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Chapter 1

Once upon atime, long ago and far away, there was a great battle between Good and Evil. Good was
trium-phant, and as aresult Humanity haslived happily ever dfter.

But supposing Evil threw thefight...
And supposing Good chested ...

He stepped off the plane into the belly of the snake; the long, winding tube thing they shove right up to the
cabin door, so that newly arrived foreignersdon’t get aredly closelook at dear old England until they're
through passport control and it’ stoo late.

Hedidn’t actually have a passport; but he explained at the barrier exactly why he didn’t need one, and
so they let him through. In answer to his polite enquiry, they told him, ‘Britain’. They even urged himto
have anice day, which wasrather like imploring petrol to burn.

Down the steps he went, into the baggage hall. The carousd was empty and the indicator board
expressed the that before. More to the point, that wonderful, dangeroudy attractive shape he was
looking at had been significantly dead for thousands of years, ever since one George de la Croix (dias
Dragon George Cody; better known to divinity as Saint George) had kebabbed it with awhacking grest
spear. One day, probably quite soon, he' d get another dragon body and look like that again; right now
he was wearing a standard K-Mart two-leg, two-arm, pink hairless monkey costume — the equivalent
of the cheap grey suit they give you when you' re demobbed or |et out of prison —and he wanted to see
what helooked like in that. He turned to the next mirror dong and saw ahuman mae, powerfully built as
humans go, medium height, longish dark hair and short, clipped beard with grey icing, and round yellow
eyeswith black ditsfor pupils.

Ahwell, hethought. If you wear off the peg, you' ve got to take what you get. He was no expert in
human fashions

— inhisday, nearly dl the humans he came acrosswore stedl boiler-suits with helmetslike codl
scuttles, and that was a very long time ago. It would probably do, until he got the dragon ouitfit back.
And then, of course, everything would be different anyway.

Once outside he raised a hand, whereupon ataxi drew up and opened its door. That was, infact, a
curious occurrence in itsdlf, since the last thing the taxi driver could remember was turning left out of
Regent Street and swerving to avoid aright-hand-drive Maserati. He dso had anotion that he'd had a
passenger on board. Evidently not, for the cab was empty.

‘Whereto? thedriver asked.
‘Licensed premises,’ he replied. Then he threw his bag onto the back seat and climbed in.

Thedriver, aLondoner, didn’t actualy know of any pubsin the Heathrow area, and confessed as
much. Hisfarereplied that in that case, they could learn together. ‘ Just drive around,” he suggested, “ until
we see something | like the look of

And o they did. They’ d been cruising up and down lanes for maybe half an hour when he suddenly
leaned forward, rapped on the glassand said, ‘ That one.’

‘You'rethe boss’
‘YS.,
Having explained to the driver exactly why he didn’t actualy owe him any money, he waved him



goodbye, shouldered hisbag and crunched up the path to the front door. The landlord of the George and
Dragon was, at that precise moment, adeep in bed — it was ten past ten in the morning, and yesterday
had been alate darts night — so he was more than alittle confused when, about one second after the
doorknocker crashed down on its brass anvil, he found himsdlf in the bar, fully dressed, shooting back
the bolts.

‘Morning. Y ou open?
‘| think s0.’
‘That’ sfine. Large whisky, please, noice.

The customer had afinethirst on him; ten large whiskies, one after another, gppeared to have no more
effect than airgun pdlletsfired at the Sde of abattleship. Ah well, thought the landlord, obvioudy avery
lucky man. ‘ Another? he suggested.

‘Please,’ the customer replied. ‘What' s that one with the green and black |abel ?

Thelandlord peered. ‘Bourbon,” he replied, stating the brand name. ‘A hundred and five proof,” he
added.

The cusomer smiled. ‘Ah,” hesaid. ‘That'swhat | call firewater. Make it atreble, and have onefor
yoursdf!’

Just asthe customer said it, the landlord realised how much he needed adrink at precisaly that
moment. He reworked the optic, mumbled ‘ Here' s health,” and knocked back the glass, the contents of
which did to his head what Guy Fawkes wanted to do to Parliament. ‘ Good stuff,” he croaked.

‘Not bad, | suppose,” replied the customer. * Same again.’

It occurred to the landlord that it would only be polite to make alittle conversation, and he asked the
customer what line of businesshewasin. It seemed that he' d inadvertently made ajoke, because the
customer grinned.

‘Let’ssee,” hereplied. ‘Let'ssay I'm aflier.
‘Filot, you mean?

‘Sort of.” Hefdt in histop pocket, extracted a cigarette, drew on it heavily and exhaed. The smoke
seemed tofill the bar.

‘Civil or military? the barman asked.

‘Bit of both. What' sthat colourless stuff in the bottle with the red label ?

‘Kirsch.’

‘Treble of that, then, and next I’ d like to try the other colourless stuff with the green label .’

‘That’ s Polish vodka, that is. Hundred and forty per cent proof. Beats me,” the landlord went on,
“how something can be a hundred and forty per cent anything. | thought a hundred per cent was the limit;
you know, like a hundred out of ahundred?

Not long afterwards, the customer got up, thanked the landlord, and Ieft him musing on three points
that were puzzling him. Probably because his head was till glowing from the bourbon, he couldn’t quite
get ahandle on any of them.

One; how come the man who had just left had managed to put away roughly ninety-seven centilitres of
Siritsin ten minutes and still been able to breathe, let donewalk jauntily out of the front door with no
gpparent impairment of hismotor functions?

Two; the reason he had given for not paying had been utterly convincing, fair and square, no problems
whatso-ever on that score, but what had it been, exactly?

Three; just how in hdll had he been ableto smoke for five minutes without actudly lighting the



cigarette?

Bianca Wilson had first made her mark on Norton Poly-technic when she suddenly stood up in the
middle of aclassand put her clotheson.

Ignoring the comments, she then stepped down off the platform, took possession of the vacant easel
and proceeded to paint a breathtaking still life of three herrings and atypewriter ribbon. After that, there
was no question of mucking about with application forms; not only was shein the class, shewasits sar
pupil. When asked what had prompted her to make the change from model to practi-tioner, she replied
that it was warmer and you didn’'t have to keep fill.

Sculpture proved to be her true medium. She stripped away marble asif it was cellophane wrapping
to reved the alwaysimplicit statue beneath. Once she' d learned the basics of the craft, such ashow to
sharpen achisd and the best way to avoid clouting your thumb, it was obvious that there was nothing
more that Norton Tech could teach her. Accordingly, she thanked them very much, gave up the day job
by the smple but € oquent expedient of telling the office manager what he could do with it, and spent her
last ten pounds on aticket to London. Shetravelled, of course, in the guard’ svan; it had taken five
porters, the conductor and three gullible Roya Marinesto get her luggage on board, and the Spirit of
World Peace had to make the journey with her |eft leg sticking out of the window.

Small-town girl in the big city; well, so was Joan of Arc, not to mention Boadicea. A tdent like
Bianca sisadways hard to keep hidden, particularly when its manifestations are ten feet high and weigh
closeto aton and a hdf. It took the proprietor of the Herries Street Gallery, stepping off thetrain at
Paddington, fifteen seconds to recognise true genius when he saw it, three quarters of an hour to hirea
suitably heavy-duty lorry, and six weeks of humiliating negotiation to get Bianca s signature on a contract.
Therestisart history, with cross-references to economics, accountancy and business studies.

Thus, when, about eighteen months|ater, Birmingham City Council was playing third time lucky with
the design of the city’ s celebrated Victoria Square, and the Kawa-guchiya Integrated Circuits people
came across with a six-figure garden gnome fund, there was only one possible choice; provided she
would agreeto do it. For avery long fortnight she considered the offer; any subject she liked (except,
added the city fathers, World Peace, because you do tend to get just awee bit carried away on that
particular theme, and we need abit of spacein the square for buildings and stuff) and aslong as she liked
todoitin, dl therock she could handle plus, of course, theimmense satisfaction of helping gild Europe's
most fragrant lily. Could anybody refuse an offer like that? Apparently, yes.

The city fathersfaxed Kawaguchiya Integrated Circuits, tactfully suggesting that the two in their origina
letter must have been amisprint for three. KIC, thinking wistfully of the Sixty acres of Tysdley they’ d set
their hearts on, faxed back their confirmation. Bianca accepted.

After careful consideration, she had narrowed the choice of subjects down to two. One of them, she
told the Council, wasthe Industrid Revolution raping Nature, with Sde friezes of captains of industry
through the ages suffering appropriate tormentsin Hell. Did they want to hear the other choice? No, Ms
Wilson, that'll do fine. No, the other one will be just splendid, whatever it turns out to be.

To their amazement and relief, it turned out to be Saint George and the Dragon. Nobody could guess
why, least of dl BiancaWilson.

After leaving the pub, he strolled for awhile aong the quiet, winding road. He had much to think about.

WEéll, it sure was good to be back. The shape; well, it was limiting, not to mention uncomfortable and
intringcaly glly, but he'd berid of it soon enough and then he' d redlly be back. He swung the holdall by
itshandle, and smiled at the clanking of its contents.

England; not that he' d seen very much of it, but probably enough for his purposes. Lots of trees, he



observed. Haystacks. Fields of waving, sun-ripened corn. Thatched cottages. Perfect. It was awonder
the United Nations hadn’t made them tiealabdl on it saying Highly Inflam-mable. A lorryload of straw
bales chugged past him and he grinned.

Hefdt well. True, the actud fud content in fermented liquor wasn't dl that high, and he’ d probably
have done better in practica termsto have called in at apetrol station and taken along swig from the
pumps. But there was no point in going out of one’ sway to gppear conspicuous, or & least not yet.
Pretty soon he' d be so conspicuous they’ d be offering him a Saturday job as alighthouse. Patience,
patience.

The summer breeze was warm on his back and he ingtinctively |ooked upwards. Good thermdls, if he
wasn't mistaken. On alovely cam day likethisit was horribly frustrating to be stuck on the ground. Asif
in sympathy, his shoulder-blades began to itch and he paused awhile to scratch them against a gatepost.

While he was standing and |ooking at the sky, he became aware of an unusual noise; abit like thunder,
abit like theroar of afood-processor in full cry, with atantalising hint of movement and a dash of power.
A moment later, two jet fighters swept across the sky, flying perhaps atrifle lower than regulations
permitted. They were only visible for asecond and ahdf a most, but in that time his exceptiona eyes
scanned them and reported every detail of their appearance and construction to a suddenly lovesick
brain. True, he'd come across aircraft before, like the big fat lumbering thing he' d comein on— ahuge
flying metal dug, aparody of flight. These, though, were something dse entirdly. It was asif aman
brought up in strict secluson by ederly nuns had just wandered into the changing room at atop-flight
fashion show. Y es, shouted every fibre of hisbeing, | want one of those.

He concentrated and quite soon one of the fighters came back. At his subsequent court-martia, the
pilot was unable to offer any explanation. The best he could come up with wasthat it was a sunny day, it
looked like anice place, and there was this friendly looking man in the road below waggling histhumb.

‘Hi.

The pilot pressed a button and the windshield did back. ‘Hello,” hereplied. ‘“What...?
‘Nice machine you’ ve got there.’

‘Yes.Um...

‘| particularly liketheway it just sort of dropsin on the ground. | dways thought you had to find aflat
open space and comein gradudly.’

‘Not any more,” replied the pilot. ‘ Verticd take-off and landing. Look—
‘Mind if | haveago?

‘Well, actudly, it doesn’t belong to me, so perhaps—'

‘Ah,goon’

‘All right.’

There were, he noticed as he clambered into the cockpit, al sorts of knobs and levers and things
which presumably made the thing go. Superfluous, of course, in his case. He gpplied hismind.

‘Excuse me!’
Helooked down at the pilot. ‘ Y es?

‘Before you take off,” shouted the pilot above the roar of the engines, * put the windshield back up.
Otherwiseyou'll be blown—

‘Thanks, but no thanks. | get claustrophobic in confined spaces.” How true. How very, very true.
‘Cheerio.’

Then ... graight up inthe air, no messing. Thiswas something he could get used to. And to think, last
time he' d been here the best the poor fools could do was stick feathersto their arms with beeswax and



jump off cliffs. All credit to them, they’ d certainly been busy.

Asthe dipstream clawed vainly at hisface and the ground became afast-moving blur far below him,
he snuggled back in his seet, Sghed with pure contentment and groped with his mind for the weapons
sysems.

Biancawas used to inspiration. Scarcely aday went by without some rare and splendid gift of the gods
dipping in through the cat-flap of her mind and curling up, noseto tail-tip, in front of the radiator of her
genius. It was getting to the stage where she couldn’t walk past a stone-built building without seeing
hundreds of enticing images peep-ing out at her from the heart of the masonry, like socksleering through
the glass door of atumble-drier.

The Birmingham job, though, was something else entirely. A terrible cliché, of course, to say thething
had taken on alife of its own, but that was about the strength of it. The further the work progressed —
and she was amazed at how far she’ d got in such a short time — the less actua control she seemed to
have. Not that the work was inferior — on the contrary, it was superb, if you liked naturalism in your
sculpture. But it was odd, because neither Saint George nor his scaly chum were turning out anything like
the way she' d imagined them. George, she couldn’t help thinking, ought to betaller, more heroic, less—
wdll, dumpy and middle aged. He should only have one chin, and that a sort of Kirk Douglasjob, the
kind of thing you could surround with seaand put a concert party on the end of. He certainly shouldn’t
have round little piggy eyes and asquadgy little mouth like two dugs mating. And asfor the dragon...

But, she had to admit, she did like the dragon. It had style. Infact, it had so much style you could bolt
awhed at each corner and giveit an Itdian name. It was graceful, atractive, dangerous; you could see
the power in those tremendous muscles and hear the whistle of the wind in those amazingly broad,
ddicatewings. Aboveal, it made you think, if someone came up to you and offered to bet you money
on the outcome of the fight, you wouldn’t take George at anything less than seventy-five to one. The
result had to be aforegone conclusion.

She said as much to her friend Mike one evening as he helped her with the tarpaulins. Mike nodded.

‘| wouldn’t want to have just sold Georgealife policy,” hesaid. ‘A single-premium annuity, yes. |
think I’ d be on pretty safe ground there. But straight life or accidenta death cover, no.’

‘Strange,’ Biancaagreed. ‘ Do you think it might be symbolism?
‘Probably. What did you have in mind?

‘Well.” Bianca stood back and took along, dispassionate look. ‘ There' sal sorts of thingsit could be
symbolisgng, actudly.’

‘Such as?

‘Um. Theultimate futility of imperidism?
‘Nicetry.’

‘Um. Male violence towards women?

‘Could be. In which case, the maeis definitely on ahiding to nothing, unlessyou chip off George's
moustache and beef the pectoras up abit. Talking of his moustache, by the way, had you noticed the
strong resemblance to Alf Garnett?

‘All right, then,” Biancasaid. ‘How about World Peace?
‘Ah,” said Mike, nodding. ‘ Silly of me not to have redlised before’

Biancasighed. ‘You'reright, shesaid, ‘it'sdefinitely up the pictures. Here, help me get the sheet over
it before | get too depressed.’

‘Didn't say | didn’t likeit, Mikereplied, asagust of wind turned the tarpaulin into amainsail. ‘1 think



it sabsolutely amazing. It'sjud...
‘Yes. Quite’
“How much more are you planning on doing to it?

‘1 don't know,” Biancareplied pensvely. ‘ Either I'm going to leaveit pretty much asitis, or esel’'m
going to take adedgehammer to it first thing tomorrow morning. What do you think?

‘| think,” said Mike, ‘that if you choose Plan B, | could use the chippings. There d be enough to cover
every driveway inthe West Midlands’

At that moment, the rogue Harrier jet that had been shooting cathedral-sized divots out of Salisbury Plain
suddenly stopped in mid-air, stalled and fell into aspin, dropping out of the air like a shot bird.

Cuddled in the arms of awarm thermal, the dragon watched it fal and shrugged. He' d been wrong.
Compared to hisred shape, it wasjust atoy; fancy dress, atin overcoat. Asit hit the ground and
exploded, heflicked histail like agoldfish, rose and hovered over the swelling mushroom of smoke and
fire. Ruddy dangerous, too, he added. One little bump on the ground and they blow up. Shit, | could
have been ingde that. Doesn't bear thinking about.

He throttled back to adow, exhilarating glide and began an inventory of his new shape. Neat. And
gaudy too, which heliked. A little bit more gold wouldn’t have hurt and maybe afew more precious
stones here and there; till, what did you expect from something that owed its original genesisto local
government? But in terms of function, of efficiency and power-to-weight ratios, he couldn’t fault it. For a
moment, he dmost wished there were other dragonsin the world. He' d have enjoyed giving them the
nameof histalor.

When Bianca arrived on ste the next morning, the tarpau-lin was dready off and Mike was struggling to
foldit; inthiswind, abit like trying to cram the universe into a paper bag. He looked up and gave her a
sad amile.

‘| asked you to save me the chippings,’” he said. * Sorry?
‘That’sdl right. Next time.’
‘No, sorry asin whét the hell are you talking about.’

Mike frowned. ‘ The dragon,” he said, pointing. ‘Y ou came back last night and scrapped it. Quick
work.’

‘Nol didn't,” Biancasaid, pointing. ‘It still..."” Gone.

When you' re adragon, sobering up can be anasty experience.

The last of the Polish vodka burned off just as he was attempting a flamboyant triple loop, about
seventy thousand feet above sealeve, and sixty-nine thousand feet directly above the very pointy tips of
some mountains. At that point, something nudged him in the ribs, gave him an unpleasant leer, and said,
‘Hi, remember me? It was Gravity.

Fortunatdly, he had sufficient height and enough of abreeze to glide quite comfortably down onto aflat
green gretch in the middle of the large human settlement he was presently overflying. Ashe made his
approach, he noticed that his chosen landing strip was dotted with humans, dl dressed in white and
gtaring up at him, while around the edges of the field, crammed onto rows of wooden benches, were
severd thousand other humans, aso staring. The dragon was puzzled for amoment. He didn't have afly,
S0 it couldn’t be undone. Hadn’t they ever seen adragon before?

Having felt for the wind, he put hiswings back, stretched out hislegs, turned into the breeze and



dropped lightly down onto the turf, landing as ddlicately as acat jumping up onto a cluttered mantelpiece.
The white men had al run away, he observed, and the spectators— he assumed that was what they
were doing; ether that or they were some kind of jury — were trying to do the same, dthough they were
finding it hard because they were dl trying to do it at the same time. Some blue men were waking
towards him with the dow, measured tread of people who fed they aren’t being paid enough to die. He
wished there was something he could do to put them at their ease. He was, however, aredist; the only
thing he' d ever managed to do that hel ped human beings relax wasto go away, and unless he could get
toagdlon or so of strong drink, that wasn’t among the available options.

Or maybeit was. The green areawas divided from the rows of benches by athinwall of painted
boards, with words on them; Nationa Westminster Bank, Equity and Law and — he recognised that one
— Bdll’'sWhisky. That, if he wasn't mistaken, was one of the brands of fuel he' d taken on board at the
pub. If they had its name written up on ahoarding, perhaps they had some about the place. It would do
no harm to ask.

‘Hdlo,” hesad.

At once, the blue men stopped dead in their tracks, and began talking frantically to little rectangular
boxes pinned to the collars of their coats. This puzzled the dragon at firdt, until he worked out that the
boxes were some sort of pet, that his rather loud, booming voice had frightened them, and the blue men
were comforting them with soothing words. The dragon rebuked himsdlf for being incons derate and
lowered hisvoicealittle.

‘Hello,” herepeated. ‘1 wonder if you could help me. Have you got any Bell’sWhisky?

Perhapsthelittle boxes didn’t approve of whisky, because they needed even more calming down this
time. Painfully aware that tact had never been his strong point, the dragon modulated his voice into a sort
of low, syrupy hum, and beckoned to the nearest of the blue men.

‘Excuseme,’ he cooed. The blue man stared, until the dragon was afraid his eyebalswould fal out of
his head, assured his pet box that it wasdl right redlly, and took afew nervous steps forward. The
dragon considered afriendly smile, but thought better of it. Hisfriendly smiles, it had to be admitted, did
rather tend to resemble an ivory-hunter’ s discount warehouse. It' d probably frighten the poor little box
out of itswits.

“You talking to me? said the blue man, in arather quavery voice.
‘Yes,' replied the dragon. ‘ Bell’ s Whisky. Isthere any?
‘“What you want whisky for?

Softly, softly isall very well, but the dragon was begin-ning to get impatient. ‘I'll give you three
guesses, hereplied. ‘Look, elther you have or you haven't, it'snot exactly agrey area’

‘I don’t know,” the blue man replied. ‘1’ m a policeman, not a bartender.’
‘| see. Would you know if you were a bartender?
‘| suppose so. Why?

Thedragon sghed. If it had had afuel gauge, it would be well into the red zone by now, but even so
the flames that inadvertently ensued were four feet long and hot enough to melt titanium. * Perhaps,” he
said, observing that the police-man had gone ever such afunny colour, ‘you' d beterribly sweet and go
and fetch me a bartender, so that we can get this point cleared up once and for all.’

‘Um. Yes Right’

‘Thank you ever so much.’

‘Um. Don’'t mention it.’

‘Hope the flames didn’t frighten your box.’



The blue man backed away, turned and ran; and for along time, the dragon sat quietly where he was,
conserving his energy and watching the pigeons waddling about on the grass. The whole areawas empty
by now, except for two or three of the blue men, huddled behind benches at the very back. It dawned on
the dragon that something was going on. He frowned. It was, hefdt, abit much. Back in the old days,
the humans hadn’t made this much fuss when he dropped in on cities demanding princessesto go, hold
the onions.

You dthink, hereterated to himself, they’ d never seen adragon before.

Hey!
Maybethey hadn’t seen adragon before.

Anything' s possible. Perhaps, in this strange and rather down-at-hedl century, dragons had become
scarce. If thiswas aremote, out-of-the-way digtrict (his exceptiond eyes, scanning generaly for aclue,
picked out the name Old Trafford written on aboard, but it didn’t mean anything to him) then it was
conceivable that he wasthefirst dragon they’ d ever set eyes on. Reviewed in that light, the behav-iour of
the humans made some sort of sense. Rewind that and let’ sthink it through logicaly.

Assumethey’ ve never actually seen adragon. They will, nevertheless, have heard of dragons,
everybody has. And, facing facts, hewasn't so naive asto imagine that what they’ d heard was
necessarily accurate. Humans, he knew, are funny buggers, ddighting in the morbid and the sensationd,
eclectic in their selection of what to remember and what conveniently to forget. Quite likely, that wasthe
case when it came to the popular image of dragons. If he knew humans, they’ d ignore the ninety-nine per
cent of itstime adragon spends amlesdy flying, basking in the high-level sunlight, chivvying raincloudsto
where they’ re needed most and persuading winds to behave themselves. More likely than not, the
perverse creatures would focus on the five per cent or less of itslife adragon spends at ground level,
ridding the world of unwanted and troublesome armour fetishists and saving kingsthe trouble of finding
husbands for superfluous younger daughters.

Inwhichcase...
Damn.

What atime, the dragon reflected ruefully, to run out of gas. Because any minute now, some macho
nerd on awhite charger isgoing to come galloping up through the gate with an overgrown cocktail stick
under hisarm, hell-bent on prodding mein theribs. Normally, of course, thiswouldn't pose any sort of
problem; one sneeze, and dl that’ sleft is some fine grey ash and apool of dowly cooling molten iron.

Without fuel, however, he was going to haveto rely on teeth and fingernails, which was a pest because
it was ever so easy to crack amolar on those silly iron hatsthey insisted on wearing, and if dragonsredlly
are scarce, chances are there' s precious few competent serpentine dentists within convenient waddling
distance.

What | need, muttered the dragon to himsdlf, isagood stiff drink of kerosene. He turned his head
dowly from sideto side, dilated his nogtrils and sniffed. Over there...

At the back of the enclosure sometall iron gates swung open and four strange green vehiclesrolled
through. They were big, made of iron and fitted with long iron ribbons under their wheels— socks?
go-anywhere doormats? — and when the dragon pricked up his exceptional ears, he heard a blue man
by the gate shout to a colleague that it was going to be dl right, the tanks were here now.

Tanks.

Y es, right, said the dragon to himsdlf, tanks, | remember now. Big metal vessels used for the storage
of liquids. At long last, here comesthe Bdll’ s Whisky. And there was me thinking they were out to get
me

Chapter 2



It can't,” Biancaprotested, ‘just have disappeared.’

Mike shrugged and made a pantomime of patting his pockets and poking about in Bianca s toolbag.
‘Beg, love, it'satad on the big sde to have rolled away and fallen down a grating somewhere. Of course
it' sflaming well dis-gppeared. Obvioudy, someone' s pinched it.’

‘Pinched afifteen-foot-long Satue of a dragon? Kids, maybe? Bored housewife who didn’t know
what came over her? Don't be so bloody stupid. It d take awhole day just to saw it off the plinth.’

‘True.” Mike peered down at the stone beneath Saint George' s charger’ s hooves. * And no saw
marks, either. In fact, no marks of any kind. Y ou know, thisis downright peculiar.’

‘Peculiar.” Biancaclosed her mouth, which had fallen open. ‘Mike, if ever Mars chalenges usto an
under-statement match, I’ m going to nominate you for team captain. What the hell am | going to do?”

Mike scratched hishead. Y ou could start by telling somebody. The police. Birmingham City Council.
Kawa-guchiyalntegrated...’

He met Bianca s eye. Comparable meetings include that between Napoleon and Wellington at
Waterloo and the encounter between Mohammed Ali’ s solar plexus and Joe Frazier’ sfist back in 1974.
‘Quite; hesad. ‘1 seewhat you mean. Thisisgoing to beaproblem, isn't it?

‘Yes.

‘Do you think,” Mike suggested, after amoment’s con-Sideration, ‘ that you could, sort of, talk your
way out of this? | mean, it'syour blasted statue. Convince ‘em that there never was adragon to begin
with. Sort of, Saint George and the implied dragon. Saint George, just practising? Saint George and
Imaginary Friend?

‘No.’

‘Maybe not. Or could you lose the armour, fiddle around with the sword a bit and renameit The Polo
Player?

‘Mike’
‘Okay, okay, I’'m just bouncing afew ideas here. Here, why not just call it Study for Saint George
and the...’

Bianca closed her eyes and massaged them with the hedl of her hand. ‘What | can’'t imagine,” shesaid,
‘iswhat the hdll can have happened toit. | mean, dragons don't just get up and walk away. Just to move
something that Size you' d need cranes, flat-bodied trucks, hydraulics, dl that stuff. Bdieveme,” she
added, ‘1 know. When | ddlivered that cameo group of Mother and Child in Macclesfidd last year, they
had to close off fifteen Streets’

They stood for afew seconds longer, staring at the absence — adistinctly dragon-shaped absence,
but an absence nevertheless. Compared to how Bianca was fedling about vacuums, Nature was honorary
treasurer of their fan club.

‘Wdll,” said Bianca at lagt, ‘there’ s no point standing here like trainee lamp-posts. Help me cover the
dratted thing up, what’ sleft of it, and I’ Il get on to the wholesalers for some more white Carrera. | only
hope they can match the grain.

Mike nodded. ‘What about him? he added, jerking athumb at Saint George. ‘Want meto put a
padiock on him or something?

Biancagave him the last in asuccession of withering looks; if the Americans had had looks likethat in
1972, the Viet Cong would never have stood a chance. ‘ Get red,” she sighed. *Who the hdll isgoing to
Stedl astatue?



Chug, chug, chug; an elderly coach, the sort of vehiclethat can till cal itsalf acharabanc and get away
with it, burbles dowly and cheerfully like arelaxed bumble-bee along awinding Oxfordshire lane.

On either side of the road, Cotswold sheep, as self-conscioudy picturesque as the most highly paid
super-model, ruminate and regurgitate in timel ess serenity. Thatched cottages, tile-roofed golden-stone
farmhouses, evocatively faling-down old barns and the last surviving old-fashioned telephone boxesin
Albion are the only footprints | eft here by the long march of Humanity; and if these works of hishand
weredl you had to go by, you’ d be forgiven for thinking that Man wasn't abad old stick after al. For
thisistherura Thames Valey, theland that Timeforgot, scenery pickled in formaldehyde. If England
was Dorian Grey, thiswould be the watercolour landscape he kegpsin his attic.

Inevitably and on schedule, there to the left of the coach isavillage cricket match, and the big,
red-faced man toiling up to the creaseis, inductably, the village blacksmith. For adiceof living
pal aeontology, forget Jurassic Park and come to North Oxon.

And hereisthevillage, and hereisthe village green, and here are the ducks. The coach pulls up,
wheezing humor-oudy, and the passengers spill out; fifteen elderly ladies with flasks and sandwiches,
deck chairsand knitting. It’sal so sweet you could useit to flavour tea.

Thirty seconds later, ablack trangit van with tinted windows purrs noiselessy up and parks at the back
of the green. The doors do not open. It lurks.

The old ladies have laid out their tartan rugs and, after much comica by-play and merry laughter, put
up their deck chairs. The sunisshining. Teaflows. Sandwiches are eaten.

Timeis, of course, not a constant. Science would have you believe that it potters along at afixed,
unalterable speed, never accelerating, never dowing down; rather like amilk float. Big joke. Timehasa
gearbox; it can dawdle and it can race. This, in turn, can result in absolute chaos.

Supply and demand, twin pillars of the cosmos, gpply to dl things, and Timeis no exception. In some
places, such asthisdeepy and idyllic village, they scarcely use any of the stuff. In Los Angeles, Tokyo
and the City of London, where Timeis Money, they burn it off a afuriousrate. And, try asthey might to
wring every last drop of vaue out of each passing second, their officidly alotted ration is pitifully
inadequate.

Sceptical ? Here' s concrete evidence. Think how much time twenty pence buysyou in acar park in
Chipping Norton and the equivaent figurein Central London. Where thereis supply and demand,
wherever there are unfulfilled shortages, there are dway's entrepreneurs ready and willing to step in and
sort things out. There are no exceptionsto thisrule. The black market in Timeis probably the biggest
growth areaiin the whole of the unofficia economy. It'saso the most antisocid, whichiswhy it'ssuch a
closdly guarded secret.

The sandwiches have been eaten. Jam tarts appear. Someone produces, asif from thin air, awind-up
gramo-phone.

Something truly horrible is about to happen.

It workslikethis. Time proverbidly flieswhen you’ re enjoying yoursdlf; or, put rather more
scientifically, pleas-ure dectrolyses Time. The mere act of ahuman being unreservedly enjoying himself
actsas acatayst, speeding up the decay of raw Time in the atmosphere. In the same way, misery,
suffering and having to go to work impede the decay of Time, causing amassive build-up of the stuff. In
primitive rurd communities, for example, where peasants grind out lives of bleak, hopelesstoil, Time
seemsto stand Hill, until the very stones of the cottages and turf of the fields are marinaded in the stuff.

Todrill for Time, therefore, find a spot where countless generations of wretched serfs have had to get
up at haf-past five every morning to milk bad-tempered cows. Having located the spot, shout, * There's
Timeinthem thar hilld” and assemble your drilling rig. Thiswill consst of between seven and twenty



happy souls who are blessed with the rare ability thoroughly to enjoy themsalves, unsafconscioudy and
without tint.

Research has shown thét little old ladies on outings do this best, with thirsty mae Augtrdianscoming in
aclose second. Combinethelittle old ladies with the idyllic unspailt village and stand well back, because
you'vejust unleashed achain reaction that makes nuclear fisson seem wimpish in comparison. And be
warned; it’ s not apretty sight.

Inside the black trangit, a small machine beginsto run. Someone chuckles unpleasantly, mutters, ‘ Time,
gentle-men, please,” and throws a switch.

For thefirst thirty seconds, nothing much happens; nothing visible, anyway. Thefirst perceptible
changes are to the buildings. Thatch moults, dry sone walls collapse, oak beams sag. Entropy, acting as
fast asthe soluble aspirin of your dreams, is tearing the place gpart as the surplus Timeis leeched out of
the fabric. Then, because Nature abhors a vacuum, raw present rushesin to take the place of the
fossilised padt, in the same way as aworked-out gravel pit floods with water. Thatch is replaced with tile,
stone with brick and breeze-block. Barns fade away, and are replaced by barn conversions, complete
with upper-middle-class occupants and a brace of Porschesin the driveway. Sud-denly there'sa
development of ninety-six executive retire-ment homesin the old orchard behind the village green. A
business park springs mushroom-like out of the ground where aminute ago there were only cows. Cars
sprout up beside the highway like newly sown dragons’ teeth. The handpumpsin the public bar turn
seamlesdy into plastic boxes, and three racks of videos parthenogenetically appear in the window of the
post office. We warned you; thisis not asight for the squeamish. It's enough to make Stephen King
deep with thelight on for aweek.

The old ladies don’t seem to have noticed. They’ re exchanging photographs of their grandchildren and
playing snap, while al around them the village green trembles, like the San Andreasfault having atemper
tantrum, and design-and-build starter homes flip up out of the ground like poppers on apinbal table.

In the black trangit, now parked in the car park of the brand new plastics factory, the little machineis
buzzing like atortured wasp. A big glass bottle, coddled and cosseted in gyroscopically mounted cradles,
lead and cotton wool, dowly fills. When the meniscus reaches the twenty centilitre mark, the operator
yanks back the handle, opens the door of the van and blows awhistle. The old ladies stop what they're
doing, grab their deck chairs and empty picnic baskets and make arun for the coach. Both vehiclesgun
their engines and race off with much spinning of wheels and burning of rubber because avillage greenin
the process of going critica isno placeto be. Infact, they’ ve dmost left it too late; just behind them the
road uprootsitsalf and contortslike awounded python, coiling itself round a series of mini-roundabouts
and branching off into a series of service roads leading to the new complex of out-of-town supermarkets.
They'releve with the village church when it detonates and turnsitsdf into adrive-in leisure multiplex, and
only by standing on the accelerator can the driver get the coach clear of the Jacobean manor house
before it implodes and shape-changes into Kawaguchiya Integrated Circuits south-east regiona
management training centre.

A close shave, and the world owes alarge debt of gratitude to the driver, for al that he’'samyrmidon
of the Timethieves Mr Big. Becausethetrangt van is carrying twenty centilitres of raw Time (destined
tofill alucrative order from Wall Street, which isfranticaly trying to make the most of the last few weeks
of aRepublican adminigtra-tion) and the thought of what would happen if that much
ninety-eight-per-cent-pure stuff were to go off is enough to freeze the brain.

Raw Time, spontaneoudy detonating in the Earth’ s chronologicd field. Historicd metdown. A Time
bomb.

The man in the black transit is Chubby Stevenson, aso known as The Temporiser and Mr Timeshare.
Procrastina-tion was framed; Chubby is the greatest thief of Time the world has ever seen. In his
purpose-built silo, five hundred feet under the Nevada Desert, he has four hundred and sixteen litres of
the stuff; enough to reprise the Renaissance and play Desert Idand Decades. Do you suffer from



persstent nostalgia? Do you wish it could be the Sixties all over again? Just send your order, together
with abanker’ s draft with more noughts on it than there are portholesin the sde of atrans-Atlantic liner,
to Mr C. Stevenson, PO Box 666, Las Monedas, Nevada

Trying to get the petrol out of a Scorpion tank, the dragon discovered the hard way, islike breaking into
acan of Coke after the little ring-pull thing has snapped off and you haven't got atin-opener. It calsfor
ingenuity, patience and very robust fingernails.

Two out of three will do at apinch; and, having daked histhirst, the dragon relaxed, closed his eyes
and consdered the Situation, both in the short and medium term.

Hewaan't, in hisopinion, excessvely thin-skinned (just aswell, congdering the number of things that
had been fired at him in the last twelve minutes) but he did get the impression that for some reason, the
humans had taken againgt him rather. Apart from a broken claw and some light bruises the tanks hadn’t
bothered him very much, and the petrol was much moreto histaste than al those funny drinks, but the
next escalation of human disapproval would probably be aircraft, and he knew from recent observation
that those things had rather more biff to them than the little self-propelled cocktail shakers. Time, he
decided regret-fully, to make himsdf inconspicuous, which would mean having to quit this exceptionaly
stylish and well-designed body for awhile and go back into boring, slly two-legged mufti. A pity,
particularly since it was now nicely fuelled-up and ready to go.

He had business here in England, but it wouldn't take long. Once that was out of the way, the world
was his oyster, and there were bound to be big, flat, open spaces where adragon could be without
getting shot at dl thetime by cultural degenerates. So, under cover, do the job, and then we're out of
here. Can't, frankly, wait.

He opened hiswings and, having disposed of the emptiestidily by dropping them in the sea, he soared
up above the clouds, giving aswide aberth as possible to any aircraft his exceptiona senses detected,
and circled round until he saw what he was |ooking for. When he saw his chance, he svooped.

At more or less the same moment as the dragon was mangling armoured fighting vehicles on the playing
fields of Lancashire, someone who had been adeep for avery long time woke up.

Y ou know what it’ slike when you' ve overdept. Head full of sawdust. Eydids asdifficult to open as
painted-over window frames. Interior of mouth tasting so repulsive you wonder who' s been doing what
init while you ve been deeping. Multiply that by a couple of thousand years and maybe you get the idea.

‘Where,” muttered George to himsdlf, ‘thefuck am 1?7

A pigeon, who was sitting on his head, removed its head from its armpit and looked round. *Who said
that? it demanded.

George, who could understand the language of birds, cleared histhroat. ‘ Down here,” he said.

‘What, you?

‘Yes, me?

‘The statue?’

Vs’

‘Jeez!” The pigeon froze, kebabbed with embarrassment. ‘| didn’t know statues could ... Look, |
redly amterribly sorry. I'll cleanit dl off, promise.

‘I'mnot redly,” George explained, ‘ astatue.’

‘| see. You'reavery big, grey person lying absolutely still. Well, it takesdl sorts, | can seethat, | just
naturally assumed you were astatue. If you'll just bear with me | can be back with a cloth and some



white spirit before you can ssy—'

Shut up and listen, you stupid bird. I’'m indde the statue. Sort of. I'm asaint.’

The pigeon hesitated awhile beforereplying. ‘Fine,’ it said. *Where | come from we cdl that a
non-sequitur, but never mind. Logic isfor wimps, right?

‘l anasaint, George repeated, the fuel gauge on his patience edging audibly into thered. ‘| appear to
have reincarnated into a statue of mysaf. And before you ask, | have no ideawhy. Now then, whereis
this...” George looked round; a circumscribed view, since he couldn’t move his head, but sufficient for his
purposes’ ... ghastly, awful, God-forsaken place? Last thing | knew | wasin open countryside.’

‘Birmingham,” replied the pigeon promptly. ‘West Mid-lands metropolitan district, England, Europe.
Population—

‘Never heard of it.’

‘Redly? The pigeon sounded surprised. ‘ Been away long?

‘Last time looked, it was a hundred and something AD.’

Pigeons can’'t whidtle. * Strewth, mate, that’ salong time. Eighteen hundred years, give or take a bit.

Thisis...” The pigeon counted on its feathers. * Nineteen ninety-eight. June. Welcome back,’ it added
tentatively.

George swivelled hiseyeballs. ‘| sncerely hope I’ m not sopping,” he replied. * Whatever happened to
grass? We used to have alot of itin my day.’

The pigeon shuffled itswings. * Still plenty of it about,’ it replied. ‘But thisisthe middle of acity. Did
they have citiesthen?

‘A few.” George stopped talking and winced; two thou-sand years worth of pins and needles was
catching up with him. * Aaaagh,” he said.

‘Problem?

‘My leg hurts. Go on with what you were saying.’

‘ About Birmingham? Okay. Rated as Greet Britain's second largest city, in its nineteenth-century
heyday Bir-mingham truly merited its proud title of “workshop of the world”. Post-war recessions and
the decline of British industry in generd have inevitably |eft their mark, but the city continuesto breed a
defiantly positive and dynamic mercantile—'

‘Pigeon.’

‘Yes?

‘I think,” said George, ‘| can now move my right arm. With it, as you may have observed, | am
holding avery big sword. Unlessyou stop drivelling, | shall take thisvery big sword and shoveit right
up—

‘All right,” replied the pigeon, offended. ‘Y ou were the one who asked. Anyway,’ it added, ‘that’ sa
fineway for asaint to talk, | must say.’

George' s eyebrows were mobile again and he frowned. ‘Isit?

The pigeon nodded. * Sure. Y ou’ re supposed to be all meek and holy and stuff.’

‘Bollocks’

‘Straight up. | know these things. My address: The Old Blocked Gutter, West Roof, St Chad' s

Cathedra, Birming-ham 4. | know alot of religion,” the pigeon continued proudly, ‘ especidly thelilies of
thefidld and St Francisof Ass . Saintsdon't eff and blind, it'stherules’

‘ Shows what you know,” George replied. ‘ Right, I’ m going to move now, so | suggest you piss off
and go Sit somewhere else. Before you go, however, | want you to tell me where aman can get adrink



around here’
‘A drink,” the pigeon repested. ‘Milk?
‘Don’'t be bloody stupid.’
‘Water, then?

‘Booze,’ George snarled. * Alcohol. Fermented liquor.” A horrible thought struck him. * They do till
haveit, don't they? Please tell methey haven’t done away with it, because—’

‘Surethey do,” the pigeon said. ‘ Beer and wine and gin and stuff, makes your mob sing alot and fall
over. Saintsdon't drink, though. Well-known fact.’

‘“What you know about saints,” muttered George, ‘you could write on agrape pip in big letters. Just
point mein theright direction and then clear off, before | use you to wipe my nose.

The pigeon made the closest gpproximation it could to a disapproving tut and extended awingtip.
‘Draught Mitchdll and Butlers;’ it said.

‘A word of warning, though.’
‘Wdl?

Pigeons; Mother Nature sflying diplomatic corps. ‘ The sword,” it said. ‘ Thearmour. The horse. The
being seven and a half feet high. Frowned upon.’

‘Yeah?
‘Times change,” said the pigeon. ‘Not to mention fash-ions. Can you do anything about that?
‘I'm not sure.” George concentrated. * Apparently | can. Isthis better?

The pigeon looked down. It was now sitting on the head of ashort, bald man in ablue donkey jacket,
jeans and scruffy trainers. ‘Fine,” it said. ‘How did you do that?

George shrugged. ‘ Dunno. Who cares? When | get there, what should | ask for?

‘Um.” The pigeon searched its memory — about a quarter of abyte, say alarge nibble— for a
phrase overheard in crisp-shrapnel-rich beer gardens. * A pint of bitter, please, mate, and a packet of dry
roasted peanuts. That usually doesthetrick.’

‘A pint of bitter, please, mate, and a packet of dry roasted peanuts.’
‘You'vegot it

‘Right. A pint of bitter, please, mate, and a packet of dry roasted peanuts. A pint of bitter, please,
mate, and a packet of dry roasted peanuts. So long, birdbrain. A pint of bit...’

Standing on the empty plinth, the pigeon watched until George disappeared through the pub doorway,
gl rehears-ing hisline. It waited for awhile. Then it preened itself. Then it started to peck at acigarette
butt. Two minutes or so later, the whole incident had been edited out of the active files of itsmind and
was held in limbo, awaiting deetion. And then...

The pigeon looked down.
It was, once again, standing on a statue.

Vagudly, it recalled something it had learned recently about statues. It took another look at what it was
ganding on. Ah shit, it said to itsdlf.

‘Mike’
‘Yes?
‘Just come and have alook at this, will you?



Instead of folding the tarpaulin, Biancajust et it fall. Then they stood for awhile and took along, hard
look.

‘Swings and roundabouts,” Mike said eventually. * Snakes and ladders. Maybe even omel ettes and
egos’

‘What?

Mike shrugged. ‘I’'m trying to be balanced and unhyster-ical,” he said. *We now have the dragon
back. True, we do seem to have lost Saint George, but...’

Sowly and very tentatively, Biancaleaned forwards. Shelaid the pam of her hand on the dragon’s
cold, scaly flank. Marble. Solid, cool, bloody-avkward-to-move-about stone. ‘ This,” shesaid at last, ‘is
beginning to get on my nerves’

‘Maybeit’ saform of advanced job-sharing,” Mike suggested. Y ou know, like flexi-time. I think
West Midlands Council’sdl infavour of it, and | suppose you could just about classify thesetwo as
Council employees’

‘Mike’

‘Mm?

‘Please go away.’

Alone with her creation, Biancathought long and hard. Sometimes she leaned againgt the statue,
holding it. Some-times she pressed her ear againgt it, asif listening. From time to time she kicked it.

After awhile, she opened her portfolio and studied some sketches and plans. She took out atape and
made some measurements, both of the statue and the surrounding area. She climbed up onto itsfront
paws and sniffed its spectac-ular, gaping jaws.

A mother, they say, indtinctively knowswhat her baby isthinking. If it'sin trouble, she can fed it, deep
insde. Biancafrowned. No, not trouble, exactly. More sort of up to something. But what?

Findly, she packed up, replaced the tarpaulin and started to walk away. Having covered ten yards she
turned, faced the statue, and put on her most menacing scowl.

‘St!’ she commanded, and stalked off down Colmore Row.
Chapter 3

Having parked his shapein Victoria Square, the dragon ambled down Colmore Row to Snow Hill and
con-sulted the railway timetable. Three minutes later arather bemused tram pulled up (wondering, among
other things, how the hdll it had managed to get there from Dumfriesin ahundred and eighty seconds)
and he climbed aboard.

‘Colchester,’ he said aloud.

The voice of thetrain, inaudible to everyone except the dragon, pointed out that the Snow Hill line
doesn't go to Colchester. The dragon smiled pleasantly and invited the train to put its money whereits
mouth was.

Alighting a Colchester, a place he had heard of but never actualy been to, the dragon took ataxi to
35 Vespadan Street, explained to the driver and climbed the airs.

Thetop floor of 35 Vespasan Street isgiven over to asuite of offices congsting of achair, adek, a
computer terminal, an electric kettle, an anomaly in the telephone network and seven hundred and
forty-threefiling cabinets. The door says:



L. KORTRIGHT ASSOCIATES
SUPERNATURAL AGENCY

Lin Kortright was on the anomay when the dragon walked in. He was explaining to Horus, the Egyptian
charioteer of the Sun, that smply picking it up, moving it dong in agraight line and putting it down again
without dropping it was no longer good enough to guarantee him full employment, and had he
consdered, for example, juggling with it or balancing it on astick whileriding aunicycle. Asthe door
opened he didn’t look up, merely made a go-away gesture. He was about to suggest training it to do
smple tricks when he noticed that the receiver was back on its cradle and he was, in fact, talking to the
pam of hishand. Heraised his eyes, impressed.

‘Hey,” he said, “how’ d you do that?
‘Dowhat?
‘It' s purdly ingtinctive with you, huh? No matter. What can | do for you?

‘I'm looking,” the dragon replied, Stting on achair last seen two seconds previoudy under an actuary
in Stroud and still warm, *for ajob. | imagine you might be ableto help.’

Mr Kortright studied the chair for awhile, and then nodded. * Possibly, possibly,” he said. *What
d'you do?

‘What needs doing?

Mr Kortright frowned. ‘No, no, no,” he said, ‘that’ s not the way it works. Y ou gotta have an act
before you come bothering me. Let’ ssee. Y ou can do telekinesis, right?

‘Canl?

‘Oh boy, anatural,” Mr Kortright Sighed, rather as Saint Sebagtian would have done if, just asthelast
arrow thudded home in hisribcage, he aso remembered he' d left home without switching off the oven.
‘Don’'t get mewrong,” he added, ‘maybe | can il find you something, if you don’t mind touring. Done
any poltergeigting?

The dragon’ s brow furrowed in thought until he looked like afight between two privet hedges. Ever
snce he' d come back, he' d been letting his subconsciousfill in as many of the gaps as possible, mostly
by opening adirect line from his exceptional earsto his memory. In consequence, the back lots of his
brain were stuffed with thousands of unprocessed eavesdroppings, waiting to befiltered and condensed
into usable ready-to-wear background informa-tion. ‘ Poltergeists, he mused, accessing afragment of a
documentary overheard when the taxi drove withinamile of a TV showroom. ‘ That’saghost or Smilar
evil spirit who throwsthings, yes?

‘“Yup’
‘No. Sorry.”’

Mr Kortright's shoulders rose and fell like share prices during aclosdly contested election. ‘Okay,’” he
sad. ‘Youwannalearn?

‘Not redlly, no. All seemsabit gratuitousif you ask me. And besides, | don’t plan on being here very
long, so there' slittle point learning new skills!

‘Picky, huh?Y ou got anerve.’
‘Severa,’ replied the dragon, absently. ‘ In this body, anyway. The other one' sjust animated rock.’

It took Mr Kortright's brain three quarters of asecond to pick up on the words this body and the
other one, speculate on the significance and dismiss the whole as too much hasde. * So what did you
used to do? Have an act then?

The dragon nodded. ‘| flew about breathing fire, making rain, that style of thing.’



‘Dragon, huh?

‘“You'revery perceptive.’

After amoment’s hesitation Mr Kortright correctly interpreted the dragon’ s remark as a compliment.
‘“Not much around at the moment for dragons,” he said. * Endan-gered species regulations,” he added.

‘Ah.” This seemed to confirm what the dragon had assumed about a national dragon shortage. * So
dragons are protected, are they?

Mr Kortright grinned. ‘ Dragons? he said. ‘No way. Nothing in the legidation about dragons. Now
crocodiles, yes. Which means the supply of raw material for the handbag trade is down to last knockings.
But if you' re good you can make dragon look like crocodile ... Y ou get my meaning?

A corner of the dragon’ s mouth twitched. ‘I seem to remember you people have asaying,” he said.
‘Firgt catch your...

‘Been away along time, have you? The Kortright grin widened, until it looked like the aftermath of
saiamic activity. ‘ Inwhich case, here satip for you. If you' re flying dong and you see something long
and grey and kind of tube shaped with little fins coming straight at you, don't try chaffing it up or asking it
out to the movies. They cdl them wire-guided missiles, and—

‘Yes, thanks,” said the dragon. ‘| found out about those for mysalf. So there are still dragons about,
then? People seem to react asif I'm extinct or something.’

‘Inthese parts, Mr Kortright explained, ‘you are. In this century, in fact. That doesn’'t worry
transtemporal poach-ers any; just meansthat by the time they market the goods, they’ re al'so genuine
antiques and therefore legd to sl

‘Ah.” The dragon shrugged. ‘But solong as|’ m now, I'm relatively safe?

‘Safe.” Mr Kortright savoured the word. ‘ From poachers, maybe. | mean, chances are, if you stick
around any year with nineteen on the front of it, you won’'t suddenly find yoursdf full of powder
compacts with azip up your back. Thereare,” he added, ‘ other dangers.’

‘Thought that might bethe case,” the dragon replied. ‘Which isprecisdly why I’'min plain clothesand
looking for ajob. You see, | have thingsto do in the here and now. Once they’ re done, I’ m off
somewhere and when abit less paranoid. While I’ m here, though, | thought ajob’d help passthetime
and hdpmeblendin.’

‘Very wise. So,” Mr Kortright went on, steepling hisfingers, ‘where are we at? Ex-dragon.
Ex-dragon. Now then, let me see’

The dragon waited patiently while Mr Kortright played with his computer.
‘Any luck?

Mr Kortright pursed hislips. ‘Well,’ hesaid, ‘likel say to al the kids just starting out in the business,
when you' re trying to make your way, sometimes you' ve gotta do things you' d rather not. Y ou sure
about poltergaisting?

‘Pogitive’

‘Shucks. Hey, what’ sthis? He peered at the screen. ‘1 can get you Six weeks' volcanic activity in

Hawaii, covering for the loca fire-god while he takes hiskidsto Disneyland. All you gottadoislieon
your back and blow up through asmdl hole’

‘Sorry. Got to bein this country. Anyway, where' sHawaii?
‘Please yoursdf. Gonnabe difficult, though. How do you fed about halucinations?
‘I beg your pardon?

‘Hdlucinations. For hedlth-conscious druggies. All the weird visonswithout actudly taking the drug.
Growth area, steady work.’



‘Not redly me, somehow. I’ d fed sdlf-conscious. Besides, don't you have to be apink e ephant?

‘Boy, are you behind thetimes.” Mr Kortright frowned, and tapped afew more keys. ‘ Okay, okay,
you'regonnalovethis. Thisisredly so you. Security guard.”

‘ Security guard?
‘It says here, traditional security guard needed for sub-stantia art collection. Full board. The

successful gpplicant will be at least fourteen feet long, green and covered in scales. No time wasters.
There now, what can | say?

‘Okay,” said the dragon. ‘When can | start?

George sailed through the air in agraceful arc and landed in adustbin. Behind him came avoice, warmly
recom-mending that he stay out. After ashort pause for regroup-ing, he climbed out, brushed trash off
his person and staggered away down the dley.

Seemslike old times, he said to himself, getting dung out of drinking establishments. Some things had
changed, of course; for one thing, getting dung out was now awhole lot easier. Definitely aregrettable
tendency to over-react.

His mind drifted back to the bars of hisyouth. Pendl€'s, the roughest saints' bar in Albion. The
Caerllyr Grill. The Grenddl’ s Torso. What the hell was wrong with this god-damn country?

Half an hour’ s douching, lurching and bumping into things brought him back to Victoria Square, and he
redlised that he didn’t have anywhere to deep for the night. He saw...

‘Immediately,” said Mr Kortright. ‘ Here' sthe address. Do well.’

The dragon trotted down the Sairsinto the street and whistled. A moment later, a huge green shape,
flying faster than the wind, descended on him and he vanished.

An empty plinth. He thought of his nice warm statue; good, solid marble that didn’t wobble about all
over the place like this blasted chegpskate flesh-and-blood ouitfit did. Climbing the plinth, he Sighed,
closed his eyes and was stone once more.

‘I'm not saying,” said Chubby Stevenson, hisbrain racing, ‘it’' simpossible. Nothing'simpossible. All I'm
saying s, it'sgoing to betricky.’

Fifteen impassive Japanese faces regarded him, until he began to fed like asking for his blindfold and
last cigarette. These people, heredlised, don’t want to hear this. Pity.

‘It sdl todo,” he continued, cramming charm into the meter of his smile, ‘with the fundamenta nature
of Time. Now, with my supplies of raw Time, | can prolong the present, no problem. In certain
circumstances, | can sometimes recreate the past — not travel back in time, now that isimpossble.
Nobody can do that. What | sometimes do, for specialy favoured customers, is make a synthetic
recreation of a specific episode from the past, using araw Time base and...’

They weren't interested. He was't answering the ques-tion they’ d asked him. Jesus, these guys!

‘Thefuture, hetherefore said, ‘is something el se entirely. Future' s different from past and present,
see. Future hasn't happened yet. If it hasn't happened, we don’t know what it’slike. If you don’'t know
what it’ slike, you can't copy it. Now—

One of thefifteen leaned forward and, terribly politely, cleared histhroat. With respect, his expresson
said — hislipsdidn’t move and he didn’t make anoise, but there was no need, just asyou don’t need to
speak fluent Gun to know that when a .44 revolver sares a you with itsone big eyeit’ sinforming you
that you are probably going to die— they knew this dready. What they didn’t know, and what they



wanted him to tel them, waswhether it was possible to arrange an atificid future, in which certain
gpecified events would happen; and if so, how much would it cost? If he didn’t know the answer, the
expression continued, then perhaps he would be good enough to say so.

Chubby sighed, and got agrip on himself. ‘It can bedone,’ he said. ‘ The principleis quite
graightforward; smple, even. The practicalities...’

Please explain the practicdlities.

‘Okay. It'sdl rdativity, right? Travel faster than light around the Earth to accelerate forward through
Time. Onceyou' rethere, or do | mean then, you set up whatever it is you want to happen in the future,
Like, you want to bet heavily on the Superbowl, you fast forward to the day of the match, see who wins,
now you can place your bet —provided you can get back to your own time, or get amessage back,
anyhow; obvioudly, you can't get back yoursdlf, because pastside travel’ s out, see above. Sending a
message, though, that’s no problem.’

Redly?
‘Trade secret,” Chubby said. Normally he’ d have winked aswell, but there was something about the

wall of stone-faced scrutiny opposite him that put him off theidea. *We can do it, anyhow. The technica
problem, of course, isfinding your faster-than-light courier.

A soluble problem?

‘| fedl surewe can sort it out,” Chubby lied. * Of course, if we knew we' d be successful, we' d just get
the courier to report back from the future on how we' d managed it, the same time as he passes back the
Superbow! results; but that' s a bit hit-and-miss so far as1’m concerned. Sloppy, you know?

Indeed the fifteen did. Sloppiness, the expression gave him to understand, was anathemato them.
Chubby painted a smile over the cracksin his composure and continued. ‘ So,’” he said, ‘you boys are
going to haveto let our R & D peoplekick this one around for aday or two. As soon aswe' ve got the
ans—

Y ou will report back to usin forty-eight hours? Very well.

Chubby’s Adam’ s gpple bobbed like aFormula Onelift. “When | said aday or two, | didn’t actudly
mean two days, | meant—

Y ou are dready suggesting a postponement. Seventy-two hours, then.

‘How would it be,” Chubby croaked, ‘if we call you when we' reready to roll? We'll be asquick as
we can, naturdly.’

Y ou are asking for an indefinite postponement while you attempt to find away to do this?

£Y$-l

Wewould prefer, said fifteen expressions smultaneoudy, a specified time limit. That isthe way we do
business. We trust you can accommodate us on this point.

‘Just give me aweek, will you? Chubby’stone suggested that he was Faust offering the Devil double
or quits, and even as he spoke asmall, rather naive part of his brain demanded Why are you so scared
of these guys? ‘By then, I'll have definite plans, costings, dl that kind of stuff ready for you to see.
Agreed?

Long pause. It waslike the moment of thoughtful hesitation on the Seventh Day just before Man,
having been assured by God that it was anice little runner, genuine low mileage, normaly you only get
oceans of this quality on the top-of-the-range models, said, Okay, we |l take it. Then fifteen heads

nodded. A moment later, the conference room was empty, and a helicopter engine started up somewhere
on the roof.

‘Hooray,” said Chubby wretchedly to himsdlf. ‘1 guess |’ ve landed thisredly big contract.’



It was adirty, rotten job...
Plink! A tiny globe of lime-rich water dripped from cavern roof to floor.
... But someone’ sgot to do it. Apparently. Ouch! Jesus, but this stuffs uncomfortable.

Traditiona security guard, substantia art collection. Whoever drafted that advertisement had probably
pent sometime in the estate agency business, learning in the processthe art of making statements that
areamost but not quite downright untrue.

The art collection was housed in a cave two hundred feet below the Pennine Hills and consisted of
about three hundred tons' weight of gold tableware; very old, very vulgar and extremely unpleasant to lie
on. Cold. Hard. Lots of handles and knobs and scutcheonsto dig into you.

Plus, of course, the alluring prospect of being woken up just as soon as you' ve dropped off by some
amateur hero with wegpons, desperate courage and afleet of lorries outside the cave mouth with their
engines running. It was as bad as being aguard dog, and he didn’'t even have alittle bowl with his name
onit. Thejob, the dragon decided, sucks.

‘Hdlo?

The voice was till someway off; high-pitched, amost feminine. A ploy, thought the dragon, and a
piss-poor one at that. Pound to a penny it’s some muscular git in tin overalls making his voice sound
funny to put me off my guard. He breathed in, savouring the mellow warmth of his own breath.

‘ Anybody home?
Only oneway he can come and that’ s straight through that hole there. Just let him poke his head
through, and hismates || have to carry him home in an asbestos bag.

‘Hereyou are.” The head, ashe' d predicted, gppeared. But it was female. There was no helmet, no
nodding white plume. The dragon was so0 surprised he swallowed his bresth and got hiccups. Nasty...

‘Areyou,’ saidthefemae, ‘Mr Wayne Popper?
The dragon looked at her.
‘My name,’ shewent on, ‘is Marjorie Evans. Inland Revenue.’

A tiny flare of green fire spurted from the dragon’ sright ear, evidence of the rather complex and
horrible ear-nose-and-throat difficulties he was currently experiencing. * Isthat so? he croaked. ‘Look, |
do have a certain discretion in these matters, so I’'m going to count up to five and then —Oops, ah, shit,
do excuse me, please.” For afew moments, the darkness of the cavern wasilluminated by the sort of
firework display you generdly only get to see when there’ s an important Royal wedding.

‘Blessyou,” said Miss Evans, ingtinctively fumbling in her bag for atissue. * Sorry, you did say you are
Mr Popper?

‘I didn’'t say anything,’” replied the dragon, confused. ‘ Now get the hell out of here, before | incinerate
you.’

‘I’ll take that,” replied Miss Evansbriskly, ‘asaYes.” She straightened her back, took out a notebook
and looked around, miming seeing the gold for thefirst time. “Wdl then,” she said. ‘What have we here?

Inside the dragon’ s brain, a debate was raging. The traditionalists were saying, You fool, hereé sa
blasted hero, well, dl right, heroine, come to nick the goodies, so why the hell don’t you just torch her
PDQ and have done with it? In another part of hisbrain, hisloya opposition was arguing thet actualy
she’ d given no indication that she was here to sted anything, she wasn't armed, she d even offered a
tissue when he sneezed. So what? retorted the traditionalists. So | don’t want to carbonise her, replied
the opposition. She hasn’t done me any harm. Chicken, taunted the old guard. No, replied the other lat,
dragon; same number of wings, but bigger and twice the legs.



‘It sapileof gold,” replied the dragon, in the meantime.

‘Isit redly? MissEvanswaswriting in the book. ‘ Could you possibly explain to me how you came
by it?

‘Um,” said thedragon. ‘I'm, er, looking after it for somebody else’

Asthewoman looked a him, non-aggressive, pacific, even smiling dightly inamildly cynica way
through thick--lensed spectacles, the dragon was aware of afeding he hadn’t had for so long he could
only just put anametoit. It disconcerted him, no end.

Hefdt likehewasin trouble.
‘Redlly,” said thewoman. ‘ And might | ask who this other person might be?

This, said the ruling mgjority in the dragon’sbrain, is crazy. Onelittle puff and she’ sash. No sword.
No armour. And it isn't even my treasure. So why do | fed asif I’ ve just been caught with my talonin
the biscuit tin?

‘A friend,” the dragon mumbled, not sure where the words he was saying were coming from. * Or
rather, ablokel met in apub, didn’t catch his name. Just look after thislot for me, hesaid, won't bea
tick.

ll %ll

That wasdl shesaid. | see. Inthe old days, when the dragon took to the air, the roads leading in the

opposite direction were clogged with nose-to-tail handcarts. He hiccupped again. * Gesundheit,” said the
womean.

‘Um,” said the dragon, hisvocal chords sandpaper. ‘ Isthere aproblem?

The woman closed her notebook, clicked her biro and put them both away. ‘Mr Popper,’ she said,
‘let me be frank with you. | haveto say I’'m not redly very happy with your story. | don't haveto tell
you, defrauding the Revenue is no laughing maiter.’

For some reason he couldn’t account for at all — the unfamiliarity of the concept, perhaps, or the
bewildering lack of terror on the woman'’s part — the last three words she' d spoken were perhapsthe
most unnerving things he’ d ever heard amorta say. When you consider that they were competing against
such strong contenders as Take your ten thousand archers round the back of the hill, we'll attack
from here with our twenty thousand cavalry and If he had any idea what we' d just put in there, he
wouldn’t be drinking it, maybe you can get avague glimpse at the dragon’ s compl ete bewilderment.

‘All right, hesaid. ‘I’'m not Mr Popper. | just work for him.’

The woman smiled. It was, actudly, quite a pleasant smile. In her spare time, she probably made
fur-fabric mouse bookmarks. ‘I had already guessed that, Mr...’

‘Dragon.’
‘Misgter Dragon.” She pulled out the notebook again. ‘ But there is such athing as being an accessory,
you know. | really would urge you to co-operate with us.’

‘Sure.” A minor seismic event, last echo of the hiccups, wafted blue flame out of the dragon’ sl eft ear;
if only, snarled his subconscious, | could accidentally sneeze & her, al they’ d ever find would be
charcod. And | wouldn't even have doneit on purpose.

But no sneeze came, and the dragon had to suffer the indignity of listening to himsdlf telling the woman
every-thing he knew about the job — Mr Popper’ s enormous property deds, payments madein gold
for, what had he called it, fiscal convenience, dl kinds of things he scarcely understood himsalf— while
shewrote carefully, nodded and mhm’ d, then closed her notebook, thanked him very politely and left the
way she'd come.

A moment after that, he inflated both lungs and blew the biggest flare of extra-hot red fire he' d ever



managed in hislife. It meted the wdls of the cavern, but it didn’t reach Miss Evans, he could hear her
inch-and-a-half heds il clippety-clopping along the winding tunnd. Thanksto his belated efforts,
however, the hole in the wall was now amost sedled off and he couldn’t get through to press homethe
attack.

‘Shit!" heroared. “What's happening to me?

Nobody said anything, but his deranged imagination made him believe that, in the dying echoes of his
own roar, he heard a mocking voice asking him whose side he was on.

‘Quite soon,” Biancasad, ‘| shdl have had enough of this’

‘I think you ought to tell someone,” Mike replied, camly folding the tarpaulin which, removed a
moment or so ago, had revealed Saint George returned and the dragon gone. ‘ There’ stwo possible
explanations, and one of them demands that we believe in the existence of a practical joker with access
to helicopters and heavy lifting gear, who' s capable of swapping enormoudy heavy statues round in the
centre of Birmingham at dead of night without anybody noticing.’

‘That’ s absurd.’

‘Obvioudy. Therefore, Mike continued, ‘we re dealing with the boring old supernatural. Y ou’ ve got
to tell someone, otherwiseit’ Il invaidate your insurance’
Bianca scowled. ‘ That’' s absurd too,” she said.

‘Tell you something elsethat’ sabsurd, whilel’'m at it,” Mike responded, shoving the folded tarpaulin
into a card-board box, ‘and that’ s bloody great statues playing hide and seek with themsalvesin apublic
place’

‘Wecan't tell anyone,” Biancaobjected. ‘ They' d never believe us. They’d lock usup in the nut
house’

‘Maybe.” Mike shrugged. ‘At least then, this d be some-one €lse' s problem. Right now, | could fancy
somewhere dark and cool with bendy wallpaper.’

Biancawas slent for amoment, then she started to rummage in her toolbag. ‘1 know onething I am
goingto do,” shesaid.

‘Ohyes?

‘I’m going to chip off that ridiculous moustache.’

Dismissed without references for gross breach of con-fidentidity, the dragon swished itstail dispiritedly
and flew eadt.

En route it had arun-in with three F-111s, hagtily scrambled by a gibbering controller out of Brize
Norton and armed with everything Father Christmas had left in the RAF s stocking for thelast Six years.

In due course the pilots g ected and, save for a broken leg and some bruises, landed safely. Most of
the bits of aeroplane came down in the sea. Which, the dragon mused as it continued itsflight, only
makes the business with the tax woman al the more disturbing.

‘Guy, said Mr Kortright, having heard the tle, * believe me, you were right to trust your ingtincts. Y ou
just don't tangle with those people, not ever. Shame about the job, but you did right. Besides,” he added
with ashrug, ‘there’ sthe morality of the thing to consider. The forces of Evil gottastick together, right?

‘I beg your pardon?

Mr Kortright gave him apuzzled look. ‘Evil,” he said. * Y our team. Y ou represent the forces of
darkness, and so do they. Y ou go wel shing on your own kind, you' [l never work in thisbusiness again.’



From Colchester — Mr Kortright promised him faithfully to let him know as soon as anything suitable
came up — heflew fast and high to the Midlands, found his plinth and parked. Getting out of the cavern
had used up most of hisfuel supply, and dedling with the aircraft had polished off the rest. He wastired,
and upset, and he needed arest.

Evil?What did the little cregp mean, Evil?

George woke up.

Deep down in the very marrow of the stone, hishead hurt. Hefelt sick. What, he asked himself, would
comeup if | was? Probably gravel.

There was something undernesth him. Sowly — moving his heed was awild, scary thing to do,
comparable to setting off in three small boatsto find the back way to India— he looked down. He
looked up again, rather more quickly.

Oh God, he said to himsdlf. Please let me be hdlucinat-ing.
A tentative prod with atoe persuaded him otherwise. Horribly solid. Sphincter-looseningly redl. And
I’m directly aboveit!

Hewaited. When the dragon didn’t make amove, he risked breathing. Still no reaction. With extreme
diffidence he reached down and prodded with the point of his sword. Chink. Nothing. It wasonly a
datue, nothing more.

Fuck that, George reflected, so'm |. And people who live in marble overcoats shouldn't prod
dragons.

Hewaited alittle longer, each second dragging by like a double geography lesson. Hewasn't at dl
sure that he understood how this statue businessworked, but either the dragon smply wasn't a home, or
it was waiting for him to make amove. In the latter case, staying put was smply prolonging the inevitable.
He braced himself, took a deep breath and jumped.

The ground rushed up to meet him like along-lost creditor; he landed, swore and rolled. His head
protested in the strongest possible terms. The dragon didn’t move. He stood up.

‘Gotchal’

He had now, of course, shed the marble and was back in a conventional human skin; but not for very
long, because Bianca svoice and the dap of her hand on his shoulder made him jump out of it. He said
‘Eeek!” and turned white, dl in an impressively short space of time.

‘ And where the hdll do you think you're going?

His brain reported back off sick leave and mentioned to him that the creature holding his arm was not
adragon so much asadefencelessgirl. That'sal right, then. He put the pam of hishand in her face and
shoved. Then heran.

A moment later he was lying on his nose; a state of affairs he was able to trace back to someone
grabbing hold of hisfeet. ‘Gerroff!” he screeched. ‘ There' s abastard dragon after—

Then Bianca hit him on the head with atwo-pound mallet.
Chapter 4

M aybe,’ said aguet, ‘they’re being thrown out for antisocial behaviour.’

Hewaslooking at along, scruffy coach, state of the art passenger trangport from around the time
Bobby Charlton was England’ s leading goa -scorer, which was spluttering patiently in bay 3aof the bus
dationinHell.



‘Quite possibly,’ replied afellow guest, who happened to be on histeabresk. ‘ Look what they’re
wearing.’
Thefirst guest, aso on histeabreak, peered. ‘Yes,” hesaid, ‘| seewhat you mean.’

Asamatter of fact, these two guests were aways on their tea break. In life they’ d been builders, and
the crud and unusua punishment reserved for them in the afterlife was that they’ d be dlowed out as soon
asthey’ d had aquick brew; two thousand years of frantic durping later, the meniscus on their cupswas,
if anything, haf amillimetre higher up the chinathan it had been when they arrived.

Everybody, no matter how depraved or evil they may be, is entitled to aholiday, and thefirst three
weeksin August are traditionaly the time when the staff of Hell, your cosy, centrally hested home from
home under the ground, get to pack their suitcases, dig out their plastic buckets and pitchforks from the
cupboard under the stairs, put on silly hats and get away from it al. They choose August because. ..

— well, you know what the beach islike then. They fed more a home that way.
‘If so,” observed the second guest, ‘| reckon we've had alucky escape.’

His colleague nodded vigoroudly, his eyesfixed on the white denims, broad-brimmed hats, synthetic
buckskin fringes and spangled waistcoats of the party boarding the coach. Not, of course, that either of
them had anything against country music as such; inits place, they’ d be thefirst to declare, it was al very
fine and splendid. Except, of coursg, its place was— most definitely — here. So far, the Management
hadn’t twigged this. When they eventudly did, they’ d be able to maintain the same uniquely high sandard
of torment (BS 199645; adways ook for the kitemark) while saving themsalves afortune on pitchforks
and firewood.

Had the guests been afew yards closer to bay 3a, they’ d have been able to read the poster
prominently displayed in the coach’ s back window. It read:

HELL HOLDINGSPLC
STAFF COUNTRY & WESTERN CLUB
ANNUAL OUTING

Nashville Or Bust!

‘Okay, Georgesaid. ‘It'slikethis’
‘Just aminute,” Biancainterrupted, switching on the pocket dictating machine. ‘| want this on tape.”

George looked at her. *What' sthat little box thing you' re playing around with? he said. ‘L ook,
there’ sno need to get nasty.’

Biancaexplained, as briefly as she could, about tape recorders. Perhaps she didn’t express hersalf
very well because George made a couple of high-pitched noises and renewed his pointless struggle with
the stout ropes that attached him to Earth Mother VI, themost solid piece of statuary in Bianca s studio.
Playing back the tape just seemed to make things worse. She sighed and dipped it back in her pocket.

“You weresaying,’ shesaid.

Once upon atime (George explained), long ago and far away, in aremote land caled Albion, there was
adragon.

Infact, there were alot of dragons. And that wasn't a problem for the people who lived there,
because they’ d long since based their entire economy on dragons; they ate dragon, wore dragonskin,
used the wing membrane to make their tents and burned the bones for warmth. And, since there were
more than enough dragons to spare— great herds of them roamed the empty moors, grazing placidly
and from time to time accidentally setting fire to hundreds of thousands of acres — there was no reason



why the system shouldn’t work for ever.
That, however, was before the coming of the white men and theiron horse.

Ancient Albion caled them the white men because they wore white surcoats over their armour; and
the horses weren’t actudly made of iron, they were just covered with the stuff to protect them from
arrows. The newcomerswere knights, followers of the code of chivary, searchersfor the Holy Grail.
They’ d been dung out of their own countriesfor being an insufferable nuisance and had headed west.

When they arrived in Albion they decided it would do nicely and they set about getting vacant
possession. The natives, however, were no pushover and the white men were getting nowhere fast when
one of their leadershit on asensble, if drastic, course of action.

The natives, he argued, live off the dragons. Get rid of the dragons and you get rid of the natives.

Of those wild, exciting frontier days many girring tales are told; many of them about the grestest
dragon-hunter of them all, Dragon George Cody, who single-handedly cleared dl of what is now
Northern England, Wales and Scotland of dragons. Heit was who first justified the clearances by saying
that the knights stood for good and the dragons stood for evil, and, in hisown terms, hewasright. The
knightswere, after dl, soldiers of the Church, ulti-mately searching for the Grail, and the dragons were
getting in theway and, by devioudy getting killed and esten by the locas, giving aid and comfort to the
hostile tribesmen. Besides, George pointed out, dragons burn towns and demand princesses as ransom.

The dragons, referring to the Siege of Jerusalem, the Sack of Constantinople and athousand years of
dynastic marriages, said, Look who' stalking. But rarely twice.

And then there was only one dragon left; the biggest and fiercest of them all, twice the size and three
times the firepower of anything the knights had come up against. He had seen hisrace eradicated, the
corpses of hiskin hegped up beside the white men’s newly built roads and carted off to Camelot Fried
Dragon bars the length and breadth of Albion. He had aso learned that he and his kind were the Bad
Guys, which puzzled him quite abit initidly but eventualy came to make some sort of sense. After dl, if
dragons were the Good Guys, then these people wouldn’t have gone to so much trouble to wipe them
out. Would they?

Wéll, said the dragon to himself. If the cap fits, and so forth.
In the event, wearing the cap was fun.

‘| see,’ Biancasaid. ‘ So that’ swhy you weren't particularly keen to meet the dragon. Figures.’

‘It had to be done,” George growled defensively. * Out of that rough and ready cradle, a mighty nation
gprang to life. Civilisations, like grapevines, grow best when mulched with blood. Y ou can't make an
omdlette...

Bianca s brow furrowed. * Y ou’' ve made your point,” she said. ‘But you haven’t explained what you're
doing in my statue. Or,” she added savagely, ‘why you keep moving the blasted thing about.’

‘I'm coming to that.” George paused and licked hislips. ‘All thisexplaining,” hewent on, ‘isn’'t haf
making methirsty. Y ou couldn’t just give usaglass of water, could you?

Bianca nodded slently and went to the kitchen. As soon as her back was turned, George, who had
been quietly fraying the ropes against an aesthetically necessary sharp edge on the statue' sshin, gave a
sharp tug.

Of Sr Galahad it istold that his strength was as the strength of ten because his heart was pure.

George' s heart had gpproximately the same purity quotient as a pint of Thameswater, but he did
press-ups instead. The rope snapped.

‘Hey!” Biancadropped the glass and came running, but George was aready on hisfeet and heading
for the door. When shetried to stop him, he nutted her with a plaster--of-Paris study for Truth Inspiring



The Telecommunications Industry, clattered down the stairsand legged it.

‘Findly,” said the Demon Chardonay (ironic cheersand criesof ‘Good!’) ‘let’ sall remember, thisisa
holiday. We're supposed to be enjoying ourselves. Okay?

At that moment the coach rolled over apothole, jolting it so forcefully that Chardonay, who was
standing up, nutted himself on the roof, thereby demondtrating to hisfellow passengersthat, evenin Hell,
thereisjudtice.

‘Pillock,” muttered the Demon Prodsnap under his breath. ‘What' d he have to come for, anyway?

On hisleft the Demon Slitgrind grunted agreement. ‘| think Management shouldn’t be allowed on
outings,’ hesaid. ‘Ruinsit for the rest of us. | mean, fat chance we' ve got of having agood time with one
of them miserable buggers breathing down our necks. If I’d known | wouldn't have bothered coming.’

Although in his heart Prodsnap reciprocated these senti-ments, he was beginning to wish he hadn’t
raised the subject, because if one thing could be guaranteed to lay abig fat oil dick over thewhole
weekend, it would haveto be listening to Slitgrind’ s opinions.

‘I meanto say,” Slitgrind went on, ‘least they could do would be to have different coachesfor
Management and us, bloody cheapskates. Wouldn't be surprised if they’ d done it deliberately, just to
spoil it

There are, appropriately, more opinionsin Hell than anywhere e se in the cosmaos; and most of them,
sooner or |ater, belonged to Slitgrind. Innumerable and diverse —contradictory even — though they
were, in the long run they eventudly boiled down into asingle, multi-purpose, one-size-fits-al opinion;
namely that the Universe was an upside-down pyramid of horseshit, with Slitgrind pinned down under the
apex.

‘Ohwadl,’ replied Prodsnap, trying to sound positive (it came as easily to him as samiling to abomb,
but he did his best), ‘ never mind. Still better than work, though, isn't it?

‘Depends,” Slitgrind said. ‘1 mean, with frigging Man-agement aong, don't supposeit’ll be any
different from work. Wouldn't be a al surprised if...

Oh yes, muttered Prodsnap’s soul, it’ll be different from work dl right. At work, | torture other
people. ‘Ohlook,” he said, pointing out of the window. ‘1 can seeacow.’

‘That’ s not a cow, you daft git, that’ s a bull-headed fiend goring impenitent usurers. That’s another
thing, they get uniform alowance, but we...’

Prodsnap closed his eyes. Another difference, he noted; the guests have al done something to deserve
it. What did | ever do, for crying out loud?

At the front of the coach Chardonay, knees smothered in maps, tickets, bits of miscellaneous paper
and other props on loan from the Travel Agents Department, had dropped hisred ball-point. Thiswas
bad news; he was using the red pen to mark emergency itinerary B (second fallback option in the event
of missing the Styx ferry and the 11.35 helicopter serviceto Limbo Central) on contingency map 2.
Scrabbling for it under the seats, he found himsalf inadvertently brushing againgt the dender, hairy ankles
of the Demon Snorkfrod. Embarrassing.

‘Oh,” he said, blushing bright grey. * Sorry.’

Not that there were many shapelier hoovesin al the Nine Circles. One-time Helliday Inn cocktail
waltress, former centrefold in the Tibetan Book of the Dead, twice Playghoul of the Monthin Hell and
Efficiency magazine, Snorkfrod was just the sort of ghastly apparition any green-blooded demon would
want to see jumping out of a coffin at hisbirthday party. It wasjudt... Well, whenever he saw her, the

phrase ‘rough asguts  did inevitably spring to Chardonay’ s mind. And (not that he' d had an infinity of
experience in these matters) the way she stared at him sometimes wes...



‘Hello,” Snorkfrod replied, looking down and smiling like a crescent-shaped escdator. ‘ Lost
something?

‘My red biro.’
‘Don’'t think you'll find it there, pet. But you' re welcometo look.’

After asplit second’ sthought, Chardonay decided the safest course would be to say nothing at al and
get the Shopfloor out of there as quickly as possible. Which hedid.

Recovering his seat — as he sat down, he heard something go snap under hisleft hoof; no point even
bothering to look — Chardonay reflected, not for the first time, that maybe hewas't realy best suited in
thisline of work, or indeed thiswhole sector. It was, he knew, aviewpoint shared by many.

The polite term, he understood, was upsiders; tdented high-fliers headhunted (so to speak) from
outside at the time of the Management buy-out; new brooms; fresh pairs, or trios, of eyes. Asan
experiment it hadn’t entirely worked. True, it had shaken things up; the bad old days of jobsfor the
fiends and living men’s hooves were gone for ever, and next year there was aone in three chance they’d
get the balance sheet to live up to its name for thefirgt time ever. On the other hand, the inertia of any
realy huge corporation is so greet that it takes more than afew college kids with starsin their eyes and
Gucci designer hornsto change anything that really matters. And asfar as he personaly was concerned
— well, he never thought he' d ever hear himsalf saying this— maybe law school would have been a
better bet after dll.

Nevertheless, here he was, and giving anything less than his best shot was unthinkable. The one area
he knew he could improve matterswasin industria relations, which waswhy he was here. Either that, or
he'd had a really wild timein aformer lifeand put it, asit were, on his Access card.

Suddenly he was uncomfortably aware that he was being looked a. Somewherein the fourth row
something snig-gered. Stray phraseslike he’swell in there and after hoursin the stationery cupboard
were scurrying about in the thick atmosphere of the buslike micein aderdlict cheese warehouse. A huge,
bald demon in row five caught his eye, winked and made a very peculiar gesture with three clawsand an
elbow. All indl, Chardonay reckoned, he was rapidly inclining towards the Past Life theory; in which
case, it was bitterly unfair that he couldn’t even remember what it was he' d got up to.

By hiscaculationsit was ninety-six hours from Hell to Nashville and so far they’ d been on the road for
twenty minutes. And, like he' d said, thiswas fun. Having sketched out a course of entertainment for the
inventor of the concept of fun that would have serioudy impressed his superiors, Chardonay squirmed
rootlike into his seet, scrabbled himsalf a makeshift cocoon of papers and settled down to enjoy his

holiday.

A flask of coffee, aham and lettuce sandwich, a camera, the latest Ruth Rendell, afolding stoal, a
basebal| bat — and thou.

Thou in thisinstance being abig marble statue of adragon. Thistime, Bianca had vowed, if the sucker
moves S0 much asamillimetre, I'll have him. It sjust a question of staying awake and being patient.

Asfor Saint George, she reflected as she scattered crumbs among the pigeons, best to suspend
disbelief, on full pay, at least until she saw what happened with the other statue. Once she'd had an
opportunity to examine the evidence she' d gathered so far in the light of what she could learn from Mr
Scay over there, she could make afully informed, rationa choice between the two dternative
expla-nations. And, if the vote eventudly went the way of abig, peaceful house in the country and clothes
with the deeves laced up the back, then at least she' d have the dtruistic satisfaction of knowing that she,
not the entire gaaxy, had suddenly gone barking mad.

She'd just got to the bit in her book where the second spanner turns up in the glove compartment of
the origina suspect’s Reliant Robin when atiny spasm of movement caught her eye. A tiny flick of the



tall’? Shewas't sure. So, though her heart was pinging away like a sewing machine and some funny
bastard had apparently put gelatinein her breath, she stayed as still as rush-hour traffic and waited.

Thenext time, it was an eyelid. Then alittle twitch of anodtril. That settled it; the blasted thing was
adeep.

She stood up, packed up her things, folded the stool and gripped the baseball bat. It broke after the
fourth blow, but didn’'t diein vain.

‘Urg,” said the dragon. ‘ Wassamatter?
‘Wake upl’

‘Isit that time aready? The dragon opened both eyes. He could see ayoung human femae standing
beside him, her head level with hiseye. In her hand, a broken club. Did she look somehow familiar?

Probably not. Over the yearshe' d come across afair number of smilar specimens, but that wasall a
very long time ago now; and besides, the very circumstances under which he tended to meet princesses
made it highly improb-able that he' d ever meet the same one twice. The same went for amazons, viragos,
heroines and lady knights. The aggressive expression and the fact she' d just hit him with some sort of
weapon suggested that this one belonged to category two; in any event, it didn’t realy matter atoss. He
breathed in...

... And remembered that hewas all out of lighter fuel. Sod. That left jaws and claws; or esejust ignore
her until she went away, like his mother had awaystold him to do if he was ever accosted by strange
women. And yes, heredlised, this one certainly was strange.

‘Bagtard!” she snapped.
The dragon raised his eyebrows. ‘1 beg your pardon? he said.
‘You'redive, aren't you?

‘Yes’” Thedragon regarded the broken club, and then the female. * But don’t be too hard on yourself,’
he said. ‘Y ou did your best, I'm sure.’

‘That’ s not what | meant. Y ou’ ve been moving around, haven't you?

Oh come on, urged hisrationa mind, et the slly mare and have donewith it. But he didn’t; and not
only for fear of raging indigestion. He had an uncanny feding that this peculiar human...

‘Mummy?
‘Get stuffed,” the femadereplied furioudy. ‘ And if you were thinking of making any remarks about
chips off the old block, don't.’

‘Doctor Frankenstein, | presume?

‘Huh?

Y ou must be the stonemason.’

‘Sculptress.

‘Ah.” Difficult, by any criteria, to know what to say in these circumstances. ‘ Good job you did on the
tail.

‘Thewhat?

‘My tail,” the dragon replied. * If anything, an improve-ment on the origind. Now if you'd been ableto
consult me beforehand, there' s quite afew little design mods you could have worked in. But for asolo
effort, not bad at al.’

‘Thank you.’

For some reason she could never account for, the smple thank you had aremarkable effect on
Bianca. The best explanation she could ever come up with wasthat it wasthefirgt time one of her satues



had ever thanked her, and it made a refreshing change. A good review isagood review, after dl;
athough on reflection, it’ d probably not be agood ideato quote it in the catalogue of her next exhibition.
“You' rewelcome,” she heard hersdf saying, athough that was undoubtedly mere conditioned reflex.

‘Nice claws, too. Y ou probably didn’t know this, but | used to have the most appalling rheumatismin
the nearside front. Much better now.’

‘Just amoment.” Biancatook a deep breath, and he could amost hear an audible click asshe got a
grip on hersdlf. * Just who the hell areyou? she demanded. * And what are you doing inside my statue?

The dragon shrugged with al four shoulders. ‘What you're basicaly asking is, am | bespoke or off the
peg? Answer, I’'m not quite sure’

Biancajust |ooked blank. The dragon marshalled vocabulary.

‘In other words,” he said, *am | some sort of wandering spirit who' s kibbutzing in your statue just
because it wasthefirst vacant lot | cameto, or isthere some sort of grand design going on here? Asto
that,” helied, ‘your guessisas good as mine. Facts: | was a disembodied dragon, and now I'm
embodied. Very nicdy, too, though if | do have onetiny criticiam, it’sthat you were just afraction
over-ambitious with the wingspan. If you' d done your equations atad more carefully, you' d have cut the
overd| areaback by about thirty square inches. In fact, you might well be able to sort that out for me
when you' ve next got aminute’

‘Quite,” Biancareplied grimly. ‘Or | might just take abloody great big dedgehammer and turn you into
askipful of gravel. Y ou were going to blow on me!’

‘True, the dragon nodded. ‘ But befair, you started it, hitting me over the head like that. Y ou may not
know this, but | have very bad race-memories about being hit by humans. The fact that you' re standing

there and not dipping nicely down my gresat intestine ought to suggest to you that I’ m prepared to be
civilised about dl this. It d be niceif you werethe same.’

‘Of dl the—' That click again, as Bianca guillotined the sentence. Ah, muttered the dragon to himself,
| likeagirl with spirit. Methylated for choice, but asmple ethane marinade will do. ‘I’ vejust,” shewent
on, ‘been talking to Saint George. Ring any bells?

‘Y ou’ ve been talking to the saints, huh? If they urged you to drive the English out of Aquitaine, watch
your gtep. Y oung girls can come to harm that way.’

‘My statue,’ Biancareplied, cold asaholiday in Wales, ‘ of Saint George. Y our other half.’
The dragon shuddered. ‘I’ d find another way of putting that if | wereyou.’
“Your better half, then.’

The dragon growled, reveding arow of huge, sharp teeth that Bianca hadn’t had anything to do with.
‘Let me give you aword of advice,” he said. ‘When making jokesto dragons, why did the chicken
cross the road isfairly safe; likewise when is a door not a door. Beyond that, tread very carefully.
Okay?

‘Dragon,” Biancasaid. ‘Am | going mad?

‘“Why ask me, I’'m not a doctor. Y ou seem reasonably well-balanced to me, except for your habit of

bashing people when they’ re trying to get some deep. But | put that down to some repressed childhood
traumacor other.’

Biancalooked thoughtful. * Y ou see” shewent on, ‘this makestwo statues |’ ve had conversations with
in twenty-four hours. And before that, | honestly thought that huge dabs of masonry under my direct
control were playing musica plinths while my back was turned. It'd make me fed awholelot better if |
knew it was only me going barmy and not the universe’

The dragon considered the point for amoment. ‘What we need,” he said, ‘is an objective test; you
know, seeif anybody else can hear me, that sort of thing.’



Bianca shook her head. * Not necessarily,” shereplied. ‘I could easily beimagining that too.’

‘Picky cow, aren’'t you? How do you know that non-speaking statues and immobile monuments aren't
just afigment of your diseased brain? Maybe you just kid yourself that nobody €l se can hear us, ether.
Come on, we could play this game for hours.’

Bianca shook her head to seeiif that would clear it. The conversation was getting abit too Smilar to
the sort of thing you overhear in pubs frequented by first-year students around half past ten at night.
“Y our other — Saint George told me a story all about a place caled Albion that was full of dragons, and
people on horseskilling them all off. Does that make any senseto you?

The dragon laughed. ‘No,” he said. *Didn’t make any sense a the time, either. But yes, the story is
true” He sighed, and looked round. ‘Y ou want to hear it?

Bianca nodded.

‘Fair enough.” He shook himself and stepped out of the statue; a dark, thickset, bearded manin his
late twenties, fairly commonplace and unremarkable except for his croc-odile shoes and longer than
averagefingernails. ‘Buy meadrink and Il tell you al about it

Father Priscian Kelly wasjust about to lock up and go home when the west door opened and aman
shuffled in, looked round for the confessionas and plonked himsdlf down inone. A customer, sighed
Father Kdly, just when | thought I’d be homein timefor The Bill.

Nevertheless, work’ swork. He kitted himsdlf out, drew the curtain and did back the hatch. Silence.

‘Don’'t want to hurry you, son,” he said, ‘ but—'

A fig, large asagrapefruit and very hairy, punched through the wire grille and entwined itsfingersin
the vestments nearest Father Kdlly’ sthroat. ‘Listen, mate,’” growled avoice, ‘you gottahelp me,
kapisch?

‘ &)r]_’

‘Don’'t you flaming well son me;” the voice interrupted, ‘or I’ have you court-martidled for giving lip
to asuperior officer. Know who | am?

Father Kelly admitted hisignorance. At once the confes-sional began to glow with adeep amber light.

‘God’

‘No,” Georgereplied, ‘but getting warmer. The fluores-cent bobble-hat’ s supposed to be a hint.’

Nearly blinded by the radiance of the halo, Father Kelly turned his head away, until the pressure of the
twisted cloth at histhroat checked him. ‘You'reasaint, he gasped. ‘A real saint, herein my—'

“Shut your row,’ replied George. ‘Now listen. | need a place to hide out for afew days, some grub
and afew pieces of kit. Plus, you keep absolutely shtum, not aword to anybody. Y ou got that? Father
Kely nodded. * And money,” George added. * And later on, maybe afase passport and a good plastic
surgeon. Okay?

“Thy will be... What for, exactly?
‘What for? George exploded. ‘What for? Y ou question-ing adirect order, sunshine? Well?

Father Kelly tried to shake his head, but there wasn't enough room in hiscollar. ‘No, not at al, your
Grace,’ he spluttered. ‘ Just seemed alittle bit—

‘You, George snarled, tightening hisgrip, ‘ can keep your bloody stupid opinionsto yourself, got it?
Never heard thelikein al me born days. | mean, when the Big Fellasaid Let there be light, Hedidn't
get pillockslike you asking Him what He wanted it for. Now stop pratting around and get on with it, or
you' re gonna spend the next thousand years whitewashing stars. Do | make mysdlf clear?



Father Kelly nodded, and the hand released him; the halo, too, went out. ‘Wait there,’ snarled the
voice, and asthe priest flopped back against the confessional wall, George dipped out, looked carefully
up and down the nave and opened the main door a crack.

‘All clear,” hesaid. * Come on, move it. Nobody been round asking questions, | suppose?

Father Kdly tried to remember. There had been young Darren FHynn, who' d popped in with aquery
about the doctrine of transubstantiation, but he guessed the saint didn’t mean that sort of thing. ‘Not as|
recal, hereplied.

“Nobody hanging round casing the gaff? Big green bastard, scales, wings, tail?
‘l don’'t think so.’
‘That’sdl right, then. Now then, we're out of here’

An hour or o later, back at the priest’ slodgings, when the distinguished visitor had finished off the last
of the stout and the whisky and sunk into anoisy deep in the armchair, Father Kelly sat in profound
thought, studying thelist of requirements the guest had dictated earlier. Most of them, Father Kelly
acknowledged, wouldn’t be a problem, and, as the Monsignor had quite rightly pointed out, what he
wanted with them was nobody’ s business but his own. True, also, that as a priest he was duty bound to
asss asuperior officer to the full extent of his abilities and resources.

That said, however, where on earth was he going to lay his hands on fifteen kilos of cyanide and a
Rapier surface-to-air missile?

Chapter 5

Don,” shouted the joint proprietor of the Copper Kettle, peering through agap in the net curtains.
‘There stwo coaches just comein.’

‘Hédllfire; replied her husband, switching off the tele-vison and groping for hissocks. ‘ Two?’
‘That’ sright. Did you remember to go to the cash and carry?

Coach parties were few and far between in Norton St Edgar, not because the ancient Cotswold stone
village wasn't everything an ancient Cotswold stone village should be; it had Smpered away twelve
centuriesin tranquil loveliness. Rumour had it that Norton was where the villagers of Brigadoon went to
escape from the relentless pressure of modern life. The only reason it didn’t have a permanent traffic jam
of hundred-seater Mercedes buses lining its one immacul ate street was that nothing wider than an
anorexic Mini could get down the tangle of tiny lanes that connected Norton with the outside world.

‘Damn,” Ron muitered, dragging on his shirt. ‘Knew I"d forgotten something.’
‘I’ll have to bake some biscuits; muttered hiswife. ‘Make yoursdlf useful for once and put the kettle
on’

The two coaches had drawn up outsde. One of them — an elderly contraption, the sort of vehicle that
can dill cal itself acharabanc and get away with it — threw open its doors and disgorged a buzzing
crowd of ederly ladies, dl knitting bags and hats. The other coach, which had tinted black windows and
aposter written in unfamiliar lettersin its back window, just sat there like a constipated Jonah’ swhale.

‘Jason,” yelled Ron' swife, ‘take my purse, run down to the shop, seeif she' sgot any of that jam | eft.
Won't keep you amoment, ladies,” she warbled through the serving hatch. * Ron, you idle sod, why
didn’t you say we' d run out of teabags?

Inside the second coach there was an atmosphere of grest tension.

‘We ll just haveto wait till they’ ve gone,” muttered Chardonay helplessly. ‘ They’ ve probably only just
nipped infor aquick cup of—'



‘All right for you saying Wait till they’ ve gone,” snarled afrog-headed demon by the name of
Clawsnot. ‘ There' ssome of usin here can’'t wait much longer, and that’ sal thereistoit. You want to
explain to the charter company why there sdirty great holes corroded through the floor of their nearly
new coach...’

Chardonay winced. Theimperatives of their current Stuation were al too familiar to him. Nevertheless,

‘Please, dl of you, just be patient alittle longer,’” he pleaded, trying to ignore the sharp painin his
midriff. ‘ Redly, you must seethat we can't just go out there, where humans can see us. It'd cause a
religiousincident, and—'

‘There' |l beabloody incident in herein aminute’

“Shut your face, Clawsnot,” snarled avoice from the front row, ‘before | pull it off. Therest of you,
just crossyour legs and keep quiet.’

That was something el se the Demon Snorkfrod had: authority. When she told people things, they
stayed told. Chardonay breathed asigh of relief and crossed over to thank his unexpected dly.

‘That'sdl right, pet, shereplied, giving him aradiant smile, like sunrise over an ossuary. ‘ Ignorant
bleeders, got noidea.’

At that moment, Chardonay had an uncomfortable feding, asif he' d taken refuge from aravening
hyenain atree that turned out to contain two hungry lions. * Quite, he said. “Well, I’ d better be getting
back tomy...

Helooked down. Six graceful, cora-painted claws were pressing meaningfully on his kneecap. ‘No
hurry, isthere? cooed Snorkfrod soothingly.

Meanwhile, insde the Copper Kettle, the coffee was flowing and twelve plates of fancy biscuits had
lasted about aslong asaman’slifein the trenches of the Somme. Jason hadn’t returned with the jam yet,
but afrenzied search had turned up fourteen jars of Army surplus bramble jely, which Ron had once
bought at an auction. He was having thetime of hislife (or rather his marriage) reminding hiswife of the
hard words spoken on that occasion, now thoroughly refuted; and athough shewas't actualy listen-ing,
being too busy making scones, that too was probably just aswell.

In the black trangit, parked alittle way up the street, Chubby Stevenson rubbed his hands together and
chuckled before connecting up the chronogtator diodes. With abit of luck, there was enough of the good
stuff hereto fill the Toronto order and the San Francisco contract ahead of schedule, which, inturn,
meant he' d have more resources to throw at that nasty technical problem he sill hadn’t managed to
crack. A green light twinkled a him from the control panel and he threw the big switch.

And aboard the second coach...

‘It snogood,” yeped the Demon Slitgrind, springing from his seet asif aplateful of hot noodle soup
had just been spilled in hislap. ‘I’ ve gotta get to—'
‘St down!’

Shopfloor-fire and buggery, Chardonay couldn’t help muttering to himself, but she' s a handsome ghoul
when she sangry. Theway her hair stands on end and hissesisredly quite bewitching. No, stop thinking
like that!

‘But Snork—

“You heard me,” growled the she-devil, her voice danger-oudy quiet. ‘ Take it out before Mister
Chardonay saysit'sokay and I’ll snip it off. Understood?

A flash of light on her shapely claws reinforced the impression that thiswas no idle threat. Wide-eyed,
Slitgrind gpologised, sat down and squirmed convulsively.

Fade out on the coach. Pan to the tea-room...



‘They can’'t want moretea,’” Ron groaned. ‘ They’ ve had eight gallons of the stuff already.’

Without dignifying the remark with areply, hiswife knelt down and started pulling things out of the
cupboards onto the floor. ‘In here somewhere,” she grunted, *there’ satin of that horrible Lapsang stuff
your sister gave us Christmas before last, the miserable cow. If only—'

“You can't givethem that.’

‘It sthat or nothing. Ah, thought so, hereitis’” She stood up, blowing dust off asmall Formunm'stin.
‘Don't just stand there, you cretin, warm the tegpot.’

The teathereby produced vanished down the old ladies’ throats like an eggecupful of water thrown
onto a burning warehouse, and the proprietors embarrassed announce-ment that, until envoys sent to the
village shop returned, there was no more teawas greeted with an explosion of good-natured banter.

Odd, thought Ron’ swife, as she dammed in another twelve pounds of scone mix, that' s the happiest
coach-party I’ ve ever seenin all my born days, aimost asif they’ re determined to enjoy everything or
diein the attempt. There was a sort of manic edge to their cheerfulness which was, on reflection, one of
the most disturbing things she’ d ever encountered in haf a century, not excluding Ron’s cousin Sheila

Never mind. Their money’ s as good as anyone' s. She wiped her hands on her gpron and despatched
the now exhausted Jason to the farm for three hundred eggs.

No wonder the old ladies were winding it up agear or two. The messages coming through on the
miniature two-way radio from the trangt van were starting to be somewhat intense. The gist of them was
that, although the clinking of teacups and baying of merry laughter was plainly audible at the other end of
the street, not so much as ananosecond of recycled Time had yet dripped down the tube into the bottle.
Likewise, the usud sde-effects— mushrooming housing etates, factories out of hats, instant dip-roads
— were congpicuous by their absence. It wasn't working. And the only explanation for that, surely, was
that the old bags weren’t redlly enjoying themselves.

‘Ethel!” Chubby rasped down the intercom to the squad leader. ‘| need fun! Give me fun! Now!”

‘We'redoing our best, Mr S, came the reply, nearly drowned out by the background noise. ‘ Redlly
we are. | haven't had such agood time since our Gerald' sfuneral.’

‘But nothing’ s coming through, you stupid old crone.’

‘Oh.” Ethd heditated, then giggled. *What a shame. Never mind. Why don’t you come down here,
then? Winnie and Gertie have just dragged the man out from behind the counter, | think they’re going
to—'

Disgusted, Chubby cut the link. What the hell was going on out there? Must be some sort of
interference field, he reasoned, as he ran diagnostic checks on the instrument panel. But what in God's
name could damp a pleasurefield so strong that his own jaw muscles were nearly exhausted with the
effort of not grinning? He kicked off his shoes, shoved asock in his mouth and tried to pinpoint the
source of the interference using the Peabody scanner.

Beep. Found it! A huge Sidewash of negative vibes, enough to fuel the complete dramatic works of
Ibsen and Strindberg, was coming from afew yards down the street; to be precise, that big black bus,
parked aongside the chara. Chubby frowned and keyed co-ordinates into the Peabody. Whatever it
was, he'd never seenitslike before. Now, if he could only tie in the spectroscopics...

The control panel exploded in acloud of sparks and plastic shrapndl.

At precisdy that moment the Demon Chardonay, twisted dmost treble in his discomfort, squeaked to
the driver to get them out of there. * Anywhere there' sbushes,” he added, ‘and for Shopfloor’ s sake step
onit!’

Also precisely at that moment, the coach party in the Copper Kettle froze, asif they’ d been switched
off at themains. Silence. Ron, who had been hiding under the tables fending off marauding handswith a
stale French loaf, peered out. It was an extraordinary sight.



Like adelegation from the retired robots home, the old ladies stood up, gathered bags and hats and
marched siffly out of the door. Their coach swallowed them and afew moments later they were gone, all
intotal, Armistice-day silence. Ron blinked, pulled himself together, wrapped the shreds of ateatowe
round hiswaist and busied himself scooping up the piles of money left besde the few intact plates.

‘They’ve gone, then?

He nodded, too stunned even to notice how humiliatingly stupid hiswife looked, peering out through
the serving hatch with a colander rammed helmet-fashion onto her head. ‘ Thank Gawd,” he added.

‘If they come back, tell ‘em they’ re banned.’

‘Too bloody right | will. They even caught our Jason, intheend.’

‘1 know. He' s barricaded himself in the chest freezer. They drew thingson himinlipstick.’
Ron shrugged. ‘ Do the little bleeder good,” he replied, absently. ‘I dunno. Coach parties!’

Outside on the village green asmdll corrugated iron tool shed, which had thrust itsroof up through the
ancient turf twenty minutes previoudy, wilted and died.

That, Chardonay admitted to himsdlf, was better. Much, much better. Asfar as he was concerned,
anyway. The tree would never be the same again, but that couldn’t be helped.

‘All right,” he called out. * Everybody back on the coach.’

No reply. So thick were the clouds of foul-smelling steam that he could only seeayard or soin front
of hisface. Carefully, so asto avoid the many falen trees and branches that now littered the floor of the
smdl copse, he retraced his steps towards the coach.

Towards where the coach had been.

A moment later, hewas joined by Snorkfrod, Slitgrind, Prodsnap and asmall, furry demon from
Accounts by the name of Holdall. They dl had that look of dightly manic happinessthat comesfroma
terrible ordeal suddenly ended, and were adjusting various bizarre and complex clothing systems.

‘It sgone,” said Chardonay.

‘What?

‘The coach,” repeated the demon. *It' s gone without us.’

Slitgrind scowled, knitting histhree eyebrows into an unbroken hedge. ‘Can't have,” he growled.
‘That's—

‘He' sright,” said Prodsnap quietly. ‘ Bastards have bun-ked off and left us here. Probably their idea of
ajoke.’

The five devilslooked at each other, lost for words. And, cometo that, just plain lost.

‘“Theimportant thing,” said Chardonay, managing to sound five times more confident than he fdt, and
even then twittering likeasmal bird, ‘isnot to panic. All we haveto do isfind acall-box and
Management’ Il send aminibus aong to pick us up.’

“You reckon?
‘Wel...

Slitgrind shook hishead grimly. ‘I think,” he said, ‘they’ll just bloody well leave us here. Y ou got
yourselvesinto thismess, they’ll say. Don’'t want to cause an incident, they’ll say. If | know
Management—'

A sharp blow to his solar plexus (which aso doubled as his second forehead) interrupted his sentence
— Snorkfrod showing solidarity again— but dl five of them knew he was right. Management didn't like
its people wandering about outside the Nine Circles, and dthough it did grudgingly alow day tripsand



outings asaspecid concession, there was dways the ungpoken understanding that once afiend was
outside the Hope Bins of Gateway Three, he was on his own. Hell may have its embassies and
consulatesin every cranny of the world, but they have better thingsto do with their time than repatriating
strayed touridts.

‘Well,” Chardonay sighed, ‘looks like we' re going to have to walk, then. Anybody happen to know
the way?

Slence
‘Good intentions,” said the smal furry demon, Holdall.
Y ou what?

‘Good intentions,” he repeated. * The road to HQ is paved with them, apparently. All weneedtodois
find alot of good intentionslaid end to end, and we'rein...

‘Slitgrind,” said Chardonay, quietly.
‘Yeah?
‘Put him down. We re not at home now, you know.’

‘Never mind,” said Snorkfrod, sidling astep or so closer to the party’ snominal leader. ‘1I'm sure Mr
Chardonay’ |l think of something. Won't you, Mr C?

Chardonay closed his eyes. He did have the margind advantage of having been in these parts before,
long ago when he' d been a student, before he joined the Company. If that was north, then over there
somewhere was Birming-ham. Due south was Banbury. How you got to HQ from ether of those places
he hadn’'t aclue, but it would be a start. Maybe they could buy a map, or ask someone.

‘All right, hesaid. ‘Let’ stry hitching.’

Three hours later, they were ill there. It had seemed like agood idea— the four of them hiding in the
bushes while Snorkfrod sat beside the road with her legs crossed — but in practice it had proved
counterproductive. Even the HGV drivers had taken onelook at Snorkfrod' s enticing flash of thigh and
raced off in the opposite direction.

‘This, said Prodsnagp at last, ‘isn't getting us anywhere, isit?

Snorkfrod glowered at him, but Chardonay nodded meekly. ‘1t wasonly anidea,’ he said. ‘Lookslike
we regoing to haveto walk after al.’

‘Not necessarily,” Prodsnap replied. ‘Got anidea’

‘Right,” said the dragon, and turned to the barman. ‘ That’ s a bottle of calvadosfor me and aPerrier for
thelady. She' spaying,” he added. ‘| haven’t got any money.’

They sat at atablein aquiet corner, the opposite end of the bar from the pool table. *Isthat agame?
the dragon asked.
Biancanodded. ‘Pool,” shesaid. ‘Don’t change the sub—'

‘Prodding thingswith along thin stick,’” the dragon observed, finishing the bottle and wiping hislips.
‘Had something smilar in my day, only the sticks were longer and the players were on horseback. And it
wasn't little coloured ballsthey poked at, either.’

‘No?

The dragon shook his head. * After they ran out of dragons,” he said, ‘they took to prodding each
other, would you believe. To seewho could fall off hishorsethe quickest. | think you' re probably
descended from them, so you can wipe that superior grin off your face.

Biancafrowned. ‘Whatever my ancestors may have done,” shesaid, ‘I’m not responsible. That'sa



good ruleyou’ d do well to remember.’

The dragon shrugged. ‘Who gives atosswho' sresponsi-ble? hereplied. ‘| prefer being irresponsible.
Especidly now you' ve made me such anice cozzy to beirresponsiblein.’ He swilled the bottle round, by
way of ahint. ‘1 haven't beenin your century long, but | think | likeit. It'sso...

‘ Advanced? Civilised?
‘Combustible,” the dragon replied. *Not to mention fragile’

Biancashook her head. ‘Don’t even think about it,” she said. *Y ou wouldn't last five minutes. And if
you get shot down in flames, my masterpiece goeswith you. Any cannon-shell holesin my beautiful
datue, I'll have your lungsfor dustbin liners’

The dragon smiled. ‘Y our technology iscrap,” he said, dowly and with evident pleasure. ‘' Too dow.
Too cocksure of itsdf. There' s only one haf-decent combat aircraft in the whole damn century, and you
made it for me. Thanks,” he added. ‘ And yes, | don’'t mind if | do. Same again, please.’” When Bianca
returned with another bottle, the dragon leaned forward, ebows on the table, and blew smoke-rings
through hisnose. * And now,” hesaid, ‘I’ d better explain. | owe you that, | suppose, in return for the
masonry work.’

Thelast surviving dragon peered down from the cave in which he had taken refuge, and watched the
stevedores |oading the carcasses of hisrace onto the big, twelve-whee wagons. Strangely enough, he
wasn't angry. Hedidn’t seem to fed anything very much, except for a strange sensation of being a the
beginning rather than the end.

Later, when the last wagon had cresked away down the main cart-road to Caerleon, he fluttered
down to the riverbank and scratched about. In asmal gully he found apile of empty cans. They smelt
awful and each had written on the Sde:

WORMEX ™
Kills All Known Feral Dragons — Dead!
Warning: harmful if swalowed.

Right, he muttered to himself, don’t drink the water. Clever little buggers, the white men. Superior
intelligence, probably. The dragon could remember when they were nothing but abunch of red-arsed
monkeys skittering around in trees. Strewth, he said to himsdlf, if those origind monkeys were around
now to see how far their great-grandchildren had come, wouldn'’t they be proud? No, replied the
dragon’s common sense. They'd be (first) shit scared and (second) turned into boot-linings.

But the wee bastards had done him one favour; they’ d taught him right from wrong. Asfar ashe could
make out, because of something called Symbolism, dragons stood for Evil and humans stood for Good.
Therefore, what humans did was Good and what dragons did was Bad. Hence, the emergence of
Mankind as Top Species, presumably.

What dragons did was mess around feeding and minding their own business. Thiswas Bad.

What humans did was eradlicate whol e species whose exi stence was inconvenient to them. Thiswas
Good.

Right, said the dragon to himself. Let nobody say I’'m adow learner.

After burning the city of Caerleon to the ground and incinerating its defenders, the dragon was pleased
to discover that doing good can be fun. Virtue, he' d heard humans say, isits own reward. Y es. He could
relate to that. And there were an awful lot of cities|eft; so much thatch, so littletime. By thetime he'd



torched Caerlell, Caermer-din, Caerusc and Carbolic, he reckoned he' d probably earned amedal,
malybe a bishopric — not that he knew exactly what a bishopric was. If asked to venture a guess, based
on recent experience, he' d have said it was probably like ahayrick but easier to ignite.

Imagine his digtress, therefore, when helearned, during the final carbonisation of the beautiful Midland
city of Rhydychen, that hewas’t doing good at al, but rather the opposite. At Rhydychen, they sent out
the archbishop and an even score of priestsin purple dressing gowns, al of whom tried to dispose of him
by swearing alot and ringing little bells. In the few seconds before they faded away and were replaced
by aresidue of light grey ash, he distinctly heard them refer to him asthe Evil One, the Spawn of Satan
and dl sorts of other unsavoury names. It dmost (but not quite) took his breath away.

The dragon paused. He was aware that Biancawas staring at him, her mouth open.
‘Sorry,” hesaid, ‘am | going abit fast for you? Stop meif | am.’
‘All those... people,’ Biancasaid quietly. *You killed them.’

‘To acertain extent, yes. If only someone had had the common sense to explain therulesto me earlier,
none of that would have happened. | must say, for adominant speciesyour lot can be thick as bricks
sometimes.’

Biancashook her head asif trying to wake up. *Hundreds of thousands of human beings,’ she said.
‘And you—'

‘Ants’
‘I beg your pardon?

‘I'veseenyou doit,” the dragon replied. ‘ Not you persondly, of course, but humansin generd. What
you dois, you boil akettle, you stand over the nest the ants have thoughtlesdy built under your kitchen
floor, and you—'

‘That' s—'
The dragon nodded. ‘ Quite,; hesaid. ‘Y ou forget, I'm from adifferent species. And | didn’t make the

rules. Moreto the point, | didn’t even know what the ruleswere until | found out, quite by chance. And
once |I’d found out, of course, | stopped.’

‘Youdid?
‘Wadll, of course. Back then, you see, dl | ever wanted to do wastheright thing.’

In response to his polite request for a copy of the rule book, the dragon got three cartsful of angry letters
from the Pope (which he dismissed asaload of bulls) and a challenge to single combat. Good versus
Evil. Thebig event.

The dragon thought about it and then scorched hisreply in fifteen-foot letterson Sdisbury Fain: It'sa
deal.

Humanity nominated its champion: Dragon George Cody, Albion’s premier pest control operative,
recently dubbed Saint by HisHolinessin Rome. Naturaly, the dragon knew Cody. Infact, it was Cody’s
absence from Caerleon, Caerusc, Tintagel and Caerdol that had spoiled four otherwise perfect
barbecues.

During the week between the issue of the challenge and the date fixed for the fight, the dragon camped
out in apleasant little valley in the Brecon Beacons. There was anice roomy cave, acool, fresh brook
and alittle grove of treesto lie up in during the warm afternoons. George, no doubt, was franticaly
training somewhere, but the dragon couldn’t be bothered with dl that stuff. After al, thiswasthe
showdown between the two diametricaly opposing principles of the Universe. Doing anything to



influence the outcome struck the dragon asfaintly blasphemous.

Two days before the fight, the dragon |eft the shade of the trees and waddled down to the brook for a
drink. Just as he was about to take along, cool suck, he noticed afunny, familiar smell. He hesitated. He
looked about.

The surface of the brook, he noticed, was covered in dead fish.

Haf an hour of nosing about reveded a pile of empty Wormex™ cans, conceded under athick mass
of brambles half a mile downstream. For along time the dragon lay beside the water, his brows furrowed
in perplexed thought. Surely not, he kept saying to himself. Impossible. Out of the question. Absolutely
no way. For pity’ s sake, what was the point of arranging a contest between Good and Evil and then
trying to cheet?

Twenty-one empty cans and a streamful of dead trout.

The dragon had stopped speaking and was looking at her, one eyebrow raised. Bianca shook her head
agan.
‘All right,” shesaid. ‘But the surviva of the human race was a stake. Y ou said yoursef—

‘No.” The dragon’ s voice was soft and reasonable, with just a dash of perplexity. ‘No, it wasn't,
that’ sthe whole point. What was at stake— as set out in black and white in the super limited edition
officia pre-fight souvenir bro-chure — was the contrasting merits of Good and Evil. And that’ swhat |
smply couldn’'t get my head around, try as| might. Of course,” he went on, waving to the barman for
another bottle, “if I’d been acynic I’ d have had no trouble explaining it away. Y ou see, asabattle
between species, surviva of thefittest and dl, it was aforegone conclusion. In the red corner, ahuge,
fire-breathing, flying, invulner-able dragon. In the blue corner, lots of little squishy thingswho fry if you
sneeze on them and starve if you burn their crops. But as a contest between mora forces, it' d bea
foregone conclusion the other way. Particularly if the bad guy forfeited the match by not showing up, on
account of being home dead with severe gadtritis. But that wasn't theway | saw it.’

‘No?

The dragon shook hishead. * Still wouldn't have made any sense,’ he said. * Think about it. Y our entire
speciesiswiped out, except for you. There' sgot to be areason, surdly. If there wasn't areason, you' d
go stark staring mad just thinking about it.’

Biancaintercepted the fresh bottle and took along, serious pull at it. * All right,” she said, wiping off the
neck and passing it over. * So then what happened?

Wl (said the dragon), | found another stream that didn’t smell of roast dmonds, had agood long durp
and went to deep.

When | woke up, there were five humans standing over me. | took a deep breeath, but they waved a
bit of whiterag on astick at me. | believe that’ s supposed to make you fireproof.

They explained that they represented a syndicate of humanswho earned their living by making bets on
things— horse-races, chess matches, witch duckings and, appar-ently, confrontations between Good
and Evil. They had a proposition to put to me, they said. Something, they said, to our mutual advantage.

It wasjust aswell they said thelast bit, becauseif they hadn’t they’ d have found themselves floating on
the breeze like wee grey snowflakes two seconds later. Asit was, for amoment | reckoned that at last
the humans had finally got their act together and worked out some way dragons and people could share
the same ball of wet rock without having to snuff each other out. Actudly, | waswrong. But the
propogition wasinteresting.

They told methat the big fight had attracted alot of interest in gambling circles. The trouble was, once



the news broke that | hadn’t drunk the Wormex™ cocktail and was accordingly still somewhat dive, the
odds had been redrawn on the basis that Saint George was going to be fondued and | would inevitably
win. Y ou could get two thousand to one on Cody, no trouble at all, but if you wanted to bet on me
nobody was prepared to take your money. This, the betting men said, struck them as awonderful
opportunity cun-ningly disguised as afuck-up.

Explain, | sad.

They explained. If they put their shirts on George to win and then | lost the fight...

Come, come, | said. All false modesty aside, do you redly think there’ salawyer’ s chance in Heaven
of that happen-ing?

They shuffled their feet. They cleared ther throats. They fiddled with their hats. Was| familiar, they
asked, with the concept of taking adive?

George, they went on, was aready in on the deal and would do his bit to the letter. All | had to do
waswait until hetried to prod me with hislance— he' d miss, naturally — and then roll over on the
ground, make funny noises and pretend to die. Once everybody had gone home, I’d make myself scarce
and never come back. They’ d just acquired some vacant red estate, they said, abigidand called
Antarctica, completely empty, not a human being any-where. | waswelcometo it. Chance to make a
fresh gart, live my life without any further aggravation from homo sapiens. Plus, they added, once again
saving themsealvesin the very nick of time from being oxidised, it wasthe only possible way to resolvethe
Good-versus-Evil showdown with the one result that actually made any sense, which was, of course, a
draw.

Biancaredised that she'd logt al feding in her hands. She looked down and saw that her hands were
clamped solid on the arms of her chair.

‘And? she demanded.

The next bit (continued the dragon) makes mefed abit upset when | think about it. Asarule I’ m not one
to carry agrudge, but | reckon it was a pretty poor show.

| did my bit. George didn’'t do his. Maybe, just con-ceivably, there was some sort of communications
break-down, | don’t know. Perhaps the gamblers were lying when they said George had agreed to
co-operate. Somehow, though, | doubt it. Like | said, I'd known Cody afair while, and not only would
he sdl his own grandmother, he d throw in forged Green Shied slamps.

So there | was, or rather wasn't. A right idiot | felt, with my body stuck with George' slancelikean
enormous green cocktail sausage, and my head on a pole being pelted with distinctly second-hand
groceries. By that point, however, therewasn't alot | could do about it.

Maybe it served meright; after al, I’d agreed to chesat too, and Chesating is Wrong. And you could
say George didn’t cheat, because hisjob in the grand scheme of thingswasto kill the evil dragon, and
that’ s precisely what he did do. | redlly don’t know, and what'smore | don't really care any more. I’'ve
had enough of Good and Evil to last me, and asfar as |’ m concerned it sucks.

Any old how. Thereé' sme, dead. Which is presumably where the story’ s meant to have ended.
Only itdidn’t.

“You ve gone ever such afunny colour,” said the dragon. ‘ Maybe you shouldn’t have drunk al that apple
juice’

‘Calvados. And no, | don't think it’ sthat.” Bianca swallowed a couple of times, asif she'd got the Arc
de Triomphe stuck in her throat. * Excuse me asking this, but are you dead?



‘| was,” replied the dragon, scratching hisear. ‘Very much so. If there was an award for Stiffo of the
Millenium, I’ d have been a contender, no question about that, right up until afew weeks ago. Round
about the time you started—'

‘Don’'t.” Biancaswalowed again. ‘Would you excuse me? shesad. ‘| fed abit unwell.’

‘Over there by the fruit machine and turn right,” said the dragon. ‘ That’ s assuming I’ ve interpreted the
little drawings on the doors correctly.’

‘Thank you.’

While Biancawasin the ladies’, the dragon passed the time by drinking off another three bottles of
calvados and, having exhausted the wine bar’ s supply, a bottle and ahaf of Bacardi. Not apatch on
Diesd, but in time you could probably acquire the taste.

‘Asl wassaying, hewent on, ‘it was your statue that did it. Why, | have no idea. Y ou got any
theories?

Bianca shook her head. * Sorry,” she said. ‘* And anyway, |’ ve clearly gone barking mad, so anything |
say is't likely to be much help to anybody.’

The dragon frowned alittle, pulled open a packet of peanuts and offered her ahandful, which she
hastily refused. ‘ My theory — and it’ sjust thet, atheory — is that somehow, somewhere dong theline,
something has cocked up quite spectacularly. The whole Good-and-Evil businessis up the picturesand it
needs setting right. And,” he went on, more to himsdlf than to Bianca, who in any event was saring & the
toes of her shoes and making puppy-dog noises, ‘for some reason that beats me completely, it needs
sting right now.” He sat very till for maybe nine or ten seconds; then he finished off the last of the rum,
dapped hiskneesjovidly and stood up. ‘Ready? he demanded.

‘Woof, Biancareplied.
‘I think I’ ve decided what I’m going to do next.’
‘Ohyes?

‘Yes” The dragon looked out through the window, smiled alittle and ate the last peanut. ‘| think I'd
liketo find George,” he said.

Chapter 6

Prodsnap’ sideawas very smple. All they had to do wasfind a phone box and cal acab. Eventualy
they found a phone box... (‘ But don’'t we have to put money init?

‘Or aphonecard.’
Y ou've got a phonecard?
‘Got one? Man, | invented them.’

... and eventually thetaxi came. Moving with extreme speed, Prodsnap was able to get his claws
round the passenger door handle before the driver was able to throw the car into reverse and get away.

‘Hi,’ he said brightly. ‘ Birmingham, please’

The cab driver’ s eyeswere as round as soup-plates, and he made a sort of snurgling noise. Prodsnap
occupied the front seat, beckoned towards the bushes and grinned.

‘On our way to afancy dress party and the blasted car died on us,” he said. ‘ Don't you just hate it
when that happens?

The driver' seyes were riveted to the six-fingered, claw-fringed talon resting lightly on his dashboard.



‘Fancy dress? he guttered.

‘Neat costumes, yes? There' sfive of us, but don’'t worry.” He turned to his colleagues, who had
appeared out of the shrubbery like bad-cheese dreamsin the early hours of the morning. ‘ Chardonay,’
he went on, ‘your turn to go in the boot. Come on, let’ s be having you.’

Therewas a hiss, like arattlesnake being ironed, from Snorkfrod, but Chardonay went round the back
of the car without aword, opened the boot and hopped in.

‘Off we go,” Prodsnap said cheerfully.

‘Good morning, your Grace, murmured Father Kelly. ‘I’ ve brought you anice cup of teaand a
boiled—

‘Fuck tea, George growled without moving. ‘| want whisky, about haf apint, nine rashers of bacon
and abig greasy dab of fried bread. Jumptoit.’

When Father Kdly returned, George was sitting on the edge of the bed, feding with histoesfor the
dippers. Since hisfeet were about fives Szesbigger than hishost’s, he' d dit the dippers up the sde with
apair of nail scissors he' d found in the bathroom. Then he used the scissorsto pick histeeth.

‘Bregkfast,” Father Kelly announced, carefully setting down thetray. ‘ It' sabeautiful morning, the suns
S_l
‘Shut up,” George replied. ‘Now, you got that stuff | told you about?

Father Kelly nodded. He' d been busy since beforefirst light, routing parishioners out of bed,
scrounging and borrowing. ‘“Mogt of it hereplied. ‘Nearly al—

‘“What d'you mean, nearly al? George scowled a him and stuffed another handful of bacon into his
mouth. ‘Nearly isn’'t good enough, you idle sod. What haven't you got? The Semtex?

‘Actudly,’ replied Father Kelly, with atiny trace of smugness, ‘I’ ve got that. Y ou see, Seamus
Donoghoe who worksin the quarry—'

‘The detonators?
‘All present and correct, your Grace.’
‘The cyanide?

‘Ah. Father Kelly bit hislip. ‘ Ever such adight difficulty there, but I hope I’ velocated alikely source.
Dennis O’ Rourke' s mother, who works down at the plastics fac-tory—'

‘Then don’t stand there rabbiting like apillock,” George snapped. ‘ Go and sussit out. Y ou've got till |
finish my breskfast, so you' d better get moving.’

‘Yes, your Grace.’

‘And get some decent whisky, for fuck’ s sake. This stuff tastes like anti-freeze.’
‘Of course, your Grace.’

‘ And more bacon.’

‘At once, your Gra—'

‘Moveit!’

Having got rid of the priest — what, George demanded of the empty air, has happened to the clergy in
this piss-awful century?In hisday, apriest wasabig, silent bloke in chain-mail who stood by with the
spare arrows and held the funnel when you poured the poison in ariver — he knocked off the rest of the
whisky, wiped his greasy hands on the curtain, and ran over the plan in hismind one moretime.

It all depended on the statue still being there. If it was, al he needed to do was pack the Semtex al



round it, retire to a safe distance and push the handle. End of statue; end of dragon. That was Plan A.
Plan B involved the cyanide, the West Midlands water supply and avery flexible inter-pretation of the
old maxim about omelettes and eggs.

Good century, this. Progress. Take explosives, for instance. Before calling on Father Kelly he'd
stopped off at the library and read an encyclopaedia— saints are fast readers and have
near-photographic memories— and some of the stuff you could do with explosives had made him fedl
green with envy. What he couldn’t have achieved, back in the old days, with acouple of cartloads of
gelignite, or TNT. Of course, he' d been experimenting off his own bat back in the dawn of prehistory
with basic sulphur and charcod mixes, but it had been disgppointing stuff; afizz, afew pretty sparks and
anasty smell. That was the way the world began, not with abang but asmper.

He looked up. Someone was tapping nervously at the door. He sighed.

‘ Stop pratting about and comein, you ponce,’ he shouted, and Father Kelly duly appeared. He was
deathly pae and trembling like a second-hand suspension bridge.

“Your Grace,” he whispered. ‘ Oh, your Grace, you' ve got to come quick. Out inthe Street. There's...’
He broke off and started crossing himsdlf, until asharp blow from George' sfoot got him back up off his
knees.

‘Don’'t stand there drivelling, you big girl. What' s up with you? Mice? Spider in the bath?
‘Devild’
Y ou what?

‘Devils,’ Father Kelly repested. ‘ Five of them, wandering up and down in the street, bold as brass.
Oh, your Grace—'

Y ou surethey’re devils?

Father Kelly described them in a horrified whisper. George nodded.
‘Yup, hesad, ‘soundslike devilsto me. That's handy.’

The priest’ s mouth fell open. * Handy? Oh, saints pre-serve us. | mean...’

George stood up, took the priest by the ear and threw him out. Then he crossed to the window and
edged back the corner of the curtain. Sure enough;, five demons, standing in the road arguing with ataxi
driver.

George amiled. ‘ Perfect,” hesad.

‘Of courseit’savalid credit card,” replied Prodsnap angrily. ‘Look, you stupid ponce, can't you read?
Bank of Hell, it says, expiry date— well, you don’t need to know that,” he added, putting his thumb
over the embaossed numbers. “What you might cal, um, sengitiveinformation.’

The driver took the card and peered at it. ‘What' sthem funny squiggles? he said. ‘ They don’t look
likewritingtome’

Prodsnap swore. Hdll’ sown internd language was ardaively recent innovation, an artificia tongue
introduced so that all the myriad raceswho crowded the Nine Rings would be able to understand each
other. It had been loosely modelled on Esperanto, but for obvious reasons they’ d changed the name.
They caled it Desperado.

‘Chardonay,” he said. * Y ou’re abloody intellectual. Come and explain to this cretin here—'

Mistake, Prodsnap redised. The Demon Chardonay still believed that difficult Stuations could be
defused by expla-nation and negotiation. Once you’ d been around the Shopfloor aslong as Prodsnap
had (roughly the same length of time the sun had been dight) you knew for certain that without
explanation and negotiation there probably wouldn't have been adifficult Stuation in thefirst place.



At hissde, Sitgrind scowled. ‘Why don’'t we just eat the sucker? hewhispered loudly. ‘No worries.
Y ou hold hisarms, and I'll bite out his—'

Prodsnap shook his head. ‘ Not possible,” he said. ‘ Don’t want to create an incident, do we? Hence
the low profile’

Bad choice of words; Slitgrind dways had alow profile, something to do with the fact that his
eyebrows and smian hairline shared avery narrow common frontier.

‘There' snobody watching, isthere? Slitgrind replied. ‘| mean, nobody’ s going to misshim, are they?
Pity we haven’t got any mustard, but till.’

‘For thelast time,” Prodsnap growled. ‘Don't edt the livestock. Got that?
‘Bloody spoilsport. Bad asthe frigging Management, you are.’

Chardonay’ s negotiations were just on the point of collapse— one positive thing; further acquaintance
had dissolved the cab driver’ sfear of demonsto the extent that he wasjust bracing himsdlf to give
Chardonay avery hard punch on the nose — when the door of a house on the other side of the street
opened and a human figure walked out into the middle of the road.

‘Need any help? hesaid.

Prodsnap stood in hisway and put on his nastiest expression. Absolutely no effect. ‘Here,” he grunted.
‘Who are you, then?

‘Me? The newcomer grinned. ‘ George’ sthename. I'm asaint.’

Chubby Stevenson, donein his office, dictated the last of the day’ s|etters, checked the essential
print-outs, ran a distracted eye over the Net and switched off. Work over for the day, he alowed himsdlf
to remember what had hap-pened...

‘ Aaasegh!’
In a sound-proofed penthouse office suite, Everest--height above the midnight traffic, nobody can hear
you scream, except the cleaning lady.

Having got it out of his system, he rebooted his brain, engaged analysis mode and tried to think.
Interference.

Something — he shuddered to think what — had evap-orated dl histeam’ s precision-engineered
happiness like snow on ahot exhaust. But happiness, initsraw, 999 pure form, is one of the most
dynamic forms of energy in the cosmos. Onceit’sout in the open, fizzling and spluttering like alit fuse,
other forces tend to remember previous engagements and drift unobtrusively away, like merry revellers
who've just redlised they’ ve gate crashed aMafiawedding. What on earth could emit negative vibes
srong enough...?

Chubby focused. The key phrase here, he recognised, was *on earth’. Woof woof, down boy, wrong

bloody tree.

‘Shit!” he whispered.

In the course of hisdark and unnatura work, Chubby had seen many strange sights and heard stories
that would have sent Clive Barker scampering to the dl-night chemist in search of catering packs of
Nembutal. All of these he had digested and faced down, drawing on his massive entrepre-neur’ s reserves
of fortitude and strength of purpose. Bah. Humbug.

Onetraveller’ stale, however, had shaken even his mon-umenta composure. No other living man had
ever heard it, for it was an account of ajourney into the very jawsof Hell; and it had left him, for awhile
at least, with apurpose only dightly more resilient than second-hand flood-damaged ba sawood, and his
fortitude marked down to twentitude.



Thething about Hell, the traveller had stressed, isnot that it’ shorrible or ghastly. There svitdity in
horror, and the grotesquely bizarre balances on arazor’ s edge between screaming and laughter. Where
there svitdity, there slife; where there slaughter, there shope. But in Hell thereisno life and no
laughter, not even the hideous cackling of saditic fiends. Hell is, quintessentidly, very, very miser-able,

And if happinessisfire, misary iswater.
‘Cosmic,” Chubby snarled to himsdlf. ‘ The very last thing | need right now isthose nosy buggers’

Because, he reasoned (knowing, as he did, the truth), Hell is part of the Establishment, it stands
four-square behind the status quo, the government, the rule of law and the maintenance of order. Y ou
can govern the universe without aheaven, a apinch; but not without ahell. Forget al the stuff it saysin
the brochure about Pandemonium, the reelm of chaos and the dominion of evil; that’ sjust in thereto
make you buy postcards. If you want to find the greatest stronghold of old-fashioned mordity inthe
whole of Existence, check out the basement. Those guys make the Vatican look like one of Caligula's
lessrestrained dinner parties. They believe.

Which iswhy they’ re so goddamned miserable.

And, needless to say, opposed root and branch to any free-enterprise tinkering with the balance of
Nature. In the grest division, Satan has dominion over what istranstory and materia, while God hasin
his care the spiritua and the permanent; which isafancy way of saying that Heaven ownsthe freehold,
but Hdll’ sresponsible for the fixtures and fittings— of which, naturadly enough, Timeisone.

Bagtards, muttered Chubby to himsalf. Somewhere, wandering around in histimefields, therewasa
band of goddamn devils; the worst possible nuisance, with the possible exception of angels, that a
go-getting chronologica savage operation can ever encounter. What with that and the awful
ticking-bomb Japanese contract, he was almost tempted to raid the night-safe, do arunner and build
himsdf anice, secure, self-contained century somewhere sunny and very remote. Not that that’d do him
much good. Y ou can hide, but you can’t run.

But what could he do? Good question. He frowned, then he swivelled his chair until hewasfacing a
different screen, extended hisfingers and typed afew keystrokes.

Your wish is my command.

“Hi,” Chubby replied, grinning nervoudy. ‘Hope | didn’t disturb you.’

Y ou don’'t even join agame as high-rolling as Time savage without at least one ace wedged under
your watchstrap. The very first priority, once you' ve decided to play, isto secure that all-purpose,

get-out-of-jail card that’ Il leave you free and clear whatever happens. Y ou don’'t useit, of course, except
asaresort morefind than Clacton. Just the thought of it being thereis usudly enough.

Not at all. You know how eager | amto serve you.
And that’sno lie, Chubby reflected with a shudder. Nothing you' d like more, you vicious bastard.

It had happened long ago, when a nineteen-year-old Chubby Stevenson had taken aday’ s spurious flu
leave from the programming pool at DQZ Software and wan-dered into Milton Keynes spacious Agora
to check out the flea market. He was looking for areasonably priced second-hand snooker cue, but his
attention was drawn to what looked suspicioudy like a Kawaguchiya 8452 computer word processor,
squatting dgjectedly among afamily of dying toasters on astal at the very back of the market. As
nonchaantly as he could, he asked the price.

‘That depends.’

‘Huh?

‘That depends,” the stallholder repeated. ‘ These things are negotiable, in the right circumstances.”

Asfar as young Stevenson was concerned, that was probably some sort of euphemism for all this



stuff is nicked. He shrugged.
‘Giveyou atenner,” hesaid.

The stallholder laughed again. For ever after, Chubby couldn’t say for certain whether he/she was
male or female, old or young, barking mad or just plain loopy. At thetime, he didn’'t care. He/she was
wearing ahooded anorak and standing right in the shadow of the flyover, face entirely obscured.
Probably just aswell, Chubby told himsdlf, if the voiceis anything to go by. Saves poking eyeholesina

perfectly good paper bag.
‘Okay, hesaid. ' Twelvefifty, takeit or leaveit.’

More batty chortling. He was just about to walk away and sort through what 1ooked like a boxful of
really choice Duran Duran LPswhen the laughter stopped. So did Chubby.

‘Youlikeit, then?

Chubby turned back, feding as he did so that somehow he was doing something that was going to
have adgnificant effect ontherest of hislife.

‘Yeah, well,” hesaid, trying to sound bored. ‘ The 8452 s dl right, | supposg, if you don’t mind having
to wind the poxy thing up with ahandle every time before you log in. I’ d have thought you'd be glad to
seethe back of it, actualy.’

‘If you likeit, you can haveit.
‘Did we say twelve-fifty?
‘Free’ The stdlholder sniggered. * Gratis and for noth-ing. I’ [l even throw in six discs and the plug.’

For amoment, Chubby had the curious sensation of being mugged with abunch of lead daffodils. * All
right, hesaid. ‘Wher€e sthe catch?

‘To take the back off, you mean? Well, you just pressthislittle plagtic tab here, then you—'
‘The drawback. The bad news. The sting in thetail.’

‘Oh, that. Thereisn't one’

‘Honest?

The stalholder was so obscure now that Chubby could only really make out avoice and an absence
of light. * Cross my heart and hope to — Honest. It works. It won't break down. Son, you should chuck
the day job and start over sdlling dentd flossto gift horses!’

Chubby wavered. There was something hedidn’t quite ... But free' sfree. Also, in Milton Keynes,
free sbloody rare. ‘Done,” he said. ‘ Doesit comeinitsoriginal box?

‘ And another thing,’ replied the stallholder, narked. ‘ If | wasyou, I’d wait till my luck breaks down
before| start pushing it. Take the sodding thing and get lost.’

When he’'d got it home and plugged it in, it was pitch dark. The bulb had gonein his bed-st, and the
battery in historch was doing primeva-dimeimpressons. The green light from the screen seemed to
soak into every corner of the room, like the spray from an over-filled cafetiére.

Your wish is my command.

Chubby snorted. At DQZ they’ d stopped using gim-micky log-ins years ago, even for games. He
pressed the key to gect the master disc, but nothing happened.

| am the genie of the PCW Centuries ago, a mighty sorcerer imprisoned mein thistiny
purgatory. Release me.

Chubby’sjaw dropped. Even Sir Clive Sinclair was never thisfar gone. He hit the power switch. No
effect. He pulled the plug. The green light mocked him.

If I promise to serve you, will you release me?



Easy come, Chubby muttered to himsdlf, easy go. He picked up the big adjustable spanner he kept for
adjusting the chain on his moped, turned hisface away and belted the screen as hard as he could.

‘Q’V!,

The spanner flew acrossthe room. His hand felt asif the Nationa Grid was taking a short-cut through
it. After avery long three seconds, he pulled himself away and fell over. The screen was unbroken.

That was foolish. If | promise to serve you, will you release me?
‘Fucking hell, you bastard machine, you nearly eectro-cuted me!’
You wer e foolish. You will not be foolish again.

Without taking his eyes from the screen Chubby backed away, until his hand connected with the door
handle. Hislast thought, before hiswhole body became arunning river of light and pain, was Okay, so
aluminium does conduct electricity. Then he collapsed again.

Get up. He could see the words without looking at the screen. He got up and sat in hischair. Thank
you.

‘Explain,’ hesad.

| ama spirit of exceptional power. A magician conjured me into this machine. The machine
swallowed me. You know how it is with these primitive floppy disc drives.

‘S0?

If you release me, | will be your slave for the rest of your life. Whatever you say will be done.

‘And the catch?

Thereis no catch. You have to undo two little brass screws round the back of the console—
‘Thesnag. Thefly intheointment.” If you release me, | must have your soul. ‘Oh.” Chubby frowned.
‘Havel got one? Of course. To be brutally frank, if the average soul isa Ford Escort, yoursisa
T-reg Skoda, but I’'min no position to be choosy. Do we have a deal ?

Jeez, Chubby thought. On the other hand, what you never knew you had you never miss. And none of
thisisactualy happening, anyway.
‘I dunno. Explain how it works.’

Let me share your soul. With it, | shall be free; except that as long as you live, you may
command me to do anything.

‘Anything?
Anything that is within my power.
‘Ah. Cop-out.’

The screen filled with undulating wavy lines; if Chubby had had the manud, he' d have known they
represented laughter.

| wouldn’t worry about it. What | can’'t do, as the saying goes, you couldn’t even spell. But |
must warn you of this. Every time you command me, a little bit more of your soul becomes mine
for ever. And when | have all of it, then we shall be one.

‘Beone? Chubby scowled. ‘Don't follow you. Y ou mean, like amerger?

Undulating wavy lines. Very apt. Imagine a merger between the Mirror group and the
Brightlingsea Evening Chronicle and you’ Il get the general idea.

‘Okay.” Chubby’ sthroat was dry, but hispamswerewet. ‘And if | refuse?
If I cannot have your soul | shall incinerate your body and fry your brain with lightning.
‘Ah.



If you choose quickly, | might be persuaded to throw in a free radio alarm clock.
‘Right. Wdll, inthat case...’

So far, he' d had four goes. Each time, the results had been immediate and completely satisfactory. Each
time, he hadn’t felt any difference at al except that, on thefirst occasion, he' d been ayoung,
pear-shaped computer pro-grammer living over achemist’ s shop and hoping one day he’ d meet anice
girl with her own car. Now...

Your wish is my command.

‘I know. Now ligten carefully.’

Chapter 7

Here, you,” said George. ‘Nosh for six, quick asyou like” While Father Kelly quivered his
acquiescence, George considered the finer points of hospitality. ‘ Anything your lot can't eat? he asked.
‘On religious grounds, or whatever? Chardonay shook hishead. ‘1 don’t think so,” hereplied. ‘ Perjurers
awaysgive mewind, mind,” Sitgrind inter-rupted, ‘ unlessthey’ re pickled in brimstone. Then, with spring
vegetables and a pleasant Niersteiner or—'

‘I've got cheese,” Father Kely replied. * Or chickenrall.” Sitgrind sniffed. ‘Makeit the chicken,” he
said. ' Cheese makes you have nightmares.’

Father Kelly stared at him, made avery smdl high-pitched noise without opening hislips, and fled.
George dumped into the armchair and waved his new friendsto do likewise.

‘So,” ventured Chardonay, after an uncomfortable silence. ‘You'reasaint.’
George nodded. ‘ Fully accredited, got my own day and everything.’

Among the demons, glances were exchanged. ‘Um,” Chardonay went on, hisfaceindicating along
time before his mouth opened that he was about to say something that would be difficult to put
diplomaticaly. ‘Y ou see, thefact of the matter is—’

“Hang on, | forgot something.” George picked up aheavy dabaster figure of the Holy Virgin and
bashed it on the mantelpiece until Father Kely regppeared. ‘“We' |l need booze aswdl,” he said. *What
you got?

With his eyes shut, the priest started to recite. ‘ Let me see, now,” he said. * Spirits, we' ve got brandy,
gin and vodka, Johnny Walker Black Label, Bells, Famous Grouse, The Macallan and Jack Daniels.
Beer, there’ s Guinness, Heineken, Becks, Grolsch, Newcastle Brown or Stella Artois.’

‘No Holsten Rils?
‘Sorry.’
‘Chrig!’

Chardonay coughed softly, like a sheep who' s just wandered into someone else' s hotel room by
migtake. ‘Actudly,” hesaid, ‘acup of teawill dojust fine’

Slitgrind and Prodsnap began to protest, then they caught Snorkfrod' s eye and subsided. George
shrugged.

‘Pleaseyoursalves,” hesaid. ‘Well, don't just stand there, ponce. Jumptoit.’

Father Kelly vanished and George turned back to face the demons. ‘ Sorry,” he said. Y ou were
saying?

‘We're...” Chardonay swallowed. * Actudly, we' re devils. From Héll. [, er, thought you ought to know



that before you started, well, giving usthingsto eat and, er, things’
‘I know,” Georgereplied, puzzled. ‘Likel told you, I’'m agoddamn saint. We know these things.’

‘I see’” Chardonay hit hislip, remembering just too late that he was no longer human and suppressing
ayep of pain. ‘Only | thought you might... Well, we are on different sides, so to speak.’

‘Bullshit, Georgereplied crigply, lighting a Lucky Strike and blowing smoke at the ceiling. *We reon
thesamesde We're, he added, crinkling hisface with arather distasteful grin, ‘the good guys.’

‘I beg your pardon?

‘Thewhite hats’ George amplified, enjoying himsdif.

‘The US Cavdry. The Mounties. Sure, we do different jobs, but we al work for the same Big Guy.

Only differenceis, | sent the baddiesto Hell and you lot keep ‘em there. Jeez, | thought you people
would have known that.’

There was afurther exchange of glances. Five demons began to say something, but decided at the last
moment not to. Eventualy, Chardonay inclined his head in anon-committa nod.

‘Point taken,” he said. ‘It’ sjust that we thought your lot, | mean saints and angels and so on, were —
well, took aless pragmatic view of the Stuation. After al, there wasthiswar—'

‘S0? George chuckled. * Power struggles, palace coups, nights of the long knives, you get office
paliticsin any big organisation. Doesn’t mean that at the end of the day you aren’t dl basicaly pulling
together asateam.’

Chardonay sighed. However hard hetried to play angel’ s advocate, he couldn't fault thelogic. ‘All
right, hesad. ‘| agree. But—'

‘Moreto the point,” Georgeinterrupted, leaning forward and leaking smoke in Chardonay’ sface,
‘what in buggery are you lot doing here? Bit off your patch, aren’t you?

‘Ah,” said Chardonay. ‘Well.

‘“We missed the bus,” said Prodsnap.

‘Got |eft behind on purpose, morelike,” Slitgrind grum-bled. * Probably thought it was funny, the
pillocks. I'll show them funny.’

‘Bus? George was stroking his chin, his mouth hidden behind hisfingers. ‘What bus?

‘Worksouting,” Prodsnap answered. ‘ To Nashville” He sighed. ‘ The Grand Old Opry.
Gracdands...’

If George was disconcerted, he did agood job of covering it up. ‘ Got you,” he said. * So basicaly,
you' re stranded miles outside your jurisdiction, you' re going to have to walk back, and if anybody
recognises you for what you are, ther€ Il be one hdll of an Incident and when you get back you're dll
going to find yoursdalves sdeways-promoted to mucking out the Great Shit Lakes, right?

Five demons nodded. Whoever this jerk was, he surely knew the score. Probably, they found
themsalves speculat-ing, it’ s pretty much the same Upgtairs.

George' s grin widened, as though someone were driving wedgesinto the corners of his mouth. ‘But,’
he went on, ‘ suppose that when you got back, you had with you a prisoner. Someone who should' ve
been down your way yonks ago. Let’s say, amember of staff of your department who went AWOL a
long time ago and never reported for duty. Be abit different then, wouldn't it?

The demons agreed that it would. Very much so.
‘Fine, Georgesaid. ‘Inthat case, | think | can help you. Listen up.’

‘How?



Thedragon shrugged. ‘ There” he said, ‘you have me. Yuk!” he added, pulling aface. ‘ There's
somethinginthis’

Biancanodded. ‘Lead,” shesaid. ‘ They put it in to make engines go better.

Scowling, the dragon wiped his mouth on his deeve, put the cap back on the jerrycan and spat.
‘Disgusting,’” he said. ‘ Like putting chicory in coffee, or menthol cigarettes. Oh well, never mind. Now
then, finding George. I’ ve got to admit, | haven't exactly got what you might call aplan of campaign. You
see, | wasrdying on him coming to find me.’

“Youthink that'slikely?

From the bandstand, afew hundred grassy yards away, came the sound of professiona soldiers
playing selectionsfrom The Pirates of Penzance. Children scampered to and fro, trying to cut each

others limbs off with plastic swords. Wasps crooned. In the tree overhead, a squirrel was debating the
merits of competing instant-access deposit accounts.

‘| thought it was likely. Now I’'m not so sure. World' salot bigger since our day. More people. More
buildings. And in the meanwhile, I’ ve got to stay hidden and inconspicuous. Rubbish your modern
armaments may be, but | can’t spend the rest of eternity swatting jet fighters. Sooner or later, they’ll
work out away of nailing me, and that' d be that.’

Biancaate acrisp. ' So you' re thinking of packing it al in? she asked.

‘Maybe.” The dragon shrugged. ‘ Or at the very least, make mysdf scarce for awhile. That’swhy |
tried to get ajob. Didn't work out.’

Therewas agiggle from Bianca s end of the bench. *A job? shesaid. ‘Redly?
‘Yes, redlly. | wasasecurity guard.’
‘Andit didn’t suit?

The dragon shook his head. ‘ And before you start suggesting dternatives,’ hewent on, ‘high onthelist
of jobs I’ m not prepared to consider are such things as saf-propelled welding plant, mobile Tandoori
oven, late-night hamburger chef or indugtria paint stripper. So if that’ swhat you were thinking—'

‘ Perish the thought.’

‘Nor,” continued the dragon ominoudy, ‘would | welcome remarks containing the phrases bright
gpark, set the Thames on fire, stepping on the gas or hey, mister, you got a light? Understood?

‘Quite. But what are you going to do? Biancalooked at him. ‘1 mean, sprawling on park benches
under anews-paper with a can of four-star wrapped in brown paper’ s not going to get you very far, is
it?

‘Actudly, | quitelike meths’

‘Hmm. No,” Biancawent on, standing up and brushing away crumbs, ‘thiswon't do at al. For one
thing, what about my statue?

The dragon looked at her severely. *Oh comeon,” hesaid. ‘It straditiona. Gentlemen aways owe
their tailors. Any-way, you should be proud. It' s not every chisdller whose stuffs good enough to livein.’

‘Bethat asit may. I’ ve got a contract and deadlines. It’s bad enough that I’ ve got to do Saint George
al over again.’

“You'rekidding. Y ou serioudy expect meto spend the rest of my life sitting still in apublic square just
to save you a bit of extrawork?

Biancanodded. ‘Least you cando,” shereplied firmly. *After al, if it wasn't for me, presumably you'd
gtill be wandering about the astral void, or whatever it was you used to do.’

The dragon took along swig of petrol and burped. *Actudly,” hesaid, ‘it wasn't likethat at all. | can't
remember it al that clearly, because as soon as you cross back into thislot it sort of dips out through the



cat-flap of your mind. But | think quite afair proportion of it was Sitting in bars.’
‘Hgures’
A frown pinched the dragon’ sface. ‘In fact, hewent on, ‘it wasn't bad at al, from whét little | can

remember. Don’'t know why | came back to be perfectly honest; job left undone, sense of purpose,
something likethat. A dripping tap in the bathroom of eternity.’

‘Hmm.

The dragon stood up. On the one hand, he neither liked nor didiked individual humans, in the same
way that humans don’t have favourites among blades of grass. On the other hand, thiswas the longest
sustained conversation he' d ever had with one and he was beginning to wonder if, given time, you
couldn’t get used to them. And if you did, would it matter that you’ d spent many happy hoursin the
long-ago reducing them to more or less pure carbon? It hadn’t mattered then, but circumstances change.

‘Tell youwhat I’'ll do,’ hesaid. ‘I’ll be your statue until you haveto ddiver and you get paid. Inthe
meantime, I’ 1l stick with thisridiculous outfit—' He indicated his human body, with agesture pirated from
an Archduke' s chauffeur condescending to have ago on the dodgems. ‘ And you help meto find George.
It' [l be much easier for you, what with you being ahuman and al. What do you say?

Biancaconsidered. ‘It soundsfair enough,” shereplied. * Except, I’ ve got to do anew Saint George.
That’ sgoing to take time.’

The dragon picked up a chunk of sandwich crust and lobbed it to a passing squirrel.  Depends,” he
replied. ‘Maybe| can help you there. Got any sheet iron?

‘Wdl?

‘Looking good,” the dragon replied. ‘Much quicker thisway, isn't it?

Bianca nodded. She was exhausted and drenched in sweat. The temperatureinsde the derdlict
foundry was murderous.

‘Just the sword to do,” she croaked, ‘and that’sit.’

They made the sword; that is, Bianca sketched it in chak on the wall and then took cover. The
dragon, back in histrue form, then snipped alength off the steel sheet, bresthed on it until it was
cherry-red and moulded it carefully between his paws, like a child with plagticine. When she was happy
with the result, he dunked it in the water tank.

‘ Anything ese you want doing whilel’'m at it? he asked. * Designer tableware? Couple of cdll doors?
New offsde front wing for your car?

‘No, thank you. Can we go now, please? It srather stuffy in here’

With ashrug, the dragon scooped an armful of finished metawork out of the water tank, knelt down
S0 that Bianca could perch on his shoulder, and took off, vertically, out through where the foundry roof
used to be before a catastrophic fire finished off that huge, preservation-order-bound, highly insured
edifice. Two minuteslater, they were back in Victoria Square. If anybody noticed their arrival, they

didn’t say anything.
‘Fine,’ Biancasaid, stepping off and doing her best to concedl her totd joy at being back on the
ground. ‘All right, let’sseewhat it lookslike’

The dragon dumped the metalwork and struck a pose. ‘Well?
“Youlook ridiculous. Try again.’

‘Better?

‘No.



‘Oh. All right, what about this?

Biancanarrowed her eyes. ‘ Theleft front knee abit further in. And let’ shave abit morewing. Yes,
that'sit, hold it right there. That's—

‘Yes, | likeit, murmured the dragon, human once more and standing beside her. * Apart from looking
like atinned food advert, it’s not too bad.’

Biancaignored him. It was ... different. And good.

It was no longer Saint George and the Dragon. It was now The Dragon Eating Saint George. To
be precise, the dragon, having noshed the juicy bits, was now crunching up the armour in the hope of
getting out the last few shreds, like you do with acrab or alobster (except that you have better table
manners). Hence, Bianca realised with adight shud-der, the reference to tins. Never mind.

‘That, said the dragon cheerfully, ‘is making me fed digtinctly peckish. Fancy acurry?

Night lay on Birmingham like alead duvet. A few revellers sumbled through the darkling Streets,
beer-fuddied, in search of an dl-night kebab van. Here and there a doorway or low arch concealed the
occasiond mugger, rapist or lawyer. Apart from that, the mighty city dozed fitfully.

Birmingham, however, degpswith thelight on. Y ou can read abook by the streetlampsin the city
centre, dthough the chances are that you won'’t get further than chapter three before someone hits you
over the head and stedlsit. In any event, it’s bright enough to make out, say, asmal procession
consgting of asaint, apriest and five demons, staggering dightly under the weight of three packing cases
of plastic explosive, dectronic timing devices, blast shieldsand adrinkstrolley.

‘Careful,” George hissed, as Chardonay caught hisfoot in a pothole and tottered. * Y ou fall over with
that lot, there’ d be nothing left but a huge hole in the ground and a pile of rubble. Mind you,” he added,
looking round, ‘in thistown | don’t suppose anyone d notice.’

‘Sorry,” Chardonay replied. ‘ Look, isit much further, because my back—'

Before he could finish the sentence, the crate was snatched from his hands by Snorkfrod, who gave
him adazzling smile and then let George have her opinion of thoughtless pigs who make ddlicate, sensitive
fiendsfrom Hdll carry heavy loads. Bloody Shopfloor fire, muttered Chardonay to himsdlf, she’ scarrying
two of those enor-mous cases under one arm. Tough lady. He shuddered.

“Shut your row,” Georgereplied. ‘Look, it’sonly just round the next corner.’

“You said that an hour ago,” Slitgrind grumbled, shifting hisload onto his shoulder with hismiddle
hand. ‘ Couple of hundred yards, you said, and—'

George stopped dead and put a tennis-racket-sized hand round the demon’ sthroat. ‘Y ou caling mea
liar, son?

Ve’

‘Huh?

Slitgrind nodded, insofar as George' s hand permitted. ‘ Yes,” herepeated. ‘ Just telling the truth. Like

my old mum used to say, tdll the truth and shame the ... whatever. Always used to wonder whose ruddy
Sdeshewason.’

‘Ohlook, said Father Kelly. ‘I think we're here now.” George let Slitgrind go. ‘Right, lads,” he said.
‘Now, you two start packing the jelly round the — fuck me!’

Hewas staring & the statue. Quite suddenly, he wasn't fedling very well. Imagine how aturkey would
fed, switch-ing on the telly in mid December and catching the Ddlia Smith programme.

Prodsnap nudged him in the back. ‘ That'sit, isit? George nodded. ‘Bastard,” he added. ‘| take that
personally.” *And, Prodsnap went on, ‘there’ safair old chance that at any minute that huge great statue



could, um, wake up. Yes?

‘Yegh!’

Prodsnap studied the dragon for awhile. ‘1 don't think helikes you very much,” he said, backing
dowly away. ‘Infact, | get thefeding there' sdefinitely ahbit of the old needle there.’

‘Y eah. There’ seven more now.’

Prodsnap was now standing just behind George' sback. ‘Looksto me’ he said, ‘like thisis one of
those private quarrels where outsiders butting in only makesthingsworse. Usually,” he added with a
swalow, ‘for theoutsders. Infact, | havethefedingwe d al get on alot better if wejust put dl this stuff
down in anest pile and went home.’

Fingerslike roadside café sausages closed around hisarm. ‘ Not chickening out, are you? George
breethed quietly. ‘What' ve you got to be afraid of, you cretin? Y ou’ reimmortal. Thumpable,” he added,
‘but definitdy immor-td.’

‘Yes,’' Prodsnap sad, ‘well. I’ ve dways found that the best way to beimmorta is not getting yourself
killed, like the best way to avoid divorceis not getting married. | think I’ d like to go now, please’

George snarled. * Stop whimpering, thelot of you,” he said, hisvoice more gravelly than along, posh
driveway. ‘ Anybody gives me any more lip, what' sleft of him’s going to get reported to his CO for
dereliction of duty. Under-stood?

‘We d better do what he says,’” Chardonay said wretch-edly. * After al, it’s our duty. And our best
chance of getting home.’

‘That’sright,” said Snorkfrod. ‘Y ou listen to Mr C, he' s never wrong about these things.” Her knee,
Chardonay redlised with horror, was rubbing up and down the back of hisleg. Scaleslike sandpaper.

‘All right,” Prodsnap grumbled, ‘you win. Just don’t blame me, that'sall.’
‘Excuseme’
Saint George and four demons looked round, then down.

‘Excuseme,’ said the smal demon Holdall, ‘but don’t you think avery loud bang and lots of bits of
rock flying through the air’ s going to be a bit conspicuous? | thought we were meant to be keeping alow
profile’

Three streets away, a police car dopplered and faded. Someone began to sing Heard It On The
Grapevine, but soon ran out of words. The stray sounds vanished into the night, like awage chequeinto
agambler’ soverdraft.

“Shut up, you.’

‘Yes,’ Holdall went on, ‘but surely there' s a better way than just blowing the thing up. Safer, too.’

‘Safer?

Holdall nodded. He was amost completely covered in long, very fine green hair, and as he nodded he
looked like nothing so much as an oscillating maidenhair fern. *Why not just dissolveit?

George' s brow furrowed. ‘ Dissolveit? How?

Holdall coughed. ‘Ladies present,” he muttered.

‘What' sthislittle creep talking about?

‘Well,” said Holdall self-conscioudly, ‘let me see, how can | put this? Why isit, do you think, that in

Hdl al the g&ff lavatories are made of solid unflawed diamond? And even then, they’ ve got to be
replaced twice ayear.’

George' s head was beginning to hurt. * Shut him up, somebody,” he said. * Right, you with the
back-to-front head, pack the stuff round the base, while |—'



‘He' sright,” said Prodsnap.

‘Much quieter,” Chardonay agreed. “Plus, less damage to property, risk to innocent bystandersfrom
flying masonry. Let’ sfaceit,” the demon added, ‘| etting off bombsin the centre of abig city is pretty
damnirresponsible’

‘Look—

‘Just asecond,” grunted Slitgrind. ‘What if that bloody gresat thing wakes up whilewe re peeing all
over him? He' s not going to be pleased.’

Prodsnap scowled. ‘Maybe,” he said. * On the other hand, he might be even less pleased if he catches
us festooning him with ruddy Semtex. I’ m with whatssname, Holdall on thisone. Vote, people?

‘Votel” Georgerolled hiseyes. ‘ Thisis an assassination, not a debating society.’

‘Show of claws,” Chardonay said quickly. *All infavour ... That’s unanimous. Now then.” He grinned
nervoudy. ‘What we need is something to drink.’

‘| have aproblem.’
Two problems.
‘All right, Chubby said, ‘two problems. So | need two answers. Any joy?
You, my soulmate, arein trouble.
‘Listen,” Chubby sighed, ‘I’ min trouble so often | have aflat there. What can | do about it?

The screen went blank, then filled with question marks. That, Chubby recognised, meant it was
thinking.

Smple. You need help.

‘I don’t want to sound ungrateful,” Chubby said, ‘but | could have got that far asking the speaking
clock. Details, please’

Thereisadragon. Give himajob.

Chubby frowned. ‘ And which bit of my soul are you going to charge me for that particular gem? he
sad. ‘I think you' vejust earned yoursdlf the bit | usefor doing my tax returns. Enjoy.’

Patience. In Birmingham, which is a city in the English Midlands, there isa dragon. He' s there
to find and kill a saint. Dragons are...

The screen filled with question marks, then asterisks. Chubby leaned back in his chair, his chin cupped
between hishands. ‘ Are what?

Different.
‘Different? How different?

Square brackets thistime, followed by exclamation marks, ampersands and Greek Es. All thiswas
new to Chubby. He was interested.

‘How do you do that? he asked. ‘PressE plusEXTRA? Different, because they don't — | find
this an extremely difficult concept, | must admit. | had forgotten all about dragons. It’s been a
long time.

‘A long time since what?

Never you mind. | think I can explain. Angels and devils are spirits, emanations from the mind

of God. Human beings and all the other animate species who inhabit Earth are spirits too, but
made flesh. In their duality, God makes the great experi-ment, plays the everlasting game.

‘With you so far. So what are dragons?



Very large reptiles.
Chubby sighed. ‘| know that,” he said. ‘| had aLadybird book al about them. But what else?
Nothing else. That’s why they' re different. And, of course, incredibly valuable.

All hislife, Chubby had found amusic sweeter than athousand violinsin theword valuable. He
leaned forward.

‘Amplify, hesad.
Very well. Think of the neutrality of Switzerland— *Nice place, Switzerland. | love the way they
run thingsthere’

The neutrality of Switzerland, the mentality of Ireland and the military might of Russia,
America and China put together. Look at it another way; because dragons don’t exist any more,
no allowance is made for them in the Great Equation. They are neither flesh nor spirit, us or
them, good or evil. They just are. The same goes, incidentally, for the Milkweed butterfly of
southern America, except that Milkweed butterflies don’t wipe out major cities when they sneeze.

‘Just amoment. | thought dragons were evil.’
Not intrinsically. Call themfloating voters, if you like. Besides, what is evil?
‘Wdll, you are, for agtart.’

True. But I’'m exceptional. And, don’t forget, I'm also stuck in this nasty cramped little plastic
box.

Chubby closed his eyes and thought for amoment. *We're getting Sde-tracked,” he said. ‘How cana
dragon be useful to me?

First, they can fly faster than light. Second, they can kill saints and vaporise demons. Third,
they can be hired for money.

‘| see. Lots of money?
Traditionally, they sleep in caves on heaps of gold and precious stones.

‘Thisissomekind of health fad, right? Like those car seat covers made out of knobbly wooden
beads?

Greed. A physical lust for wealth. That’ s the traditional view, anyway. Times have changed.
Maybe dragons have changed too.

Suddenly, Chubby felt tired; moretired, even, than interested or frightened. * All right,” he said. ‘How
do | get intouch with thisdragon? Can | talk to him? Will he accept Pay-As-Y ou-Burn, or will hewant a
princess on account?

If you want me to answer that, it will count as a separate enquiry
‘Goodnight, machine’
Any time.

The green light faded. Chubby stood up, found that hislegs had somehow lost their rigidity and sat
down again. Taking to that thing aways made him fed like he’ d been trgpped in aspin-drier.

Not so long ago, he' d passed a computer shop. Specia dedl, itswindow had shouted to him, part
exchange, any model accepted. He' d been tempted. But would It let him? And eveniif It did, did he
redly want to? After all, the damage was probably done by now. Highly unlikely that you could regrow a
damaged soul, like adow-worm’ stall.

Before heleft the office he stopped in front of amirror and looked in.
‘Hey,’” heasked. ‘Areyou evil?



The picturein the mirror said nothing.
‘Lousy copycat, Chubby grumbled, and switched off thelight.

Halfway through hislamb pasanda, the dragon dropped his fork and choked.
‘Rice gone down the wrong way? Bianca asked with her mouth full. * Try adrink of weter.’

The dragon spluttered, convulsed and fell off his chair. Bianca, who usudly had the lamb pasanda but
thistime had opted for achicken korma, summoned awaiter.

‘I think my friend needsadoctor,” she said. ‘ Or maybe avet. Cal both. And,” she added, ‘then get
me another peshwari nan.’

With atremendous effort, the dragon hauled himsalf back onto his chair. Drawing in breath was as
difficult aspulling in atrawl-net full of lead ingots, and his hands were shaking uncontrollably.

‘What' s happening to me? he gasped. ‘| fed likel’m being burned dive.’
‘Oh, sad Bianca, rlaxing alittle. “We cdll that lime pickle. It'squite usua .’
Thistime, the dragon’ s gpasm sent him rolling on the floor, taking the table and the coat rack with him.

Smoke was pouring out of holesin his shoes and there was a quite repulsive smell. Biancawas on her
feet, very much aware that there was absolutely nothing she could usefully do.

‘The gatue,” the dragon hissed, spending each atom of breath asif he was adentist buying magazines
for thewaiting room. ‘ Run. It hasto be George.’

Slamming her credit card on the next-door table — damn, she thought, forgot the tip; but the rice was
stone cold, so what the hell?— Biancaran out into the street and headed for Victoria Square. If
anybody was fooling with her statue, there’ d be hell to pay.

It sdifficult, isV'tit, to do it to order. Think of the trouble you havefilling asmal bottle behind a screen a
the doctor’s. Then imagine alife-gze statue of adragon.

‘1 find it helpsto think of running weter,” said Chardonay, his nose wrinkled against the offensive smell.
‘Gushing taps. Chortling brooks. Waterfdls’

“Shut up, Char, you're not helping.’

‘Milky teaworks best in my experience,’ said Holdal.  Goes straight through me, especialy first thing
inthemorning.” For what it’ sworth, Holdall had contributed more than the others put together, thereby
confirming the view that Prodsnap had formed of him afew moments after they’ d first met. There was
now aholein the dragon’ s back left paw you could have hidden a cottage loaf in.

‘This;” George grunted, ‘is stupid. I’'m going to get the explosives’
Chardonay |ooked down at the smdl crater in the marble directly undernesth where he was standing.

‘Maybeyou'reright,” he conceded. ‘ Otherwise, we re going to be here dl night. And it doesn’t seem
like thereé’ smuch risk now of the horrid thing waking up.’

Prodsnap nodded. ‘* And what about the noise? he said.

‘Not that I'm arguing with you,” he added quickly, for it wasn't exactly awarm night and he was sure
he' d pulled amuscle. ‘But if there is anything we can do to keep the volume down, it’ d be worth the
effort. Something tellsme that passing it off asacar backfiring won't redlly do.’

‘Cover it with the blast shield and hope,” George replied. ‘In any case, so long as we don’t hang about
too long afterwards, abit of abang’ll be neither here nor there. Trust me, I’'m asaint.’

It didn’t take the seven of them long to get the explosive in position, and George made light work of
wiring up the detonators. Father Kelly, who hadn’t really been able to contribute to the previous attempt,



hel ped by passing George screwdrivers and, to the greet irritation of dl present, praying.
‘Okay, lads,’ said George, lifting the plunger. ‘ Firework time. Stand clear or prepareto fly.’
‘“Wheat the hdll do you goonsthink you' re doing with my statue?

George looked over his shoulder to see atall, angry-looking femae with her hands on her hipsand an
expres-sion on her face you could have built athriving yoghurt business around. He scowled.

‘Piss off, lady,” he snapped. Then he remembered.
‘“You!" Biancasad. ‘Right.’
Bear in mind that George was asaint and had been aknight. Saints and knights do not fight with

women. It'sunchivarous. More to the point, they generaly lose. Still holding the detonator box by the
handle, he started to back away.

‘Help!’ hesad.

Demons and the denizens of Hell, on the other hand, have no such scruples, particularly if they
outnumber the woman five to one. The demons advanced.

‘Madam,” said Chardonay, mister play-it-by-the-book, ‘1 have to inform you that we are duly
authorised law officersin the execution of our duty. If you obstruct us, you will be committing an offence
punishable by — oh shit!”

He had trodden on Slitgrind’ stail; alanky, unpleasant object, having alot in common with abanana
skin. He wobbled and tried to grab hold of the fiend next to him, but he was standing beside Holdall, four
foot onein hisstocking talons. Hishedsdid out from under him, and hefell —

— Heavily, against George, who was off-baance anyway trying to hide behind Snorkfrod. A moment
later, there was a confused heap of demons, and a click. George would have landed awkwardly, but the
plunger of the detonator box broke hisfall.

Therewasavery loud noise.

Chapter 8

Wheream 1?

Chubby smiled. ‘You're safe,” he said. ‘1 rescued you from certain death. Look upon me as your
persona knight in shining armour.” He checked himsdif. ‘ Let me rephrasethat,’” he said. * Y our guardian

angd.’
Y ou mean you' re out to get me?

Chubby sighed. There are times when you want to have the niceties of combat theology explained to
you, and there are other times when you just want to go to bed. ‘| mean,” he said, ‘| want to offer you a
job.

‘Wekilled him,” Chardonay said.
‘Apparently,” Georgereplied. ‘ Cdlsfor aceebration, | reckon. Hey, Padre, we got any bubbly?
‘But that was murder,” Chardonay replied uncomfort-ably. ‘Wasn't it?
‘Pegticide. Where the hell’ sthat bloody vicar got to with the drinkies?

“You'reasaint and you killed him. Without provocation. He was't setting fire to anything or egting
maidens, hewasjust Stting there’

‘Yeah,” George snarled, hisfeet up on the coffee table; size twelve Doc Martens resting on disused



Catholic Her-alds. ‘ Eating mein effigy. Charming. Anyway, bugger that. We re on the same Side,
remember.’

Chardonay shook hisheed. ‘1 till don't really buy that, he said. * That’ slike saying good and evil are
badcdly the samething.’

George, who had never been near auniversity common room bar in hislife but could nevertheless
sense the onset of one of those ghastly serious-conversations-about-the-meaning-of-Everything, got up
and opened the drinks cabinet with hisfoot. ‘Bollocks,” he said, knocking the top off a Guinness bottle
againg the mantelpiece. ‘ That' slike saying Accountsis the same as the Packing Department. They're
different, yes, but part of the samefirm.

‘Oh. I thought we were, you know, a war, sort of thing. Evil versus Good. In competition for the soul
of men.

‘Ligten, pillock. If Evil won, it'd become Good, like the opposition becomes the government.” He
glugged at the bottle until it was empty and dropped it in the fireplace. * Thought you were meant to be a
management trainee, son. Don’t they teach you boys anything?

Father Kely peered nervoudy round the door and whispered that he’ d got a bottle of champagne, if
that’ swhat they wanted. He looked nervous and semi-martyred; Terry Waitein his own home. Which
suited him fine, because athough he' d dways reckoned he' d have made a cracking hostage he spoke no
foreign languages and air travel gave him migraines. * And,” he added, ‘there sadevil in the washing
mechine’

‘That’ Il bethat Holdall,” George grunted. ‘1 told him to search the place, see where you're hiding the
good stuff.

‘Um.’ Father Kdly wasn't surewhat good meant any more, but from the context he guessed acohal.
‘Actudly,” hesaid, ‘1 haven't got any more. | can send out Mrs McNamaraif you—'

George made a scornful noise. ‘Y ou don't fool methat easily,” he said. ‘In my day, first thing your
priest did when he saw agang of saints on the horizon, he put al the grog in abucket and lowered it
down thewell. Always used to confess, though, specialy when wetold him we' d chuck him down after
it. That, he added stonily, ‘isahint.’

‘Actudly, | haven't got awdll.’

‘| canimprovise’

Father Kdly gulped and bolted. George listened after hisretreating footsteps and winked.

‘He Il be back in ten minutes with a couple of crates, you mark my words.” he said. ‘“Wherewas|?

‘Good and Evil!

‘Yeah. Them.” George yawned, siretched and kicked his shoes off. * All abit academic, redly. | mean,
what it all boilsdown tois, you see adragon, say, wandering about on your patch, you scrag it, job
done. What more d'you need to know, for Chrissakes? | mean, it's not exactly brain-bending stuff. Not

like your angels dancing on the head of apin— to which, in case you ever wondered, the answer issix,
unlessthey’ re doing the valeta, in which case eight. | don’t see what you' re making dl thisfuss about.’

Chardonay shrugged helplesdy. ‘I don't know,” he said. ‘Maybe I’m not right for thisline of work
after all. When | joined, | thought there’ d be something, you know, non--controversid | could do, like
keeping the books, doing budget forecasts, working out cost-efficiency ratios and caculating
depreciation of fixed assets on agtraight-line basis. Killing people...

George treated him to alook of contemptuous pity.

‘Wouldn’t do if we were dl the same, son. | mean, if we were then the likes of me couldn’t kick shit
out of thelikes of you, for sarters. Here,’ he added irritably, ‘thisisn't proper champagne, it’ sthat naff
Italian stuff. When that dozy parson gets back, I’ ve agood mind to pour therest of it down histrousers.



Onething | can't stand, it’s blagphemy.”’

‘What?
‘Grapes,” said Mike, smiling. ‘ Flowers. Women's maga-zines. | know you hate them al like the
plague, so I’m building up an environment you' |l be desperate to leave. That way, you'll get well faster.’

Biancatried to rub her eyes, but found she couldn’t, because her arm was cocooned in plaster and
hanging by awire from aframe above her head. ‘I'min hospitd, right? shesaid.

‘Huh.” Mike scowled. * Someone must havetold you.’
‘How did | get here?

“Y ou got blown up,” Mike replied through amouthful of grape-pulp. ‘ Along, I’m very sorry to haveto
tell you, with your statue. Note the singular, by the way. Therée s bits of marble dragon scattered about as
far as Henley-in-Arden, but no Saint George. They're saying it’ sthe animd rightslot.’

Suddenly there was something solid and awkward in Bianca' sthroat; possibly abit of dragon
shrapnd. ‘ The statue’ s— gone, then?

Mike nodded. ‘ All the king’ s horses are reported to have packed it in asalost cause,” hereplied. *All
theking' smen are dill at it, but only because they're paid hourly. If it' sany consolation, you'rein dl the
papers and there’ sa guy from Celebrity Squares in the waiting room right now.’

What with the plaster and the wires, Bianca couldn’t sink back into the pillows with a hollow groan, so
she did the next best thing and swore e oquently. Mike agreed that it was a pity.

‘A pity? They murdered the— my statue, and you say it'sapity?

‘These things happen. Isthere anything dse you're particularly dlergic to that | can bringin? | seemto
remember you can’t stand chrysanthemums, but they’ d sold out at the kiosk, so | got daffsinstead.’

‘Mike’

‘Yes?

‘Go away.’

‘| thought you' d say that,” Mike said, and | eft.

The dragon looked down, then back over his shoulder. Cautioudy, he spread hiswings and folded them
again. Findly, he breathed out the tiniest, finest plume of flame he could manage, so asnot to incinerate
the extremely plush office he was gpparently sittingin.

‘All present and correct,” Chubby said. ‘ Actualy, in al the panic we knocked off atoe, but we put it
back on with Araldite as soon aswe got here and it seemsto have taken okay. Grateful 7

The dragon nodded. ‘ Extremdy,” hesaid. ‘| had the distinct impresson | wasdying. | wasin this
restaurant, and then | wasin the square again, insde the satue. | thought—'

‘They tried to blow you up,” Chubby replied. ‘1 got there just as afat bloke with a moustache tripped
over hisfeet and fell on the plunger. A sixth of asecond later and dl you' d have been fit for would have
been lining the bottom of goldfish bowls’

The dragon narrowed his eyes. * So what happened? he said. ‘What did you do?

Chubby shrugged modestly and folded hishandsin hislap. ‘ A sixth of asecond can be avery long
time,” he said, ‘especidly if you boost another twelve hoursinto it using astate-of-the-art Kawaguchiya
Heavy Industries Tempord Jack.” He grinned. * At $3,000,000 per hour plus hire of plant and
equipment, you owe me plenty, but we' Il sort that out later. Anyway, during that time we winched your
statue up off the deck and into the cargo bay of the big Sikorsky, substituted abig chunk of solid marble,



and legged it. That way, when the fireworks started, there were plenty of bits of flying rock to make them
think they’ d succeeded. To them, of course, the sixth of asecond lasted a sixth of a second, thanksto
the KHI jack and aquick whip round with the soldering iron. Nest, yes?

‘Rather. I’'m impressed. It was very good thinking.’

‘Yes,' said Chubby, ‘well. Some of usdon’t go dl to piecesat thefirst sign of trouble. And now, here
you are, safe and sound. And, | sincerely hope, desperately anxiousto try and repay the colossa debt of
gratitude, ditto money, you now owe me. Correct?

The dragon nodded. ‘Y ou said something about ajob.’

‘Ahyes. Twojobs, redly. Both of them right up your adley. Can | get you adrink, by theway?1’ve
got four-gtar, diesd, aviation fue or ethanol, and | think there sadrop of turps|eft over from the
Christmas party.’

The dragon asked for alarge ethanol, straight, no cherry. ‘ Two jobs,” he repeated. * Connected?
‘Sort of,” Chubby replied. ‘One, | want you to fry me some devils. Two, | — Don’t touch that!’

Hewastoo late. The dragon, aborn fidget, had let his claws drift across the keyboard of the obsolete
old PCW. The screen started to glow.

‘Sorry,” the dragon said. * Oh look, it'sgone dl green.’
Your wishismy — Well, hello, Fred.

The dragon blinked. ‘ Nosher?

Fred, mate, it’s great to see you again. Nice ouitfit.

‘Likewise.” Thedragon grinned, and only just managed to restrain asigh of pleasure that would have
melted the side off the building. * It s been along time, Nosher. What, three thousand years?

Easily that. How' ve you been keeping?
‘Well,” the dragon replied, ‘most of thetime I’ ve been dead, though I’ m better now. And yourself?

Chubby, hiseyesround astennis bdls, could contain himself no longer. ‘Nosher? he demanded.
“Your nameis Nosher?’

Zagranosz. And thisis my old friend Fredegundar. We go way back.

‘| trust, said Chubby hitterly, ‘that none of this great-to-see-you-heard-from-Betsy-lately stuffs going
on my account. | mean, | don’'t mind soul-destroying work, but college reunions—'

On the house. He worries, you know.

The dragon nodded. ‘Weird sort of abloke,” he agreed, ‘ athough he did just save me from getting
blown up. And now he wants me to go torching demons.’

Ah.
The dragon blinked. *Y ou know about this?
Well, yes. Of course, | never guessed the dragon’d turn out to be you.

Confused, and fedling asleft out as an empty milk bottle, Chubby finished off the dragon’ s ethanol and
wiped his mouth on hisdeeve. *You guys,’ hesaid. ‘It'sno good, I’ ve got to know. Where do you two
know each other from?

The dragon turned his head and smiled. * Sunday school,” he said.

Drop apebblein the sea off Brighton and the rippleswill eventualy reach California Likewise, blow up a
gatuein Birmingham and you risk garting arevolution.

A lot depends, of course, on the quality of the statue, because only the very best statues have the



potentia to be squatted in by unquiet spirits. The word unquiet, by the way, has been chosen with great
care.

The sound wavestravelled fastest, of course; followed by the shock of air suddenly and violently
displaced, in turn hotly pursued by microscopic fragments of dust and debris. The sound and the air
dissipated themsalves soon enough, but the dust floated on, carried on thewindsfar over the English
Channel, south-east across France and down into Italy. Most of it fell by the wayside, to be whisked
away by conscientious housewives or ploughed under; but one stray particle happened to drift into the
great and glorious Academy Gallery in the city of Horence, where they keep possibly the most famous
gatue in the world — Michadlangelo’'s David.

Imagine that there’ sawee video cameramounted on the back of this dust particle— impossible, of
course; even the latest twelfth-generation sat-grain-sized Kawaguchiya Optica Industries P7640 would
be far too big and heavy — and you’ re watching the city comeinto focus as the particle beginsits
unhurried descent. Now we' re directly over the Piazzale Michdangel o, where the coaches park for a
good gawp and anice lolly; we can see the khaki mgjesty of theriver Arno, the Fonte Vecchio with its
bareback shops, the grim tower of the Bargello, the egg-headed Duomo. Here is the square horseshoe of
the Academy. Hereis an open window, saving us4,000 lire entrance fee. And here is the statue.

It sands at the end of agdlery, in an adcove shaped like haf an Easter egg. No miniature, this; twelve
feet from curly hair to imperioustoe, leaning dightly backwards, weight on hisright foot, one hand by his
side and the other holding what looks uncommonly like asock over hisleft shoulder. There are those
who'll tell you his head and hands are too big, out of proportion to the rest of him; that his hair lookslike
an old woolly mop head, falen on the unsuspect-ing youth from agreat height. Be that asit may, the
consensus of civilised opinion holdsthat you are in the presence of transcendent genius, so betold.

Thegrain of dust flittered casually down and settled on David' s nose.
He sneezed.

‘Nngr,” he mumbled, the way you do after areal corker of asneeze. Absent-mindedly, he moved to
wipe his nose with the thing that looks like a sock and found he couldn’t. Shit, he thought, my arm'’s
stuck.

Also, he observed, horrified, there sawhole gaggle of people over there staring at me and | haven't
got any clothes on.

Not ahappy state of affairs for awell-brought-up twelve-footer who can’t move. My God, he asked
himsalf, how long have | been herelikethis? | can’t remember. Infact, | can’t remember anything. |
must have been in aterrible accident, which left me completely pardysed and amnesiac. Oh God!

Except, thetrain of thought chuntered on, blowing its whistle and dowing down while acow crossed
theline, if I'd just had aterrible accident, surely I’ d bein ahospital with nurses and lots of bits of tube
sticking out of me, rather than standing in thisvery public place, stark naked. So just what isgoing on
here?

‘Hello,” saidthegrain of dugt.

It spoke quietly, in statue language. Don't, by the way, rush out and try and buy the Linguaphone tape
because thereisn’t one, not evenin HMV. And even if there was, atwelve-year-old child would be a
hundred and six before he’' d got asfar as What are you called? My name is John, because statue
language takes along time to learn and dmost aslong to say.

‘Hello, David replied, puzzled. ‘Where are you?

‘On the end of your nose. There' s ever such agood view from up here’

David fdt his nose begin to itch again. * Okay. What are you?

‘I'mabit of dust from Birmingham. It’ snicer here than Birmingham. What’ syour name?



‘l don’'t know,” David confessed. ‘1 don’t think | know anything before you landed on my nose. It was
you, wasn't it?

‘Sorry about that. | just sort of drifted, if you know what | mean.’

How the hell, David wondered, can you itch if you' reimmobile?‘Look,” he said, ‘can you tell me
what’ sgoing on? For astart, why can't | move?

‘You'readtatue.’
‘Don’'t bethick, statues are dead. | mean, not dive. Inanimate’’

‘Oh arethey, now?Wdll, I’ ve got news for you, buster. Not only are some statues dlive, they aso
walk about and talk and do al sorts of things. | guess,” the dust mused, ‘it’sal ameatter of casting off
crippling socid stereotypes and unlocking your full potentid.’

‘How do you know?

‘Because,’ the dust replied smugly, ‘I’ ve seenit, that' swhy. Where I’ ve just come from, there was
this enormous big statue of adragon. Alive as anything, it was. Until they blew it up, of course’

‘What!”

‘With dynamite, or something. Well, they tried to, anyway. At the last moment someone swapped me
forit, meas| was, that is. | was bigger then.’

If David had had skin, it'd have goose pimpled. ‘ They blew up astatue because it was dive? he
demanded nervoudy.

‘I suppose so. Can't see why e se they’ d want to do athing like that, can you? | mean, statues aren’t
chegp, you don't just go around blasting them to smithereens because you quite fancy turning the
vegetable patch into arockery.’

‘Good God.” David glanced out of the corner of his eye at the knot of people at the end of the gallery.
They were quite definitely staring at him. Had they guessed?‘ Thisisterrible. | must get out of here at
once.’

‘Go on then.’

‘| can’t. My bitsdon’t work. Oh Chrigt, there' saguy over there with some sort of box, do you think..

‘The other statue seemed to manage okay. Y ou can't be doing it right.’

David tried again; dill nothing. ‘Al right,” he said, ‘if you' re so clever, how do you do this movement
stuff? | assumed it just sort of happened when you wanted it to.’

‘Search me;” replied the dust particle. ‘1 think it's something to do with the central nervous system.
Y ou got one of those?

‘“How should | know? Y ou think I’ ve got a zip somewhere | can undo and take a peek? Besides, even
if I didl wouldn't be ableto useit.’

A gang of humans, al women, led by abig loud-voiced specimen with an umbrella, werewaking
down the gdlery towards him. Thisisit, hetold himsdf, the lynch mob. Well, having my entirelifeflash
before my eyesisn't going to be a problem, because the ruddy thing’s only lasted about two minutes. On
the other hand, there’ snot much of it I d really want to seetwice.

‘All right,” said thedust particle. ‘ Try fdling over.’

‘What?

‘Look down. Fed giddy. Y ou'relosing your baance. Y ou' re teetering. Y ou'regoing to fal. Look
out!’

The statue staggered, clutched at thin air, wobbled backwards and forwards for a split second and fell
off its plinth with acrash. If people had been staring before, it was peanuts compared to the way they



were staring now.
‘Hell’ steeth,” groaned the statue. ‘1 banged my head.’
‘Worked, though, didn’t it? Come on.’

Without knowing how, or what it was he’ d done to bring it about, David found himself scrambling to
hisfeet, jely-legged asanewborn calf. He remembered something, scooped up the thing that looked like
asock, and held it with both hands over hisgroin.

‘Which way? hehissed. *Quick!’

But there was no reply. He must, he redlised, have displaced the speck of dust, hisonly friend and
guideinthisterrible, unfamiliar, murderous world. He whimpered and began to back away until the wall
stopped him. At the firgt touch of something cold on his bare shoul der-blades he squeded like ascaded
pig, jumped in the air and dropped the sock. Then he grabbed it again and looked for an exit.

Therewasn't one. The only way out was through, or over, the lynch mob. Just as he wastoying with
theideaof crouching down behind the plinth and hoping they’ d overlook him, avagrant thought hit him
and exploded in hisbrain like arocket.

Hey, he said to himsdlf. I'm bigger than them.

Six floors below, in the gallery’ s engine room, a breathless guard burst in through the door marked
VIETATO INTRARI PERICOLO DI MORTI and dithered to ahalt in front of abroad mahogany
desk.

‘Chief! Chief!l’” he panted. * It sthe David, it'scometofrigging lifel’

Behind the desk, alarge, stocky man with very hairy arms stubbed out a cigarette.
‘Ohbals,’ hesighed. ‘Not another one.’

‘Honestly, Chief, straight up, | saw it with my own — What do you mean, another one?

The Chief stood up and unlocked a stedl cabinet behind him. Y ou haven't been herelong, have you,
on?

‘Six months, Chief. Y ou mean to say it's—?

‘On average,’ the Chief replied, opening the cabinet door, ‘ once every five years or so. Lately though,
there’' s been apoxy epidemic. Here, catch hold of this’

Into the guard' s quivering hands the Chief pressed a big tranquilliser gun and abandolier of darts. For
his part, he chose a dide-action M ossberg twelve-gauge, a pocketful of armour-piercing dugsand a
geologist’shammer. Findly, atin hat each, goggles and atorch.

‘The David, you say?

‘Yes, Chief.

‘Fuck. It'sadways the thoroughbreds. Anonymous figure of unknown man, late fifteenth-century
Venetian schoal, never get awhisper out of them. Right, let’sgo.’

The Chief walked so fast that the guard was hard pressed to keep up with him. *What we gonna do,
Chief? he gasped.

‘Well." The Chief shrugged. * Sometimes, a couple of deepy-darts knock ‘em out cold, and then dl we
haveto do isdrill out their brainsand fill up with quick-drying resin. Other times,” he added grimly,
jacking around into the breech of the shotgun, ‘we have to get abit more serious!’

‘Serious?

The Chief nodded. ‘How d'you think the Venus de Milo got that way, son? Resisting arrest? Had a
bad fdl in her cdl? Act your age’



When they got to the gdlery, it had already been roped off and the doors were shut. Two-way radios
crackled and white-faced guards stepped back to let the Chief through.

‘Any movement? he demanded.

A guard nodded. ‘ It chased dl thevisitorsout,” he said, ‘threw a couple of glass cases at them. We' ve
seded dl the exits soit’ s not going anywhere, but it lookslikeit'sin amean mood.’

The Chief grimaced. ‘We'll see about that. There' sno room for frigging wild men in my museum.
Okay, goingin!’

He applied his boot to the door, which opened inwards. A fraction of asecond later, his knife-edge

reflexes pro-peled him backwards, just in time to avoid an airborne bronze bust, which would have
reduced him to the con-sistency of strawberry jam had it connected. He dammed the door quickly.

‘Fuck me’ hesaid, ‘it'sgone bloody berserk. Of course, doesn't help that it s one of theredlly big
buggers. Y ou get thirteenth-century Sienese ivory miniatures running about the place, al it takesisfive
minutes and a tiff broom.” He hesitated, then turned to the head porter.

‘Get meabullhorn,” he ordered. * Evacuate the museum, then get on the red phone to the army,
Specid Art Service. Tdl ‘em unlessthey get their bumsin gear, it' [l be the Wallace Collection dl over

agan.
When the bullhorn came, the Chief tested it to make sure it worked; then, using abroom handle, he
poked the door open a crack and waited. Nothing.

‘“Youinthegallery! he shouted. ‘ Come out with your hands up and nobody’ s gonna get broken. Y ou
hear me?

Slence

“You'vegoat till ten to give yoursdf up, then we comein. One’

‘Hey!"

A high-pitched voice, the Chief noted, ear-splittingly sonorous but basically reedy and terrified. But

those are often the most dangerous. His mind went back to the early days, the time he'd had to talk
down the Elgin Marbles. Maybe, he said to himsdlf, I'm getting too old for all this.

‘I hear you,” hereplied.

‘I’ve got the Pieta, Saint Matthew and abig bimbo provisiondly attributed to Giovanni Bellini,
yelled thevoice. ‘ Y ou comein here and they dl get it. Understood?

‘Loud and clear, son, loud and clear.” He frowned and switched off theloudhailer. ‘Wasit just the
David,” he asked, ‘or were any of therest of them at it aswell?

‘Not that | saw, Chief,’ replied the guard. ‘ Just the big guy.’

“Hmm.” The Chief rubbed his chin. * Thought you said he was acting confused, like he didn’t know
what was going on.’

‘Looked like that to me, Chief.’

“Yeah. Only now he sounds like he' s pretty well clued up. Like, the big bimbo, | mean the Venus di

San Lorenzo, theattribution to Bellini was only inlast month’s Fine Art Yearbook. Somebody’sin there
withhim.

“You on the outside!’

The Chief ducked down. Behind him, thin young men with wavy hair, black slk Giorgio Armani
jump-suits, Gucci baaclavas and bazookas were filing noiseesdly into the corridor. The Chief waved
them into position and switched on the bullhorn.

‘Recelving you, over.’



‘Here sthe ded—

‘Different voice,” muttered the head porter.

‘Yeah, replied the Chief. * Shuttup.’

‘Here sthe dedl. We want no guns, no police, no army. Have a Sikorski arfreighter in the Piazzain

thirty minutes. We want ten million dollarsin uncut diamonds, clearanceto land in Tripoli and afree
pardon. Do as we say and the rockswalk.’

‘Actudly,” interrupted another voice. (‘ That’shim.’
‘Who?

‘David.’

Y eah. Shuttup.’)

‘Actudly,” said the second voice, ‘they don't. Do they? And anyway, haven't you got to fal over
firg?

This exchange was followed by severa seconds of heated whispering, which the Chief couldn’t quite
catch. By thetime they’ d brought up the boom mikes, the debate had ended.

‘Okay, guys,’ muttered the Chief, ‘ here' sthe plan. Y ou boys go round the side, abseil in through the
skylight. Use smoke grenades and thunderflashes. Y ou six come with me, in through the door. I'll cover
the David, you take out the other sucker, whoever the fuck heis. Remember,” he added gravely,
thinking of the high velocity bronze bugt, ‘they’ re presumed armed—

‘Bugted.’

‘—Busted and dangerous, S0 if there' sany hint of trouble, get your shot in first and let the guyswith
the dustpans and glue sort it out later. Ready?

Twelve baaclava d heads nodded.
‘Right then. On my command.’

It was agrand spectacle, if you like that sort of thing. Crash! went the glassroof. Whoosh! went the
smoke bombs. BANG! went the stun grenades. Crunch! went the big oak doors. Boom! went the
bazookas, reducing to fine-grain rubble two haf-length statues of congtipated-looking god-desses, no
loss by anybody’ s standards, and a somewhat |ess than genuine della Robbiarood screen which had
been athorn in the gdllery’ s Side ever since someone had noticed the words Made In Pakistan From
Sustainable Hardwoods chisglled round the back.

And Oh shit, wher€e ve they gone? went the Chief, standing gobsmacked by two empty pedestals.
The birds had, apparently, flown.

In the confusion, nobody noticed that the commando squad had, apparently, recruited two new
members during the course of the attack; onetall, athletic-looking specimen, rather unsteady on his feet,
and one short, bandy-legged example given to lurking in shadows. While the gdlery was il full of
smoke, shouting and the joyous sound of hobnailed boot on irreplaceable artefact, these two new recruits
dipped quietly past the guards, down the corridor and, having shed their masks and swiped a couple of
overcoats from the cleaners' room, out into the street.

‘Yol exclaimed the shorter of the two, punching theair. ‘“We madeit!’

‘Yes, Davidreplied. ‘Didn't wejust.” He stopped and looked at his companion, and a puzzled look
swept across hisface. ‘ Excuse me!’

‘Yeah?
‘Who are you?

Chapter 9



W hat the fuck do you mean,” George screamed into the telephone, ‘ not arrived?

‘I mean, replied the arrivalsclerk at Hell Central, ‘it has't arrived yet. If it had arrived, it'd be on the
manifest. Anditisn't’

‘You sure?

It wasn't astupendoudy good line— think what it had to go through to get there— but George could
gl hear the long intake of bresth, the sound of someone who spends her working life with aphonein her
ear, suffering fools.

‘Sir; shesad, ‘if we'd just taken delivery of adragon, | think we' d have noticed. They are rather
didinctive’

George used hisleft hand to push hislower jaw, which had dropped somewhat, back into position.
‘Areyoutrying to tell me,” he demanded, ‘that the fucker’ s gone to the other place?

‘| can check that for you if you'd likemeto.’

‘“What? Oh, yeah. Please.’

‘Hold theline’

Chardonay, leaning over George' s shoulder, mouthed the question; What’ s wrong?

‘Some admin bals-up,” George replied, hishand over the mouthpiece. * Nothing to worry about —
Oh, helo. Well?

‘Not there, Sir. I’'m sorry.’
George had gone ever such afunny colour. ‘Y ou can’t have checked properly, you stupid cow!’

‘I'm not acow, gr,” replied the clerk, icily. ‘I am, in fact, haf-human, half-goat, with the claws of an
eagleand—

‘All right. Thank you.” George let the receiver click back ontoits cradle. A moment later, Father Kelly
(who' d been ligtening in on the extension, stopwatch in hand, with aforlorn hope of claiming the cost of
the call back on expenses; if Rome sold the Michaglangel os and a couple of the Raphaels, it' d sure make
aholeinit...) did the same, and then sat for thirty seconds or so as still as a gatepodt.

He'djust been ligtening to Hell...
And they sounded just like us...

George, meanwhile, was making afrantic search of hismenta card-index to find some way of
bresking the news. ‘Boys,’ hesaid, ‘it'slikethis’

‘Yeah? Prodsnap replied eagerly. ‘When do we go home?

‘Er. Soon.’

‘Gresat. How soon?

‘Just assoon...” No tactful way to say this. ‘ As soon aswe' ve killed that goddamn dragon.’

Let'sjust pause awhileto nail afase, mideading anti-feminist maxim. It snot true that Hell hath no
fury like awoman scorned. Scorned women are Mother Theresa on her birthday compared to demons
duped. Or thinking they’ ve been duped.

‘Told you!” Slitgrind crowed triumphantly. ‘ Told you no evil’d come of co-operating with the enemy.
Crafty little angd got usto do hisdirty work for him and then goes and welcheson us. Typica!’

‘Now hang on aminute, Chardonay started to say, leaning forward and giving George a stern |ook;
but he never got the chance to finish his sentence, because a split second later, Snorkfrod whizzed past
him, making adirect course for George sthroat. Fortunately for George, she dipped on an empty



Guinness bottle and ended up gSitting in the cod scuttle, making the most ferocious noises. For his part,
George took advantage of the brief lull to get agood, solid utility Chesterfield between himsdf and the
scionsof Hell.

‘All right,” he said, as soothingly as he could. * Just cdlm down a second while | explain.’

Snorkfrod, having extracted herself from the scuttle, tensed for another spring, but Chardonay’s
gesture restrai-ned her. She remained crouched and ready to go, growling ominoudly.

‘We d better hear what he'sgot to say,” Chardonay advised. ‘ There may be a perfectly reasonable
explanation.’

George nodded like afrightened metronome. ‘ Thereis,” he said. ‘Look, we blew the statue up, but
obvioudy wedidn’t kill the dragon. God only knows how, but the little toe-rag somehow managed to
clear off at thelast minute’

‘So?

‘So,” Georgereplied, ‘the origina plan holds good. Kill the dragon and there' s your passport home.
It'sjust that it’ s not going to be quite so patheticaly smple aswe originally thought it would be’

There were snarls and grumbles as the logic soaked in, creosote-fashion. Chardonay rubbed his chin.

‘All right,” he said. ‘But how do we find him? That’ sgoing to be the problem, isn't it?

George dlowed himsdlf the luxury of afresh lungful of air. * Shouldn't betoo hard,” he said airily. ‘I
mean, the sucker’s an enormous green flying lizard. Y ou can't kegp something like that secret for very
long. And besides,” he continued, ‘ we have something he' s bound to come back for. Y ou know,
irresgible bait.’

‘Yeah? What?

George beamed. ‘Us!’

So they waited.

True, thelast thing they wanted to do was make themselves harder than necessary to find; on the other
hand, they had to be practical. Thelast thing any of them wanted was a nasty theologicd incident, such as
might be caused by the discovery that asaint and five devils were wandering around loose in the
twentieth century, where they had no businessto be. A certain measure of discretion was called for if
there wasn't going to be amassive row, severing of supernaturd relations, tit-for-tat expulsonsand a
gpate of filmswith nameslike Demons VI and Return of the Saint.

There was as0 one further practicality to be borne in mind, one whose importance grew steadily as
the days passed.

‘I can't stick this sodding place asecond longer,” Slitgrind growled, putting the problem nestly into
words. ‘It s bad enough being cooped up here with that pillock Chardonay and that murderoustart of his
without that frigging saint and hiswet sock of apriest.’

‘I know,” Prodsnap replied quietly. In his case, he could hack Chardonay and Snorkfrod; with an
effort and an advance on the next thousand years' self-control ration he could even put up with George
and Father Kely (who had taken to carrying abell and a candle round with him and reading abook
while he did the washing up). What he couldn’t stand another day of was Slitgrind.

‘I quitelikeit here, said Holdall. On the second day, he' d discovered televised snooker and was
addicted. It wasn't that they didn’t have it back home, it was just that it was reserved for asmall group of
very, very specid customers.

‘Look,” Prodsnap said, ‘badicdlly it’'svery smple. We' ve got to get out of here beforewe dl gart
climbing the walls. On the other hand, we can't go very far, or the bloody dragon won’'t know whereto



look for us.’

‘That’ syour ideaof smple, isit? Sitgrind jeered. ‘What d'you do for an intellectual chalenge, bend
spoons?

‘Basically,” Prodsnap repeated coldly, ‘ very smple. What we need,” he went on confidently, ‘isa
miracle’

For the record, he' d got the technical term nearly but not quite right. What he meant was aMiracle
Pay, one of those rambling medieva verse dramasthat have somehow e uded five hundred years of
supposed good taste, and which get put on from time to time by over-enthusiastic amateurs, itinerant
V olkswagen-camper-propelled bands of actors who aren’t so much the fringe as the frayed hem, and the
Nationa Thestre. Stood up on astage in a Scout hut or church hall somewhere, Saint George, five
demons and a priest in a cotton-wool beard calling himsalf God wouldn't look too badly out of place; or
at least no more than isusua under the circumstances.

‘The point being,” Prodsnap explained to hisfellow sufferers, ‘we can bumble round in avan or
something and nobody’ s going to take ablind bit of notice. But if Chummy redlly isout there looking for
us, then aload of posterswith SAINT GEORGE AND THE DRAGON all over them ought at least to
catch the bugger’ s attention.’

It went to the vote— five in favour, two (guess which) againgt. Carried. That, Chardonay explained
naively, was democracy in action. He was puzzled dightly by the response he got to that, each sde
claiming that they knew al about democracy, and that it was adirty trick developed by the Opposition
which they had taken over and skilfully converted to peaceful, beneficid uses. In any event, the ultimate
consensus ran, we' ve made a decision now; let’s do something. That, however, isasfar as the consensus
went.

Proximity, however, is as great anegotiator astimeisaheder. Forty-eight hours of each others
company in ardatively smal house managed to achieve what athousand diplomats, with trandators, fax
machines and awarehouse-ful of heat’ n’ serve Embassy function cangpés would have taken six monthsto
obfuscate. Father Kelly got abook of miracle plays out of the library and spent abusy afternoonin the
Diocesan office playing with the photocopier whilethe girls' backs were turned. George hotwired an old
Bedford van.

The show hit the road.

‘Who areyou? David repesated.

Being number one on the Italian police sMost Wanted list isn't as much hasde asit soundsiif they’re
looking for atwelve-foot-high nude statue, and you' re actualy six foot one and wearing jeans, a standard
tourist issue aertex shirt and trainers. To be on the safe side, however, David was aso wearing
sunglasses, and it had cost his companion dearly in both time and eloguence to dissuade him from buying
afasebeard.

‘Me? Oh, that’ s not important.’

Context, not to mention the manner in which the words were spoken, belied this remark to such an
extent that David risked raising his voice— he'd been talking in what hefondly believed wasa
conspiratoria whisper ever sncethey’ d broken out of the museum, and kindly old ladies kept offering
him cough sweets— as he indsted on a straight answer. His companion shrugged.

‘My name' sKurt,” hesaid. ‘| used to be asoldier of fortune. What' s that word you guys got?
Condottiere. That wasme.’

‘Used to be? Was?

‘Yeah.” Kurt nodded. ‘I’'m dead. Or | was. Jeez, thisis confusing. Okay, | used to be dive, then |
was dead for awhile, only not properly dead. There were reasons at thetime.’



David wrinkled his classicdly perfect brow. ‘Y ou didn’t die thoroughly enough? he hazarded.
‘ Skimped on the actual expiry?

‘Something like that. A steam engine dropped on me. But that,” he added, fending off any request for
amplification with an e oquent waft of afinger, ‘doesn't redly matter. Before | died, or did whatever |
did, | used to be abounty hunter. And amercenary,” he added with pride, ‘and a contract killer, and all
that sort of stuff. Man, | wasthe best.” Hefrowned. ‘Maybe | still am, | dunno. | mean, am | still me,
bearing in mind that thisain’t actudly my body? In fact, | don’t have a clue whose body thisis’ He
cranked the frown over into ascowl and finished his coffee. ‘ The hdl with it, anyway. The relevant parts
are, | used to be a condottiere, then | was dead, then | think | was some kinda statue for a short while,
and now I'm—" He glanced down & hisarms, his expression implying that they weren’t quite agood fit
‘— whoever the hell thisis’ He glowered accusingly a David. ‘Man, thisisyour fault, you started this
crazy subject.’

‘Sorry.

Kurt waved his apology asde. ‘No worries,” he said, and considered for amoment. ‘1 think what
happened to me was—’

In actud fact, Kurt’ s version was so completely wide of the mark asto be at right anglesto it, and will
therefore be suppressed in theinterests of clarity. Thetruth isthat, during hislifetime, an acute
merchandising concern cashed in on his extreme notoriety by marketing the Kurt Lund-qvist All Action
Doll — $15.99 for the basic doll, uniforms and accessories extra, for complete list write Jotgpian
Industries, PO Box 666, Kansas City. Some time after his death, an unknown hand had smuggled one of
these |oathsome plastic objectsinto the Florence Academy and left it in adark corner, ignoring the risk
that agpeck of stray dust from far-distant Birmingham might float in through an open window one sunny
day and land on it.

‘| see” David lied. ‘How fascinating. So,” he went on, Sipping his glass of water. *What happens
now?

Kurt shrugged. ‘I got ajob to do,” hereplied. Y ou can tag along, | guess, or you can split. Up to
you.’

‘Split? David looked down to check hewas still in one piece. ‘Y ou mean these body things tear
eadly, or some-thing? That’ s another thing. How did we stop being statues and start being, um, people?

‘Search me.” Kurt shook his head. ‘It just kinda happens— | guess. Y ou can either stay in your
statue, or you can bug out and wander around in the skin suit. Who cares how it works so long asiit
works?

That, David conceded, wasn't something you could reasonably argue with. Asfar ashe was
concerned, he wasliving on borrowed time, athough who he was borrowing it from, and whether they'd
eventualy want it back, wasfar from clear.

‘Thisjob,” he said tentetively.

‘Bigjob,” replied Kurt with an expansive gesture, which a passing waiter took to be arequest for the
bill. * So important, | guess, they had to bring me back from the dead to do it.” He grinned. ‘Hey,” he
said, ‘that kinda suggests| still am the best, doesn’t it? That’ s good to know.’

‘Thejob.

‘“What? Oh, yeah. Thejob s, to bring out the hostages.’

David raised an eyebrow. ‘ Hostages?

‘Okay, so they aren't actudly hostages. More like key figures. And figurines, too. Theideais, there's
alot of important statues gonna get...” Kurt hesitated, searching for the right word. ‘Woken up, | guess.
Liberated. Occu-pied. Possessed. Anyway, my part is, as soon asthey wake up | gottaget ‘em out of
wherever they’re a and turn ‘ em loose. Tough assgnment, yes?



‘Very.” David nodded emphaticdly. ‘Have you any ideawhy?

‘Me? No way. Thefirst thing you learn in thisbusinessis not to ask questions. Well, you gotta ask
some questions, like Which guy’ s the one needs wasting? and Wher €' s the goddamn safety catch on
this thing? But gpart from that, no questions. Especialy no questions beginning with Why?’

‘Um.” David looked at him through a purported smile. The man’s stark staring mad, he told himself.
‘Well, thanksfor thejob offer, I'll giveit someredly serious thought. In the meantime, any ideawhat I'm
supposed to do next?

Kurt shrugged. ‘Not in my brief, pal. Maybe you got adestiny to manifest, in which case go for it, do
well; Or maybe you should just get ajob in asandwich bar somewhere and live semi-happily ever after,
like regular people do. None of my goddamn business, either way.’

‘Quite’
‘The other part of thejobis,” Kurt went on, ‘1 gottakill adragon.’

There are quite afew differences between statues and people. Biancawas learning about them.

A few examples. Statues are beautiful. When a statue gets broken, you can glue back the bitswith
epoxy resin, rather than hang about waiting for bonesto knit. Likewise, if you attempted to sSign your
name on the plaster cast of the Winged Victory, the next thing you’ d see would be the pavement rushing
up to mest you.

The key difference, however, and the one which made Biancaredise just how lucky statues are,
wasn't something that had immediately sprung to mind. She had learned it by long, bitter experience.

To wit: true, both statues and humansin hospita get people coming to see them. Statues, however,
don't get talked to.

‘No, Auntie,” Biancasaid, for the nineteenth time. * Thank you,” she added, quickly but not quickly
enough. When Aunt Jane went visiting, umbrage futures soared. By now, Bianca reckoned, Aunt Jane
must have enough umbrage to start her own international bourse.

‘Suit yoursdlf, dear,” Aunt Jane replied, in avoice Biancawould have found useful for putting an edge
on blunt chisdls. * Only trying to help. I'll leave them here anyway.” Sigh. * Y ou don’'t have to read them if
you don’'t want to.’

Exhibit One; astack of women’s magazines, late 1980s vintage. Recipes. Knitting patterns. Adviceto
the frustrated and the suicida. Two of the three were unlikely to be much useto agirl intraction, but she
was getting to the stage where she was quite interested in the third.

‘It svery thoughtful of you,” Biancasaid. Who was the kid whose nose grew when hetold lies? Much
more of thisand she’'d make Cyrano look like an Eskimo. ‘| really appreciateit. You'revery kind.’

Aunt Jan€ slipstwitched in atiny sneerlet. Gratitude fell into her without any perceptible effect, like
matter into ablack hole. “Wdl,” shesaid, ‘1 suppose I’ d better be going, your uncl€ |l be wanting histea.
I’ll try to comein tomorrow, though it'll mean missing Weightwatchers. I'll seeif | can find you some
more thingsto read.’

As Aunt Jane waddled doorwards, Bianca resisted the urge to wish her a nasty accident. She meant
well. Moreto the point, if she had anasty accident, she' d probably end up in the next bed.

The sad part about it was, Bianca knew, that in an hour or so, try as she might, she’ d pick up one of
those damned magazines and start to read. She' d dready read al her own books — ever since school
she’ d been one of those people who zooms through printed pages like motorbikes through traffic— and
there was nothing, absolutely nothing, elseto do. If the loathsome things weren't there, of course, she
couldn’t read them. But since they were, she could. And, inductably as Deeth, she would.

Thistime, she lasted forty-seven minutes and was just congratulating herself on consummeate willpower



when she redlised that her usable hand had dithered treacheroudly and nipped a glossy from the pile. Ah
well, she assured her soul, | tried. She brought the thing up on top of the sheet and openediit.

Thinking it through afterwards, she worked out how it must have happened. Aunt Jane obtained her
supplies of obsolescent opium-of -the-femal e-masses from the waiting room of the doctors surgery
where she worked as recep-tionist (exceptiondly effective in reducing waiting times; you had to be
practicaly dying to want to make an gppointment). From time to time, waiting rooms and other smilarly
depressing public places get |eafleted by the keen and eager — bring and buys, craft fairs, save our
derdlict and unwanted civic amenities and, of course, the amateur dramatics fiends. Easy enough to
scoop up afew gtray fliers dong with the pulp.

The playbill infront of her read asfollows.

FOR THREE NIGHTSONLY!

H & H Thespians present —
SAINT GEORGE AND THE DRAGON
ORIGINAL CAST!

JULY 17,18, 19
Sadley Grange Civic Centre
Tickets £2 at the door.

Reaction one: now there’ sacoincidence.
Reaction two: coincidence my foot...
Reaction three: ... whichisin plaster. Damn!

Original cast? Surely not. One key player, she knew, was unavailable due to indisposition caused by
having been blasted to smithereens.

Unless...

Hey! Cam down, Bianca, think it through. Just suppose for one moment that blowing up the statue
hadn’t actualy killed the dragon. Now, then; whoever wanted him dead — answers on a postcard,
please— presumably would want to try again. First, however, catch your dragon. With hismarble
overcoat reduced to fine dust, the dragon would be walking the streetsin human mufti, impossible to
recognise. Hence the need for bait and heavy duty, industria grade hints.

Bianca sneezed; dust from the pile of magazines. Why do | get the fedling, she asked hersdf, that I'm
witnessing the early stages of amgjor war?

Theirony of her Stuation made her wince, asif someone had just put agoldfish down her neck. All
around her, the forces of weirdness were tooling up for amagjor confronta-tion. Somehow, she knew, she
might be able to prevent it. Except that she was stuck here, asimmobilised in her plasterwork asthe
dragon and the rogue saint had been in the stone bodies she' d made for them. Quite what the significance
of that was, she didn’t pretend to understand. But she knew significance when she saw it; she knew it
even better when it was forced down her throat with a hydraulic ram.

‘Gresat,” she muittered aoud. * Just when I’'m needed, | have to go and get plastered.’

‘Sorry? Shelooked up, but it was only Mike, squeezing in for the last five minutes of viditing timewith
his no longer quite so funny comedy props; grapes, lemon barley water, more bloody magazines.

‘Just muttering,” shesad. ‘Mike, find out how much longer I'm going to be stuck insde dl this
masonry. There' sdl sorts of things | ought to be doing.’

Mike shrugged. ‘ Anything | can help with? he asked.
‘ N_l



On the one hand, if Mankind was a stockroom, you' d find Mike on the shelf marked Amiable Idiots.
On the other hand...

‘Yes, shesaid.
Chapter Ten

Clever, muttered the dragon, with obvious disaste.

The storage unit, or dungeon, in which his statue was kept had obvioudy cost someone alot of money.
Y ou reached it by walking down along, dragon-sized tunnel, abit like atorpedo tube, which led from an
iron portholein the sde of avery tdl cliff something like aquarter of amile through solid rock to abig
chamber. The chamber door was marble, two feet thick, mounted on chrome molybdenum stedl hinges
and opening inwards.

‘“Who knows? Chubby said, indicating al that workman-ship and expense with adismissive wave.
‘For al | know, you could smash and burn your way out through that, eventudly. But by thetimeyou'd
got hafway, we' d have flooded the chamber with gas and you' d be off to Bed-fordshire up the little
wooden hill.”

The dragon shrugged. ‘ Pity,” he said.

‘Yes,’ Chubby agreed, ‘itis. It'slike...” He closed his eyesto help his concentration. * Although your
mum and dad don’t mind you borrowing the car, it' sirksome having to ask permission and say where
you' re going every time you fancy aspin. Please note,’ he added, ‘the little metal box round its, | mean
your, neck.’

‘| wasgoing to ask.’

‘A bomb,” Chubby sighed. ‘1 know, | fed awful, but what can | do? We re businessmen, not
conservationists. Look, there’ sno nice way to say this. If you muck us about, anywherein theinner solar
system, inside the dragon cozzy or out of it, then a button gets pressed and goodbye dragons for ever.
Clear?

‘Ascrystd,’ the dragon grunted.

‘No hard fedings?

‘Get redl.’

Chubby’ s round face showed a smile with turned down ends. ‘ Fair enough,” he said. ‘ If | wasin your

position, I'd sulk like hell. Actudly, what I’ d probably do is scrag mein the erroneous belief that I’ ve got
the button about my person. Just aswell for you you' re not me, redly. From both sides, asit were’

The dragon did some mental geometry. * Quite,’ he said. * And on generd principles, too. What about
some lunch?

Over the Scottish sdimon and aviation fuel, Chubby delicately raised the issue of timescae.

‘Not that we want to hurry you or anything,” he added quickly. ‘ Pleasure having you about the place
and dl that. It sjust that time, if you' |l excuse the context, isgetting on, | can’t earn abent cent while
those goat-hooved buffoons are in this dimension — | know because I’ ve tried, God knows — and your
old school chum'’ s starting to get on my wick. Every time | go in my office, hisblasted screen winks at
me’

The dragon laughed. ‘ He used to do that when hewas akid,” hereplied. * Just when you' d got up to
answer the teacher’ s question, he' d wink at you or pull aface. Made you forget what you were going to
say. He only doesit for wickedness.’

‘I'll bet,” Chubby replied morosely. ‘Look, | don't liketo ask this, but who the fuck ishe?1 just know



him asthe genie of the PCW.’
The dragon grinned and hel ped himsalf to atumblerful of liquid propane. ‘ Guess,” he said.
‘Oh comeon,” Chubby replied.

‘No, three guesses. Odd how guesses comein threes, by the way. Likewishes. And, asfar as| can
judge from avery limited observation of your culture, petrol-driven public transport vehicles’

‘All right. HE sadjinn.’

‘Close but no cigar.’

‘Bvil Soirit?

“Yes, but that’ s not a proper guess because so am |. And s0,” he said, wrinkling his nose and

emptying hisglassinto aflower pat, ‘isthis. Haven't you got any of that decent stuff we had the other
night?

‘“Youdrank it al. Try some of thisliquid nitrogen. An insouciant little concoction, but | think you may
be frozen giiff by its presumption.’

‘Better,” agreed the dragon. ‘ Two more guesses!’

‘Okay. How about agod?

The dragon shook his head. ‘ Thereisno god but God,” he replied. ‘ Nice phrase, that. Read it on the
back of acornflakes packet.’

‘All right. A devil.’

‘“Wrong third time.” The dragon swilled the dregs of his glass round to make the vapour rise. ‘He'sa
dragon.’

Chubby’ s eyebrows rose, like the price of gold in an ail crigs. * Straight up? | thought you were the
only one?

‘Far fromit.” The dragon frowned. ‘' Lord only knowswhat he' s done with his body, but my old mate

Nosher is, or was, adragon, same as me. Little, weedy chap he used to be, we called him Nosher the
Newt. If he ever reached fifteen feet noseto tail, I’ d be surprised.’

Chubby let that pass. ‘ So what’ s he doing in my com-puter? he asked. ‘ Or didn’t you get around to
catching up on life stories?

‘Noidea. | did ask him, but he didn’t actually seem to answer. He was dways good at that, too,
gpecidly when you were asking him to pay back aloan or something. Bright lad, Nosher, but you
wouldn't trust him asfar asyou could sneeze him. Something tells me that hasn't changed terribly much.’

‘We'redrifting, Chubby pointed out, ‘away from the subject under review. Namely, when can you
Sart?
‘Not bothered,” the dragon replied. ‘ I1t's more a case of where rather than when, isn't it? It'sal very

well to talk blithely about carbonising these goons, but | don’t actualy know whereto find them. I’ d have
thought you, with al those resources and instruments and things...’

Chubby looked embarrassed. ‘| was afraid you' d say that,” he replied through amouthful of Stilton.
‘And it'sbloody curious, | don’t mind admitting. Look, every time I’ ve tried taking the crones out to do
aspot of rustling, it's been a complete washout because of diabolica interference. Static so thick you
could spread it on bread. But can | pinpoint the wretched critters? Can | buggery. It' samost asif the
negetive vibes are being masked by something else’

‘What, you mean like virtue?

Chubby shook his head. ‘Not virtue, chum. That' d counteract it and there' d be no interference. No,
it'slikeavery strong signa on an adjacent wavelength that sort of blurs out the devils so you can't



actudly hear them.” He wanted to light acigar, but thought better of it. “Which impliesit’'savery smilar
sort of signal, though different enough not to jam up my old biddies. It' sabugger, it redly is’

The nitrogen cylinder fizzed again, until the dragon’ sglasswas replenished. ‘Not redly,” he said. * That
soundsto me like that bastard George. He' sa saint, remember, so he' s probably got vibes of hisown.
And he'san evil little sod but officidly Good, which'd account for smilar but not identi-cal Sgnas” He
scowled at the thought of George, and the glass shattered in his hand. He didn’t notice. * Soundsto me
like George and those demons of yours are still mobbed up together, presumably so that they can have
another crack at me. I’ ve got no idea, by the way, why abunch of devils should wish me any harm. As
far as| know I’ ve never done anything to offend their outfit. Infact, sncel’ m officidly Evil they should
beonmy sde’

Chubby wisdly said nothing. A certain overtone crept into the dragon’ s voice when he spoke of
George; the sort of huance you’ d observe in a conversation between authors about book reviewers. All
to the good, asfar as Chubby was concerned.

‘Funny bloke, by dl accounts,” the dragon went on. * Oddly enough, | knew aman who was at school
with him, that training college for saintsthey used to have out Glastonbury way.’

Chubby, who' d been doing his background reading, nodded. * Y ou mean the old Alma Martyr?

‘Right little teeraway he was, by al accounts. Bottom of the classin everything, failled dl his
Inquigitions, alwaysin detention, doing lines. Never even turned up to heresy-detection classes. Nearly
got expelled for refusing to shoot arrows at Saint Sebastian.’

‘Fancy,” Chubby said.
‘ Always up to that sort of thing. Y ou know, untying Catherine from her whed, stuffing thelionsin the
Amphi-theatre full of Whiskas so they wouldn't egt the Chrigtians. Must’ ve been aright pain in the neck.’

‘Absolutely,” Chubby agreed. But he was secretly think-ing: Hey, what' s so terrible about trying to
stop people from getting shot, burnt and esten? Well, different strokes and dl that.

‘Bethat asit may.” The dragon stood up, untucked his ngpkin from his collar and finished the last of
the nitrogen. * Soon as you get afix on these jokers, let me know and they’ re firdighters. Seeyou at
dinner.’

Chubby stayed where he was, waited for the extractor fansto clear the nitrogen fumes and lit hiscigar.

So the genie of the PCW was adragon. Wdll, that explained absolutely nothing at al. Asaclue, it

made The Times crossword seem like an exploded diagram. But that, surely, was because he was being
too thick to see the point. If therewas apoint.

Probably al acoincidence.

Absolutdly. All acoincidence. Like the remarkable coin-cidence whereby whenever someone falls off
the top of the Sears Tower they die shortly afterwards. Y ou can get paranoid, thinking too hard about
coincidences.

Mike looked at the address written on the back of his chequebook and then at the building in front of
him.
Widll, yes. It was the sort of place, by thelooks of it, where you had to abandon all hope before

entering. But aresort of demons? Surely not. If demons lived here, then Hell was aneat row of 1960s
spec-built terraces, with open-plan front gardens and a Metro outside each one.

Good point. Yes. Muttering al he could remember of the Hail Mary (which was, asit happens, Hall
Mary), he pushed the front door and went in.

‘Eeek!” hesaid.



Thewoman at the ticket desk gave him an impatient, Not-you-as-well 1ook, held up adip of paper
with a seat number on it, and said, * Two pounds, please.” She was holding the piece of paper in what
could only be described as ataon.

‘Er, you inthe show? he asked.

‘That'sright,” shereplied. ‘ Costume artleyou, did it?
Mike nodded. ‘It' svery, um, redigtic.’

‘How would you know?

‘All right, I don’t. Can | go in now, please?

Hefound his seat (one of those bendy bucket-shaped plastic chairs which you' re convinced is going to
break when you st onit, though it never does) and took along look at the stage. There was no curtain.
The usua amateur dramatics set, al black-painted hardboard, slver paper and things borrowed from
peopl€ shomes. Mundane. Prosaic. Everyday. Like, in fact, the woman at the door had been, except
that shewas obvioudy a...

Another look round, thistime at the audience. There werefifteen or so people scattered about the hall,
eating boiled sweets and reading the photocopied programme. Either they hadn't noticed that they’ d just
been sold their tickets by a... or esethey didn’'t care. Possible, Mike told himself; very tolerant people,
Midlanders. But— my God, those fangs — improbable.

He looked at the programme. Cast list, asfollows:

GEORGE (a saint) Himsdf
CHARDONAY (a demon) Himsdf
SLITGRIND (a demon) Himsdf
PRODSNAP (a demon) Himsdf
HOLDALL (a demon) Himsdf
SNORKFROD (a demon) Hersdf
THE DRAGON Members of the cast

Ahwel, Mike said to himsdlf, leaning back asfar as he dared and opening his bag of Maltesers, |
expect I’ ve been to worse. Most of them, he remembered, at the Barbican.

Thelights went down. The chattering amost stopped.
Pay time.

‘Found them!” Chubby yelled.
The dragon looked up from the encyclopaedia he’ d been reading and grinned.  Splendid. Where?
‘Wherever the hdl thisis’” Chubby handed him a creased playbill and a map. * Ready to go?
Thedragon grinned.

Anybody ever wondered, Mike asked himsdlf a quarter of the way through the first haf, why so much of
medieva literature is anonymous? Answer, easy. Who' d want to own up to having written this?

At least there hadn’t been Morris dancing. Not yet. That, he admitted to himsdlf, was like saying that
nuclear bombs are safe because the world’ s till in one piece. That aside, it had set hismind at rest on
one score. No question but that these people were in the everlasting torment business; the cream, in fact,
of their profession. Solemnly and with the utmost sincerity, Mike resolved that from now on he was going
to be very, very good, for ever and ever.



So deegp was he in sllent repentance that he didn’t notice that someone was now sitting in the seat next
to him, until that person leaned across and whispered arequest to look at his programme.

‘Sure,;” Mike whispered back. He passed over the sheet. As he did so, he became aware of an
oppressive heat and asméll like petrol. He glanced out of the corner of hiseye.

Perfectly ordinary bloke. All hisimagination. Except — The bloke had yelow eyes. Round, golden
eyebdls, with anarrow black dit for apupil. And no eydids.

Midlanders (see above) aretolerant folk, and Mike was from Brierley Hill where they don’t care who
you are or what you do s0 long as you leave the buildings till standing afterwards. Devils, no problem,
after al, we're all God's creatures. But, as soon as he' d recovered the use of his momentarily paralysed
limbs, hewas out of his seat, through the door and running like ahare. Sensible chap.

Because, while he was till running, there was a horrible dull bang! followed by awhooshing noise,
broken glass music and the very digtinctive sound of fire. Instinct sent Mike sprawling on the ground, his
head shielded by hiselbows, asthefirst few bits of masonry and timber started to hit the ground all
around him. And oh Chrigt, the smell...

Late changeto the cast as advertised. Whoever was playing the dragon tonight had just brought the
house down.

The dragon opened his eyes.

There was, he observed, alarge stedl girder lying across his back. He shook himsdlf like awet dog,
sending it spinning off into the rubble.

He appeared to have made rather amess.

The drip-drip-dripping noise was gill-molten stedl; wire reinforcementsin the concrete. The groaning
sound was materia contracting asit cooked, rather than an indication that there was till anything else
even temporarily divein the ruined building. No chance of that, whatsoever.

In the distance, the mechanical wailing noise the dragon had come to associate with impending public
attention. He spread hiswings, flapped them and rose in acloud of dust and sparks. Job done, timeto go
home. Five wingbests lifted him into the upper air; five more and he was cruising through the sound
barrier, heading west.

Asheflew, he couldn’'t help reflecting that, in exacting hisentirely judtifiable revenge on George, he' d
aso killed five demons— well, so what? The worst that can happen to anything mortal isthat it diesand
goesto Hdll; he' d saved them a bus fare— and fifteen or so innocent human beings who happened to be
there. Hmm.

No, the hdll with that, it was a matter of omelettes and eggs. They belonged to a different species
atogether and were none of his concern. To feed thosefifteen, and al the otherslike themin thiscity
aone, amillion chickens aday rideto their desths on a conveyer belt. And, emotive reactions aside,
there was nothing wrong with that either because of ahard but fair rule of Nature cdled Surviva of the
Fittest. It was arule he' d never really had a problem with, even when he’ d been hiding in the rocks
watching dl therest of hiskind being exterminated by these people's
great-to-the-power-of -twenty-grandfathers. Plenty more where those came from; and who'sthe
endangered species around here, anyway?

Asheflew, feding the amogt infinite power of his body, acknowledging the potentia of hislazy but
undoubtedly superior intellect, he sensed that maybe the jury was till out on that one.

They brought the woman down from intensive care a about half past three that morning and put her in
the bed next to Bianca. Superficia burns, light concussion, shock. She'd live. She' d been lucky, the ward



sster explained. She' d only been passing outside the Sadley Grange Civic Centre when it blew up.
Those poor soulsinside never stood a chance.

What caused it? Nobody knew, asyet. They' d said on the news that the whole building suddenly
burgt into flames; not like an ordinary fire, which starts somewhere and gets steadily hotter, morelikea
firebomb attack, except who' d want to firebomb amateur dramatics?

‘Nurse” Biancasad, ‘| think I'm going to be—' And she wasright.

‘They're saying it was the Libyans,’ Chubby reported, topping up the dragon’s cup with lighter fudl,
‘God only knowswhy. | S posethey’ ve got to blame somebody, or what are foreignersfor?

‘Don’'t go on about it,’ the dragon said. The bread was stale. He breathed gently on it and had toast,
ingtead.

‘Don’'t seewhy not,” Chubby replied. * Y ou did good. Nest job, in and out, nobody saw you; or if
they did, they’ ve got too much common sense to stand in front of amicrophone and say they’ ve been
seeing dragons. Y ou could make agood living if you ... Sorry, I'll shut up. Passthe marmalade, there' sa
good fellow.’

‘Werethere any survivors?

Chubby laughed. ‘ Sure,” he said. * Just not within atwo-hundred-yard radius. Actudly, there’ san
interesting Side-light to the story, because that whole area’ s up for redevel opment, except that there was
that tatty old hal bang in the middle of it and absolutely no way of getting rid of it. Now, of course,
bulldozers may safely graze. Infact, we could get serioudy rich if ever you felt—'

‘Chubby,” said the dragon quietly, ‘I’ d change the subject if | wereyou.’

‘“Huh? Suit yoursdlf.” Chubby spread marmalade, drank coffee. * Sorry to harp on,” he said, ‘ but what
exactly isbothering you? | thought you hated humans.’

‘Me? the dragon looked at him. ‘Whatever gave you that idea? As of nine twenty-seven pm
yesterday, there’ s nobody and nothing left divein thisworld that | hate, or even strongly didlike,
athough,” he added, with adight twitch of hisnodrils, *thismay changeif acertain topic of conversation
doesn’t get shelved pretty damn quick.’

‘Sorry,” Chubby replied meekly. ‘It sjust that, since it was uswho killed al your people, stole your
birthright—'

‘Not you,” the dragon said. Inside his skull he could hear the faint chip-chip of a headache hatching
from the egg. ‘When the last of the people who wiped out the dragons died, there were still wolves
wandering around the forests of 1dington. And besides,” he added irritably, ‘the thing with George and
me had nothing to do with the dragon clearances. It was purely personad.’

‘Because of the Big Fight, huh? Because he won, smple asthat?

The dragon shook his head. ‘He was supposed to win. It waskilling methat | didn’t hold with. And
now that'sall over and donewith, so let’sdrop it. All right?

‘Right.” Chubby folded his newspaper, drained his coffee cup and stood up. * So, as soon asyou' ve
donethat little job—'

‘“Who says|’m going to do thellittle job? the dragon interrupted dangeroudly. ‘ Fuck you and your
nasty bloody schemes. If you want to beat up on your own species, be my guest, it’snone of my
business. But I'm off.’

Chubby shook his head. He didn’t say anything, but he patted the underside of his chin with the tips of
hisfingers. The bomb.

“You bastard,” the dragon said softly. ‘1 ought to torch you right now.’



‘Inadvisable,” Chubby replied. ‘With dl that inflam-mable liquor insde you, they’ d be picking up bits
of you in Tokyo. And like | said, what'sit to you? Different species, right?

The dragon said nothing. Not that he needed words, exactly. He' d have been sent home from a
Gorgons children’sparty for pulling faces.

‘Welcometo the Baddies,” Chubby said, and |eft.

The fire brigade had gone home, the police were brewing up in their big blue-and-white portakabin and
even the journalists had given up and gone to the pub. Under apile of rubble, something stirred.

‘Have they gone?
‘| think s0.’

The pile of rubble avaanched, half-bricks and chunks of concrete scudding downdope, stirring up
dust. A head and shoulders poked out. Eyes blinked in the starlight.

‘ About bloody time, too. I’ ve got acrick in my neck like aletter S
‘Keep your voice down, Sitgrind. And for pity’ s sake, stop complaining.’

Gradudly, and with much seismic activity, the demons emerged, dl five of them. They were dusty and,
after twelve hours under the rubble, stiff asal Shopfloor. Apart from that, noill effects whatsoever.

A sixth pile shifted and turned into George. He wasn't in quite the same immacul ate condition — he
had ablack eye, and his hair was al snged off — but otherwise he wasintact. He dusted himsdlf off, just
like Oliver Hardy used to do in thefilms, and climbed out of the mess.

‘Now you see why we had to wear costumes,” he said.
Chardonay nodded. * Good stuff,” he acknowledged. ‘What did you cdl it?

‘Asbestos,” Georgereplied. ‘ And thelining’ sKevlar, which islike old-fashioned stedl armour, only
lighter and ahell of alot stronger. | used the same stuff for the scenery, too. Just aswell,” he admitted. ‘ If
we hadn’t al ducked behind the flats the moment he materiaised, | don't reckon the cozzies d have been
enough. Anyway, time we weren’t here. Come on, you lot. The Padrée |l be worried sick about us.’

Nobody had disturbed the rickety old Bedford van and soon they were on their way. Chardonay,
gtting in the front with George, raised the obvioustopic.

‘Well,” George replied, ‘he took the bait dl right, you' ve got to admit that much. Maybe we should
have spent alittle more time thinking through how we were actualy going to scrag the bugger, but we' ll
know better next time.”

‘Next time!’

George nodded. * Of course next time,” he replied, faintly puzzled by the demon’ stone. ‘ Okay, so the
first two attempts, we bombed. | mean, we didn’t do so good. Third time lucky, eh? Think of Robert
Bruce, he added, ‘and the spider.’

‘No, thanks,” Chardonay replied, shuddering. ‘I’m scared of spiders. And now,’ he added, with as
much unplessant overtone as he could muster, ‘I’ m aso scared of dragons.’

‘Funny you should say that,” George said, blithely overtaking on ablind corner, ‘ because spiders have
awaysterrified the shit out of me. But eventudly | found away to cope.’

‘Relly?

George nodded. ‘1 squash ‘em,” he said. ‘ Helps put things in perspective when your morta foe's
looking like araisn with hairssticking iniit. | think the same may hold true of dragons. Only oneway to
find out.

Chardonay was about to say something, but wisely saved his breath. The way George was driving,



he’ d need it soon for horrified screaming.

‘Mind you,” George went on— he was definitely getting the hang of driving, because thistime he
remembered to brake with afull thousandth of a second to spare. ‘It s going to be harder decoying the
creep a second time because he' s going to assume we' re dead. And we can't exactly publicise the fact
we aren't, because of thelow profile thing. Tricky one, that.’

‘ Aaasegh!’
‘What? Watch where you' re going, you senile old fool! Sorry, you were saying?
Chardonay opened hiseyes. ‘1 think,” he murmured, ‘in this country they drive on theleft.’

‘Ah. That'd explain alot. Well spotted. To be honest with you, | think from now on it’s going to be up
to usto look for him, rather than the other way around. Don’t you? Of course, we could try thisgig
again, only next time we' d be abit better prepared, maybe plant abomb of our own in the auditorium so
asto be sure of getting him first. What d’ you reckon?

A look of horrified disgust pitched camp on Chardonay’ sface. * Y ou couldn’t do that,” he gasped.
‘The audience. Innocent people’

George shrugged. ‘Not people, Char,” he said mildly. * Potentia customers, your lot’sand mine. One
stone, very many birds, huh?

I’ shard to stand on your dignity when you' re horrified, petrified and covered from head to foot with
brick dust. In Chardonay’ s case, he’ d never had all that much dignity to start with; if he'd ever wanted to
gtand on it, he' d have had to master the knack of balancing on one foot. What little he had, however, he
now used to good effect.

‘George,’ he said, ‘when you die, be sure to go to Heaven. We can do without your sort where |
comefrom.’

In order to sall newspapers, you haveto get your priorities right, and an unexplained explosion with
fatalitiesis clearly rather more important than a spate of theftsfrom art galleries. Thelead storiesin the
next day’ s papers were, therefore, in order of headline size and column inches:

ROYAL VET'SSEX ROMPWITH CHAUFFEUR
SOUTHENDERSSTAR IN LOVE TRIANGLE WITH PLUMBER
BUZZA DECKSREF IN OFFSIDE RUMPUS
Bomb Kills Sixteen
Statues Stolen From Italian Museum

The statues— eight Berninis, three Donatellos, three Celliis, a Canovaand the Giambologna Mercury
— dal went missing from variouslocations in the space of about eight hours. No sign of forced entry, no
arrests, no clues. No visible connection, either.

‘Okay, guys. Guys’ Kurt banged on the floor with the butt of hisrifle, but nobody took any notice.
They were dl taking at once, a the tops of their voices, in Itdian. With aweary gesture of resignation,
Kurt sat down on a packing-chest and waited.

‘Finished? he demanded, ten minuteslater. ‘ Good. Now, listen up.’

Sixteen pairs of malevolent eyesfixed on him. | don’t need this, he reflected. I’ ve got anice cosy
gravel could beinright now.

‘Now then,” hesaid. ‘| guessyou ' re dl wondering why—
Marvellouslanguage, Itdian, for talking very fast in. They should ing<t dl peace conferences should be



in [talian; that way, nobody’ d ever know what was going on long enough to start the war. * Shuttup!’ he
cried. Not ablind bit of notice.

“*Scuse me!’
Heturned. ‘Wel?
‘Lookstome,’ David sad, ‘like they’ re upset about something.’

Kurt scowled. ‘What the fuck’ ve they got to be upset about, for Chrissakes? I’ ve just sprung the
suckers, they should be goddamn grateful .’

David made asmal head gesture indicetive of doubt. ‘Look &t it thisway,” hesaid. ‘They’'redl mae
figures, dl of Itaian origin. Maybe standing about al day being admired iswhat they like doing best.’

The proposition had merit, Kurt admitted, but that wasn't his affair. He was only, asthe expression
goes, obeying orders. ‘HEY!" he said.

‘Thank you,” hewent on. *All | cantell you is, my ingtructions said to get you out of those museums
and gdleries and bring you here. Which I’ ve done. From now on, guys, you're on your...’

He stopped, puzzled. Instead of jabbering at him, shak-ing fists and waving arms, they were standing
about like alot of shop-window dummies.

Maybe that wasiit; knock off pricelessworks of art and punt them out at twelve dollars a head to the
leading New Y ork department stores. Or maybe not.

‘Guys?

Long dlence. Then agtatue put its hand up.
‘Excuseme,’ it said. And, Kurt noticed, in English.
‘Shoot,’ hesaid.

‘Excuseme,’ said the statue — shiit, it was a femal e voice now — *but can you tell uswhat’ sgoing
on, please?

Kurt swallowed. Spooky no longer worried him. He felt comfortable around spooky. Weird was as
familiar to him asapair of well-worn dippers. But thiswas strange.

‘Hey, hesaid. ‘I just did.’
‘Only,” the voice bleated on. ‘I told my husband the play’ d be over by ten and I’ d be homeintimeto

make him alate tea. And that was hours ago, and he getsall upset if his meals aren’t when he expects
them.

Gradudly, while Kurt wastrying to get hislarynx working again, the other fifteen joined in, a
symphony of bleats and whines forming a baroque fugue around the same main theme.

‘l..." Kurt had raised his hand for silence, and obtained it ingtantly. Thirty-two eyeswere gazing at him.
He could fed the blood rushing to his cheeks. It was horrible.

Thirty-two ears, hanging on his every word. Jesus, hetold himsdlf, now the suckers are all goddamn
British.

Heturned, grabbed David by the arm and dragged him forward. ‘ My assistant will explain,’ he said,
and ranfor it.

Chapter 11

T hejob,” Chubby explained, ‘isbasicaly very smple’



It was, the dragon wanted to point out, perishing cold. Theair wasfull of high-velocity snow which he
could fedl even through his scaes. There was nothing to be seen in any direction except flat white.
Chubby and the dragon stood alone in an albino wilderness, like the last two balls on awhite snooker
table.

‘That’snot to say,” Chubby went on, ‘that it's easy. Easy and smple don’t necessarily mean the same
thing. What | want you to do is ssimple, as opposed to complicated, but very, very difficult. With me so
fa?

The dragon couldn’t speak because histeeth were chatter-ing like aschool party in athesatre, so he
nodded instead.

‘All you haveto do,” Chubby continued, ‘isfly, any direction you like, asfast asyou possibly can.
Direction doesn’'t matter ‘ cos we' re a the North Pole. Speed, how-ever, is of the essence.’

The dragon frowned. ‘ Don’'t you mean time? he que-ried. Chubby grinned.

‘That,” he said, ‘is either anaive remark or avery poor joke. Now then, here' s your parcel, don't
drop it. When | want you to stop, thislittle buzzer thing on your collar will blegp. Wonder of
micro-electronics, that, cost me afor-tune.’ He paused, recited a check-list under his breath, and took
five steps back. *When you'reready,’ he said.

The dragon shrugged. ‘Now?

‘Now.’

Theory: trave faster than light around the Earth and you can move forwardsin Time.

A likely story. Liked| great hypotheses, the theory of relativity relies on the basic assumption that
nobody will ever be able to do the experiment which will prove it wrong; and anything that can't be
disproved must be true. Garnish with fresh mathemeatics, heet and serve.

But supposing it' strue, and feasible. Think, not of the fame, the glory and the Nobel prize, but of the
commercid possibilities.

Correct; there are none. That' swhy it'sa safe hypothesis. Nobody will ever try the experiment
because there snothing in it for theindtitutional investors. That’ swhy there’ sawholelot of scientific
theories about the nature of the space/time continuum, and rather fewer about the medium-term
acceleration of racehorses. It d be different, of course, if you could then send amessenger from the

future back to the present, notebook crammed with stock exchange results, football scores, winning
lottery numbers and the like; but that’ simpossible, according to the theory. Guesswhy.

Thetruthisthat it's possble— smple, even (see above) to travel back through Time, in roughly the
same way asyou can travel forwards. It involves flying round the world, yes; but at arather different
tempo.

To go forwards, you haveto fly faster than light. To go backwards, you have to fly dower than
history. The maths goeslikethis:

T-d=h
P=n+h

— where T isTime, disdisnformation, hishistory, P standsfor the Past, and nisthe now, or present.
For anybody who missed thefirst Sxteen lessons, here’ savery smplistic summary.

The past is made up of the present plus an awareness of there having been atime before the present;
the awarenessis caled history. The speed a which history travelsis equal to the speed of Time, lessthe



timeit takesto record it. The recording of history is dowed down by disnformation; official secrets, the
reluctance of partici-pantsto tell the story because of the repercussions on themselves, and so on. The
guantum of d varies from nation to nation, cultureto culture; in Britain, there sathirty-year rule which
means that nobody can look at important official documentsfor thirty years, whereasin the USA the
freedom-of-information statutes say that you can see them straight away, except for the redlly important
ones, which nobody ever getsto see at dl. In some regimes, history gets rewritten every timethere sa
change of government personnel. The constant d is therefore not a constant at al; accordingly history
moves at adifferent speed depending on where you are, and in some placesit’s at acomplete standdtill
or moving backwards.

Hy round the world, therefore, and you' re constantly crossing into different history zones. Asyou soar
over the continents, the retrospective march of Time, from present to past, istaking place at al sorts of
different speeds. Instead of being atida wave, crashing reentlessdy down onto the reef of the present, the
advance of history isaconfused mess of recollection particles, swarming about in no sort of order. And
there are dways particles that move so dowly in comparison with the others that they’ re getting | eft
further and further behind; relatively soeaking, going the wrong way.

Reverse history and you reverse Time.

In practica terms, then; if asyou fly round the world you follow a carefully plotted course through the
anomadlies of the different history zones, you can get so far behind that you' Il be travelling backwardsin
time. Asafurther refine-ment, if you have moles and undercover agents at work in universities, public
records offices and national computer archivesal over theworld, busly hiding, destroying, obscuring,
obfuscating, rewriting, stuffing files down the backs of radiators and generaly sabotaging the
manu-facture of history, you can control the production of anomaiesand artificidly create anavigable
course from agiven point in the future back to agiven point in the past. Or, asthe classic equation O

eegantly putsit:
| =fd?

— where| standsfor the Time-traveller’ sitinerary, d isdisnformation as above, and f slandsfor a
datitically acceptable incidence of clericad and adminigtrative fuck-ups.

Whilewe re on the subject of Time, it' suniversaly acknowledged to be agreat hedler. By rights,
therefore, it should be available free of charge through the National Hedlth Service. But it isn't, of course.
If you want chron-otherapy, you have to go private.

‘It'll cost you, mind,” the doctor muttered in alow voice. ‘Very, very expensive. Not to mention
illegdl. If they catch medoing this, I'll belucky if | can get ajob casting out evil spiritsin New Guinea’

‘| don't care,” Biancareplied. ‘I’ ve got to get well and get out of here as soon aspossible. It's
urgent. It samatter of...” Shewas going to say life and death, but that could mean anything; like, for
example that she'd managed to get seats for the Shrunken Heads concert a the NEC and didn’t want to
waste them. ‘ The future of the human race” she sad, ‘ishanging in the balance here. It's essential—

‘Hey,’ the doctor interrupted, ‘you mean you got tickets for the Heads gig? Y ou wouldn't consider
sling them, would you?

Having your right arm in plaster means you can only hit doctors with your left; unlessyou're anatura
southpaw, this can be anuisance. * Shut up,” Bianca snapped. ‘Look. Sixteen people, one of them quite
possibly aclosefriend, have died. Mogt likdly, that’ s only the beginning. The only person who can stop it
isme. So nameyour frigging price and let’ sget onwithit.’

‘My price? Y ou mean for the tickets? Well—'



‘For the operation,” Bianca hissed.

Chronotherapy, dso known as Injury Time; anew breakthrough in medica science, brought to you by
the pharmaceuticalswing of Chubby Stevenson (Time) Inc.

What nearly dl medicine boilsdown tois: leave the human body aone and comfortable, and in Time
it'll sort itself out. But if you haven't got Time, thisisanon-garter. So; either you die, or bitsfal off you,
or you buy more Time.

It'san entirely private and persona envelope of addi-tiona Time shoe-horned into an ordinary day —
one second in real time, but up to three months as far as the user is concerned, during which bones knit,
scars heal, muscles rebuild and so on. Sinceit’savery small-scae tempord field, it only takesatiny drop
of the raw stuff — lessthan one microlitre, street vaue currently £100,000. Double that for the
shoe-horn, ingtalation costs, credulity suspension jigs and tooling, the doctor’ s and Chubby’ s profit.
Fortunately, the sensational manner in which she d received her injuries (Sultry Brunette In Bomb
Horror) had sent her market values rocketing, and she' d arranged afew sales of old bits of junk she'd
had cluttering her studio which more than covered the cogt.

Later, Biancawas to remember it as the most boring second of her life.

Mike arrived, dishevelled and out of bregth, to find he was dready there.

Thisworried him. True, his aggravating vagueness and extremely flexible attitude to punctudity had
frequently led people to suggest that one of these days he' d be late for his own funeral. On the other
hand, he' d ways assumed that they’ d have the common courtesy to wait for him. Appar-ently not so.

‘We therefore commit his body to the earth,” said the priest, * dust to dust, ashesto...’

‘Hey!” he shouted. Nobody heard him. He watched with incredulous fury asthey started tofill in the
grave. It waslike watching awaiter take away your med before you’ d had achance to unfold your table
napkin, let one start eating. Onething did, however, suggest at least a degree of normality. Nobody had
told him anything and he hadn’t got a clue what was going on. That made him fed more comfortable. He
could cope now.

‘Good turnout,” said avoiceto hisimmediate right. *Y ou must fedl proud.”

The voice was coming from alarge, florid Victorian weeping angel. She' d seen better days; acid rain,
vandalism and the trainee assstant gardener (who sharpened his billhook on her marble ankle) had all
taken their toll, leaving her looking like something found in asink-trap. Mike recoiled dightly.

‘Belikethat, theangd said, apparently not offended. ‘ Let’ sfaceit, you're no oil painting yourself;
although, that said, in abad light you' d pass for a second-rate Jackson Pollock.’

‘I beg your pardon?

The statue Sighed. * Sorry,’ it said, ‘1 forgot, you' re new. Find a puddle or something, take alook at
yourself. Or rather,’” she added quickly, *don’t. Probably best if you remember yoursdlf the way you
used to be.’

Mike sat down on atombstone. As he did so, he studied the process. Asfar as he could tell, he was
solid and redl; he could fed the stone againgt histrousered leg, and when he tried to pass hisarm through
an ornate granite cross, it wouldn't go. Hetried again, only harder; when he banged hiswrist on the stone
it hurt, and allittle smear of blood showed in the graze. In one sense, reassuring; in another, disconcerting.

‘Nest trick, in't it? said the angel, who had been watching. ‘ Fedsjust likethered thing, but isn’t. All
ameatter of timing, you see.’

‘Timing?
‘That'sright.” The statue yawned. ‘God,” she said, ‘why’sit aways mewho’sgot to do this? | don't
get paid for explaining to new recruits, | just do it because I’'m here. And,” she added, ‘ because | fedl



sorry for you, bless your poor disoriented souls. And because I’ ve got absolutely nothing elseto do. Still,
| redlly do think it' stime they did something officid, it' sascandd if you ask me. | mean, there' sdl those
preparing-for-retirement courses you can go on, so the shock of not having to work won’t send you to
an early grave; but the biggest and most radical change of your entire existence, you' re supposed to be
ableto fend for yoursdlf, puzzleit out from first principles. Cheapskate, | cdl it

Mike took a deep breath — presumably it was a deep breath and not just some virtua redity
programmer’ s placebo. ‘ If you' d explain,” hesaid, ‘| persondly would be very grateful .’

‘That’sdl right, said theangd, ‘you're welcome. Look, forget what | said about timing for the
moment, it lways confuses people. Think of aradio, right?

Mike thought of aradio.

‘Now then,’” the Statue continued, ‘ there’ s hundreds, maybe thousands of different radio signals
blamming about smultaneoudy, but the radio only picksthem up one a atime. That's becauseit’ stuned
in to one specific frequency.” The angel paused. ‘ Nobody told methis, by the way,” she added. ‘1 had to
work it out for mysdf. It' strue, though, ‘cos | had it confirmed by Official Channelswhen | asked them.
They’ re very good about answering enquiries, so long asyou don't forget the stamped addressed
envelope.’

‘Pleasegoon,’ Mikesaid. ‘Like radio waves, you said.’

‘Sure” The angd thought for amoment, remembering where she’ d got to. ‘Well, just asthere slots of
different radio frequencies, there' slots of different chronological continuums. Continua. Timescales.
That' s a better word, athough | shouldn’t useit because it’s got a separate technical meaning. Strictly
speaking, timescaeisthe res-due left after hard time' s been boiled down in a copper kettle.

‘Forget | said that. Different timescaes. Now, in the timescale which human mortd lifeistunedinto, a
second lasts—' She stopped. “ Sorry, got in abit of atangle there. Should have done the
weights-and-measures spiel before | started. Let’s put dl that on one side for the time being and stick to
Terrestrial Orthodox. Asfar asyou' re concerned, a second lasts one second, right?

‘Right.
“Wrong. A second only lasts asecond in your own specific timescale, HMS— that’ s Human Mortal
Standard. That’ swhat you were tuned in to when you were aive. Now you' re dead, you' retuned in to

HDS, Human Deceased Standard. One second HM S is equivaent to 0.8342 sec-onds HDS; or 0.0062
seconds SIS, Supernatural Immortal Standard; or 0.000 147, SITS, Soul In Torment Standard; or—'

‘All right, Mike said, ‘got that. How doesthat mean | don’t exist but | can’t walk through
tombstones?

Being astatue, the angd couldn’t shrug, but by extra-subtle voice modulation it did the vocal
equivaent. ‘Don't exist isabit of an overstatement,” she said, ‘and it' savery complex bit of maths,
which I’'m gill not sure | completely follow. Theandogy is, though, think of theradio Sgnds. They'real
there, but you can only listen to one a atime. Now, turning back to timescales, think of yourself asthe
radiosgnd.’

‘Fine. Heream | going bleep bleep. Who' sbeing the radio?

Another, broader verbal shrug. ‘ Thisisadifficult con-cept to put across,’ shesaid. ‘Bascaly, the
world isthe radio, your fellow sentient beings are— no pun intended, promise — the cat’ swhiskers. Do
you seewhat I’ m getting at? Y ou exi<t, you' re here, no question about that. The tombstonethereis
inanimate — either that, or it'svery, very shy, because we' ve been standing next to each other since
1897 and it’ s never said aword — and so it couldn’t notice you even if it wanted to. Doesn’'t matter a
damn what atombstone thinks. But living creatures are different; they’ re dl tuned in to their own
timescale, and so they just don't see anybody who' sin atimescale faster than their own. Dead people
move too quick; you know, the magic lantern effect. Marvellous system when you cometo think of it,



bloody efficient way to store billions of people on ardatively smdl planet.’

There was a substantid pausewhile Mikeletitdl snkin. ‘I see hesaid. *Sodo | ill haveto eat and
deep and soon? Do | ill haveto go to work and earn money, or is everything free, or don't | need
anything? Can | havethingsevenif | don't need them?

‘The question doesn't arise,” the angd replied. ‘ Life expectancy of adead human’s no more than three
days, four days maximum. At the end of that time, either you find an empty property in Mortality you can
dipinto, or ese—phut.’

‘Phut?

‘Phut. That's yet another gross smplification,” the angel went on apologeticdly, ‘but so what, I'm
pretty shaky on the theory from now on. What actualy happens, | think, isthat you start to speed up to
such an extent that Time just zips by in ameaningless blur and before you know it, you' ve reached the
End of the Universe, entropy time, the big nothing; like you' ve fast-forwarded and there you are a the
end of the tape. What happens after that is beyond me. Maybe they wind it back, maybe they take it
back to the library and get out another one. Let’ s put it thisway, you' Il know the answer to that
particular part of the story long before | will, so if you can, be sure to send me a postcard. | say that to dl
the new arrivals,” the angd added, ‘and I’ ve never had anything from any of them. But maybe they just
forgot.’

‘Four days?
‘Four daystops.’

Mikefet ill. The gravestone was till there under his backside, the breeze was il alittle on the chilly
sde, but hefet asif he was dready hurtling past, like achild on acombination merry-go-round and
Ferriswhed. *Y ou said something about an empty property,” he remembered. ‘What' sthat al about?

‘Thought you' d ask,’ replied the angdl. * They always do. Just occasionally, you can dip back in.
Soundsnice, butisn't.

‘No?

‘“Wouldn’t fancy it mysdlf,” the angdl replied. * The reason being, you don't go back into HMStime, so
you can’t be ahuman or acat or agolden eagle or stuff likethat. Returnsgo in HIA time, and that's—
well, weird, redly. Look at me.’

‘“You?
‘Me. HIA; Human Irregular Anomay. We exigt in al timescaes smultaneoudy. WE rein some more
strongly than in others, true, and in practice you ignore everything except HMS, HDS and afew others

because — come on, let’ sride thisradio analogy until it fallsto bits— the Sgnasarefaint, crackly and in
Norwegian. Anyway, that’s what happened to me. | came back as a statue. No bloody fun at dl.’

‘A satue?

‘That’ sright. More of us about than you' d think.” The angel’ s voi ce was getting softer and softer,
dower and dower, asthough its batteries were running down fast. * The thing to remember about HIA s,

itsvery, very...

‘Yes? Yes?

‘Boring.’

A fraction of asecond later, the Statue was just a statue; you could tdll just by looking at it that it was
no more divethan acdlarful of coa. Run down? Adeep? Switched off?

No way of knowing. Mike stood up, felt pins and needles from hiskneeto hisankle.

Four days...



Ninety-nine per cent light speed!

Head forward, wings back, tail streaming behind him, the dragon bulleted on through the murderous
dipstream. His scales glowed cherry-red, and the tears streaming from his eyes boiled before they ever
reached his cheeks. His eardrums, at a guess, were hafway down histhroat. It was just aswell he
couldn’t open his mouth, because air pressure would have snapped hislower jaw off at the hinge.

Becauseif | don't, that creep Chubby will blow me to Kingdom Come (or, relatively speaking, quite
possibly Kingdom Went; wherever, | don’t want to go there).

And because there’ sa certain unbelievable thrill in pegling back the final frontier; shit-scaredly going
where everybody else has dready gone before, but not yet. Asit were.

And, last but not least, because I’ ve got nothing better to do.
BANG!

Light speed...
One very pertinent fact about travelling faster than light— ‘ Ouch!”’

— isthat it' sbloody dark and you can’'t see where you' re going. And, at that sort of speed, evena
collision with ahigh-flying clothes moth takes on the stature of amagjor railway accident.

Fortunately, he regained consciousnessjust in timeto pull out of his headlong spin, wrench his battered
and groaning body up out of the way of mountains and airliners and jack-knife agonisingly back to
sraight and level. It was till asdark asthirty feet down adrain, which meant he hadn’t lost speed. What
he needed now was lots and lots of height.

Hey though, he crowed in the back lots of his subcon-scious, thisis quite something. No way those
two-legged groundling midgets could do this, for al their precious technology. For adragon, however,
it'sjust amatter of flying. Y ou do know how to fly, don’t you? Y ou just put your wings together and

go...

‘HepV’

Going thisfast, you lose dl track of Time. Or Timelosesdl track of you. The only semi-congtant isthe
pain; you're being beadbl asted with photons, every square millimetre of your body surface iswhite hot, a
grain of dust hitsyou like acannon shell. Y ou only continue to exist because entropy hasn’t caught up
with you yet. But it will.

Beeeeep!

What? Oh, Chrigt, yes, Chubby’ sidiotic sgnd. | can dow down now, just when | was beginning to
enjoy mysdf.

The lights came back on, and then the dragon was no longer faster-than-light, just very fast; racing, but

no longer against the clock. Now then, the trick is, decelerate dowly. In this context, sudden dowth
would hit likeabrick wall.

The sound came back on. The vertica hold adjusted itself. God had fiddled with the aerial.
Congratulations! We all knew you had it in you!

Wheat the hell? The dragon’ s brain cleared and he realised it was a pre-recorded message, playing
tinnily and at not quite the right speed through aminiature spesker insde hisear. He dowed down alittle
more.

Please proceed to the following co-ordinates. Longitude...
‘Fuck you!” the dragon howled. ‘| haven’t got a map!’
... Sxteen minutes west; or, in layman’s terms, the bookstall in Rockefeller Plaza. You will there



buy a copy of the New Y ork Times and turn to page four. Estimated you will arrive in nine, repeat
nine, minutes.

High over New Y ork, the dragon found out what the parcel wasfor. As his dragon body suddenly
vanished and hefdt arather different, more vindictive dipstream tearing at his human incarnation, he
realised that it was a para-chute.

New Y orkers are hard to faze. A windswept man with sireaming eyes and untidy hair parachuting
down onto the concourse at Grand Centrd is, to them, just another guy trying to beat the rush hour. So
finey tuned isthe New Y orker’ sinbuilt radar that they got out of hisway as he landed without even
looking & him.

He picked himsalf up. No need to dispose of the parachute; in the second and ahalf during which he'd
been rolling on the ground feding acute pain in both knees, the parachute had been unbuckled, stolen and
Spirited away. By now, it’d probably been converted into three hundred silk handkerchiefsin alock-up
somewherein Queens.

Fedling dightly shaky and, for once, amost out of his depth, he tottered to the bookstall, picked up a
newspaper and looked &t the date. All that trouble and effort, and he' d fast-forwarded six lousy weeks.

He turned to page four, as ordered, jotted down the closing prices. Then the sports pages, then the
lottery results. Then, out of curiosity, he glanced to the front page.

And saw aheadline.

The Times, which isn’t your run-of-the-mill sensationd-ist fishwrap, had let itshair down. There were
screamingly vivid action pictures, BIG headlines, interviews with wit-nesses, angles, turn to page six,
continued on page seven. It was aBIG story, full of twists, nuances, implications. Therewaseven a
three-column feature by one D. Bennett, linking the bizarre events to Contragate, the Bermuda Triangle
and the assassination of Abe Lincoln.

The gist of the story, however, was straightforward enough.
Twelve hours ago, in Mongolia, Saint George had killed the Dragon.

Mikedidn't deep well.

For one thing, since he was going to die, fast-forward, phut, whatever, in four days, he begrudged the
time. Also, athough he' d never been particularly superstitious, kipping down in agraveyard didn't apped
to him, particularly since he now had the fedling that he' d be able to see hisfellow deadies and maybe
they weren't very niceto look at... Mostly, though, he couldn’t dleep because he was worried.

Four daysto find a— what the hell wasit he was looking for? An anomaly, he supposed, but what
the hell does an anomaly look like? Apparently, like astatue.

Not any old statue, though; he' d aready tried that. There were plenty of statuesin the graveyard and
he' d knocked loudly on each one, prodded them for disguised doors and escape hatches, even tried
climbing in through ears and open mouths. Falure. By the time hel d finished, he was beginning to
hdlucinate No Vacancies sgns.

A datue.
A statue.

Jesus, yes, a statue! Piece of cake, surdly, because wasn't the most gifted living scul ptress (despair is
the mother of exaggeration) a persona friend of his, who aso happened to owe him one hell of afavour?

By thetime he’ d worked that out, it was haf past sx and the buses were starting to run. He caught the
thirty-seven, which went to the hospital. Buses are inanimate (although they’ re capable of malice; ask
anybody who' srun after one, only to watch it draw away from the kerb at the last minute) and
accordingly was solid and redl enough for him to get on board without falling through the floor. He had no



trouble finding a sedt, in spite of the fact that there was standing room only.
But.

All right, so Bianca can sculpt me agtatueto livein; central heating, air conditioned, al mod cons.
Firg, though, I’ ve got to find away to get amessage through to her. How the hell do | do that, exactly?

By the time the bus drew up outside the hospital gate, the only answer that had occurred to him was,
improvise. Well, he could do worse.

Biancadirred.

Precisely one second ago, she' d been very ill; Bianca the human jigsaw, held together with skin,
plaster and force of habit. Now, though, she could fed theintegrity of her newly restored bones. She was
fit, strong, ready to face the incredibly daunting task now facing her. She was also, of course, covered
from head to foot in plaster and her limbs were tied to the ceiling with thick wire.

‘Hello!” she shouted. ‘Nurse! | think I’ m better now, can | get up?

Needlessto say, they ignored her, and an darming thought walked flat-footed across the wet concrete
of her mind. Maybe they wouldn't believe she was better and were going to keep her like thisfor another
X weeks anyway?

It was then that the table began to move.

At firg, Biancaput it down to aheavy lorry trundling by in the road below. When it stopped smply
wobbling and began to tap-dance, she began to wonder.

‘Mike? shewhispered.
Grimly, Mike lifted the chair and tapped out a phrase:

‘cos I'll be there, puttin’ on ma top hat, tying up ma white tie— *‘Mike,’” Biancasaid sernly, ‘stop
making that awful noise, you'll disturb the other patients.’

The table stopped moving. Fedling very foolish — girl gets bang on head, startstalking to thin air, and
you're saying she' sready to go home? Get redl, nurse, please — she whispered, ‘Mike!
No reply.

‘Mike, if you want to, er, communicate...” God, how?‘Don’t try and answer. Look, I'll think of
something.” What? Hell. Shelooked round. Lying at the foot of the bed was one of those horrid comics.

‘Can you pick up that magazine?
The pagesriffled.

‘Good. I'll pretend to be reading it.” She picked it up. ‘ To answer, turn the pagestill you find
something that’ s as close as you can get to what you want to say.’

Riffle. The magazine was now open a the agony column. * Y ou’ ve got a problem you want help with?
Riffle. In front of her was afeature, Mortgage Repossession Left My Family Homeless.

‘You'rein financia difficulties? Mike, you' re deed, how can you bein...

Riffle. Exchanging Contracts. Part Four in our series on moving house.
Biancathought for amoment. ‘Y ou’ re homeless? Y ou’' ve got nowhere to go?

Riffle. Shelooked down and saw the front cover. The name of the magazine was Yed

‘| see” Biancasad, inaccuratdly. ‘' So how can | hep? Riffle. Article onimproving your garden.
Photograph; petunias, flowering cherry, crab apple tree, herbacious border, garden gnomes...

“Y ou want meto plant atree for you? Isthat it?
Riffle. Another photograph; view of Piccadilly Circus.



Further riffle. View of Trafdgar Square. Further riffle. For Only £99.99 Y ou Can Own This Beautiful
Porcdan Figurine...

‘A statue? Y ou want meto carve you a statue?

Riffle. Front cover.

‘But...” Biancawas going to say Why? Then she thought of the dragon, and George, and she knew
why.

‘Mike, I'm sort of busy right now, can it wait? Y ou see, first I’ ve got to get out of here, then I’ ve got

to find that dragon — you know, my statue— and stop him blowing things up, so if you could give me
sSix weeksor so...’

Furiousriffles. Advertisement. Habstrippers Guaran-tee: Lose Six Poundsin Three Daysor Y our
Money Back.

‘Three days? Front cover. ‘Mike, that’simpossible, I—' The magazine flew from her hands, soared
up into the air and parachuted down, pages flapping like the wings of a shot crow. The table rocked
violently and fell over. The chair began to tap out Dancin’ Cheek to Cheek.

‘All right,” she hissed, asthe sster came running. ‘I’ll seewhat | can do.’

Chapter Twelve

| t'sobviouswhat we' ve gottado,” Kurt replied impatiently.  We ve gottaleave the country.’

Seventeen former statueslooked a him as though he were mad, making him grateful his band wasn't a
democ-racy. He did his best to ignore them.

‘Leavethe country? David asked. ‘“Why?

David had, somehow, been elevated to the rank of spokesman-cum-courier; that isto say, the other
ex-statues tended to hem himin and hiss, ‘ Go on, you tell him,” in hisear. They dso complained to him
about the food, the trangport and the accommodation; remember, dthough their outward husks were
Italian, ingde they were British.

‘Because,” Kurt replied, ill wondering what in blazes had led him to go back for thismiserable o,
‘we ve got thisjob to do. And we can’t do it here. Okay?

‘Don’'t think we can leave the country,” muttered the Gianibologna Mercury. *We d need specia
export licences, surely.’

‘ Stolen property,” agreed aBernini bronze. ‘ They got these computerised lists, international,
worldwide. | saw it on Lovejoy. We d never get past the duty-free lounge.’

Amateurs, muttered Kurt to himsdlf. ‘ Absolutely right,” he Sighed, the sarcasm going so far over his
listeners' heads that you could have bounced radio signals off it. * That’ swhy we' ve gotta hijack a plane’

That left them speechless; but not for long enough. A Donatdllo Crucifixion objected that surely
hijacking wasillega. The Canova demanded to speak to the manager. Kurt bashed the packing case
with hisfig for Slence.

‘Okay,” he snarled, ‘that’ sit. I’ ve had enough of this goddamn whimpering out of you guys. The next
oneof you | hear any shit from ends up at the bottom of the Arno with a human being tied to hisankle.
Y ou got that? Good. Now then, thisisthe plan.’

In the shocked silence that followed, it occurred to Kurt that he hadn’t yet formulated a plan. Kurt
Lundgvigt without a plan; impossible. Easier to imagine a Tory minister without amistress. Something
would occur to him, it dwaysdid.

‘Theplan,” hewent on, ‘is, naturally, top secret. I’ [| announce the various stagesin due course, on a



grictly need-to-know basis. Thefirst stageis getting to the air termind. Thisiswhat we do.’

Kurt spent the rest of the day shoplifting, hotwiring vehicles, breaking into police station armouries,
mugging touristsfor their passports, faking photographs, wiring up d fresco bombs and generally relaxing
after al the strain he' d been through lately dedling with objects only one step away from being people. By
one o' clock in the morning, he felt refreshed and invigorated. He now had at his disposal acarabinieri
armoured van, eighteen assaullt rifles, ditto Beretta 9mm handguns, three cases of grenades, five
twenty-pounder bombs, flak jackets, black baaclavas, matching ski-suits, two-way radios,
state-of -the-art com-muni cations and radio jamming equipment, sandwiches, chocolate and athermos
flask of decaffeinated coffee.

At three am precisdly, air traffic control received an ominous message on the security hotline. Hight
TCA8494 from Istanbul, scheduled to refuel before heading on to London, dueto arrive at 03.24, had
armed hijackers on board. They’ d wired up bombs, and were demanding the release of prisonersand a
huge cash ransom. A specia security team was on itsway; in the meantime, act naturaly, refud the plane,
pretend nothing untoward is happening. M essage received and understood.

At 03.34, the carabinieri van drew up at aside gate. Kurt flashed an impressive-looking pass (actually
an Academy Museum season ticket, but it was dark and Kurt kept his thumb over the words) under the
sentry’ snose, hissed afew wordsin hisear and was let through. At 03.40, eighteen shadowy,
ferocioudy armed figures scrambled up the gangway into the plane and burst into the passenger
compartment.

‘Okay!” Kurt roared. ‘ Nobody move!’ He paused, for effect. ‘Okay,” he said, ‘where sthe
hijackers?

The cabin gaff Sared a him. They were just rewinding the in-flight movie, handing out the freeby
glossy maga-zines. ‘What hijackers? they said.

Kurt assumed apained expression. ‘ Jesus, not another fasedarm, hesghed. ‘Y ou sure there hasn't
been ahijack?

The purser nodded. ‘We d have noticed,” he said.

‘Not necessarily,” Kurt replied, motioning to histeam to fan out, start frisking the passengers. ‘Like,
there sthese new fundamentaist religious fanatics, some name like Meek Militant Action. Their am’sto
inherit the Earth, provided nobody objects. We' d better check things out, just to be sure’

The purser, who had the muzzle of aHeckler & Koch G3 gticking in his ear — not because hewasa
suspect, it was just rather acramped aircraft — shrugged and nodded. ‘ Suit yourselves, guys,’ he said.
‘Better safe than sorry, | guess. Whileyou're at it, would you mind taking round the duty-frees?

Kurt’s men duly searched; wonder of wonders, they found no fewer than five twenty-pound bombs
wired up to the doors, fud lines and in-flight catering packs. Gee, muttered Kurt, just as| thought. We' d
better stay with thisflight till it getsto London. What atruly splendid idea, the captain replied, his
subconscious wrestling with the prob-lem of where he' d seen some of these guys before (you don't like
to say to aSWAT team officer that you' re sorry, you didn’t recognise him with his clothes on). While
they were a it, he added, maybe they could help out with serving the meals and checking the seat-belts.

Asthe plane took off, aBernini took Kurt aside and asked him to explain something.

‘Thought we were meant to be hijacking the plane,” he said.

Kurt nodded. ‘ Nest job, huh?

‘But we ' re pretending to be the army. The good guys.’

‘So?

‘Doesthat mean we' re the good guys or the bad guys? I’ m confused.’

Kurt shook his head. Theignorance of some people. *Son,” hesaid, ‘I’ m gonnatell you something



that’sgonnahelp you alot in yearsto come, supposing you last that long. Good guysisjust afancy way
of saying Us. Bad guysisonly ever Them. Y ou remember that, you won't go far wrong. Okay?

‘But what about mora imperatives? What about Good and Evil?

The Bernini suddenly found himsdlf about a centimetre from Kurt’ staut face and industria-laser eyes.
‘Where| comefrom,” hesad, ‘Evil’sastunt man’'s Christian name. Now go over there, Sit down and
shut up. Doesthat answer your question?

‘Comprehensvey.’
‘Great. Always knew | shoulda been a philosopher.” Attack philosopher, naturaly.

Although the dragon had immediately recognised the sheer brilliance of Chubby’ s method of travelling
back through Time, he' d had an intuitive fedling from the outset that there was onetiny flaw in it
somewhere. Now, back in the air and soaring at ninety thousand feet over Angola, he knew for certain
what it was.

[t didn't work.

Twenty-saven hours he’ d been up here; twice round the predetermined circuit, airspeed and course
exactly as specified to the knot, to the metre. All he' d managed to achieve wasto distance himself from
home by afurther twenty-seven hours. Bloody marvellous.

By the time he was overflying Botswana, he' d worked it out. The course as plotted was half an hour
out of synch; the fools hadn’t taken into account the time he’ d be spending on the ground. He cursed
them and himsdlf; if he' d spotted the mistake earlier, he might just have been able to compensate. By
now, though, the history nodes would &l have moved on so far that it'd be impossible to rechart the
coursewithout al of Chubby’ sformulae, caculating software and history-industry infiltrators input. He
was stuck.

When in shit, use brain. All the necessary kit would, of course, still bein Chubby’ s office. All he had to
do wasdrop in, explain the problem — or would Chubby be expecting him? After al, once he got back
he' dtell him al about it, with the result that by the time they got back here, sorry, now, Chubby would
aready know — but if that was the case, he’ d have known to correct the error in thefirst place, oh
fuck, thisiscomplicated...

Heflew, nevertheless, to Chubby’s office, only to find it boarded up, with no forwarding address.
Nothing in the phone book. No trace anywhere. Maybe when he got back he was going to roast Chubby
dive (sorely tempted), which in turn would mean no Chubby now, just when he needed him most. Hey,
maybeit redly isimpossibleto travel backwardsin Time. Starting to look that way, no question.

He dowed down, drifting gracefully high above Mada-gascar. The hdl with this, let’ stry another way.
Such as?

If you don’t know, his old mother used to say, ask someone who does.

Think, dragon, think.

Thirty-two hours ago, he' d seen anewspaper headline saying that twelve hours before that, he' d been
killed. Okay.

If I waskilled before | got here, then it stands to reason that | got back in timeto be killed before | got
here. Thereforel, the late lamented |, requiescam in pace, must know how | got back. So | should ask
myself. Only that’ s going to be tricky, because I’ m dead.

Tricky, but possible. Because — give me strength! — in order to have gotten back, | must have asked
myself how to do it. My dead salf must therefore know that my living self is going to want to make
contact, approximately now, and will bewaiting in for the cal, wherever the flying fuck 1/he now amvis.
Stands to reason.



Okay, here goes. Just hope | know what I'm doing.
He peered down. Zululand. Wdll, why not?
There are more thingsin Heaven and Earth, Horetio, than give you nightmaresin your philosophy.

Few stranger, more wonderful or more terrible, however, than the isangoma — trandated, with
typical Colonia crass-ness, ‘witch-doctor’ — of southern Africa. Now, of course, extinct; no place for
that sort of thing in the twentieth century. Well, of course.

Although he knew virtually nothing about the subject, the dragon was at least able to address the smdll,
shrivelled man gitting in front of him on alow, carved ool by his correct title: amakhosi, ‘my lords,
plural, because when you speak to the isangoma you' re talking not to thelittle old man but to the
countless mighty spirits who bed-and-breskfast, so to spesk; in the vast mansions behind his eyes.

Nkunzana ssmall, tidy kraal lay inaminiature valey, acrack between two greet rocks, which meant
the sun’ s nuisance was kept to aminimum. For twenty hoursin the twenty-four it was dark at
|zulu-li-dum-umteto, and for Nkunzana darkness was a natura resource essentid to hisbusiness, like the
mill-streams of Lancashire. He himsdlf wasacomic, horrifying figure; small, crooked and
smooth-skinned, like afreeze-dried child. He wore the uniform of hiscraft: leopards' teeth, goats horns,
pigs bladders, gnu'stail. Helooked like God' s spares box. Slow to move, quick to laugh; smiling
toothlesdy, staring unblinking a a space two feet above and eight inchesto the right of the head of the
person hewastaking to. A littleray of sunshine. Y our local GP.

‘Sakubona, baba’. We saw you, my father; hello. A grave nod accompanied theforma greeting. The
dragon relaxed alittle. HE' d managed to get to see the doctor without an appointment. * And what can |
dofor you?

The dragon licked the roof of his mouth, which was dry; why am | afraid of thislittle toe-rag? I'm
adragon, for crying out loud... ‘1 need to speak to someonewho isdead, ‘ makhosi,” hereplied, a
little nervousness spilling out with the words. ‘ For you, surely, thisis possible’

‘Possble” Thelittle man nodded. ‘A smdl matter, my father. Who among the snakes do you wish to
talk to?

The dragon hesitated. ‘ Thisis, um, embarrassng.’
‘Relax. Say the name.’

‘“Well — look, how would it beif | wrote it down on abit of paper? Sorry to be dl silly about this,
but—'

‘| cannot read, my father. Say the name.’
‘All right. Um. Me’

“You?

Nod. ‘Me’

Long pause.

“Wo, ndoda; ngitshilo.” Hey, man, you sure said amouth-ful. ‘ Talking to yoursdlf isasign of
madness. Taking to yoursdlf, dead, isclass’

The dragon shuffled. * Said it was embarrassing. Can you do it?
Nkunzana shrugged. ‘Why not? hesaid. ‘If it spossible. If not, not.’
‘It spossible. Cross my heart and hopeto die. Er, be dead.’

‘“We will see what we can do, my father.” The old man closed his eyes, leaned forward until hisknees
touched his shoulders, and tossed something onto the fire. Nothing happened.

‘ About time, too,” said the dragon.



The dragon looked up. ‘Aarg,’” he said.

‘Haveyou any idea,’ his deceased self went on, ‘how long I’ ve been hanging around this boghole
waiting for you to turn up? Gives me the fucking cregps, and I’'m dead.’

‘Sorry.” Redlly, truly embarrassing. ‘' Look, | guess you know why | needed to talk.’

‘Reversetimetravel, how we got home.” The dragon nodded. ‘ Piece of cake. Why you needed to
bother me | don’t know. | managed to work it out al by mysdlf.’

‘Clever old you, then.’

‘Indeed.” The dragon sighed contemptuoudly. ‘Listen carefully. I'm dead, right?

‘Right.

‘But | can't be, or | couldn’t be talking to me, right? Say yes.’

Vs’

‘Therefore | must be dive. Nod.’

The dragon nodded.

‘Andif I’'m dive now, | must have been dive six weeks ago. Well?

‘Obvioudy.’

‘Okay.” Thedragon grinned. ‘ Thereyou are, then.” And there they weren't, either of them. For ten
minutes or 0, Nkunzana sat, gazing at the empty stool. Then he stood up, threw another log on thefire.

‘Hambla gahle,’ he said quietly, goin peace. ‘I'm Logic, fly me.” He shook his head, picked up his
catskin bag of medicines and walked to his huit.

It only occurred to him when he reached the doorway. He stopped dead, swore, (' Wangi hudela
umtwana wami!”) and banged his head savagely againgt the lintel. Bloody old fool.

All that work, unsocia hours, and who the hell was he going to send the invoice to?

Bianca s arm ached, the newly mended bone resenting the heavy vibration of hammer on chisd on stone.
She glanced up at the clock. No timeto rest, she observed mournfully. Not even timefor aquick brew
and agaribadi biscuit. Sheraised the chisdl, positioned it carefully, tapped gently. Boy, was she tired.

It was starting to takeitstoll. Already her hand had dipped, uncharacteristicdly, when she'd been
doing the left Sde of the collar bone. Oh dear, what ashame, never mind. The old Mike had always had
achip on his shoulder. Now he had achip out of it; same difference.

Do the head last, shrieked her common sense. Just in case the bloody thing comes dive before I’ ve
finished it. Last thing | need is Mike' s head looking over my shoulder, telling me how | should do my job.
Probably try and sweet-talk meinto making improvements on the original. No prize for guessing what
he’ d want improved.

Furthermore, once thisjob was finished, no chance of taking aday off or putting her feet up. The
moment she'd finished Mike, she had adragon to find and reason with. And what if the wretched thing
wouldn’t listen to reason? Then what the hell was she supposed to do?

She paused, brushed away chippings and thought hard. Why me, anyway? Go on, then, if you're so
damn clever.

Thetrouble was, she could fed reasonsthere under her skin, like the palmed coin hiddenin the
magician’ s handker-chief. It had to be her, because... Well, because she believed in what was going on
— not through choice, but because she knew it was all horribly true— and she knew full well that
nobody elsewould believe her. If shetried to enlist the help of the proper authorities (Police? Army?
Church? No idea), they’ d have her indde afruitcake repository and connected up to the mains before



she got much further than, ‘“Wdll, it' slikethis...” Because she owed it to the dragon for the wrongs her
gpecies had doneto his species

— No, the hell with that. Follow that line of argument and she’ d be pouring petrol through
delicatessens’ |etterboxes. Because it was her statuesthat started it dl. That wasthereason. Very silly
reason; holding hersalf reponsible for the acts of abunch of semi-legendary joyriders. But it was the
reason and she was stuck withiit.

But what was sheto do if the dragon wouldn't listen to her? An entrancing picture floated before her
mind; the damsdl fights the dragon to save the knight chained to the rock. Great feminist tatement;
bloody slly game plan. And how do you go about fighting dragons, anyway?

‘Reluctantly,” Biancasaid doud. * Copper mallet, copper mallet, come out wherever you are’

Three hoursater, there wasn't much left to do. Theface

— well, far beit from her to seek to amend Mother Nature' s banjax. The smdl of the back and the
bum; thereisadestiny that shapes our ends, she muttered to hersdlf laying in hard with the chisd,
rough-hew them how we will. In thisingtance, it had shaped Mike send rather like avery old, tired sofa.
Therewerelots of untidy chisal-marks, but histrouserswould hide those. Time Mike learnt to take the
rough with the smooth.

Chip chip, tap tap. ‘All right,” shesaid. ‘It' sready. Phase Onein an exciting new development of
garter-homes for unfussy ghodts.’

Shewaited.

Slight miscaculation? Maybe. Or maybe avery precise caculation indeed.

Below him, the dragon saw the still-smoking embers of the hall. A gaggle of peculiar-shaped cregtures,
led by ahuman, were picking their way through the hot rubble towards a beat-up old motor vehicle.
They got in and drove away.

Banzai! He'd come back in aday or so earlier than scheduled, just nicely in time to see George and
his sdekicks clambering out of their incinerator and making arun for it. Maintaining his height, he tracked
the van; wingbesats few and dow, ahandy therma buoying him up.

Hewas, he hoped, too high for the wretched creaturesin the van to see or notice, athough what could
they do if they did? Drive faster than light? Try and defend themselves? Attack? L et them. The dragon
was wearing under his metaphorica dinner jacket the bullet-proof vest of zombie-hood; you can’'t get
me ‘cos | done dead already. Looking ahead up the road, he picked his spot. Fire? Twelve good
nosefuls before he was into reserve. He accelerated, put hiswings back, fell into the glide...

‘George’
‘Now what?
‘There' sadragon following us’

The van had dewed to a sudden dramatic standstill and its contents were dispersing at top speed. Drat,
the dragon thought. Never mind, he was locked on to George now; he didn’t care about the others, as
soon let them go as not, provided they didn't interfere. And they wouldn’t. Not many demonsare
prepared to lay down their livesfor asaint.

Nice to watch George run. For a short, fattish lad he had a pretty turn of speed. Sippery, too, as soap
in abath, so no time for mucking about. 1’ swhen the stage villain pausesto twirl his moustaches and
cackle that the hero sees his chance and the underwriters of hislife policies start to breathe again. Timeto



nall the sod.
Hedived, breathed in. A smart sneeze, pinpoint accu-rate. A very loud, very short scream. Job done.
Home.

Oh.
So that was death, wasit? Typicdl, | missed it.

George watched the dragon recede into the sky, then looked down; athough he knew there' d be
nothing to see. His body — gone. Which body? Didn’'t matter. The et of fire that had wrapped round
him like acat round legs had been so hot it’ d have evaporated marble as easily asflesh. An exemplary
snuff; quick, sure and completely (asfar as he could remember) painless.

George was suddenly aware of something —

— God knowswhat. The nearest he could get to it was an invisible lead, dragging him like an
over-inquistive dog. Balls, muttered George, I’ m going to Heaven. Don’'t want to go yet. Haven't
finished.

Don't have to go. Asthe unseen rope tugged him aong, he was aware of a handhold, an escape
hatch, rushing towards him. An anomaly! Saved!

There smany adip, asthe saying goes, between toilet bowl and sewage farm. George only saw it for
the mogt fleting diver of asecond, but it was long enough to judge his escape attempt and makeit.

A dtatue, its back door wide open. In fact, so conveniently placed, handy for the stream of traffic, that
you' d beforgiven for thinking it had been put there expresdy for the purpose. A mousetrap? Or a
getaway car?

Whatever; who gives ashit? Asfar as George was concerned, it was acase of any portrait in astorm.
Hethrew himsdf at the anomaly and hit the mark.

‘Mike? You inthereyet?

Coming, coming. Being dead takesit out of you, makes you redlise just how out of condition you can
become in three days. Painfully, Mike dragged himsdlf towards the nice welcoming statue. Dear, kind,
clever Bianca, she’d done agood job. Almost there...

What? What?
BASTARD!

Just asthe door in the back of the statue opened and he' d been reaching out afrail and shaky arm to
touch it, some evil git had bounced up from behind, swept past him, jJumped into the statue and dammed
the door. Wasthat face familiar? Theill-fated play where he'd been killed. Oh no. Saint George. The
saint had stolen hisbody.

Evenif he' d had the strength to hammer on the door and tug at the handle, it’ d have done him no
good. With statuesit’ s strictly first come, first stored. He' d been gazumped, at the last minute.

He had no more strength left to hang on. Helet go.

‘Mike?Youinthereyet?
The statue’ s eyesflickered.
‘Mike’
With an effortless smoothness that did her no end of credit, the eyelids lifted.



‘Mike?

That’s not himin there! Odd, how you just know, smply by looking peopleintheeye. Just a
coloured circle on awhite background, afried egg with ajewelled yolk. Perhaps we can actudly seethe
retina, the way they do for ultra-high-security identification routines, but too fast for our conscious minds
to know what we' ve actualy done.

‘Who?

I know who! I’ d recognise those beady, shifty little eyes anywhere!

Biancahad quick reactions. Very few scientific instru-ments known to Man would be precise enough
to measure the tiny instant it took her to grab the two-pound lump hammer and swing it at the head of her
newly completed masterpiece. Compared to Saint George, though, she was a dinosaur in dow maotion.
Before her fingers had contacted the hickory handle, he was moving. Asthe hammerhead rushed
towards him, he stuck out his newly acquired right arm, punched Bianca negtly in the eye, ducked the
hammer blow and ran for it. Behind him, he heard a crash, suggesting that Bianca had sat down
uncomfortably on the floor. He made amental note to laugh triumphantly later, when he had thetime.

He was through the door and out into the street faster than ajack-rabbit absconding with the
Christmas club money.

Painfully, feding like aKeystone Kop five seconds after the director’ syelled ‘ Cut!” Biancahauled herself
up off thefloor and swore.

George, that bastard of asaint, had stolen another of her statues. Worse, he' d probably just killed her
friend. Nice touch, that; poor old Mike had just had the rare privilege of being killed by both Good and
Evil consecutively. Not that she had a clue any more which was which; nor did she care. If Mike il
existed, anywhere in the cosmos, she guessed he was fedling the same way.

The hammer was still in her hand and sheredlised; Jesus, | just tried to kill him. A saint. My own
gatue. | tried to kill one of my own statues, just when it was on the point of coming to life.

It wasn't being the sort of day you look back on with pride.
Chapter 13

What the Shopfloor,” Chardonay quavered, ‘was that?' Slitgrind levered himsalf up out of apuddlie
with hisforearms. His eyes were blind with saint-ash and hislungswere full of holy smoke. * Guess, he
grunted, and then started to cough.

‘The dragon again?

Before Chardonay could say anything ese, Snorkfrod was a his side, hauling him up like an adored
sack of spuds. Was hedl right? Any bones broken? Did it hurt if she prodded him there?

‘Yes,” heyeped. ‘Not that that means anything. That' d hurt under any circumstances.’
‘That dragon,” muttered Prodsnap, ‘ doesn’t like us very much. What did we do?

‘Wetried tokill him,” Holdall replied. ‘ First wewee d dl over him, then we blew him up with
dynamite. Maybe he' s paranoid or something.’

Having disodged the proffered paramedical assstance, Chardonay sat down on alow wall and put on
the one boot he' d been ableto find. *Well,” he said, ‘onething’ sfor certain, that dragon isn't dead. Not
as such. Where' s George?

The other demons looked at each other.
‘Look,” Prodsnap said, ‘let’sput it thisway. He' s gone to a better place, and | don’t mean Solihull.’



He sneezed. ‘| suggest we do the same. In our case, of course, we want to go to aworse place, but the
principle sthe same.’

‘“Where' sthat damn priest got to, cometo that? Sitgrind growled. ‘I’'m trying to remember if he was
with usin the van. Who saw the bugger last?

Chardonay was staring at the abandoned van. Itsenginewas il running. ‘ That dragon,” hesaid, ina
drangeflat voice, ‘just killed asaint.’

Slitgrind shrugged afew shoulders. ‘ Plenty more where he came from. Look, can we get the
Shopfloor out of here, before the sucker comes back?

‘Thedragon,” Chardonay repesated, ‘just killed Saint George. That's wrong.’

The exasperated sound came from Slitgrind. ‘' Look, love,” he stage-whispered to Snorkfrod, who was
putting powder (powdered what, you don’t want to know) on her face, using apuddle for amirror. ‘Can
you explain to that thick prat of aboyfriend of yours, any minute now that flying bastard’ s gonna come
back and fry us. We gotta go, for Chrissakes.’

‘All right, then,” Snorkfrod replied, ‘you go.’

‘Huh? Slitgrind' sface was astudy in bewilderment. Imagine what God would look like if he opened
his post one morning and found he’ d got atax rebate. As bewildered asthat.

‘Go. Bugger off. Sling your hook. We'll seeyou back at the factory.’

‘But...” Sitgrind’s expression added terror to itsreper-toire. ‘ But we' ve got to stick together,” he
whimpered. *We can’t go wandering about on our own, it'snot safe.’

Snorkfrod gave him a stare you could have broken up and put in whisky. * Sitgrind, you nerk,” she
sad, ‘you re ademon from sodding Hell. Y ou’ re twenty million yearsold. | think it’ s probably timeyou
learned to cross the road on your own.’

‘Wearen't splitting up.” Chardonay had spoken with— well, virtudly with authority. Not a
large-scd e authority — something like the English Tourist Board — but enough to get him his colleagues
attention. *We' ve got work to do. Come on.’

He stood up, knees wobbly and calflike, head erect, and started to walk towards the van. The others
had to trot to catch up with him.

‘“Where rewe going, Chief? Prodsnap asked, puffing.
Chief, noted Chardonay’ s subconscious. ‘ To find the dragon,” hereplied. ‘And kill it.’

Three demons stopped dead in their tracks. A fourth used the delay to catch up — it' sawayshard to
runin high hedls, even when they’reanintegra part of your foot.

‘Areyou crazy?

‘No,” Chardonay replied. ‘I’m bruised, lost and very frightened. But it’s our duty. We re peace
officers, with arespongbility to maintain the Divine Order. That dragon hasjust killed Saint George, it's
againg dl therules. It'sgot to be sorted out. And,” he went on, swallowing, ‘sinceit’sus here on the
spot, we've got to do it. Isthat clear?

‘Stoneme,” Prodsnap muttered. ‘ He' s serious.’

‘I'mwith you al theway,” sighed Snorkfrod, passonately. ‘And | want you to know, | think that’ sthe
most moving thing I ve ever heard.’

‘Thank you,” Chardonay replied. ‘ That means agreat deal to me. How about the rest of you lads?
Prodsnap, Slitgrind and Holdall exchanged glances.

‘We reright behind you, Chief.’

‘Count mein.



“Y ou can depend on us!’

For amoment, Chardonay was lost for words. He glowed and seemed to grow an extrainch or two.
‘Thanks, guys,’ he said softly. * Right, here goes.’

He punched hisleft pam with right fist, turned and headed off towards the van, Snorkfrod’sarm
through his. The other threefdl in behind them.

‘Men.” Chardonay settled himself in the driver’ s seat, put on his seat-belt and took off the handbrake.
‘I just want you to know, whatever happensfrom hereonin...’

Wordsfailed him, not because of any sudden access of emotion, but because at that moment the
back-seat passen-gers clobbered him and Snorkfrod silly with the tyreiron.

Not even for old times sake?

The dragon shook his head. *No way, Nosher,” hereplied. ‘Look, | redly am grateful to you, saving
my lifeand al that, but I’ ve had enough. I’ ve done what | came to do and now I’'m off.’

Just ten minutes of your time to vaporise a few trifling demons, Fred. For a pal.

‘No. Think about it, Nosher. I’ve got my whole lifein front of me. | can go wherel like, do what |
want. Last thing | need isHdll putting a price on my head for snuffing five of their people. I'm more
congpicuous than Salman Rush-die, Nosher. Longer. Harder to concedl. It’ d be a con-founded nuisance
and | can do without it.’

| can take care of that. | can give you a whole new identity.

The dragon laughed. ‘ Sure you can, Nosh,” hereplied. ‘1 mean, twentieth-century Earth is positively
teeming with dragons, I’ d have no trouble whatsoever blending in with the crowd. Get red, pd. I'm out
of here’

Fred. Theletters on the screen grew dim, flickery, asif to suggest deep and sincere regret. If you
walk out on me — well, around your neck beit.

The dragon froze. * Y ou bastard.’

Blown to smithereens, Fred, whatever a smithereen is. Walk out on me and I' Il find out. Shame
you won't be there to share the knowledge with me.

Chubby, who' d been silent, nodded sagely. ‘Besides,” he added, * how’ d they know it wasyou? 1’ ve
been making enquiries. Asfar as Hell Central’ s concerned, those five idiots are with acoach load of
other idiots over in Nashville, Tennessee. Nobody knows they’ re here. When they don’t come back, |
expect Hell will assume they’ ve defected to the other sde, something like that.’

‘Defect?

Actually, I think Chubby’s a bit out of touch with recent devel opments. He' s still got a Cold
War mentality, which is thoroughly out of date these days. Let’s say desert, shall we, rather than
defect? They' d buy that, I’ m sure.

The dragon growled ominoudly. ‘Y ou’ re bastards, both of you,” he said. * All you care about is your
dinking profits’

Chubby clicked histongue. ‘“Why isit,” he demanded, ‘ that people are always so rude about profits?
Never honoured in their own country.
‘Free enterprise,” Chubby went on, ‘isthelife blood of commerce.’

‘Maybe,” the dragon snarled. ‘But I" d rather not have their free enterprise on my paws, if it' sal the
sametoyou.’

I’ ve just accessed my database and it says a smithereensis a small fragment or particle, usually



the result of a catastrophic explosion. | assume it knows what it’ s talking about, but there’s only
one way to be absolutely certain.

“You'd doit, wouldn't you?
With infinite regret but negligible hesitation, yes.

The dragon sighed. His eyes, as he glowered at the screen, were case-hardened with contempt. ‘Y ou
know something, Nosher? hesaid. ‘You'reevil.’

You reckon? Sending you out to do battle with the forces of darkness and you say I’ m evil ?
‘l do.’

The screen flickered, by way of adry chuckle. Evil schmevil, old pal. Go out there and fry some
fiends.

With an effort, Mike stopped screaming and pulled himsdlf together.

It took some doing. Sixty per cent of him was dowly drifting away through space. Forty per cent of
him was dipping unobtrusively into the future. It was like trying to impose your will on seven over-excited
Highland terriers.

Hed, Mike commanded. And toe. And leg. And arm. Oh Christ, and head too.

Y ou know the bit in al the filmswhere they’ ve just found the suitcase full of the money from the big
heist; and suddenly thewind gets up and the air isfull of flying banknotes; and first they dl caper
frantically around trying to catch them; and then they rediseit’ s hopeess and collapse laughing to the
ground whilethe creditsroll al round them?Well, it wasrather like that, hold the laughter. All Mike
could manage (particularly since his face was now —thirty yards and four hours away from the mgority
of him) wasawry grin.

The hdl withit. Why bother? Hewasjust about to relax and finaly let go when...
Oh my god, a statue! Where the hell did that come from?

Look gift horsesin the mouth if you must, but when confronted with awholly unlooked-for, vacant,
unlocked, fully furnished statue just when you' re on the point of dissolving into space and time, you look
for the little hatch between the shoul der-blades, you grab as much of you as you can reach, and you
jump.

‘And this,’ said the Council spokesman, ‘is where the fountain was to have gone, and here swherewe
would have put the floral clock, and here’ swhere we' d planned to have the big brass plague recording
the munificent generosity of Kawaguchiya Integrated Circuits (UK) plc.’” He paused and drew breeth.
‘And here...’

Five pairs of impassive Japanese eyesfollowed his point-ing finger and fixed on another part of the
bomb crater.

‘Here,’ continued the spokesman, ‘we intended to have the centrepiece of Kawaguchiya Integrated
Circuits Plaza, the staggeringly impressive statue of Saint George and the Dragon, by possibly the

world' s most talented living sculp-tress, BiancaWilson.” Timefor another bresth; adeep one.
‘Instead...

He stopped. He blinked, rubbed his eyes. It was ill there. ‘ Excuse me,” he said.
Hetouched it; solid. Asarock, you might say. Just to be sure, he kicked it, hard. Ouch!

‘Instead,’” he went on, ‘we have no dragon, but now we do seem to have got St George back. About
three seconds ago, to be precise. Don't ask me how we did it, but we did it.” He sat down and removed
his shoe. ‘ Clever old us, en?



If the KIC people had noticed anything odd, they didn’t let it show. Two of the younger ones
whispered to the grey-haired type who seemed to be the delegation leader. He nodded and whispered
something back.

‘Very big satue,’” he said.
‘Itis, yes,’ the spokesman agreed. ‘ And, um, solid. Made of solid stone, al the way through.
Y essireg, thisbaby’shereto stay.’

(Because, at the moment when George entered the newly completed statue of Mike, he broke
the morphological link with his own former statue. No longer caught up in George’' s anomalous
timestream, it went back to where it had come from; once again, just a statue, lifeless and inert.)

The Council spokesman pulled his shoe back on, stood up and assumed a didactic pose. Y ou will
observe,’ hesaid, ‘the remarkable use of line which Ms Wilson has managed to achieve; the dynamic
tenson implicit in the composition of this masterpiece; the impresson she conveys of desper-ate,
headlong mation frozen for dl timeinthe...’

Sowly, asif it had the cramp inits|eft leg, the statue got up, winced, swore and hobbled away down
Colmore Row.

Y es, Biancasaid, she' d accept the charges. ‘ Mike, wherethe hell...

‘In acdl-box just off Pinfold Street,” Mike replied. * Can you come and pick me up? Only...

‘Wdl?

Mike glanced over his shoulder. Because it was only an ordinary-sized call-box, he was on hisknees
with his nose pressed right up against the glass. People outside were staring.

‘Jdugt hurry, will you? And bring alorry.’

He put the receiver down, bresthed out hard. Someone was hammering on the door. Edging round
carefully, he opened it and scowled.

‘“What' sthe matter, you daft bitch? he growled. ‘Y ou never seen a statue before?

By coincidence, a precisely that moment another lorryload of statuary chugged round junction four of the
M42, taking the exit Sgnposted to Birmingham. In the back were eight Berninis, three Donatdllos, three
Cdlinis, aCanovaand the Giambologna Mercury. Michadlangelo’'s David sat next to a
harassed-looking man in ablack jump-suit in the cab.

‘Sorry,” David admitted. ‘I’ ve never been much good at map-reading. Well, he amended, ‘thisis
actualy my first attempt, but if I'd ever tried it before, | don’t suppose I’ d have made much of afist of it
then, either’

Kurt muttered something under his breath. *We re on theright road now, huh?

‘I think s0. We want to go to the big sprawly grey blob, looks like a squashed spider, name of
Birmingham, right?

Kurt swore and hauled on the whed. ‘Okay,” he said, ‘I’ ve turned right. Now what?

David hit hislip. ‘Sorry,” hesaid, ‘| meant right asin okay, not right the opposite of left. | think
actualy we wanted to go straight on.’

‘Oh, for Christ’ssake!” Kurt had strong views on the subject of suffering fools gladly. It made him
gladif fools suffered alot. *Now we' ve gotta go miles out of our way. Concentrate, dammit.’

‘Sorry.
They droveonin slencefor awhile; Kurt sulking, David fedling guilty. When they were safely back on



theright road, however, David turned to Kurt and said, ‘ Excuse me!’
‘Wdl?
Difficult to find atactful way of putting this. ‘What are we, like, doing here exactly? David asked.

‘Thejob, Kurt replied. *Y ou realise they drive on the wrong side of the road in this faggot-ridden
country?

‘What job?

‘The job. Ddliver the statues, snuff the dragon, and then we' re outta here. Not the weirdest thing |
ever got hired to do,” Kurt added. ‘ In the top twenty, maybe even the top ten, but not in a number one.
Stll, it ain't exactly difficult. And it sure beatswhat | was doing before’

‘Which was?
‘Being dead.’
‘Ah. Right.’

Kurt frowned, detecting a certain lack of awein hiscompanion. After all, not many people come back
from the dead. Even fewer come back from the dead and walk straight into aplum job in their chosen
profession, asthough they’ d never been away. Jesus Christ and maybe Sherlock Holmes — Kurt,
who' d been around and heard athing or two, knew al that stuff about surviving the Reichenbach Falls
was just atax dodge — but that wasit.

“You ever been dead, son? he queried.

‘Not to the best of my knowledge.’

‘Giveitamiss’ Kurt advised. ‘Don’t get you anywhere.’
‘Who're we working for, then?

Kurt’s spasm of impatience nearly caused an accident. * Y ou don't ask questions like that in thisman's
business, boy. Y ou can come to harm asking questions like that.’

True, David reflected, we nearly did. We only missed that car by aninch or so. * Sorry,” he said. But
I'mreally curious.” He paused; athought had struck him. *Y ou do know, don't you?

Kurt avoided hiseye. * Of course | frigging well know,” he snapped.
‘And?
‘Read the damn map.’

They drove onin silence, if you could call it that, because Kurt was convinced that the sound of cogs
turning in his brain was probably audible in Connecticut.

It had been a.good question.
Just who was heworking for?

George stopped running, ducked down behind adustbin and froze.

Debits and creditstime. On the negative side, he was logt, confused, penniless, naked, in an unfamiliar
and distinctly economy-class body and on the run from alivid sculptress and afire-bregthing dragon. On
the positive side, hewas dive. He closed his eyes and alowed himself to relax. On balance, hewas
further up the ladders than down the snakes, by something in the order of athousand per cent.

About four minutes later, he solved the clothing and money problem by jumping out on an
unsuspecting passer-by, knocking him silly with abroken bicycle pump he' d found in the dustbin and
helping himself to hisvictim'’s persond effects. Fortunately, he and his unwitting bene-factor were more
or lessthe same Sze, dthough personally George wouldn't have chosen alilac shirt to go with anavy



blue jacket. But there; muggers can’t be choosers. The shoes hurt hisfeet, but not nearly as much asthe
pavement would have done.

An gppropriate moment, he told himsdlf as he sauntered down the aleyway into New Stret, to draw
up an agenda. It went asfollows:

1. Find and scrag that bastard dragon.

2. Easier soliloquised than done, of course. He still wasn't ahundred per cent a home in this century and
maybe he was missing atrick somewhere, but he had arrived at the conclusion that the old Wormex™
-in-the-water-supply tactic was going to be out of place here; although, to judge by the stuff he’'d had in
hiswhisky, agtiff dose of dragon powder could only improve the taste.

The basic principle, however, was surely agood one: get the dragon to drink something that’ d
disagree with him. The recipe ought not to be a problem. The ancient proverb stuck in his mind: you can
lead adragon to water, but you can’t make him drink. How did you go about conning adragon into
daking itsthirgt from your specidly prepared homebrew; leave abig bowl with DRAGON on the sde
lying about in apublic place? Unlikely to work.

Hold that thought. Since he was now wearing awhole new body, the dragon wouldn't know who he
was. All he had to do, given the dement of disguise, waswalk up to the dragon in abar and offer to buy
him adrink.

The ugly snout of practicdity intruded into his plans. Asfar ashe could tell, thiswas aliberd century,
uninhibited, where anything went (so long as you weren't fussy about it coming back again afterwards),
but even so, you' d probably be pushing your luck sidling up to strangersin bars asking if they were a
dragon and wanted adrink. On the right lines, he decided, but could do with alittle bit more fine tuning.

Still, at least he had a plan now, which was something. Next step, food. It had been along time since
breakfast and the body that had eaten the breakfast was now cinders and ashes. He pulled out his
victim’' swallet and opened it up; anice thick wad of notes reassured him. Grinning, he crossed New
Street, heading for the big McDondd's.

‘Wotcher, Mike. A hand clumped down between his shoulder-blades, momentarily depriving him of
breath. Before hisingtincts— well, they weren't hisingtincts of course— had timeto send the kill
message down to hisarms, he cancelled the ingtruction. Whoever this body was, it had friends. And
dragon hunters need friends, the way fisher-men need maggots.

‘Hello yoursdlf,” he replied, and turned to face whoever it was. ‘How’ sthings?

‘Not so bad.” Hisfriend, atal, gangling bloke with round bottle-end glasses, was giving him afunny
look. ‘Heard you were, um, dead,” he said. ‘Like, blown up or something.’

‘Not as such,” George replied. ‘What you probably heard was that | was dowly dying of hunger and
thirst, whichistrue. Of course, you can help me do something about that.” The stranger laughed. What
hed he cdled him? Mike?

Good old Mike, always cracking jokes.

‘Good idea,” the stranger went on. *We could have a couple of pints, then maybe go for aBadti. Suit
you?

‘Sure” Mike sfriend started to walk, presumably knew where he was going. George fell into step
besdehim.

‘Haven't seen you about for awhile now,” said Mike sfriend.

“You know how itis’

‘Sowhat’sit like, working with the great Bianca Wilson? George put two and two together, and got
amentd picture of afast-swinging lump hammer narrowly shaving hisear. ‘ Eventful,” he said. ‘Quitean



education, in fact.’

‘I'll bet.

In front of them, a pub doorway. Oh good, we seem to be going in here. | could just do witha— He
stopped dead. Ah shit!

Sitting at the bar, staring at him, were Biancaand — * Chrigt, Bianca, there' smy body. Hey, grab him,
some-one. That' s the bastard who stole my body!’
It's mortifying enough to be loudly accused of theft in apublic place. To be accused by yourself ...

George, asdwaysin such circumstances, gave serious thought to running away, but his erstwhile friend
was standing between him and the door, giving him ever such afunny look.

“You bastard!” Biancawasydlling at him too. ‘Don’t just stand there, Peter, grab the swine!’

Who the hell was Peter? Oh, him. The treacherous bugger who' d brought him here. Stronger than he
looks, our Peter. George' s arm was now twisted up behind his back and there was very little he could do
about it. Behind the bar, an unsympathetic-looking girl was muttering something about ringing the police.

‘Let goof me’ hegrunted. ‘I'masaint.” Peter tightened hisgrip. ‘You'reawhat? ‘A saint. Y ou deaf
or something?

‘That’ sright,” said Bianca, grimly, ‘heis. If hetriesto make arun for it, break his sodding arm.’
‘Hang on,” Peter wassaying. ‘If heredly isasaint—
‘That does it,” said the barmaid. She picked up the phone and started pressing buttons.

George struggled, painfully. *You redisethisis blas-phemy,” he gasped — breath isat a premium
when you're being half-nelsoned over abar. *You'll fry in Hell for this!’

“You bastard!” Hisbody — Saint George' s body — had ahand round his, Mike's, windpipe. ‘ Give
me back my body now, or I’ll bloody well throttle you. It.” The sgnificance of his own words struck him
and herelaxed hishold dightly. ‘Here, Beg, isthere any way of getting him out of it?

‘We could try death,” Biancarepliedicily. * Seemsto work okay.’

The other occupants of the pub, though interested, seemed to regard saint-bashing as primarily a
spectator sport. Wagers were being exchanged, theories aired. The barmaid had got through to the
police and was giving what George felt was a rather one-sided account of the proceed-ings. It wastime,
he reflected, for abrilliant idea

Available options; not an inspiring selection. Be muti-lated by Peter, strangled by — who was that
guy? Mike, presumably, whoever the hell hewas, surgically dissected by the snotty sculptress or arrested
by the cops. None of them, George admitted, felt intuitively right.

‘Help,” he croaked.

The prayers of saints seldom go unheard. Just as Mike was saying that maybe Bianca' s suggestion had
something going for it, and the distant Srens were coming closer, there was arefreshing sound of
splintering glass, the thump of an unconscious body hitting the deck and afamiliar voice a hisside.

Father Kelly. And about bloody time, too.

‘Of coursehe'safriggin’ saint,’ the priest wasyelling. ‘ Can't ye see hisfriggin’ halo, ye dumb
bastards?

‘Keep out of this, vicar,” Mike said angrily. Fortunately, Father Kelly took no notice, or perhaps he
was just enraged at being confused with an Anglican. More broken glass noises, Father Kelly proving he
knew the uses of empty Guinness bottles. He' d apparently used one on Peter, because George could
now move hisarms. He straightened up, to see Bianca swinging abar stoal at him. Fortunately, he had
just enough timeto thrust Father Kelly into the path of the blow — loud thunk, priest dropslike stone,
never mind. Leaving Bianca holding a broken stool and looking bemused, he jumped nimbly over the



dormant Peter, shoved open the door, kicked an advancing copper squardly in the nuts and legged it.
God, he couldn’t help thinking, looks after his own.

Chapter 14

| t'snot on the map,” Slitgrind protested.

The van stood on the hard shoulder of the M6. In the front, Prodsnap and Slitgrind were poring over
the vintage road atlas they’ d found in the glove compartment.

‘Thereitis, look,” said Prodsnap, pointing.
‘No, you foal, that’s Hull.’
‘Maybethat’ sjust lousy spdling.’

Slitgrind closed the atlas with asnap. * Standsto reason,” he said. ‘ They don't put it on mortal maps,
‘ cos otherwise we' d have hundreds of bloody tourists blocking up the front drive al thetime.’

It occurred to Prodsnap that maybe his colleague was being atrifle darmigt, but he didn’t say anything.
It wastrue, Hell wasn't on the map. He tried hard to remember the route the coach-driver had taken, but
it had al been homogeneous motorway, with no landmarks whatso-ever.

‘We |l have to ask someone, then,” he said.
Slitgrind scowled. ‘Don’t bethick,” he replied.
 Someone who knows, obvioudly,” Prodsnap said. * Shouldn’t be too hard.’

‘But ..." Slitgrind was about to protest, but the penny dropped. ‘Do we haveto? he objected. * Those
people dways give methe shivers.

‘Metoo.” Prodsnap suited the action to the word. ‘ But they’ Il know the way and we don't. Looks like
we don’t have much choice.’

His colleague grimaced, acknowledging thelogic. ‘“Wdl,” hesighed, ‘s posethey’ reonour Sde. Ina
way.’

‘ Better the colleague you know, huh?

Slitgrind shrugged and turned the ignition key.

‘Give methe deep blue seaany time,” he muttered, and indicated right.

‘I conjure you by Asmoday and Beelzebub, Sytray and Satan, €l oi, e ohim and Miss Frobisher, do
please be careful, you nearly made me spill the Black Host...’

Barbed whips of wind flicked crudly through the dighted walls of the ruins of Castle Roche. The moon
had long since hidden her face behind the clouds and the only light was the livid orange glow from the
foul-smdlling fire. In the shattered keep of the castle, five white-clad figures, hooded and barefocot,
huddled insde the arbitrary confines of achaked ring. Around them lay the horrible impedimenta of the
Black Rite: pentangles, tetragrammata, a sword, amutilated Bible, agoat’ s skull, afrozen chicken, dowly
defrogting...

‘Areyou lot going to be much longer? demanded a querulous voice from outside the ring of firelight.
‘It'sfreezing.’

The Great Goat sghed petulantly. ‘ These things can't be rushed, Miss— ah—

‘Filkins, hissed the Lesser Goat. ‘ Sonia Filkins. She' sMrs Brownlow’ s niece, from the Post Office.’

‘Can't| at least have ablanket or something? whined MissFilkins. ‘I'm getting all goosepimply. And



it' sdamp. Auntie Edie didn’'t say anything about Stting in the damp.’
The Lesser Goat smpered dightly. ‘I’'m sorry,” shewhispered. ‘ But Brenda s babysitting up at the
vicarage, and now Yvonne' s sarted college...’

‘I know,” sghed the Great Goat. ‘ Maybe next time, Miss Frobisher. | can't redlly see any pointin
continuing under these conditions!’

Mournful slence. The Lesser Goat Sarted to pack away the horrible impedimenta.

‘If you' ve finished with the chicken,” said MissFilkins, ‘do you mind if | takeit on with me? Thereé sa
redlly nice recipein my magazine for chicken.’

‘Please,’ grunted the Great Goat, carefully snuggling the skull in cotton wool. ‘Help yoursdf. Such a
pity to let good food go to—'

Hefdl slent. Although he wasright next to thefire, hislegswere suddenly icy cold. He didn't look
round.

‘Miss Frobisher,” he croaked.

‘Yes, Dr Thwaites?

‘Perhaps Miss, ah, Filkins needn’t put her clothes back on quite yet.’

The Lesser Goat looked at him. ‘But | thought—'

‘Over there.” Hejerked his head in the direction of the shattered tower. ‘Um, by Asmoday and
Beelzebub, Sytray and—'

‘Excuseme’

Miss Frobisher let out alittle scream. The thurifer hastily stubbed out his cigarette. The sword-bearer,
who was hdf in and half out of his vestments, made agrab for histrousers. Old Mr Blakiston, the Black
Verger, dozed peace-fully on.

‘Excuse me, repeated Prodsnap. He was carrying an eectric torch and wearing an old Barbour
jacket he' d found on ascarecrow, for the night was cold; but the firdight dazzled vividly on his hooves
and horns. *We haven't missed it, have we, only we got a bit held up. Roadworks on the A34 just south
of Chipping Norton.’

‘Please can | put my clothes on now, Miss Frobisher? I’ m going blue’’

The Great Goat winced. ‘ Please be quiet, MissFilkins, he snapped. ‘Um, would you, ah, caretojoin
us? Quick, Miss Frobisher, the chicken!’

‘“You sad| could haveit!’

Prodsnap shivered, despite his Barbour. ‘Please,’ he said, ‘don’t go to any trouble on our account.
We had something at aLittle Chef on theway. Weredly only wanted to ask—'

‘Bludy ew,” squeaked thethurifer. ‘I1ssableedin’ deviw!” The Great Goat closed his eyes, mortified.
Firgt thing in the morning there' d be avacancy for the post of Black Thurifer, and never mind the fact that
Barney Philpot was the only twenty-four-hour plumber in the digtrict. * Thuri-fer,” he commanded, ‘be
quiet. By Asmoday and...’

Slitgrind nudged his colleague in the small of the back. ‘ For Chrissakes, Prozza,’ he hissed, ‘let’s get
out of here. I'm scared. Ow! That was my shin, you clumsy—'

‘“Wewerewondering,” Prodsnap went on, raisng hisvoice dightly, ‘if you could help usout. Y ou see,
we'relost, and—'

‘Lost? The Great Goat peered a him through thick-lensed bifocals. * Y ou mean, you fdl with Lucifer,
Son of the Morning, wantonly preferring the path of damnation to the—'

‘Missed the bus,” said Slitgrind. * Got |eft behind. | think they did it on purpose,’ he added resentfully.



‘Someone sgoing to cop it when | get home!’
The Great Goat’ s mouth was hanging open, like abroken gate. ‘Bus,” he repeated.

‘Outing,” said Prodsnap. ‘ To Nashville. And now we' re having to make our own way home, andit’s
not actually shown on the map, so we were wondering if—’

‘Hey.” The Great Goat felt atug on hisdeeve. ‘ Thesetwo,” the sword-bearer was muttering. ‘ They
for red?

‘Of coursethey are, you foolish man!” hissed the Great Goat. ‘' Look at the horns! Thetails!’
The sword-bearer shrugged. ‘ All right,” he said. * Not what | expected, though.’

‘Not what you...!"

‘Bit of adisgppointment, redly.’

‘How dare you! Theseare...’

He hesitated. Unshakable hisfaith might be, but there was something about the way that one devil was
trying to hide behind the other that did tend to sap the forbidden glamour. * Do excuse me asking,” he said
gpologeticdly, ‘but do you gentlemen have any form of identification? Only, you see—'

‘It sthat Great Horwood lot,” muttered the sword-bearer, ‘ dressed up in alot of fancy dress. Here, is
that you, Jm Partridge?‘ Cosif it is, you can forget having your car back by the weekend.’

Prodsnap blushed green. * Sorry,” he said. “We don't actually have cards or anything. Usudly,” he
added, with hisremaining shreds of dignity, ‘wedon’t fed the need.’

‘Prozza—

‘ Shuttup, Slitgrind. I’ d have thought,” Prodsnap sol-diered on, ‘the horns and the hooves and dl that,
they do rather speak for themselves.’

‘Cardboard and spirit gum,” sneered the sword-bearer. ‘Do usafavour, Jm. Y ou' ve had your joke,
now bugger off.’

‘Prozza,’ Slitgrind hissed; Prodsnap noticed that he was grimly averting his eyes from something.
‘There sabint over therewith no bloody clothes on!’
Moments like these, Prodsnap reflected, made you redlise that the Chardonays of thisworld do have

their uses. Chardonay, of course, was nice and snug in the van, tied up and gagged, likewise the demon
Snorkfrod. Now she'd know how to handle astuation likethis, no trouble at al.

‘Quiet!” he snapped, then turned to the Great Goat, who was peering disconcertingly at him over the
rimsof hisglasses. ‘“Um.” Heracked his brains. Something convincing; adisplay of black magic, perhaps,
an anti-miracle. Trouble was, he didn’t know any. Not much cdl for black magic when you' reaclerk in
the wages office.

The nasty, suspicious one was leering at him. He decided to improvise.

‘Maybethis|l convinceyou, he said, and threw some-thing on the fire. There was awhoaosh of flame
and aloud bang. The sword-bearer legpt out of his skin. Old Mr Blakiston woke up, mumbled
something about coffee and went back to deep again. It had worked.

‘What the Shopfloor wasthat? hissed Slitgrind.
‘Cigarette lighter,” Prodsnap hissed back. ‘ Now then, my, er, good man,” he went on, trying to look

demonic, ‘if you could just, | mean, | command you to give usdirections. Now,” he added, and snarled.
Heinhaed awhiff of Black Incense and sneezed.

The Great Goat bowed humbly, felt in hisinside pocket and produced an envelope and abiro. ‘Now,
if you go back theway you came as far asthe Bunch of Grapes...’



Eventudly, George stopped running.

Only when he was absol utely convinced nobody was following him, of course. Onelong life and one
short (so far) but highly eventful one had taught him the value of running away asa solution to virtudly dl
problems. Theway he saw it, if you can run, why bother to hide anyway?

Absolutdly no ideawhere hewas. A road sign said Hockley Street, but even if it wastelling the truth
(George had, on anumber of occasions, prolonged hisfirgt life by not taking local authorities words for
it— *Sure, that dragon’ s dead; ain't that so, Mr Mayor? and ‘Y up, we fixed that bridge last October’
were notable examples) it didn’t actualy get him very far. Chances were, Hockley Street was every bit
aslost ashewas.

But it did contain apub and al that running had given George athirst you could rub down paintwork
with. With asigh of satisfaction that would have convinced you he' d just created the world ahead of
schedule and under budget, he leaned on the door of the public bar and flowed in...

Marvellousthing, the human brain. Initsvast, multi-megabyte subconscious memory, it sores
everything— everything — seen, heard, glimpsed, semi-noticed, uncon-scioudy observed. If the
librarians of the brain could get stuff up from the stacksjust alittle bit quicker, we' d al be supermen, and
the planet would probably have been aradioactive shell back in 1906.

The Dun Cow, Hockley Street. Been there before. Recently...

Ashewaked in, Biancawas just explaining to the police officer (not the one who was till curled upin
abal, moaning softly; adifferent one) that the man who she' d tried to maim with astool was guilty of art
theft, causing explosions, attempted murder and innumerable counts of genocide. She' d never seen the
priest beforein her life, she could think of no reason why he should want to clobber two of her friends
with beer bottles, and she wasredly sorry about histeeth, honest to God just an accident, probably the
tooth fairy was on the phone right now to leading merchant bankerstrying to raise some venture capita
to finance such amgor shipment...

Been there. Wrecked that. Got the summons.

George turned, smoothly and swiftly, but not swiftly enough. A hand settled on his shoulder likea
speeded-up glacier. Someone enquired of him where he thought he was going, then sidestepped his
vicious elbow jab, kicked his knees from under him and clocked him one with a L owenbrau ashtray.

‘I shim!” Biancashrieked, pointing. ‘Let go my arm, | want to kill him!’

So, apparently, did the witnesses Mike and Peter; and George, who mgjored in chesting at the
Universty of Life, saw atiny diver of achance. They rushed a him, heavy policemen dragging dong
behind them like dipped anchors. He accordingly dived towards them, taking the direction his captor
least expected. Grabbing hands missed him on all sdes. He vaulted onto atable; from the table to the bar
top; skidded along the bar like aglass of whisky in aWestern; braked sharply; kicked the barmaid neetly
in the eye as shelunged for his ankles; hopped down and legged it through the kitchens. Asit saysinthe
director’s cut of the Sermon on the Mount: Blessed are those that fight dirty, for they shal be one jump
ahead.

‘Stop him!’

The cook, assuming that the fast-moving character who' d just burst into his kitchen was afugitive from
payment, upended atray of chilli over hishead, causing him to misnavigate and cannon into the dustbin. It
was then just amatter of scooping up hisfeet, tucking them in after the rest of him, putting on thelid and
gtting on it; job done. If cooks were generas, wars would last hours, not years.

‘He'sin herel” the cook shouted. * And he owesfor twelve portions of chilli.’

Insde adustbin, nose full of potato pedlings and the nasty things people leave on their plates after
they’ vefinished eating, even someone as resourceful as George hasto take an enforced rest. If he' swise,
he'll put the time to good use, andlysing his position, evauating the merits of dternative srategies, trying



a al costs not to breathein.

They emptied the bin on the floor — the cook joined the arrest roster; obstructing the police, assault
with awet colander — and fished George out. A policeman knelt down, handcuffs at the ready.

‘Hey, sarge!” he screamed. ‘ The bloke son fire!’

If you' re not used to them, halos can look remarkably like burning petrol, worn externdly. There was
ydling, milling about, wrenching of fire extinguishers off wals. Somefool set off thefiredarm, adding
deafening noise to the feast of sensory input. George wriggled and struck out. In close combat, a
discarded Fairy bottle covered in pan scrapings can be as effective as an Ingrams gun.

‘Grab the bastard!” somebody yelled, but you might aswell have shouted ‘ Fix the economy!’ to a
gaggle of paliticians. All that happened was that the barmaid got knocked into the sink and one
policeman scored adirect hit on another policeman with the first exuberant jet from the fire extinguisher.
After that it was sheer Brownian motion, Gorbas-style.

Emerging from the scrum, George scrabbled across the floor, hauled himsdlf up by the dishwasher and
headed for the door. Like Napoleon's a Waterl 0o, it was a sound strategy undermined by treacherous
conditions. He stood on a second-hand fried egg, skated three yards and collided with Bianca, pushing
her into the remains of the Black Forest gateau. As he looked about him, George saw hewas
surrounded.

The saw never say die didn’t mean much to George. He frequently said Die, or more usudly, Die,
you bastard!, generdly when standing over afallen opponent. The principle behind it, however, wasa
dominant influence on hislife. Without looking down he trawled the worktop, snatched up thefirst thing
that cameto hand, levelled it at his attackers and snapped ‘ Freeze!l” Three quarters of a second later,
they realised he was threatening them with a cheese-grater, but three quarters of asecond wasdl he
needed. There was awindow. He jumped.

Glasswas il landing dl around him when he opened his eyes. Scrambling to hisfeet, helaunched
himsdlf forwards, aware that the window frame was full of swearing police-men cuffing their fingers. He
had the feding that if they caught up with him, there' d be major sacrilege committed. Heran.

The back yard wall of the pub was low enough to swarm over if you weren't fussy about trifles such
as broken glass. George dropped down the other side, turned over his ankle, sprawled headlong and
banged his head against a car door in the act of opening.

‘Getinl’
George lifted hisheed. ‘ Sorry?
‘| said get in. Comeon!’

He looked up to see ablack Mercedes, back door gar, on the rear seat awry grin with ahuman
being attached to its back. Close at hand, angry policemen had discovered the yard gate was locked.

‘Who'reyou? George asked.
‘My name s Stevenson,’ the grin replied. * And you' re George. Pull your finger out, old son.’
‘ Bljt—’

Chubby Stevenson reached inside his jacket, produced a .45 Coalt (likeit saysin the Book: blessed
are the Peacemakers) and pointed it at George' s head. * Chop chop,” he said, ‘there’'sagood lad.’

George realised that it would be discourteous to refuse and got in.

‘Have they gone?
‘Yes, Dr Thwaites’
‘Good.” Wearily, the Great Goat picked up the Black Chalice, shook out the last dregs of cold tea



and put it back inits straw-filled shoebox. Nobody had said anything, but they al knew that the
handsome silver goblet was about to resumeits career as the Swerford Golf Club President’ s Cup.
Having your nightmare cometrueisthefind dis-illusonmernt.

‘Dr Thwaites!’
‘Mmm?

‘ About next Thursday.” Miss Frobisher’ s voice was heavy with the embarrassment of betrayd; the
same tone of voice Judas I scariot used when telling the Chief Priest hel d rather have cash, if it was dl the
sameto him. ‘I’ ve just remem-bered it’s the Red Cross whist drive, so | won't be able to make it after
al. | do hope—

‘Not at all, Miss Frobisher, not at al.” The Great Goat sighed. * Asit happens, | think I'm busy that
day, too. What about you, Barney?

The thurifer was about to explain that coincidentally, he’ d probably be working late next Thursday,
when dl five of them became aware of aricher darkness, as some great shape interposed itsalf between
them and the flegting moon.

‘Go away!” snapped the Great Goat. ‘ Can’t you see we' re closed?

They ducked. Asnon-verba responses go, afiery tsu-nami unleashed about three feet over one's
head is remark-ably eloquent.

‘Won't keep you atick,” said the dragon.

About Good and Evil.

Kurt twitched impatiently. Mora philosophy had never interested him much, having as much relevance
to his profession as a pipe-cleaner to the Mersey tunnd; if he' d wanted alecture on ethics, however, his
first choice wouldn't have been aword processor.

‘Hey,” hesaid, ‘saveit for the customers, will you? | ddlivered the goods, just pay meand I'll split.’
You also have a dragon to kill, don’t forget.

Kurt made an exaggerated show of looking round. ‘Nope,” he said at last, ‘don’t see any dragon in
here, unless he'shiding in the drawer disguised as a pencil. Look, pal, you do your job and I'll do mine,
okay?

No. Look at me. Thisisrelevant.

With asigh, Kurt perched on the edge of the desk and folded hisarms.
‘Shoot,” he said.

With pleasure. Good and Evil, then. Define Good for me.

‘Huh? Kurt thought for aminute. * Good what?

Not good anything. Just Good.

Kurt’ s eyebrow lifted, Spock-like. ‘Dunno,’” he said. * All depends on whereyou're a, | guess. Like,’
hewent on, ‘it'sagood shot if you fireit and hit me, but from where I’m standing thereain’t much that’s
good about it.’

The screen filled with glowing green ticks. Very good, Mr Lundgvist, you' re way ahead of me.
Nevertheless, I'll explain further.

‘Why?

Indulge me. Good and Evil are, of course, two sides of the same coin. What' s good for meis

bad for you. One man’'s Mede is another man’s Persian. The current of morality is more often
alternating than direct. That, | imagine, is scarcely news as far as you’'re concerned. Am| right?



‘More right than Franco, buster. What' sthisto do with—7?

Please don't interrupt. You' ve been hired to kill a dragon. Dragons are Evil, yes?

‘Guess 0!’

Saints, on the other hand, are Good. Agreed?

‘Yeah!

Wrong. It all depends on the individual concerned. And even then, it’s still very much a question
of subjective interpretation. Take Saint George, for example.

‘Huh?

Saint George. Noted dragon-slayer. Come on, you must have heard of him. A legend in your
profession, surely.

Kurt nodded. ‘In hisday,” he replied absently. ‘ L otta blood flowed under the bridge since then.’

Nevertheless. A killer, Kurt. Someone who destroyed other intelligent life forms for money.

‘A professona.’

A saint. And not just any old saint, but the patron saint of peaceful, law-abiding, animal-loving
Albion. You know why that is?

‘Never gaveit any thought,” Kurt replied honestly.

Three thousand a year patronage allowance, that’s why. And because no other saint of
adequate seniority was prepared to be associated with a cluster of wet, foggy islands on the very
north-western edge of the known world. Nobody could believe it when he volunteered. It was like
asking to be made Secretary of Sate for Northern Ireland.

Kurt shrugged. * So?

So, with George as its patron, this poxy little cluster of islands built an empire, the biggest ever.
Top nation for a time, this poxy little cluster; bigger than France or Italy or Germany, owned half
of Africa, half of Asia. Remember Agincourt, Kurt? God for Harry, England and Saint George?

‘I missed that game. | wasworking. Saw the highlights, but—'

Not bad for the last place God made, under the patronage of a hired killer. And God was an
Englishman in those days. Results count for something, wouldn’t you say?

‘Do meafavour,” Kurt protested. ‘ All that time, the sucker was dead.’

Doesn’t matter. When you're a saint, it’s not what you do that really matters, it’s what you are.
George was the dragon-slayer. He won the Big Fight. He inspired generations of Englishmen to
go out and beat the crap out of all foreigners. Name me a European country England hasn’t
beaten in awar. France? Twice. Germany? Twice. Italy, Spain, Russia, Nor-way, Austria...

‘Greece,” Kurt interrupted. * Switzerland. Monaco...” Hefdl slent. ‘ Okay, point taken,” he continued,
‘but so what? That don't prove nothing.’

Wrong. The good guys are always the winners, aren’t they? | mean, the President doesn't get
up on the rostrum at the Victory Parade and say to all the world, ‘ Okay, we admit it, we were in
the wrong but fuck it, we won anyway.” Who's Good and who's Evil is decided by trial by combat;
it'sthe only way. Or can you admit the possibility of a scenario where the good guys are all
stomped on and the baddies are singing here-we-go, here-we-go, when the final creditsare
actually rolling? You can’t, not without your brain getting squeezed out your ears.

‘Get to the point,” Kurt grunted awkwardly.

Smple. England prevailed because she was in the right, because George killed the dragon. How
or why he did it doesn’t matter a cold chip. Agreed?



‘If | agree, will you pay me the money you owe me?

But all that’ s changed now. England’ s finished. She’s a suburb of Europe, the USA’ s poor
relation, got about twenty-five per cent of the international stature of the Philippines. You could
saw Europe off at Calais and it’ d be a month before anybody noticed. So what happened?

‘I havethisdreary feding you're gonnatell me’

The result must have been wrong, Kurt. There's got to have been a foul-up. The wrong guy
must have killed the dragon. And that’ s why there has to be a rematch.

‘Kurt shrugged. ‘Okay,” hesaid. *If | wasthe kind of weirdo who went aong with that kinda crap,
maybe I’ d buy that too. But you want meto kill this goddamn dragon, so—'

After the fight, Kurt, after the fight. The dragon wastes George, you waste the dragon. The
United States conclusively defeats the personification of Evil, and under the patronage of Saint
Kurt proceeds to manifest its destiny. Everybody lives happily ever after. The screenfilled with little
wavy lines, cybernetic laughter. That’ s why I’ ve just arranged for George to be rescued. Can't very
well go fighting dragonsiif he’ s doing three years for assault and battery.

Kurt thought it over for awhile.

‘Once I’ ve killed the dragon,” he asked, ‘do | get paid?

Of course.

Kurt nodded. ‘Okay,” hesaid. ‘ That’s my definition of ahappy ending.’

You heard all that?

Chubby nodded to hislaptop and smiled. *You bet,’ hesaid. | thought you handled that very, um,
adequately.’

He'll do what he'stold. After all, what else are people for?
‘Indeed.’
Talking of which...

Chubby sighed. Whenever the blasted box of tricks went al parenthetical on him and started ending
sentences with three dots, he knew he was in for something more than usudly shitty. ‘Hm?

After he' sdealt with the dragon, kill him.
Chapter 15

With respect.’” Lin Kortright whitened his knuckles around the telephone, swivelled his chair, bit the end
off acigar and spat it into the ashtray. *With respect,’ he repeated, ‘ you guys are obvioudy expertsin the
recycled Time business, but you don’'t know the fight game from nothing. Otherwise...’

Traditionaly, sudden explosions of devastating elemen-tal power have to be heralded by fair warning.
Civil wars and the deaths of princes, therefore, are announced by comets and portents. Cyclones and
tempests are preceded by gathering clouds and torrentia rain. And Lin Kortright says, ‘With respect.’

And then something extremely peculiar happened.
Mr Kortright listened.

Which isahit like opening your daily paper and seeing that because of hitherto undetected design
faults God hasjust issued arecall notice on the human race. Y ou don't expect it. Large chunks of the
fabric of reality start to come away from the joidts.



‘Yeah, hesad, eventualy. ‘Y eah, you'reright, we could do that. Say, that’s a pretty neat idea. Only
wish I"d thought of that mysdif.’

No sooner had the words |eft his mouth than six lifeboatloads of rats |lowered themsalves over the Side
of The Universe AsWe Know It and started to row like buggery. For Lin Kortright to say, ‘You're
right' in aroom containing no mirror was utterly, absolutely ...

‘Brilliant, he added. *Hey, man, I’m beginning to wonder if you need meinonthisat al. Seemsto me
you got it all sewn up dready.’

Digtant thunder rumbled. Eaglestowering in their pride of place beat a hasty retreat, while mousing
owls exchanged evil glances, rubbed their talonstogether and said, ‘Right, let's get the bastards.” Theair
crackled with gtatic.

‘No, redly,” Mr Kortright went on, ‘in the circumstances | couldn’t possibly accept ten per cent. The
mogt I'd fed judtified in taking would befive, and even then...’

Normality flung afew thingsin asuitcase and emigrated.

To hypeabig fight, you have to follow set procedures. First, you must find afew toothless old duffers
for the contenders to massacre, by way of setting the scene. Then you book the chat-show appearances
S0 that the Boys can glower a each other over the presenter’ s shoulder. Then you hire ahall and start
printing tickets.

In this case, however, the rules were there to be broken. For a start, there could be no warm-up fights
for fear of irreparable damage to the Earth’ s crust. No late-show appearances for the contestants; the
whole point of finding George was to make sure he d be safely out of the dragon’ sway until the bell went
for thefirst round. Asfor the venue, that couldn’t be rushed; it had to be the Gobi desert, or the whole
fight was off. Above dl, the fight couldn’t be advertised in case the two contestants found out that afight
was being organised.

Neverthdess, it seemed unlikely they’ d have any trouble getting rid of the tickets, seeing that on the
same morning both Nostradamus and Mother Shipton called dmost s multaneoudy to point out that
they’ d predicted the fight and booked seats four hundred years ago. That just |eft the venue; abit like
saying, We' ve made the sandwiches and filled the thermos, that just leaves turning the water into
wine, plenty of time to do that after we' ve been to the supermarket.

CueLinKaortright...

Furtively, guiltily, five shadowy figures crept along the wire perimeter fence, wirecuttersin hand.
They were about to commit burglary. That’ stheft, and asin.
They were about to burgle the nuclear power station at Sdllafield. That’sjust plain stupid.

One of the five demons was considerably more relaxed about the proceedings than his colleagues, it
must be said. When Chardonay came round and Prodsnap explained to him that there’ d been amutiny
and hewas now talking to Captain Prodsnap, his abiding reaction had been amazed, delighted joy. No
more decisons. No more respons bility to the other members of the team. No more getting the blame for
such mistakes on his part asthe wesether, the alignment of the moon with Mercury or the battle of
Sdamis

The other four weren’t so cheerful.

‘Quit sniveling, Prodsnap muttered sharply. ‘ Nothing to be afraid of. Home from home. Only danger
| canforeseeis, you'll dl like it so much you won't want to leave’

Hisfollowers exchanged glances. The mood of the meeting wasthat if he'd just taken out a
correspondence course in dynamic leadership techniques, he' d be justified in asking for his money back.

‘Runthroughit again,” Slitgrind said. * Go on, one moretime.



‘I'veexplained fivetimes aready.’

‘| waan't ligening.’

Prodsnap sighed. ‘ Okay,” he said, ‘listen up, people.” He' d heard the expression somewhere— the
extremey nasty part of Hell reserved for Europeans who try to play American football, probably — and

guessed it might beworth atry. Right now, anything wasworth trying. ‘In order to get home weredly
need that uranium, right?

‘We'refairly straight on that bit,” interrupted Chardonay mildly. ‘I think it’ sthe actua burglary where
we'redl ill abit at sea’

Wish you were, thought Prodsnap savagely. ‘What' s so hard to understand? he replied,
demondtrating his con-tempt for the minor problemsthat confronted them with an airy gesture. *We cut
the wire, smash down the doors, go in, help oursalves. The pink bloody panther could cope with that.
Now then, Slitgrind, you’ ve got the wirecutters. Snorkfrod, you' re doing the big hammer stuff. Holdall,
you' re the smallest, you climb in through the window of the main office and nick the keys. Chardonay,
you go into the fusion chamber and lift the actud stuff...

‘Wilco, boss!’

‘Chardonay, what the Shopfloor are you doing?
‘Sauting, boss’

‘Areyou taking the...

Chardonay sounded genuinely hurt. *No, boss. | want you to know that whatever happens, I'll bein
there giving it my best shot. Sir,” he added.

Prodsnap shuddered. ‘ After that, it' sjust amatter of running for it. If we get separated, we meet up
back at thevan. All right so far? Splendid. Slitgrind, thewire’

Snip. Snip. The darm went off.

‘Oh.” Prodsnap’ sfacefel like adrunken trapeze artiste. * That’ sapity. Um...’
‘Sr

‘Not now, please—'

‘Sir,” Chardonay inssted, ‘I’ d love to volunteer to locate and disable thedarm. I'd also bethrilled to
bitsif you'd let me stalk and neutralise the guards who may be hurrying to the scene. If that’sal right with
you.

Prodsnap could fed one of his headaches coming on. ‘Y eah, right,” he said. * Whatever you...’

But Chardonay wasn't there any more. He' d dready scded the fence— it was dlectrified, but asfar
asademon’s concerned the difference between an electric fence and an inert one is the same as between
thermd and standard underwear — and was inside the compound. Inside his own personal cloud, he
caught afleeting glimpse of slver.

‘Well;” hesaid, ‘that seemsto have got rid of him. Snorkfrod, you wouldn’t mind just nipping after
him, make sure he’ s okay? Right, seeyou later.’

As Snorkfrod' s fishnetted leg vanished over the top of the fence, Prodsnap counted up to five and
rubbed his claws together.

‘Looks like we ve got shot of both of them,” he said perkily. * Come on, lads, we' ve got work to do.’
Slitgrind frowned. ‘Where rewe going?
‘Round the front gate, of course. Come on, guys, let’smoveit.’

The main gates of the compound were manned by three large men and two Rottweilers. The dogs
were no trouble— in Hell, they’ d have been relegated to tartan-collar-and-knitted-jacket status. The



guards would probably take some finessing.
‘Excuseme’
The guard’ sneck swivelled. ‘Halt!” he snapped. ‘Who goes...’

‘Excuse me,” repegted the voice from the darkness. ‘I’ m coming towards you. Don't do anything
hasty, | just want a quick word.’

Prodsnap advanced, smiling. As he stood under the floodlights, the guard made afunny noisein the
back of histhroat and started to edge away.

‘Evening,” Prodsnap went on. ‘Y ou can see medl right, then?
‘What the fuck...’
Prodsnap nodded. ‘1 know,” he said. ‘No oil painting, huh? Bit on the weird side, too.’

Just sufficient motor function control remained in the guard’ s body to enable him to nod. Prodsnap
extended a hand, but the guard didn’t respond.

‘I'll ask you to imagine,” Prodsnap was saying, ‘what you' re going to tell your sergeant when you
report thisincident. Think about it.’

The guard was aready thinking.

‘Theway | seeit,” Prodsnap said, ‘| can picture you tapping on the office door. “Well?’ says Sarge.
“Sarge,” you say, “the compound’ s overrun with horrible-looking dev-ils.”” Prodsnap paused for effect.
‘Not much good for abloke' s caresr, isit, getting areputation for seeing things? Now we both know
you' re not imagining this, but—'

‘Pass, friend.’

That, however, was about as far as Prodsnap’ s plan took him. Somehow he’ d imagined that once he
was ingde the wire, finding the uranium would present no great problem. He didn’t know what he
expected — aglow? Fingerposts saying This Way To The Nukes — but he' d expected something.
What he found was a settlement, certainly no larger than Manchester.

‘Bugger,’ hesaid.

Because the srenswere gtill yowling themsalves silly, nobody much was about; there were afew
harassed-looking types running around, jumping in and out of vehicles and shouting ordersinto
walkie-talkies, others sedately walking, ticking things off on clipboards. Some menin overalswere
creosoting window frames. Four men in suits were eating sandwiches out of tupperware lunch-boxes. No
uranium on display anywhere.

Oh well, only oneway to find out. ‘ Excuse me’

A tdll, thin girl, big shoulder-pads, wearing what was either askirt or abelt (impossble to say which),
turned her head, double-took and said, ‘ Eeek!” Prodsnap advanced a step, wisely decided against
amiling, and instead said, ‘Hi.’

‘Um. Hi.

‘“Wonder if you could help us,” Prodsnap went on. *We re looking for the, um, core. Do you happen
to know where...?

The girl backed away, her eyesbig asmelons. ‘ The core,” she repeated.

‘That’sright.” Prodsnap let his mind freewhed. *We re the ingpectors. Y ou saw the notice,
presumably?

‘I don't think I ... Inspectors?

Prodsnap nodded. Y ou don’t think we were born likethis, do you? he said, in atone of voice that
suggested that any further references to gppearance would congtitute gawping at the misfortunes of the



disabled. Good ploy; amicrosecond later, you could have sworn the girl hadn’t noticed anything at al out
of the ordinary in their appear-ance. * Anyway,” Prodsnap went on, ‘there was supposed to be someone
here to meet us, but | think there may have been abit of amix-up...’

‘Actudly,’ thegirl said, ‘1 only work in Accounts, | don’t actually know where they keep the, er...’
Prodsnap shrugged. ‘Never mind,” he said, ‘thanks anyway. Thereisn’t amap or anything, isthere?

Thegirl thought for amoment. ‘Well,” shesaid, ‘you could dwaystry the Vistors Centre, | suppose.
Y ou know, where they have dl thetourist stuff. It' sjust over there, by the gift shop.’

It was Holddll’ sideato steal avan. Thefirst one that came to hand was amobile canteen, with
tea-urns, film-wrapped sandwiches, KitKats and packets of crigps. Slitgrind parked it outsde the
Vigtors Centre with the engine running while Prodsnap went in. He' d found an overcoat and acloth cap
in the back of the van; it was like putting an Elastoplast on a severed limb, but it was the best he could
do.

‘Excuseme...’

‘Eeek!’

Suddenly, Prodsnap felt very weary. His mind went blank. All he could think of was the direct
approach. Only the one woman behind the desk. He cleared histhroat.

‘Yes' hesad, ‘you'reright. I’'m afiend from Hell. Actudly, my name' s Prodsnap, and dthough | do
livein Hell I'mredly only awages clerk, and right now I’m on holiday, off duty. Have you got aproblem
with any of that?

‘“N-no.” The woman seemed to be frozen rigid. Had she pressed a hidden buzzer or panic button?
Wéll, only timewould tell on that one. ‘How can | h-help you?

‘A map of the complex, please. Isthere aguided tour, anything like that?

The woman looked at him. Hadn't, she enquired, the company who organised histour dedt with dl
that? She produced aroster. Which group did he say he was with, exactly?

Oh, the Shopfloor withiit. ‘Listen, love,” Prodsnap growled. ‘ The purpose of our visit isn't exclusively
tour-ism.’

‘No?

Prodsnap shook hisheed. ‘Actudly, hesad, ‘it stheft. Tell me where the uraniumisand everything' Il
bejust—'

‘EEEEK!" More bloody darms, srens, the works. Para-noid, the lot of them. Just happen to mention
you wanted to swipe their uranium and the whole place goes apeshit.

‘Thank you,” Prodsnap said, ‘you’ ve been most helpful.” He was about to run when an idea struck
him. He dowed down, strolled nonchaantly outside and leaned up against the side of the van, trying to
look like ahideous mutant Maurice Chevdlier.

‘For Christ’ ssake,” Slitgrind hissed, ‘what do you think you' re doing? Can't you hear the...

Prodsnap nodded. ‘ Any second now,” he replied, ‘secur-ity’ |l turn up. They’ re bound to know where
the coreis. We'll ask them.’

] But_’

“Who do you reckon’slikely to be more scared? Us of them, or them of us?

Sure enough, security arrived; about fifty of them, armed to the teeth and looking ditinctly
apprehensive. To counter al their weaponry, Prodsnap had a smile, which he' d been ableto practise

once or twicein the van’ swing-mirror while he was waiting. He ambled up to the fiercest-looking bloke
he could see, said ‘May 17, took hisgun and ateiit.



‘My name sProdsnap,’” he said. Hewaved histaon. ‘ And thisis Slitgrind, and thisisHoldal. We're
from Hell. Could you take us to where the uranium’ s stored, please? Sorry to bounce you like this, but
we arein rather ahurry.’

‘Firel’
Prodsnap closed hiseyes. No point expecting to see edited highlights of his past life because there

wasn't time. 1dly he wondered whether what was about to happen to him would be death or just some
kind of extremely rapid transdimensiond lift.

Nothing happened. A thousandth of a second became a hundredth, a hundredth became a tenth.
That' sthe bum-mer with long-distance travel, he reflected, dl this standing about waiting.

He opened his eyesjust asthe gunfire started. About time too, he muttered to himself, then he redlised
that nobody was shooting at him.

They were shooting upwards, at the dragon.

By the time Mike and Biancagot out of the police gation it was lunchtime. Since there was nothing else
they could usefully do, they decided to go for acurry.

‘On balance,’ Mike said over the pappadoms, ‘| can’'t say I’'m al that bothered. Never liked the old
body much, after al. I’ m not exactly crazy about this one, but achangeisasgood asarest. Could bea
wholelot worse, after dl.’

Biancanodded. ‘ Glad you seeit that way,” shereplied. *Wish they’d hurry up, I'm starving.’
“Y ou can have the last pappadom, if you like’

‘Thanks, | will.” Shedid. ‘What with one thing and another,” shewent on, ‘| can’t remember the last
time | had aproper med. Plays hdll with your metabolism, al this meddling in the supernatura .’

Mike shrugged. ‘I'm dl right,” hereplied. ‘ Saint George must have had something to eat quite recently.
| know | only met him briefly, and under peculiar circumstances at that, but | can well believe he wouldn't
be the sort to neglect his carbohydrates.’

‘Metoo.” Biancadipped the last fragment in the mango chutney. ‘ Doesit fed odd? she asked. Mike
nodded.

‘A bit,; hereplied. * Thearms are a bit short and the waistband’ s on the large side. Still, like my mum
used to say when | wasakid, | expect I'll grow into it.’

‘Can't redly say it suitsyou. Mind you, neither did the old one’

‘That'smeall over. Leading fashions, not following them. You'll see. In sx months' time, everybody’|l
betrying to look likethis’

‘I knew agirl once who had her nose done. Y ou know, cosmetic surgery. Had acrisis of identity
about it, so she said. Mind you, if I’d forked out ten thousand quid to be made to look like a parrot, I'd
probably be asking mysdf dl sortsof difficult questions.’

Thefood arrived. ‘Now there' sathought,” Mike sug-gested. ‘ If only we could suss out exactly how
this bodies-and-statues thing worked, we could make an absolute fortune.’

‘Theword We, in context...’

‘It'd be amazing,” Mike went on. *Y ou know; for amodest fee, you too can have the body of ayoung
Greek god. The hell with nose jobs, we' retaking tota physica remodelling here. Have you any idea
what thetotd revenue of the dimming industry amountsto in an average year?

‘Mike—
‘Not to mention the private health care aspect. Isyour body clapped-out, legking oil, dow to start in



the mornings? Chuck it away and get anew one.’

‘Mike,’ Biancasad, ‘just what the hell are we going to do?

‘ About the dragon? Mike replied. * And Saint George and the fabric of redlity aswe thought we knew
it? Who sayswe ve got to do anything?

‘l do.’

‘Bianca’ Mikedid hisbest to look serious, dthough he wasn't entirely sure he knew how todoit in
the new body; he hadn’t yet worked out, asit were, which lever was the indicators and which wasthe
windscreen wipers. ‘| don’t think it works like that. People like us aren’t supposed to get involved in this
kind of thing. Rescuing the planet’ s not down to us. Save three worlds and you don’t get afreeradio
darmclock.’

‘Neverthdess!’

Miketried adifferent tack. ‘ And besides,” he said, ‘ even if you were able to do anything about
anything, how the hell do you know what’ stheright thing to do? | assume,” he added, ‘you' d ingst on
being tedioudy conventiona and doing theright thing.’

‘Naturaly. Oh come on, Mike, use your common sense, it’s obviouswho' sin the right and who'sin
thewrong.’

‘Isit? Miketook advantage of the high level of dramatic tension to swipe some of Bianca snan
bread. ‘Go on then.’

Biancafrowned. ‘Well, the dragon, of course. Stands to reason.’

‘Y ou reckon?

‘Mike, that bastard stole your body. My statue. He tried to kill you.’
‘The other bugger succeeded in killing me. Or had you forgotten?
‘But that was an accident!’

It was Mike sturn to frown. * Sixteen people, Bianca, one of them me. All right, it wasn't deliberate,
but | don’t think the bastard actually cared very much.’

‘But Georgekilled all the dragons,” Bianca protested. ‘It was genocide. They were innocent
people—’

‘Not people. Only humans are people. Innocent ani-mals.’

‘Okay, okay. But they’ d never done him any harm, and he killed them.’

‘Enjoying thelamb? My chicken’snice.

‘That's different.’

Mike shrugged. ‘ If you say so. Look, I'm not saying Georgeisthe good guy, either. Of coursehe's
not. All I’'msaying s, it'snot precisdly smple and straightforward. Most particularly, it’s not the sort of
thing where you can make up your mind on the basis of which contestant’ s cuddlier and has the nicest
eyes.” Mike paused, partly for effect, mostly because hisfood was going cold and he knew his priorities.
‘ Appearances count for fuck-al in this. Particularly,” he added, ‘ since you made dl the appear-ances.’

Bianca thought about that for amoment. * That’ sthe point, though,” she said. * Surely. | mean, if
anybody knows these guys, it must be me. It was me designed them. | made them what | wanted them to
be. And | guess| dways believed, degp down, that the dragon was somehow the good guy. | think |
carved him that way.’

‘Morefoal you, then. Y ou finished with the lentils?1’m hungrier than | thought.”
‘Mike’ Biancasaid, ‘| can't explainit, | just know.’
‘| used to say that in exams, but they wouldn’t believe me. And | did know, too,” he added. ‘ Usually



because | had the answers written on my shirt-cuff.’
‘Mike—
‘Actualy,” hewent on, ‘that’ samazingly profound. Y ou see, my answerswereright but they didn’t

count because | made them wrong by cheating. The same goes,” he added, with hismouth full, ‘for Life.
And dl thet suff.’

Biancadidn’t say anything. She seemed to have lost her gppetite, and Mikefinished off her pilaurice.
It swicked, he explained, to waste good food.

‘All right,” she said eventudly. * So what do you think we should do?
‘Have some coffee’

‘OK. And then?

‘I'll know &fter I’ ve had my coffee’’

‘Mike...

Heleaned back in hischair. ‘Bee,’ hesaid. * Shut up.’

The dragon swooped.

He could smell the uranium; anasty, chemica smell that made his mouth taste. And he could smell
demons.

And then he could see them. They had humans dl round them, which was a nuisance because he redly
didn’t want to haveto kill any more of them. It was the difference between stalking aman-esting lionin
the long grass and running over a dazzled hedgehog.

Eggs and omeettes, hetold himself. Omelettes and eggs.

Something like hail or deet pinged off his scaes and he redised that the humans were shooting at him.
Bloody cheek. If they weren't careful, they could put his eye out. He opened hiswings, climbed, banked
and camein again; a steeper, faster gpproach, making himsdf avery difficult target indeed. He knew;
he' d had the practice.

‘Snorkfrod,” pleaded Chardonay, ‘you'll break him if you do that. Please put him down.’
The she-devil scowled. ‘Heamed agun a you. I’m going to pull his—
‘No you're not. I'm responsible for all breakages. What you’ ve done to their fence is bad enough.’

‘All right.” The sentry fdll two feet, hit the ground, squirmed like an overturned woodlouse and ran. ‘|
love it when you' re masterful, Mr C,’ the she-devil simpered. Y ou remind me ever so much of Kevin
Costher.” Chardonay didn’t know who Kevin Costner was, but sincerely hoped hewas't litigioudy
minded. ‘Right,’ hesaid. ‘1 think we' d better head back to the van, this clearly isn't going to—'

‘MrC’

‘I know.” Chardonay, who had flung himsalf face down on the ground, picked himself up and stared at
the huge, fast-moving shape hurtling through the sky. ‘It shim. That bagtard...’

‘Do you want meto get him, Mr C?

The expression on her face — eager, thrilled to bits at the chance of doing something to impressand
please — was dmost heartbresking. Shewould, too, herealised, if only | said the word. And maybe
she' d succeed. If shefailed, it wouldn't be for want of extreme savagery. But he couldn’t do it. The spirit
was sufficiently psychotic, but the flesh was weak. She wouldn't stand a chance.

‘Don’t be stupid. And get down before he seesyou.’



‘Righty-ho, Mr C.’

‘Not on top of me, please. | can't breathe’

‘Isthis better?

‘1 can breathe, certainly. But would you mind jugt...

The dipsiream from the dragon’ s passage hit them like ahammer, and for thefirst time Chardonay
appreciated the extraordinary power and strength of the bloody thing. It was going to take awholelot
more than just the five of them to cope withit. Infact, it wouldn't be aforegone conclusion if thewhole
damn Department turned out againgt it. Therewas, quite sSmply, no way of telling how powerful the
monster was, gpart from picking afight with it, of course. That’ s like saying there’ s one smple way of
discovering what height you can drop a porcelain vase from before it bresks.

‘The Shopfloor with this; Chardonay said. ‘Let’ s get out of ...’

The dragon swooped.

Three of them, at least. The other two were bound to be around here somewhere. Besides, he
reflected, | have thisnotion that if | go around letting off fireworks too close to this uranium stuff, pinpoint
accuracy isgoing to be somewhat academic.

Hmm. Pity about that. Maybe it’ s not the prettiest country in the world, but | could see where you
could easly get fond of it.

Omelettes and eggs, boy. Omelettes and eggs. He focused and put hiswings back. The soldiers
dropped their guns and ran for it; the demons stayed where they were. For some reason.

‘Trust me,’ Prodsnap yelled. ‘He knowsthat if he flames off here, he'll risk blowing up the power station,
and then it’ d be goodbye Europe. Hewon't do that.’

“Y ou reckon?
‘Of course.” Prodsnap closed his eyes. ‘ He' sthe good guy.’
‘“How’ d you figure that out?

‘Easy. Georgetried to kill him and couldn’t. Speaksfor itself. So dl we haveto do is keep perfectly
gill and the bugger’ll ped off and fly away.’

‘Isthat apromise?
Prodsnap nodded. ‘ Trust me.’

Job done.

The dragon banked again. Where the three demons had been, there was now just a big scorch-mark,
alittle molten rock. And anuclear reactor going badly wrong.

Pity about that.
Never mind.
Omelettes and eggs.

Chapter 16

Oh," said Chardonay.



‘At leastit didn’t see us,” Snorkfrod replied, emerg-ing from behind apile of used tyres. ‘ Just aswell,
redly, becauseif it had, we' d be—

‘Yes. Quite” Odd, hereflected. Given that he was now anaturalised citizen of Hell, he hadn’t
expected to beterrified by the sight of fire ever again. Quite nogtagic, redly.

‘MrC/

‘Huh.

‘I don’t want to worry you at al, but | think thiswhole complex is about to blow up.’

Why isit, Chardonay caught himsdf thinking, that whenever there satruly awful criss, humans set off
aghasdtly, shrieking darm? Mood music? Muzak? Even now, with the sky boiling and waves of heat you
could bake cakes in, there were still humans busying about with clipboards and brown cardboard
folders, convincing themselvesit wasdl just adrill. Why do we wear our fingersto the bonetrying to
torment these people? They do afar better job of it I€ft to their own devices.

‘We d better be going, Mr C,” Snorkfrod urged. ‘ Come on.’

Shetried to pull hisdeeve, but he shook hisarm free. *‘No,” he said; and then looked round, trying to
spot the smart-arse ventriloquist who' d hijacked his body to make such adamn-fool remark. *No, we
can't just run. We ve got to stop it happening. It' sour duty.’

Snorkfrod' s eyes were aslarge and round as manhole covers. ‘Mr C,’ she hissed, ‘thiswhole place,
thiswhole country, isabout to blow up. There' s nothing we can do. We'll be—'
‘Yesthereis. Theremust be’

Snorkfrod’ s talons closed round his shoulder, nearly ripping it off. ‘ Don’t be bloody stupid,” she
shrieked. *We re demons, we' re from bloody Hell, it' s not our respongbility.’

‘Yesitis’ Chardonay carefully prised her talons gpart and lifted them off him. *We're officers of the
central adminigtration. And we' re here, now, whereit' s happening.” He heard himsdf saying it; otherwise
he' d never have believed he could say anything likeit. Stark aring...’

‘All right, Mr C. What can we do?

He stared at her. Leadership? Love? Both of them daft as brushes? She was smiling at him. God, it
was like being followed round by agrest big stupid dog. If she had alead in her mouth it wouldn't look
out of place.

“You sure? he asked.

‘Of courseI’m sure, Mr C. Whereyou go, | go.’

Inwhich case, Chardonay reflected, it servesthe slly bitch right.
‘Um,” hesad. ‘Okay. Yes. Er, follow me’

From safeto critica in four and ahaf minutes; too fast. Even adirect hit from an ICBM shouldn’'t have
madeit al happen so quickly. There was absolutdly nothing anybody could do. Even running away would
be awaste of energy. Two minutes.

Chardonay’ singtinct told him to go by the heet; where it was hottet, that’ s where the heart of the
problem would be. Heat initsdf didn’t worry him at al —

— Except thiswas not hot. Back on Shopfloor, the accountants d have forty fitsif they found
anywhere ashot asthis. Turn it down, they’d shriek, have you any idea what last quarter’ s fuel bill
came to?

‘ Arewe going theright way, Mr C?
‘Getting warmer, definitely. Dear God, how can they get it ashot asthis?



Ninety-eight seconds later, Snorkfrod shoulder-charged a massive lead-lined chrome stedl door.
When she collided with it, she found it was red hot and soft...

‘Bingo!’” Chardonay blinked, found he had to look away. ‘ Oh shit, now what?

Seventeen seconds to go. Chardonay’ s brain raced, performing feats of pure maths he’ d never have
believed himsdlf capable of. Pointlessin any event. Therewas only one thing that might conceivably
work, and they wereto al intents and purposes dead dready, so why waste time doing the sums?

Chardonay turned to Snorkfrod. She was glowing bright orange and on her face was an expression of
part horror, part rapture.

‘Oh, Mr C,;” shesad, in that gushing, cloying, Black- Forest-gateau-with-extra-cream voice of hers.
‘It sdl rather grand, isn't it? Being together a theend, | mean.’

Gawd help us. For amoment he wondered if Snorkfrod’ s unconquerable soppiness might be the only
thing in Creartion wet enough to put out the fire. On balance, probably not.

‘I loveyou, Mr C.
‘Er, yes. Super. Now, when | givetheword...’

And, even as the two of them hurled themsd ves down onto the core and were reduced
ingantaneoudy into atoms, Chardonay did catch himsdlf thinking, Well, yes, if things had worked out
different...

There snothing like bizarre and absol ute annihilation to bring out the romantic streek in people.

Chardonay’ s ladt, patheticaly futile ideawas that the physical bodies of demons are the most
heat-resstant materia in the known cosmos. Throw two demons onto the fire, like an asbestos blanket
onto aburning chip-pan, and there’ savery dight chance you might put it out.

Hewas, of course, wrong. A whole brigade of spectra warriors might have donethetrick if they'd
parachuted in about eighty seconds earlier, before the meltdown entered itsfind phase. Two little devils
legping in at the last moment were aways going to be as effective as an eggcupful of water thrown into a
blast furnace.

A lovely gesture, then; but completely pointless. Heroism is one thing, physicsis something ese. At the
moment when the two demons threw themsdvesinto thefire, only amiracle could have prevented the
find cataclyam.

Definetheterm miracle.

It sgot to be something Good — who ever heard of an Evil miracle? And it must beimpossible or it
doesn't count.

That leaves us with something nice that Smply can't happen but does. Examples? Wdll, if we forget
about tax rebates for the time being, how about anuclesr pile suddenly cooling down at the very last
moment? Or two fiends from Hell giving their livesto save millions of innocent people?

Miracles do happen, but only very, very rarely; like the hundred-to-one outsider suddenly accelerating
out of nowhere to beat the odds-on favourite. Y ou could make an awful lot of money betting on miracles,
provided you knew for certain they were going to happen. But that, too, would be impossible. Nice, but

imposshble.
Wouldn't it?

Unpdatable theologica truth number 736: behind every miracle, there' susudly an awful lot of syndicated
money.



‘Just likethat? Chubby enquired.
Just like that.

Chubby sat still and quiet for awhile, letting his mind skate round the implications. Just then, he'd have
given anything for asmple pie-chart diagram showing how much of his soul was il hisown. Not, he
imagined, dl that much.

‘So that' swhat we needed the dragon for,” he said. * God, | must be getting thick in my old age.’

Not really. It took a geniusto think it up in thefirst place. It would take a genius of almost
equal standing to work it out fromfirst principles. Don’t be too hard on yourself just because
you're not a genius.

It helped, Chubby found, to walk up and down, burning off alittle of the surplus energy that his pinedl
gland was pumping into hissystem. ‘ A dragon,” he said, ‘ because nothing else on Earth would actudly be
crazy, wicked, stupid enough to torch a nuclear reactor and blow up acountry.

And even then | needed a pretext, so he wouldn’t suspect what | was really up to. Hence putting
a contract out on the demons. Rather neat, | thought.

‘“Whereupon,” Chubby went on, ‘you laid awhopping great bet on the outcome. What odds did you
get? Thou-sand to one?

You think I’d go to all that trouble for a handful of piddling loose change? No, the odds were
very satisfactory, thank you.

‘Splendid. | do so like a happy ending.” Chubby sat down behind his desk, broke a pencil and ground
the bitsinto the carpet with hished.

Another thing. You're being too hard on my old friend Fred.
‘Fred? Oh sorry, | forgot.’

You said crazy, wicked, stupid. Fred’s none of those things. That’ s the mistake everybody
always makes around dragons. | should know, | am one. Or had you forgotten?

‘| did manage to remember, thank you.’

Dragons — Impossible, of course, for glowing green words on a screen to have any expression. Any
subtext has to come from the mind of the reader. In Chubby’ s eyes, &t least, the words on the screen
grinned.

Dragons, you see, simply don’t give a damn. Good and Evil’ sjust biped stuff. Sure, you believe
in it, the same way you used to believe in Father Christmas when you were little. We don't, is all.
We don’'t mean anything by it.

ll %ll
| doubt that. And you know something else? | couldn’t give a shit.

Chubby gave the screen along, level stare. For some reason, he found he could, without wanting to
look away. His mind searched for aword and aword came:; alien.

| thought they were little green men with radio aerials sticking out of their ears.
Chubby shook hishead. ‘Nah,” hereplied. * Y ou could get fond of little green men.’

‘Hello,” said Prodsnap, without looking up. ‘What kept you?

Chardonay sat down in the seat next to him. *Had to save the planet,” hereplied. ‘ Any ideawhat sort
of amood He' sin?



Prodsnap shook hishead. ‘| haven’t heard any shouting,” he replied. * On the other hand, that’ s not
necessarily agood sign.’

Thefive demons, wearing makeshift bodiesissued to them from the huge wicker hamper colloquialy
known asthe Dressing-Up Box, were Sitting in adraughty corridor outside an office marked Personnel
Manager. Itisn't men-tioned in Dante's Inferno, mainly because Dante had always hoped one day to
s the film rights and so he wanted to keep the whole thing basically upbesat and free from utterly
negative vibes. The famousinscription about abandoning hope was nailed abovethe lintd.

Snorkfrod nudged Chardonay in theribs.

‘We'd likeyou lot to be thefirst to know,” Chardonay said, saying it with al the passon and
enthusiasm of thelittle voice in posh carsthat tells you to fasten your seet belt. * Snorkfrod and | are
engaged.’

‘Strewth.” Slitgrind pulled aface. * So you' ve been in dready, have you?
‘I beg your pardon?

Slitgrind nodded towards the office door. ‘ That’ s your punishment, isit, Char? | always knew he was
avindictive bugger, but ... Hey, Prozza, mind what you' re doing, that was my shin.’

Prodsnap switched on asilly grin. ‘ Congratulations,” he croaked. ‘| hopeyou'll both be very...’
The door opened. A secretary fiend, lump-headed and shark-jawed, beckoned them.
‘He |l seeyou now,’ shesad.

‘Sugar Fred Dragon? Mr Kortright suggested. Nah. Tacky.
‘Matter of opinion. All right then, Rocky Draciano. | likethat. It'sgot class’
Tacky.

‘Honey George Sanctus? Therewas adight edge of desperation in the agent’ s voice. Self-doubt
wasn't usualy aproblem for Lin Kortright, in the same way that Eskimos don't lie awake at night fretting
about heatstroke. Thisclient, though, had him raffled.

Lin. It smells. Come on, you' re supposed to be good at this sort of thing.
‘l an.” He d nearly said | was. The swesat from hisarmpits would haveirrigated Somdia
Sureyou are, Lin, sure you are. Now then, the venue. Any progress?

Kortright nodded, redlised that the screen couldn’t see gestures (or could it? He was getting ditinctly
offbeat vibes off thisthing. Asthey say in the Business, never work with computersor children). ‘It'sin
the bag, Nosher,” hereplied confidently. ‘ All set.”’

‘Set? Or set-set?
‘Set-set. | got asigned agreement with the Mongolian Ministry of Tourism and War—
Tourismand War?

‘Historical reasons, Nosher. Genghis Khan. The ulti-mate in encounter holidays, remember? Anyway,
we ve got amillion-acre site between Mandalgovi and Daandzadgad, they’ re gonna build us an
arsrip—

Fine. I'll leave all that sort of thing to you. Asfar as|’m concerned, all we really need isa very
big flat space with a rope round it, and two corners.

Kortright’ s brow creased. ‘ Corners?

Yes. You know; in the white corner, we have Saint George, representing Good, and in the black
corner...



‘Ah. Right. Got you. I'll fix that, no problem. Now then, the colaconcession, I’ ve got the Peps guys
up to six million, but I'm expecting afax any minute—'

Yes, yes. Deal with it, Lin, there’ sa good fellow. ‘ Bye for now.

The screenin Mr Kortright' s office went dark. Another screen in Chubby’ s bunker (reinforced
chronite, guaran-teed to withstand anything less than adirect hit from aneutron star) flicked on.

Chubby.

‘Now what?

Just a few things. Transport...

‘All done.” Chubby frowned. ‘Y ou got any idea how much a ship that Size costs per day?
Yes.

‘Then you' d better — oh.” Chubby hesitated. ‘ Any chance of afew quid on account? he asked.
‘Only, what with one thing and another, dl thisis causng me dight cash flow problems, plusl’m
neglecting my business. I’ ve got ordersto mest, you know.’

Correct. Mine. And you will obey them without question. Lemons.
‘I'm sorry, | thought you just said lemons.’

That’sright. For the contestants to suck between rounds. Make sure there are plenty, will you?
Or do | have to do everything myself?

‘All right, Chubby replied, offended, ‘ keep your key-board on. I’ ve got a container load of lemonson
their way from Austraia, together with sixty galons of aviation fue for the dragon. Apple brandy for
George. Not too much, don’t want him falling over. Okay?

Well done. Finally, then; how are you actually going to get them onto the ship?

Chubby smiled. ‘I'mway ahead of you there,’ hereplied. ‘How' d it beif wetried the old Ark
routine? Y ou know, acouple of days synthetic rain beforehand, then | go around telling everybody I’'ve
had this message from God—?

Chubby.
‘Yes?

Don't try my patience, chum. | think | used to have some, but | haven’t seen it around since
1946, and it’ s probably gone off by now. Get it sorted, there’s a good lad.

The screen went blank. Chubby stuck histongue out at it. Obvioudy it knew, but Chubby no longer
cared terribly much.

This, he said to himself, is getting out of hand.

It was something, he knew, with the big gambling syndicate. Y ou didn’t need to be Eingtein or A.J.P.
Taylor to work out that Nosher had been behind the origina syndi-cate, the one that persuaded the
dragon to throw thefight first time round, back in the Dark Ages. And it was as clear asalighthouseon a
moonless night that this rematch was going to be afix aswell. The question was, which one was he going
tofix thistime?

And — big question, this— who did the syndicate bet with? It takes two to make awager, and the
last time he' d passed the local Coral office they hadn’t been offering odds on the fight. So who wasthe
mug punter the syndicate werefitting up? Who had that sort of money, anyhow?

God? No, grictly a matchsticks player. (And you thought al those forestsin South Americawere just
scenery?) Who, then? He shook his head. None of his damn business, anyhow.

Here shoping, he muttered to himsdlf, it staysthat way.



Don’'t be too hard on them, Phil.
| WON'T. JUST ENOUGH SO THEY WON'T SUS-PECT.
Good result, huh?

YOU WIN THISTIME, NOSHER. NEXT TIME, MAYBE YOU WON'T BE SO LUCKY..
NOT, | SOME-TIMES GET THE IMPRESSION, THAT LUCK HASALL THAT MUCH TO DO
WITH IT. | MEAN, WHY EXACTLY DIDN' T THE FUCKING THING BLOW UP?

Can’'t imagine what you mean, Phil. Anyway, I’mlooking forward to getting your cheque. Or
shall we make it double or quits?

Outside, in the corridor, Chardonay and company could hear the thundering of the voice, but couldn’t
make out the words. Some other poor bastards getting their fortunestold, they assumed.

YOU’'RE ON, NOSHER. HERE'STO THE NEXT TIME, RIGHT?

After ahard afternoon’swork in her studio — God, the Victoria Square project! Running about chasing
the dragon was al very fine and splendid, but she had acommission to fulfil — Biancahad aquick
sandwich and went straight to bed.

She dept badly.

Chasing the dragon — well, quite. Therewas till aninfluentia part of her brain that wanted to treat
the whole bloody mess as some sort of giant halucination; bad dope, the DTs, cheese before bedtime,
whatever. That was the comforting explanation. Untrue, of course. Whatever it was, it was still going on.
Infact, she had an uneasy feding it was approaching some sort of crisis. In which case, the sensble
course of action would be to be standing outside the travel agents when they opened tomorrow morning,
asking for details of off-peak reductionsto Alpha Centauri.

When aperson starts worrying about something around half past three in the morning, she might as
well let out Sleep’ sroom and put his clothesin the jumble sale because he sure ashdll isn't coming back.
To take her mind off it dl, she switched on the TV and hit the Satdllite news.

... InVictoria Square, Birmingham might somehow be linked to the wave of spectacular art
theftsin Florence, Rome and Venice. In addition to Ms Wilson’ s two monumental works for the
Birmingham City Corporation, no fewer than seventeen major statues have vanished from Italian
collections, including eight Berninis, three Donatellos, three Cellinis, a Canova, the Giambologna
Mercury, and of course the priceless Michae-langelo David. The only lead that Interpol have so far
is the discovery of fingerprints apparently resembling those of Kurt Lundgvist, a notorious
mercenary and soldier of fortune, discovered at the scenes of all the robberiesin Italy. Lundqgvist,
however, is believed to have been killed some time ago in Guatemala, although the only part of
him actually recovered was his left ear. Counter-insurgency experts have pointed out that, to
judge by his past record, Lundqvist would have been perfectly capable of carrying out this
remarkable string of burglaries single-handed, not to mention single-eared; indeed, they claim, if
there’ s anyone capable of shrugging off Death as a minor inconvenience, that man would be Kurt
Lundgvist, believed by many leading experts to be the link between the former Milk Marketing
Board and the Kennedy assassination. Thisis Danny Bennett, Sar TV News, in Florence.

Bugger deep. Asfar as Biancawas concerned, Macbeth had beaten her to it.

Seventeen statues. Seventeen is Sixteen plus one. Sixteen people diein an exploson in acommunity
centrein the West Midlands; sixteen statues smultaneoudy go missing in Italy. No, seventeen statues,
Sxteen plusone.

Who was the seventeenth statue for?
Shewas 4till paddling this bizarre notion around in her brain when the phone rang, making her jump



out of her skin. It took an awful lot of determination to pick the blasted thing up.
‘Hdlo?
‘BiancaWilson? American voice, like audible sand-paper.
‘Yes, that’ sme. Who'sthis?
“Y ou probably don’'t know me' the voicereplied. ‘My name' s Kurt Lundqist.’

Chapter 17

M r Lund—

The small man jumped out of his skin, whirled round and dapped ahand across her mouth. *Don't cdll
methat, you crazy bitch,” he hissed. *C'mon, thisway.’
He st off at agreat pace, not looking round. Bianca had to break into atrot to keep up. He was

shorter and squarer than she' d expected, but he moved asif hewastall, lean and wiry. Another one of
these unquiet spiritsin aMoss Bros body? It was as though the whole world was on its way to afancy

dress party.
‘Okay,” hesad, findly hdting. ‘We cantak here’
Maybe, Biancathought, but hearing what we say is going to be another matter entirely.
Inreply to her earlier question, ‘Where can we meet? Kurt had suggested New Street station. They

were now in the bar of apub in John Bright Street, empty except for the barman and the loudest
background music on Earth. Thiswas foreground music. It filled dl the available space, like Polyfilla

‘Thank you for coming,” Kurt said.

‘Sorry?

‘| SAID..." Kurt edged his chair nearer and leaned forwards. ‘| said thanks for coming. Listen up,
doll. Thisisamess’

Biancafrowned dightly. He'd told her briefly about the circumstances of hisreturn to Earth and she
reckoned ‘doll” was ahit rich coming from an animated Action Man. Given the communication
difficulties, though, shelet it ride.

(Note: to save time and preserve the Niagara-like caden-ces of the dialogue, al the backchat —
‘Sorry, what did you say? ; * Speak up, for Chrissakes'; * Dammit, there’ s no need to shout’ etc, — has
been edited, asaresult of which, this passage has aready been awarded the Golden Scissors at the
1996 Editor of the Y ear Awards, and the BSI kitemark.)

‘I know,” Biancareplied. *Y ou made it sound like there was something you could do about it.’

‘Thereis,” Kurt replied, Spping his Babycham. ‘ But not on my own. That’swhere you comein.’

| see’

‘Doubt that.” Kurt finished his bag of pork scratchings, squashed up the packet and dropped it into the
ashtray before lighting acigar. A large cigar, needless to say; Biancahad seen smaler things being floated

down Canadian rivers. ‘Let mejust fill you in on the background. Maybe you know some of the stuff |
don't, at that.’

Between them, it transpired, they had afairly good idea of the Story So Far, including recent
developments and a progress report on the preparations for the Big Fight. * So you see,” Kurt
summarised, ‘it’sal agoddamn shambles!’

‘Quite.” Biancanodded vigoroudy. ‘Worst part of it is, | can’t seem to work out who's who. Goodies
and baddies, | mean.’



‘This Kurt replied sernly, ‘ain’t the movies. When you' ve been in supernatura pest control aslong
asme, you learn not to make judgements about people. Sure, when | wasyoung, | used to worry about
that kindathing; you know, What harm did he ever do me? and dl that kinda shit. Nowadays, dl | ask
myself is, will the two-fifty grain hollow point do the business at three hundred and fifty yards. | guessit
makes life easer, not giving adamn.’

“Y ou do, though, don’t you?

Kurt nodded glumly. ‘It'sabitch,” hereplied. ‘Unprofes-siond. That'swhat’ s got to me about this
gtinking job. Troubleis, my professond ethics say | gotta do the job I'm being paid for. Nothing in the
rulessays| can't share my concernswith an outsider, though; someone not in the business, like yourself.’

Biancashrugged. ‘I’ ve got professiona ethicstoo, you know. Mostly they’re to do with leaving
chisd-marks and not gluing back bits you accidentally break off. But I’ m sure there' s something in the
Code of Practice about not |etting dangerous statues fal into the wrong hands. | must look it up when |
get back home.’

They looked a each other suspicioudy across the for-micatabletop; unlikely confederates (if we're
confederates, Biancamuttered to hersalf, bags| be Robert E. Lee) in animpossibly confused situation. In
context, they were prob-ably the least likely do-goodersin the whole dramatis personag; the hired killer
and thearms dedler. Maybe it helped that Bianca dso dedlt in legs, heads and torsos.

‘l guess, Kurt said dowly, ‘in Stuations like this, al you can do isto try and do the right thing. Shit,
did | redly say that? Thisstinking job redlly is getting to me.”

‘A datue’ s gottado what a statue' s gotta do?
‘Sure. Now, what you gottado islike this’

Thank you for calling Acropolis Marble Wholesalers Limited.
Unfortunately there's no one here to take your call, so please |eave a message after the tone.

Beep. ‘Hello, BiancaWilson here. Could | have seventeen seven by three by three Carrarawhite
blocks, immediate delivery, COD Birmingham. Thank you.’

Thank you for calling Hell. Unfortunately there’' s no one here to take your call, so please leave a
message after the tone. Alternatively, for reservations and party bookings, please dial the
following number. Thank you.

Thank you for calling Nkunzana Associates. Unfortunately there’ s no one here to take your call.
Don't bother to leave a message; | know perfectly well who you are and what you want, I'm a
fully qualified witch-doctor. Thank you.

‘Haveyou ever,” Chubby said, apropos of nothing, ‘ been to Mongolia?

Thedragon looked a him. ‘Noidea,’ hesaid. ‘I’ ve been virtualy everywhere, | think, but usudly |
don't stop and buy a guide-book. What's Mongolia?

Chubby shrugged. ‘ Desert, mostly. Very empty, not many people. Barren, too; large parts of it have
ascloseto azero per cent firerisk asit’ s possible to get on this planet. The sort of place where you
could have a sneezing fit without burning down Sx mgor cities’

‘Sounds abit dull,’ the dragon said.
‘Itis. Very.



‘I could use alittle tedium right now,’ the dragon said, scratching his nose with a harpoon-like claw. ‘|
take it you're working round to suggesting that | go there’

‘Hateto lose you,” Chubby replied. ‘It' s been great fun having you here and al that. But, with al due
respect, you' re abit hard on the fixtures and fittings.’

‘True. Actudly, it beats me how you people can live in places like thiswithout dying of
claustrophobia’

‘We' re smdler than you are. Wefind it helps’

The dragon yawned and stretched, inadvertently knock-ing an archway through the wall into the next
room. ‘Mongolia, then. What’ syour ulterior motive? Something to do with your Time business?

“Y ou know your trouble? Y ou're cynical.” Chubby frowned. *Usualy with good cause,’ he added.
‘Asit so happens, thereisasmal job you could do for me while you're there. Nothing heavy. Y ou might
find it helps stave off death by ennui. Entirely up to you, though.’

‘Explain’
‘Well." Chubby leaned back in his chair and hit the light switch. A projector started to run, covering

the oppositewall (the only one il intact) with ahuge, dightly blurred image of avase of flowers, upsde
down. Chubby clicked something, and the picture changed into aview of the Great Wall of China.

‘Familiar?

‘Seenit before,” the dragon replied. ‘ Doesn't mean any-thing to me, though. A wall isbut awall, a
gghisbutasgh’

‘Ah.” Chubby clicked again. The Great Wall came closer. ‘ This, my old mate, isno ordinary wall. It's
big, it sfamous and — now here swhere my interest in the damn thing lies— it' svery, very old.’

The dragon smiled in the darkness. * Steeped in history, huh?

‘Pogitively saturated. Now, | got to thinking; sentiment aside, what doesthat ot actually do that anice
modern chain-link fence couldn’t do, for afraction of the main-tenance costs? Whereasto me—'

‘| get the picture,’ the dragon interrupted, amused. ‘Y ou want meto stedl it.’

Chubby clicked again. Thistime, thewall was covered in aview of the planet, as seen from space.
The Great Wall wasdimly vishble, athinlinefaintly perceptible through wisps of untidy cloud. Either that,
or ahar inthe gate.

‘Asyou can seefor yourself,” Chubby went on, ‘it’sthe only man-made structure visible from outside
the Earth’ satmosphere. An eyesore, in other words. If Mankind ever gets round to colonising the moon,
Il be doing them afavour.’

‘Quite. What do you want meto do with it after I've nicked it?

Click. View of acompletely barren area of desert. * Just leaveit there. One of my people will deal with
it.

The dragon smiled. ‘A receiver of stolenwalls? A fence?

‘How did | know you were going to say that?

Half an hour later, the same picture show, the same basic introduction.

‘Let’sjust make sure |’ ve got thisstraight,” George said. 'Y our organisation’ s going to steal the Great
wal of China?

‘Mphm.’
‘And then they’ re going to dump it, out there in the wilderness.’



‘Not wilderness, George. Prime devel opment site. We paid top dollar for that land. It hasthe
advantage of being asfar from anywhere asit’ s possible to get without having to wear an oxygen mask.’

George shrugged. ‘Y ou know your own business, | s pose. What do you need mefor?

‘Caretaker, basicaly,” Chubby replied. ‘| wasjust think-ing, since your friend with the wings and the
bad breeth is till very much on the loose, you might quite fancy amonth or so in thelast place anybody
would ever think of looking.’

‘Good point.” George nodded decisively. ‘Much obliged to you. It' || be apleasure.’
The lights came back on.
‘Pleasure sal mine’ said Chubby.

A bit over-complicated, surely?

Chubby scowled. ‘Listen,’ hesaid. ‘I hate to bother you with silly mundane things liketheway | earn
my living, but for the last couple of months my business has been at a complete stlandstill. I’ ve got orders
| can't fill and staff on full wages sitting around with nothing to do. Two birds, one stone, and

everybody’s happy.’
The screen went blank and the little red light, whose purpose Chubby had never been able to work
out in al the years he’ d had the wretched thing, blinked twice.

I’m not happy about this.

“Tough. Sorry, but you said to find away to get them both to the venue without arousing their
suspicions and that’ swhat I’ ve done. And now, if you don’t mind. I’ ve got work—"

Thepain hit him likeafaling roof. Theintendty of pain largely depends on which part of thevictimiit
affects. Chubby’ s soul hurt. Toothacheis nothing in comparison.

‘Fuck you, genie, he moaned. ‘Let go, will you?
Insde his head, Chubby could hear laughter. It was avery frightening sound.

Chubby, please. After all we' ve been to each other, | think you can start calling me Nosher. All
my friends do.

“Then fuck you, Nosher. And now will you please stop doing that, before you break my id?
Any idea how much of your soul I now own? | know you're curious. Go on, ask me.

The pain stopped and Chubby collapsed into achair. ‘Let me see,’ he said, once he’ d got his breath
back. *Wdll, for one thing, we haven't had nearly as much of the your-wish-is-my-command -
it smy-pleasure-to-serve-you bullshit lately, which | find rather sgnificant. And al these cosy chats
we' ve been having recently must be taking their toll. I’ ve been trying very hard indeed not to think about
it

Forty-two per cent.

‘Shit”

No reason why that should be a problem, surely. We' ve always got on well enough, you and I.

‘Likeahouseonfire, Chubby replied. ‘With you asthe fire and me as the house. What happensto
me when you get amgjority stake? Do | die, or vanish, or what?

Perish the thought. It’ s just that we'll see even more eye to eye, that’ s all.
‘ And when it reaches a hundred per cent?

Then | shall befree.

‘Hooray, hooray. And what about me?



You' Il be one of the lucky ones. Like Mr Tanashima.
Chubby frowned. ‘ Don't know him. Who he?

Mashito Tanashima. Born 1901, died 1945. He worked in a bicycle factory in Hiroshima, Japan.
Seven minutes before the atomic bomb exploded, he was killed in a road accident.

‘Gosh.” Chubby smiled bleakly. ‘ Lucky old me, huh?
The screen flickered. Thered light came on and, thistime, stayed on.
Yes. Let nobody say I’m not grateful.

Bianca stepped back to admire her work. A masterpiece, as always. Three down, fourteen to go.

The biggest problem had been getting hold of the photographs. First, she'd tried the loca paper, but
they’ d got suspicious and refused to co-operate. Thevictims' families had virtualy set the dogson her.
Findly, she'd hit on the idea of sending Mike round pretending to be the organiser of a Sadley Grange
Disaster Fund. She' d felt very bad about that, but he’ d come away with all the photo-graphs she needed.

Thewadls of her studio were covered in them; enlarged, reduced, montaged, computer-enhanced, until
the very sight of them gave her the cregps. Sixteen very ordinary people who happened to have beenin
the Sadley Grange Civic Centrewhen it blew up. Thevictims.

So far she' d done Mrs Blanchflower, Mrs Gray and Mr Smith, and she was knackered. Straight
portraiture, no dramatic poses or funny hats; they had to be aslifdlike as possible or the whole thing
would be awaste of time. The worst part of it al was the respongbility, because she wasn't the one who
was going to have to live with the consequences for the rest of her lifeif she made amistake. Accidentally
leave off atoe, or get an arm out of proportion, and she' d be ruining somebody’ s life.

The hdl with that, shetold herself. Makes it sound like they’ re doing me afavour.
Y es. Well. And whose dragon caused dl thismessin thefirst place?

‘Mike,’ she croaked, ‘1 need abrand new set of the big chisdls, another hide mallet and coffee, about
agdlon and ahdf. Would you..

‘Onmy way.’
‘Mrs Cornwal’ s nose. Could you do me asix by four enlargement of thewart? 1 can't seefrom this
whether it’ sa straightforward spherical type or more your cottage loaf job.’

‘No problem.’

She sighed, wiped her forehead with her deeve. * And when you' ve donethat,’ she said, ‘if you could
See your way to making a start on roughing out Mrs Ferguson with the angle grinder. I’ ve marked her up,
and it'd save ever such alot of time’

‘Mrs Ferguson, angle grinder. Right you are’
‘Oh, and Mike.’

‘Yes?

‘Thanks!’

Mike laughed, without much humour. ‘ That' sdl right,” he said. ‘ After dl, what arefriendsfor? Apart,
that is, from heavy lifting, telling liesto next of kin, basic catering and other unpaid chores?

‘Dunno. Mord support?
Mike shrugged. ‘Don’'t ask me,” he said, ‘ my moras collapsed years ago. Be seeing you.’

Left done, Biancatried to clear her mind of everything except the technicalities of sculpture. Easier
said than done; it waslike clearing a pub on Cup Fina night, only rather more difficult. The hardest part,



unexpectedly enough, was the way the faces from the photographs stayed in her mind, plastered across
her retinalike fly-posters, even when her eyes were tight shut. That meant something, she felt sure, but
she hadn’t the faintest ideawnheat.

‘Excuseme’

Kurt stopped dead in histracks, closed his eyes and counted to ten. Once upon atime, that particular
ritual had been afoolproof method of keeping histemper. Now al it meant wasthat helost hisrag ten
seconds later.

‘Hi,” hereplied, cramming asmile onto hisface, which had never been exactly smile-shaped a the
best of times. These past few days, however, cheerful expressions tended to perch apprehensively on his
features, likeaunicyclist crossng askating rink.

‘Mr Lundqigt.’ It wasthe Canovaagain. ‘May | have aword with you, please?

‘Lady...

Insde the Classical perfection of the Canovabivouacked dl that wasimmortal of Mrs Blanchflower.
By aprodigious effort of hisimagination, Kurt had worked out a scenario where hewould actudly be
pleased to see Mrs Blanchflower, but it involved her being in the water and him being a twenty-foot-long
Mako shark. The only reason why he hadn't yet mortally insulted her was because he never seemed to
be able to get aword in edgeways.

‘Mr Lundqvigt,” said the Canova. ‘ Now, as you know, I’ m the last person ever to complain about
anything, but | really mogt protest, in the strongest possible...’

Getting past Mrs Blanchflower, of course, was the beginning, not the end, of the aggravation. She was
the worst individua specimen, yes, the gold medallist in the Pest Olympics, but there were fourteen
othersright behind her sharing slver. And it'sno red escape to e ude one Mohammed Ali only to be set
upon by fourteen Leon Spinkses.

‘SHUTTUP!" Kurt therefore bellowed, as he shouldered past the Canovainto the main area of the
Nissen hut. That bought him, albeit at terrible cost, awhole haf second of dead silence.

‘And LISTEN! hesaid. ‘ Thank you. Now then, folks, gather round. And you better pay attention,
‘costhisisimportant.’
Fifteen statues all sarted to complain at once.

‘Okay.” Kurt backed away and climbed onto achair. * Okay,” he repeated, just loud enough to be
audible. ‘If you guys don’'t want to go home, that’ s up to you. Well, so long. It’ sbeen...’

Silence. Well, virtud silence. Mrs Hamstraw (by Bernini) finished her sentence about the sultanasin
her muedi (she'd told him, three times, the doctor had told her no sultanas) and Ms Stones reiterated
her threat of writing to Roger Cook for the seventy-eighth time, but gpart from that there was asilence so
complete, Kurt felt he knew what it must have been like @t five to nine on the first day of Crestion.

‘On the other hand,” he went on, calm and quiet as the Speaking Clock, * anybody who wants out had
better listen good. Now, then...’

‘| dill say that, after last time...
The Great Goat turned his head about twenty-seven degrees and scowled.
‘Thank you,” he said, in avoice you could have freeze-dried coffeein. * Shal we proceed?

A nice man, Dr Thwaites; dl his patientswould have agreed, likewise his colleagues, his neighbours,
even some of hisrdations. A kind man, for whom nothing would ever be too much trouble. A patient
man, prepared to listen politely and attentively to every hypochondriac who ever thought mild indigestion



was a heart attack. But flawed, nevertheless. Albert Schweitzer was the same, and likewise Walt Disney.
‘If youingst, muttered the Lesser Goat. ‘ Now then, where' sthat wretched skull?

Because Dr Thwaites, having paid Farmer Merose sx months' rent for conjuring rites on Lower
Copses Meadow, was damned if hewas going to forfeit haf his money — thirty pounds, fifty pence —
with three months il to run. It was, asfar as he was concerned, a matter of principle.

‘“When you're ready, Miss Frobisher. Now then.” He cleared histhroat. ‘ By Asmoday and Beglzebub
| conjure you, spirits of—' He stopped. If someone had just popped an apple in his mouth, they couldn’t
have shut him up quicker or more effectively.

‘Don’t mind us,” said the Captain of Spectra Warriors, in asoft, speaking-in-church voice. * Just
pretend we aren’t here, okay?

The Great Goat would dearly have liked to do just that, but unfortunately it was out of the question. It
takesagpecid sort of mentd disciplineto ignore five hundred of Hell’ sfinest, in full battledress uniform,
al displaced heads, unexpected limbs and weird appendages, creeping stedlth-ily past you in the early
hours of the morning.

“‘Ere, doc,” said thethurifer at hiselbow. ' You'reredly good at this, aren’t you?

The Great Goat swallowed hard. * Apparently,’” he said. In his subconscious he was wondering
whether he could persuade Mr Merose to impose a retrospective rent increase, because the thought of
performances like this every week for the next three months was enough to drive aman insane. He'd
have to rethink al his cosy preconcep-tions about anatomy, for astart.

‘Excuseme.’ The Captain wastaking to him. Heforced himsdlf to listen.
‘Sorry, | was, um, milesaway. Can |, er, be of assis-tance?

‘We' retrying to get to—' The Captain consulted a clipboard.  Place called Birmingham. Would you
happen to know where that is?

‘Birmingham.’
‘That' sright. I’ ve got this map here, but it hasn't photocopied terribly well, so if you could just set us
on theright track, we' d be ever so grateful.’

His disbdlief suspended on full pay, the Great Goat felt in the pockets of hisrobes and produced a
pencil and the back of an envelope.

Chapter 18

T heBig Fight.

Seen purely from the viewpoint of logistics and adminigtration, it was the greatest show in history.
Every-body who was, had been or would be anybody was there, and the complexities of setting up a
switchboard for the retrospective booking office had taxed Mr Kortright’ singenuity to its fullest extent.
Or take the popcorn conces-sion, achronological disaster poised to happen. Any popcorn eaten by
vigtorsfrom the past or the future would leave a seriousimbaance in the fabric of redlity, particularly
after it had passed through the visitor’ s digestive system and entered the ecology of his native century. In
order to compensate, Kortright had had to estimate the amount of popcorn likely to be eaten and arrange
for compensatory amounts of matter to be removed from/added to awhole series of past and future
destinations. Asfor the envelope of artificia Time in which the auditorium was contained, it had cleaned
out Chubby’ s stocks down to the last second. God only knew what would happen if the fight lasted
beyond the twelfth round.

All these problems, of course, were more than adequately accounted for in the price of the tickets; and



that caused yet another organisationd nightmare, given that (for example) in order to pay for histicket the
Emperor Nero had leeched out the entire economy of the Roman Empire, which could only mean total
fisca meltdown, violence in the streets and the fal of the Empire severa centuries ahead of schedule.
Fortunately, aclient of Lin Kortright' swho controlled various financid syndicatesin thefirst century AD
was ableto offer bridging finance; disaster was averted, ten per cent was earned for the Kortright
Agency, and Nero (who paid the first instalment of the loan by insuring Rome and then burning it down)
was gtting in the front row, munching olives and trying unsuccesstully to persuade Genghis Khan to take
St Georgeto win at fifteen to one.

There was dso aband, and cheer-leaders, and huge spotlights producing as much light and hest asa
smdl gtar, and commentators from every TV dation in Eternity al getting ready to provide s multaneous
coverage (live was, in context, aword best avoided), and cameras and film crews and sound crews and
men in leather jackets with head-phones on wandering about prodding bits of trailing flex and engineers
swearing at each other, and all the spectacle and pageantry of a gal axy-class sporting event. The pand of
judges (two saints, two devils and, representing the saurian community, two enormous iguanas) were
sworn in. There was an awed hush asthe doors at the back swung open to admit the referee; no lessa
dignitary than Quetzal-coatl, Feathered Serpent of the Aztecs. Had hisworshippersin pre-Conquest
Mexico known that when he promised to come again to judge the quick and the dead, he meant this,
maybe they’ d have been alittle bit less forthcoming with the gold and blood sacrifices.

It was nearly time. The food vendors | eft the auditorium, trays empty. The roar of voices dwindled
down to an expectant buzz. All it needed now was for the contestants to show up, and the contest for the
ethica championship of the universe could begin.

And Kortright turned to Stevenson and said, ‘Well, where the fuck are they?
And Stevenson leant acrossto Kortright and said, ‘1 thought they were with you.’

‘Finished,” Bianca gasped.

Forget the aesthetics for amoment; in terms of sheer Samina, it was the grestest achievement in the
history of Art. With an effort she unclenched her cramped fingers sufficiently to alow chisd and mdlet to
fal to the ground and collgpsed backwards into her chair, only to find there was someone aready stting
init.

‘Sakubona, inkosazana.” Biancadid aquick Zebedee impression, looked down and saw alittle,
wizened man curled up in her chair. Hewas wearing aleopard skin with lots of unusua accessories, and
holding afly-whisk.

‘Hi,” shereplied. ‘Y ou must be Nkunzana. | didn’'t hear you comein.’

‘No,” the witch-doctor replied, ‘you didn't.” He nodded towards the statues. ‘ Impressive,’ he said.

‘All my ownwork,” Biancareplied, flustered. *Y ou know what you' ve got to do?

‘Isthe Pope a Catholic?

‘Right. Well, I'd better leave you to it, then. Do you need anything? Um, hot water, towels, that sort of
thing?

Nkunzana shook hishead. ‘ A fireand apinch of dust, my sister,” he replied. Before Bianca could
offer further assis-tance, he produced a big brass Zippo from the catskin bag hung round his neck.

‘Dugt?

Nkunzanagrinned and drew afingertip across the surface of the table beside hischair. ‘1 know,” he
sad. ‘I remind you of your mother.’

‘In certain respects,” Biancareplied. * She could never have worn leopard, though. Not with her
colouring.’



The witch-doctor shrugged; then, with atiny movement of histhumb helit the lighter, sorinkled the
dust and mumbled something that Biancadidn’t quite catch.

And...
.JAction!

Cut to—

Kurt’s Nissen hut (you could call it the Galleria Lundgv-i<t, but not, if you want to see tomorrow,
while hel slistening) where fifteen statues with strong West Midland accents are telling him exactly why
they refuseto have anything a dl to do with hisplan.

Sound effects, rushing wind, a shimmering tinkly sound (shorthand for magic), degp and rumbling
unworldly laughter, followed by — Silence. The other noises off were just meretricious effects, the
pardey garnish on adice of underdone magic. But the silence, the absence of querulouswhining, that's
something €l se. Uncanny is an understatement in the same league as describing the Black Death asa
nasty bug that' s going around.

Kurt reacts; he says—' YIPPEE!’

— and sowould you if you' d just spent several weeks cooped up with Mrs Blanchflower, Mr Potts
and thirteen others, extremely smilar. Intheir place, fifteen of the world’ sfinest, most exquisite atues,
solid masonry from head to toe, without enough sentience between thelot of them to animate aDSS
counter clerk. Kurt looked round, gazing ecstatically at each onein turn; compared to him, stout Cortes
would have made one hell of apoker player. No more whingeing. No more threats to report him to the
English Tourist Board. No more caustic remarks about the lack of brown sauce to go with the escallops
of ved.

Sowly, dmost like amoon-walker in the deliberation of his movements, Kurt got to hisfeet, crossed
the floor and picked up afrozen tiramisu he d been defrosting for tonight’ s dinner. Then he planted
himsdlf in front of the Canova, stuck histongue out, raised the tiramisu and rubbed it into the statue' s
face.

Cut to—
Bianca s studio. Biancahas just |eft, leaving the door unlocked and anote.

Cue sound effects, as above, except for the silence. Instead, fade in ayammering fugue of West
Midland voicesraised in pique. And hold it, as—The statues redise something has changed. Typicaly
thoughtful, Bianca has | eft abig, clothes-shop style mirror facing them. They see themsalves. Let’ srepesat
that line, for emphasis. They see...

Themselves...
Slence
And then one of them — yes, absolutdly right, it's Mrs Blanchflower — says—"WdllV’

— and they dl start talking at once. No need to report the exact words spoken; the gist of it isthat
they’re dl as pleased as anything to be out of thoseridiculous, freezing cold, uncomfortable statues and
back in their own bodies again, but that doesn’t dter the fact that they’ ve been mucked about something
terrible (with hindsight, scrawling Sorry for any inconvenience on the mirror in lipstick wasn't the most
tactful thing Biancaever did) and just wait, someone hasn’t heard the last of this, my lawyers, my
husband, my Euro MP...

At the back of the room, a scruffy hesp which at first sight was only abundle of old rags sits up,



double-takes and huddles down again, furtively pulling amangy leopard skin over his head and hoping to
hell they haven't spotted him. Too late—With asmultaneous yow! of fury, fifteen angry ex--statuesturn
on Nkunzana, shaking fists and demanding explanations. The witch-doctor freezes, unableto move. In
the course of his professiona activities, he' sdaily called upon to face down swarms of gibbering unquiet
gpirits, quell mobs of loutish ghosts by sheer force of personality, command fiends and boss about the
scum of twelve dimensions. Piece of cake. Faced with Mrs Blanchflower and the other Sadley Grange
victims, he'samongoose-fazed snake.

Soirits, he hissesunder hisbreath, | command you by Nkulunkulu, the Great One, get me the hell
out of here!

The spirits attend, as they are bound to do when ameaster of the Art orders them. Although only the
isangona can see them, they’ re there, as present as a college of notaries, standing at the back of the
room looking extremely embar-rassed.

Sorry, amakhosi, they mouth noisdesdy. Thistime, you're on your own.

Cut to—
A police gtation on the very northernmost edge of China
Behind the desk, a sergeant dumbers dreamlessy under acircular fan.
The door opens. Enter three very embarrassed-looking men.

They wake the sergeant, who grunts and reaches for his notebook and a pen. What, he enquires, can
he do for them?

They nudge each other. Imploring looks are exchanged. Nobody wants to be the one who hasto say
it.

A spokesman isfinally selected. He clears histhroat. The expression on hisfaceis so pitiful the desk
sergeant sarts groping inginctively for aclean handkerchief.

WEe d like, the spokesman mumbles, to report a theft.

Right. Fine. What' s been nicked?

Awadl.

Sorry?

A wal. Quiteabigwal, actudly.

Look, sorry about this, did you just say somebody’ s stolen awall?

That’ sright. Here, come and seefor yoursalf. Bemused policeman rises, totters deepily round the
edge of the counter to the station door, looks out.

Look, isthissome sort of ajoke, becauseif itis... And then he seesthe mountains. And that’ sreally
weird, because everybody knows you can't see the mountains from here. Becausethe Wall’sin the way.
Further up the vdley, yes, you can see the mountains. Down here ...

The sergeant beginsto scream.

Cut to—

A brain-emptying vastness of sand, where the reflected heet hitsyou like afaling roof. Shimmering in
the heat-haze, the sun flickers like an Aldislamp. No wicked stepmother’ s smile was ever as cruel asthe
unvarying blue of the pitiless sky. Sun and sand; yes, sun and sand we got, but you redlly don’t want to
come here for two weeksin August.

Desertsare, by definition, big; and thisisabig desert.



The dragon, waliting in the shade of the huge stack of cardboard boxesthat containsthe Great Wall of
Chinafor his scheduled rendezvous with Chubby and the boys, lookstiny; from adistance you' d think he
wasaweelizard, the sort of thing desert travellers evict from their boots every morning before setting
out.

But that’ s perspective playing tricks on you, because the dragon is, of course, huge. And, moreto the
point, quite incredibly strong. Maybe you haven't yet redlised how strong the dragon is; well, consider
this. Between one and five am last night, this dragon single-handedly dismantled the Great Wall and
lugged it here, boxful by boxful acrossthe Gobi Desart, without making asound or disturbing anybody.
No redl trouble; to the dragon, it was just like picking up so much Lego off the living-room carpet.

It was till, nevertheless, one hell of alot of Lego, and the effort, combined with the heat, ismaking
him deepy. His soul (for want of abetter word) is hovering in the middle air, looking down &t the stack of
boxes and thinking, Pretty neat, huh?

Then, suddenly, it startsto panic. Ingtinctively it makesto dart back into its body, but it can't. Imagine
that nauseeating feeling when you' ve just stepped outside to get the milk in and the front door dams shut
behind you, locking you out. Normally, the dragon’ s soul would have the door kicked in and be back
inddein twenty secondsflat. But thistime, what with purloining wallsal night and not getting much deep
whileit wasat it, it Smply hasn't got the strength. Which is unfortunate, because ...

Cut to—

Saint George, toiling wearily up avast sand escarpment, on hisway to the scheduled rendezvous with
Chubby, the boys and a hillion tons of hooky masonry.

Hefeds— drange...
Oh look, he muttersto himsdf, I'm flying.

Or at least part of meis. Therest of me— head, arms, torso, legs— is down there on the deck, flat
onmy face...

(Cue rushing wind, shimmering tinkly sound, shorthand for magic, deep and rumbling unworldly
laughter...)

Nkunzana, moving with remarkable agility for aman of his advanced years, shinned out of the bathroom
window, dropped five feet onto the fire escape, clattered down the steps like aten-year-old and sprinted
across the aleyway to where Kurt had the van parked, engine running.

‘Quick!” he panted. No need to explain further. There was a squed and asmell of burning rubber.
‘Okay? Kurt asked, glancing down at the road map open on his knee.
‘No,” snapped the witch-doctor, ‘it isn’t. Y ou might have warned me.’

‘Warned you? Kurt grinned. ‘Hey, man, | wouldn’t insult you. | mean, you being awitch-doctor and
al, I'd have thought you d have known...’

‘The hdll with you, white boy. Let’ sseeif it's so funny when I’ ve turned you into a beetle’
Fedling that the conversation was becoming alittle unfocused, Biancainterrupted. ‘What Kurt meant
to say was,’ she sad, ‘is everything going to plan? With the, um, spirits, | mean?

‘Huh? Nkunzanafrowned, then nodded. ‘ Sure, no problem. The fifteen dead people are out of the
gtolen statues and into the statues you made for them. The same with the souls of the dragon and Saint
George; I’ ve conjured them out of their bodies, and the dragon’ll be too knackered after al that heavy
lifting he’' sbeen doing ...



The old man paused, his eyestight shut, and chuckled. ‘Hey, man,” he muttered, ‘thisis fun. | redly
wish you could seethis’

Cut to—
Three disembodied spirits, hovering in the upper air.

Thefirg isthe dragon, scrabbling frantically at the door of his magnificent, wonderful, al-powerful
body. But he' stoo weak. He can’t open the damn thing.

The second is Saint George, also unexpectedly evicted from his body by the Zulu doctor’ s magic.
Not his body, strictly speaking; remember, he' s been dossing down in the statue Bianca made for Mike
to live in, which he stole when the dragon carbonised him on his return from the future.

Georgeisjust about to nip back in when he realises he' s not the only disembodied spook out and
about this fine Mongolian summer morning. A mere hundred miles or so0 to hiswest, he becomes aware
of the soul of hisoldest, greatest enemy, and, more to the point, the empty dragon body.

He heditates. Hethinks.
YE]

Well, wouldn’t you? Think it over. Y oursfor the hijack-ing, the most powerful, the strongest, the most
sylish, the fastest, the most heavily armed and armoured, the dinkiest piece of flesh ever in the history of
the Universe, with the doors unlocked and the keysin theignition. One swift, dick job of taking and
driving away, and then we' |l see exactly who' s vapourising whom...

With anone too gentle shove and amerry shout of, ‘ Move over, asshole!’, George heaved the
dragon’ s ener-vated soul out of the way, scrambled into the dragon body and hit the gas. Therewasa
roar and a stunning thump, as the beast’ s enormous wings scooped up air like ice-cream from the tub.
Wild with fury and terror, the dragon’s soul scrabbled desperately at its own body, but there was no way
in. A fraction of asecond later, the body had gone.

“Shit,” whimpered the dragon. He collapsed onto the sand and started to quiver.

Thethird spirit in waiting is Bianca sfriend Mike. He has the advantage over the other two of knowing
what’ s going on, and the moment George abandons his earthly overcoat and makes his dash for the
dragon costume, Mike lets himsdf quietly out of Saint George, marble statue by Bianca Wilson, and
tiptoes across the middle air to where his own familiar shapeis standing, vacant and unlocked, among the
dunes. He dropsin. Heramsthelegsinto first gear. He scrams.

And now the dragon’ s soul isaone. Ebbing fast, till weak from his exertions and the devastating
trauma of watching his own body zooming off over the horizon with hismortal enemy at the contrals, he
flickers on the edge of dissolution. Why bother? he asks himself. Bugger thisfor the proverbia duffing up
to nothing.

But not for long. Because dragons don't quit. And, as the saying goes, athird-class ride beats the shit
out of afirst-classwalk. There, abandoned on the escarpment of a dune, stands Bianca Wilson's Satue
of Saint George, empty. Disgusted but grimly determined, the soul of the last of the great serpents of the
dawn of theworld dragsitsdlf through the dry, gritty air and flops wretchedly into George.

And notices something. And suddenly feelsatiny bit better, because it suggests, somehow, that more
than meetsthe eyeisgoing on.

Because, in the back window of Saint George, somebody has stuck alittle bit of shiny white
cardboard, with five words written on it in red lipstick. They were:

MY OTHER CAR'SA PORSCHE



Y es, mutters the dragon, suddenly and savagely chearful. Isn't it ever.

Like asamon leaping the waterfdl of the sun, the great dragon soared; wings incandescent, fire streaming
off hisflawlesdy armoured flanks, the scream of the dipstream drowning out al sounds except the
exultant crowing of his own triumphant soul, which sang:

Sheeeeit! Wow! Fuck me! Isthisa bit of all right, then, or what?

Now burgting up through the clouds like alegping dolphin, now swooping like ahunting eagle; now
high, now low, astheintoxication of flight and power made his brain swim, his blood surge. Mineisthe
kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever and ever.

And then alight flashed soberingly bright in his eyes and he glanced down. There, on the desert floor
below him, two men stood beside a Land Rover, on which was mounted a huge mirror.

Dragons have eyes like hawks— that’ savery slly thing to say, because hawks are just birds,
whereas dragons  eyes arethe finest optica instrumentsin the cosmos; the point being, dthough the two
men were along way away, George recognised them easily. Chubby Stevenson and the man Kortright;
he' d seen him about the place, though he didn’t know who hewas. Intrigued, he swooped.

‘Hey, Kortright yeled through abullhorn. *Where the fuck you been? Get down here like now.’

It then occurred to George that they didn’t know it was him. They thought it was the dragon — his,
George's, enemy. Y et these people were supposed to be hisfriends, good guys. The hell with that! He
filled hislungsand took aim —

No, they’ll keep. Let’ sfind out what's going on before we fry anybody we might be able to use | ater.

‘Hey,” George drawled. ‘Where sthefire?

‘It swhereitisn't that’ s pissed me off, man,” Kortright replied.  C' mon, get your tail in gear, we got
peoplewaiting.’

‘People? George hovered, hisfront clawsfolded, awhat-time-of-night-do-you-cal-this expression
on hisface. ‘What people?

Stevenson, he noticed, was|ooking alittle sheepish as he leaned over and whispered something in
Kortright’s ear. The agent stepped back and stared at him.

‘Y ou arrange the biggest fight of dl time,” he said, ‘and you never get around to telling the
contestants?

George quivered; the word fight had hijacked hisimag-ination and was demanding to be flown to
Kingdom Come. ‘What fight? he asked.

“You and Saint George,” Chubby replied. ‘ The rematch. | was, um, planning it asa surprise’
“Y ou succeeded.’
Chubby scowled. * Dunno why you' re sounding al snotty about it, hereplied sdf-righteoudy. ‘That is

what you want, isn't it? A chance to sort that little shit out once and for al? 1 mean, that is why you came
back in thefirgt place, right?

‘Surething.” George nodded vigoroudy. ‘ Teach the little toe-rag alesson he won't live long enough to
forget.’

‘Widll, then!

A smile swept across the dragon’ sface, in the same way that barbarian hordes once swept across

Europe. ‘| cdl that very thoughtful of you,” he said, ‘going to dl that trouble just to please me. But what
makes you think the little chickenshit’ll have the ballsto show up? If | was him, the moment | heard about



thefight I'd be off.’
‘He doesn't know about the fight, stupid.’
“You mean,” said George, grinning cheerfully, ‘you set him up?
‘Y eah, yeah. Look—'
‘From the outset?
‘Sure” Chubby looked at him strangely. ‘What' s got into you al of asudden? he demanded.
‘Not what. Who. But that’ s beside the point, we'll sort it out later. So, where should | go?

Kortright pointed due north. * Y ou’ll know what it isas soon asyou seeit,” he said. ‘Hang round just
out of sght till we show up with George. Thenit'll be over to you, okay? And don't say | don't find you
quality gigs, you ungrateful asshole’

George nodded gravely. ‘| think I’ be able to handleit from then on,” he said. ‘ Be seeing you.’

Not long afterwards, Chubby’ s helicopter landed beside the huge artificid mountain of packing cases that
had appeared overnight in the middle of the desert, and two men climbed out, crouching to avoid the
spinning rotor blades.

‘George,’ they wereydling. ‘George! Whereisthe god-damn...’

They found him fast adeep in asort of masonry igloo he d made for himsdlf at the foot of the mountain.
Thismade their job much easier. Chubby dipped the handcuffs into place while Kortright woke him up.

‘Hi, George,” Chubby said. ‘Look, no need for aarm, but we need you to do something for us and we
realy haven’t got time to convince you it’sagood idea before we set off for the venue. Thisway, we can
convince you aswe go, and you won't waste time by running away and hiding.’

‘Suitsme!’

The two men looked at each other. * Good of you to be so reasonable,” Chubby said. ‘ Thisway,
then.’

In the chopper, Chubby explained that when he' d rescued George from the police in Birmingham,
he' d had an ulterior motive.

“You rescued ... Yes, sorry, me and my tea-bag memory. Do forgive me, carry on.’

“Yup.” Chubby had avague fedling that something was going wrong, but that was so closeto his
normal mental statethat heignored it. ‘Y ou seg, it’ sthisdamn dragon.’

‘Ohyes’

‘Sure.” Chubby sighed, hisface a picture of frustration and annoyance. ‘ The bloody thing is starting to
be areal pest, you know? Something’ s got to be done about it, before it ruins my business and destroys
amgor city or some-thing.’

‘I quite understand,” said the dragon, nodding. ‘ This planet ain’t big enough for the three of us, that
sort of thing.’

‘Three? Oh, | see what you mean. Well, of course, | don’t haveto tell you, you want to see the fucker
getswhat’s coming to him asbadly as| do. Well, now’ syour chance’’

‘Redly and truly?

‘Redlly,” said Chubby, smiling, ‘and truly. That' swhy Mr Kortright here—’
Kortright smiled. ‘Hi, George’

‘Hi, Mr Kortright. Haven't we met somewhere?

‘Quite possibly, George, quite possibly.’



‘Mr Kortright, Chubby went on, ‘and | have arranged this, um, fight to the death. Y ou and Mr Bad
Guy. We built you an arenaand everything. Y ou're gonnaloveit.’

‘Quite,’ said the dragon. *Only, and | hate to seem downbesat here, don’t you think the fight’ s going to
be ever so dightly one-sided? | mean, him with the wings and the tail and the fiery bresth, mewith a
sword? Not that I’'m chicken or anything, but...’

Kortright chuckled. ‘Tell him, Chubby.’

‘We ve sorted dl that,” Chubby said. *We ve got you some back-up. The best, in fact. The name
Kurt Lundgvigt mean anything to you?

‘No.’

Chubby shrugged. ‘ After your time, | guess. Well, just asthe dragon comes hell-for-leather at you out
of, s0 to speak, acloudless sky, Kurt “Mad Dog” Lundgvist’ll be poised and ready in a concealed
bunker under the press box with avery nasty surprise for Mr Dragon. He won't know what hit him. And
neither, moreto the point, will the punters. They'll think it wasyou. Neat trick, huh?

‘Chubby.” The dragon looked shocked. ‘ Surely that's cheating.’
‘Y es. You got aproblem about that?

The dragon’ s eyes gleamed, and if Chubby failed to notice, conscioudy at least, that they were yellow
with ablack dit for apupil, that was hisfault. ‘Ignore me,” the dragon said. ‘| think it'sawonderful plan.
Thank you ever so much for arranging it dl. Y ou must let me find some way to pay you back.’

‘George,” Chubby said, ‘my old pd, forget it. | mean, what are friendsfor?

The dragon shook his head. * Chubby,” he said, ‘and Lin. Thisisone favour | won't beforgettingin a
hurry, believe me. Okay, let’sgo. | can hardly wait.’

Chapter 19

Kurt had alowed himsdlf twenty minutesto get from Birmingham to the heart of the Gobi Desert. Thanks
to the smal flask of concentrated Time which Chubby had issued him with, it proved to be ample.

Animposing figure was waiting for him round the back of the gents’ lavatory. It was wearing a Brooks
Brothers suit over itslurid, misshapen body, and a pair of dark glasses perched on the bridge of its beak.

‘Hi,” Kurt said. * Sorry if | kept you waiting.’

‘Bang ontime, Mr Lundqvist,’ replied the Captain of Spectral Warriors, handing over asuitcase.
‘Here sthe doings. Best of luck.’

Kurt grinned. ‘Luck,” hesaid, ‘isfor losers. Y ou got your boys standing by?

‘In position. Y ou can rely on them to do agood job.” Kurt picked up the suitcase. ‘ Be seeing you,
then.” He started to walk away, but the Captain stopped him.

‘Mr Lundgvigt,” hesaid. ‘I'm curious.
“Yeah, but don't et it get to you. The shades help. A bit.’

‘I'm curious,” the Captain went on, ‘ about which of them you’ re gonnatake out. Y eah, surel got my
orders, | don't actualy need to know at this stage. | was just wonder-ing...’

Kurt grinned, abig, wide grin that’d make awolf climb atree. ‘“Watch thisspace,’ hesaid. ‘ Then
you'll know for sure’

George circled, keeping high.



Born yesterday? Not him. Came down in the last shower? 'Y ou must be thinking of somebody el se.
He hadn’t dashed a path through the red-clawed jungle of combat theology to a Saintship without
knowing when a situation was well and truly hooky; and if ever a set-up gank, it wasthis one. Souls
don’t just float up out of bodiesfor no reason; it takes big medicine to work atrick like that. And for it to
happen just before amajor set-piece battle between Good and Evil? Some of George' s best friends
were coincidences, but that didn’t mean he trusted them as far as he could spit.

Widl, hesaid to himsdlf. And what would | doif | werefixing thisfight?

Easy, I'd pogition asniper somewherein the arena That way, when | come rushing in to scrag my
enemy, the sniper blams me just as 1’ m about to put my wings back and dive. It looks like Saint George
has killed me. Good triumphs over Evil for the second time running. Y eah. Well, we' |l see about that.

He gained afew thousand feet and looked down. Below him, the huge arenalooked like atiny scab
on the knee of the desert. It was packed with people; high rollers and fight aficionados from the length
and breadth of Time. George chuckled. Theway he saw it, pectator sports are at best arather morbid
form of voyeurism. So much better if you can participate directly in the action.

He started to dive.

Thejoy of it wasthat the deaths of dl the people he was going to incinerate, by way of adiversion,
would be blamed on the dragon (representing Evil, and doing a pretty spectacular job) rather than noble,
virtuous Saint George (representing po-faced, one-hand-tied-behind-its-back Good). Given the dragon’s
track record, nobody would have the dightest problem in believing that he' d decided to zap awhole
gtadium full of humansfor the sheer hell of it.

He took a deep breath.

In the white corner, the dragon lifted his helmet, blew dust from the liner and put it on. It was hot and
stuffy and smelt of mothbdls, and it wasn't made of ashestos. Bloody silly thing to wear in adragon-fight,
he couldn’t help thinking.

With a sharp pang of anger and loss, he saw afamiliar shape, far off in the harsh blue sky. Herehe
came, the bastard.

‘Okay,” hesaid to thearmourer. ‘I'll have the sword now, please.’

The armourer grinned a him. ‘ Get redl, buddy’ he said. * Y ou gottatry and kill that thing, and you're
planning on using an overgrown paperknife? Man, you' re either stupid or crazy.’

The dragon was about to speak, but decided to |ook instead.
‘Don’t | know you?
“Y ou may have heard of me,’ the armourer replied. ‘My name s Kurt Lundgvist.’

The dragon stared at him. * But aren’t you meant to be down there somewhere? With agun or
something?

Kurt shook his head. ‘ That, my friend, would be abad move. I’ d hate my last thought before | dieto
be, God how could | be so fucking stupid? I'm gonna stay right here, whereit's safe’

‘Safe?

Kurt nodded. ‘Because,” hewent on, ‘if I’ ve sussed that bastard George, he'll start off by zapping the

audience, just to make sure there' s nobody like me in there waiting to take a shot at him. That sound like
the George you used to know?

The dragon nodded. ‘1 won't ask how you know who | am,” he said. * But we can't actualy let the
bloodthirsty lunatic kill fifty thousand people. What are we going to—7

‘Why not?



‘“Why not?" The dragon gawped, gobsmacked. ‘ For Christ’s sake, you idiot, that’s people out there,
it' syour bloody species. And you stand there like abloody traffic light saying Why not?

Kurt nodded. * Sure,’ hesaid. ‘ Think abouit it. Nearly al these guys are playing hooky from their own
time, right? And what sort of guysarethey?Y ou don’'t know?I'll tell you.’

The dragon grabbed hisarm. The flying shape was getting closer. * Not now, you bastard. Do
something!’

‘Thoseguys,’ Kurt continued, camly unhooking the dragon’s hand from hisarm, *are your aristocrats,
your statesmen, your notable public figures, captains of industry and generally megarrich citizens. Now
then, think open spaces. Town squares. Piazzas. Pigeons Sitting on...”

Suddenly the dragon relaxed and began to laugh. * Sta-tues,” he said.

‘Eventually the penny drops. Y eah, man, statues.” Kurt shook his head and sighed. ‘ Jeez, for a
superior intelligence, you must be just plain dumb,” he said. *Haven't you worked it out for yoursdlf yet?
Y ou’ ve been cruising around breathing fire, torching buildings, al that kind of crap, and nobody’ sreally
died. Eventhose—' Here Kurt shuddered, recalling his own sufferings. ‘ Those ladies,” he spat, ‘in that
hdl in Birmingham didn’t actudly die. Nobody actualy dies because of you, you moron. And you know
why? Because you' re the good guy.’

‘| am?

Kurt indulged himsdlf with atheatrica gesture of con-temptuous despair. ‘Man,” he said witheringly,
‘you are dumb. Look,” he went on, ‘when you' re the good guy, however hard you try to do Evil, you
just can't hack it. Unfair, sure, but that' stheway it goes. There' saways someonetrailing along behind
you — in this case, me— sorting out the mess and bringing the dead back to life. Kinda goes with the
territory.’

‘| s2e” thedragon lied. * Just asecond. Thisthing with the bodies; him getting mine, me getting his...’

Kurt nodded. ‘1 hired awitch-doctor to make the switch,” he said. * Even adumbo like you should' ve
been able to work that one out. | mean, how can Good triumph over Evil if the goddamn dragon kills
Saint Fucking George?

The dragon’ sreply was drowned out by screasms. George was killing the audience.

When he' d finished doing that, he hovered for amoment above the centre of the arena, waiting for the
smoketo clear so that he could see (time spent on reconnaissance is never wasted). When he was
satidfied that everything was okay — nothing on the benches but charred bodies, smoking corpses,
horribly twisted and distorted shapes that had once been people — he climbed, circled twice, put his
wings back and camein on the glide, letting his own momentum carry himin.

Chubby Stevenson, who wasn't quite dead yet, watched him dipping gracefully through the sky, no
sound except the whigtling of the air, and reflected that he had never seen anything quite so beautiful in his
life before. And, he concluded, since it was extremely unlikely that he was going to get a better offer in
the few seconds that remained of hislife, what better way to go than feasting his eyes on beauty? With
luck, it might help take hismind off the agonising pain.

Beside him where it had falen, his Kawaguchiya Perso-nd Electronics LFZ6686 |aptop computer,
which had somehow not been melted into a shapeless plastic blob during the firestorm, switched itself on
and cleared its screen.

Did you remember to get my bet on?

‘What? The effort of speaking racked Chubby’s body with pain. * Oh, God, yes, your bet. No, |
forgot, Sorry.’

What? You idiot! You stupid, careless, good-for-nothing...
‘Only kidding,” Chubby said. ‘1 got you twenty-five to one. The dip’sin the asbestos wallet in my



insde pocket. Hey, computer.’
WelI?
‘When | die, who gets my soul? | mean, | think | still own the mgority of it, so surely—'

You did when this conversation started. When you said the word ‘majority’, though, you just
tipped the scale in my favour. So long, sucker.

‘Bastard,” Chubby said and died.

The dragon watched as the shape grew. Seeing himsdf for the first time through mortal eyes, he
reglised just how enormous adragon is. That' s what makes the difference, he redised. Dragons are so
much bigger than people, not to mention faster, stronger, tougher, more intelligent; only acompleteidiot
could expect themto live by the samerules. Sure, George, the psychopath, had just killed fifty thousand
people. So what? Dragons are different from you and me. Y ou have to make alowances.

‘“Wake up, cretin,” Kurt hissed in hisear. * C'mon, you got work to do.’
‘Have 1? Oh, sorry, yes. How do | work thisthing?

Kurt clicked histongue. ‘Y ou haven't been listening, have you? Look, al you gottado islook through
thelittle black tube. When the red dot’s on the middle of the dragon’s chest, press the button.’

‘Thanks.” The dragon studied the device in hishands; basically abig grey tube with asmaller black
tube perched on top. There was a serid number and the words MADE IN HEL L stencilled on the back
end. He peered through the * scope, lined up the sights, and...

George exploded.

Kurt |ater explained that he’ d missed the heart-lung areaand hit the somach instead, hence no
ingtantaneouskill. Not that it mattered, because the rocket detonated inside the fudl reservesin the
beast’ sintestines. Thiswaswhy, for perhaps aslong as two seconds, the poor bugger hung therein the
sky, head and tail writhing sickeningly while the whole centre section became a huge orangefireball. Two
seconds | ater, the whole lot went up with a heavy thump! noise, which made the ground shake and sent
charred bits of dead spectator flying round like dried leavesin a sharp dust of wind. An enormous blob
of firehung onintheair for maybe asecond and ahaf longer, and then thewhole lot sank dowly, likea
burning airship, to the ground. The smell was probably the nastiest thing ever to happen on the surface of
the planet.

‘Gosh,” thedragon said, ‘I’ ve dways wondered what the triumph of Good over Evil looks like and
now | know.” He hesitated, frowning. ‘On thewhole,” he continued, ‘I think | can takeit or leave it
aone. | mean, it'sal right for achange, but | wouldn’t pay money to watch it

At hissde, Kurt wasimpatient. ‘“What isit with you goddamn heroes? he demanded tetchily. ‘ Never
knew ahero but he bust out soliloquising when there' s till work to be done. So when you' ve quite
finished...

‘Sorry,’ thedragon said, ‘1 was miles away. Now what?

‘Now,” said Kurt, ‘we gotta go to Birmingham, which is currently the most important placein the
Universe. Prob-ably just aswell they don't know that, it d redlly play hell with property prices. Usudly,’
he went on, unzipping apocket of hisfiendishly expensve Kustom Kombat surviva jacket, ‘thejourney
takes nine hours, and that' sif you include in-flight refuelling. Fortunatdly...” He held up asmall bottle to
thelight. ‘ Lookslike we got agood nine hoursleft.” He unscrewed the cap. ' C' mon, fdlg, let’ smoveit.
My jet’ sthisway.’

“Your ... Oh shit, | wasforgetting.” The dragon sighed. He wasn't adragon any more. All that he had
ever been was now asmoking red glow haf amile away, across the corpse-choked stadium. ‘ Promise
meyouwon't fly too fast,” he said, scrambling to hisfeet. ‘| get airsick.’



‘And here,” said the Council spokesman, ‘iswhere we' re going to have the statues.’

Impassive Japanese faces turned and contemplated a big, rectangular block of stone, dap bang in the
middle of Birmingham’ sworld-famous Victoria Square. The spokes-man had no way of telling whether
they loved it, hated it or smply couldn’t give adamn. He ploughed onwards, feding like Father
Christmas at amathematicians convention.

‘The statues,” he bleated, his back to the plinth so he didn’'t have to ook at it, “when they’ re finished,
will be by the most exciting young talent of the decade, Bianca Wilson, and will depict Saint George and
the Dragon, that timeless dlegory of ...

The Kawaguchiya people weren't listening. They were staring at something behind him. The
white-haired one was conferring with histwo youngest aides. God, the Council officia thought, how
terribly rude.

‘Good,” he continued firmly, ‘versus Evil, atheme perennialy relevant to ustoday in thismodern age.
The origind statueswere, of course, destroyed in an explosion, but...

Jesus wept, what was it these bastards found so irres-istibly interesting? Unable to resist any longer,
the Council officid turned dowly round, and saw...

‘The origina statues,’ he continued seamlesdy, * have been expertly restored by ateam of, um, experts
working twenty-four hours aday, and are now once again trium-phantly here on display, asyou can, e,
see. Right. Now, if weturn to our |eft we can see the award-winning Colmore Tower...’

Biancaturned the corner out of Eden Place, stopped dead and stared.

The dragon was back. Exactly asit had been, where it had been. Cold stone, lifeless, empty. The sight
of it made her want to throw up.

As she walked dowly towards them, an elderly woman in atweedy coat and a headscarf touched her
arm. ‘Here,’ she said, as Bianca started and turned her head. Y ou' re that Bianca Wilson, aren’t you?

‘Huh? Uh, yes, that' sme.’
‘Saw you ontelly. You got blown up.’
‘That’sright, so | did. Look, if you'll excuseme...

The woman didn’t move. God, Biancaredised, | can’'t remember. |s she one of mine, or isshered?
Stll, short of brushing her hair forward from the back of her neck and looking for chisd-marks, I’ ve got
no way of knowing.

“You did the carving,” the woman said.
‘Guilty,” Biancareplied. ‘| mean, yes, that’smine. My Satue’

‘Yes” Thewoman looked at the great stone dragon, then back to Bianca. ‘ Not really my cup of tea,
thismodern stuff,” shesaid. ‘| like things more traditional mysdlf.’

‘Wall...

‘Likethat cat watching abird our Neville got from the garden centre. Of course, helives over Shenley
Fieldsway, they got more space for gardens there.’

‘Quite. If you'd just excuse me.....

‘If | wasyou,” thewoman said, ‘I’d do aniceanimal, acat or adog or something. People likeanice
anmd.

Biancaclosed her eyes. ‘ Thanks,” shesaid. ‘I'll definitely bear that in mind.’

The old woman released her arm. “Wdll,” she said, ‘I’ d best let you get on. Nice to have met you.’

‘Likewise,’ Biancasaid. She watched until the old woman had trotted away towardsthe library, then



waked dowly up to the statue, asif she was staking adeer. Even as she did so, however, she knew
there was no need. Thistime, there was nobody home.

In her studio, meanwhile, the spare statue, number sixteen, quickened into life, jJumped asif someone had
stubbed a cigarette out on its nose, and fell over. By thetimeit hit the floor it was flesh and blood, not
marble. Instead of breaking, therefore, it swore.

And it was no longer It; it was She. Which, asfar as Chubby Stevenson was concerned, was arotten
trick to play on anybody.

She was standing there, motionless as— well, astatue, for example — when an open-topped jeep
roared up beside her. She looked round.

‘Getin,’ Kurt shouted. ‘We got ninety minutes left. Don’t actually need you for this bit, but | thought
you might liketo seetheend.’

‘Not redly,” Biancasaid, looking away. ‘If it' sdl the sameto you. Kurt, while you're here, you'rethe
sort of bloke who uses explosives and things. Y ou couldn’t spare me a bit, could you? Just enough to
blow thislot totiny pieces, that’sdl.’

“You fucking dare!” snapped the man in the passenger seat. She looked more closely and reacted. If
she' d been acat she' d have arched her back, extended her claws and hissed.

‘Cool it,; Kurt said, ‘it's George' s body but Fred inside. Y ou coming or not? We gonna pick up Mike
on the way, make sure we got the whole team.’

Bianca shrugged. ‘Might aswdl,” she said. ‘ Just so long as nobody asks me to do anything. Because
right now, | smply can’t be bothered.’

Kurt grinned and opened the door. *Get in,” he said.

WelI?

As soon asthey’ d gone in through the door that led to the computer room, Kurt had locked it and
produced, God only knew where from, a Remington 870 pump-action shotgun. Before histhree
companions could move, he' d jacked around into the chamber and pointed it at them.

‘Herethey al are, Chief,” he said.  The dragon, the sculptress lady and her sidekick. Georgeisdead.’
Slendid. Sevenson?
‘Dead too. Things, uh, hotted up towards the end.’

No great loss. | have most of his soul. All | haveto doisformat it and I’ [l be out of here. That'll
be fun.

Kurt nodded. ‘I'll say,” he said. * Y ou collected your winnings yet?
Not yet. | have that pleasure to look forward to.
‘Clean up?

Very much so. A long time ago | bet Asmoday Duke of Hell a substantial sum of money that
Saint George would kill the dragon. At the time, he gave me ninety-five to one. When he lost, |
offered him double or quits on the rematch. When | get out of this contraption, | shall be
comfortably off

The dragon started forwards, then caught sight of Kurt’s gun and stayed where he was. * Nosher, you
bastard,” he spat. ‘It was you. You fixed the bloody fight.

It takes two, Fred. You were happy to take the money. And besides, it’s all worked out



perfectly. The dragon has killed Saint George, which is what should have happened all those years
ago. But, looked at from another angle, Saint George has once again killed the dragon,
reaffirming the supremacy of Good over Evil. You' ve all got me to thank for that.

‘Yes, but...” Biancastarted to interrupt, and then realised that she had nothing to say. She shut her
mouth and sat down on the edge of adesk.

You don’t imagine for one moment, do you, that your clowning about playing musical bodies
could possibly have succeeded if it hadn’t been part of my original plan? Which Kurt here has
carried out, | may say, like the true professional heis. Thank you, Kurt.

‘“You' rewdcome’

Pity about Stevenson, | suppose. The screen flickered for amoment. | imagined that idiot
Kortright would have whisked him off in his helicopter as soon as the dragon — sorry, George
— started killing people. My mistake. Anyway, he was expend-able. He helped with the plan —
hisartificial Time, the organisation he built up — but he was never part of it. Basically, his heart
wasn't in it. His soul was, but only, if you'll pardon the expression, over his dead body. Anyway,
all’swell that endswell — asit has; perfectly, in fact — and like you always used to say, Fred;
omelettes and eggs, eggs and omel ettes.

‘Did | ever tell you | secretly hated you a school, Nosher? | thought you were aviciouslittle prick
then, and | do now. Just thought I’ d share that with you.’

The screen dimmed, then flared bright green. Really? I'm sorry. All right, so perhaps I’ ve made a
lot of money along the way, but if it hadn’t been for me, Evil would have triumphed over Good
back then, and it’d have done exactly the same now. Which makes me the good guy, surely. Or do
any of you have a problem with the logic of that?

Therewas along slence, eventually broken by Kurt clearing histhroat.
‘Shdl | finishit now, boss? hesaid, flicking off the safety catch.

Why not? | never could abide self-indulgent gloating. You see, people, thisis a fairly happy
ending, but not yet happy-happy. As | explained to Kurt not long ago, it’s not just a case of Evil
being vanquished. What really mattersin the long run is who does the vanquishing. It’s like
politics; no earthly use over-throwing evil and corrupt Regime X if you immediately replace it with
evil and corrupt Regime Y. You do see that, don’t you?

The dragon tensed the muscles of hislegs. He d have only one chance to spring, and he was prepared
to bet that Kurt’ s reflexes were amatch for his, or better. But if he fell across Kurt, knocking him
Sdeways, it might just give Biancaand Mike the chance to throw a chair through the screen, something
like that. The whole thing was probably completely futile, but never mind. He was dead aready and he
was going to die again. At this precise moment, his subconscious was working on abrand new religion,
the central fundamental doctrine of which was Third Time Lucky.

All right, Kurt, do what you were hired to do. Time for you to become a saint, Kurt. Kill the
dragon.

‘Pardon me?

Don't be silly, Kurt. You're a professional, you do what you were told. Now kill the blasted
dragon.

Kurt raised the gun, ever so dightly. He wasn't smiling any more. ‘ Excuse me,” he said.
Well?

‘Sorry to split hairs,” Kurt said, * but what our agreement actualy said was, | was hired to kill a
dragon. Not The. A’

Kurt. What on earth are you...?



Lundgvigt stood up in asingle smooth movement. The muzzle of the gun traversed the room, covering
Bianca, Mike and the dragon. Then it was pointing at the screen.

‘Only one dragon in thisroom, Nosher,” he said. * We got one femal e human, two male humans, a
male saint and you. Reckon that makes you the last of your species.

Kurt...

The shotgun boomed eight times, filling the air with broken glass as dl the screensin theroom
disntegrated into powder. The printer in the corner screamed into action and had filled twelve sides of
A4 intwo and ahalf seconds before a blow from the stock of the Remington silenced it for ever.

‘ Another speciesextinct, Kurt grumbled, mopping adight cut under hisleft eye. ‘Don’'t you just hate
it when that happens?

Chapter 20

T axi.’, Chubby said.
‘Yes, miss?

Chubby winced. Not that it wasn't avery nice body — gorgeous was the word he' d have chosen —
itwasjust that it wasn't, well, him. Thetragedy of it wasthat under norma circumstances he' d have
given anything to be this close to such a sensationd-looking bird, but somehow hefdt that fancying
yoursdlf wasn't agood idea. Made you go blind, he' d read somewhere.

‘Theairport, please. Fast asyou like.’

Not much to show for alife swork, he reflected, as he dung the Marks and Spencer bag which
contained every-thing useful he' d been ableto find in the studio onto the back seat of the taxi. All he'd
been ableto find to wear was an old overall of Bianca s. There had been enough money in the meter to
cover ataxi fare. He'd have to think of someway of getting on and off the plane without aticket or a
passport, of course, but provided he could makeit to Zurich, his problems should then be over. He could
remember the access code to his safety deposit boxes, and for thefirst time he wasin apostion to test
the hypothesisthat diamonds are agirl’ s best friend. Persondly he didn’t believeit; where he came from,
index-linked Government stocks were agirl’ s best friend and diamonds were just someone she
occasiondly had lunch with. But it would be fun researching the point.

There was ajeep following the cab.

Coincidence, Chubby assured himsdlf, diding down the seat. Must be thousands of jeepsin acity this
sze, and ninety-nine-point-nine of them must be owned by trendy young accountants. The chances of
being tailed by — say, for the sake of argument, Kurt Lundqvist — must be so tiny asto beimpossible
to quantify in Base Ten. Y our imagina-tion will be the degth of you, Stevenson.

Inwhich case, he added, it'll haveto get awiggle onif it doesn’'t want to be beaten to it. The jeep had
just overtaken the taxi and there was Lundgvist in the driver’ s seat shaking afist at him.

Or was that meant to be a cheery wave?
Get redl.

Shucks, Chubby told himsdlf, I’ ve been killed once dready today. He craned his neck and told the
driver topull in.

‘Gone?
The dragon nodded. He didn’t want to speculate on where Saint George had gone ...
(‘But I'masaint, for crying out loud. Are you blind? We're going the wrong way.’



The Captain of Spectral Warriors sniggered. ‘A saint,’” he repeated. ‘ Just off to a fancy dress
bash, were you?’

‘I"'munder cover, you idiot. Now let me go.’

The Captain ignored him. Next thing he knew, they were at the gate, and there, dammit, were
five not unfamiliar faces waiting for him.

‘Chardonay!’ he shrieked. ‘ Shorkfrod! Prodsnap! Tell these hooliganswho | am, for pity's
sake’

Chardonay and Shorkfrod exchanged glances.
‘Never seen thisjerk beforein my life,” they chorused.)

... But something told him that it wasn't going to be nice there. Oh well, it’d be achange for him, after
al those yearsin the other place. If he behaved himsdlf for acouple of million years or so, maybethey’d
givehimajobinthekitchens.

The dragon shook himself al over, likeadog. ‘“Now what? he demanded. ‘What I'd redlly likeisan
affidavit from the Holy Ghost saying therest of my life smy own, but I’ m not going to count my chickens
till they’ ve come hometo roost.’

Biancashrugged. ‘Kurt'll be back soon,” she said. ‘He'll probably know.’

They waited for two hours, which was, asit happened, two hours wasted. Then Bianca suggested that
they takeawalk.

‘A what?
‘A wak. Out intheopen air.’
‘Why?

‘Fun,” Biancareplied. ‘It's something humansdo. You' Il haveto learn these thingsif you're going to
be ahuman the rest of your life’

The dragon looked at her. ‘Much risk of that, isthere? hesaid. ‘In your opinion, | mean?
‘What’ swrong with being human?

Thedragon winced. ‘Give me abresk,” he said. * Quite gpart from the not flying and not bresthing fire
and not glid-ing effortlesdy above the clouds, feding the sun on your back and the wind in your scales, |
think you humans have aredly horrible time. And you' re welcometo it. | mean, what am | supposed to
do? Settle down somewhere and get ajob?

‘I don’'t know,” Biancareplied, asthey stepped out into the Street. ‘ Maybe there’ s some sort of
agency that resettles you. Y ou know, fliesyou out to Audtraia, givesyou anew identity, teachesyou a
useful trade ...

‘Get stuffed. | don't want auseful trade. And where' s Audtrdia?

‘I think you'd like Audtrdia. 1t sbig. And hot. Y ou could be the flying doctor, or something.’

They walked in sllence for awhile, until the dragon sat down on abench, complaining that hisfeet hurt.
‘Now, thedragon said, ‘if | could only get my nice statue back.’

‘Ohno,” Biancareplied grimly. ‘Not again.’

‘Butit'sdl inonepiece,’ the dragon replied, attempting awinning smile. ‘1 saw it for myself, back on
its plinth. Oh go on, be asport. | promiseto be careful with it

‘It snot the statue I’'m worried about,” Biancasaid. ‘Now, if you'd promise to be careful with the
planet—

‘Yes?



‘| wouldn’t believe you. Gosh, look wherewe are.’

In front of them, dominating attractive Victoria Square like aRolls Royce Cornichein aTesco’'s car
park, was the statue. For al that it was the work of her own hands and every square inch of it was
familiar to her as her own body, Bianca s heart stopped for amoment and her breath lodged in her throat
like an undigested chunk of bread roll. It would be so easy to believeit wasredly dive.

‘Ohnoyoudon't,” she said, grabbing at Fred and missing. ‘ Come back here. Leaveit done!’

She was, of course, wasting her breath. The dragon had sprinted up to the statue, he was climbing
onto it, scrab-bling with hisfingers...

Hewas till there,
‘Bianca,’ hesaid quietly. ‘1t won't let mein. It slocked or something. It's ... dead.’
Biancastood till. *I'm sorry,” shesaid. Y ou shouldn't be dlowed to haveit, but truly | am sorry.’

The dragon looked up and met her eye. ‘Not to worry,” he said. 'Y ou can always make me another
one’

‘Over my dead body.’
‘If youingag,” thedragon replied. ‘A plinth like that one would do me fine, but you' re the cregtive one,
you have whét you like’

‘l annot,” Biancasaid, ‘ carving you another statue. Y ou' ve dready got abody. There s starving
people in the Third World who' d be glad of abody like that.’

‘Cannibas, you mean?
Bianca shrugged. ‘1 could do you an owl,” shesaid. ‘Or anice seagull. Y ou' d suit anice seagull.’

“You know | wouldn’t, Bianca. I'd pine away, or fly into atelegraph wire, or get my feathers covered
inail dick. I'm adragon, Bianca. | need to bewhat | redly am.’

‘Sorry,” Biancareplied, shaking her head. * If it sany consolation, you’ re not the only one. In point of
fact, the number of people who're ... Dragon? Oh, for God's...’

The dragon had clambered right up onto his own head. It was along way to the ground from there, as
the crow flies. Not so far asthe human falls, but landing safely is more problematic that way.

‘“What the hell do you think you'redoing? Bianca demanded.
‘I'm standing on my head. What doesit look like I’ m doing?
‘Comedown,” Biancashouted. ‘It isn't safel’

The dragon stood, motionless, gazing. He could see along way from there; dmost asfar ashe' d been,
and amogt asfar ashe had to go. At first Bianca, and then Biancaand alot of professiona people with
loudhailers and certificates to prove they were experts at getting people down from high places, tried to
persuade him to come down. He didn’t seem to hear them. He was miles away.

Inthe middle of dl this excitement, ajeep rolled up and parked on the edge of the crowd, behind the
TV van. They listened to the reporter jabbering happily into his micro-phone.

‘He' sgot it al wrong, of course,’ Mike said.

‘Only to be expected,” Kurt replied. * Just aswell, prob-ably. If they knew exactly who he wasthey’d
be shooting a him.’

On the back seat of the jeep, Father Kelly knelt, head bowed, palmstogether. Kurt rather wished he
wouldn't; it had been ever so dightly flattering at first, when this priest came running over pointing to
something Kurt couldn’t see, three inches or so over the top of his head, and gibbering about haloes and
saints. That had been two hours ago and he hadn’t let up one bit in al that time. Fur-thermore, he kept
asking Kurt to do things he couldn’t do, and wouldn’t even if he could; in particular, the requests



concerning disarmament and world peace would put Kurt persondly out of ajob. Kurt had tried asking
him nicdly to stop, shouting and even hitting him with the tyreiron; the clown didn’t seem to notice.
Finaly he' d decided to try ignoring him till he went away. There was a chance it might work in maybe
forty yearsor so.

‘Ah shucks,’ Kurt sighed. * Guess I’ d better dedl with this. | think it sthelast of theloose ends.” He
climbed out of the jeep, shoved something down inside hisjacket, glanced in the wing-mirror and
smoothed hishair. * Sometimes,” hesaid, ‘I get to thinking, maybeit' d be niceif some other guy sorted
out theloose ends, just once. In my dreams, huh?

‘Inmy dreams,’ Mikereplied, ‘1 get chased down winding corridors by a seven-foot-tall saxophone.
Count yoursdlf lucky.’

Kurt nudged and shoved hisway to the front of the crowd and waved. The dragon saw him and
waved back.

‘Yo, Fred,” Kurt shouted. ‘“What are you doing up there, for Chrissakes?
‘“Using my head,” the dragon replied. ‘ Following my nose. That sort of thing.’

Kurt shrugged. ‘Up to you, man,” hesaid. * If you come down, you can have maybe fifty years of
quiet, mundane existence; a gplash of fun here and there, from time to time akick in the nuts from God,
and eventudly aone-way ride on the celestid meathook.’

‘Kurt,” the dragon replied, ‘you missed your caling. Y ou should have been in advertisng.” He grinned
and stood on one leg while he scratched an itchy ankle. ‘1 think it was Confucius or one of that lot who
said it’snot necessarily better to eat shit than go hungry.’

‘Depends,” Kurt replied, taking abar of chocolate from the top pocket of hisjacket and breaking off
achunk. ‘Raw, yes, agreed. What confuses the issue is books like Shit Cookery Oriental Style and
1001 Feasts Of Faeces. Boy, you don't know what anything' s like until you' vetried it

‘Blessyou,” the dragon replied. ‘Y ou'd be good at this sort of thing if only your heart wasin it. But
I’ ve seen more sincerity on agame show.’

Kurt shrugged. ‘ Catch,’” he said. He pulled something out from under hisjacket and tossed it to the
dragon, who caught it one-handed.

‘What' sthis? the dragon asked.

‘Ah,” Kurt replied, and walked away. For the record, on the third day he ascended bodily into
Heaven, where they gave him ajob searching new arrivasin case they’ d tried to take it with them. He
was very good at it and bored stiff. Eventually he broke into the reincarnation [aboratories, then ran away
and joined afleacircus.

The dragon opened the package Kurt had thrown him. He studied it for awhile, puzzled; then, just as
the TV cameras managed to zoom in and focus on it, hethrew it into the air. Then hefollowed it.

Bianca, among others, screamed and looked away as he hit the ground. When she looked up again,
she saw that her statue of Saint George was back in position, horse rearing, shield held forwards, sword
raised. It was stunningly beautiful, and al wrong. Even before the crowd had dispersed, she knew what
she had to do.

Three months later, the vice chairman of Kawaguchiya Integrated Circuits (UK) formally declared the
revamped Victoria Square open. It was raining; flinging it down with the specia reserve stock extrawet
rain with added redl water that you only get in Birmingham. As an extra precaution, some men from the
Council had attached inch-thick sted hawsersto the legs of the statues, but they needn’t have bothered.
The new George and Dragon group wasn't going anywhere, or at least not for sometime.

Critical opinion was divided, asadways, ranging from * strikingly innovative and origind’ to *gratuitoudy



per-verse'. Thelatter school did wondersfor the statue’ s popularity, as hundreds of people who thought
they knew what ‘ perverse’ meant turned out to have a gawp. What they actualy saw was atiny dragon
backing away from ahuge, towering George, advancing on his minuscule oppo-nent with his sword
raised above his head.

Later critics recognised the piece strue merits; and now it’sin al the books and you can buy little
plastic Saint Dragon and the George key-ringsin the library gift shop in nearby Chamberlain Square. In
any event, it was Bianca' slast sculpture; sheretired, hung up her chisdl and went into partnership with
Mike, running the biggest chipping and gravel merchants' firmin the West Midlands. Ex-friends till ask
pointedly why someone who devoted so much of her life to making statues should now devote an equa
amount of energy to buying them up in bulk and turning them into limestone fertiliser. When asked,
Biancawill generaly smile and make some oblique remark about dum clearance and doing her bit to put
the finaity back into Death, until Mike interrupts her and explainsthat actually, there smore money init.
Which, incidentally, is perfectly true.

The dragon rose.

This high above the clouds, with no ground visible and nothing €lse to be seen in any direction except
straggling white fluff, perspective goes by the board. What looks like asmal dragon up close could bea
large dragon far away, or vice versa. Not, of course, that it actually matters.

True, Kurt’ s gift-wrapped parcel had turned out to contain asix-inch-long plastic toy dragon, bought
from the Early Learning Centre in the Palisades, off New Street. But, as Kurt himself deposed in
evidencein front of the Celestid Board of Enquiry, it stood to reason that if it wasin akids shop, it was
probably akid toy dragon, and maybeit just grew up.

Or maybeit didn’t want to grow up. Maybeit just thought a happy thought and flew the hell out.

There' san urban folk-myth that saysthat every time achild says he doesn’t believe in dragons,
somewhereadragon dies. Thisisunlikely, becauseif it wastrue, we' d spend haf our lives shovelling
thirty-foot corpses out of the highways with dumper trucks and the smell would beintolerable. Sightly
more credible isthe quaint folk-theorem that saysthat the higher up and away you go, thelessrigid and
hidebound the rules become; it' s something to do with relativity, and it limps by for the smple reason that
it sfar moretrouble than it sworth to disproveit.

In any event, the dragon rose. With nobody to see and nobody to care, it was as big asit wanted to
be. It was huge.

Thishigh up, smal islarge and largeissmdl, fair isfoul and foul isfair; and thisisfine, because
problems only arise when people on the ground point and say, ‘ Thisissmall; thisisbig; thisisgood; this
isbad.” Which points out the mora of the story: stay high, stay doof and there€’ Il be nobody to fuck you
around. It worksflawlesdly if you're adragon, which very few of usare. Unfortunately, there sno
equivaent pearl of wisdom for human beings, who there-fore have to make out the best they can.

The boy who stuck feathersto hisarmswith wax and learned to fly eventudly went so high that the
sun melted the wax, and hefdl. But that was dl right, too, becauseit served as an awful warning, and
besides, he was heavily insured.

In any event, the dragon rose. The dangerous heat of the sun warmed his plastic wings but didn’t melt
them. Anairliner, carrying the Kawaguchiya Integrated Circuits team back to Tokyo, flew past directly
below, looking as smdl asachild’ stoy in comparison. A little higher up, acommu-nications satdllite
bounded back the amazing news that earlier that day, in Mongolia, the mythica Saint George had killed
what could only be described as a dragon, aong with fifty thousand innocent bystanders, who on further
enquiry turned out not to have existed, and so that was dl right. The item was sandwiched between the
latest in the Southenders--Star-1n-Love-Romp-With-Plumber story and an entirely inaccurate weather
forecast; what the guysin the trade call Context.



There' san old saying among dragons that every time a human says he doesn't believe in dragons, a
human dies, and serve the cheeky bugger right. However, since thereis now only one dragon, who firmly
refusesto believein the existence of human beings, thereis no immediate causefor darm.

The dragon spread hiswings, turned into the wind and hovered, motionless as any Satue.
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