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CHAPTER 1


 


That last shot came far too close, spattering my face with cold, slimy mud. As I crawled through the gorse, the thorns a thousand prickling points of pain, my clutching fingers tore at scrubby grass on the

edge of the abyss. I cried out as a nail ripped free.


With nothing but unresisting air beneath my other hand, I fell over the precipice; one more sad ghost to wail in the wind whistling around Greystone Crag.


Tumbling, falling; clothes snagging on sharp shards of granite, I wrapped my arms around my head and bounced like a cannon ball down a mountain, crashing into boulders; drowning in an ocean of pain.


 


My eyes opened to a pale sky arching above me: dawn. Cold, damp but still alive, I lay on my back at the foot of the crag.


How could I have survived such an impossible fall? I held my hands up in front of my face, turning them over and over. Nothing more than a dozen deep scratches, a missing nail, bruises and a few drops of

dried blood: almost no damage at all. Laughing out loud, I hugged the rocks as I hauled myself to my feet; breathed a sigh of relief as my legs held me. Every muscle ached, but no worse than I had endured in the past falling

from a horse. What a shame there was no one around to tell about my remarkable escape.


Ah yes, it was indeed an escape. But was I safe? What had become of my pursuers? Had my tumble down the cliff convinced Elias Robertshaw and his men I was dead? Even if it had, I couldn't stay where I

was. Once the light was strong enough, they would search the base of the cliff for my body. If they were to discover I was still alive, my miraculous escape would have all been for nothing. They would arrest me, try me and

hang me. I was a wanted man: an important fugitive. The bounty on my head would keep the thirstiest man in ale for months.


Last night I had come within a whisker of being caught. This part of the country was getting far too hot for me. I needed to find somewhere out of the way to hide up.


Should I consider moving on?


Well, it wouldn't be easy. It's difficult to be a successful highwayman if you’re not acquainted with the highways! Perhaps the best option would be to make my way to the Farrier’s Arms,

where I hoped for a friendly reception. It was a fair way off so I would have to get a move on.




CHAPTER 2


 


Keeping an eye out for any pursuit, I clambered over rocky terrain until I reached the edge of the dusty road which led away from the cliffs. As I tramped along, I cursed myself for being such a fool as to

trust Luke. We’d worked together often but I should have sensed this time something was wrong.


“It’ll be easy, Ross. The merchant’s a fool. He’s got a pile of gold he shouldn’t have, and he’s got to shift it quick.”


Why didn’t it occur to me to ask where Luke got this information? I hadn’t heard any whispers myself. Was I so blinded by greed? “Are you sure he won’t have an armed escort?”


“No, he won’t. He has to do this in secret. It’s the proceeds from a cargo of smuggled brandy and lace. He can’t risk anyone squealing to the Customs men. So, the only people he can

rely on are the two men already involved and his coachman.”


“And you’re certain he’s taking the route over Greystone Crag?”


“Yeah, along the Bishop’s Road. Come on, Ross. You and me, we can ambush him as he crosses between the cliff edge and the trees. We’ll make more than enough money from this to lay low for

a while. You could even use some of it to get yourself well in with that lass you fancy.” He raised his eyebrows.


It was all so tempting. And by midnight we were in place, awaiting our prey.


Only, as the coach drew level with me, I realised I had fallen into a trap.


Luke rode up from behind the vehicle but instead of levelling his pistol at the coachman, pointed it at me. At that same moment another man appeared, galloping back along the trail towards us, the door of

the coach flew open, and I was under fire from three sides.


The first shot missed me. Another ploughed a furrow across the right shoulder of my jerkin. Fearing the sting of a third, I threw myself to the ground using my horse as a shield. She rolled over. I scrambled

away. Seconds later, over the cliff I went.




CHAPTER 3


 


By mid-morning I was standing outside the inn I had known for years, from long before taking up the career of highway robber. The landlord, Pete Noyles, was a tall, stout man as honest as a bent farthing.

Half his spirits came from the wreckers and smugglers on the nearby coast. Most of the rest were stolen from other hostelries, but his beer was the genuine article. He brewed it himself in the long, low building to one side

of his inn. It was dark, tasty and, when he had not watered it, as strong as they come.


His daughter, bonny, blue-eyed Tessa with her long, wild tangle of blonde hair, had for a good while been a particular friend of mine. It was her I hoped to see.


Entering the tavern by the side door through the warm, busy kitchen, I was careful to ensure Martha, the landlord's shrewish wife, did not notice my arrival; she was none too happy about her daughter's

friendship with a man like me. I slipped through into the bar and walked straight into trouble.


Luke saw me the same instant I saw him. I'm not sure who drew his pistol faster, but both were cocked in seconds and the shots rang out together.


He fell and so did I, but he stayed down.


Having always been a crack marksman, I wasn’t surprised my shot had pierced him through the heart. His had only taken me high up in the left shoulder but I was in pain nonetheless, forced to clasp my

hand tight to the wound as I collapsed into the nearest chair.


Noyles stepped out from behind the bar. He towered over me. “You shouldn't have come here. I told you before: you’re not welcome.”


Still a little groggy, I mumbled something about having nowhere else to go.


He looked around him. “I can’t risk the High Sheriff’s men finding you in the bar, so I’ll hide you for a few hours. But no longer.”


He wasn’t fooling me. I knew his daughter would not let him make me leave.


Draping my arm over his shoulder and grumbling all the while, he helped me up the stairs. As he laid me down on a narrow bed, tears were falling from Tessa’s wide, blue eyes.


I reached up and caressed her cheek. “Hey, I'm all right. It's only a flesh wound. Just get me a surgeon. He’ll soon sort me out.”


She glanced towards the door. “You'll have to hang on, Ross. My father’s afraid the tavern is being watched.” Her words sent a shiver down my spine. I had to get out of there. I couldn't

stay if...


 


How long had I been out cold? I struggled to concentrate. Voices in the corridor: Noyles was talking to someone. “Tonight. It has to be tonight, before Robertshaw and his men find him here. Tessa mustn't

know, though. She's sweet on the lad.”


Sweet on who? Oh, on me! Yes. I began to smile.


Then it dawned on me what her father had said. “Do it tonight.” Tonight? Do what? The conversation continued but I only caught snatches of isolated words. Until there was one sentence in a low,

deep, rumbling voice, as if spoken by a man with a huge barrel of a chest. “I guarantee no one will ever find the body. The currents are too strong in that spot. It'll be washed way out to sea, food for the fishes,

and we'll be back here with your brandy by morning.” I heard the jingle of coins changing hands.


It struck like a physical pain. Noyles was arranging to get rid of me; to have me killed, my body dumped in the sea. I had to get away. Right now. It didn’t matter where.


I sat up, expecting my shoulder to be on fire. But it didn't hurt a bit. Maybe my comment to Tessa was right: it had been nothing but a flesh wound. Luke had only winged me.


I placed a foot on the threadbare, green carpet. Had those red stains always been there? Maybe I’d lost a little blood when they’d carried me to the bed.


“Good evening.” A slender woman with brown eyes and long, dark hair stood in the doorway. Strange. I hadn’t noticed her enter.


“Who are you, madam?”


“My name is Caroline.”


“Pleased to meet you, Caroline, but I'm sorry: I can't spend time chatting. I have to get out of here right now.”


“Indeed you do. And I agree: we don't have much time. This is not a safe place for either of us.” She took a step to the side, as though inviting me to walk past her. Being the suspicious

type, I'd have preferred her to go first.


Never had I seen anyone so out of place at the Farrier's. Her pale blue gown, fashioned from the type of gauzy material only the wealthy wear, was somehow old fashioned. Her cloak was too thick for the

time of year, while those fancy, high-heeled shoes would not have lasted five minutes on our rough roads.


 I thought I knew all the local gentry, but this lady was not familiar. What did she imagine she was doing, alone in a tavern bedroom with a notorious highwayman?


It was a mystery sure enough but one I hoped I could use to my advantage. She would make the perfect hostage.


I walked round her and approached the door. I couldn't hear anyone in the passage but that didn't mean no one was out there. I raised my hand to the latch.


“I’m leaving now. And you’re coming with me. We’re going to walk out of the inn together.”


I waited for her to protest. Instead, she gave me a broad smile. “What a splendid idea. Why stay any longer? Let’s be on our way.”


This made no sense. Was she volunteering to be my hostage? I knew a lot of women found me attractive, but this was ridiculous. She had to be part of some elaborate trap.


Checking the escape route was clear, I strode over to the window but there was nothing to be seen, other than a pair of mangy nags and an untidy stack of beer barrels.


“Do you want to go out through there?”


Was the woman insane? No one could have squeezed through an opening as narrow as that.


Turning to face her, I repeated my first question. “Just who are you, lady?”


“I’ve already told you. My name is Caroline, Caroline Trenby.”


Trenby? I knew of no family in the district by that name. “Where are you from?”


“I was born and brought up at Middleham House, near Witholme.”


The temperature in the room plummeted. This woman definitely had to be insane.


“The only Caroline Trenby I've ever heard of perished with all her family when the manor house burned down. That must have been over a hundred years ago.”


“Has it really been that long? My, how time does fly!”


“Are you trying to tell me you're a ghost?”


“It takes one to know one, don't you think, Mr. Ferris?” With her open hand she indicated the bed.


A body lay across it. And a lot of blood. It was my body. It was my blood. And I was not moving, not breathing.


I stood over myself, staring down into my own wide-open, unblinking eyes. I extended my arm, trying to touch the cooling flesh, but my fingers refused to make contact, instead hovering a hair’s breadth

above. I was outside and I realised in that moment there was no way I could ever be inside again.


And I discovered a ghost cannot cry; you can shed no tears for your own lost life. My hand fell back to my side and, as it did so, the waves of sadness ebbed away.


So, this was death, was it? How very surprising: not at all what I had expected. And who would have thought the grim reaper was not a hooded man with a scythe but an uncommonly pretty lady!


In silence she waited for me by the door. As I followed her through it, I realised there was nothing more to hold me in that place.


Although the passage was deserted, I sensed drifting shadows and whispers in the air.


Frowning, she drew her cloak tight around her and hurried towards the landing. “Come on. We can’t stay here.” I was confused. What was this all about? Why was she suddenly in such a hurry?

Even so, I followed her.


We descended the stairs and crossed the tavern’s bar. As we neared the low, stone exit, without any warning everything changed. The room was now filled with strangers: crowds of men and women wearing

bright coloured clothes and speaking words in an odd accent. One man was sitting on a stool at the far end, playing a stringed instrument for which I had no name. He was singing a sad lay, a tale of mischance.


I wanted to listen to him, but Caroline urged me on.


“Close your ears, Ross. You mustn’t pay any heed to it. It’s only a future echo, nothing to do with us. We’ve been here too long as it is. You should have chosen somewhere safer to

die. We have to leave this place. Right now!”


She was already too late. Unable to take a further step forward, I tarried. The ballad was the story of a woman who had died at the hands of a sheriff's man. He had come in search of a highway robber.

Finding only a corpse he could not hang, he had taken his pleasure with the woman then murdered her and, with mocking words, laid the body beside that of her dead lover. When the singer reached his chorus, his audience joined

in. They sang out the name of the woman.


 “I can’t come with you, lady.” Reeling, I backed away from my guide. “Didn’t you hear him? This is all my fault. I have to stay here and save my Tessa.”


“I’m sorry but there’s nothing you can do for her. Those events have not yet happened. And you couldn't alter them anyway. It’s sad but that’s the way things are. Now, please

hurry along.”


“I don't believe you. I'm staying right here.” Why didn’t she see I couldn’t leave now? I wasn’t about to go anywhere while Tessa needed me.


Caroline bit her lip. “I can’t risk hanging around. If you really want to become a wraith haunting this inn forever, I ought to let you. This is not a good place and if you do stay, you will soon

enough find plenty of bad company. I was warned you were going to be a difficult case: wilful and stubborn. And they were right.”


“Calling me names changes nothing, lady. You can do what you like but I’m staying here. And I am going to save Tessa.”


But around me everything was different again; the scene had returned to normality. Noyles was serving smuggled rum to two men at the bar and Tessa, very much alive and laughing, passed beside me, her arms

full of tankards.


I reached out to her. “Tessa, listen. You must get away from here!”


But she looked straight through me.


Caroline had reached the door. She beckoned to me. “I’ve got an idea, Ross. Why don’t we take a look outside? Maybe we can head off the sheriff's man before he reaches the tavern.”


I had completely forgotten about dying and becoming a ghost. I didn't know what to think but Caroline's words sounded like the right thing to do.


The door did not open but somehow we found ourselves outside and the night was far too hot, even for the time of year.


As we crossed the yard, five horsemen galloped towards us. Leading them was Elias Robertshaw.


Crying out, I tried to grab the bridle of his horse but an invisible force propelled me away from the tavern. Unbalanced, I fell forwards. Enormous hands with too many fingers and long, curved claws closed

around my arms, tight as shackles. I could see nothing beyond the wrists of my assailant, and what I did see was not flesh but deep red scales.


The air around me began to taste of sulphur. Grey-white ashes clung to my clothes.




CHAPTER 4


 


Time does not exist in Hell. It is taken from you along with everything precious. I could not bring to mind a single friendly face. Around me the only music was the rise and fall of screams, an unending siren

of pain.


The air was hot, too hot, and stank of sulphur; the horizon a bleak, parched desert of stone and dust. I was alone.


My ears continued to be assaulted by a barrage of wails and whimpers. Ashes drifted in the air. Was someone being burned? Would it be my turn next?


I looked down at myself and saw straight through to the ground above which I hovered. Where there had been flesh and bone, there was nothing now but a thick mist. I had less substance to me than a dust mote

in the wind.


A flickering, the isolated brilliance of a single tongue of lightning, and with it a voice echoing all around me.


“Let’s see what sort of punishment you deserve, shall we?”


The horizon faded away and, in its place, a disembodied face appeared. And it was watching me. I wanted to flee, to get away from it, but I had no command over my being. The face was not human. It was comprised

of overlapping red scales with a suggestion of two blunt horns breaking through the forehead. And the eyes were swirling whirlpools of gold.


“Are you the Devil?” My voice was little more than the whisper of autumn leaves; his laughter the crackling of a bonfire built to receive them.


“You flatter yourself. What is so important about you?”


I wanted to curl up into a ball and bury myself beneath the dust, but I was fixed in place, an unmoving exhibit splayed out for the amusement of my tormentor. But fear has always made me want to talk. More

than one enemy has described me as flippant.


“Are you going to burn me now?”


He wrinkled his nose. “Oh, really. I had hoped for better than that from you. They said you were more interesting than most. But they were wrong; you’re just one more boring, unimaginative soul.”


The next instant I was screaming, one more voice in Hell’s cacophonous choir. Flames leapt up all around me. The pain was beyond description; so unbearable had I not been dead already I swear I would

have welcomed death. I have no notion of how long it went on but suddenly it was over, though the memory of it would become a scar I knew I would carry with me for all of eternity.


I forced myself to look at the creature and was lost in the whirling gold of his eyes.


“See what I mean? Boring. boring, boring. The problem with pain such as you have just experienced is that it can be nothing more than a transitory illusion when you no longer own the body being burnt.”


I wasn’t so sure about that. It had felt real enough to me. I could never have imagined greater agony.


The face was peering harder at me. “You’re going to have to come up with something better than a mere eternal blaze to warm your lost bones. It simply won’t do, you know. Use that shrewd

brain you’re supposed to have; I’ve administered nothing but burnings for far too long!” He sighed. “Ah, if only I didn’t have to rely on your imagination, but alas it’s against the rules

for me to suggest anything myself.”


“Are you saying you want me to tell you how to punish me?”


“What else have I been saying to you for the last year or so?”


A year? Had I been surrounded by those flames for such a long time? It couldn’t have been possible, but why would he lie?


“We can’t stay here forever, you know.”


A flicker of hope flared inside me. “You mean Hell is not for all time? I’ll be going somewhere else soon, will I?”


“Oh, you will go somewhere else but it will still be Hell. Don’t you know anything about this place?”


“No, why don’t you explain?” Had I gone too far? Was he about to return me to the fire?


But no. Instead, he gave me an ugly smile, showing off a double row of razor-sharp teeth and canines bigger than those belonging to the most vicious and rabid of dogs. “There are seven levels to Hell.

At the moment we are situated on level three. Your permanent place will be on level five or perhaps even level four; your actions in life don’t rate you at anything lower. I am the unfortunate daemon charged with categorising

you. And you are supposed to co-operate with me. By now almost all of the intake from your time period have been classified. We’re lagging some distance behind.” As he sighed, a cloud of faint yellow gas swamped

me. Had I a working pair of lungs, I would have choked to death. “Right. I think we will have to try something a little more drastic to wake you up a bit.”


 


We were no longer in Hell. And the daemon was no longer only a face. He had taken on a near-human form as he came to stand beside me. But the eyes remained the same strange, too large orbs, glowing like pale

golden suns.


I stared round me. “Why have you brought me here? This is North Farm, my sister’s place.”


“Indeed it is and two days have elapsed since you died. As you can see, no one here is mourning your passing.”


“They’d be too busy. They have the cows, the chickens and the corn field to look after. And it goes well with them. I know Jayne is happy.” Across the hedges a small group of people were

digging the land. Among them were Francis and the children. “My nephew and niece. I haven’t seen them for, oh, it must be three years now.”


“Why is that?”


“I had a quarrel with Francis; he said I was a bad influence and my presence would only bring trouble down on his family. I was so angry with Jayne because she stood by him and said nothing when he

barred me from the house.”


“He was right, though, wasn’t he? You did bring trouble.”


“Did I?” I was puzzled. Everything around us was so peaceful; a dozen hens scratched for bugs and worms in the shadow of the barn, a marmalade cat was curled up on the windowsill and an old dog

lay in a patch of sunlight beside the farmhouse’s doorstep. “I see nothing wrong.”


“Wait. Here it comes right now.” He pointed at the road leading into the farm.


Two horsemen rode through the gate and dismounted. “Elias Robertshaw? What on earth is he doing here?” I would have run across the farmyard and challenged him if I wasn’t fixed to the spot.

“He’s the High Sheriff’s man. He shot at me the night before I...” The word would not come.


“Yes, I know. Let’s follow him and see what he does, shall we?”


While his comrade stayed outside holding the bridles of the horses, Robertshaw pushed open the farmhouse door. 


I cried out and took a step forwards. I felt the daemon’s claws close around my wrist and we were beyond the door, standing on the flagstones of the kitchen.


My sister was leaning across the table, her arms dusty with flour as she kneaded a pile of creamy dough. As Robertshaw strode towards her, the song she was singing caught on her lips. “What do you want?”

She sounded surprised but not alarmed. Not yet anyway.


Robertshaw’s hand was on the butt of his pistol. “I want the spoils your brother left with you.”


“What are you talking about? I haven’t seen Ross in ages. He left nothing with me. I’m sorry but you’ve had a wasted journey.” She released the lump of dough and took a step

back from the table, wiping her hands on her apron. “Let me fetch you a tankard of ale. You must be thirsty.”


That was typical of Jayne, to be concerned for others. We had always been so different.


Robertshaw drew his pistol and aimed it at her. “I don’t believe you. Ferris must have hidden his ill-gotten gains somewhere. They’re not in his lair nor at the Farrier’s either. I’ve

checked both places. So, where else would he have stashed them if not with his beloved sister?”


“I’ve already told you they’re not here. We have nothing belonging to Ross at the farm. He doesn’t come here. My husband will not permit it.”


I watched Robertshaw’s eyes narrow and his stance shift a little.


Fear for my sister flooded through me. “Jayne! Jayne, get out of there!” But my cries were as silence in the room.


Time slowed to a near standstill.


Jayne was so alone. Her eyes wide, she fixed them on Robertshaw as her hand reached for a carving knife.


I saw the bullet fly from the barrel of the pistol. If I could, I would have run in front of it and taken it into me but all I could do was watch.


A growing, red stain spread outwards. For a long moment she stared down at herself. She fell; her body striking the edge of the table; the knife falling through dying fingers. With her last breath she called

to the children and Francis.


Robertshaw glanced around and cursed. It was clear he could see nothing of value. Putting away his pistol, he strode out of the kitchen. “Nothing! The bitch had nothing. Ferris must have had another

place.” He mounted his horse and, without a backward glance, he and his companion galloped out of the farmyard.


“Jayne, oh Jayne!” I was weeping dust-dry tears.


The daemon coughed. “Well? Was that more painful than the flames or not? I could do with knowing.”


“What are you talking about? My sister is dead.” There was something I had to know. “Where is she now? Has she gone to Heaven? Oh, please tell me she’s not suffering as I am.”


“Why would I tell you that? Uncertainty is a knife edge. The last thing I’m here to do is give you solace. No, think of your sister’s children instead. Think of the tears, the loneliness

of her husband. They had such a good marriage, didn’t they?”


“Take me back to the flames. I deserve them.” I would have said anything to get away from that place of such sorrow.


I expected to be returned to Hell. Where else could he take me? Nothing on the temporal plane could hurt me as much as the scene I had just witnessed. And yet... I found myself in the Farrier’s Arms.


It was busy, as usual. The talk and the laughter were loud and raucous. At the bar a ruddy faced Pete Noyles poured smuggled French brandy into small glasses, while Tessa weaved her way between the tables,

her arms filled with overflowing tankards. The rich bouquet of roasting meat vied with the hoppy aroma of beer. As always, the only concession to caution was two men sitting at a table by the grimy window, compensated with

free drinks for their task of keeping an eye out for any customs man who might decide to check on what was being served. It never happened, of course. Pete Noyles knew who to bribe.


I became aware of a strange sensation: an aching, a pulling from the floor above. “I’m up there, aren’t I? This is the night I...” Again, I could not say the word.


The daemon nodded. “Yes, two hours ago, almost to the minute. Now watch. Things are about to get interesting.”


Above the buzz of conversation, I heard the sound of hooves, many hooves. The two men by the window had no time to shout out a warning before the door burst open. It was Robertshaw and he was not alone. A

posse, four strong, erupted into the room after him.


In the sudden silence the sheriff’s man ordered the drinkers to leave. “We’ve no quarrel with any of you. It’s Noyles we want. He’s harbouring a fugitive.”


Tessa dropped the tray. Ale slopped over the floor as six empty tankards rolled this way and that.


Customers fled into the night. The sheriff’s men fanned out, overturning the tables, smashing the furniture, breaking everything in sight. The man I had seen with Robertshaw at North Farm forced his

way behind the bar and, while Noyles watched, smashed up the stock. Beer poured onto the floor, and a brandy bottle crashed against the wall close to where I stood beside the daemon.


Robertshaw grabbed Tessa round the waist.


She struggled, wriggled, but he held on.


He laughed. “Come along, missy. Let’s us two go upstairs and find Ferris.”


“No, no! He mustn’t take her up there. He’s about to...” At first the words stuck inside me then exploded out as a shout so loud it must have carried not just to Hell but to Heaven

as well. “Stop him! Don’t let him rape and kill her. I can’t bear the thought of what he’s about to do.” I prayed he wouldn’t make me see Tessa’s body and mine entwined together, our

cold, dead arms around each other as Robertshaw looked on and laughed. “Please don’t force me to see any more.”


The world stopped: frozen as though a picture on a wall.


The daemon’s countenance was creased with confusion. “You shouldn’t know about this. You died before it happened. You had already been gathered in; how can you know about something that

occurred after you left?”


“It was when I was leaving. A woman, no, a ghost was with me.”


“You’re talking about the one who came to collect you?”


“I think so. She was called Caroline. We came in here and there was a man...” I told him every detail I could remember. I recounted how Caroline and I had almost been trapped in the Farrier’s;

how the words of the singer’s ballad were now coming true as I witnessed Robertshaw dragging my poor Tessa from the bar.


I swear I saw the daemon shiver. “That sounds like a future echo. Oh, my. This changes everything. We must return to Hell without delay.”


I don’t believe anyone could ever be as grateful as I was to find myself back in Hell.


“What happens now?” I trembled as the flames began to reappear.


The daemon waved his hands at them and they vanished again. “I need some advice. The woman who collected you said nothing of any future echo. It’s possible she didn’t understand what it

was or at least misunderstood its significance. You know, it’s quite deplorable how low the training standards have slipped.” It was as though he were no longer talking to me but musing aloud. “Hmm, you had

better stay here for now, Ross. I’ll be back when I’ve found out a bit more.”


He left me. I was alone on the stone plateau, surrounded by a timeless, featureless, silent wasteland with nothing for me to look at, nothing at all to do and no one to talk to. And even if there had been,

I had no voice to speak with. The boredom, heavier than any physical weight, was crushing me. I might not have been in pain, but this frustration was agonising. With no body I couldn’t pace or exercise nor even fidget.


I dreamed of a wind to blow me away over the horizon; better to be a silent, drifting wraith than a tethered, empty husk of nothingness. But the wind never came; no insect crawled, no cloud hid the relentless

sun, no variation occurred in the unending view.


 


After what felt like an eternity the daemon was back.


I cried out in delight. If I could, I would have embraced him. Being so lonely, any company would have had the same effect. However, my short-lived elation was displaced by the torture of absolute dread.

What might he be about to do to me now?


“It has been decided. First, I am to take you on a brief tour of some of the fates of those condemned to spend eternity in this place, but I am not permitted to say which of them might resemble your

own. This visit will last only a few seconds, mind, but it will be enough. After that, the powers that be in Hell intend to employ you for a while, either until we have caught up with the future echo or unless you prove yourself

so useful, we decide to retain your services.”


“I don’t understand.”


“Why should you? These echoes are something of a mystery to us too. They are so rare. But when they do occur, souls caught up in them always have some part to play in what is to come. For good or ill,

Ross Ferris, you have gained yourself a reprieve.”




CHAPTER 5


 


Days or perhaps weeks later, my mind scoured and my will broken, I was once again floating above the silent plane. The daemon had indeed escorted me into the deepest part of Hell. What I had seen there was

so terrible it was almost beyond my powers of description. The tour had begun with a glimpse of a writhing, seething mass of disembodied hands and impossible long arms. I could still see them rippling across a liquid surface

of molten iron, beckoning in unfortunate souls towards their final reckoning. This, the daemon said, was the Final Door. It was there I lost the last of my courage.


The daemon laughed at my distress. He would take me no further as each soul’s torment is different, designed for them and them alone. The form my own would take was still locked inside me. It would

be released and set upon me only when the time was right. Until then, it would nestle deep within: a curled viper; a vicious beast with many heads, claws and teeth, awaiting its moment. Awaiting my arrival.


Then the daemon whispered to me of how patient my fate would be. And I knew I would do anything to keep it waiting; anything not to have to return; anything to remain this side of that dreaded door.


“I will leave you now, Ross, but we will meet again; you have been assigned to me and I will complete my task. Eventually. Who knows? You might even have come up with a fitting, imaginative end for

yourself by then: perhaps something I might find worth discussing with my colleagues. In the meantime, you have an appointment. The management have made a decision on what you might be capable of doing. Let us hope they are

right for your sake.”


I thanked him, though I didn’t know what for.


He gave me another of his hideous smiles. “Farewell. Oh, I nearly forgot. Enjoy!”


He was gone and I was alone again. But something had changed. Oh! I had been given a body.


I stood up on legs that ended in feet. I was no longer drifting. My skin was cold since no blood flowed beneath it, nor was there a pulse in my wrist. But it was a body nonetheless. For the first time since

I had died, I had gained something. And, though I was never a vain man, I did so crave a mirror!




CHAPTER 6


 


I stumbled along an endless, grey corridor, the air too hot, coughing at the acrid, overpowering stench of overcooked flesh. It felt as though I was melting.


Where was this strange place? What was I doing here? My last memory was of lying on a narrow bed at the Farrier’s Arms. But I was not there now. And what had become of the wounds I suffered? Why did

I have this awful feeling of dread?


Somehow I knew there was an interview I must pass though I hadn’t the faintest idea what the job might be. But something terrible was going to happen if I didn’t get it.


I glanced down at the clothes I did not remember putting on. They were smart: a swirling, dark cloak over an expensive, tailored suit. However they did not belong together. The calf length boots gleamed and

the silver buckles glistened as though someone had spent hours burnishing them. And I was wearing spurs. The only thing lacking to complete the outfit was a pair of pistols.


Around me rose blank, grey walls. No windows. No signs gave clue to the type of business carried on here.


The corridor had no corners. I could see no end to it. Several doors made of plain, unvarnished wood led off. Still no windows. It took a moment to dawn on me there were no handles either.


My feet carried me to the nearest one. It felt like the right place. Was I supposed to knock? Should I leave? And if I did try to leave, which way should I go?


The door began to open. It was so slow, silent, gradual I drew back for an instant. All my instincts screamed. This door might lead into some dark place where only a fool would go.


Even so, the invitation was extended so in I went.


The walls inside were the same shade as those outside. Beneath my feet lay a grey tiled floor and across the space from me sat three people, a mismatched trio: two men and a woman sitting on upright chairs

behind a long, mahogany desk. On my side nothing. No chair. No carpet.


I approached the table, spurs clicking like rasping talons against the tiles. “Good afternoon.” My voice echoed in the near empty space.


“Oh, is it afternoon?” The woman with the pale, heart shaped face was about my age. She wore a black and red hooped jersey and a raspberry-coloured beret perched on her short, bobbed, dark hair.

Her piercing, green eyes stared hard at me. She nudged the man on her right. “You didn't tell me it was afternoon.” She spoke with a slight accent, similar to that of the French smugglers I remembered from

the Farrier’s Arms. They would arrive with barrels of brandy and items made of fine, gossamer-thin lace. Tessa was always wanting me to buy her a shawl or a scarf. I always told her it wasn't worth the price.


“I don't think it is afternoon.” Glaring at me was an older man with a bald head so shiny it reflected the light. He was dressed in a tatty, threadbare, tweed jacket with leather patches on

the elbows and had a pair of horn-rimmed pince-nez balanced on the end of his nose. “What evidence can you present for your contention that it is indeed afternoon?”


“Er, I don't have any evidence.” I cast my eyes over the unbroken walls. There were no windows, no shutters, nothing. It could have been midday or even midnight for all I knew. The only illumination

in the room came from a large, plain lantern held to the ceiling by thick, dull metal chains.


“Do you often give opinions without evidence to back them up, Mr. Ferris?”


“No, sir. I was attempting to break the ice.” I tried without success to give a light laugh.


“Ice? I haven't seen any of that for such a long time.”


“Be quiet, Nadine. Mr. Ferris doesn't want to hear about your problems, do you?”


“I don't mind. Erm, I'm afraid I don't...”


“No, you must never be afraid. It's such a futile emotion,” the other man, swarthy with olive skin and a single golden earring, cut across me. He was wearing a tunic heavy with gold and silver

brocade and a tricorn hat with a long, curling white feather. Folding his arms, he allowed his chin to fall onto his chest, where it remained.


“Look, I know this might sound strange, but who are you? And what am I doing here?”


“You are here so we can evaluate you; see if you will be any good at the job. We can’t give it to just anyone, you know.”


“Yes, well, perhaps, madam, if you could remind me what the actual job is...”


“How can we do that before we've finished evaluating you? It wouldn't be fair to raise your hopes, now would it?”


The man with the earring began to snore. I couldn’t help staring at him.


The woman shrugged. “You’ll have to excuse Claude. He's always tired and this is the only chance he has to get any rest. They have him on a treadmill all day, you know. It's because he

was so lazy.”


“Right.”


The snores were becoming louder. The woman pinched him. He snorted but still slept on.


She tapped the table. “Let’s get to business. We’ve wasted enough time. Tell us about how good you are at lying. Let's start with a few examples, shall we?”


Stunned by the question, I took a step back and tried to come up with what I hoped would be a good reply. “I don't tell lies.”


“Oh, come now. That's a really poor attempt, quite the worst I’ve heard in ages. You must be able to do better than that. No one would be taken in by such an obviously untrue statement. Don't

be so modest, Mr. Ferris. We have a long file detailing all your petty, little deceptions.”


Were these people officers of the law? Was this peculiar place part of a prison? I had no memory of being arrested.


“Never mind his lies. Is he a good enough conman to carry it off? That's the only thing we have to decide, and thus far he is not impressing me.”


I stared at the bald man. “You think I'm a conman?”


“On occasions. Though, according to your file, you spent most of your time robbing coaches.” She pushed a thick pile of papers across the table towards me. I was sure it had not been there a moment

before.


I didn’t want to touch the file. I was torn between alarm at the strange behaviour of these odd people and a desire to laugh: this interview was so absurd. I had reached the end of my patience and turned

to make for the door.


“Oh dear. Are you giving up so easily?”


“Madam, I have no idea what game you’re playing so, yes, I think I might be.”


“If you do give up now, you’ll never be given another chance.”


“I'm not sure I want one.”


“Very well but I guarantee you will come to regret it. You'll become just one more sad and sorry wraith.”


“Nadine! Watch what you're saying!!” The bald man was on his feet.


The woman clapped her hand over her mouth.


It was too late. In that instant everything changed. I rocked on my feet for a moment, unsteady, as my memories returned. Like arrows striking a straw target, they flew into me.


I now knew where I was. I was dead. This was Hell. This panel could send me to my eternal torture. Again I stood on a cliff edge. But this time if I fell, there would be no remarkable escape.


My interrogators were back in their seats, the one with the earring no longer convincing me he was sleeping.


With a final, sharp snore, he opened his eyes. “Is it all over? Have we given this one the job?”


“Shut up, Claude. Nadine opened her big mouth and told him, didn’t she?”


“Ah, how unfortunate. Well, I’m sorry, Mr. Ferris, but under these circumstances we cannot continue with the interview. I apologise for having wasted your time, not that I suppose you mind.”

He flapped his hand at me as though I were nothing but an irritating fly. “The door is behind you.”


“No! Wait, please!!” My legs were weak. This must not be the end. “Why can’t you continue? Believe me: I’m willing to do anything. Just give me another chance.” I was shaking.

I could feel the flames at my back.


“Anything? Anything at all?” The woman leaned towards me.


“Yes. I can’t imagine what kind of work you have for a… but I… I’m… I do want to give it a go. I can tell lies, if that is what you want. Please!” My voice faded

away. I had never believed I would beg for mercy. But knowing the fate awaiting me beyond that Final Door made a coward of me.


“The task is far from pleasant. You may regret persuading us to take you on. A great many others have in the end preferred to pass through the Final Door than continue with this work.”


“Madam, I still want to try. Really I do.”


She glanced at her colleagues. “Do I go ahead and explain to him what the job entails?”


Claude shrugged. “Why not? It’s that or we’ll have to start all over again with the next candidate.” 


 “Well, Mr. Ferris, you must be aware not everyone wants to come here.”


“You mean there are some who do?”


She chuckled. “Not many, I admit. We are seeking a new member for one of the teams tasked with gathering in the newly dead who belong in Hell. They must persuade, cajole or deceive those souls into

coming here, then send them through the Final Door.”


I shivered. She was right: it did not sound a pleasant task. Or an easy one for that matter. But, despite my fear, I was now curious. “Don’t you have daemons for that?”


“No. They think the task is beneath them and, besides, it’s much more reassuring for the clients in the first instance. Daemons are pretty scary.”


I couldn’t argue with that.


“Do you still think this job is for you?” She sat back, watching me. Her fingers rifled through the papers again. “Could you trick them? Some won’t even have realised they’re

dead. Could you explain their demise to them and then deceive them into following you? Are you certain your emotions won’t get in the way when you have to gather in a child? Or a young woman? Or someone just like you?

Knowing what lies in wait for them, would you still be able to look at them and smile?”


I did not know the answers. But I could not fail this test and so face the Final Door again. “Let me try. I can be persuasive. I’m good at explaining things. I can smile.”


She turned to her colleague with the earring. “What do you think, Claude? Is he suitable?”


I did not give him time to reply. I felt I had the measure of these three interviewers now: two were just window dressing. I looked Claude in the eye. “I will not fail you, sir.”


He sat back. “Very well. We'll give you a trial.”


 “So, when do I start?”


“You already have. You are now officially a Reaper, Third Class, though most people will call you a ‘Hell hound’. Report to your team leader. She has recently been promoted to run the group

that deals with the first quarter of the twenty-first century. I expect you will find the contrast with your own time most interesting.”


Behind me the door swung open.




CHAPTER 7


 


I left the interview room. The door opposite opened. I was meant to enter. But for a moment I could not move. I felt dizzy, disorientated as I waited for the nightmare to continue. What had I agreed to?


I gave myself a shake. Whatever did lie ahead for me, it had to be easier to endure than what awaited me beyond the Final Door. If these people wanted me to smile, I would smile.


So, I did.


I entered a large room. Haphazard groups of mismatched armchairs, settees and even the odd chaise longue were strewn around on a grey carpet. Beside them were low tables covered with higgledy-piggledy piles

of glossy bound papers. I could not have felt more out of place.


In the middle of the disorder sat a woman with long, black hair. She had her back to me. There was something familiar about her.


“Come and sit down, Ross.”


“Caroline?”


“Who else did you expect? Didn’t they tell you I was going to be your team leader? That’s so typical of them. They never tell you anything that matters. But I’m glad you’re here

and I’m sure we’re going to work well together.”


Perhaps this was not going to be too bad after all. Despite everything, it was good to see her again. “I hope so.”


“And, having had a glimpse of your records, I'm certain you'll fit in with the rest of the team without any problems. Now, welcome to our common room, although most of us call it the ‘kennel’.

When you're off duty this is where you'll spend the time… unless you're being trained or doing some research in the library.”


As she was speaking, I looked about me. It was not the most interesting room I had ever been in. The walls and floor, like everywhere else I had seen in this place, were a uniform grey, the exact same shade

as the corridor and interview room I had left behind me. The only contrast was a large, ornate mirror to the left of the door. In it was reflected a circular table surrounded by over a dozen upright chairs at the opposite

end of the long, rectangular space. It would not have been out of place in the great hall of any manor house. Littered across its surface were neat stacks of paper, quill pens and inkwells. Someone must have been expecting

to make a lot of notes. (I was glad I couldn’t read or write, so it wouldn’t be me). A large, floor to ceiling bookcase stood on the opposite side. It was filled with leather bound volumes which looked as if they

hadn’t been touched in centuries. Throughout the room various lanterns were suspended from the ceiling, giving off more than enough light to illuminate the space. Like everywhere I had been in this level of Hell, the

atmosphere was hot and dry but not too uncomfortable, though I did wonder if it was only because I was becoming accustomed to the temperature.

