scowled. "I hate that kind of circular thinking. | say we break the circle, so that nothing is certain any
more. | don't haveto go to the Club, if I don't want to. | say we go straight to the oldest bar in the world,
whatever it'scdled in this period, and make our enquiriesthere.”

"We could do that," said Suzie. "Only, how are we going to find it, when we don't know its name, or
whereit'slocated? | takeit you don't fed like using your gift..."

"No, | bloody don't. The Lilith of thistime would dmost certainly notice..." | ood and thought for a
time, while Suzie waited patiently. She'sdways had greet faith in my ability to think my way out of any
problem. "We need directions” | finally decided.

"Soundslikeaplan,” said Suzie. "Want me to start grabbing people at random, and stick my shotgun up
thelr noses?'

"Therésan easier way," | said. | knelt beside the unconscious Roman Legionnaire I'd decked earlier and
brought him back to consciousness by only somewhat brutal

methods. | helped him sit up, while he groaned and cursed, then smiled at him encouragingly. "We need
directions, Tavius. You tell us how to find the oldest bar in the world, and welll go away and leave you,
and you'll never have to see us again. Won' that be nice?"

"The oldest bar?' the Legionnaire said sullenly. "Which one? | can think of severd that could make that
clam. Don't you have anamefor it?"

| Sighed, and looked at Suzie. "l supposeit hasn't been around long enough to establish its reputation
yet."

"Then we go to the Londinium Club?'
"Lookslikeit. You do know wherethat is, right, Legionnaire?'

"Of course. But it'sonly for Citizens. Strictly Members only, and protected by the whole Roman
pantheon. Theres no way the likes of you will ever get to seetheinsdesof it."

| punched him out again, and then spent awhile walking round in smdl circles, nursing my wounded
hand and swearing alot. Theré'sareason why | try to avoid brawls, which isthat I'm redly crap at them.
Suzie very wisdy had nothing to say.

We st off through the Nightside, following Taviussdirections. Thefirst thing | noticed wasthat the air



was cleaner and clearer in Roman times. | could see the Nightside sky clearly, without a hint of smoke or
smog. And then something redlly big flew across the face of the oversized moon, actually blocking it out
completely for amoment. | stopped and watched, genuinely impressed. Every now and again | needed
reminding that thiswasn't the Nightside | knew. They did things differently here. Even more than the sixth
century, thiswas a dangerous time, where Powers and Forces walked freely and unopposed, and
humanity was a barely tolerated newcomer.

The only light came from torches and ail-lamps, firmly bolted to every suitable structure, but there il
wasn't enough of it. The shadows were very deep and very dark, and many things seemed to prefer
them. Crowds of people and others bustled back and forth through the narrow streets and aleyways,
intent on their own business, and there was hardly any distinction between the street traffic and the
pedestrians. Thetraffic itself was dow and Satdly; some wagons, some horses (with davesfollowing
aong behind to clean up after them), and what were clearly upper-class people, being carried around on
reclining couches by what | thought at first were daves, but from their dead faces and staring eyeswere
quite definitely zombies.

"You'rethe expert,” | said to Suzie. "What are those couch things called?’
"Pdanquins” shesaid immediatdly. "'l thought you said you watched |, Claudiug!”
"l watched it, but | didn't take notes. Did you spot the zombies?!

"Of course. They're caled liches, in this period. Maybe there's a shortage of good daves, or maybethe
daves got too uppity. You don't get back talk from the dead.”

Taviussdirections had been extremely explicit, so much so I'd had to write them down. (Tavius had
been redly impressed by my ballpoint pen.) They did seem to involve an awful lot of going back and
forth and around and around, often for no obvious point or reason. In fact, it was taking us agesto get
anywhere, and | was getting really fed up with having to plough through the unrespecting crowds. So
when | saw the opportunity for an obvious short cut, | took it. | strode down a perfectly ordinary-looking
street, got almost to the end, then was suddenly right back where I'd started from. | stopped and looked
around me. Suzie looked at me patiently, while | considered the matter. She wasn't

above saying / told you o, preferring to saveit for those redly irritating moments, but | don't think she
trusted my mood, right then.

"l get thefeding,” | sad findly, "that space in this new Nightside hasn't properly settled down yet.
Directions can be arbitrary, and space can actualy fold back upon itsdlf. I've heard old stories about that,
but it hasn't happened in our Nightside for ages. The Authorities tend to keep such things constant
becauseit's good for business. So... | guesswed better stick to Taviuss directions exactly, from now
on.

"l would," said Suzie.

"You're dying to say / told you so, aren't you?"

"l wouldn't dare."

We pressed on, following the directions exactly, but we hadn't been walking for ten minutes before we

walked right into atrap. We were strolling through a suspicioudy deserted square when it suddenly
disappeared, and we were Somewhere ése. The change hit uslike ablow. Theair was vicioudy hot and



sticky, and smelled of spoiled mesat. The light was dark purple, and when | looked up, | saw abig red
suninasickly pink sky. And al around us was ajungle made of flesh and blood. It stretched away for
miles, trees and bush and hanging lianas, and dl of it made of mest. All of it moving, dowly, asit reacted
to our sudden presence. Suzie already had her shotgun out and was looking for atarget.

"IsitaTimedip?' shesaid, her voice cam and controlled as aways.

"Could be," I said, trying for the same tone. " Some extreme dternative time-line, past or future or... that
bloody Taviusl He ddliberately didn't tell us, hoping wed walk right into it!"

"Ugly bloody place," said Suzie, and | had to agree.
Wewere standing inasmal clearing, in ajungle made

of meat. The huge trees were red and purple, and the large leathery |eaves had bones in them. Some of
the trees were clearly pregnant, with bulging, distended boles, patterned with dark veins. All the plants
were flesh and blood, their pink skins sweating in the furnace heat. The stench of decaying flesh cameto
me from every direction, carried on the shifting breezes, thick and nasty, leaving an indescribable taste in
my mouth. There were flowers, too, greet pul py growths like Technicolor cancers, and here and there
roses red as blood stood tal on thorny spines, the crimson petal s surrounding mouths stuffed with needle
teeth. Therosesdl turned their headsin our direction, orientating on Suzie and me, and harsh, hissng
noises emanated from the roses mouths. They were talking to each other.

And beyond and undernegath the heavy layers of jungle growth, | could barely make out the blurred
forms of ancient, ruined buildings. Old, very old structures, long abandoned by whoever or whatever built
them. Thiswas aworld where evolution had taken avery different turn. Nature, red in tooth and claw,
replaced by nature red in vine and thorn.

It was an dien landscape, like adifferent planet, and Suzieand | didn't belong there. | felt... horribly
aone. Already some of the meet plants were turning owly in our direction, and the roses were hissng
angrily a each other. Plants like lumps of spoiled liver tore their pink roots out of the dark ground and
lurched towards us. Thorned tendrils opened out around them, like some vicious grasping umbrella.
Sticky mouths opened in the dark-veined plants. Suzie opened up with her shotgun, fanning it back and
forth, and the plants before and around us exploded in gobbets of bloody flesh. A high, keening rose on
the air, inhumanly grating, as though the whole jungle was crying out in pain and outrage. A quick glance
around showed the jungle pressing in from every direction. Even the grest trees

were leaning towards and over us. Suzie kept up asteady rate of fire, the noise deafening at close range,
but she wasn't even dowing the advance down. The fleshy plants soaked up the punishment and kept
coming. Suzie realised she was only wasting ammunition and grabbed for one of the grenades on her belt.

| decided it wastimeto step in, before things really got out of hand. | grabbed the nearest rose and
yanked it out of the dark ground. It squedled like apig pulled avay from itstrough, thrashing its thorny
spine about and trying to twist it around my wrist and arm. | held the rose firmly below the flower, took
my monogrammed slver lighter out of my coat pocket, and flicked on the flame. The other roses cried
out in unison, and thejungle grew very ill. | held the flame close to the rose, and the petal's shrank away
fromit.

"All right," | said. "Back off, or therose getsit.”

There was a pause, then the whole of the meat jungle fell back perceptibly. They might not understand



my words, but they knew what | meant. | looked at Suzie and jerked my head backwards. She checked
that the way behind uswas clear and nodded. And dowly, step by step, we moved back along the path
that had brought usinto thisawful world. The jungle watched us go, the fleshy leaves quivering with rage.
The rose writhed violently in my grasp, fighting to break free, sngpping a me with its nasty teeth. And
then, suddenly, the purple glare snapped off, replaced by the soothing gloom of the Nightsde. We'd
retreated back across the border of the Timedip. Theroselet out ahowl of anguish, until | dapped it
round the petals and shut it up. | stuffed the rose into my coat pocket, and it grew ill. | wasn't worried
about the rose trying to escape; my coat can look after itself. | took several deep breaths, trying to clear
the stench of spoiled meat out of my head.

"Redlly ugly place" said Suzie, cam and unruffled as always. She put away her shotgun and looked at
me. "How did you figure out the roses were so important?

"Easy," | sad. "They werethe only onesthat had alanguage.”
"Let'sgo to the Londinium Club," said Suzie. "And face dangers| can understand.”

Wefollowed Taviussdirections exactly, suspicious al thetimefor further pitfals, but soon enough we
came safely to the Londinium Club. The exterior looked the same as aways, only much cleaner. The
stone exterior was spotless, gleaming brightly under many lanterns, and the erotic bas-reliefs showed off
details so powerful they practicdly leapt off the wal and mugged you. And there, standing at the stop of
the steps and guarding the entrance, was the Doorman. He redlly was as old as everyone said he was.
Thistime, he wore asmple white tunic, his muscular asms folded firmly across his broad chest. He took
onelook a Suzie and me, in our battered and blood-stained clothes, and actualy came all the way down
the stepsto block our way more thoroughly. Since reason and kind words were clearly not an option, |
reached into my coat pocket, pulled out the rose, and presented it to the Doorman. He accepted it
automatically, then cried out in shock and revulsion as the thorny spine wrapped itself around hisarm,
and the flower went for hisface, the teeth snapping at his eyes. He had to use both hands to hold it back.
And while hewas preoccupied, Suzie and | walked right past him, through the door, and into the lobby,
our nosesin theair like we belonged there.

Thistime, the lobby was dl gleaming white tiles, with ahuge coloured mosaic covering the entirefloor;
al of it gleaming new and fresh and shining clean. There were ail-lamps burning evely where, filling the
lobby with agolden light, so that not a single shadow should spoil the effect. The mosaic on the floor
showed the entire pantheon of Roman gods and goddesses doing something so erotic and

entangled | was hard-pushed to make sense of it, but it was the mosaic on the ceiling that caught my
attention. It was a stylized portrait of awoman'sface. My mother'sface.

"l don't careif they are gods," said Suzie. "Some of those proportions can't be correct.”

| drew her attention away from the floor and indicated the face on the calling. "That's Lilith," | said.
"That'sMommie Dearest. They say she dept with demons and gave birth to monsters.”

Suzie sniffed, conspicuoudy unimpressed. "Y eah, shelooks the type. I'm more concerned with what's
going on here on the floor. | mean, look at that guy on the end. Y ou could club ababy sed to death with
thet."

"Youdont getit,” | said. "Why would the Londinium Club put Lilith'sface on their lobby celling?’

Suzie shrugged. "Maybe she was afounding Member. That could explainitslongevity ..."



| shook my head, unconvinced. "There's got to be moreto it than that. This means something ..."
"Everything means something.”

Perhaps fortunately, we were interrupted by the Club Steward walking acrossthe lobby to join us. |
knew he had to be the Steward; they al have that same arrdgant poise, the same disdainful gaze.
Somehow | knew we weren't going to get on. He stopped a respectful distance away from us, bowed
dightly, and presented uswith hisbest long-suffering smile.

"Y our reputation proceeds you, Sr and lady. The Legionnaires you ran off are ill being treated for
shock, and so far you are the only people ever to venture into the carnivorous jungle and come out again
inone piece. You are aso thefirst people ever to get past our Doorman. Thereis sometak of presenting
you with ameda or gtriking you down with alightning bolt. Either way, it's clear that though you are not
Citizensor Members, or ever likely to be, it'sgot to be lesstrouble for all concerned if | welcome

you to the Club and ask how best we can serve you. On the grounds that the sooner we can get rid of
you, the better."

| looked at Suzie. "Why can't everyone be that reasonable?’

"Wherewould bethefuninthat?' said Suzie.

"May | enquire why you have come here, sir and lady?' said the Steward.

| gave him the short version, and he nodded dowly. "WEell, there are any number of gods and beings and
sorcererswho are currently Club Membersin good standing, who might be able to help you; and quite a
few of them arein residence here today. Go through those doors, and you'll find most of them taking their
eae in the steam-baths. I'm sure you'll find someone or something that can assist you. Fed freeto help
yoursalvesto the Club oils and lineaments, but don't stedl the towels. We're running short again.”

"Oh, | don't think we need to disturb them at their bath,” | said quickly. The dining areawill do fine."

The Steward raised a shocked eyebrow. "The dining areaand vomitorium are beyond the baths, gr. It is
expected that all Members cleanse themselves thoroughly, before being allowed through to dine. You
could not possibly be admitted in your... present condition. We have sandards to maintain. If you will
removedl your garments..."

"All of them?' said Suzie, alittle ominoudly.

"Well, of course," said the Steward. "Y ou don't take a bath with your clothes on, do you? | mean, you're
obvioudy barbarians, but thereredly are limitsto the kind of behaviour we're prepared to tolerate here.
Thisisacivilised Club for civilised people. Clean civilised people. If you expect to meet with our most
digtinguished Members, we cant dlow ..."

"Can't?" said Suzie, her hand dropping to one of the grenades at her belt.

The Steward might not have known what a grenade was, but he knew athreat when he saw it. He drew
himsdf up to

hisfull height. "This Club is under the protection of the entire pantheon of Roman gods and goddesses.



Start any trouble here, and you'll be leaving thislobby in severd buckets.”

Suzie sniffed loudly, but took her hand away from the grenade. "'l don't think he's bluffing, Taylor.
There's no-one more strict and unyielding about its rules and traditions than anewly formed exclusive
Club. And the Roman gods were famous for their hands-on gpproach to smiting unbdlievers.”

| looked at the Steward, and he actually fell back a pace. "They couldn't keep us out.”

"Maybe not," said Sozie. "But if we wereto force our way in, you can bet no-onewould talk to us. The
kind of beingswho could help us are not going to be the kind we can hope to bribe or intimidate. Hell,
Taylor, what'sit coming to when I'm being the voice of reason? What's the matter, you forget to put on
clean underwear 7'

"You don't haveto do this, Suzie," | said. "Y ou can Say here, whilel goin.”
"Hdll with that. Y ou need someone to watch your bare back. Especialy in aplace likethis.”
"I'm trying to protect you, Suzie. After ... what happened toyou ..."

"I don't need protecting.” She looked at melevely. "1 don't care about this, John. Redlly. Y ou're being
very ... sweet, but don't worry yourself on my account.”

| glared at the Steward. "This had better be worth it. Do you have any red Powers present tonight?

"Ohyes, gr. All sorts. We even have an actud deity in residence. Poseidonis, god of the seas, has
graced us with his noble presence. Be tactful with him, he'sbeen drinking. HeE's aso the god of horses,
though no-one seems to know how that came about. Don't bring it up, you'll only upset him, and it takes
agesto get al the seaweed out of the pool afterwards. If you'll follow me..."

He led usthrough the doors at the far end of the lobby and into a pleasant little changing room, with long
wooden benches. Beyond the next set of doors, | could hear voices and splashing sounds. The air was
perfumed and pleasantly warm. The Steward coughed meaningfully.

"If you'll let me have your... garments, Sr and lady, I'll have them thoroughly cleaned before you leave. It
won't take amoment..."

"Watch out for the coat,” | said. "It has serious protections built in."
"| wouldn't doubt it for amoment, sr."

"And don't mess about with my wegpons," growled Suzie. "Or they'll be scraping your people off the
walswith atrowe."

She shrugged off her shotgun in itslong holster, then took off her bandoliers of bullets and her belt of
grenades. The Steward accepted them, suitably gingerly. Suzie didn't look at me as she shrugged off her
leather jacket, and nothing moved in her face, nothing at dl. | took off my trench coat. It fdt like
removing asuit of armour. Suzie took off her shirt and stepped out of her leather trousers. Undernesth,
shewas wearing basic, functional braand panties. It made sense. No-one else was ever expected to see
them. | took off my shirt and trousers, glad | had remembered to put on a clean pair of jockeys that
morning. I've never liked boxers. | like to be sure of where everything is. Suzie took off her underwear,
and so did I. The Steward gathered everything up, going out of hisway to makeit clear our nakedness



meant nothing to him. He sorted everything out into one manageable pile and lifted it up, amost
disgppearing behind it.

"Y our clotheswill be cleaned, and your wegpons guarded, until you are reedy to leave, sir and lady.
Enjoy the baths, stay aslong asyou like, and please remember to get out of the pool to take apiss.”

He backed out, and the doors swung shut behind him, leaving Suzie and me alone together. For along
moment

we stood and looked at each other. For al the things we'd done and been through together, we'd never
seen each other naked before. 1'd thought 1'd fedl awkward, but mostly | still felt protective. | kept my
gaze on her face at firdt, trying to be polite, but Suzie didn't bother with any of that. She looked me over
with frank curiosity. So | did the same. She had so many scars, so many old hurts, tracking across her
body like the map of her troubled life.

"And those are only the ones that show," said Suzie. She smiled, as our eyes met. "Not bad, Taylor. |
awayswondered what you'd look like, without the trench coat.”

"Youlook great," | said. "l dwaysthought you'd have tattoos, somewhere."

"Nah," she sad dismissively. "I could never make my mind up. | just knew I'd end up hating it in the
morming.”

"Just aswdl," | said. "It would have been like scribbling graffiti across amasterpiece.”
"Oh please, Taylor. | have no illusions about how | look. Even before my new face."
"Youlook fing" | sad firmly. "Trust me."

"Y ou smooth-taking devil, Taylor."

We couldn't maintain the light tone any more, so we stopped talking. She had agood body, with large
friendly breasts and a pleasantly padded stomach. But the scars were everywhere; knife wounds, bullet
wounds, the marks of tooth and claw. Y ou don't get to be the best and most feared bounty hunter in the
Nightside without being willing to fight up close and persondl.

"Y ou have scars, too," Suziesaid findly. "Life hasleft its mark on us, John."

She reached out ahand, and dowly, cautioudy, she traced some of my scars with her fingertip. Only the
very tip of her forefinger, atouch gentle as a breeze, wandering across my body. | stood very sill. Suzie
had been sexudly abused repeatedly asachild, by her own brother. Shekilled him for it, eventualy. But
ever since sheld never been able

to touch or be touched, by anyone. Not even the briefest touch, the gentlest caress. Not by lovers, or
friends, or even me. She stepped alittle closer, and | held mysdlf very ill, not wanting to frighten her off.
God aone knew how much strength it took, for her to do thissmal thing. | could see her breastsrising
and falling as she breathed deeply. Her face was calm, thoughtful. | wanted so much to reach out to her...
but in the end, her hand dropped to her side, and she turned her face away.

"l can't," shesad. "l can't... Not even with you, John."



"It'sdl right,” | said.
"Noitignt. Itll never bedl right."
"Y ou've come such along way, Suzie"

She shook her head, till not looking at me. "What's done can't be undone. 1've aways known that. |
cant... carefor you, John. | don't think | have it in me any more."

"Of courseyou do," | said. "Five years ago, you shot mein the back to stop me leaving, remember?’
She nodded, and looked at me again. "It was acry for attention.”

I moved in close, trying hard to seem supportive without crowding her. "There was atime ... you
wouldn't even have been able to do thismuch, Suzie. Y ou're changing. So am |. And we monsters must
dtick together.”

Shelooked a me, and though she didn't smile, she didn't look away. Sowly, and very cautioudy, |
raised my hand, and with the very tips of my fingers| touched the ridged mass of scar and burn tissue
that now made up the right side of her face. The hard skin felt cold and dead. Suzie looked into my eyes,
hardly blinking, but shedidn't flinch.

"Youdoknow," | said. "That | will never let you be hurt like thisagain. | will bleed and hurt and die
before | let this happen again.”

But that was astep too far. The warmth went out of her eye, and | quickly took my hand away from her
face. She

looked at me for along moment, her expression cam and cold and utterly controlled.
"I can look after mysdf, Taylor. But thanks for the thought. Shall we go and take alook at the baths?"

"Why not?' | said. The moment of intimacy had passed, and | knew there was nothing | could do to
retrieveit. "But if anyone pointsat me and laughs, | an going to dam hishead againg thewadl until his
eyes change colour. Evenif heisagod.”

"Men," said Suzie. She flexed her hands unhappily. "1 fed naked without my shotgun.”
"Y ou are naked."

We pushed open the changing room doors and stepped out into alarge steam-Slled chamber, most of it
taken up with agrandiose pool. The air wasimmediately hot and swesty, the steamn thick asfog. Half a
dozen daves were kept busy heaping up coals on an iron brazier and pouring large jugs of water over
them. Suzie and | moved forward, and the steam thinned out some as we approached the pool. Reclining
at their ease on padded couches were any number of naked men and women, and awhole bunch of
other forms whose nakedness made it clear they weren't even dightly human. The pool itsdf held severa
mermaids, al saucy smiles and bobbing breasts and long, forked fish tails. Half adozen dolphins frisked
up and down in the water, showing off their virtuogity with big toothy grins. There were undines and
srensand some more of thelizardly types; and Sitting at the far end of the pooal, thirty feet tal if hewasan
inch, the god of the sea, Poseidonis himself. His head brushed againgt the ceiling, and hislegstook up the
whole end of the pool. His huge body wasthick with hair, and his bearded face was almost impossibly



handsome. His dimensionswere sill human, gpart from aredly impressive set of equipment. | looked

away. | couldn't afford to fed intimidated before | even started negotiating. In and around the pool, men
and women and

otherslooked curioudy a Suzie and me. | couldn't help fedling that alot of the people would have
looked better clothed.

"Hey," said Suzie. "Have you noticed about Poseidonis...”

"I'm trying not to."

"Lift your eyes, Taylor. | meant, he hasn't got anave.”

| looked. He hadn't. "Of course,” | said. "He was believed into being, not born.”

By thistime we'd reached the edge of the pool. Conversation had stopped as we moved cautioudy
between the Members reclining on their couches. Apparently our reputation had proceeded us here, too.

Unfortunatdly, it didn't stop one poor fool from reaching out and lazily caressing Suzie's arse. She kicked

him right off his couch and into the pool. There was generd laughter, and even some gpplause, and |
relaxed alittle.

"Bravely done, my dear," said Posaidonis, his great voice rumbling through the steamy air. "Come
forward, mortas, and tell me what boon you wish of me."

We walked forward along the edge of the pool and stopped at the end, looking up at the god. Up close,
his face was big and broad and smiling, and for dl the god's size and overwheming presence, my first

thought was He doesn't |ook too bright. | suppose when you're agod, with agod's power, you don't
haveto be.

"Y ou're not from this Time, areyou?' he said easly. ™Y ou have the smdll of Chronos about you.”
"Wasn't he a Greek god?' said Suzie.

Posaidonis shrugged. "We kept afew from the old order, for completeness.”

"Weretravdlers" | said. "From the future.”

"Oh, tourists," said Poseidonis. He sounded disappointed.

"You've seen other travellers, like us?' said Suzie.

"Oh, yes." Posaldonis scratched lazily at the curly hair on hisbulging ssomach. "Thereés dways afew,
passing

through, alwaysterribly keen to tell usall about the futures they've come from. Like | care. Futuresare
like arseholes; everyones got one. After al, no matter what societies men come up with, they'll aways
need their gods. Nothing like being immortal and powerful beyond reason, to give you job security.” He
frowned suddenly. "And far too many of them will ingst on talking about this new god, the Chrigt. Can't
say | know the chap. Is he popular, in your time? Has he joined our pantheon?’

"Not exactly,” | said. "Where we come from, no-one believesin your pantheon any more.”



His face clouded, then darkened dangeroudy. | knew the words were amistake, even as| heard them
coming out of my mouth, but there's something about being naked in front of a naked man five times your
szethat keeps you from concentrating. Poseidonis stood up abruptly and banged his head on the celling.
Tiles cracked and shattered, broken piecesfaling into the pool, while Poseidonis clutched at his head
and bellowed with pain. No-one laughed, and most of the creaturesin the pool retreated to the far end.
The god glared around him, then helifted his hands and lightning cracked down out of nowhere. Vivid
bolts stabbed down al through the bath house, and the various Members jumped up off their couches
and ran for their lives. | got the sense they'd had to do this before. The creatures in the pool vanished,
disappearing back to wherever they'd come from. | grabbed a couch and overturned it, and Suzieand |
hid behind it as the lightning storm continued.

"Niceone, Taylor," sad Suzie.
"For agod powerful beyond al reason, he hasredly lousy am,” | said.

The lightning broke off abruptly and the couch was plucked away from us. Poseidonisthrew it the length
of the pool, and then leaned over to glare a Suzie and me. His face was bright red with rage, and very
ugly. Suzieand | scrabbled backwards, then ran like hell to the other end of

the bath house as hislong arras stretched after us. Poseido-nis was standing bent over in the poal, his
hunched back pressed againg the celling. He was growing bigger by the minute, actudly filling hisend of
the bath house. He roared like a maddened bull, and the sound was deafening as it echoed back from the
tiledwdls

"So," sad Suzie, alittle breathlesdy. "We're naked and unarmed, facing aredly pissed off god. What's
your next bright idea?"

"I'mthinking!"
"Widl, think faster!"

Poseidoniswas still growing, the bath's ceiling cracking apart as his back and shoulders heaved up
agang it. He reached for Suzie and me with his huge hands, and we scattered in different directions. The
god paused for amoment, torn between two conflicting decisions, and while he wrestled with the
problem, | happened to notice that the great pool was dmost completely drained of water. Poseidonis
was the god of the sea, and he'd sucked al the water out of the pool to make up his new bulk. But this
was aso asteam bath ... | grabbed one of the couches, used it as alever, and overturned the iron brazier
full of coasright into the pool. There was agreat rushing up of steam, asthe coas hit what was eft of the
water, and in amoment everything disappeared behind athick fog. Poseidonis cried out angrily, but his
voice didn't sound nearly asloud.

The steam dowly thinned away, to reved an amost human-sized god, standing confusedly by the side of
the pool. The extreme heat had boiled the excess water right out of him. Suzie ran forward and was upon
him in amoment, alength of jagged wood from a dismembered couch in her hand. She grabbed a
handful of the god's curly hair, jerked back his head, and set the sharp wooden edges at histhroat.

"All right, al right!" yelled Poseidonis. "Mortd, cal your woman off!"

"Maybe," | said, strolling down the pool to join them. "Are you feding in a more cooperative mood,
now?'



"Yes, yes You'vegot to let me get out of here, before the heat evaporates me completey! | hate it
when that happens.”

"Weneed afavour,” | said firmly.

Poseidonis scowled petulantly. " Anything, to get rid of you."

"My associate and | need to go further back in Time," | said.

"Two hundred years should do it," said Suzie.

"Tothe very beginnings of the Nightsde," | concluded.

"Ah," said the god. "Now that's a problem. Gods! Ease off with that wood, woman! Just because my
godly person can repair any damage, eventualy, it doesn't mean I'm not sengitiveto pain! Look, | don't
do Timetravel. That's Chronoss province. I'm only the god of the sea, and horses, because of a

book-keeping error, and | have no power over Time. We gods areredlly very strict when it comesto

demarcation. And no, | can't introduce you to Chronos; no-one's seen himin years. I'm sorry, but | really
can't hdp you!™

"Then who could?' said Suzie,

"l don't know ... I don't! Honestly | don't! Oh gods, I'm going to end up with splinters, | know it...

Look; theresthisredly awful bar not far from here, supposed to be the oldest bar in the Nightside.
That'sthe place to ask."

Suzie glared a me. "Don't you even think of saying / told you so, Taylor."
"l wouldn't dare,” | assured her. | looked at Poseidonis. "What's the bar called?’

"Dies Irae. Which only goesto show that someone there has aclassical and very warped sense of
humour. Would you like me to trangport you right there?!

"You candothat?' | said.
"Only with your consent, in my current weakened state,
or I'd have transported you both to the moon, by now ... Ow! That hurt, woman!*"

"Send usto the bar,” | said. "Straight there, with no detours, and with al our clothing and weapons. And
don't even think about coming after us."

"Believeme," said thegod, "I never want to see either of you, ever again, for the whole of my immortal
lifetime”

ten

ToDiefor

When Suzie Shooter and | arrived at the oldest bar in the world, we were wearing each other's clothes.



Now, whether thiswas one last act of spite from an extremely pissed off god, or smply another example
of hisnot being terribly bright, the result wasthat Suzie and | arrived seeming both surprised and
vulnerable. Which is aways dangerous in the oldest bar in the world, whatever period you'rein. A great
hulking figure wrapped in an entire bearskin lurched up to Suzie, grinning nadtily. Suzie kicked him square
in the nuts, with such force and enthusiasm that people Sitting ten feet away made pained noisesin
sympathy, and | rabbit-punched the guy on the way down, just to make my fedlings on the matter plain,
too. Severa of the bear man's friends decided to get involved and got to their feet, drawing various
wegpons and making various

threatening noises. | drew Suzi€'s shotgun from the holster hanging down my back and tossed it to her,
and shortly there were blood and brains al over the nearest bare sonewall. And after that, everyone | eft
usdgrictly done.

People at the surrounding tables and long wooden benches carefully paid no attention as Suzieand |
stripped off and exchanged outfits. Modesty be damned; there was no way in hdll | was going to fight my
way through the Nightside wearing Suzi€'s braand pants. And judging by the speed with which Suzie
disrobed, she had clearly had smilar thoughts. We reclaimed our own clothes, dressed quickly, and
spent some time checking that all our weapons and devices were where they should be. We didn't want
to have to go back to the Londinium Club and register acomplaint. Suddenly and violently and dl over
the place. But everything was where it should be, and it had to be said, the Club had done an excellent
job of cleaning our clothes. There wasn't ablood-stain to be seen anywhere, and my white trench coat
hadn't looked so dazzlingly clean since | bought it. They'd even polished the meta studs on Suzi€'s leather
jacket and buffed up al the bulletsin her bandoliers. Having thus re-established our dignity, Suzie and |
glared around us and strode through the packed tables and benches to the long wooden bar at the rear of
the room.

The place was adump: overcrowded, filthy dirty, and it smelled redly bad. There were no windows, no
obvious ventilation, and greasy smoke hung on the air like floating vomit. Torchesin holdersand
oil-lamps set in nichesin the bare scone walls only just pushed back the generd gloom. There was
something sticky on thefloor, and | didn't even want to think about what it might be. There weren't any
rats, but that was probably only because the current clientele had eaten them. For once, the bar's
customers seemed mostly human. Rough and nasty, and the dregs of the Earth, most of them looked like
being thugs and scumbags

would be adefinite step up the socid ladder. They wore smple filthy tunics and fursthat looked as
though they'd gill been atached to their donor animals as recently asthat morning. Everyone was heavily
armed and looked ready to use their wegpons at a moment's provocation.

The bar was araucous place, with haf a dozen fights going on and an awful ot of redly bad community
snging. Someone who'd been dipped in woad from head to toe was tattooing a complicated Druidic
design on abarbarian's back, with a bone needle, a pot of woad, and asmal hammer; and the barbarian
was being areal wimp about it, to the amusement of his companions. Two unconscious drunks were
being very thoroughly rolled by half adozen whores who |ooked more scary than sexy. One of them
winked at me as | passed, and | had to fight not to flinch. There were adozen or so hairy types| was
pretty sure were werewolves, a least one vampire, and one bunch of particularly brutal typesthat |
wouldn't have accepted as human without a detailed family tree and agene test.

"Y ou take meto the nicest places, Taylor," said Suzie. "'l hope dl my shotsare up to date.”

"I guessthis place hasn't had time to establish itsreputation yet,” | said.



"It has nowhereto go but up. | fed like shooting everyone here on generd principles.”
"You awaysdo, Suzie."
"True"

People actudly drew back as we approached the long wooden bar, giving us plenty of room. Inadive
likethis, that wasared compliment. | dammed the flat of my hand on the bar, to get the bar staff's
attention, and something small, dark, and scuttling ran over the back of my hand. | didn't scream, but it
was anear thing. Someone further down the bar caught the small, dark, scuttling thing, and aeit. A man
and awoman were serving behind the bar,

handing out wine in cheap pewter mugs and cups. The man wastall for this age, being agood
five-foot-seven or -eight, and wore arough tunic so filthy it wasimpossible to tell what colour it might
have been originally. He had along pale face, with jet-black hair and abushy beard, separated by
scowling eyes, an aguiline nose with flaring nogtrils, and a sulky mouth. The woman with him was bardly
fivefeet tall but made up for it with a constant glare of concentrated malevolence that she bestowed on
one and dl. She had sculpted her dark blonde hair into two jutting horns with liberd use of clay, and she
had aface like abulldog's arse. Her filthy tunic successfully hid any other feminine charms she might have
possessed. Between them, these two poured drinks, handed them out, snatched up the money, and
loudly refused to give any change. Every now and again they hit people with large wooden clubs they
kept under the bar. It wasn't ways clear why they did so, but in aplace like this| had no doubt the
victims deserved it, and probably awhole lot more. The man and the woman stubbornly ignored my
attemptsto get their attention, until Suziefired her shotgun into the bottles stacked behind the bar; an
action that has always been one of her favourite attention-getters. The customers around us moved even
further away, some of them remarking loudly on the lateness of the hour and how they redly had to be
getting home. The man and woman behind the bar douched reluctantly over to join us. Helooked even
more sulky; she looked even more venomous.

"I don't suppose there's any chance of getting you to pay for the damage?' said the man.
"Not ahopein hell,” | said cheerfully.

He sniffed lugubrioudy, asthough he hadn't expected anything ese. "I'm Marcdlus. Thisisthe wife,
Livia Werun this place, for our sns. Who are you, and what do you want?"

"I'm John Taylor, and thisis Suzie Shooter..."

"Oh, weve heard about you," snapped Livia. "Troublemakers. Outsiders. Barbarians with no respect for
the proper ways of doing things." She sniffed loudly, very much like her husband. "Unfortunately, it seems
you are dso very powerful and dangerous with it, in nasty and unexpected ways, so we areforced to be
politeto you. See, | smile upon you. Thisismy polite smile.”

It looked morelike arat caught in atrap. | looked at Marcellus. His smile wasn't much more successful.
| got thefeding he didn't get alot of practice, with awifelike Livia

"Y ou should be honoured,” he said gloomily. " She doesn't smile for just anyone, you know."
"Shut up, Marcdlus, I'm talking."

"YS, dw.u



"I suppose you expect adrink on the house?' said Livia, in the tone of voice normaly associated with
accusing someone of doing rude things with corpses. "Marcellus, two cups of the good stuff.”

"Yes, dear."

He carefully poured out two quite small measures of red wine, into pewter cups that looked like they'd
been beaten into shape by someone who was dready drunk. Or at least in areally bad mood. Suzie and
| tried the wine, then we both pulled back our lipsin the same disgusted expression. | must have tasted
worsein my life, but I'd be hard-pressed to say when. It was like vinegar that had been pissed in, only
not as pleasant.

"Thisisthe good Suff?' said Suzie.

"Of course" said Livia "Thisiswhat we drink ourselves™

That explainsalat, | thought, but for once had the sense not to say it out loud. "Y ou run thisbar?' | said.

"Sort of," said Marcelus. "Some old witch ownsthe place; we only runit for her. Were daves, bound
to thisbar

by law and magic for the rest of our lives. We do agood job because the geas compels usto, but in our
few free moments we dream of escape and revenge.”

"And making others suffer, aswe have been madeto,” said Livia
"Well yes, that, too, naturdly.”

"Weweren't dways daves, you know," said Livia, with well-rehearsed bitterness. "Oh nol Wewere
respectable people, I'll have you know. Roman Citizens, in good standing. Wouldn't have been seen
dead inaplacelikethis... But then he got into businesstroubles...."

Sheturned the full force of her glare on her husband, who drooped alittle more under the pressure of
her gaze. "They were drictly trandtory difficulties” he said sullenly. "Cash flow problems. That sort of
thing. If I'd been dlowed alittle more time, I'm sure | could have sorted things out to everyone's
satisfaction ...”

"But you couldnt,” Liviasaid flatly. "So our creditors had our busness shut down and sold us both off as
davesat public auction, to cover our debts." She actudly sniffled amoment, overcome by the memory.
"The humiliation of it! All our friends and neighbours were there, watching. People who'd esten at our
table and made free with our money and influence! Some of them laughed. Some of them even bid!"

"We were lucky to be sold asa set, my dear,” said Mar-cdlus. "As husband and wife. We might have
been parted forever.”

"Yes" sad Livia "Thereisthat. We have never been parted, and never will be."

"Never," said Marcdlus. They held hands, and while neither of them actualy stopped scowling, there
was a definite togetherness about them. With anyone else, it might have even been touching.

"Anyway," said Marcellus, "because we had some experience of running adrinking establishment, from



ealierin

our lives, we were bought by the owner of this appalling place, who needed staff in a hurry. We were
bought by afactor; we've never seen the owner in person. If we'd known who it was, and what the bar
was, wed probably have volunteered for the salt mines. This place goes through staff faster than adave
galey. Thelast husband and wife were killed, cooked, and eaten, on a somewhat rowdy Saturday night.
No-one even knows what happened to the pair before that.”

"No-one has ever lasted aslong as us," said Livia, with a certain amount of pride. "Mainly because we
don't take any crap from anyone. Y ou have to be firm, but fair. Firm, and occasondly downright vicious.
My husband may not look like much, but he'sared terror when he's roused.”

"Ah, but no-one could be more dangerous than you, my dear,” Marcellus said generoudy. He smiled
fondly as he patted her hand. "Noone can dip a purgative or a poison into awine cup better than you."

"And no-one cuts athroat more negtly than you, dear Marcellus. He's like asurgeon, heredly is. It'sa
joy to watch himwork."

"Who actualy ownsthisbar?' | said, feding adistinct need to change the subject.

"Some powerful sorceress, of old times,” said Marcellus. "Been around for ages, supposedly. Her name
isLilith."

"Of course," | said heavily. "It would haveto be."

Weve never met her," said Livia "Don't know anyone who has. A red absentee landlady.”
Suzie looked a me. "Why would Lilith want to own abar?'

"I'll ask her," | said. "After I've asked dl the other questionson my ligt.”

"S0," said Marcellus. "What unfortunate but necessary business brings you to this appalling place? What
help and or advice can we offer you, so that you'll go away and stop bothering us?'

"We'relooking for aBeing of Power," | said. " Someone or something with enough magic to send us
both back in Time, at least a couple of hundred years. Can you recommend anyone?”

Marcdlus and Livialooked at each other. "Well," Liviasad findly, "if that'swhat you warnt... Y our best
bet would be the Roman gods and goddesses. They've adl got more power than they know what to do
with, and every single one of them is open to prayer, flattery, and bribes."

"Not redly an option,” | said. "We upset Posaidonisredly badly.”

Marcdlus sniffed loudly. "Dont't let that worry you; the gods don't like each other much anyway. Onebig
dysfunctiond family, with incest and patricide dways on the menu. | can name you haf adozen off-hand
who'd help you out just to spite Poseidonis.”

"He's supposed to cal himself Neptune these days,” said Livia. "But he's so dim he keeps forgetting.”

| consdered the suggestion. "Can you trust these gods?' | said findly.



"Of course not,” said Marcellus. "They're gods.”

"Suggest someone dse,” said Suzie.

"W, thereis supposed to be this small town somewhere out in the South-West, where you can meet
the Earth Mother in person, and petition her for help,” Marcellus said thoughtfully. "But that's at leest a

month'stravel, through dangerousterritory.”

"Then therésthe Druidic gods” said Livia. "Technicadly, it's desth to have any dedlingswith them, under
Roman law, but thisisthe Nightsde, so ... How much money have you got?'

"Enough,” | said, hoping it wastrue.

"The Druid shamans are powerful magic-users,” said Marcdlus. "Especidly outsde the cities, but they're
avicious bunch, and treacherous with it."

"We can look after ourselves,” said Suzie.

"What would they want for helping us?' | said.

"Anarmand aleg,” said Marcelus. "Possibly literaly. Very keen on live sacrifice, when it comesto
granting boons, your Druidic gods. Can you think of anyone you wouldn't much mind handing over to the
Druids, for ritua torture and sacrifice?'

"Not yet," said Suzie.

Liviashrugged. "Most of the gods or beings will want payment in blood or suffering, your soul, or
someone ds's”

"l suppose ... theré's dways Herne the Hunter,” Marcellus said doubtfully.

"Yed!" | said, damming my hand down on the bar again, and then wished | hadn't, as something sticky
clungtoit asl pulled my hand back again. "Of course, Herne the Hunter! I'd forgotten he was here, in
thistime."

"Herne?' said Suzie. "That scruffy godling who hangs around Rats Alley with the rest of the homeless?!

"He's aPower, hereand now,” | said. "A Mgjor Power, drawing his strength from the wild forests of old
England, and dl the creaturesthat live init. He was, or more properly will be, Merlin'steacher. Oh yes...
He's got more than enough power to help us out.”

"If you can convince him," said Livia

"l can convince anyone," said Suzie.

"Where can wefind Herne the Hunter?' | said.

"Helivesout in the wild woods, far and far from the citiesand civilisation of Man,” said Marcdllus.

"No-one finds him unless he wants to be found, and those that do mostly regret it. But my wifeand |
have had dedingswith Herne and his Court in the past. We can take you right to him."



"Wecould," Liviasaid quickly. "But what'sin it for us? What will you give usto take you right to Herne
the Hunter?'

Suzieand | looked at each other. "What do you want?" | said resignedly.

"Our freedom,” said Marcellus. "Freedom from thisawful place, our awful lives, our undeserved
davery."

"Wewill do anything, to befreeagain,” said Livia. "And then we shdl have our revengeson al those
who scorned and mocked us!”

"Free usfrom our chains" said Marcdllus. "And wewill do anything for you."
"Anything," sad Livia

"All right," | said. "You've got aded. Take usto Herne, and I'll break you free from whatever geas
holdsyou here.”

Liviasneered a me. "It's not that smple. The old witch Lilith is powerful; can you stop her sending
agents after us, to reclaim her property?'

"Shell ligentome” | said. " Shel's my mother.”

Marcdlus and Livialooked a me blankly for amoment, then they both backed away from me, the same
way you'd back away from asnake you'd just realised was poisonous. There was shock in their faces,
and fear, and then ... something ese, but they turned away to mutter urgently to each other before | could
figure out what it was. Suzie looked a me thoughtfully.

"| thought we'd agreed it would be abad ideafor this period's Lilith to find out you were here?!
"Givemeabreak," | said quietly. "I'm thinking on my feet here. | can find away to break their gess;
that'swhat | do, remember? But | don't think | trust either of this pair further than | could throw awet

camd, certainly not enough to let theminon al my little secrets, okay?'

Marcdlus and Liviaapproached us again. Their faces were carefully blank, but their body |language was
decidedly wary.

"Well take you to Herne," said Marcellus. "Weve decided that if anyone can get us our freedom and
our revenge,

it'syou. But know this. Herne the Hunter is not the easiest of godsto ded with. He cares nothing for
mortal men and women. He has been known to use them as prey in his hunts. And he hates everything
that comesfromthecities”

"Don't worry," | said. "We have something we can useto buy his help.”
"Wedo?' sad Suzie.
"Knowledge of what the future holdsfor him,” | said. "If helistens, it's possible he could change what

fate currently holdsin store for him. But he probably won't; gods dwaysthink it can't happen to them.
But... | never met aBeing yet who could resist knowing the future.”



"Can | point out that Posaidonis didn't handle thisknowledge a dl well?*
"WEell, yes, but Poseidonisisadick.”
"And abig one, t0o," Suzie said solemnly.

"If you two have quite finished muttering together,” Liviasaid severdly, "may | point out that my husband
and | are prevented from leaving this bar until either our replacement shift arrives, or the bar is empty?*

"No problem,” | said. "Suzie?'
And severd shotgun blasts and one shrapnel grenade later, the bar was completely empty.
"What do you mean, we have to ride horses?' said Suzie, scowling ominoudly.

"Herne the Hunter holds his Court in the wild woods," Marcellus explained patiently. "He never enters
the city. So, we haveto go to him. And since that involves alengthy journey, we need horses.”

| looked at the four horses Marcellus wanted me to buy. The horse-trader kept bowing and smiling and
saying complimentary things about my obvious good judgement, but | faded him out. Marcellusand Livia
had chosen these four horses out of the many available, and | wasn't about to

show mysdlf up by saying something inappropriate. All I knew about horses was that they had aleg at
each corner and which end to offer the sugar lumpsto. The horses|ooked back at me with dow
insolence, and the nearest one casudly tried to step on my foot. | glared at Marcellus.

"How do | know the trader isn't cheating me over the price?"

"Of course he's cheeting you," said Marcdlus. "Thisisthe Nightsde. But because Liviaand | have done
business with him before, he's prepared to let us have these horses at a specia, only mildly extortionate
price. If you think you can do any better, you are, of course, free to haggle for yourself."

"Wedon't do haggling,”" Suzie said haughtily. "We tend moreto intimidation.”

"We noticed,” said Livia. "But sincewe redly don't want to attract attention, pay the man and let's get
going.

Reuctantly, | handed over more coins from Old Father Time's seemingly bottomless purse. The trader
retired, bowing and grinning and scraping dl theway, and | knew 1'd paid tourist prices. The four of us
approached our new mounts. I'd never ridden ahorsein my life. It wasabig beast, and alot taller at the
shoulder than I'd expected. Suzie glared right into her horse'sface, and it actualy looked away bashfully.
Mine showed meits huge blocky teeth and rolled its eyes meaningfully. Matters became even more
complicated when | discovered that in Roman times, horse-riding didn't involve saddles, ftirrups, or even
bridles. Just ablanket over the horse's back and some very flimsy-looking reins.

"| can rideamotor-bike," said Suzie. "How much harder can this be?"
"I have a horrible suspicion we're about to find out,” | said.

Marcellus boosted Liviaonto her mount, and then vaulted onto his horse's back like held been doing it
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life. Suzieand | looked at each other. Several false starts and one redlly embarrassing tumble later, the
horse-trader provided us with specia mounting ladders (for an extra payment), and Suzie and | were up
and onto our horses, trying to hold our reins like we looked like we knew what to do with them. It
seemed avery long way off the ground. And then suddenly Old Father Time's protective magic kicked in
again, and immediately | knew al there was to know about how to ride ahorse. | sat up straighter and
took up the dack in the reins. The horse settled down, asit redlised | wasn't acompleteidiot after all,
and aquick glance at Suzie showed shewasin control, too. | nodded curtly to Marcellusand Livia, and
we st off.

It took quite awhileto get to the boundary of the city. The Nightsdewasabig place, eveninitsearly
days, and just as before we had to go the long way round, to avoid Timedips and places where
directions were often amatter of opinion. But finaly we rounded a corner, and al the buildings stopped
abruptly. Ahead of usthere were only vast rolling grassy flatlands, stretching away like agreat green
ocean, with the dark mass of the forest standing out in spiky silhouette on the far horizon, standing
proudly againgt the night sky. Occasiond strange lights would move within that dark mass, fleeting and
unnaturd. Theair was till and cold, but pleasantly fresh after the thick smells of the city.

Suzieand | followed Marcellusand Liviaasthey set out acrossthe grasdands. They set abrisk, steady
pace, but though we soon |eft the city behind, the grassy plain seemed to stretch away forever, untouched
and unspoiled in this new young land that wasn't even called England yet. The night was strangely quiet,
and there was no sign anywhere of another living thing, but il | couldn't shake thefeding of being
observed by unseen, unfriendly eyes. Now and again weld pass along burid cairn, standing out among
thetall grasses. Piled-up stones marking the resting

place of some once-important person, now long forgotten, even their nameslost to history. It suddenly
occurred to meto look up, and there in the night sky were only ordinary stars and anormal full moon.
We had |ft the Nightside behind with the city.

The dark forest grew steadily larger, spreading across the horizon until it filled our whole view. The
horses stirred uneasily as we drew near, and by the time we reached the edge of the forest they were
snorting loudly and trying to toss their heads, and we actually had to force them acrossthe forest
boundary. They were smarter than we were. The moment we entered the wild woods, | knew wed
cometo an dien place, where mortal men did not belong. The treeswere bigger and taller than any | had
ever seen before, huge and vast from centuries of growth. Thiswasthe old forest of old Britain, an
ancient primal place, dark and threatening. Moving dowly between the towering treeswas like being a
small child again, lost in an adult-sized world. A single beaten path led between closely packed trees,
often blocked by low-hanging branches we had to brush aside. "No swords, no cutting,” Livia
whispered. "We don't want to wake the trees.”

It was il impossibly quiet, like the bottom of the ocean. No anima sounds, no birds or even insects.
The air was heavy with asharp, musky scent, of earth and vegetation and growing things. And now and
again agusting breeze would bring us the impaossibly rich scent of some night-blooming flower. Shafts of
shimmering moonlight fell between the trees, or illuminated some naturd clearing, somehow aways
supplying just enough light for usto follow the rough path.

"Do any peoplelive here?' Suzie quietly asked.

"They wouldn't dare," said Livia, just asquietly. Thisisawild place. Thisiswhat we build cities againgt.”



"Then who'swatching us?' said Suzie.
"Thewoods," said Marcellus. "And Herne's people, of

course. They've been aware of us ever since we crossed the boundary. The only reason they haven't
attacked is because they remember me and Livia; and they're curious. They can tell there's something
different about you two."

And suddenly, without any warning, there were things moving in between the trees. Moving silently and
gracefully, in and out of the moonlight, a the edge of our vison. Thingsthat moved dong with us, darting
ahead or dropping behind, but aways keeping pace. Now and again something would pause in apool of
light, showing itsdf off, tantalizing uswith glimpses. There were bears and giant boars, both long since
vanished from the few tame woods remaining in modern England. Huge stags, with massive branching
antlers, and grey wolves, long and lean and stark. Animals moved dl around us, padding dongin
unearthly slence, dowly closing in on us, until suddenly | noticed that wed left the beaten path and were
being herded in some new direction. | looked quickly at Marcd-lusand Livia, but they didn't seem &t dll
disturbed, or even surprised. Suzie had her shotgun out. | gestured for her to remain calm, but she kept
the gun baanced across her lap, glaring suspicioudy about her.

Sparkling lights appeared in the darkness up ahead, bright and scintillating glows that danced in patterns
too intricate for human eyes; will-o'-the-wisps, with no body or substance, only living moments of
gossamer light, all mischief and malice and merry madness. They sang sweetly in no human language,
beckoning us on. Birds began to sing and hoot and howl, but again it was no form of bird-song that | had
ever heard before. It was alight, mocking, dangerous sound, a clear warning that we were in enemy
territory. And once, in aragged clearing lit eerily bright, | saw agroup of evesdancing in slent harmony,
moving degantly through gtrict patterns that made no sense at dl; or perhaps so much sense that mere
human minds could not comprehend or contain their true significance. A procession

of badgers crossed our path, then stopped to watch us pass by with wise, knowing eyes. | could fed the
wild woods coming dive dl around us, showing us the shapes of dl the life we had passed by and
through, unknowing. Life that had hidden itsdf from us, until then-when it wastoo late for usto turn back,

Or escape.

The great trees fell suddenly back and away to both sides, and the horses came to a sudden halt. Their
heads hung down listlesdly, as though they'd been drugged, or en-sorcelled. Ahead of uslay ahuge
clearing, lit bright as day. Will-o'-the-wisps spun in mad circles, and there were other, Stranger shapes
aso made of nothing but light. They drifted back and forth overhead, huge and graceful, flowing like
fluorescent mantarays. And straight ahead of us, on the far side of the clearing, sat the old god Herne the
Hunter, and al the monstrous creatures of hiswild Court.

Marcellus and Liviaswung down from their horses and looked at me expectantly. | looked a Suzie, and
we both dismounted. Suzie carried her shotgun casudly, but somehow it was aways amed right at
Herne. Thefour of us dowly walked forward across that greet open space, Marcellusand Livialeading
the way as easily and camly as though they were going to church. And perhapsthey were. With every
step | took, | could fed the pressure of watching eyes. We were surrounded. | could fed it. And more
than that, | knew that none of uswere welcome here, in thisancient, primordia place.

Wefindly stood before Herne the Hunter, and he looked nothing like the small, diminished thing I'd
known in Rats Alley. That Herne had been many centuries older, shrunken in upon himsdlf, his power
lost to the relentless encroachment of man and his civilisation, sweeping acrossthe great green lands of
England. This Herne was aBeing and a Power, anature god in hisprime and in hiselement, and his



wide, wolfish grin madeit clear that we had only been alowed before him by his permisson. We were at
his

mercy. Hewas ill asquat and ugly figure, heavy-boned with an anima's graceful musculature, but his
compact body burned with rude good health and godly power. Huge goat's horns curled up from his
lowering brow, on his greet leonine head, and his eyes held the hot, gleeful maice of every predator that
ever was.

Therewas aforce and avitdity in him that burned like afurnace, and smply looking at him you knew he
could run dl day and dl night and never tire, and il tear his prey limb from limb with hisbare hands at
the end of the hunt. His dark copper skin was covered with hair so thick it was amost fur, and he had
hoovesingtead of feet. He was Herne and Pan and the laughter in the woods. The piper at the gates of
dawn, and the bloody-mouthed thing that squatted over endlesskills. His unwavering smile showed
sharp, heavy teeth, made for rending and tearing. He smelled of sweat and shit and anima musk, and
even aswe watched he pissed carelesdy on the ground between hisfeet, the sharp acidic smell disturbing
the animas around him. They stirred and stamped their feet uneasily. Their god was marking histerritory.

Thiswas not the Herne | had known, or expected, and | was afraid of him. Histhick scent stirred old
atavidtic inginctsin me. | wanted to fight him, or run from him, or bow down and worship him. | wasfar
from home, in an dien place, and | knew in my blood and my bone and my water that | should never
have come here. Thiswas Herne, the spirit of the hunt and the thrill of the chase, the brute animal force
that drivesthe raw red passion of savagery in nature, dripping red in tooth and claw. He was the wildness
of the woods and the triumph of the strong over the weak. He was everything we lft behind, when we
went out of the woods to become civilised.

And | had thought to come here, to trick or intimidate him into granting me afavour? | must have been
med.

Herne the Hunter sat in mocking majesty on agreat

scalloped Throne fashioned from old, discoloured bones. Furs and sca ps hung from the arms of the
Throne, some of them still dripping fresh blood. There were arrangements of teeth and claws, too,
souvenirs and trophies of past hunts, too many to count. Suzie leaned suddenly in close to whisper in my
ear, and | dmost jumped out of .my skin. Her expression was as cold and controlled as dways, and her
Voice was reassuringly steady.

"Marcdlus and Liviaseemed to find their way here surprisngly easily,” she murmured. "And none of this
seemsto come as any surprise or shock to them. A suspicious person might amost think they'd been
here before. Y ou know; it's fill not too late for me to shoot and blow up anything that moves, while we
best adignified but hasty retreat.”

"| think we passed 'too late’ when we entered the wood,” | said, quietly. "So let's keep the murder and
mayhem as alast resort. Besides, we're not going to win Herne's help by shooting up his Court.”

"I'm not deaf, you know," snapped Livia "Asit happens, my husband and | have been here before,
many times."

"Ohyes," said Marcelus. "Many times. We know the god Herne of old, and he knows us."

"Y ou see, we weren't sold into davery over businessdebts,” said Livia, amiling aredly unpleasant smile.
"It was more to do with the nature of our business.”



"We s0ld davesto Herne," Marcdlus said briskly. "Bought them quite legdly, at market, then brought
them here, into the wild wood, to be prey for the god's Wild Hunt. They do so love to chase human
victims, you see. Partly for revenge, for cutting down the foreststo build their towns and farms and cities,
but mainly because nothing runs better or more desperately than a hunted human. And for awhile, dl was
well. We supplied ademand, for asuitable price, the Court enjoyed their Hunts, and everyone was
happy. Well, apart from the daves, of course, but no-one

cares about daves. That's the point. But one cold winter there was a desperate shortage of daves, and
prices went through the roof. So Liviaand | took to abducting people off the streets. No-one who would
be noticed or missed- only the weak and the stupid and the poor.”

"Only they weremissed,” said Livia "And someone made afuss, there's aways some busybody sticking
their nosein whereit isn't wanted, and the Legions got involved. And they caught usin the act.”

"We'd made an awful lot of money," said Marcellus. "And we spent most of it on lawyers, but it didn't
do any good. | gave what | considered avery spirited defence before the magistrates, but they wouldn't
listen. I mean, it'snot asif we ever abducted a Citizen ..."

"It was an election year," Liviasaid bitterly. "And so they took everything from us and sold usinto
davery. But thanksto you, we now have a chance for freedom, and revenge.”

"Revenge," said Marcdlus. "On al our many enemies And they both laughed.

They turned abruptly away from us and bowed low to the god Herne. | thought it diplomeatic to bow,
too, and even Suzie had the sense to incline her head briefly. The monstrous creatures of Herne's Court
werewatching usavidly, and | redlly didn't like the way they looked at us. Livianoticed my interest, and
took it upon hersdlf to introduce various members of the Court. Her voice was openly mocking.

Hob In Chainswas a huge and blocky humanish figure, agood ten feet tall with huge dabs of muscleand
aboar's head. Great curling tusks protruded from his mouth, and his degp-set eyes were fierce and red
and mad. Long iron chainsfell about his naked malformed body from an iron collar round histhick neck.
Man had tried to chain him up long ago, but it hadn't taken. His hands and forearms looked as though
they'd been dipped in blood, so fresh it il dripped and steamed on the air. Half adozen little men

with pig's heads squatted on their haunches about his cloven feet, grunting and squedling asthey vied for
pogition. They looked at Suzie and me with hungry, impatient eyes, and thick strings of daver fdl from
their mouths. Some of them still wore rags and tatters, from the time when they used to be human, before
Hob In Chains bent them to hiswill.

Tomias Squarefoot was quite clearly aNeandertha . Barely five feet tall, he was nearly aswide, with a
squat, hulking body and aface that was neither human nor ape. He had no chin, and his mouth was a
wide, lipless gash, but his eyes were strangdly kind. He studied Suzie and me thoughtfully, scratching
unselfconscioudy at his hairy, naked body.

A dozen oversized wolves were pointed out to me as werewolves, and | saw no reason to doubt Livia
Their eyes held ahuman intelligence, alongside an inhuman appetite. There were liches, so recently risen
from their gravesthat dark earth till clung to their filthy vestments. They had dead white flesh and burning
eyes, and handslike claws.

Therewere ogres and bogles and goblins, and other worse creatures whose very names and natures had



been logt to human history. Herne's Court-wild and fierce and deadly. And backing them up, pressing in
closefrom every sde, dl the wild animals of the forest, gathered together in the only place where they
could know akind of truce. They glared at Suzie and melike ajury, with Herne the hanging judge. The
god leaned suddenly forward on his bone Throne, and will-0'-the-wisps circled madly above his horned
head likealiving hao.

"Marcelusand Livia," said Herne, in avoice warm as summer sun, rough asagoat's bray. "It has been
some time since you graced our Court with your mercenary presence. We had heard that you had fallen
from grace, in that damned city.”

"So we had, wild lord," Marcdlus said smoothly. "But

we have escaped those who would hold us daves, and we come to you to restore our fortunes again.
My wifeand | bring you agift-two travellers called John Taylor and Suzie Shooter. They think they are
here to beg aboon from you."

"They'reredly not very bright,” said Livia
"Told you s0," murmured Suzie. "Who do you want me to shoot first?"
"Hold off awhile,” I murmured back. "Theres still achance | can talk our way out of this."

"| can dways usetwo morevictimsfor my Hunt,” Herne said lazily. "But it will take more than thisto
restore you to my goodwill."

"But themanisspecid,” sad Livia "Heisthe son of that old witch Lilith."

And at that the whole monstrous Court rose up as one. Herne surged up out of his Throne, roaring like a
great bear, but the savage sound was dl but drowned out in the massed braying and howling of his

Court. They swept forward, from al sdes a once, with reaching hands and claws and fanged mouiths,
and the hatred in their raised voices beat on the air like aliving thing. Suzie didn't even havetimeto bring
her shotgun to bear on asingle target before the creatures of the wild were dl over her. They torethe
shotgun out of her grasp and bore her to the ground, fighting and kicking al the way.

| didn't fare any better. Marcellus hit me expertly behind the ear with aleadweighted cosh even ashis
wife sold me out to Herne, and | was aready on my knees and only half-conscious when the Court hit
me from al sdes. And for along time there was only the impact of blows and kicks, and the pain of flesh
torn by tooth and claw, and blood spilling thickly onto the dirty ground around me.

Eventually they tired of their sport, or Herne called them off, and the monstrous Court reluctantly drew
back, resuming their previous positions around the perimeter of

the clearing. They were panting and laughing, and dl of them had some of my and Suzie's blood on them.
We were hauled to our feet and held roughly in position before the Throne by the pig-headed men.
Herne sat regdly before us and regarded the damage his people had done with smiling satisfaction. There
was blood on my face and in my mouth, and | hurt everywhere | could fedl, but my head was dready
clearing. I'd been worked over by professionals, and this bunch of animals didn't even come close. Let
me get my thoughts together, and I'd show thiswood god afew tricks he'd never forget. | grinned
savagely at Herne, ignoring the blood that spilled down my chin from split lips, and for amoment he
looked uncertain. He had made a mistake in not letting his creatures kill me while they could; and |

vowed | would make him and them regret such foolishness.



And then | looked across at Suzie, and forgot about everything but her. Her leathers were torn and
bloody, and her head hung low. Only the pig-headed men kept her upright. Blood dripped steedily from
her damaged face. They'd redlly done ajob on her; because Suzie Shooter would never stop struggling
aslong asthere was an ounce of fight Ieft in her. And so she hung between the pig men like abloody rag
doll, and didn't answer mewhen | called her name. Marcdlus and Livialaughed at me, and the Court
laughed, too, in their various ways. | fought madly againgt the hands holding me; but there were too many
of them, and my head hurt too much for me to concentrate enough to work my usud tricks. | couldn't
even get my hands near my coat pockets.

They hit me some more, just because they could, and | tried not to cry out. But of course | did. After a
while, | realised dully that they had stopped, and Herne was speaking to me. | raised my head and glared
ahim.

"Lilith'sson," said Herne, in athick gloating voice. ™Y ou have no idea how pleased we dl are, to have
you here. In our presence, in our power. Thereis no name more

hated to usthan that of Lilith, who created the city Night-sde, in the name of absolute freedom, then
banned us from it. Because we are wild, and like to break the things we play with. Because we would
tear down the city, and stamp out the human civilization she favours. Thereisthe city and thereisthe
wild, and only one can triumph. We have dways known that. Lilith offered freedom for all, but only on
her terms. And only we were wise enough to see the contradiction in that, so only we were banished.
Lilith has made us the past, athing to be passed by, to be superseded and forgotten, and we will have
our revenge for that."

"Thisisdl newstome," | said, asclearly as| could. "But then, Mother and | have never talked much.
What do you want with me, Herne?"

"To hurt you, and thus by proxy hurt Lilith,” said Herne. ™Y ou shadl be the prey in our Wild Hunt, and we
shdl chase and harry you dl through the wild woods, hurting and killing you by inches, driving you ontill
you can go no further. And while you grovel before us and beg for mercy, we will tear you apart. Only
your head shdl be left intact, that we might send it to your mother, asasign of our regard for her."

"Shewon't know me" | said. "My death will mean nothing to her."
Hernelaughed, and the monstrous creetures of his Court laughed with him.,

"Thisisal about me" | said. "Y ou don't need the woman for this. Let her go ... and | promiseyou, Il
give you the best run you've ever seen.”

"I think not,” Herne said eadily. " Sheis your woman, and so by hurting her we hurt you. So she runsfirdt.
And when you see the terrible things we have doneto her, it will give you reason to ran even fagter.”

"You know," said Suzie, lifting her beeten face, "1 am getting redly pissed off with everyone assuming I'm
Taylor'swoman."

Her ebow shot back into a pig man's ssomach, and he fell backwards, squealing loudly. She broke free
of the hands that held her and kicked apig man squarein the nuts, actudly lifting him off the ground. He
folded up and hit the ground without a sound. She grabbed another pig man by the head and twisted it all
theway round till the neck snapped loudly. She threw the body aside, and headed for Herne on his
Throne. The pig men swarmed around her, trying to drag her down by sheer force of numbers, but she



wastall and proud and strong, and would not yield to them. Her burning gaze was fixed on Herne, and
step by step she forced her way towards him. | struggled fiercely against the hands holding me, but | was
never as strong as Suzie Shooter. And I'd never been as proud of her, as | watched her fight against such
odds and refuseto fdl. And then the giant Hob In Chains stepped forward, and one of hislong iron
chains snapped out to wrap itself around Suzie'sthroat. The cold linkstightened cruelly, choking al the
bresth and strength right out of her, until finaly shefell to her knees, and the pig men brought her under
control again.

"Weredly should be leaving now, Lord Herne," said Marcdlus, alittle nervoudy. "We have brought you
agreat gift and beg only asingle boon in gratitude.”

"Youfind meinagiving mood,” Herne said lazily. "What do you want?"

"Power," said Livia, her voice cold and flat and vicious. ""Power to revenge ourselves upon our enemies,
to spread fear and suffering againgt al those who brought us low. Make usinto Beings of Power, Lord
Herne, that we might join your Court, and prey on Man asyou do."

"And isthat the wish of both of you?' said Herne.

"Itis" said Marcdlus, hisvoicethick with anticipation. "Give us Power, that we might never be parted,
and we shall seethat all suffer aswe have suffered.”

"Asyou wish, o shdl it be" said Herne, and the disdainful amusement in hisvoicerealy should have
warned

them. Certainly they sensed something, for al their supid wide grins, and they moved protectively
together. Herne smiled upon them. ™Y ou shall be a Power, together forever, my curse to unleash upon
Man and his Nightsde city."

He laughed, and again hiswhole monstrous Court laughed with him, a horrible hellish sound. Herne
gestured abruptly, and Marcellus and Liviadammed together. They both cried out astheir bodies
pressed so tight their ribs cracked and broke. Their flesh stirred and became fluid, merging and mixing
together. Their faces melted into each other. They were screaming by then, in asingle awful voice. And
all too soon there before the wood god stood a single joined creature, twice the size of aman, with
protruding bones and too many joints, and a horrible mad gaze burning in itssingle set of eyes. The
creature tried to spesk with its single mouth, but shock had driven speech fromit, for the moment, so it
mewled and howled piteoudy. It fell forward onto dl fours, unable to find the balancein itssingleform,
shaking its malformed head again and again.

"Go forth, and be aplaguein the Nightside city,” said Herne. " All who suffer shall be drawn to you, and
from their pain you will find the Power you crave. Hurt and horror and despair will make you strong, and
the suffering you causein turn shdl be your vengeance on an unfeding world. And by my gift, you shal
never be parted again. That iswhat you wanted, after al.”

He sat back on his Throne and gestured contemptuoudy, and the creatures of his Court drove the
new-born Power out of the clearing. It scrabbled away on dl fours, like an animal, howling and
screeching like amad thing, itslong torment just begun. And of al of usthere, only | knew that someday
it would be cdled the Lamentation, the Saint of Suffering; and | would be the one to destroy it.

Time hasagreat fondnessfor circles.



Hob In Chains stepped forward suddenly, and al eyeswent immediately to his great form. He jerked
crudly on

his chain, and Suzie was pulled forward to knedl before Herne. All the fight had been beaten out of her,
for the moment. Herne looked thoughtfully at the giant with the boar's head and nodded his permisson to

Speak.

"We have thiswoman for the Hunt," said Hob In Chains. Its voice was grunts and squedl's, only made
clear to me by Old Father Time's magic, but Hill it was aharsh and ugly thing to hear; the sound of
something that should never have learned to talk. "L et us give the son to Lilith. Trade him back to her.
Who knowswhat she might grant usin return? To spare him torment and death.”

There were barks and ydlls of agreement all around the Court, but most stayed silent, watching Herne
for hisresponse. And the wood god was aready shaking his gresat shaggy head.

"Lilithistoo proud to yield to anyone, even over her own flesh and blood. She would never give up an
ounce of power, no matter what we threatened to do to her son. She'd probably kill him herself rather
than have him used againgt her. No; dl that isleft to usisachanceto hurt her, by destroying something
that belongsto her. To show our contempt for her city and her restraints. A chanceto prove that
whatever she can create, we can destroy, aswe will one day tear down her damned city.”

" redlly wouldn't bank on her being that upset,” | said, in my most reasonable voice. "I'm from the future.
Many centuries from now. She doesn't even know | exist yet."

The Court stirred uneasily asthey tried to make sense of that, and again they looked to Herne for
guidance. They weren't redlly equipped for abstract thought. Herne rubbed dowly at his bearded chin.

"I hear thetruth in your voice ... but past or present or future, you are till her son. She will recognise
that inyou."

"All right," | said, thinking quickly on my feet. "How about this-since I'm from the future, | know what's
going to happen to you, Herne. | know your future and your fate;

and you redlly need to know what's coming if you're to stand any chance of avoiding it."

Herne congidered this, while hiswhole Court looked confusedly at each other, then he nodded to the pig
men holding me, and they beat me savagely, driving me back down onto my knees, my arms wrapped
around my head to protect it. Suzie cried out and tried to reach me, but the iron chain around her throat
tightened again, until she had to stop, to breathe again. | retreated deep inside myself, away from the
pain. Finaly, the beating stopped, and | dowly raised my head to look a Herne. | tried to spesk, but all |
could do wasdrool fresh blood from my dack mouth. He laughed in my face.

"Nothing matters as much as the pain and horror you will suffer, a my hands and by my will. Revenge
will be mine." He stood up from his Throne, and raised his hands above his horned head. "Let therebea
Hunt! A Wild Hunt, of old standing and most ancient tradition!”

The whole Court roared and bayed their approval, samping their feet and hooves and paws upon the
ground, and raising their faces and snouts and muzzles to the full moon above the clearing. Therewasa
new hunger and urgency on the air, hot and heady, pulsing like agiant heartbeet. The fever of the chase
wasin their blood and in their heads, and they could dready taste the bloody daughter that would end it.
They looked at me with hot and happy eyes, and their musky stench wasthick on the air.



"We shdl start with thewoman," said Herne, smiling dmaost fondly down on Suzie. "A lesser sport, of
course, but still asweet and savage run, to pique our appetite for the main event. Look your last upon
your woman, Lilith's son. When you see her next, or what'sleft of her, you probably won't recognise
her."

Helaughed at me, savouring the thought of my horror and helplessness, and so did his Court. But | am
John Taylor, and | am never helpless. | pushed the pain and weakness

out of my heed, thinking furioudy. | couldn't let this happen. Couldn't let Suzie suffer and die on my
behalf. | had sworn to bleed and suffer and die before | let that happen, and | meant every word of it.

"What's the matter, Herne?' | said loudly. "Haven't you got the guts for areal Hunt? Haven't you got the
ballsto go after Lilith's son, that you have to work up your courage by first hunting awoman?'

The laughter broke off abruptly. The whole Court looked a Herne. He strode forward, raising his hand
to strikeme, and | laughed right into his face. He paused, suddenly uncertain. | shouldn't have had any
fight left in me. | should have been broken in body and spirit by now. But | was Lilith's son, after dll... and
for the first time Herne began to get afeding for what that really meant. Helooked round his Court, to
see how they weretaking this, and saw uncertainty building in their eyes, too. | had planted aseed in his
mind and in theirs, that he was only proposing to hunt Suzie to put off the moment when he would have to
raise his courage to hunt me. 1'd challenged his pride and his daring, in front of everyone, and he knew he
couldn't afford to seem weak in front of his people. Infront of Lilith's son.

"Very wel," he said findly, and he gestured to the pig men, to hold me on my knees so he could stick his
face right into mine. I'd forgotten how short he was. "Forget the woman. She shal diehereand now in
front of you, and you shall cometo envy her swift and easy degth, aswe drive you screaming and
bleeding through the wild woods, ripping and tearing a your hide every foot of theway, drawing every
last drop of blood and suffering and horror out of you, killing you by inches... until you can't run any
more-and then well rip you open and eat your entrails as you watch.”

"Hell with that,” | said flatly. "If you kill her, I won't run. I'll just sland here and die, to spite you, and
refuseyou

the pleasure of the Hunt. No. The dedl is, you get meinstead of her. You let her live, and | promiseyou
arun like you've never seen before.”

Herne scowled. "Y ou think you can make adeal with me? Y ou think you can enforce termswith Herne
the Hunter?"

"Of course" | said. "I'm Lilith'sson."

He laughed suddenly, and turned away from meto bark ordersat his Court. Hob In Chainsreleased his
hold on Suzie, and theiron chain dithered back to him like a shining snake. There was much milling about
and raised growling voices, as the various creatures argued over orders of precedence, and the proposed
route of the Hunt, and other matters | wastoo tired and too hurting to follow. | concentrated al my
strength and will into moving dowly across the clearing on my knees, to join Suzie. It seemed to take
forever, but eventualy we were kneeling side by side. We leaned against each other, shoulder to
shoulder, holding each other up. The pig men watched us carefully, but no-one had given them ordersto
do anything else. So Suzieand | sat together for awhile, comforting each other with our presence, our
blood-stresked faces close together.



"Not one of your better ideas, this, Taylor," shesaid findly.

"I'd haveto agree” | said, testing my teeth with the tip of my tongue, to see which oneswere loose.
"Don't worry. I'll get usout of this. | dwaysdo."

"I'm in better shapethan | look," Suzie said quietly. "Werewolf blood, remember? My strength's already
coming back. All I need isfor these swineto take their eyes off mefor amoment, and ..."

"They won't," | said. "They've done thisbefore. And what could you do, anyway? Attack Herne, with
one of those daggers you keep in your boots? Y ou wouldn't get within ten feet of him before his
creatures dragged you down. Y ou could run; but they'd catch you, and kill you. Eventually.”

"I wouldn't ran, without you,” said Suzie.
"If I work thisright, youwon't haveto run,” | said. "I've got aplan.”
She amiled, briefly. "Y ou dways do, John."

| closed my eyesfor awhile. I'd never felt sotired, so beaten down. "God, | fed bad, Suzie. I'm sorry |
got you into this."

"Stop it, John." She sounded worried, for the first time. ™Y ou give up here, and we're both dead.”
"I'mdl right," | said, forcing my eyes open.

Shelooked me over, her cold face controlled as ever as shetook in the extent of my injuries. "You've
looked better, Taylor. | don't think | like the odds on this one. Y ou're in no shape to run before the Wild
Hunt. Don't think you'd even necessarily make it out of the clearing. Y ou'd better let me do it. Oncethe
werewolf factor redly kicksin, I can outrun anything they send after me."

"No you couldnt,” | said. "Anyone e se, maybe, but not Herne and his Court. They livefor the hunt. You
haveto let medo this, Suzie. Trust me. | know what I'm doing.”

Shelooked at me for along while, her face cold asadways. "Y ou don't have to do this, John. Not for
m"

"Yes, | do," | said.

| couldn't tell her why. | couldn't tell her | wasready to die, to save her from the future I'd seen for her. |
couldn't tell her | needed to do this, to prove to myself that | wasn't just the ruthless bastard Tommy
Oblivion had named me. To prove | was something more than my mother's son. So | would run, and
maybe die, to save her life and my soul.

And besides, | had aplan.

| looked round sharply, as| realised the clearing had suddenly gone quiet. Every animal and cregturein
the Court had frozen where they were, al the beasts and Beings watching intently as Herne the Hunter
and the Neandertha known as Tomias Squarefoot squared off againgt each other, glaring unflinchingly
into each other's* face,



neither prepared to give an inch. There was anew tension in the clearing, a clash of wills, and seniority.
Herne was scowling fiercely, Squarefoot as calm as ever, but there was an ancient dignity and
steadfastness in the Neanderthal that the wood god, for al his power, couldn't quite match.

"I am the oldest here," said Tomias Squarefoot, in avoice dow and steady asaflowingriver. "l was
here before you, Herne. | walked thisland, this forest, long before there was awood god, or any of the
Forces you have gathered around you. | was here before the Nightside. | alone remember when the
forest wastruly dive, and the trees till talked, with dow, heavy voices. | remember the spirits of stone
and water and earth. | have seen dl my people die, and vanish, and the rise of Man. Y ou came after
Man, wood god, though you prefer not to remember that, | am the oldest here, and | say you have
forgotten the way of the Wild Hunt."

"You areold,” Herne acknowledged. "But age does not dways bestow wisdom. | lead here, not you. |
have made the Wild Hunt athing to be feared, and spoken of in hushed whispersall through the land.
And you dareto chdlenge my directing of the Hunt?'

"Y ou gave the Wild Hunt new strength and power by imposing astricter structure,” Squarefoot said
camly. "Y ou made up the rulesthat govern it, for the greater pleasure of al who participateinit. You
cannot break those rules now, just because your pride has been challenged. For if the master of the Wild
Hunt will not follow his own rules, why should anyone €l se? And then, where would be the point in

playing?’

There was agrowling murmur of agreement al acrossthe Court. Herne heard it but did not dare
acknowledgeit.

"What rules have | broken?' he said. "What cusomsdo | flout? | say thisHunt will be run asaways,
and dl rulesand customs shdl befollowed."

"Then the prey must know where he, runs, and why,"

said Squarefoot. "And the prize he may yet win, if heis strong and fast and true. For the prey that runs
without thought or hope makes poor prey indeed.”

Herne's scowl degpened. "If you're thinking of interfering in thisHunt..."

"Of course not,” the Neanderthal said calmly. "That would be againgt the rules. It isyour Hunt, Herne.
So name the conditions, and the destination, and the prize to be won."

Something like amusement moved through the Court, as the creatures saw how clearly Herne had been
herded into a corner, but the sound died quickly away as Herne glared about him. He turned brusquely
away from Square-foot to face Suzie and me. He gestured sharply, and the pig men hauled us up onto
our feet. | ill felt like hell, but the brief respite had put some strength back into my legs. My head till
pounded, but my thoughts were clear again. And my hands were very near my coat pockets. | grinned
nagtily at Herne. He redlly should have killed me while he had the chance.

Herne smiled back at me.

"Here are the rules of the Wild Hunt, Lilith's son. Y ou will run, and wewill chaseyou. Y ou will run
through the wild wood, in whatever direction you choose, dong whatever paths you may find; and if by
some miracle you find your way out of the wood, and back to the city, dl you haveto do is crossthe
boundary into the city, and you will live, safe from all pursuit. And to add spice to the game, you don't



run for your own life but for your woman'slife aswell. Shewill be held a the city boundary, under guard.
Reach her, and she will be set free. Y ou both will live. But if you fall to reach her, then shewill dieas
dowly and horribly asyou. Think about that asyou run." His smile widened. "'l should perhaps point out
that no-onein living memory has ever made it through the wild woods, |et alone back to the city.”

"But I'm not just anyone,” | said, holding his gaze with mine. “I'm John Taylor. Lilith'sson. And I'm
smarter and craftier and nastier than you'll ever be."

Heturned his back on me and stalked away. Suzie looked a me thoughtfully.

"That's your great plan? Y ou run, and if you diel die, too? Y ou look like shit, Taylor. You'rein no
condition to run any race."

"You heard the bastard,” | said. "I haveto run. At least now, | have a chance to save both of us. And he
doesn't know about my gift, my little tricks, or even the contents of my coat pockets. I've outsmarted
brighter things than him and hiswhole damned Court before this. Don't give them any trouble, Suzie. Let
them take you back to the city. Y our chances are better there. And then if you get a chance to escape,
takeit."

"l don't likeany of this," said Suzie. "'l thought you said you couldn't afford to use your gift in this Time."

"Hdl with that," | said. "I'll worry about the consequences of using my gift if and when | survivethe
Hunt."

"If you die" Suziesaid dowly, "1 will avenge you, John. I'll kill them dl. 1 will burn down the wild wood
and everythinginit, in your name."

"l know," | said.

Herne called my name, and | looked around. All the monstrous crestures of his Court had formed into
two long lines, facing each other. They grinned and davered and ssomped their feet, showing metheir
teeth and claws. Some of them had clubs. Herne gestured grandly from his Throne, flanked by Hob In
Chains and Tomias Squarefoot.

"And so the Hunt begins. Run the gauntlet, John Taylor, Lilith's son. Pass between your enemies. They
won't kill you, not now, but they will shed enough blood for you to leave aclear trail when you run.
When you findly get out of the gauntlet, you'll befacing in the direction of the Nightsde. Our gift to you,
to get you Started.”

| shuddered, despite myself. They'd tear me up bad, long before | could reach the other end. So ...
"Somegift," | sad. "I'll find my ownway."

And | turned my back on the waiting gauntlet and ran in the opposite direction, out of the moonlit
clearing and into the darkness of the waiting wood. Behind me, | heard outraged yells and howls, and |
grinned. When you're playing agame and the rules are stacked against you, change therules. I've dways
been agreat believer in laterd thinking.

| plunged through the gloom between the tall trees, leaving the light of the clearing behind me. I'd worry
about directions | ater; for the time being, | Smply needed to put some distance between me and my
pursuers. | ran steadily, keeping agood pace, careful to preserve what strength and breath | had. For



now | was coasting on adrendine, but | knew that wouldn't last. | hurt al over, but my head was clear.
Behind me, | could hear the Hunt starting up, hear the rage and bloodlust in their raised voices. | grinned.
Get your opponent angry, and you've aready won haf thefight. | hoped they wouldn't take their anger
out on Suzie ... No. | pushed the thought aside. Suzie could take care of hersdlf. | had to concentrate on
my own problems.

And 0| ran, knowing they could run faster but trusting to my wits and my gift and my sheer

bl oody-minded stubbornness to see me through. 1'd beaten worse than this and rubbed their nosesinit.
Theforest air was cool and bracing, and | sucked in great lungfuls of it as| ran. My legsfet strong. My
arms hurt, so | folded them across my chest. There was enough light to see where | was going, and the
trees were 0 tightly packed the Hunt wouldn't be able to come a me en masse. | could hear them,
drawing closer dready. | tried to remember how far it was, back to the city, but the journey in had been
on horseback. No. | couldn't afford to think about that. | had to concentrate on the here and now.

| unfolded my arms and scrabbled in my coat pockets,

coming up with adisposable flashlight. | turned it on, and light sprang out ahead of me, warm and yellow
and comforting. And then | turned it off, because | didn't want to attract attention. My eyeswere pretty
well adjusted to the gloom. But it might comein handy later, and | wasglad | had it. | put the flashlight
away and let my fingers wander over other useful objectsin my pockets. They redly should have
searched me thoroughly, but that was something men did, not animals. Or perhapsthey didn't care,
securein their overwhelming numbers and savagery. Perhapsthey didn't see me asany kind of threat. |
grinned unpleasantly. I'd change that.

| dowed my pace, as my breath began to run short. I'd hoped my wind would last longer, but the
beatings had redly taken it out of me. | pushed on, ignoring the tightening painsin my sdes. Huge trees
loomed dl around me, and | deliberately chose the narrowest ways, so that whatever came after me
would haveto do it singlefile. Break up the numbers, and you take away the advantage. Gnarled
branches loomed out in front of me al thetime, and | had to duck and weave to get past them. Thick
roots bulged up out of the ground, aways threatening to trip me, and they dowed me down, too. The
tightly packed earth was hard and unyielding under my feet, and theimpact of every step shuddered up

through my legs.

A sudden cry went up behind me, harsh and strident in the night, and something heavy came crashing
through the branches, not far behind me. The sounds grew louder, closer. Something had found my scent.
Timeto break the rules again, to use the advantages they didn't know | had. | fired up my gift. Let my
Enemiesfind me; the Hunt would take care of whatever my Enemies might send after me. And Lilith,
present or future ... was a problem for another time.

It only took amoment for my gift to find me the direction of the city, and | changed course, immediately
shutting

down my gift again. It wastoo confusing, to See clearly in the wild wood. In the brief glimpse through
my third eye, | had Seen ghosts and phantoms, running frantically aong paths that were no longer there,
and old vast Beings who had lived in the woods long and long ago, but had since moved on to other
places, other worlds. | Saw things| didn't understand, and couldn't hope to, Forces and Powers il
abroad in the night, ancient and awful, beyond human comprehension. | think some of them Saw me.

| ran on, dipping asquietly as| could between the grest trees, curving around Herne's clearing and back
towards the city. According to what I'd Seen with my gift, it wasalong way off. | dowedto ajog, to
preserve my bresth. | grabbed moss and leaves from the trees | passed, and rubbed them over my coat



and bare skin, to disguise my scent. | might be acity boy, but I'd been around. | knew afew tricks.

| could hear animals running on both sides of me now, running fast and fredy. They weren't even panting
hard, the bastards. | stopped abruptly, breathing through my nose to keep silent, and looked carefully
around me. There were wolves, dodging in and out of the trees, grey fur shining in the sparse moonlight.
Real wolvesfrom their size rather than werewolves, but no less dangerousfor that. They sumbledto a
halt, asthey realised I'd stopped running, and milled back and forth, before and around me. | crouched in
the deepest shadows | could find. Grey snoutsrosein theair, trying to catch my scent. | stayed very fill.
Therewasn't atrace of wind on the chill night air. The wolves gathered on my left, muzzlesto the ground,
searching for tracks. | heard fresh sounds on my right and dowly turned my head. Half a dozen huge
boars came snuffling loudly through the wood towards me, grunting and tossing their grest heads,
moonlight gleaming on their vicious curved tusks. So, enemiesto my left and to my right. Perfect.

| ran straight forward, deliberately making as much

noise as possible. The wolves and the boars came charging forward, each keen to get to mefirdt. |
waited till the very last moment, then | dammed to ahalt and dived to the ground. And whilel lay there
with my arms over my head, the wolves and the boars dammed right into each other. Confused by an
unexpected attack, they tore blindly at each other. Howls and roars and squedls of pain filled the night
air, aswolves and boars forgot al about mein their outrage over being atacked. They savaged each
other in agreat squabbling mess, while| rose carefully to my feet and dipped quietly away through the
shadows.

| didn't even see the bear coming. It suddenly loomed out of the gloom right ahead of me, ahuge dark
shape againgt the night, big as atree. One great clawed paw came sweeping through the air towards me,
moonlight gleaming on the vicious claws, and then it dapped meto one Sde, as casudly asthat. It was
like being hit by abattering ram. | flew through the air and hit the ground hard, beforerolling on to dam
up againg atree-trunk. Theimpact knocked al the breath right out of me. My shoulder was on fire, and
it ft like half my ribswere cracked, maybe broken. | pulled mysdf up and set my back against the
tree-trunk, fighting to get some air back into my lungs. The bear was dready coming for me, snuffling and
growling. It lashed out again, and | only dodged it by throwing mysdlf to one side. Thevicious clawstore
agreat chunk out of thetree. | scrambled to my feet and dipped round the other side of thetree. The
bear paused, confused because it couldn't see me any more, and | was off and running again. | could fedl
fresh blood flowing down my Ieft arm from my clawed shoulder, and my whole Sde was screaming with

pain.

The wolves were after me again. They came flying through the shafts of moonlight, grey as ghodts, eyes
gleaming brightly. Too many to count, running smoothly asthe wind. They streamed ahead of me, then
cut in to block my way. | grabbed a sachet of pepper from my coat pocket,

toreit open, and threw the wholelot in their faces. They went mad asfirefilled their sengtive noses and
eyes, and they fell back, yipping and yel ping, snapping at the air and a each other, unable to concentrate
on anything but the horrid painin their heads. | ran straight through them. Some snapped and tore at me
reflexively, and | cried out despite myself as new pains cut through me, then | was past them and running
on, into the night. | gritted my teeth againgt the hurt, breathing heavily.

| had to force mysdlf on now, to maintain agood pace. | couldn't stop to rest, or see to my wounds. |
wasleaving aclear blood trail. | could hear the Hunt, crying out in many voices behind me. My bresth
was coming raggedly, and my whole chest hurt. Damn, | was out of shape. I'd got too used to fighting
ingtead of running for my life. I plunged on, through shadows and moonlight, crashing through branches
and sometimes damming into trees | didn't seein time, following the direction my gift had given me.



And behind came the Wild Hunt.

| ran through aclearing, and awhole crowd of eves watched me pass, incurioudy. They were moving
dowly in strange patterns, leaving long blue ectoplasmic trails behind them, creeting an intricate glowing
web. | didn't call out to them for help. Elves have never given adamn for anyone but themselves.

It seemed like the whole wood was dive with howls and cries now, asthough every living thing in the
night was awake and on my trail. Long-buried ingtincts made my blood run cold and raised the hackles
on the back of my neck. Old, atavistic ingtincts, from Humanity's distant past, when to be Man wasto be
hunted. I grinned fiercely. Things had changed since then, and | would show them how much. 1'd show
them dll. | ran on, fighting for breath, ignoring the pain-hate and desperation and stubborn doggedness
keeping me going long after exhaustion should have driven meto my knees.

Inthe next clearing | cameto, Hob In Chainswas waiting for me, surrounded by his pig men. He stood
proud and tall in the shimmering milky light, his grest boar's head looking straight at meas| sumbledto a
halt on the edge of the clearing. Hob'siron chainsrattled noisily as he swung a huge hammer back and
forth before him. The thick wooden shaft was easily four feet long, and the head was asolid d&b of iron,
matted and crusted with old dried blood and hairs. | probably would have had trouble even lifting the
thing, but he swung it lazily back and forth as though it was nothing. The giant smiled & me around his
huge tusks and grunted loudly, adeep, satisfied sound. The pig men crowded round hislegs grunted and
squealed along with him, like hogs waiting for the swill to be poured into their trough, held back only by
their master'swill. They dl looked a me hungrily, with nothing in their eyes of the men they'd once been.
Hob In Chains moved forward, and they scattered to let him pass. | stood my ground. He knew |
wouldn't run. Therest of the Hunt were too close behind me. | had to get through the clearing.

Even so, | think he was abit shocked when | strode forward, heading straight for him. He hefted his
great hammer, grunting greedily as he waited for meto come within range. | grinned a him, which | think
unsettled him even more. Hewas only used to prey that screamed and sobbed and begged for mercy.
He decided not to wait, and stamped towards me, raising his great hammer above his head with both
hands. The pig men fdll back to give him room, squeding hystericaly. And | used my oldest trick, the one
that takes bullets out of guns, to take dl theair out of their lungs. The pig men collgpsed as one, hitting
the ground like so many hairy sacks. Hob In Chains staggered backwards, dropping his hammer as
though it had suddenly become too heavy for him. Then he dropped to his knees, his great boar's head
gaping stupidly. | walked right past him and didn't even look back as | heard him crash to the ground.

But the clattering of hisiron chains gave me anew idea, and | stopped and looked round. The chains
would make good wesgpons, and | could use every advantage | could stedl. | went back to kneel beside
Hob In Chains and tugged at one of the long iron chains, but it was firmly fixed to the collar round his
throat. They dl were. | could have wept with frustration. | lurched to my feet arid kicked Hob In Chains
intheribs

And Hob In Chainsrose up. He lurched unsteadily to hisfeet, snorting and grunting, shaking hisboar's
head as he sucked air back into hisgreet lungs. | hit him in the gut with al my strength, but dl | did was
hurt my hand. He reached out for hishammer, and | kicked him in the balls, putting al my strength behind
it. Theair shot out of Hob In Chains lungsfor asecond time, and his beady eyes squeezed shut as he
sank back down onto his knees again, forgetting dl about his hammer. And | was off and running again.

The Hunt was close behind me still. Creatures and beasts came darting in, now from one side, then from
another, to bite and claw and tear at me. Not even trying to bring me down, not yet. Just doing their bit
to hurt and harry me, and enjoy the Hunt. Some of them | dodged, some | struck out at, but al of them



|eft their mark on me. | didn't even try not to cry out any more, Smply concentrated on keeping moving. |
was deathly tired, sumbling and staggering as much as running, blood soaking my tattered trench coat.
Blood and swesat mixed as they ran down my face, leaving the taste of copper and sdt in my mouth. My
left arm hung dmost uselessy at my side, clawed open from shoulder to wrist by something | didn't even
see coming. There waslaughter in the woods, al around me. | hurt so bad it flared up every time my foot
hit the hard ground, but my head stayed clear. Anywhen else, so much pain and accumulated damage
would have brought me to my kneeslong ago, but | wasn't only running for mysdlf. | was running for
Suzie

The Wild Hunt swarmed dl around me, taking it in turnsto dart in and hurt me some more, just enough
to sour me on. And at the head of his Hunt, riding his glorious moon stallion ahead and to my |eft, Herne
the Hunter. Laughing as he watched his prey suffer. His horse was made of pure moonlight, aglorious
luminous cresture that carried Herne effortlessly on. A pack of werewolvesfollowed in hiswake, howling
with unnervingly human voices

| had no ideahow long I'd been running. How far I'd come, or how far | till had left to go. It felt likel'd
aways been running, like one of those nightmares where you flee forever and never get anywhere. | was
staggering dong now, gasping for bregath, fighting to keep putting onefoot in front of the other. Every
breath hurt, in my chest and in my sidesand in my back. | couldn't even fed my feet or my hands any
more. | no longer lashed out at the beasts that attacked me, saving my strength.

| had aplan.

Herne the Hunter findly steered his moon stalion right in front of me, blocking my path, so | had to stop.
| crashed to ahdlt, bresthing so hard | couldn't hear anything else. | could still see him laughing, though.
Hear the rest of the Hunt closing in around me. Herne leaned over his mount's shoulder to address me,
and | ached to wipe the smile off hisface. Dark shadows filled the woods around me, milling restlessly,
impatient for thekill, held back only by Herneswill. He leaned right over, pushing hisface closeto mine,
50 | would be sure to hear hiswords.

"Youranwel, for amorta. Led usamerry chase, to our great entertainment. But now it'sover. The
Hunt ends asit dways has and alwayswill, in the dow, horrid death of the prey. Be sure to scream
loudly, so perhaps your woman will hear you and know something of the fate that awaits her, too."

"She's not my woman,” | mumbled through dack bloody
lips. "Suzie can take care of hersdlf. And just maybe, shelll take care of you, too."

Heme laughed in my face. "Die now, Lilith's son, one and in torment, and know that everything you've
done and endured has been for nothing. Y our woman will suffer and die, just like you. After we've had
our funwith her.”

He leaned right over to spit these last words directly into my face, and at last he was close enough for
me to grab him with both bloody hands, and haul him right off his glowing moon stalion. Overbaanced,
he toppled off easily, and | dammed him to the ground. | hit him once in the mouth, for my own
satisfaction, then used the last of my strength to grab the moon stdlion's enchanted bridle and pull myself
up onto hisback. The gtalion reared up on its hind legs, pawing at the air and tossing its head, but | had
the bridlein my hands, and when | pointed the stallion's head in the direction of the city, the cregture had
no choice but to carry methere. | droveit mercilesdy on, faster and faster, and we sped through the wild
wood like adream of motion, swerving effortlesdy between the trees, never dowing or stopping, whilel
hung on desperately with al that was | eft of my hoarded strength.



Behind me | could hear the cheated howls of the Wild Hunt, and Herne crying out in rage and shame,
and | laughed breathlesdly.

| urged the moon stalion on to even greater speeds as the Hunt pursued us, and we fled through the
night, the pounding hooves hardly seeming to touch the ground. The whole of the Wild Hunt was on my
trail, but they were along way back. | dumped forward over the neck of the moon stalion, horribly tired,
but my hands had closed around the controlling enchanted bridlein agrip that only desth would |oosen.
I'd snatched a second chance from the very edge of defeat, and | was going home-to the city, and the
Nightsde, and Suzie Shooter.

The great trees flashed past me on either Sde, seemingly

asinsubstantial asadream, come and goneimpossibly fast. And still the Wild Hunt followed. Until
suddenly thetall trees fell away behind me, and the moon stalion was racing across the open grasdands.

| dowly raised my aching head and saw the lights of the city burning up ahead. | risked alook back over
my shoulder. All the monstrous creatures of Herne's Court were pouring out of the forest, so caught upin
the bloodlust of the chase that they would even |eave the safety of the wild wood to come after me. |
couldn't see Herne. Perhaps he was having trouble keeping up, on foot. | grinned, then | coughed, and
fresh blood spilled down my chin. Damn. Not agood sign. My head was swimming madly, and | could
barely fed the moon stalion beneath me. For thefirgt time, | wondered if there was enough left in meto
hang on until we reached the city. But intheend | did, because | had to. Suzie Shooter was waiting for
me.

The moon gtallion pounded on, flashing across the grasdands like astregk of light, the city and itslights
growing steadily before me. And almost before | knew it, we had crossed the boundary into the city, into
streets and buildings, stone and plaster, and the moon stallion crashed to ahalt. It was of the wild wood
and would go no further, bridle or no. For along moment, | sat there. I'd made it. The thought repeated
dowly in my head. | looked down a my hands, dick with my own blood, but still gripping the enchanted
bridle so firmly the knuckles showed white. | forced my fingers open, released the bridle, then did off the
sde of the gtdlion and fell to the ground. And the moon stdlion turned immediately and raced back
across the city boundary, across the grasslands and back to the wild wood, where it belonged. | sat up
dowly and watched it go, bright and shining as adeparting dawn. | sat there, my head nodding, my hands
in my lap, broken and bloodied. The whole of the front of my trench coat was aragged bloody mess, but
| wastoo deathly tired to fed most of my hurts. | didn't

seem to have the strength to do anything, and that worried me vaguely, but | had made it back to the
city; and that was dl that mattered. | watched impassvely as Herne the Hunter came running acrossthe
grasdands. He seemed so much smaller, so much less, outside the forest. Therest of his monstrous Court
came after him, but they seemed to be hanging back. | smiled dowly. Let them come. Let them all come.
I'd beaten him. Suzie was safe now.

| was cold, so cold. | started to shiver and couldn't stop. | wondered if | was dying.

Footsteps approached behind me, but | didn't have enough strength left to turn and look. And then Suzie
Shooter was kneeling beside me, free and unguarded. | tried to smile for her. Shelooked me over, and
made a low, shocked sound.

"Oh God, John. What have they done to you?'

"It'snot asbad asit looks," | said, or thought | said. More blood spilled down my chin asmy lips split



open again. It was only asmdll hurt after so many worse ones, but it wasthe last straw, and | started to
cry. Just from shock and weariness. I'd given dl | had to give, and there was nothing left. My whole body
was shaking and shuddering now, from smple exhaustion. And Suzietook mein her amsand held meto
her. And bad as| fdt, | knew how much it took for her to be able to do that. She rocked me dowly, my
head resting againgt her leather-clad shoulder, while she made soothing, hushing noises.

"It'sdl right, John. It'sdl over. I'm free, and you're going to be fine. Find you a sorcerer, get you fixed
up good.”

"| thought you were under guard here" | said , dowly and distinctly.

She snorted loudly. "Beat the shit out of them the moment | was safely back in the city. Therés no-one
|eft hereto hurt us”

"I knew you could look after yoursdlf,” | said. "But | couldn't take therisk... of being wrong.”

Suzie sniffed. "Bloody pig men. Y ou wouldn't believe how many timesthey felt me up on the way here.
Smelled redly bad, too. Couldn't kill them fast enough. Maybe well have abarbecue, later?’

"Soundsgood,” | said. "I'm cold, Suzie. So cold.”

She held metighter, but | could barely fed it. "Hang on, John. Hang on.”

"Journeysend..."

"Inlovers meeting?' said Suzie, her cheek against my forehead.

"Maybe," | said. "If only wed had moretime...."

"Therewill betimefor many things..."

"No. | don't think so. I'm dying, Suzie. | wish ..."

She said something, but it couldn't hear it over the roaring in my head. | could see the blood running out
of me, but everything was disgppearing into darkness as the world dipped dowly away from me. | was
ready to dig; if it meant the future I'd seen for Suzie, and the Nightside, might not happen after al.

"l saved you," | said.

"I knew you would," shesaid. "I knew they'd never catch you."

That wasn't what | meant, but it didn't matter.

Then | felt her whole body tense as she looked up sharply. | pushed the darkness back through a sheer
effort of will and lifted my head to look. And there before us was Herne the Hunter, standing on the other
sde of the city boundary, hisface dark with rage. His Court was spread out behind him, keeping well
back. Herne actualy danced with ragein front of me, driven half out of hismind at losing.

"Y ou cheated!" he screamed a me, spittle flying on the air with the force of hiswords. ™Y ou didn't run
the gauntlet! Y ou used tricks and magics! Y ou stole my lovely moon stdlion! Cheset! Cheset!"



| grinned at him even though it hurt. "Told you | was smarter than you. All that mattersis| won. | got
here. You

and your whole damned Court couldn't stop me. | beat you, Heme, so go away and pick on someone
gmdler than yoursdf."

"Y ou didn't beat me! No-one beats me! Y ou cheated!" Herne was dmost crying by then with the
grength of hisemotions, and his Court stirred uneasily behind him. He shook agnarled fist a me.
"No-onewinsunless | say they win! You're dead, you hear me? I'll drag you out of there and back into
the woods, and then, and then ... I'll do such terrible thingsto you!™

Tomias Squarefoot stepped forward, and Herne turned vicioudy to glare at him. The Neandertha stood
camly before the wood god, and his voice was cold and unmoved. ™Y ou cannot pursue them any further,
Herne. They arein the city now, and beyond our reach. By the rules of your own Hunt, they are safe
fromyou."

"l amthe god of thewild places! Of the storm and the lightning! | am the glory of the hunt and the wolf
who runs and the antlers on the rutting stag! | am the power of the wild wood, and | will not be denied!™

"Heranwell and bravely,” said Squarefoot, and some of the Court actualy grunted and growled in
agreement behind him. "Hewon, Herne. Let it go."

"Never!"
"If you do this," Squarefoot said dowly, "you doit done.”

"Alonethen!" spat Herne, turning his back on them dl, and he wouldn't even look round when Tomias
Squarefoot went back to join the Court, and they al headed back across the grasdands, to the wild
wood, where they belonged. Herne leaned dowly forward, as though testing the strength of some unseen,
unfelt barrier, his curling goat's horns trembling with anticipation. His eyes were fierce and staring, and
more than alittle mad.

Suzie put me carefully to one side and stood up to place hersalf between Herne and me. They'd taken
her shotgun,

so she drew the two long knives from her boot tops. She stood tall and proud, and it looked like it
would take the whole damn world to bring her down. Herne regarded her créftily, his shaggy head
cocked dightly to oneside, likeabird.

"You can't stop me. I'magod.”

"You wouldn't bethefirst god I'vekilled," said Suzie Shooter. "And you're on my territory now."

It might have been abluff, or knowing Suzie, maybe not, but either way it did me good to hear her say it
with such scorn and confidence. And | discovered | was damned if 1'd Sit there and | et her face the threat
aone. | forced mysdf up onto one knee, then onto my feet. | moved unsteadily forward to stand beside

Suzie. | was swaying, but | was up. If | was going out, | was going to do it on my feet.

"Lilith'sson,” Herne whispered. "Child of the city and hated civilization. Y ou would wipe away dl the
woods and dl of thewild. I'll seeyou dead evenif it damnsmefor dl time."



He stepped forward, and Suzie and | braced ourselves to meet the fury of the wood god. And that was
when adark-haired man in along flowing robe, carrying along wooden staff, appeared out of nowhere
to stand between us and Herne. Suzie actualy jumped alittle, and | had to grab her arm to steady myself.
Heme held hisground, snarling uncertainly at the newcomer, who dammed his gtaff into the ground
before Herne. It stood there, done and upright, quivering dightly.

"I am the Lord of Thorns," said the newcomer. "Newly appointed Overseer of the Nightsde. And you
should not be here, Herne the Hunter."

"Appointed by who?" snapped Herne. "By that new god, the Christ? Y ou have hissmdll onyou. | was
here before him, and | shall hold sway in the woods long after he has been forgotten.”

"No," sad the Lord of Thorns. "He has come, and nothing

shdll ever be the same again. | have been given power over al the Nightside, to see that agreements are
enforced. Y ou set up the rules of the Wild Hunt, and so are bound by them. Y ou invested your own
power in the Hunt, to make it the significant thing that it is, and so it has power over you. Y ou cannot
enter here"

"No! No! | will not be cheated out of my prey! | will have my revenge! | will feast on his heart, and
yourd"

Herne grabbed at the Lord of Thorns standing staff, to tear it out of the ground and perhaps useit asa
weapon; but the moment he touched it, the ground shook, and bright light surged up, and the wood god
cried out despairingly in pain and shock and horror. He fell writhing to the ground, curled up into aball,
and sobbed at the feet of the Lord of Thorns, who looked down on him sadly.

"You did thisto yoursdlf, Herne. Y ou are of the city now, by your own act, cut off from the woods and
thewild places, only asmal fraction of what you once were, now and forever.”

"l want to go home," said Herne, likeasmdl child.
"You cant," said the Lord of Thorns. ™Y ou chose to come into the city, and now you belong here.”
"But what am | to do?'

"Go forth and do penance. Until findly, perhaps, you can learn to make your peace with the civilization
thet iscoming.”

Herne snarled up at the Lord of Thorns, with atouch of his old defiance, and then the broken god,
smaller and much diminished, crept past the Lord of Thorns and disappeared into the streets of the city.

| was watching him go, when suddenly | found | was lying on the ground. | didn't remember faling. | was
tired, and drifting, and everything seemed so very far away. | could hear Suzie calling my name,
increasingly desperately, but | couldn't find the strength to answer her. She grabbed me by the shoulder
to try and St me up, but my

body was so much dead weight, and | couldn't help her. | thought, So thisis dying. It doesn't seem so
bad. Maybe I'll get somerest, at last.

Then the Lord of Thorns knelt beside me. He had akind, bearded face. He put his hand on my chest,



and it was like my whole body got jump-started. Strength and vitality dammed through me like an ectric
charge, driving out the pain and weariness, and | sat bolt upright, crying out loud at the shock and joy of
it. Suziefdl back on her haunches, squeaking loudly in surprise. | laughed suddenly, so glad to bedive. |
scrambled up onto my feet, hauling Suzie up with me, and | hugged her to me. Her body started to tense
up, so | let her go. Some miracles take longer to work out than others.

| checked mysdlf over. My trench coat was athing of rags and tatters, mostly held together by dried
blood, but al my wounds were gone, healed, as though they had never been. | waswhole again. | looked
blankly at the Lord of Thorns, and he smiled and bowed dightly, like a stage magician acknowledging a
clever trick.

"l am the Overseer, and it ismy job and privilege to put things right, where awrong has been committed.
How do you fed?"

"Bloody marvelous! Likel could take on the whole damned world!" | looked down at my tattered coat.
"l don't suppose..."

He shook hishead firmly. "I'm the Overseer, not atailor.”

| turned and smiled at Suzie, and she smiled back. The scratches and bruises were gone from her face,
though the scars remained. Y ou should smilemore,” | said. "It looks good on you."

"Nah," shesaid. "It'sbad for my reputation.”

Welooked back at the Lord of Thorns, as he coughed meaningfully. "It is my understanding that you
seek to travel further back in Time, to the very cregtion of the Nightside itself. Isthat correct?’

"Yes" | sad. "How did ..."

"l know what | need to know. Comeswith the job. | am hereto help, after al. That'swhat the Church
of the Christ is supposed to be about. Helping, and caring, and teaching othersto take responsibility for
their own actions”

"Eveninaplacelikethis?' sad Suzie.
"Especidly inaplacelikethis," said the Lord of Thorns.

He dammed hislong wooden staff againgt the ground once more, and the whole world flew away from
us, as we dropped back into Time'sriver, sweeping back into Y esterday.

eeven
Angels, Demons, and Mommie Dearest

Thistimeit didn't fed likefdling through Time but morelike being flung from a catapult. A rainbow
exploded around us, punctuated by exploding galaxies and the cries of stars being born, while from al
around came the screaming and howling of Thingsfrom Outside, crying Let usin! Let usin! inlanguages
older than the worlds. Suzie Shooter and | finally dropped out of the chronoflow and back into Time,
damming back into the world like a bullet from agun. Breething harshly like new-born children, we
looked around us. We'd materialised standing among the trees at the edge of agreat forest, looking out
over ahuge open clearing. The clear night sky wasfull of everyday stars, and the full moon was no bigger



than it should be. Wherever or whenever we were, the Nightside hadn't happened yet.

Y et the clearing lying vacant and open before us, so vast itsfar side was practically on the horizon, was
clearly no naturd thing. Its edge was too sharp, too digtinct, cutting through some of the surrounding
tree-trunks like arazor's edge, leaving half treeswith their insgdeslaid bare, 0ozing clear sap like blood.
Theclearing itsdf held only dark earth, bare and festureless. Its making had definitely been unnaturd; raw
magics were il sparking and spitting and crackling on the air, the last discharging remnants of amighty
Working. Someone had made acres of forest disappear in amoment, and | had a pretty good ideawho.

Theforest around and behind us was dark and foreboding, with massive trees reaching up to form an
interlaced canopy, liketheintricate ceiling of some natural cathedra of the night. The air was cool and
gtill, and thick with the heavy scents of dow growth. | could dmost fed the great green power of the
dreaming wood, which had stood for thousands of years and never known the touch of Man, or his
cutting tools. Thiswas old Britain, ancient Britain, the dark womb from which we al sprang.

And suddenly | was back running between the trees again, with Herne and his Wild Hunt howling
triumphantly at my back. Terrible memories of pain and horror surged through me, and | swayed on my
feet. | had to put ahand out to the nearest tree and lean on it to steady mysdlf, as my knees threatened to
buckle under me. | was shuddering al over, and | could fed my heart damming painfully fast in my chest.
No-one had ever hurt me so deeply, terrorized me so completely, as Herne and his monstrous Court. I'd
won, but he had |eft his mark on me. Maybe forever. | made myself breathe dowly and deeply, refusing
to givein. One of my greatest Strengths has dways been my refusd to be beaten by anyone or anything,
even mysdlf. My head dowly came up, my face dripping with swest, and Suzie Shooter stepped in close
beside me and put a comforting hand on my shoulder. The sheer unexpectedness of

this pushed everything ese out of my head, but | was careful not to react or even turn around too
quickly. I didn't want to frighten her off. | looked round owly, and our eyes met. Her facewas as cold
and controlled as ever, but we both knew what abig effort thiswas for her. She managed asmall amile,
then, seeing that | was mysdlf again, shetook her hand away and |ooked out into the clearing. The
gesture was come and gone, but of such small steps are miracles made.

"How far back have we come, thistime?' said Suzie, in her usud cdm voice. "Whenisthis?'

"I don't know," | said, till looking at her rather than the clearing. "But it felt ahell of alot further than a
few hundred years. If | had to guess, I'd say thousands ... thousands of years. | think we're back before
there were any cities, any towns, any gatherings..."

Suzie scowled, "ton Age?’

"Further back even than that. | think we've arrived in atime before Man even appeared, as we would
recognisehim. Ligten.”

We stood close together, listening. The huge and mighty forest wasfull of the sounds of life-of birdsand
animasand other things, crying out in the night. The sound of hunters and their prey, up intheair and
down on the ground, sometimes crashing through the undergrowth, snorting and grunting. Sowly we
turned and looked back, and as our eyes adjusted to the gloom, we could see things moving cautioudy in
the shadows, observing us from a safe distance. Suzie drew aflare from inside her leather jacket, lit it,
and threw it some distance into the trees ahead of us. The sharp crimson light was briefly dazzling, and all
around us we could hear the beasts of the forest retreating into the safety of the dark. But there were
other sounds now, new movements. Suzie drew her shotgun from its holster on her back.



Thelight from the flare was aready dying down, but |

could just make out strange shapes moving on the very edge of thelight, large and powerful things,
drifting eerily between thetrees. | could fed their presence more than see them. Their shapes were huge,
alien, dmost abstract; and yet ill 1 knew they belonged in this place more than | did. They were Forces
and Powers, old lifein an old land, barely materid asyet, lifein itsrawest forms.

"Whét the hell are they?' whigpered Suzie. "'l can barely make them out, asthough they're only just there
... Nothing that lives lookslike that... It's as though they haven't decided what they are yet.”

"They probably havent,” | said, just asquietly. | realy didn't want to attract the attention of such wild,
unfocussed Beings. "These are the first dreams and nightmares of the land, given shape and form. | think
intime... theseformswill eventualy define themsalvesinto elves and goblinsand dl the fantagtic
creatures of the wild wood. Some will become gods, like Herne. All thiswill come with therise of Man,
of course. | think maybe these things need the belief and imagination of Man to give them fixed shapes
and natures. Man's fears and needs will distil these Beings and Powersinto definite shapes, and soon
they will forget they were ever anything else. And they will prey on Man and serve him, as he worships
and destroysthem ..."

"All right, you're getting cregpy now," said Suzie.

Thelast of theflaréslight flickered and went out, and the old deep dark of the forest returned. | couldn't
see or even sense the abstract Forces any more, and though | strained my ears, al | could hear was the
natura course of bird and animal, going about their nightly business. Reluctantly, | turned and looked out
at the clearing again. Suzie turned and looked, too, but she didn't put away her shotgun. Moonlight lit the
vast clearing bright as day, but though the open space was still and quiet, there was afedling of
anticipation on the air, as though some curtain was abouit to rise on a brand-new show.

"Lilithdid this" | said. "And from thefed of it, not long before we arrived. Thisiswhere shewill creste
and place her Nightside. Not far from here is undoubtedly ariver that will someday be called the
Thames. And men will come here and build acity called London ... | wonder what form Lilith's creation
will take, before Man invadesit and rebuildsit in his own image?’

"How many living things did Lilith destroy when she made this clearing?’ said Suzie, unexpectedly. "How
many animals, slamped out in amoment, how many ancient trees, blasted into nothing, to serve her
purpose? | don't care much, but you can bet good money she cared even less."”

"Yeah," | sad. "That does sound like Mommie Dearest. She never cared who she hurt, to get her own
way."

"Why didn't she create the Nightsde immediately?" said Suzie, suspicious as dways. "Why stop at the
clearing? s shewaiting for something?"

| considered the point. "It could be ... that she'swaiting for an audience.”
Suzielooked a me sharply. "For us?'
"Now that isadisturbing thought... No. How could she know wed be here?"

Suzie shrugged. " She's your mother. She'sLilith. Who knows what she knows or how she knowsiit?"
She scowled at me, as another thought struck her. "We only got here because the Lord of Thorns used



his power to send us here. How are we supposed to get back to our own time, assuming we survive
whatever gppdling thing happens next?'

"Good question,” | said. "Wish | had agood answer for you. Let'swait and seeif we do survive, and
worry about it then. We have more than enough to worry about asit is." Then it was my turn to look at
her thoughtfully, as something new struck me. "Suzie ... | think we need to talk. About us. Right now."

Suzielooked straight back at me, not giving me aninch. "We do?'

"Y es. The odds are that we're not going to survive whatever comes next. |'ve always known that. It's
why | didn't want you aong on this case, But, here we are, and things have changed between us. So, if
we're ever going to say anything, anything that matters, we need to say it now. Because we may never
get another chance.”

"Werefriends" said Suzie, in her cold, controlled voice. "lsan't that enough?'
"l don't know," | said. "Isit?"

"Y ou've got closer to me ... than anyone,” Suzie said dowly. "I never thought 1'd ever let anyone get that
close. Never thought I'd want anyoneto. You ... matter to me, John. But, | still couldn't... bewith you. In
bed. Some scars go too deep, to ever hed "

"That isn't what we're talking about,”" | said gently. "What mattersisyou, and me. It'samiracle weve
medeit thisfar, redly."

She consdered me for along moment, with her scarred face and her single cold blue eye and her
unyielding mouth. | didn't think she even knew she was cradling her shotgun to her chest, like achild, or a
lover. When shefinally spoke, her voice was as cold as ever. "My new face doesn't bother you? | never
cared about being pretty, but... | know what | must ook like. The outside findly matchestheinsde.”

"You sad it yoursdf, Suzie" | said, aslightly as| could. "We mongters have to stick together."”

| leaned forward, dowly and very carefully, and Suzie watched melike an animal of the wild, that might
turn and run at any moment. When our faces were so closethat | could fed her breath on my mouth, and
she dtill hadn't moved, T kissed her gently on her scarred cheek. | kept my hands by my sides. The
ridged scar tissue of her cheek was hard and unyidding. | pulled back, looked into her cold blue eye,
then kissed her very gently on the mouth. Her lips barely moved under mine, but she didn't back away.
Ard

finaly, dowly, she put her aams around me. She held me only lightly, asthough she might pull away a
any moment. | moved my mouth back from hers, pressed my cheek against her scarred face, and put my
armsaround her, just aslightly. She Sghed, just alittle. Her leather jacket creaked quietly under my
arms. She held mefor aslong as she could stand it, then let go and stepped back. | let her go. | knew
better than to try and go after her. | knew she gill had her shotgun in one hand, even if shedidn't. She
looked at me with her cold eye and her cold expression, and nodded briefly.

"You know | loveyou, right?" | said.
"Ohaure" shesaid. "And | carefor you, John. Asmuch as | can.”

And then we both looked round sharply. The whole forest had gone quiet, and there was anew feding



ontheair. Just for amoment everything was so dtill | could hear the rasp of my own breathing, fed the
beating of my heart. Suzie and | looked out into the clearing, our attention drawn to the open space like
beastsin the wild sensing acoming storm. There was asound. A sound on the air, but not of it, coming
from everywhere and nowhere. It filled the whole world, filled my mind, and it was not a natura sound. It
was the cry of something being born, of something dying, an emotion and an experience and an ecstasy
beyond human knowledge or comprehension. The sound rose and rose, growing louder and more
piercing and more inhuman, until Suzie and | had to clap our hands over our earsto try and keep it out,
and gtill the sound rose and rose, louder and louder, until it became unbearable; and till it rose. Findly,
mercifully, it rose beyond our ability to hear it, and Suzie and | were left shaking and shuddering,
breathing harshly and shaking our heads as though trying to clear something out. | couldn't hear anything,
even when Suzie spoke to me, and we both looked out into the

clearing again. Something was going to happen. We could fed it. We could still fed the sound, fed itin
our bones and in our souls.

And then Lilith was suddenly there, standing in front of the trees at the edge of the clearing, perhaps as
little as twenty feet from where Suzie and | stood watching. The sound was gone. Lilith had made her
entrance. She stood staring intently out at the clearing sheld made, her dark eyes fixed and unblinking.
Suzieand | silently stepped further back into the dark of the forest, concedling oursalvesin the degpest
shadows. Just to see Lilith was to be scared of her. Of the power that burned in her, like all the starsin
all the galaxies. She might have been created to be Adam's wife, but shed come along way since then.

She hadn't smply appeared. It was asthough Lilith had slamped or imprinted hersdf directly onto
redlity, by sheer force of will. She was there now because she chose to be, and somehow she seemed
reder than anything else in the material world. Shelooked ... pretty much as| remembered her, from the
last time I'd seen her. In Strangefdlows bar, at the end of my last case. Just before everything went to
hdll.

She wastoo tal and dmost supernaturaly dender, the lines of her bare body so smooth they looked like
they'd been streamlined, for greater efficiency. Her hair and her eyes and her lips were jet-black, and
together with her pale, colourless skin, shelooked very much like ablack and white photograph. Her
face was sharp and pointed, with a prominent bone structure and a hawk nose. Her dark mouth was
thin-lipped and far too wide, and her eyeswere full of adark fire that could burn through anything. The
expressions that came and went on her face were in no way human. Shelooked ... wild, eementd,
unfinished. Shewore no clothes. She had no navel.

| remembered the man called Madman, who Saw the

world and everything in it more clearly than most, saying thet the Lilith we saw and experienced was only
alimited projection into our reality of something much grester and more complex. We only saw what we
could stand to see. He dso said that the human Lilith wasredly just aglorified glove puppet that she
manipulated from efar.

Lilith. Mother. Mongter.

| said as much to Suzie, and she nodded. "It doesn't matter. If she'sredl, | can kill her."

We both kept our voices low, but | don't think even athunderclap could have interrupted Lilith's
concentration. Whatever she saw in the clearing wasn't there yet. She spoke aWord aoud, and it hit the

ar likeahammer. The sound of it filled the world, its echoes reaching out to touch everything. It wasa
word from no language | knew or could ever hope to understand, even with the assistance of Old Father



Timesmagic; it was an old word out of an old language, perhaps the basic language from which al
othersevolved. | could understand enough of its meaning to be glad | didn't understand any more.

Summoned by that terrible Word, the world opened up to birth monsters. Awful crestures came
stomping and hopping and dithering out of the trees behind Lilith. They towered over her and oozed past
her feet, huge and dreadful and utterly appalling, even by Nightside standards. In them was found every
forbidden combination of animal and lizard and insect, vicious and ugly beyond belief. Bulging muscles
swelled like cancers under suppurating flesh. Dark carapaced things scuttled on broken legs, with
complicated mouth parts working furioudy under too many eyes. Tal and spindly things lurched out of
thetreeson tripod legs, flailing long tentacles like barbed whips. And ill they came, bursting up out of
the dark earth of the clearing. Great white worms with rows of human arms and hands, rotting hulkslarge
aswhdes, chattering headswith long

toothy spines. Bat-winged shapes dropped out of the night with a predator's grace, and terrible shapes
swept across the sky, blocking out the stars and darting across the face of the full moon.

Thear wasfull of the sench of blood and offal and brimstone. And Lilith looked upon them all, and
gmiled.

| suddenly redlised Suzie was training her shotgun on the group and preparing to open fire. | quickly
pushed the barrels down, then actualy had to wrestle with her to keep the barrels pointing at the ground.
| knew better than to try and take the gun away from her. Shefindly stopped fighting and glared at me,
breathing hard.

"L et me shoot them! They need shooting, on genera principles!”

"| feel thesameway," | said, glaring right back at her. "But we can't afford to be noticed yet. And I'm
pretty sure most of those thingswould shrug off a shotgun blast anyway."

She nodded reluctantly, and | cautioudy let go of the gun. "I loaded up with cursed and blessed
ammunition,” shesad, alittlesulkily.

"Even s0. | know what those creatures are, Suzie. After being thrown out of Eden, Lilith went down into

Hdl and lay down with dl the demonsthere, and in time gave birth to dl the mongtersthat have plagued
Mankind. Thosethings out there ... are her children.”

"How can you be so sure of that?' said Suzie.

"I fed it," | said. "'l know it like | know my own name. Those things will become the Powers and
Dominations of our time, and their many descendants will become vampires and werewolves and ghouls
and dl the other predators of the Nightside.”

"I've got son really powerful grenades..."

"No, Suzie"

She sniffed, then glared out at the monstrous creatures

risng and faling around Lilith. "So," she sad findly. "Lilith's children. Y our haf-brothersand -sgters.
They are the audience shewaswaiting for."



Lilith looked out across the writhing, pulsating crowd before her, and her wide smile was as cold and
unreadable astherest of her. She could have been thinking anything, anything at dl. Finaly, she gestured
briefly, brutaly, and the crowd split in two, faling back on both sides as Lilith frowned, concentrating,
and spoke another Word. Even her monstrous children cringed back from the sound of it, and | could
fed redity itself shake and shudder as Lilith enforced her awful will upon it. Thewhole of the dark forest
dirred and groaned, aliving thing in pain, then, dl in one terrible moment, Lilith gave birth to the
Nightsde through asingle effort of will and determination.

A grest city suddenly filled the clearing from boundary to boundary, shining bright as the sun, massive
and ornate, asingular creation of wonder and beauty. It wasavision of great sparkling towers and
massive shimmering domes, delicate dementa wakways and insanely e egant paaces-agloriousidesd
city, athing of dreams made redl in stone and wood, marble and metal. 1t was magnificent, like the cities
we see in our minds when we dream of distant places. All its shapes were curved, smooth and rounded,
amogt organic, the buildingsrisng and faling like wavesin an artificid sea, and none of them werein
proportion to each other. The city Lilith had created wasinhumanly beautiful, and flawed, just like her.

"That...isnot at al what | expected,” said Suzie. "It's stunning. A city of light, and splendor. How could
something as marvel ous as that become the corrupt city of our time?”

"Because that thing before usisn't acity,” | said. "It'sanided. No-onelivesin it. No-one ever could.
That's smply acongtruct, asterile unchanging place, designed to be looked at and admired, not lived in;
evenif Lilith doesn't

redlize that yet. Most of it'sout of proportion, none of it belongs together, and from the look of those
towersthey only stay up because Lilith believes they will. The streets probably don't go anywhere, and |
doubt she'sleft any room for the practicdlities of city life, like clear entrances and exits, sewersand
throughways. No ... thisisadead end, like abeautiful cemetery. Can't you fed the coldness of it? Thisis
only Lilith'sideaof acity, afantasy impressed on reality. No wonder Mankind eventudly knocksit all
down and buildsanew one."

"Anided," Suzie said dowly. "Like the human body she's made for hersdf?"
"Good point,” | said.

"But... what isthis city based on?" said Suzie, scowling fiercely. "There aren't any human cities around
yet to inspire her.”

"Another good point. | didn't know you had it in you, Suzie. | suppose ... this could be amaterial
reflection of places she'sknown. Heaven, Hell, Eden. A wordly version of aspiritud ided. The ur-city,
which only existsin our imaginations, aglimpse of abetter placewaiting ... Y ou know, we are getting into
some pretty deep philosophical waters here, Suzie."

"Yeah," said Suzie. "Y ou could drown in waterslike these."

"Look at thestars," | said suddenly. "And the moon, shining down on the new Nightsde. They're ill the
same, the ordinary unaffected night sky we saw before Lilith even arrived. Nothing up theré's changed.
And that's not the stars and moon we're used to seeing over our Nightside."

"S0?' said Suzie.

"So, | don't think our Nightsideis necessarily where and when we aways assumed it was.”



| would have gone further with that thought, but Lilith turned suddenly and addressed her assembled
offspring. Her voice rose on the unnatura quiet, strong and hard and

vibrant, and only partly human. Or feminine. She spoke in that old, ancient, language that predated
Humanity. And | understood every word of it.

"Denied the comfort of Eden, | have made mysdlf anew home, herein the materia world. A place
where everyone can be free from the tyrannica authority of Heaven or Hell. My gift to you dl, and to
those who will come after you."

The monsters cried out in various unpleasant voices, praising her, and bowing and fawning before her. |
smiled dowly. They hadn't been listening. The city had never been intended for them done. And the more
| thought about what she said, the more things finaly became clear to me,

"You're scowling again,” said-Suzie. "Now what?"

"Freedom from Heaven and Hell," | said dowly. "Freedom from reward or punishment, or the
consequences of your own actions. If thereis no Good or Evil, then actions have no meaning. If you no
longer have to choose between Good and Evil, if nothing you do matters, then what meaning or purpose
canyour life have?'

"Youvelost me" said Suzie. "l don't think that much about Good and Evil."

"I had noticed,” | said. "But even you make a distinction between friend and enemy. Those you approve
of and those you don't. Y ou understand that what you do has consequences. L ook, think it through. Why
isvirtue its own reward? Because if it weren't, it wouldn't be virtue. If you only did the right thing because
you knew you'd get to Heaven, or avoided doing the wrong thing because you knew you'dend up in
Hdll, then Good and Evil wouldn't exist any more. Y ou have to do the right thing because you believeit's
the right thing, not because you'll be rewarded or punished for doing it. That's why there's never been any
concrete proof of the true nature of Heaven or Hell, even in the Nightside. We were given free will, so
we could choose between Good and Evil. Y ou have to choose which oneto

embrace, for your own reasons, to give your life meaning and purpose. Otherwise, it would dl befor
nothing. Existence would be meaningless™

"That'swhy Lilith will destroy the Nightsdein the future," said Suzie, nodding dowly almost despite
hersdlf. "Because Good and Evil and conseguences have away of cregping in, whenever people get
together. She will destroy what the Nightside has become because that's the only way she can restore the
purity of her origina vison. By removing or destroying al theliving thingsthat corrupted her city by
inhabiting it."

"Yeah," | said. "That soundslike Mother."

Suzielooked thoughtfully at Lilith, sanding tall and proud before her awful children. "Cresating the
Nightsideis supposed to have weakened her,” Suzie said, meaningfully. "If | could get close enough to
stick both barrels up her nodtrils...”

"She doesn't look that weakened,” | said firmly.

Abruptly Lilith walked forward into the glorious city shed made, to show it off to her children. They



dumped and dithered and crashed after her, filling the night with a celebration of their terrible voices.
Suzie and | watched them go, and were glad to see the back of them. Just the sight of them hurt our eyes
and made our stomachs churn. Human eyes were never meant to deal with such spiritua ugliness.

And that was when the two angels suddenly appeared before us.

It was obvious they came from Above and Below. They were suddenly standing there before us, two tdl
idealised humanoid figures with massive wings spreading out behind their backs. One was composed
entirely of light, the other of darkness. We couldn't see their faces. There was no question but they were
angds. | could fed it in my soul. Part of me wanted to kneel and bow my head to them, but | didn't. I'm
John Taylor. Suzie dready had her shotgun trained on them. She's never been much of aonefor bowing

ether. | had to smile. The angelslooked at each other. We weren't what they'd expected.

"Asif things aren't complicated enough,” | said, "now Heaven and Hell are getting directly involved.
Wonderful."

"Bloody angels" growled Suzie. "Bullyboys from the afterlife. | ought to rip your pin-feathers out. What
do you want?'

"Wewant you," said the angd of light. Itswordsrang in my head like silver bells,

"Wewant you to stop Lilith. We can help you," said the dark angdl. Itswords stank in my head like
burning flesh.

"| am Gabrid."

"l am Baphomet.”

"Thisisnot how weredly are," said Gabrid. "We found these imagesin your heads."
"Comfortablefictions," said Baphomet.

"Designed to make you comfortable with our presence.”

"But not too comfortable. We are the will of Heaven and Hell made flesh, and we have been given
jurisdiction in thismetter."

"You will obey us," said Gabrid.

"Want to bet?' said Suzie.

"Wedon't do the'o' word,” | said.

The angelslooked at each other. Thingswere clearly not going as expected. "This new city was never
intended,” said Gabrid. "The materia world isnot prepared to ded with such athing. It will... unbalance
matters. It cannot be alowed to flourish.”

"Lilith must be stopped,” said Baphomet. "We are here to help you stop her.”

"Why?' | sad. "l redlly would loveto hear the officid lineon this”



"We cannot tell you," said Gabrid. "We do not know. We only ever know what we need to know,
when we are unleashed upon the materia world. It isnot for usto make

decisgons or have opinions. We only enforce thewill of Heaven and Hell."

"We are here to do what must be done," said Baphomet. "And we will seeit done, no matter what it
takes"

I'd seen thiskind of limited thinking before, back during the angdl war. Angels of either House were
aways much diminished by being made materid. They were till unutterably powerful, and their very
nature made them unwavering in their purpose, but you couldn't argue or reason with them. Even when
conditions had clearly changed so much that their origind purpose was no longer rlevant. Angels were
spiritua storm-troopers. If acity had to be destroyed, or the first-born of a generation destroyed, send in
the angels. Of course, that was gill to come.

"Y ou want Lilith taken out, why don't you get on with it?" said Suzie.

"We cannot smply walk into her city and destroy her," said Gabrid. "Lilith has designed her crestion so
that smply by entering it, al emissaries of Heaven and Hell would be terribly weakened.”

"And then shewould destroy us," said Baphomet. " She hates dl emissaries of authority, whether from
Above or Bdow."

"We do not fear destruction,” said Gabrid. "Only thefailure of our mission. Y ou can help us.”

"Youmust hdp us”

Neither angdl had much of a personality, as such. Presumably that would come later, after centuries of
interaction with Humanity. For the moment, they were more like machines set in motion, programmed to
carry out adistasteful but necessary task. It occurred to methat both the light and the dark angel had
more in common than they would probably care to admit.

"If you can't enter the city without being destroyed, what use are you?' said Suzie, blunt asever.

"We cannot stop Lilith," Gabrid said camly. "But we can makeit possible for you to stop her.”
"How?' | said.

"Y ou could not destroy her, even with our help,” said Baphomet. " She was created to be uniquely
powerful, and so sheis. Even here, in the material world. But together we could weaken and diminish
her, so much so that the harm she could do in the future would be much lessened.”

"How?' | said.

"We undergtand that thisisimportant to you," said Gabriel. "It is not necessary for usto know why."

"We can make you powerful," said Baphomet. "Powerful enough to dedl with Lilith as she deservesto
be dedlt with."

"How?' | sad.



"By possessing you," said Gabrid.

Suzieand | looked at the angels, then at each other, then we stepped back alittle way to discuss the
matter in private. Neither of usfelt comfortable under the implacable gaze of their blank faces. And the
unblinking light and the impenetrable darkness of their forms was wearing, on both the eyes and the soul.

There was something about the angels that made you want to accept everything they said, unthinkingly.
But because they couldn't lie didn't mean they were privy to the whole truth.

"We can't destroy Lilith," Suzie said reluctantly. "Whatever happens. Becauseif she dieshere and now,
you couldn't be born, John."

"The thought had occurred to me," | said. "But if we could serioudly reduce her power, while she's ill
vulnerable ... it might make it possible for usto dedl with her, back in our own time. We know something
happens to weaken her in the past, because soon enough her own creatures will band together to banish
her from the Nightside. Maybe what we do here will make that possible.”

"We're back to circular thinking again,” said Suzie. "Hate Timetravel. Makes my head hurt.”

"Buit... if we can learn how to weaken her," | said, "maybe we can do it again, once we get back to our
ovntime"

"If we get back to our own time." Suzie consdered the matter for awhile, then nodded reluctantly. "Y ou
mean, we could weaken her again, and stop her destroying the Nightside in the future. Okay. Soundslike
aplan to me. Except that thereisno way in hdll that I'm going to let an angel or anyone else possess me.
One body, one vote, no exceptions.”

We went back to the angels. "Explain exactly what you mean by possession,” | said. "And beredly,
redlly convincing that thisis necessary.”

"Wewill not be contralling you," said Gabrid. "Wewill merely inhabit your bodiesto grant you our
power."

"Oneof us, in each of you," said Baphomet. "Y our human naturewill carry our power into Lilith's city,
and together we shdl bring her down."

"Y ou will enable usto carry out our mission. And afterwards, we shdl leave your bodies, and return you
to whereyou belong.”

"How can wetrust you to keep your word?"' said Suzie.

"Why would we want to stay in a human body?' said Baphomet. "We are spirit. Y ou are meat.”
"To stay would be contrary to our orders,” said Gabrid. "And in many ways, we are our orders.”
| sghed heavily. "I know I'm going to regret this, buit..."

"But?' said Suzie.

"Y ou want to get home, don't you?"



She scowled. "Y ou talk me into the damnedest things, Taylor."

It was my turn to look a her uncertainly. "Can you cope with this, Suzie? With having an angd... inade
you?"

She shook her head. ™Y ou pick the Strangest times to get sengitive. Relax, John. "Even | can make a
clear diginction

between aspiritud and aphysica invasion. I'll befine. | think... | kind of like theideaof having an ange
trapped within me, having to do what | tell it to do. | could dine out on that story for months, once we get
back ..."

"All right," | said to Gabriel and Baphomet. "Y ou've got aded. Baphomet; you take me."

Even then, | was determined to spare Suzie whatever pain and traumal could. And | didn't entirdly trust
theideaof an angd from Hell ingde Shotgun Suzi€'s body. Some marriages are definitely not madein
Heaven.

"I would have taken you anyway," said the dark angdl. "We are the most compatible.”

| wasn't at dl sure how to take that. Without any warning, both angels stepped forward and into us, like
swvimmers diving into deep water. Suzie and | both cried out, more in surprise than shock, and as quickly
asthat it was done. Baphomet wasin my mind, like an ideaout of nowhere, like amemory I'd forgotten,
like an impulse from aplace | normally kept heavily suppressed. And with the angel came power. It was
like being plugged into the energy that runsthe universe. | could seefor miles, hear every sound inthe
night, and every movement of the air on my skin was like acaress. Suddenly | had other senses, too, and
al theworldswithin the world, and above and beyond it, unfolded al around me. | was drunk with
knowledge, raging with power. | felt like | could tear the whole materiad world apart with my bare hands.
That | could lay waste to any enemy, or dismissthem with alook. | knew that | could breethe life into
dying suns, speed the planetsin their orbits, dance the dance of life and death, redemption and
damnation.

| was till me, but | was more than me. | laughed aoud, and so did Suzie. We looked at each other. We
shone so very brightly, our flesh burning with an intense light, and massive wings spread out behind our
backs. Our eyeswerefull of glory, and haos of fizzing static sparked above our heads. The world was
ours, to do with as we wished.

Slowly, we remembered why we had done this thing and what we had to do. The dow, steady purpose
of the angels beat within us, stronger than ingtinct, more certain than decision. Suzieand | turned asone
and walked into the city Lilith had made. Once | was moving, | felt more like mysdlf again. Action helped
to focus me. Both Suzie and | blazed with alight that was brighter and more genuine than anything the
city could produce, and the ground cracked and broke apart under the spiritua weight we carried. The
tal towers and mighty buildings seemed somehow shabby under our light.

It didn't take long for our presence to be noticed. We were uninvited guests, the first the city had ever
known. One by one Lilith's offspring came legping and dithering and striding through the sireetsto face
us. Some watched from dleyways, some flew overhead, calling out warnings, but eventualy a crowd of
them blocked our way, and we came to ahalt. The monstrous crestures cried out in shock and anger,
seeing the angels we carried within us. Their voices were harsh and brutal, when they could be
understood at dl, and they threatened us, laughed at us, demanded we surrender or leave. Likethe
baying of beastsin anew kind of jungle.



"Stand aside,"-1 said, and my voice crashed in the air like thunder, like lightning.
"Stand asde," said Suzie, and the buildings shook and trembled dl around us.

The creatures rushed us, attacking from every side with tooth and claw and barbed, ripping tentacle.
They hated us, just for what we were. For our having dared to enter the place that Lilith had assured
them was safe from outside interference. Huge and monstrous, fast and strong, they came at us, degth
and destruction made flesh, hate and spite and bitter evil given shape and form. They never sood a
chance.

Suzieand | looked a them with the power of angelsin

our eyes, and some of the creatures melted away under the pressure of that gaze, not strong or certain
enough to withstand our augmented will. The flesh dipped from their bones like mud and splashed on the
ground. Others smply disappeared, banished from the material world by our overwhelming
determination. But most stood their ground and fought. They cut at us with claws and barbs, and mouths
snapped al around us, while spiked tentacles sought to enwrap or tear us apart. We took no hurt. We
were above that. We grabbed them with our strong hands and tore them limb from limb. Our fists
punched through the hardest flesh and shattered the thickest cargpaces. We crushed skulls and punched
in chests and ripped off arms and legs and tentacles. More creatures came running, from every direction
at once, spilling and bursting out of every adjoining street and dley. They outnumbered us a hundred to
one, athousand to one, living nightmares and killing machines of unnatura flesh and blood, every shape
and form that darkness could conceive.

But Suzie and | had angelswithin us, and we were strong, so strong.

The street beneath our feet broke apart as awful things burst up out of the earth beneath the city. They
wrapped around our legs and tried to drag us down. Bat-winged things dammed down out of the night
sky, to tear and rend or snatch us up and carry usaway. Suzie and | fought them al, our fingers sinking
deep into yielding flesh. We picked creatures up and threw them away, and they crashed into elegant
walls and brought down tal buildings. We walked steadily forward, and nothing could stand againgt us.
The dead piled up everywhere, and the wounded crawled away, cursing and weeping and calling out for
their mother. Wherever we turned our gaze or our hands, monstrous forms broke or faded away, and
some splashed like bloody mud in the streets. Findly, the survivorsturned and ran, disappearing back
into the centre of the city, back to the

dark heart of the Nightside, where Lilith waited for usto cometo her. Suzie and | walked through the
dead and the dying, the dismembered creatures and the splintered carapaces, ignoring the wounded and
the weeping. They were not why we were there.

But till we smiled upon our work, and knew it to be just and good. | liketo think thiswasthe angel's
thoughts, my angdl's satisfaction, but I'm still not sure. | wanted to kill these awful things, these monsters
who shared the same mother as 1.1 didn't want to think | had anything in common with them, but | did, |
did. Angd or no, | was as much amonster in what | did then.

Wefollowed the retreeting creatures, al the way into the heart of the Nightside, and therewas Lilith,
gtting on apae Throne, waiting for us. Her surviving offspring crouched and huddled around the Throne,
and at her pale feet. She didn't look at them. All the power of her dark gaze wasfixed on Suzie, and on
me. The buildingswere very tall, impossbly heavy and impressive, and | couldn't tell of what substance
they were made. They just were, drawn out of her mind and stamped onto redlity by her will, in thisplace



that was not a place, hidden within the real world like a parasite degp in aman's guts.

Lilith watched unwaveringly as Suzie and | stepped unhurriedly into the courtyard and gpproached her
throne. A dozen kinds of blood and offa dripped from our hands. Lilith's gaze was steady, her dark
mouth unmoved as her wounded offspring surged restlessly around her feet, crying put for vengeance.
Suzieand | cameto ahat arespectful distance before her, and Lilith gestured sharply with one
long-fingered hand. The clamour about her fell silent. She gestured again, and the creatures dunk away,
fading into the dark shadows of the surrounding streets and aleyways. Until therewas only Lilith and
Suzie, and me,

"l seeangelsinyou,” Lilith said camly. Her words came clearly to me, perhaps because they were
filtered through Baphomet. "Y ou carry Heaven's and Hell's restraints within you. | should have known
they'd find away to snesk into my perfect paradise. All | wanted was aworld to play in, oneworld for
my very own. A fresh start, | thought, but no; we haveto follow the old ways, even here. So, which of
you isthe snake and which the apple, | wonder? Though I've never seen that much difference, between
Heaven and Hell. Both so certain, so limited, o ... unimaginative. Just bullies, determined to make
everyone dse play their depressing little game.

"Still, it doesn't matter. Y ou've cometoo late. | have made anew realm, separate from both of yours,
and what | have done here can never be undone, except by me. And you have no power to force meto
do anything any more. The very nature of thiscity limitsand diminishesyou, whilel... have designed this
body to be very powerful indeed.”

| could feel Baphomet boiling and churning within me, enraged by her words, desperate to unleash its
power and follow its programming. But | was till in charge and pushed it back. There were things
needed to ask, needed to know.

"Why are Heaven and Hell so concerned about this place?’ | said, and my voice sounded very norma to
me. "Why do they see your little city as such adanger?”

Lilith raised a perfect dark eyebrow. "That isn't the angd talking. Y ou're ... human, aren't you? I've seen
your kind, in visons. What brings you here, so many years before your time?"

"Isit the concept of true free will they find so threetening?' | perssted. "Why are they so scared of a
place where freedom is more than just aword?'

"Your thinking isvery limited," said the angdl Gabrid, through Suzie's lips. Her mouth, itsvoice. "We do
not care about Lilith or her city. It isthe creatures and powers this freedom from responsibility will
someday produce that are our concern. They will be more terrible and more powerful
than the rightful inhabitants of thisworld were ever meant to have to face. Humanity must be protected
from such threatsif it isto haveitsfair chance. Unlike Lilith, we take thelong view. She has only ever
cared about the here and now."

"Hereand now iscertain,” Lilith said camly. "Everything el seis guesswvork."

"She must be destroyed,” Baphomet said suddenly, forcing the words through my lips.

"That isnot what was agreed,” said Gabrid, through Suzie.

"Lilithishereand a our mercy," said Baphomet. "And we may never have abetter chance.”



"Our orders... are more important than any loca agreement,” said Gabriel. "We must destroy the outcast
while we have the opportunity.”

And just like that, the two angedl's changed our dedl. Using dl their strength and will, they pushed Suzie
and me aside, forcing us into the back of our heads so they could take control of our bodiesand
complete their mission. They were supposed to stop her, not destroy her; but their nature would not let
them miss the chance of disposing of such anotorious enemy of Heaven and Hell. Lilith didn't move. |
could sense the weakness in her, her strength drained by how much of herself sheld had to put into
creating her Nightside. | could have sat back and let the angelskill her. | could have watched her dig,
knowing it would ensure the Nightside's safety in the future, even if it meant my own desath, through not
being born. | could have. But inthe end, | had to do something. Not only for me, but for her. | couldn't
let her die because of something she hadn't done yet and might never do. Humanity had to haveits
chance, but o did she. Making decisionslike thisiswhat Humanity isfor.

| surged forward in my head, taking Baphomet by surprise. | forced my hand out towards Suzie, and her
hand came jerkily forward to grab mine. And together, inch by

inch, we took back control of our bodies. The angels raged every step of the way, but there was nothing
they could do. | smiled at Lilith, and spoke with my own voice again.

"l haveto beievein hope,” | said to her. "For you, and for me."

Y ou cannot defy our authority, said asmall voicein the back of my head. Y ou have no power without
us

"I'm just exercising thefreewill | wasgiven,” | said. "And you two are more trouble than you're worth."
Defy us, and Heaven and Hell will be at your back and at your throat for the rest of your life.

"Get inthe queue,” | said. "Y ou only possess us by our will, and by our consent. Y ou broke the
agreement. And thisisthe Nightside, where you have no authority at dl. So, get out.”

And likethat, Suzie and | thrust Gabriel and Baphomet out of us. They shot up into the night sky, greeat
wings flapping franticaly, then they shot up likeliving fireworks, flesing the city before it destroyed them.
They couldn't risk being destroyed before they could report what had happened there, in that spiritual
blind spot.

Losing the angel's power was like having the heart ripped out of me. It felt such asmall thing, to be
merely human again.

Suzie quietly let go of my hand. | nodded, understanding. And then we both looked at Lilith, still Sttingin
dtate on her pale Throne. She considered us, thoughtfully.

"So," shesad finally. "Alone at last. | thought they'd never go. Y ou are humans. Not quite what | was
expecting.”

"Werewhat humanswill be" | said. "We're from the future."

"| thought you must be," said Lilith. "Without the angdlic presence to mask it, you're dripping with Time.
Thousands of years of it, I'd say. Why have you come such along way to be here, speaking alanguage



you shouldn't be able to understand, knowing things you shouldn't know?"

Suzie and | looked at each other, wondering how best to put this. There really wasn't any diplomatic
way ...

"l envy you your trave through Time," said Lilith. "That's one of the few things| can never enjoy. | had
to imprint myself so very firmly onyour redlity, in order to exist here ... and even | dare not risk undoing
that. Tell me- what dread purpose brings you here, from so many years ahead, to murder my children
and destroy my pretty city?'

"We came here to stop you from destroying the Night-side, in the far future,” | said.

"The Nightsde?' Lilith cocked her head on one Side, like abird, then smiled. "A suitable name. But why
should | wish to destroy my redlm after I've put so much of myself into its cregtion?”

"No-one seemstoo sure,” | said. "Apparently it'stied in with me. | am, or will be, your son."

Lilith looked at mefor along moment, her face unreadable. "My son,” she said findly. "Hesh of my flesh,
born of my body? By a human father? Intriguing... Y ou know, you redly should have let those angels
destroy me."

"What?' | said.

"1 have put too much of myself into this place to be stopped or side-tracked now. By emissaries of the
great tyrants of Heaven or Hell, or by some unexpected descendant from a future that may never happen.
The Nightsde will bewhat | intend it to be, here, and in dl the futuresthat may be. | will do what | will
do, and I will not accept any authority or restriction over me. That iswhy | was made to leave Eden,
after dl. Y ou may be my son, but redlly al you are is an unexpected and unwel come complication.”

"You haveto listento me!” | said, stepping forward.
"No, | don't,” sad Lilith.

Sherose suddenly out of her Throne and surged forward inhumanly quickly to grab my facein both her
hands. | cried out, in shock and pain and horror. Her touch was cold as knives, cold as death, and the
endless cold within her

sucked the living energy right out of me. | grabbed her wristswith both my hands, but my human strength
was nothing next to hers. She smiled as she drained the life out of me, and into her. Smiled with those
dark lips and those dark, dark eyes.

"I gaveyou life, and now | takeit back,” she said. "Y ou will make me strong again, my son.”

| could no longer fed anything but the cold, and the light was aready fading out of my eyes, when Suzie
Shooter was suddenly there. She stuck her shotgun right into Lilith's face and let her have both barrels.
The shock of the blessed and cursed ammunition at such point-blank range drove Lilith backwards,
jerking her hands off my face. | fell to my knees, and didn't even fed it asthey dammed againgt the
ground. Lilith cried out angrily, her face undamaged but blazing with rage. Suzie knelt beside me, her am
around my shouldersto stop mefaling any further. She was saying something, but | couldn't hear her.
Couldn't hear anything. | felt cold, distant, asthough inch by inch | was dipping away from life. And al |
could think was, I'm sorry, Suzie... to have to do thisto you again.



She shook meroughly, then glared at Lilith. Some of my hearing came back, though | ill couldn't fed
Suziesarm around me.

"How could you, you bitch! HE's your son!"
"It was easy," sad Lilith. "After al, | have so many children.”

She beckoned with one pale, imperious hand, and from al sides her monsters came creeping forward
again, crashing and dumping out of the streets and aleyways from which they'd been watching. There
werelots of them, even after al those Suzie and | had killed, more than enough to dedl with two foolish
humans. | fought to keep my head up, watching hel plesdy asthe mongters circled dowly around Suzie
and me, laughing in their various terrible ways, forms hideous and powerful beyond hope or reason,
mongers

from the darkest pits of crestion. Some of them called out, in awful voices| could still somehow
understand, boasting of the terrible things they would do to Suzie and to me for the destruction of their
kindred and because they could. They promised us torment and horror, and death so long in the coming
wewould beg for it before they finaly choseto release us. They would hurt us and hurt us until we
couldn't stand it any more; and then they'd show uswhat pain redly was.

And | thought, Not Suzie... I'll diefirst, beforel let that happen...

She drew adender knife from the top of her boot, and made along shallow cut along the inside of her
left wrist. | gaped a her supidly, and she dapped the cut wrist against my open lips. Her blood filled my
mouth, and | swalowed automatically.

"Werewolf blood," said Suzie, her face closeto mine, her voice sharp and insistent, cutting through the
foginmy head. "To buy us sometime. | can't save us, John, and there's no-one here to act asthe
cavdry, thistime. Only you can save us. So I'll fight them, for aslong as| can, to buy you timeto come
up with somelast throw of the dice. A miracle would be good, if you've got one about you."

She put the knife away and stood up to face the crowding monsters. She held her shotgun with familiar
ease and sneered at Lilith, back Sitting on her Throne. Suzie Shooter, Shotgun Suzie, stood tall and
defiant asthe monsters surged forward, and | don't think I've ever seen abraver thingin my life.

And maybe it was the werewolf blood, or maybeit was her faith in me, but | stood up, too, and |ooked
at Lilith. For thefirgt time she looked surprised, and uncertain. She opened her mouth to say something,
but | laughed in her face. And using the very last of my reserves of strength, | forced open my inner eye,
my third eye, my private eye, my one and only magical legacy from Mommie Deares;

and | used my gift for finding thingsto detect the familid mystic link between me and Lilith. The very
same link shed used to draw my life out of me. And it wasthe easiest thing in the world to reach back
through the link, seize her living energy, and haul it right out of her. She cried out in shock, convulsing on
her Throne asthe strength flowed out of her, and back into me.

The mongters stopped their advance at Lilith's horrified cry and looked around, confused. My back
sraightened and my legs grew strong again. My heed cleared, and | laughed again; and something in that
laugh made the monsters draw back even further. And till the power roared out of Lilith, and into me,
for dl her sruggles. Suzie grinned a me, her single blue eye shining. Lilith cried out again, in rage and
horror, and fell forward from her Throne, sprawling indegantly on the ground before me. Her monstrous



children were sllent now, watching in shock at their powerful mother brought low. I smiled down a my
hel pless, thrashing mother, and when | spoke my voice was every bit ascold ashers.

"Oneday," | saidto her, "dl your precious mongterswill get together and turn on you, banishing you
from your own cregtion. When that happens, do remember that | madeit possible, by weakening you
here and now. They'll throw you out because, deep down, the only freedom you believe in isthe freedom
you dispenseto others. Y ou could never dlow anyone.eseto betruly free, free of you, because then
they might some day grow powerful enough to have authority over you ... You'l lose everything, and all
because you never could play nicely with others."”

Shelooked up a me, with her eyes darker than the night. "I will seeyou again.”

"Yes, Mother," | said. "Y ou will. But not for thousands of years. In my time, on my territory. Still, here's
alittle something, to remember me by."

And | kicked her in theface. Shefdll backwards, and |
turned my back on her. | looked a Suzie, and she grinned and pumped onefist in theair victorioudly. |

grinned back, and using the power I'd drained out of Lilith, | broke Time's hold on us, and we rocketed
back through history, al the way back to the future-and the Nightside, where we belonged.

Epilogue

Back in Strangefellows, the oldest bar in the world.

She said, " So, what do we do now?"

| said "We put together an army of every Power and Being and mgjor player in the whole damned
Nightside, and turn them into an army | can throw at Lilith'sthroat. I'll use my gift to track down
wherever she's hiding hersalf now, then... we do whatever we haveto, to destroy her. Becausethat's all
thereisleft, now."

"Even though she's your mother?”

"She was never my mother," | said. "Not in any way that mattered.”

"Even with an army to back us up, we could il lay waste to most of the Nightside, fighting to bring her
down."

"Shélll do it anyway, if we don't do something,” | said.
"I've seen what will happen if we don't stop her, and anything would be better than that."

| didn't look at her scarred face. | didn't think of her half-dead, half-mad, come back through Timeto
kill me, with the awful Speaking Gun grafted where her right forearm used to be.

"What if the others don't want to get involved?
“I'll make them want to."

"And end up just like your mother?"



| Sghed, and looked away. "I'm tired, Suzie. | want... | need for dl thisto be over."

"It should be one hdll of abattle.” Shotgun Suzie tucked her thumbs under the bandoliers of bulletsthat
crossed her chest. "l can't wait.”

| smiled at her fondly. "I'll bet you even take that shotgun to bed with you, don't you?"

She looked a me with her cold, cam expression. " Someday, you just might find out. My love."



