
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      Also by Robert Rankin:

      
      The Brentford Trilogy:

      
      The Antipope

      
      The Brentford Triangle

      
      East of Ealing

      
      The Sprouts of Wrath

      
      The Brentford Chainstore Massacre

      
      Sex and Drugs and Sausage Rolls

      
      Knees Up Mother Earth

      
      The Armageddon Trilogy:

      
      Armageddon: The Musical

      
      They Came and Ate Us

      
      The Suburban Book of the Dead

      
      Cornelius Murphy Trilogy:

      
      The Book of Ultimate Truths

      
      Raiders of the Lost Car Park

      
      The Most Amazing Man Who Ever Lived

      
      There is a secret trilogy in the middle there, composed of:

      
      The Trilogy That Dare Not Speak Its Name Trilogy:

      
      Sprout Mask Replica

      
      The Dance of the Voodoo Handbag

      
      Waiting for Godalming

      
      Plus some fabulous other books, including:

      
      The Hollow Chocolate Bunnies of the Apocalypse

      
      And its sequel:

      
      The Toyminator

      
      And then:

      
      The Witches of Chiswick

      
      The Brightonomicon

      
      The Da-Da-De-Da-Da Code

      
      Necrophenia

      
      Retromancer

      
      The Japanese Devil Fish Girl and Other Unnatural Attractions

   
      
      [image: image]

      
   
      
      This book is dedicated to 
the memory of Jon Jo

   
      
      1

      
      ‘Once upon a time,’ said the big fat farmer, ‘it was all fields around here.’
      

      
      The traveller glanced all around and about. ‘It’s still all fields,’ said he.

      
      ‘And there you have it.’ The farmer grinned, exposing golden teeth. ‘Nothing ever changes in these parts. Nothing. Nor will
         it ever. And so much the better for that, says I. Though so much the worse, say others. It all depends on your point of view.
         But isn’t this ever the way?’
      

      
      ‘I suppose that it is.’ The traveller nodded politely. He was hot and he was weary. He had wandered many miles this day. His
         feet were sore and he was hungry. He took off his blue felt cap and mopped it over his brow.
      

      
      ‘The colour’s coming out of your cap,’ the farmer chuckled. ‘Your forehead’s gone all blue.’

      
      ‘Which, you must agree, is different,’ said the traveller. ‘And admits, at the very least, to the possibility of change in
         these parts.’
      

      
      ‘On the contrary.’ The farmer dug about in his voluminous patchworked smock, brought forth something chewable and thrust it
         into his mouth for a chew. ‘To me it admits something else entirely. To me, it admits that you, a ruddy-faced lad—’
      

      
      ‘Tanned,’ said the lad. ‘Tanned from travel.’

      
      ‘All right, tanned, then. That you, a tanned lad, of, what would it be, some sixteen summers?’

      
      ‘Thirteen,’ said the travelling lad. ‘I’m tall for my age. Thirteen I am, which is lucky for some.’

      
      ‘All right then yet again. That you, a tanned lad, thirteen years and lucky for some, scrawny-limbed and—’

      
      ‘Spare,’ said the tall, tanned lad. ‘Spare of frame and wiry of limb and—’
      

      
      ‘Dafter than a box of hair,’ said the farmer. ‘That you are a gormster and a dullard, with a most inferior cap, who understands
         little of the world and will surely come to grief in a time not too far distant.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ said the lad. ‘Indeed?’

      
      ‘Indeed.’ The farmer spat with practised ease across the field of flowering crad. ‘Nothing ever changes in these parts and
         there’s a truth for you to be going along with.’
      

      
      ‘And going along I mean to be.’ The lad wrung sweat from his most inferior cap and replaced it upon his tanned and heated
         head. ‘Just as soon as you have furnished me with answers to questions I must ask. You see, I have wandered from the road.
         I followed a sign that said shortcut, and now I find myself here.’
      

      
      ‘It happens,’ said the farmer. ‘More often than you might suppose.’

      
      ‘As rarely as that?’ said the lad, who was never one prone to extravagant speculation.
      

      
      ‘At the very least, but mostly a whole lot more.’

      
      The travelling lad whistled.

      
      ‘Please don’t whistle,’ said the farmer. ‘It aggravates my Gout.’

      
      ‘I am perplexed,’ said the whistler. ‘How can whistling aggravate Gout?’

      
      ‘Gout is the name of my goat,’ the farmer explained. ‘I have a pig called Palsy and a cat called Canker. Once I owned a dog
         by the name of Novinger’s syndrome, but his howling upset my wife, so I sold him to a tinker.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ said the lad once more.

      
      ‘Yes, oh. And whistling aggravates my goat. As does poking him in the ear with a pointy stick. Which, in all truth, would
         aggravate me. And I’m not easily upset.’
      

      
      ‘Righty oh.’ The lad shifted from one weary foot to the other, and his stomach growled hungrily. ‘But regarding these questions
         that I must ask.’
      

      
      ‘Are they questions of an agricultural nature?’ the farmer enquired.

      
      ‘Not specifically.’ The lad shook his heated head.

      
      ‘That’s a pity,’ said the farmer. ‘Because my knowledge on the subject is profound. I trust it’s not a question regarding clockwork motors. Because, for all the life that’s in me, I cannot
         make head nor toe of those infernal machines.’ The farmer made a sacred sign above his treble chin.
      

      
      ‘It’s not clockwork motors.’ The lad made exasperated sighing sounds. ‘I was lately apprenticed in that trade and I know everything
         I need to know regarding them.’
      

      
      ‘Cheese, then?’ said the farmer. ‘I know much about cheese.’

      
      ‘Directions only.’ The lad blew droplets of bluely-tinted sweat from the tip of his upturned nose. ‘All I wish for are directions.
         How do I get to the city from here?’
      

      
      ‘The city?’ The farmer almost choked upon his chewable. ‘Why would a lad such as yourself be wanting to be going to the city?’
      

      
      ‘I mean to seek my fortune there,’ the lad replied, with candour. ‘I am done with toiling in a factory. I will seek my fortune
         in the city.’
      

      
      ‘Fortune?’ coughed the farmer. ‘In the city? Hah and hah again.’

      
      ‘And why “hah”, you farmer?’ asked the lad.

      
      ‘Because, my tanned and wiry boy, you’ll find no fortune there. Only doom awaits you in that direction. Turn back now, say
         I. Return to the mother who weeps for you.’
      

      
      ‘I have no mother,’ said the lad. ‘I am an orphan boy.’

      
      ‘A little lost waif; my heart cries bloody tears.’ The farmer mimed the wiping of such tears from the region of his heart.

      
      ‘Let not your heart weep for me.’ The lad straightened his narrow shoulders and thrust out his chest – what little he had
         of a chest. ‘I know how to handle myself.’
      

      
      ‘Turn back,’ advised the farmer. ‘Return the way you came.’

      
      The lad sighed deeply. ‘And what is so bad about the city, then?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Where to start?’ The farmer puffed out his cheeks. ‘And where to end? So many evil things I’ve heard.’

      
      ‘And have you ever been to the city yourself?’

      
      ‘Me?’ The farmer placed his hands upon his over-ample belly and gave vent to raucous sounds of mirth.
      

      
      ‘And why now the raucous sounds of mirth?’

      
      ‘Because what do I look like to you, my poor lost laddo?’

      
      ‘You look like a big fat farmer, as it happens.’

      
      ‘And what would a big fat farmer be doing in the city?’
      

      
      ‘Trading produce, perhaps? This crad that flowers all around and about us in these fields that never change.’

      
      The farmer scratched his big fat head. ‘And why would I want to trade my crad?’

      
      ‘For money. To buy things.’

      
      ‘What sort of things?’

      
      ‘Food, perhaps?’

      
      The farmer gave his big fat head a slow and definite shaking. ‘You are indeed a mooncalf,’ said he. ‘I am provided here with
         all the food that I need.’
      

      
      ‘Other things then. Consumer durables, perhaps.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Consumer durables. I am not entirely sure what they are. But I am informed that the city holds them in abundance. And I mean
         to acquire as many as I possibly can.’
      

      
      The farmer shook his head once more, and there was a certain sadness in the shaking.

      
      ‘Clothes then,’ said the lad. ‘Everyone needs new clothes at one time or another.’

      
      ‘And do I look naked to you?’

      
      The lad now shook his head, spraying the fully clothed farmer with sweat. The farmer was certainly clothed – although his clothing was strange.
         His ample smock was a patchwork, as if of a multitude of smaller clothes all stitched together.
      

      
      ‘My wife and I have all we need, my sorry orphan boy,’ said the farmer. ‘Only disappointment and despair come from wanting
         more than you need.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve no doubt that there’s wisdom in your words,’ said the lad. ‘But as I have nothing at all, anything more will represent
         an improvement.’
      

      
      ‘Then return the way you came. Weave clockwork motors if you must. Hard work, well achieved, is sometimes rewarded.’

      
      ‘No,’ said the lad. ‘It’s the city for me. My mind is set on this. But listen, if you have never visited the city, why not
         accompany me? Your gloomy opinion of it might be modified by experience.’
      

      
      ‘I think not. The city is for city folk. There are those who toil there and are miserable and those who prosper and are happy. The toilers exceed the prosperers by many thousands to one. So much
         I have been told, and what I’ve been told is sufficient to inform my opinion.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps I will return one day and alter this opinion.’

      
      ‘Be assured by me that you will do no such thing. Many have travelled this way before you, seeking wealth in the city. None
         have ever returned wealthy. In fact, none have ever returned at all.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps they became wealthy and so felt no need to return.’

      
      ‘Your conversation tires me,’ said the farmer. ‘And as I can see that you are adamant in your convictions and eager to be
         on your way, I suggest that we speak no more. I have discharged my responsibilities. My job is done.’
      

      
      ‘Responsibilities?’ asked the lad. ‘Job?’

      
      ‘My responsibility and my job is to stand in this field of flowering crad and discourage young lads such as you from travelling
         towards the city. Such was my father’s job, and his father’s before him.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’ asked the lad.

      
      ‘Because that’s the way we do business in these parts. Nothing ever changes around here. If you travel on towards the city,
         you will surely meet your doom. And when you do, you will blame me for it.’
      

      
      ‘Why should I?’ asked the lad.

      
      ‘Because I know that you will come to grief. I know it. And if you were in my position and knew that travellers, should they
         travel in a certain direction, would come to grief, would you not advise them against it?’
      

      
      ‘Of course I would,’ said the lad. ‘But—’

      
      ‘But me no buts. I have advised you. I have warned you of an inevitable consequence. What more can I do?’

      
      ‘You could be a little more specific,’ said the lad, ‘regarding the manner of this imminent and inevitable doom that lies
         ahead for me.’
      

      
      ‘That I cannot do.’

      
      The traveller shrugged. ‘So which way is it to the city?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘The city lies five miles to the south.’ The farmer pointed. ‘Cross yonder stile and follow the path. The path leads eventually
         to the outskirts of the city, but—’
      

      
      ‘But me no buts,’ said the lad. ‘Thank you and farewell.’
      

      
      *

      
      The lad stepped carefully across the field of flowering crad, swung his long and agile legs over the stile and proceeded southwards
         down the path. Sparrows sang in the hedgerows, trees raised their leafy arms towards the sky of blue and the sun continued
         its shining down.
      

      
      ‘A strange old breed are farmers,’ said the lad to no one other than himself. ‘And many folk hold to the conviction that the
         rustic mind, attuned as it is to natural lore, possesses a raw wisdom which is denied to the over-civilised city dweller,
         whose sophisticated intellect is—’
      

      
      But he said no more as he tripped upon something and then plunged forward and down.

      
      And then down some more.

      
      Presently he awoke from unconsciousness to find that he was lying at the bottom of a pit. Rubbing at his head and peering
         blearily about, he became aware of a movement someways above. Looking up, he espied the face of the farmer.
      

      
      ‘Thank goodness,’ said the lad. ‘Please help me. I appear to have fallen into a hole.’

      
      ‘You have fallen into my hole,’ said the farmer, ‘the hole that a distant ancestor of mine dug to receive the bodies of the foolhardy boys who failed
         to heed his advice.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ said the lad, rubbing some more at his head and blinking his bleary eyes.

      
      ‘A hole maintained by and through generations, and now by myself. Although it would appear that I must furnish its bottom
         with a few more sharpened spikes; you have missed those that there are, by the looks of you.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ said the lad once more.

      
      ‘Nothing ever changes around here,’ said the farmer. ‘My forebears feasted upon the flesh of foolish boys, and so do I. It’s
         a family tradition. Their meat fills my belly and their clothing covers my person. I would hardly be so big and fat and well-dressed
         if I subsisted upon crad alone, now, would I?’
      

      
      ‘I suppose not,’ said the lad, dismally.

      
      ‘I gave you warnings,’ said the farmer. ‘I gave you opportunity to avoid travelling to your inevitable doom. But did you listen?’

      
      ‘Perhaps if you had been more specific,’ the lad suggested. ‘I took your warnings to mean that the city spelled my doom.’
      

      
      ‘You didn’t listen carefully enough,’ said the farmer. ‘But doom is doom, no matter how you spell it. Unless, of course, you
         spell it differently from doom. But then it would be another word entirely, I suppose.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose it would,’ the lad agreed, in the tone of one who now knew exactly how doom was spelled. ‘But I have no one to
         blame but myself.’
      

      
      ‘Well said.’ The farmer grinned. ‘And so, as the spikes have failed to do their job, I must do it with this rock.’ The farmer
         displayed the rock in question. It was round and of a goodly size. ‘Perhaps you’d care to close your eyes whilst I drop it
         onto your head?’
      

      
      ‘Not so fast, please.’ The lad tested his limbs for broken bones, but found himself intact, if all-over bruised. ‘How do you
         mean to haul my body from this pit?’
      

      
      ‘I have grappling hooks,’ said the farmer, ‘fashioned for the purpose.’

      
      ‘Hot work on such a day,’ said the lad. ‘Hard work, but honest toil justly rewarded, I suppose.’

      
      ‘In that you are correct.’

      
      ‘But very hard work, nonetheless.’
      

      
      ‘And me with a bad back,’ said the farmer. ‘But what must be done, must be done.’

      
      ‘Would it not make your job easier if you were to help me from the hole? Then I might walk with you to your farmhouse, where
         you could brain me at your leisure?’
      

      
      ‘Well, certainly it would,’ said the farmer.

      
      ‘Thus also sparing you all the effort of dragging my body.’

      
      ‘You are most cooperative,’ said the farmer. ‘But there’s no dragging involved. I have my horse and cart with me.’

      
      ‘Then let me climb aboard the cart. It’s the least I can do.’

      
      ‘I appreciate that,’ said the farmer.

      
      ‘It’s only fair,’ said the lad. ‘You did warn me, and I failed to heed your warning.’
      

      
      The farmer leaned over and extended his hand. ‘Up you come, then,’ said he.

      
      The lad took the farmer’s hand and scrambled from the hole.
      

      
      ‘There now,’ said the farmer. ‘Onto the cart if you please, and let’s get this braining business out of the way.’

      
      The lad glanced over at the farmer’s cart. And then he smiled back towards the farmer. ‘I think not,’ he said. ‘Your purse,
         if you will.’
      

      
      ‘Excuse me?’ said the farmer. ‘My purse?’

      
      ‘I will have your purse. Kindly hand it over.’

      
      ‘I fail to understand you,’ said the farmer.

      
      ‘I demand compensation,’ said the lad, dusting himself down. ‘For injuries incurred through falling into your hole. I am severely
         bruised and more than a little shaken. I’ll take whatever money you have upon your person and we’ll speak no more of this
         regrettable incident.’
      

      
      ‘Climb onto the cart,’ said the farmer. ‘I will brain you immediately. Think not of fleeing; I am an accurate hurler of rocks.’

      
      ‘Be that as it may,’ said the lad, ‘I will have your purse and then be off to the city.’

      
      ‘This is ludicrous. Idiot boy.’ The farmer raised his rock.

      
      The lad produced a pistol from his sleeve.

      
      ‘What is this?’ the farmer asked.

      
      ‘A weapon,’ said the lad. ‘A clockwork weapon. I built it myself for use in such eventualities as this. Its spring projects
         a sharpened metal missile at an alarming speed. Far faster than one might hurl a rock.’
      

      
      ‘Bluff and bluster,’ growled the farmer, swinging back his rockholding hand, preparatory to a hurl.

      
      The lad raised his clockwork pistol and shot off the farmer’s left ear. Which came as a shock to them both, though possibly
         more to the farmer.
      

      
      ‘Waaaaaaaaah!’ shrieked the man, dropping his unhurled rock onto his foot, which added broken toes to his woeful account.

      
      ‘Your purse,’ said the lad, waving his gun in a now most shaky hand.

      
      ‘Waaaaaaaah! I am wounded!’ The farmer took to hopping and clutching at his maimed head.

      
      ‘The next shot will pass directly through your heart.’

      
      ‘No,’ croaked the farmer, ‘no no no.’
      

      
      ‘The world will be a better place without you in it.’ The lad steadied his pistol with both hands. ‘You are a monster.’

      
      ‘And you are an iconoclast,’ moaned the farmer, still hopping. ‘With no respect for tradition.’

      
      ‘Such is indeed the truth. Now hand me your purse. You are losing a great deal of blood. It would be well for you to return
         to your farmhouse and have your wife dress your wounds.’
      

      
      ‘Damn you,’ said the farmer, adding profanities to these words.

      
      ‘Your purse, now!’
      

      
      The farmer grudgingly produced his purse. It was a weighty purse, full as it was with the gold of a foolish boy who had passed
         that way earlier in the day and failed to heed the farmer’s advice. This foolish boy presently hung in joints in the farmer’s
         smoking house.
      

      
      ‘On second thoughts,’ said the lad, ‘I think it would be for the best if you went down into the hole.’

      
      ‘What?’ cried the farmer. ‘What?’
      

      
      ‘The path is narrow,’ said the lad. ‘Your horse might stumble into that hole, if it doesn’t have something to place its hoof
         upon.’
      

      
      ‘What?’ the farmer cried again.

      
      ‘I mean to borrow your horse; I have walked enough for one day.’

      
      ‘This is outrageous. Preposterous.’

      
      ‘Best to get it over with as quickly as possible. Before you bleed to death.’

      
      ‘But the hole.’ The farmer ceased his hopping and stared down into the hole. ‘The spikes. I am not so scrawny as you.’

      
      ‘Spare,’ said the lad. ‘Wiry.’

      
      ‘I will puncture myself.’

      
      ‘That’s a chance we’ll have to take. The hole, or die where you stand.’

      
      ‘But the spikes …’

      
      ‘Perhaps fate will smile upon you.’

      
      ‘Fate wears a somewhat glum face at present.’

      
      ‘Really? Yet I would swear that it grins in my direction.’

      
      ‘You …’ The farmer spoke further profanity.

      
      ‘The hole, and now.’ The lad cocked his clockwork pistol.

      
      The farmer, groaning and moaning, lowered himself into the hole.
      

      
      The lad tucked his weapon back into his sleeve, stepped over to the farmer’s horse and detached it from the cart. Then he
         leapt onto the horse’s back and prepared to gallop away. ‘I’ve never ridden a horse before,’ he called down to the farmer,
         ‘so this should be something of an adventure.’
      

      
      ‘I hope you are thrown and break your neck,’ called the farmer.

      
      ‘What was that?’

      
      ‘Nothing. May good luck attend you.’

      
      ‘Thank you very much. And what is the name of this mount, farmer?’

      
      ‘Anthrax,’ called the farmer. ‘But he’ll not answer to your commands. Quite the reverse, in fact.’

      
      ‘I’m sure Anthrax and I will get along fine.’ The lad held Anthrax by his reins. ‘And so we say farewell, master farmer. Our
         acquaintance has been brief, but it has been instructive. We have both learned something, so let us not part upon bad terms.’
      

      
      ‘I am stuck fast.’ The farmer huffed and puffed and moaned and groaned. ‘I might well die in this hole.’

      
      ‘If no one comes looking for you, then in a day or two you’ll be slim enough to climb out. Or perhaps loss of blood will facilitate
         a more immediate shrinkage and you’ll be home in time for tea.’
      

      
      ‘You filthy …’

      
      ‘Quite enough,’ called the lad. ‘Your conversation tires me. I will now take my leave for the city. One day I will return
         this way with great wealth. Though not along this particular path.’
      

      
      ‘One thing before you go.’ The farmer raised his voice.

      
      ‘And what thing is this?’

      
      ‘Tell me only your name.’

      
      ‘My name?’ said the lad. ‘My name is Jack.’

      
      ‘That is good,’ called the farmer. ‘A man may not truly lay a curse upon another man without first knowing his name. I curse
         you, Jack. May you never know wealth. May all that you wish for be denied you.’
      

      
      ‘A spiteful sentiment,’ said Jack. ‘And so farewell.’ Jack dug his heels into Anthrax and Anthrax sprang forward.
      

      
      The farmer, unable to duck his head, was heavily hooved upon.
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      Anthrax the horse jogged merrily along. There was a definite spring in his four-legged step. Freed from his death-cart constraints,
         he appeared a very happy horse indeed.
      

      
      Jack, although pleased to be no longer walking, did not altogether share the horse’s joy. Precariously perched, and lacking
         for equestrian skills, he clung to the horse’s reins and counselled the beast to slow down a bit.
      

      
      Which it didn’t.

      
      The path meandered, as paths often do, around grassy knolls and down through dingly dells. All was rural charm and niceness,
         all of which was lost upon Jack. He was rather peeved, was Jack. Peeved and altogether unsettled. He was peeved about falling
         into the farmer’s hole. That had been a foolish thing to do. He should have listened more carefully to the farmer’s warnings.
         To the phrasing of them. Jack’s failure to interpret the farmer’s words correctly had come close to costing him his life.
         That was very peeving indeed.
      

      
      Regarding the altogether unsettledness, this was a twofold business. All that blood which had flowed from the farmer’s maimed
         head: that was unsettling enough, but the fact that Jack had not actually meant to shoot the farmer’s ear off in the first
         place was doubly unsettling. This had called into question the accuracy of Jack’s clockwork pistol. He had meant to shoot
         the farmer in the knee. There would have to be a lot of work done upon that pistol if it was to prove any use at all as an
         accurate means of defence.
      

      
      Anthrax kicked his back legs in the air, all but unseating Jack.

      
      ‘Calm yourself,’ cried the lad. ‘No need to go mad, take it easy, please.’

      
      The horse did a skip or two and settled into a trot.

      
      ‘Slow down, please.’

      
      The horse did not slow down.
      

      
      The meandering path met up with a rugged track and Jack caught a glimpse of a signpost. It read TO THE CITY in fine big capitals.

      
      ‘Jolly good show,’ said Jack. ‘Please slow down a bit, please.’

      
      The horse began to canter.

      
      ‘No!’ Jack flung himself forward and clasped his arms about Anthrax’s neck.

      
      ‘Slow down!’ he shouted into the horse’s left ear. ‘Slow down or I’ll sell you for cat meat when we reach the city.’

      
      The horse began to gallop.

      
      ‘No!’ shouted Jack, now altogether ruffled. ‘Slow down! Slow down! No!’

      
      If there is a faster thing than galloping that horses can do, this horse began to do it now.

      
      Jack closed his eyes tightly and steeled himself for the inevitable concussion and imminent doom that awaited him.

      
      Anthrax thundered forward, his hooves raising sparks on the rugged track, his ears laid back and a fair old froth a-forming
         round his mouth. The horse appeared possessed.
      

      
      Eyes tight shut and mouth shouting, ‘Slow down please,’ Jack was borne along at the speed which is commonly known as breakneck.

      
      The horse would not obey his commands. Quite the reverse, in fact.

      
      And then Jack opened his eyes and a very broad smile appeared on his face. ‘Faster!’ he shouted. ‘Yes boy, yes, faster! Faster!
         Faster!’
      

      
      The horse slowed down to a gallop.

      
      ‘Faster!’ shouted Jack. ‘Come on!’

      
      The horse slowed down to a canter.

      
      ‘Faster!’

      
      A trot.

      
      ‘Faster!’

      
      A jog.

      
      ‘Faster!’

      
      The horse, all sweaty and breathless, slowed down to a gentle stroll.

      
      ‘And faster.’

      
      Anthrax came to a halt.

      
      Jack released his grip from the horse’s streaming neck and slid himself down onto the ground. He patted the horse on an area known as a flank, then stroked its foaming muzzle parts.
      

      
      ‘I should have known,’ said Jack, taking deep breaths to steady himself. ‘I’m sorry, boy. It was all my fault, wasn’t it?’

      
      The horse made a kind of grumbling sound, as if it understood.

      
      ‘The damnable farmer trained you, didn’t he, boy? He trained you to go faster if you were told to go slower and likeways round.
         In case anyone stole you. I remembered what he said: “He’ll not answer to your commands. Quite the reverse in fact.” And I’m
         sure that when you had eventually unseated your rider and tired yourself out, you’d have wandered home of your own accord.
         It seems that I have much to learn of the ways of the world. I will be very much on my guard from now on.’
      

      
      Jack led Anthrax on along the rugged track. Presently they came upon a horse trough and both drank from it. Suitably refreshed,
         Jack climbed back onto the horse.
      

      
      ‘Stop,’ said he, and the horse set off at a gentle pace.

      
      The rugged track led now up a sizeable hill and Anthrax took to plodding. Jack sighed deeply, but, feeling for the animal
         which, he surmised, hadn’t exactly lived a life of bliss so far, climbed down once more and plodded beside it.
      

      
      The track led up and up. The sizeable hill seemed little less big than a small mountain. Jack huffed and puffed, and Anthrax
         did likewise.
      

      
      ‘Good lad,’ said Jack. ‘We’re almost there, I think.’

      
      And almost there they were.

      
      And then they were altogether there.

      
      And Jack, still huffing and puffing, with blue sweat striping his face, hands upon knees and heart going bumpty-bumpty-bump,
         raised his squinting eyes to view what vista lay beyond.
      

      
      And then he opened both his eyes and his mouth, very wide indeed.

      
      For beyond, across a plain of grey and stunted furze, lay THE CITY.

      
      Writ big in letters. Large and capital.

      
      ‘Whoa,’ went Jack, taking stock of whatever he could. ‘Now that is a very BIG CITY.’

      
      And as cities go, and in these parts, but for this one, they didn’t, it was indeed a very BIG CITY.
      

      
      And a very dirty city too, from what Jack could see of it. A great dark sooty blot upon the landscape was this city. A monstrous
         smut-coloured carbuncle.
      

      
      Anthrax the horse made a very doubtful face. Which is quite a feat for an equine. Jack cast a glance at this very doubtful
         face. ‘I know what you mean,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t look too welcoming, does it?’
      

      
      The horse shook its head.

      
      ‘You’re a very wise horse,’ said Jack. ‘And I apologise for that earlier remark of mine about having you converted into cat
         meat. If you get me in one piece to the city, I’ll see that you’re well cared for. But,’ and he stared once more towards the
         distant conurbation, ‘that is one ugly-looking eyesore of a city. Perhaps your previous owner was right in all he said. But
         we must remain optimistic. Shall we proceed?’
      

      
      The horse shook its head.

      
      ‘You would rather return to haul corpses?’

      
      The horse shook its head once more.

      
      Jack now shook his own. ‘I’m talking to a horse,’ he said to himself. ‘The events of today have unhinged my mind.’

      
      The sun, Jack noticed, was now very low in the heavens. The blue of the sky had deepened and the day was drawing towards night.

      
      ‘We’d best get a move on,’ Jack told Anthrax. ‘I need to fill my belly and find myself lodgings for the night.’ He shinned
         once more onto the horse’s back, told it to stop, and set off.
      

      
      The rugged track wound down the biggish hill/smallish mountain and presently joined a paved and city-bound road. This pushed
         onwards through the grey and stunted furze. Onwards and onwards and onwards. Ahead, the city loomed, its outlying districts
         becoming more clearly defined. Jack was not impressed by what he saw. The road reached peasant huts, crude and weathered.
         Strange and pale little faces peeped out at him through glassless windows. Jack dug in his heels. ‘Slower,’ he told Anthrax,
         ‘slower, boy.’
      

      
      Anthrax got a trot on.

      
      Beyond the peasant huts lay what Jack correctly assumed to be the industrial district: grim, grey factories with chimneys coughing smoke. The air was rank, and Jack took to covering his nose.
      

      
      ‘Not very nice around here.’ Jack patted Anthrax’s neck. ‘This is the kind of place I left behind, factories like this. But
         let us not be downhearted. I’m sure we can find a pleasant hostelry in a nicer part of the city.’
      

      
      The sun was beginning to set.

      
      At length, but a length too long for Jack’s liking, the industrial district lay astern, or the equine equivalent thereof.
         Now the buildings showed traces of colour: a hint of yellow here and a dash of orange there. A trifle dusted over, but a definite
         improvement.
      

      
      The style of architecture was new to Jack, and therefore looked exotic. The buildings were constructed from huge square bricks,
         each embossed with a letter of the alphabet. But these had not been laid in order to spell out words, but apparently at random.
      

      
      Suddenly something rushed past Jack and his mount, causing Anthrax to panic. Jack shouted ‘Faster!’ very loudly indeed and
         Anthrax jerked to a halt. Jack viewed the rapidly diminishing rusher: some kind of mechanical vehicle.
      

      
      ‘Car,’ said Jack. ‘Nothing to be afraid of. I worked upon cars at the factory. Went like the wind, though, didn’t it, boy?
         I’ll be having one of those myself some day soon.’
      

      
      Anthrax shook his head about.

      
      ‘Oh yes I will,’ said Jack. ‘Stop then, boy. We have to find a hostelry soon or I’ll fall off your back from hunger.’

      
      The sun was all but gone now, but light shone all around, from bright lanterns held aloft by iron columns that rose at either
         side of the road at intervals of fifty paces. These lit buildings that showed brighter colours now, reds and greens and blues,
         all in alphabet brick.
      

      
      The colours raised Jack’s spirits. ‘Almost there,’ he told Anthrax. ‘A warm stable and a manger of hay will shortly be yours.’

      
      Anthrax, all but exhausted, plodded onward.

      
      ‘Listen,’ said Jack. ‘It’s been a difficult day for the both of us. But you’ve got me here. I’ll see you all right. You’re
         a good horse. Hey, hey, what’s that I see ahead?’
      

      
      What Jack saw ahead was this: a long, low building painted all in a hectic yellow. A sign, wrought from neon, flashed on and
         off, as such signs are wont to do. Words were spelled out by this sign. The words were Nadine’s Diner.

      
      ‘There,’ cried Jack. ‘An eatery.’

      
      If horses can sigh, then Anthrax did. And as they reached Nadine’s Diner, Jack clambered down, secured Anthrax’s reins to
         a post which may or may not have been there for the purpose, promised the horse food and drink, as soon as he had taken some
         for himself, squared up his narrow, sagging shoulders and put his hand to the restaurant door.
      

      
      The door was an all-glass affair, somewhat cracked and patched, but none the less serviceable. Jack pushed upon it and entered
         the establishment.
      

      
      It wasn’t exactly a home from home.

      
      Unoccupied tables and chairs were arranged to no particular pattern. Music of an indeterminate nature drifted from somewhere
         or other. A bar counter, running the length of the long, low room, was attended by a single fellow, dressed in the manner
         of a chef. He viewed Jack’s arrival with a blank expression – but a blank expression mostly shadowed, for several bulbs had
         gone above the bar and he obviously hadn’t got around to replacing them.
      

      
      Jack steered his weary feet across a carpet that was much of a muchness as carpets went, but hardly much of anything as they
         might go. He squared up his shoulders somewhat more, squinted towards the dimly lit chef and hailed this fellow thusly:
      

      
      ‘Good evening to you, chef,’ hailed Jack.

      
      ‘Eh?’ replied the other in ready response.

      
      ‘A good evening,’ said Jack. And, glancing around the deserted restaurant, ‘Business is quiet this evening.’

      
      ‘Is it?’ The chef cast his shadowed gaze over Jack. ‘You’re blue,’ he observed. ‘Why so this facial blueness? Is it some new
         whim of fashion from the House of Oh Boy! that I am hitherto unacquainted with? Should I be ordering myself a pot of paint?’
      

      
      ‘Inferior cap,’ said Jack, taking off his inferior cap and wiping his face with it.

      
      ‘That’s made matters worse,’ said the chef.

      
      ‘Might I see a menu?’ Jack asked.

      
      The barlord scratched his forehead, then wiped his scratching hand upon his apron. ‘Is that a trick question?’ he asked. ‘Because I can’t be having with trick questions. Chap came in here a
         couple of weeks ago and said to me, “Do you know that your outhouse is on fire?” and I said to him, “Is that a trick question?”
         and he said to me, “No it isn’t.” And I was pleased about that, see, because I can’t be having with trick questions. But damn
         me, if I didn’t take a crate of empties outside about an hour later to find that my outhouse had been burned to the ground.
         What do you make of a thing like that, eh?’
      

      
      Jack shrugged.

      
      ‘And well may you shrug,’ said the chef. ‘So your question is not a trick question?’

      
      ‘No,’ said Jack, ‘it’s not.’

      
      ‘That’s fine then,’ said the chef. ‘How may I help you, sir?’

      
      ‘I’d like something to eat, if I may,’ said Jack. ‘And a stable for my horse and directions to where I might find a room for
         the night.’
      

      
      ‘God’s Big Box,’ said the barlord. ‘It’s want want want with you, isn’t it? Were you breast-fed as a baby?’

      
      ‘I really can’t remember,’ said Jack.

      
      ‘Nor me.’ The chef shook his head, which appeared to creak as he shook it. ‘But then, I never was a baby. It’s funny the things
         that slip your mind, though, isn’t it?’
      

      
      Jack nodded politely. ‘I’m dying from hunger,’ he said. ‘Please feed me.’

      
      ‘About half past seven,’ said the chef.

      
      ‘Excuse me?’ said Jack.

      
      ‘Oh, sorry,’ said the chef. ‘I’ve got a woodworm in my ear. It crawled in there last Tuesday. I’ve tried to entice it out
         with cheese, but it seems to be happy where it is.’
      

      
      ‘Food,’ said Jack, pointing to his mouth. ‘I’ve gold, I can pay well.’

      
      ‘Boody fries, you need.’ The barlord smacked his lips noisily together. ‘Mambo-munchies, over-and-unders, a big pot of jumbly
         and an aftersnack of smudge cake. And if you’ll take the advice of a professional who knows these things, add a pint of Keener’s
         grog to wash the whole lot down with.’
      

      
      ‘All this fare is new to me,’ said Jack. ‘But a double helping of each, if you please.’

      
      ‘I do please,’ said the chef. ‘But the oven’s broken down again, so you can’t have any of those. Not even the grog. If I had my time over again, I would never have bought this crummy concession.
         I’d have trained to become a gourmet chef for some big swell on Knob Hill. Or I could have gone in with my brother; he has
         a specialist restaurant over on the East Side. Serves up smoked haunch of foolish boy, supplied by some local farmer who breeds
         them, I suppose.’
      

      
      Jack took a very deep breath which, when exhaled, became a very deep and heartfelt sigh. He brought forth his pistol and levelled
         it at the chef. ‘If you do not feed me at once,’ he said, ‘I will be forced to shoot you dead and feast upon your carcass.’
      

      
      ‘That’s something I’d like to see.’ The chef gave his nose a significant tap, the significance of which was lost upon Jack.
         But the sound of this tap drew Jack’s attention. It was not the sound of flesh being tapped upon flesh. Jack stared hard at
         the shadowy chef and, for the first time, truly took in what there was of him to be seen. There was something altogether strange
         about this fellow. Something unworldly. Jack looked at the chef’s hand. It was a false hand. A hand carved from wood. Jack
         looked now, but furtively, towards the face of the chef. That nose was also of wood. A wooden nose. Upon … Jack’s furtive
         glance became a lingering, fearful stare …
      

      
      … upon … a wooden face!

      
      The chef ’s entire head, so it appeared, was made of wood.

      
      Jack blinked his eyes. That wasn’t possible. He was surely hallucinating from lack of food. A man might have a false hand,
         but not a false head.
      

      
      ‘Bread,’ said Jack. ‘Cheese, whatever you have. Hurry now, hunger befuddles my brain, as the nesting woodworm …’ he paused, then continued, ‘does yours.’
      

      
      ‘As you please.’ The chef shrugged, ducked down behind the bar counter and re-emerged with a plate of sandwiches held in both
         hands.
      

      
      Both hands were wooden.

      
      The hands worried Jack, but he viewed the food with relish.

      
      ‘I regret that I don’t have any relish,’ said the chef, placing the plate upon the bar counter and clapping his wooden hands
         together. ‘I’ve been expecting a delivery. For some months now.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll take them as they come.’ Jack reached out a hand to take up a sandwich, but then paused. ‘What are they?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘Sandwiches,’ said the chef.

      
      ‘I mean, what’s in them?’

      
      ‘Ham. It’s a pig derivative.’

      
      Jack tucked his pistol back into his sleeve, snatched up a sandwich and thrust it into his mouth. ‘Bliss,’ he said with his
         mouth full.
      

      
      ‘It’s rude to talk with your mouth full,’ said the chef. ‘A mug of porter to wash them down?’

      
      ‘Yes please.’ Jack munched away as the chef drew a mug of porter. Jack watched him as he went about his business. There had
         to be some logical explanation. Folk could not have wooden heads. Perhaps it was some kind of mask. Perhaps the chef had been
         hideously disfigured in a catering accident and so now wore a wooden mask. An animated wooden mask. Jack shrugged. It was
         as good an explanation as any. And anyway, it was none of his business.
      

      
      Eating was currently his business.

      
      ‘We don’t get many blue-faced youths in these parts,’ the chef observed as he drew the mug of porter. ‘Your accent is strange
         to me. Which part of the city are you from?’
      

      
      Jack munched on and shook his head. ‘I’m not from the city,’ he said. ‘I’m from the south.’

      
      ‘I’ve never travelled south.’ The chef presented Jack with his beverage. ‘But they tell me that the lands of the south are
         peopled with foolish boys who travel north to seek their fortunes in the city. Would there be any truth in this?’
      

      
      Jack raised an eyebrow and continued with his munching.

      
      ‘Between you and me,’ said the chef, ‘I do not hold travel in high esteem. Folk should stay put, in my opinion. It’s a wise
         man that knows where he is. And if he knows where he is, he should stay there, don’t you agree?’
      

      
      Jack nodded. ‘No,’ he said.

      
      ‘Was that a trick answer?’

      
      ‘Probably.’

      
      ‘So you want a room for the night?’

      
      Jack nodded once more. ‘And a stable and fodder for my horse.’

      
      ‘You won’t need that,’ said the chef.

      
      ‘I will.’ Jack pushed another sandwich into his mouth, chewed it up and swallowed it down. ‘He can’t stand out there all night.’
      

      
      ‘Well, obviously not.’ The chef adjusted his apron, which didn’t really need adjusting, but he adjusted it anyway. It was
         a chef thing. ‘But that’s neither here nor there, is it?’ said the chef, when he had done with his adjustments.
      

      
      Jack took up the mug of porter and drank deeply of it. He was underage and shouldn’t really have been drinking alcohol. But
         as the chef hadn’t made a fuss about it, then Jack felt that neither would he. ‘Why is it neither here, nor there?’ he asked,
         without particular interest.
      

      
      ‘Because someone just stole your horse.’

      
      ‘What?’ Jack turned to look out of the window.

      
      The post was still there, but Anthrax wasn’t.

      
      ‘Oh no,’ cried Jack. ‘Someone has stolen my horse.’ And leaving the balance of his porter untested, he rushed from Nadine’s
         Diner.
      

      
      Outside, he stared up and down the lamp-lit street. The only trace of Anthrax was a pile of steaming manure. Jack shouted
         out the horse’s name, and listened in hope of an answering whinny.
      

      
      To his great delight, one came to his ears.

      
      ‘Good boy,’ said Jack. ‘This way, I think,’ and he dashed around the corner of the diner and into a darkened alleyway.

      
      ‘Anthrax,’ called Jack, ‘where are you, boy?’

      
      And ahead Jack saw him, by the light of a distant lamp, being led along by something that looked far from human. Something
         squat and strange. ‘Stop!’ shouted Jack. ‘Come back with my horse, you … whatever you are.’
      

      
      And then Jack was aware of a movement behind him.

      
      And then something hit him hard upon the head.

      
      And then things went very black for Jack.

   
      
      3

      
      The moon, shining down upon the city, shone down also upon Jack, shone down upon the body of Jack, that was lying strewn in
         an alleyway. The moon didn’t care too much about Jack. But then, the moon didn’t care too much about anything. Caring wasn’t
         in the moon’s remit. The moon was just the moon, and on nights when there wasn’t any cloud about, it just shone down, upon
         anything and everything really, it didn’t matter what to the moon. The moon had seen most things before, and would surely
         see them again. And as for all the things that the moon hadn’t seen, well, it would see them too, eventually. On nights when
         there wasn’t any cloud about.
      

      
      Not that it would care too much when it did.

      
      It was a moon thing, not caring.

      
      The moon couldn’t help the way it was.

      
      Jack lay, face down, in the bedraggled fashion of one who has been roughly struck down, rather than gently arranged. One who
         has been dragged and flung. As indeed Jack had.
      

      
      He’d lain for several hours in this untidy and uncared-for state, and would probably have lain so for several hours more,
         had not something prodded and poked him back into consciousness.
      

      
      This something was persistent in its prodding and poking. It prodded and poked until it had achieved its desired effect.

      
      Jack awoke with a start, or a jolt, if you prefer, or a shock, if you prefer that. Jack had no particular preference. So Jack
         awoke with a start and a jolt and a shock. Jack awoke to find a big round face staring right up close and at him.
      

      
      Jack cowered back and the big round face, governed by the laws of perspective, became a small round face. And in accordance
         with other laws regarding relative proportion, remained that way. Jack blinked his eyes and stared at the face. It was the
         face of a bear. A teddy bear. A knackered-looking teddy bear, with mismatched button eyes and a kind of overall raggedness that did not make it altogether
         appealing to behold.
      

      
      The bear was wearing a grubby old trenchcoat.

      
      ‘Bear.’ Jack made limp-wristed pointings. ‘Toy bear. What?’

      
      ‘What?’ asked the toy bear. ‘What?’

      
      ‘I’m dreaming.’ Jack smacked himself in the face. ‘Ouch!’ he continued. ‘Oh and …’

      
      ‘You’re new to these parts, aren’t you?’ said the bear. He had that growly voice that one associates with toy bears. Probably
         due to the growly thing that they have in their stomachs, which makes that growly noise when you tip them forward. ‘I’m Eddie,
         by the way. I’m the bear of Winkie.’
      

      
      ‘The who?’

      
      ‘The bear of Winkie. I’m Bill Winkie’s bear. And I’m not just any old bear. I’m an Anders Imperial. Cinnamon-coloured mohair
         plush, with wood wool stuffing throughout. Black felt paw pads, vertically stitched nose. An Anders Imperial. You can tell
         by the special button in my left ear.’ Eddie pointed to this special button and Jack peered at it.
      

      
      The button looked very much like a beer bottle top.

      
      It was a beer bottle top.
      

      
      ‘And what is your name?’ asked the bear.

      
      ‘I’m Jack,’ Jack found himself saying. He was now talking to a teddy bear. (Granted, he had recently chatted to a horse. But
         at least the horse had behaved like a horse and had failed to chat back to him.) ‘How?’ Jack rubbed some more at his head.
         ‘How is it done?’
      

      
      ‘How is what done?’ asked the bear.
      

      
      ‘How are you doing that talking? Who’s working you?’

      
      ‘Working me? No one’s working me. I work for myself.’
      

      
      Jack eased himself into a sitting position. He patted at his person, then he groaned.

      
      ‘Stuffing coming out?’ Eddie cocked his head to one side.

      
      ‘Stuffing? No.’ Jack patted some more about his person. ‘I’ve been robbed. I had a purse full of gold coins. And my boots.
         Someone’s stolen my boots.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t knock it,’ said Eddie. ‘At least you’re still alive. Listen, I’ve got to sit down, my legs are drunk.’
      

      
      ‘Eh?’ said Jack. ‘What?’

      
      ‘My legs,’ said the bear. ‘They’re really drunk. If I sit down, then just my bum will be drunk and that won’t be so bad.’

      
      ‘I’ve lost it,’ said Jack. ‘Knocked unconscious twice in a single day. My brain is gone. I’ve lost it. I’ve gone mad.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ The bear sat down. ‘But it will probably help you to fit in. Most folk in the city are a bit, or
         more so, mad.’
      

      
      ‘I’m talking to a toy bear.’ Jack threw up his hands. His clockwork gun fell out of his sleeve. ‘Oh, at least I still have
         this,’ he said. ‘Perhaps I should simply shoot myself now and get it all over with. I came to the city to seek my fortune
         and within hours of arrival I’m mad.’
      

      
      ‘You came to the city? You’re a stranger to the city?’
      

      
      ‘This has not been a good day for me.’

      
      ‘Tell me about it,’ said the bear.

      
      ‘Well,’ said Jack. ‘It all began when—’

      
      ‘No,’ said the bear. ‘It was a rhetorical comment. I don’t want you to tell me about it. I was concurring. Today hasn’t exactly
         been an armchair full of comfy cushions for yours truly.’
      

      
      ‘Who’s yours truly?’

      
      ‘I am, you gormster.’

      
      ‘Don’t start with me,’ said Jack, slipping his pistol back into his sleeve and feeling gingerly at the bump on the back of
         his head. ‘I’ve got brain damage. I can see talking toy bears.’
      

      
      ‘Where?’ asked Eddie, peering all around.

      
      ‘You,’ said Jack. ‘I can see you.’

      
      ‘You need a drink,’ said the bear. ‘And I need another upending.’

      
      ‘Upending? I don’t understand.’

      
      ‘Well, I don’t know what you’re stuffed with. Meat, isn’t it?’

      
      Jack made a baffled face.

      
      ‘Well, I’m stuffed with sawdust and when I drink, the alcohol seeps down through my sawdust guts and into my feet. I’d have
         to drink a real lot to fill up all the way to my head and I never have that kind of money. So I get the barman to upend me.
         Stand me on my head. Then the alcohol goes directly to my head and stays there. Trouble is, it’s hard to balance on your head on a barstool at the best of times. You’ve no chance at all when you’re drunk. So I fall
         off the stool and the barman throws me out. It’s all so unfair. But that’s life for you, in an eggshell.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a nutshell, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Well, you’d know, you’re the loony.’

      
      ‘I’m not well.’

      
      The bear scrambled nearer to Jack and peered very closely at him. ‘You don’t look too well,’ said he. ‘Your face is all blue.
         Is that something catching, do you think? Not that I’ll catch it. Moth is all I catch. That’s one reason that I drink so much,
         to ward off the moth.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not fair.’ Jack buried his face in his hands and began to weep.

      
      ‘Oh, come on.’ Eddie Bear shifted over on his drunken bottom and patted Jack’s arm with a paw. ‘Things really could be worse.
         You’ll be okay. I can direct you to the hospital, if you think you need your head bandaged. Or I’ll stagger with you, if you
         want. Or you can carry me upside down and I’ll sing you drunken songs. I know some really rude ones. They’re all about pigs
         and penguins.’
      

      
      ‘I had a cap somewhere,’ said Jack, wiping his eyes and peering about in search of it.

      
      ‘Was it blue?’ asked the bear.

      
      Jack nodded.

      
      ‘Well, it isn’t quite so blue now. I was sick on it. Mostly sawdust, of course, but evil-smelling; I had a curry earlier.’

      
      ‘This really isn’t happening.’

      
      ‘I think you’ll find that it is. Do you want to come back to my place? You could sleep there.’

      
      Jack climbed painfully to his feet. He gazed down at the toy bear. ‘You really are real, aren’t you?’ he said.

      
      ‘As real as,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘As real as what?’ said Jack.
      

      
      ‘Wish I knew,’ said Eddie. ‘But I can’t do corroborative nouns. None of us are perfect, are we? I can get started. As big
         as, as foul as, as obscene as. But I can’t get any further. But that’s life for you again. As unfair as … Listen, wouldn’t
         you rather go to a bar and have a drink? My bum’s beginning to sober up. I seep at the seams. I’ve got leaks as big as … But
         we all have our problems, don’t we?’
      

      
      Jack agreed. ‘I’m very confused,’ he said. ‘But I don’t want to go to hospital. I don’t like hospitals. And I’m really too
         young to go into bars.’
      

      
      ‘You’re quite big enough; let’s have a beer. It won’t lessen your confusion, though. In fact, it will probably increase it.
         But in a nice way and that’s as good as, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘I should try and get my purse back. And my horse.’

      
      ‘You had a horse?’
      

      
      ‘A horse called Anthrax; he was stolen.’

      
      ‘Then he’s probably cat meat by now. Or being minced up to make burgers for that Nadine’s Diner around the corner.’

      
      ‘That’s terrible,’ said Jack. ‘Poor Anthrax.’

      
      ‘This isn’t a very nice neighbourhood, Jack.’

      
      ‘So what are you doing in it?’
      

      
      ‘I’m on a case,’ said Eddie Bear. ‘I’m a private detective. Hence the trenchcoat.’ Eddie did a bit of a twirl, then flopped
         back onto his drunken bum.
      

      
      Jack shook his head, which pained him considerably. ‘I am mad,’ he said. ‘This is all mad.’

      
      ‘Come and have a beer,’ said Eddie. ‘I’ll pay. And kindly carry me, if you will. My legs are still as drunk as, if you know
         what I mean, and I’m sure that you do.’
      

      
      It was still a bright and moonlit night and as Jack, with Eddie underneath his arm and guided by the bear’s directions, lurched
         painfully in his stockinged feet along this street and that and around one corner and the next, he was, all in all, amazed
         by the all and all that he saw.
      

      
      ‘This is a very strange city,’ said Jack.

      
      ‘It’s not strange to me,’ said Eddie. ‘How so is it strange to you?’

      
      ‘Well,’ said Jack, ‘from a distance, as I approached the city, it all looked grey and dour. And it was, on the outskirts. But the deeper I go, the more colourful it becomes. And it’s night now.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll no doubt find it positively garish in the daytime.’ Eddie wriggled about.

      
      ‘Careful,’ said Jack, ‘I’ll drop you.’

      
      ‘You’re squeezing me in all the wrong places. You’ll push me out of shape.’

      
      ‘Sorry,’ said Jack. ‘But tell me this. Are you a magic bear?’
      

      
      ‘A magic bear? What is a magic bear?’

      
      ‘I’m thinking perhaps a toy bear brought to animation through witchcraft or something like that. Not that I’ve ever believed
         in witchcraft. Although I did once meet with a wise woman who could make ducks dance.’
      

      
      ‘Did they dance upon a biscuit tin?’

      
      ‘Now I come to think of it, yes. How did you know?’
      

      
      ‘It’s an old showman’s trick,’ said Eddie. ‘Involves a lighted candle inside the biscuit tin.’

      
      ‘Urgh,’ said Jack. ‘That’s most unpleasant.’

      
      ‘Works well, though. Look, we’re here.’

      
      ‘Where’s here?’

      
      ‘Tinto’s Bar,’ said Eddie. ‘This is where I normally do my drinking, when I’m not on a case and getting thrown out of other
         bars. Put me down please, Jack.’
      

      
      Jack put Eddie down and viewed the exterior of Tinto’s Bar.

      
      The exterior of Tinto’s Bar was colourful, to say the very least.

      
      ‘Ghastly, isn’t it?’ said Eddie. ‘I’ve suggested he repaint the place. But does he listen? No, he just throws me out. That’s
         the trouble with being a teddy. Well, one of the troubles. People throw you about. They take liberties with your person. It’s
         not nice, I can tell you.’
      

      
      ‘I quite like the colours,’ said Jack.

      
      ‘They’re mostly brown,’ said Eddie. ‘Those that aren’t blue. They clash, in my opinion.’

      
      Jack stared at the bar’s exterior. ‘There aren’t any browns or blues,’ he said.

      
      ‘There are from where I’m looking. But then from where I’m looking, all the world is either brown or blue. It depends which
         eye I’m looking through. I’ve only the two, you see, and one’s brown and one’s blue. Not that I don’t have others. I’ve a
         drawer full. But I can’t fit them. No opposing thumbs, you see.’ Eddie waved his paws about.
      

      
      Jack looked down. ‘What?’ he said.

      
      ‘Pardon is more polite,’ said Eddie. ‘But it’s the curse of the teddy bear. Paws rather than hands. They don’t even amount
         to proper paws, really. Proper paws are like stubby fingers. Mine are just sewn sections; nothing moves. You have no idea
         how lucky you are. Fingers and opposable thumbs. Bliss. What would I give, eh? That would be as wonderful as.’
      

      
      Jack pushed open the door and he and Eddie entered Tinto’s Bar.

      
      It wasn’t too colourful inside. In fact, it was all rather monochrome, or whatever the black and white equivalent of monochrome
         is. Black and white, probably.
      

      
      The floor was a chequerboard pattern. The ceiling was likewise. But there was something altogether wrong about that ceiling.
         It was far too near to the floor. Jack had to duck his head. There were tables and chairs, around and about, arranged in pleasing
         compositions. But as Jack viewed these, he could clearly see that their dimensions were wrong. The tables and chairs were
         much too small, built, it appeared, for children. And upon the chairs and seated at the tables, engaged in noisy discussion
         sat …
      

      
      Jack stopped in mid head-duck and stared.

      
      Sat …

      
      Jack opened his mouth.

      
      Sat …

      
      Jack backed towards the door he had come in by.

      
      Sat …

      
      ‘Toys!’ shouted Jack, and he fled.

      
      It was another alleyway, and Jack was sitting down in it.

      
      ‘You’re really going to have to pull yourself together,’ Eddie told him.

      
      ‘Toys?’ Jack made an idiotic face.

      
      ‘So?’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘Toys. In the bar. I saw them. They were drinking and talking.’

      
      ‘That’s what they do. What we do. What’s the big deal?’
      

      
      ‘Am I dead?’ asked Jack. ‘Is that it? I’m dead, aren’t I?’

      
      Eddie shook his head. ‘You’re a bit messed up. But you’re not dead. You’re as alive as.’

      
      ‘And so they were real?’

      
      ‘As real as. This is a very weird conversation, and becoming somewhat repetitive. You’re a very strange lad, Jack.’

      
      ‘I’m strange? How dare you? I was in that bar. I saw toys. Live toys. Dolls and bears like you and clockwork soldiers and wooden things and they were alive. I saw them.’
      

      
      ‘Well, what did you expect to see, insects? You’re in Toy City and Toy City is where toys live, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Toy City,’ said Jack. ‘I can’t believe it.’

      
      ‘Listen,’ said Eddie. ‘You’re a nice lad and everything. But you really must pull yourself together. You’re in Toy City, which
         is where toys live. Which is where toys have always lived and will always live. It’s hardly Utopia, but we get by somehow. Nothing ever changes around here. Or shouldn’t anyway, which is why
         I’m on the case I’m on. But this is where you are.’
      

      
      ‘This can’t be happening. I must have gone mad.’

      
      ‘Yeah, well,’ said Eddie. ‘Perhaps you are mad. It’s a shame. A real shame. Perhaps it would be better if we just went our
         separate ways. I wondered, I suppose. But perhaps I was wrong. I think I’ll say goodbye.’
      

      
      ‘Wondered?’ said Jack. ‘What did you wonder?’

      
      ‘If, perhaps, you’d be the one. To help. It was only a thought. A drunken thought, probably. Forget it.’

      
      ‘How can I forget it? I don’t know what it was.’

      
      ‘I need a partner,’ said Eddie the Bear. ‘I’m in a bit of a fix and I need a partner. I thought perhaps … But it doesn’t matter.
         Go home, Jack. Go back to wherever you came from. This isn’t the place for you to be. You don’t understand about here. Sleep
         in this alley tonight, then go home, that’s my advice to you.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Jack. ‘But I’m really confused. Real toys? Live toys? Living in a city?’

      
      ‘You came to Toy City and you didn’t expect to meet toys?’
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