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CHAPTER 1: DQOUBLE ACT

MEG and Bel ch were doing a job. Meg and Bel ch. Sounded |ike sone sort of
conedy double act. But it wasn't. There was nothing funny about breaking into
a pensioner's flat.

Rapt or was sl obbering on Meg's boots.

"Do we really need the nutt?' she hissed, w ping her dripping boot in the

f 1 ower bed.

Bel ch turned away fromthe wi ndow. Piggy eyes glared out from under gelled
spi kes of hair.

"Listen, Finn,' he whispered. 'Raptor is no nutt. He is a pure breed, froma
long line.'

Meg roll ed her eyes.

Bel ch returned to w ndow jinmying, wornming the bl ade of the screwdriver
between the frame and the sill.

For the thousandth tinme, Meg Finn wondered what she was doi ng here. How had
she sunk this far - skul king around the granny flats with a lowife Iike Belch
Brennan? Her reflection glared accusingly fromthe w ndow pane. For a second
she saw the ghost of her nother in that face. The sane w de bl ue eyes, the
same brai ded bl onde hair, even the same frown winkl es between her eyebrows.
What woul d Mamthink of this |atest escapade? Meg's involuntary blush answered
t he question for her.

Sonething split in the w ndow frane.

"W're in,' grunted Belch. 'Let's go.'

Raptor scrabbled up the wall into the dark interior. He was the point-dog,
sent in to check for hostiles. His orders were sinple. Bite everything. If it
screanmed, it was hostile.

The pit bull was not what you'd call a stealth canine and managed to barge
into every stick of furniture on the ground fl oor

"Way don't we just ring the bell? groaned Meg.

'"Ch stop your whining, Finn,' snorted Belch. 'O d Lowie is deaf as a post
anyway. You could set off fireworks in there and he wouldn't stop snoring.'
Bel ch hoi sted his considerable bulk over the sill, exposing a drooping belly
in the process. Meg shuddered. Disgusting.

Her partner's face appeared fromthe darkness.

"Are you comning, Finn?

Meg paused. This was it. The line between bold and bad. The deci sion was hers.
"Wl l? You're not chickening out on nme, are you?

Meg bristled. 'I'"mnot afraid of anything, Belch Brennan!'

Bel ch chuckl ed nastily. 'Prove it.'

He was mani pul ati ng her, and she knew it. But Meg Finn could never resist a
dare. Placing her palnms on the | edge, she vaulted ninbly into the room
"That's how to break and enter, you big clod,' she said primy.

That remark could cost her later. But even Belch wouldn't waste time westling
when there was robbing to be done. Luckily, he had the menory span of a
particularly thick goldfish, so with any luck he'd have forgotten all about
the comrent by the time they'd conpleted their m ssion

The roomwas nusty, with a nedicinal snell. Meg recognized it fromthe night
she'd spent on the couch outside her nother's hospital room The odours made
what she was doing seemall the nore terrible. How could she? Steal froma
hel pl ess pensi oner ?

She coul d because she needed the noney to run away. Escape from Franco once
and for all. Get on the ferry to Fishguard and never conme back

Thi nk about the ferry, she told herself. Think about escaping. Get the noney
any way you can.



There was ol d-man stuff all over the room Tins of pills and tubs of Vicks.
Wrt hl ess. Bel ch pocketed t hem anyway.

' They could be heart pills, Belch,' whispered Meg. ' Your man could have a fit
when he realizes he's been robbed. That'd make you a murderer.'

Bel ch shrugged. 'So what? One less crusty in the world. Ch the pain of it.
Anyway, | don't know what you're whining about. Seein' as you're an accessory
and all.’

Meg opened her nouth to object, but couldn't. It was true. She was an
accessory to whatever happened here tonight.

'So give up yer noaning and go through the dresser. This old coot's got cash
somewhere. All crusties do. So's they can leave it to soneone!"’

Anot her gem of w sdom from Bel ch. Her hand hovered over the knob on an anci ent
dresser. Open it, she told herself. Open it and face the consequences. Her
fingers trenbled, rigid with fear and shane. Ancient photographs lined the
shel ves. Yell owed eyes accused her from behind snmoky glass. It was no use. Meg
Finn m ght be bold, but she wasn't bad.

Bel ch el bowed her out of the way.

' Chicken,' he muttered in disgust.

That was when the light came on. A d Lowie MCall stood on the stairs,

br andi shi ng an anci ent shotgun. Obvi ously not as deaf as Bel ch had thought.
"What are you two at?' he rasped, his voice gravelly with sleep. It was a
dopey sort of question really. Two intruders. Mddle of the night. Up to their
el bows in his stuff. Wat did he think they were doing?

Lowie cocked the antique gun with his thunmb. 'Well? | asked you a question.'
Bel ch bel ched casual ly, hence the name. 'We're robbin' the place, crusty. What
does it look Iike?

The old man descended the stairs, frowning. 'Actually, tubby, that's exactly
what it |ooks Iike. Now get your paws out of ny dresser before | ventilate
your spotty head.'’

Meg blinked. This was |ike something on the telly. One of those Anerican cop
shows where everyone had ponytails. If they were going to follow the script,
then Bel ch woul d do sonething stupid, and the old chap would be forced to
shoot the pair of them

That's not what happened at all. Wat happened was that Raptor recogni zed the
eneny and ained for a bare |l eg hanging fromthe hem of a dressing gown.

The pit bull opened its jaws until the tendons cracked and gnashed down on
Lowie MCall's calf. The old man how ed lustily, battering the dog with the
shot gun' s wooden stock. But he might as well have been bashing a cenment bl ock
Once Raptor had a hold on sonething, he wouldn't relinquish it until Belch
told him- or it was dead.

Meg danced around frantically. '"Tell himto let go, Belch! Tell him'

"No hurry. He needs to be taught a lesson after pointing a gun at ne.'

'CGet Raptor off him Belch!' Meg screaned, and she snatched the gun from
between Lowie MCall's fingers.

Bel ch blinked. The stupid girl was crying! Blubbering away like a little
fairy. And she had the gun pointed at Raptor

"Ah here now, Finn!'" It was funny, really. Didn't she know anythi ng about
shot guns?

"Call himoff! I'mwarning you.'

Bel ch spoke slowy, as one would to a toddler. 'That's a shotgun, eejit. You
shoot fromthere and you'll splatter the old coot as well.'

Meg wavered for a nmonment. '|I don't care. At least he'll die quick. I'mgiving

you to three, Brennan. Seeing as you can't count to five.'

Belch nmulled it over. He wasn't used to thinking so fast.

"One ...'

Wuld Meg really do it? Not likely. Too soft.

"Two ...'

Then again, after what she'd done to her stepda Franco. And she was a girl.
Wio knew wi th wonen?

"Thr...'



"OK, OK!'' Best not to risk it. There'd be plenty of time for revenge |ater.
"Raptor! Heel, boy.'

The dog snarled, reluctant to release its wiggling prize.

"l SAID, HEEL!'

Instantly cowed, the pit bull spat out the remains of Lowie MCall's calf and
trotted to its naster's side.

Meg ran to Lowie McCall. He was spasm ng weakly on the |ino, blood punping
from his open wound. There was a pale gleamin the crimson. To her horror Mg
realized that it was bone.

"What have we done?' she sobbed. 'Wsat have we done?

Bel ch was unaffected by the crisis. 'So, a winkly kicks the bucket a few days
early. So what?'

Meg brushed the tears from her eyes. 'W have to call an anbul ance, Bel ch!

Ri ght now '

Bel ch shook his head. 'No can do, Finn. There's no turning back now. '

McCall's eyes were |osing focus. 'Please,' he rasped.

Meg pointed the gun at Belch. 'Get out! Go on.'

"Forget it, Meg.'

"I"ll take the bl ane. You just go!'

Bel ch snorted. 'Sure. Just tell the guards you bit his leg. They' Il definitely
bel i eve that.'

It was true. Every guard in town knew Bel ch Brennan and his nmutt. There was no
way out of this one. For the first time in her life, Meg Finn wasn't going to
be able to smartnouth her way out of trouble.

Then things got worse. Belch took advantage of his partner's consternation and
snatched the gun. A yellowtoothed grin pasted itself across his features.
"Point a gun at me will you?

Meg felt tears bubbling over her lids. 'He's bleeding bad, Bel ch. Dying,
maybe! '

Bel ch shrugged. 'So what?' He raised his gaze to Meg. 'And now |'ve got you to
deal with.'

"Belch! Call an -'

"My reputation is at stake. If any of the |ads ever found out a girl pointed a
gun at ne and lived ..."'

Meg knew Bel ch. He was going to nake a big speech like he thought hard nen
were supposed to. By the end of it, he'd be so worked up you woul dn't know
what he'd do. Meg decided not to wait around | ong enough to find out. Wthout
a word, she turned and flung herself through the still-open w ndow.

Bel ch nodded at his eager pit bull. 'Hunt, boy. Run her down.'

Raptor licked his teeth and was off. His master took his tine. There was no
hurry now. No one ever escaped Raptor. He knelt beside the pal e pensioner.
"Don't go anywhere, Lowie. I'lIl be back in a mnute.'

The old man didn't answer.

Meg had a plan when she made her bid for freedom She would run to the first
house with a light on, and hamrer on the door. She knew now that she woul d
rather face the police than let old Lowie die. Meg made only one m stake. One
fatal mstake. In all the confusion and darkness, she turned right instead of
left. Left led into a central courtyard, overlooked by practically every one
of the granny flats. Salvation. Right led into the maintenance area. The
central aerial and gas tank. Dead end.

Rapt or ski dded around the corner. Invisible but for gleam ng teeth and snorts
of steambillowing fromhis nostrils. He stood his ground, blocking the alley
back fromthe mai ntenance area.

' Shoo!' said Meg hopefully. 'Hone, boy.'

If the dog could have chuckl ed derisively, he would have. There was no way the
girl was getting past.

Bel ch's shadow fell across the confined space. 'You' re a rubbish crimnal,
Finn. Running straight down a cul-de-sac.' The twin gun barrels poked fromthe
shadows, |ike black eyes.

"Belch. For God's sake. Call an anbul ance - it's not too |ate."'



' "Fraid it is. For you, anyway.'

The curve of the gas tank was cold against Meg's back. The line of the weld
rubbed al ong her spine. Nowhere to go. The gun barrels sw velled and ai ned at
her .

' Come on, Belch. This isn't funny.'

"I'"'mnot |aughing, Finn.'

It was true. He wasn't.

"You're not going to shoot nme. So just give ne the few punches and get it over
with.'

Bel ch shrugged. 'I've no choice, really. It's all right for you. You're only a
kid, but |I'm sixteen. Responsible for my own actions. This'Il mean prison. And
I think you'd squeal .’

Just yesterday Meg woul d' ve said: You think, Belcher? Pull the other one. But
not now. This was a different Belch. This was how he was in the dark

"I won't squeal, Belch, sure |I'man accessory.

"True. Still...'

Bel ch I et the sentence hang. Meg knew t he onus was on her to prove her
loyalty. She had to say what he wanted to hear

"Who cares?' she nunbled, the words grating |like broken glass in her throat.
"Who cares if another winkly dies? Not me, that's for sure.’

Bel ch studi ed her face, looking for the lie. Apparently he found it.

"Sorry,' he said, cocking the shotgun. 'l don't believe you.'

Then came the big mstake. The one that nmade all others on this night of
bungling seemlike mnor errors. It was the |last Belch would ever make.

Meg was right, Belch didn't intend to shoot her, just scare her a bit. Due to
hi s hool i gan ways, Belch Brennan was famliar with shotguns and their scatter
patterns. He was perfectly aware that firing at this range woul d probably
ignite the gas tank, and blow themboth to hell. But a little warning shot,
over her head - that was a different matter. Belch pointed the barrels al nost
vertical and | eaned on the trigger.

Meg saw it in his eyes. Saw exactly what he was going to do. WAs he nmad?

"No, Bel ch-don't!"’

But it was too late. His finger was hal fway through the notion. No tinme to
change his mnd. Not that Belch wanted to. H s nouth was al ready grinning at

t he t hought of Meg's expression.

The boom was trenmendous, filling the confined space and pul sing through the
alleyway. It rattled around Meg and Bel ch's heads, bursting their eardruns.
But they didn't care, because by that time they were both dead.

One little pellet didit. One tiny ball-bearing with a nick on its curves. The
nick acted like a fin, sending it spiralling off its intended course. It

hi ssed downwards, superheating the air in a nanosecond. A new gas tank woul d
have stopped it, and this one should have been repl aced a decade ago. The
rusted netal collapsed under the m nuscul e onsl aught, allow ng the white-hot
sphere access to highly flamabl e gas - BOOM

A bl ackened chunk of netal smashed into Meg Finn, knocking her soul clean out
of her skin.

The first few noments as a spirit are very disconcerting. The mind stil

thi nks everything is the way it used to be, and tries to force physics on to
the spirit world. How can | be flying down a vast tunnel and |ooking at nyself

spreadeagl ed across a ruptured gas tank? Cobviously inpossible. Conclusion: I'm
dr eam ng
So, Meg Finn told herself, I'mdreanming. A nice dream for a change. No

stepfathers with axes, or big lunps of guards trying to stuff her into the
back of a police van. She decided to relax and enjoy it.

The tunnel was so huge as to appear boundl ess. The illusion was shattered by
rings of blue light that pulsated along its length Iike the heartbeat of sone
fantastic creature. Other dots floated in the slightly liquid air. Mg
realized these notes were, in fact, people.

Peopl e floating in a tunnel? Hadn't she heard somet hing about that before?



Sonet hi ng about a tunnel and a light.

So, Meg Finn told herself: |1'mdead. She waited for the revelation to have
some tremendous inpact on her. Nothing. No convul sions. No screamn ng or
hitching sobs. It was as though the tunnel itself had anaesthetized her nind
Not that her life had been any great shakes in the first place. She was
probably better off out of it. Maybe she'd even get to see Mam agai n. Al t hough
her nother was probably in heaven, and Meg doubted that she was headed t hat
way.

Maybe she could con Saint Peter with the sociology thing. It wasn't nmy fault.
Society is to blame, blah di blah di blah. Al ways worked in juvenile court.
There wasn't a dry eye in the place when Meg mil ked the story of her Manis
acci dent. Heaven mght be a harder nut to crack

Soneone was cal ling her nane. Miust be an angel sent to talk her down the
celestial landing strip. Still though, a bit woofy for an angel. You imagi ned
t hem pl ayi ng harps, with voices as sweet as ... well ... angels. \Watever this
was, it sounded like it was chewi ng on a potful of tarnacadam

Meg turned slowy. She wasn't the only person floating on this particul ar
current. Someone, or sonething, was spinning along beside her. One mnute it
was a dog, the next a boy. Canine features bubbled under a human skin, poking
through like computer effects. It was horrible. Gotesque. Yet strangely
famliar.

"Bel ch?" said Meg uncertainly. 'Is that you?'

Her voice sounded strange. Like there were holes in it. The thing that had
been Bel ch could only howl in Scoobeydoo fashion. But it was her partner al
right, unm stakably so. And it | ooked |ike the gas tank had done a real job on
the boy and his rmutt. Belch and Raptor, all nixed up |like they' d been dunped
in a blender. ddly enough, the new m x suited Belch. As though it had been
inside himall the tine.

'"Belch? Get a grip, will you?

The dog-boy could only stare in horror as his fingers norphed from stubby
digits to pit-bull claws. Tears and sl obber rolled down his face, dripping in
| arge gobbets froma furry chin.

Ch no, thought Meg. First | get saddled with himon Earth, now | have to put
up with himfor all eternity!

'Meg! Help ne.’

Bel ch was giving her the puppy eyes. Pathetic.

"Cet stuffed, Belch! You tried to kill ne!l’

She blinked. Belch had killed her! He'd killed them all

"Murderer!' shouted Meg.

The old Bel ch would have retaliated. But not the new thing. He just ... it
just whi ned pathetically.

"This is all your fault, Belch!' screamed Meg. 'I told you not to shoot! |
told you!'

They hurtled around a bend. Up ahead the tunnel split in two. That didn't take
a whole lot of figuring. Up and down.

Good and bad. Heaven and hell. Meg swallowed. This was it. Payback for all the
cruelty she'd inflicted on the people of Newford.

The currents bore themalong at a terrific speed. There was no friction. No

wi nds whi pping at their clothes or ballooning their cheeks. Just an increasing
heat - bl ast fromthe | ower branch of the tunnel. As they drew cl oser, Meg could
make out cinder-Dblackened figures with pitchforks dislodging stragglers
clinging to the wall. Hurrying themalong on their way to hell

This wasn't real. It couldn't be happening to her. Fourteen-year-olds didn't
die; they went through a troubl esone phase and grew out of it.

Meg could see details now The red denon-eye gl ow of the tunnel creatures. The
silvery glint of their prongs. The job satisfaction in their grins.

Bel ch whined in dunmb terror, pinwheeling his arns in the heavy air, as if that
could save him Meg steeled herself.

The gate to hell |oonmed before them It seemed as |arge as the sun, and al nost
as hot. Meg balled her fists. She wasn't goi ng down easy.



Then her course changed. Just a nudge to starboard, but enough to steer her
away fromthe | ower passage. A relieved sigh expl oded from her |ungs.
Purgatory, linbo, reincarnation - she didn't care. Anything was better than
what ever waited at the end of the red tunnel

The Bel ch-Raptor conbo wasn't so lucky. In a second the fiery current had him
and he was gone, spinning into the inferno.

Meg had no tinme to worry about the fate of her associate. Watever power had
been gui di ng her suddenly vani shed, |eaving her careering with the force of
her own nomentum

The tunnel wall reared before her. It |ooked soft. Soft and blue. Please |et
it be soft

No such luck. Meg smashed into a unforgiving surface with an Earth speed of
four hundred miles per hour. Not that speed makes any actual difference on the
spiritual plain where kinetics are out the window That's not to say that it
didn't hurt.

CHAPTER 2: DEAD AS DOORNAI LS

THE Devil was not happy.

"Two,' he said, drumming filed nails on the desktop. '|I was expecting two

t oday.'

Beel zebub shuffled nervously. 'There are two, Master ... sort of. | have them
it ... whatever ... in pit nineteen.'

"Two humans!' hissed Satan, tiny lightning bolts sparking between his horns.
'Not one youth and his dog! How did a dog get in here, anyway?'

'They were ... blended together. One heaven of an accident,' stamrered his
ai de-de-canp, consulting a clipboard. 'The boy is a true disciple. Very

i mpressive human cycle. Bullying, torturing animals, theft, murder. A rap
sheet as long as your tail. And the dog, a real hound of Satan. Tetanus

i njection sales have risen by fifteen per cent in the first quarter.'

The Lord of Darkness was not inpressed. 'He's a plodder.'

' The dog?'

"No, you cretin! The boy! Uninaginative, brutal.'

Beel zebub shrugged. "Evil is evil, Master.'

Sat an wagged a fine-boned finger. 'No, you see, that's where you're wong.
That's why you're a nmnion, and | amthe undisputed Lord of the Underworld.
You have no vision, Bub, no flair.'

Beel zebub' s fangs quivered in his nmouth. He hated being called Bub. There
wasn't another being in the universe who woul d dare to use that condescendi ng
abbreviation ... well, perhaps just one - a certain saint named Peter

' These i mpul se sinners have no staying power. Their |life expectancy is too
short for themto weak any real havoc. One mgjor sin and they' re gone. No
pl anni ng, you see. No thought of getting away with it.'

Beel zebub nodded dutifully, as though he didn't get treated to this lecture at
| east a dozen times a m |l ennium

"But you give me one creative sinner and he'll be spreading the gospel of

m sery for decades before anyone catches him If ever.'

"True, Master. Very true.'

Satan's eyes narrowed. 'You wouldn't be patronizing ne, would you, Bub?
'No,"' croaked a very nervous senior denon. 'OfF course not, Master.'

'dad to hear it. Because if | thought for one second that | didn't have your
undi vided attention, |I mght nove you fromthat apartnent overlooking the
Plain of Fire, and into the Dung Pit.'

Beel zebub flicked a forked tongue over suddenly dry lips. Dung was all very
wel | at work, but you had to switch off sometine.

"Honestly, Master.The new boy is exceptional. Especially in his new ... state.
A bit rough around the edges, certainly. But I'msure he'll nmake a fine spit
turner.'

"Spit turner! W're up to our wings in spit turners. | need some arch denons,



someone with a sense of hunour.' The Devil snpothed his jet-black goatee. 'The
other one. That girl | was planning to greet personally. Were is she?

Beel zebub flicked a page on his clipboard. 'Actually ..."

"Don't tell ne.’

"W had her all the way through the tunne
"You | ost her.'

Beel zebub nodded m serably.

'The one soul | tell you to look out for and you lose her. | think you're
getting a bit old for the job, Bub.'

'No, Master, no,' stammered hell's Nunber Two, well aware what happened to
denons past their prime. 'The closed-circuit caneras are down and we have to
rely on tunnel mites for information. You know how unreliable they are,
especially if they've been chew ng soul residue.'

Sat an sighed. 'Excuses, Bub. That's all |'m hearing. Excuses. W have all the
technol ogy. Linbo surveillance, the ectonet. And here we are relying on the
gi bberings of sonme inebriated tunnel mtes.'

'"Myishi assures me the systemw ||l be back on-line shortly.'

Satan scowl ed. 'Do you know how much that techno-phile's soul cost nme? A
fortune. And he can't even fix a few nonitors.'

' Soon, Master -
"Now | want that errant soul found. It could just be snagged on a stalactite
in the tunnel. If it's up for grabs, | want it grabbed.'

"But, Master,' protested Beel zebub. 'A | awers' convention bus goes over the
Grand Canyon this afternoon. We're expecting a bit of a glut.'

Satan rose to his hooves. The tailored pinstripe he wore combusted in bl ue
flame, exposing the red sinew beneat h.

Al ways the theatrics, thought Beel zebub

"I don't care about |awers. Wo's going to sue nme? No one. | want that girl
Have you read her file? Did you see what she did to that stepfather of hers?
Brilliant. Totally original.

The Devil's tone becane silky smooth. His npst seductive. And dangerous.
"Find her for me, Bub. Find her and bring her here. |I don't care if you have
to send a retrieval squad into the tunnel. Get her '

Beel zebub waited for the inevitable threat.

'Because if you don't, I'll be holding interviews for a recently vacated
position.' He paused pointedly. 'Yours.'

Satan loped into a corner, and began tearing strips fromthe suspended carcass
of a cow. The neeting was over

Beel zebub barrell ed down the pul sating corridor, vaporizing drone souls
indiscrimnately with his trident. Their final squealing sizzle didn't cheer
himup like it used to. He hated it when the Master got in one of his
obsessi ve nmbods. He had to have exactly that soul, and no other would do. And
God help ... Beel zebub blinked nervously ... Lucifer help the demon who

di sappoi nted him He quickened his pace. You shouldn't even think the G word
in this building. Somehow the Master always knew.

What was so special about this particular soul anyway? Sone Irish girl.
Admittedly it had always a bit special when you nabbed soneone fromthe 'Land
of Saints and Scholars', but that gol den age was | ong gone. These days there
were as nmany Irish down here as there were in America.

Beel zebub hopped into a gl ooy al cove, pulling a black nmobil e phone fromthe
folds of his silk kaftan. Lovely little thing. Al shiny and inpressive.
Myishi had run himup a pair. Top secret. Not even the boss knew about them

Devious admittedly. But he was, after all, a denon.
There were no nunmbers on the phone pad. Just sone function buttons. This was a
private line. There was only one person he'd ever call. H's warty finger

hovered over the pad for a nmonent, then pressed. He had no option. The
apartment was at stake. And getting good accommodation in this nei ghbourhood
was sheer hell.



Sai nt Peter was not happy. If he was such a big-shot holy saint, how cone he
had to sit outside the gates all the time while the rest of them enjoyed the
fruits of heaven? Wiy coul dn't Janes ever take a turn? O John? O Judas, for
that matter. |If there was anyone that owed hima favour, it was Judas. There
was a strong contingent of the opinion that the tax collector shouldn't be up
here at all. And if it hadn't been for yours truly putting in a good word for
him he'd still be floating around purgatory with the rest of the don't-knows.
Pet er heaved open the cover of his | edger. Wat he wouldn't give for a good
mai nframe. A powerful server with plenty of workstations. But you rarely got
any computer buffs up at the Pearlies. Mst of them came out at the other end
of the tunnel, especially since Lucifer began offering his 'own your own soul
after a century' deal. So he was still stuck w th bal ancing the accounts
manual | y.

The points systemwas conplicated, devel oped over thousands of years. And, of
course, new transgressions were added every year. Menbers of boy bands and
mnme artists were two recent categories with heavy | oadi ng.

The system was straightforward enough. Even if you had enough plus points on
your sheet to keep you out of hell, that didn't nean you were a shoo-in to
heaven. There was purgatory, linmbo or reincarnation as a lower life form If
it was a close call, you got an interviewwith the chief apostle. Everyone
said he was a bit quick with the reject button. A mllion souls on the |ower

| evel s prayed for the day Peter got his marching orders.

H gh above Peter's head, the tunnel's nouth pulsated in an azure sky. It was a
fantastic sight if you cared to | ook, but Peter barely spared it a gl ance.

A soul floated fromthe nouth and ascended gently to the floor of Peter's
office. The saint ran his finger down the lists. Luigi Fabrizzi. Ei ghty-two.
Nat ural causes.

"M scusi,' said the Italian.

"Behind the line, please,' nuttered Peter automatically, jabbing his pen at
the floor.

M Fabrizzi gl anced downwards. Brass trapdoor hinges protruded fromthe marble
tiling.

"You're cutting it pretty fine, Fabrizzi,' conmented Peter, in flaw ess
Italian. The gift of tongues, another little bonus fromthe boss. 'Good early
life, but you' ve been a right old nettle the last ten years.'

The Italian shrugged. 'l amold. It's ny prerogative.'

Peter | eaned back. He loved Italians. 'Oh really. And where exactly does it
say that in the Bible?

"It's not in the good book. | feel it in my heart.’

Peter ground his back teeth. Who except an Italian would argue at the gates of
heaven?

He totted up the points quickly. You' d be surprised how all the little

m sdeneanour s added up.

"I don't know, Luigi. The whole Mafioso thing in the fifties. I'"'mafraid it's
put you over the limt.'

Fabrizzi paled. 'You don't nean ...?

"I"'mafraid | do,' said Peter, reaching covertly beneath the rimof his desk
for the Iinmbo button.

The Italian clasped his hands in prayer ... and the phone rang.

Peter rolled his eyes. Beel zebub again. Couldn't that denon do anything on his
own? He pressed the receive button

"Yes.'

"It's me. Beel zebub,' came the hushed reply.

"You don't say.'

"A bit of a problem down here, conpadre.'

"I thought you liked problens."'

"Not this kind. My job is on the line.'

'"Ch,' said Peter. 'That is a problem’

Even though the archangel and the denmon cane fromdifferent ends of the



spectrum theol ogically speaking, they had, over the past few centuries,

est abl i shed something of a rapport. Nothing major. No exchangi ng of trade
secrets or anything like that. But both nmen realized the simlarities between
their jobs. They also realized the nmutual benefits of keeping the Earthbound
spirits fromdestroying the planet. After all, what would be the point of
spirits without bodies? So they kept in touch. So far their little comuni ques
had averted several presidential assassinations and a world war. |f Beel zebub
were to be replaced the new Nunber Two mi ght not be as acconmmpbdati ng.

"Ah ... m scusi, Santa Pietro? said the suddenly polite Luigi

Peter waved at himirritably. 'Ch, go on in. And no nore gangster stuff.'’

"Si. Si. No nore gangster stuff.'

Lui gi ski pped towards paradise, his youth miraculously restoring itself with
every step. Peter returned to his conversation

'So, what's the problem Bub!' He grinned down the phone line. Hi s opposite
nunber woul d be spitting fire, but he'd have to swallow it if he wanted a
favour.

' The Master is |ooking for a soul.’

'What about that |awers' convention?

"No. A specific soul. | thought if you had her at the Pearlies, we m ght
trade.’

'Qut of the question. An innocent in Hades. Can't be done.'

"This is no innocent. W were expecting her down here today. | don't know how

she escaped.'

"Hmm ' Peter finger-conbed his white beard. 'G me the stats.'

"Aah. Meg Finn. Fourteen. Irish. Gas explosion.'

Peter flicked to the Fs. '"Finn. Finn. Here we are. Meg Finn. Nice little line
in msdeneanours. Not a whole lot on the plus side. Just the one big deposit
right here at the end. Hold on, I'lIl do a count.’

Peter ran his finger down the good and bad colums, totting up in his head. A
frown creased his brow

"Hmm That can't be right.’

"What's the probl en?’

'Hang on there a second, Bub. I'mgoing to e-mail this to your handset.’

Myi shi had equi pped the phones with scanners, fax and e-mail. Peter ran the
recei ver over the relevant page and hit Send. A few seconds |ater he heard his
counterpart draw a sharp breath."Wll, I'lIl be damed.'

Peter nearly l|laughed. 'You getting the sane count as ne?

'Yes. Dead even. A bal anced account. She saved herself at the last mnute.
haven't seen one of these since ..."

"Since that rock 'n'" roll singer with the hair.’

'Exactly. And look at all the trouble he caused when he went back.'

Peter was silent for a noment. 'This is a touchy one, Bub. Wars get started
over this kind of thing.'

"I know. A single soul becomes very inportant all of a sudden.'’

"W have to |l eave it al one, Beel zebub. One | oose cannon on the nortal plainis
enough.'

"OfF course,' said Beel zebub soothingly. '"It's out of our hands now. Just |et
the girl seal her own fate. No one is worth sending in a Soul Man for.'
"Hmm ' said Peter, entirely unhappy with Beel zebub's acqui escence. 'Just as

| ong as we understand each other."'

"Perfectly,' hissed the denobn, pressing the Term nate button

Peter stuffed the nobile into his pocket. This wasn't over. That sneaky tone
had crept into Bub's voice. He intended sending a denon to Earth, to reclaim
the I ost soul. A Soul Man. Peter was certain of it. Beel zebub was going to

ri sk untold repercussions on the nortal plain for the sake of one Irish girl.
Who was this Finn person? And why was she suddenly the nobst popular spirit in
the cosnps?

Beel zebub stuck his nose out of the shadows. Al clear. So, Finn got to go
back. Well, it wouldn't be for long. He would make sure of that. Just long



enough to add a few nore points to her negative colum. Then Lucifer would
have his precious soul. And Beel zebub would hold on to his job until the next
crisis.

So he had lied to Peter. Big deal. He was a denon, wasn't he? What did that
whi t e-suited goody-two-shoes expect?

CHAPTER 3: UNHAPPY ENDI NGS

MEG didn't want to open her eyes. So long as she lay here hiding behind her
lids, she could invent her own little story to explain recent events. That was
it. She'd just lie here forever, and never even peek at what |ay outside her
head.

So: the pains all over her body were not the result of smashing into the walls
of a celestial blue tunnel, they were fromthe gas tank. That explai ned why
she was |ying down too. Doubtless she was in hospital, grievously injured. But
alive. And the hallucinations, they were probably brought on by the

pai nkillers. She would have |aughed, if her sides weren't wacked with
shooting pains. Cbvious, really. And it nmade a | ot nore sense than the other

version of the story. | nean, dog-boys and giant tunnel s?
Meg was so confident in her new theory that she decided to risk cracking open
her eyelids. Her initial inpression was blue. A lot of blue. Still, don't

pani c. You get blue in hospitals. A soothing col our

Then a pair of disenbodi ed, bl oodshot eyes blinked in the azure panorans,
bringi ng her hopes for a happy endi ng crashi ng down around her ears.

A set of sooty teeth appeared beneath the eyes.

"Never seen nothing like that,' said a phantom nout h.

Faced with sonething like that, |ying-down-w th-your-eyes-closed tactics
suddenly seened dubi ous at best. Meg scranbled to her feet, back-pedalling

until she was flattened against the tunnel wall. Yep, that tunnel again.
Looked li ke the hospital theory was up the spout.
"Spectral trail,' continued the nmouth, oblivious to Meg's disconfort. 'Blue,

red, purple. Ww wow weee.'

Features and linbs flickered into focus around the slab-like teeth. Sone form

of creature stood on the | edge overl ooking the tunnel chasm A dimnutive

humanoi d. Its blue-tinged skin matching the walls exactly. Perfect canoufl age.

"What are you?' croaked Meg.

"What am |, asks the girl,"' snorted the creature. 'What am1? | be

resident. You be intruder. No greeting? No felicitations? Just ignorance and

bl unt ness."

Meg consi dered her options. The thing was small enough, nmaybe she could hit it

with a rock and nake her escape along the | edge. But escape to where? To what?

The creature scratched a pointed chin. 'You nust pardon Flit, young | ady.

Conpany never land. Float on by. Floaty, floaty, floaty.

"Where am | ?' asked Meg.

Flit threw his arms wi de. '\Were? Tunnel, girl. The tunnel. Life ... tunne
afterlife.’

Meg sighed. Just as she'd feared. Dead then. 'And you are?'

'Man once,' sighed the creature. 'Bad man. So now nite. Tunnel scraper. Flit's

penance. Grl |ook.'

Flit hauled a w cker basket from behind a kink in the wall. 'Soul residue.

G og tunnel .’

Meg peered inside. The basket was full of glow ng stones. Blue, of course. She

could be imagining it, but she would have sworn the stones were singing.

Flit stroked the stones lovingly. ' Two hundred baskets. Then Pearlies.'

Meg nodded. It nmade sense, she supposed. Sort of a heavenly community service.

"So that's it, isit? I'ma ... mte ... aml?
Flit found that hilarious. '"Grl? Mte? Ch, no, no, negatori. Grl one in a
mllion billion. Purple spectral trail.'

"I don't...'



Flit rapped Meg's forehead with his knuckles. 'Ears open, girl! Blue trai
Pearlies. Red trail pit. Purple trail, half-half.’

Meg gazed into the vastness of the tunnel. The recently deceased were zooning
past her refuge on the | edge. Sone flew so close that she could see the

di sbelief in their eyes.

"What spectral trail? | don't see any ..
Then Flit passed a blue hand before her eyes, and she saw it. Behind each
soul, a fiery discharge. Crinson or sky blue. Those with red trails were

pl ucked fromthe stream and sent spinning into the pit. Meg stared at her own
hands. Violet sparks were playing around the tips of her fingers.

'See, girl, see! Purple. Goodie and baddie. Even-stevens. Fifty-fifty.'

Meg was starting to get the gist. 'So what happens now?'

"No Pearlies. No pit. Back.'

' Back?'
The thing that had once been a man nodded. 'Back. Fix the bad things.'
' Bad t hi ngs?'

"Grl stupid parrot,' said Flit angrily. 'Learn speak proper! Bad things done
in body life. Back, back, floaty back. Mend. Then spectral trail lovely blue.'
Meg' s ghostly heart quickened. 'I can go back? Be alive again?

Flit cackled, slapping his hands in mrth. 'Alive? No. Ghost - booh! Help
wronged one. Use soul residue.’

It wasn't easy keeping track of this conversation. Flit had been out of touch
with humanity for so long that his vocabul ary had been eroded to the bare
essentials. As far as Meg could figure it, she had a choice. Either stay here
on the | edge, or go back and try to patch things up with old Lowie. Sone
choice. A gibbering creature or a ... make that two gi bbering creatures. How
did you take back a sin, any way? Wat was she supposed to do?

"Hurry, girl,"' advised Flit. "Time ticking on, ticky ticky ticky. Good wasting
away. '

Meg stared at her aura. Tiny red shoots were striating the purple. She
swal | owed. Once her ghostly energy ran out, it was down below with Belch for
her. She could feel the pit drawing her like the North Pole's pull on an iron
filing. Wsps of her aura broke off and were whi pped into the abyss, |ike
fluff down a plughol e.

'How do | get back?

The blue creature shrugged. 'Flit not sure. Never happen before. Flit just
hear fromother mtes.'

"Well, what did Flit hear?

Flit pointed at the marbled wall. 'Go through.'

"I tried that,' said Meg, rubbing her head. 'Didn't work.'

Flit frowned. 'Not think wall. Think hole.’

This sounded a bit like surfer logic to Meg. 'You' re sure about that?

'"Nope,' adnitted the tunnel mite. 'Crank tell 1.°

Crank? Probably another blue creature with linited vocabulary. Meg tried to
mar shal her brain into sonme sort of order. Hole, she thought. Hole hole hole.
The notion gripped her mnd and spiralled in on itself like a mni-tw ster.
Soon the word booned in her head, pounding with her pulse. Hole hole hole.
What was goi ng on here? She'd never been able to concentrate on one thing her
entire life. Maybe that was it. Life wasn't here to distract her now

She stretched out a hand. The wall did seemless solid now. Fluid sonehow, as
though it was a slow wave rippling with barely noticeabl e nonentum Her
fingers brushed the surface and sank into it. Silver sparks danced around the
contact point.

"Seel' gloated the nite.

Meg whi pped her hand back, flexing the fingers experinmentally. Everything
seened in working order. Not bad for a dead girl

"CGo, girl - go!' urged Flit. '"Pit strong here.'

Meg nodded. The further away she was fromthat thing, the |longer her spectra
trail would last. And she'd need every ounce of strength in what was left of
her body to nmake it up to old Lowie.



'K I'mgoing. | just hope you're right. This'd better not be a short cut to
hel | ."

"No, no, no. Flit sure. Straight honey hone.'

No point in hanging around here putting it off. Into the wall and be done wth
it. She'd never been afraid of anything in her life, and she wasn't going to
start in her afterlife. She took a deep breath and ..

"Grl, wait!'

"What ?' spluttered a startled Meg

'Here.'

Flit pressed sonmething into her hand. Two snall stones from his basket. Blue
with silver ripples.

"Soul residue. Extra batteries.’

' Thanks, Flit,' said Meg, stuffing the stones deep into the pocket of her
conbats. That was all she needed. Sone rocks. Still, better not dunp themin
front of the little guy. Mght hurt his feelings.

"Grl go now Fast. Road-Runner fast.'

' Beep beep,' said Meg nervously.

She reached into the rock face again. The sparks danced around her wist, then
her el bow, then she was gone.

Myishi was fiddling around in Belch's brain.

"Wl | ?' said Beel zebub inpatiently.

"Don't rush ne,' nuttered the dimnutive oriental, not bothering to raise his
eyes fromthe grey jelly before him

"I"'mon a tight schedule here, Myishi. Is he worth salvaging or not?

Myi shi straightened, shaking the slop fromhis fingers.

"Not in this state. Total burnout. The canine brain neld blew his nind.

Literally.'

Sparks rippled at the end of Beel zebub's talons. "Dam it to heaven! | need
some background on that girl!’

The conputer w zard grinned smugly. 'No problem Beel zebub-san. | can uplink
him'

Conputers were sonething of a nystery to hell's Nunber Two, a bit Iike
transubstanti ati on

"Uplink?

Myi shi grinned nastily. 'On Earth, ny nethods were somewhat curtail ed by

prof essional ethics. Here ...'

He didn't need to finish the sentence. I n Hades, hunan rights were no | onger
an issue. Mishi renoved a nasty | ooking object fromhis box of tricks. It
resenbled a small nonitor on a netal stake. Wthout hesitation the programmer
plunged it into the norass of Belch's brain.

Beel zebub wi nced. Myishi was one creepy individual. He nmade Doct or
Frankenstein | ook |ike a boy scout.

"The brain spike. | love this little baby. The brain's own el ectrical inpulses
provi de the power source. Ingenious, if | do say so nyself.'

' Absol utely,' agreed Beel zebub, feeling just a tad faint.

Myishi pulled a renote fromthe pocket of his designer suit, snearing the silk
wi th gobbets of brain matter.

"Now, let's see what this creature saw.'

The tiny screen flickered into life, and the two denons saw t hensel ves staring
at thensel ves as Belch sawthem It was all very confusing. The sort of thing
that woul d give you a headache.

'"That's no use, you noron.'

Myishi bit his bottomlip to hold in a reply. Beel zebub made a nmental note.
Watch him Getting uppity.

"Il rewind it.’

The picture wavered and sped into reverse. Belch flew down the tunnel, and was
born again. Only in his mnd of course.

'"Right. Play.'

On the screen, Belch was once again grinning down at the withing pensioner



"I like this boy,' commented Myishi. 'Real talent.’

" Pl odder,' sniffed Beel zebub, ever the hypocrite. 'OK hold it there!’

Myi shi jabbed at the controls and the nenory playback froze. In the jittering
frame, Meg Finn was kneeling protectively over the frame of the injured old
nman.

" Aha!' said Beel zebub. 'She protected him That's what got her off the hook.

What are the odds of that? Must be a million to one.'
Myi shi consulted a calculator the size of a credit card.
'Eighty-seven million to one, actually,' he corrected, the words pl opping

smarnily frombetween his |ips.

Beel zebub counted to ten. You'd need the patience of a saint to put up with
this smart alec. And he was no saint. He pointed his trident threateningly at
t he conputer progranmer.

"This blob is no good to ne like this, and neither are you if you can't fix
hi m up sonehow. '

Myi shi grinned, unfazed. 'No problem Beelzebub-san. I'Il install a virtual
hel p hol ogram and upgrade himfromcatatonic to ... let's say ... dogged, if
you'll excuse the pun.’

"What about infernal ?

"Can't be done. Not with his cranium Very few skulls can support true evil,
takes real strength of character. This particular specinen is never going to
be anything nmore than a thug.'

' Dogged will have to do, then.'

Myishi's mani cured nails clicked on the renote pad. 'That added to the canine
genes should turn himinto a right automaton. Once you set himin notion, he
won't stop until the job is done, or his life force runs out.'

Myishi hit Send, and Belch's frane spasnmed as the bytes ran down the brain
spi ke. "What's all the urgency, anyway? \What have you got in store for this
guy?'

"This is ny new Soul Man,' said Beel zebub, his eyes shining. 'He's going back
to reclaimour lost spirit.’'

Myi shi stroked his goatee, a miniature version of the Devil's own. 'I'd better
juice himup, then. A few CCs of liquefied residue straight into the cortex.
He ... it'll be running snoother than a newborn babe.'

"I't?" noted Beel zebub. 'You can't get the dog out of hin?

' No, Beel zebub-san. The mainframe is too corrupted.’

" Mai nframe?' Beel zebub was certain Myishi used these technical ternms only to
confuse him He was, of course, exactly right.

"Mainframe - brain. Imagine trying to unmx salt and water with a spoon.' All
this was said in a tone of barely di sgui sed condescensi on.

' How soon will he be ready?

Myi shi shrugged casually. 'A day, perhaps two.'

Beel zebub had had enough of all this flippancy. It was true he could not
afford to nullify Myishi's soul, but he could certainly cause him sone

di sconfort.

He all owed a sizeable charge to build up in his trident, and discharged it
into Myishi's behind. The progranmer executed a high junmp that would not have
shamed an d ynpi an.

"I need himin tw hours. If | don't have himin two hours, there's a lot nore
where that came from'

Myi shi nodded, cheeks ballooning with swall owed screans.

Beel zebub smiled, his good humour restored. 'Good. |I'mglad we understand each
ot her .

He turned to go, the folds of his black kaftan swirling around his ankles.

" Ch, and Myishi?

' Hai, Beel zebub-san?'

"Put the top of his skull back on, there's a good fellow.'

CHAPTER 4: UNWELCOME VI SI TORS



LOMRRIE McCall's |l eg was forecasting rain. Two years now since that hound had
taken a chunk out of him and the leg still wasn't right. Never would be
either. The doctors said he'd walk with a linp for the rest of his life.
Lowie chuckled mrthlessly. The rest of his life? That was a | augh

Lowie lit up a fat, stinking cigar. He'd started snoking again. Wiy not? No
one was around to conplain, and the nicotine would never have a chance to kil
hi m

It hadn't always been like this. Al doomand gloom But now ... well, things
were different now He could trace it all back to that night, two years ago,
lying on the floor with his life's blood pooling on the lino around him It
had hit himthen that he was going to die. Maybe not then, but sometine. Hs
interest inlife just stopped. What was the point? Heaven? Bal derdash. There
was no justice above ground, so why should there be any under it? Wiy all the

effort, then? What was the point in being good? Lowie still hadn't answered
that question. And, until he could, there didn't seemto be nuch point to
anyt hi ng.

Lowie got fed up | ooking out the wi ndow, and decided he'd chance a bit of
telly. Afternoon television. The pastine of the past-it. After five mnutes of
el ement ary wat ercol our and cookery corner, he realized he wasn't that
desperate just yet and switched the box off. The garden. He'd go pull a few
weeds in the garden.

But of course his leg had been right, and the rain began to pelt down on the
tiny square the council optinmistically called a 'green area'. Lowie sighed.
WAs anything going to go right ever again? Where was the w secracking fine
figure of a man that he used to be? Were had his Iife gone?

Lowie had spent so much tine nulling over these particul ar questions that he
had managed to isolate a few key nonments in his past. Ones where he had a
choice to make, and nade the wong one. Alitany of mstakes. A list of would
haves, could haves and shoul d haves. Not that there was any point in thinking
about it. It wasn't as if he could change anything now. He put a hand over his
ri bcage, feeling the thunp of his heart. Especially not now.

So, how to round out this rollercoaster of a day? Take some nedi ci ne perhaps.
G for alinp dowmn to the newsagent's, or, oh the excitenent, a card of bingo
in the community centre

Meg Finn hurtled out of the afterlife and into Lowie MCall's arnchair. And
because she wasn't thinking HOLE any nore, it was as solid to her as to you
and ne. The chair's springs wheezed in protest, brass casters sending it

spi nni ng across the fl oor

Lowie did not jerk backwards in shock. He jerked backwards because the
careering chair flipped his cane fromunder him He went down in a heap
graspi ng at the bookcase as he fell. Not a good nobve, really. The top-heavy
shel ving teetered past the correctable angle and crashed down on the old nan.
A few nonents of dazed confusion followed all around. Meg gazed dopily at the
not es of dust spiralling upwards fromthe ancient cushion. Dust. Real dust.
Fromthe real world. She was back. Maybe she'd never been away. The chair was
real enough. So, a possible theory: Belch's shotgun bl ast had bl own her

through old Lowie's window, and the chair had broken her fall. Hhm Dubious.
Several holes in the reasoning. Still, though, no harder to believe than
melting into a tunnel wall, purple spectral trails, verbally challenged mtes

and all the rest.

Lowie finally managed to focus. 'You!' he gasped fromunder a pile of
Nat i onal Geographies. 'Meg Finn!'

"Hm?' said Meg distractedly.

"But you're dead. | saw the body!'

Ah wel |. Another theory up the spout.

"My body?'

"Yes. Not a pretty sight, I can tell you.'

Meg wi nced. She nust have been in a bad way by the time they peel ed her off



that tank.

' How was ny face?

"Not much in the way of teeth.'

A couple of things occurred to Lowie then. One, he was conducting a
conversation with a dead person. Two, he coul dn't breathe!

'How do | ook now?' ventured Meg nervously.

' Eehhhhh,' wheezed Lowrie, his forehead turning pastel blue.

' That bad?'

The old man, with no nore air for chit chat, jabbed a finger at the heavy
bookshel f straddling his chest.

The penny dropped. Meg vaulted fromthe confort of a real live chair and put
her wei ght behi nd the bookcase. The heavy pine shelving lifted and spun like a
beermat off a bar. It had cost Meg no nore effort than tossing a coin. The
case collided with the wall, tearing a right-angled rent in the plasterboard.
What books there had been on its shelving fluttered to the ground Iike

mul ti-w nged not hs.

'"Ww,' said Meg, staring at her hands. They | ooked the sanme, not swollen |ike
Popeye' s or anything. But somehow she was ten times stronger.

Lowie sucked in a whistling breath. 'Huff ... haa,' he coughed.
"You're welcome,' nuttered Meg, flexing her fingers.
"I"'mnot ... aheh ... thanking you, you delinquent!’

Meg blinked. '"But | just ...°

Lowie shook his fist fromthe floor. 'You just what? You just broke into ny
flat and had your dog take a chunk out of ny leg!’

'That wasn't ny -

"Crippling me for whatever's left of ny mserable life.'

"Ah here now. Don't let's get carried away.'

"Carried away?

"At least you're not dead!' retorted Meg, feeling a bit sniffly. 'I wound up
wr apped around your stupid gas tank.'

Lowie paused. The girl was right. If she was a girl. If he wasn't drean ng
all this. An hallucination brought on by oxygen deprivation. A bookcase across
the lungs will do that to a person

'"What are you anyway? An angel ?

Meg snorted. 'Hardly. 1'ma nothing. Between heaven and hell. An in-betweener.

That's why | had to cone back. To help the one |'ve sinned agai nst, according
to that bl ue-skinned gom'

Lowie was a bit lost at this stage. Bl ue-skinned gons and in-betweeners. What
was the girl blathering on about? Who knew wi th young peopl e? Between rap
musi ¢ and sticking earrings in their bellies, Lowie could never fathom nornal
ki ds, never mnd phantom ones. But sonething she said registered.

'So, there is a heaven?'

Meg shrugged. ' Apparently. Depending on your spectral trail. Red or blue. O,
in nmy case, purple.’

Anot her riddle. O the ranmblings of a lunatic. Wio knew. Maybe his m nd had
conjured up this whole event. So he wouldn't feel so bad about ... things.
'So, you have to help me?

Meg squinted suspiciously. 'S pose.'’

Lowie struggled up on one el bow. 'Well, you're too bloody |late! You can't
help ne now No one can.'

"You only got bitten on the leg. No big deal."’

The old man fl apped around for his cane. 'Not that, you noron. That was two
years ago!'

If Meg had had any red corpuscles they would have drained fromher face in
shock. Two years! She'd been gone that [ong? She'd be forgotten by now, wth
not hi ng to show she'd ever been here. Not even fond nmenories in the mnds of
t hose who' d known her.

"A delinquent ghost.' Lowie's voice broke into her thoughts. 'That's all |
need. Well, do sonething useful for once in your life, or afterlife, and help
me up.'



Lowie stretched out his hand. It was brown and tw sted, w th knuckles |ike
conkers. Meg stared at the fingers reaching for her. She had to hel p. That was
why she was here

"Well, cone on. It's your fault | can't get up on ny owmn in the first place.’
Meg | eaned over to help the pensioner. Their fingers touched, or rather

didn't. The hands slid into each other with a flurry of translucent sparks.

Bef ore she knew what was going on, Lowie' s life force had sucked her in up to
the el bow, then the waist.

'Let me go!' she screaned

Lowie' s eyes were stretched in confusion. 'I'mnot... it's not,' he
stuttered.

The two beings flowed together, snapping into the sane space. Meg was in
Lowie MCall, and he was w apped around her

It was eerie, disgusting, terrifying. Meg's spirit flowed to fill the

avai |l abl e space. Her hands were conker-knuckl ed, her neck wobbl ed and her eyes
were glazed and gritty.

'Let me out,' she screaned in her old man's voice, junping to her feet -
old-man feet with chronic fallen arches. But the body had her like a wetsuit,

i nvadi ng every ghostly nerve ending. Meg could see the liver spots on her
hands, and the yell owed Aran sweater drooping in folds fromher arnms, and wiry
hair from bushy eyebrows drooping into her line of vision

'Hel p!' she wheezed, the shock gripping Lowie' s windpipe |like a clanp. 'Help
nme!"’

So Meg Finn ran. She sprinted through the granny flat, hopping herself off
walls in an attenpt to escape the decrepit body. But it was no use. They were
| ocked together |ike spliced rope.

Lowie MCall was in there too, not in control any nore, but aware, watching
the walls fly past, as though there wasn't a hunk of scar tissue in his calf.
Feeling his heart thunping in his chest. Thunping but not racing! He was young
again, with the energy and enthusiasm of youth. Lowie wanted to |augh, but he
couldn't. His mouth wasn't his any nore, not to control. It was as though he
was sitting in a one-seat cinema, watching his life flash by on the silver
screen.

Lowie may have |iked being rejuvenated, but Meg certainly did not appreciate
havi ng her spirit encased in the sagging flesh of an old man. She bur st

t hrough the front door and on to the cracked and graffitied path. The cold
rain bounced off her now bal ding scal p. The water saturated the Aran sweater,
stretching it down around her knees like a woolly water ring. The Lowie-Meg

t hi ng ski dded around corners, check slippers flapping against his ... her

its heels. Then suddenly both entities decided to stop. Nothing extraordinary
confronted them It was just a gas tank. A shiny new gas tank. All orange and
brass. Not a single paint bubble or rust ring.

Meg sank to the wet ground, tugging Lowie with her. Life and death were
repeating thenselves |like sonme sort of cosmic joke.

‘"I don't want to be old,' she croaked, tears dropping off the tip of her
crooked nose. 'l don't want to be dead.’

Lowie didn't speak. There wasn't much you could add to that. It pretty much
covered the way he was feeling too.

Me neither, he thought.

And sonehow Meg heard him Like a voice in the back of her mind. Agreminin
her head. And that wasn't all, a lifetime of vague feelings were invadi ng her
own. There were weddi ngs and funerals, and pain in her leg, and terrible

| oneliness. She didn't want it. Any of it. She was only fourteen, for God's
sake. She'd be only fourteen forever

| want to |l eave this body, she thought. Just float out, the sane way | cane
in. And that's what she did, detached herself like a wet Band Aid, flopping to
the tarmac beside a suddenly exhausted Lowie MCall. The old man's | ungs were
punped to bursting, and his |egs shook |ike reeds.

'For a second there ..." he puffed. 'For a second there, | was ..
"What ? You were what?' asked Meg, just for something to say. She didn't care



about the old man's troubles, she had worries of her own.

Lowie swatted a sheet of rain fromhis forehead. '|I was alive again.'

And, for sone reason, this nade the old man cry |ike a baby. Meg thought she
knew why. There was something wong with Lowie MCall. Sonething besides
arthritis and bandy | egs. A feeling had soaked through her ... whatever it was
that she had now instead of skin ... while she'd been inside the old man. A
feeling that rem nded her of the tunnel

That probably wasn't a good sign

'"Come on,' she said. 'Let's go inside. You'll catch your death.’

The tears blended with the rain dribbling over Lowie's chin.

' Good one,' he nodded, a wy smile flickering around the corners of his nouth.
"Catch ny death. You're a how, you are. Here, give ne a hand up.'

Meg stretched out her fingers, but caught herself in tine.

"Ch no, old timer,' she said. 'No nore bodysnatching for nme tonight.'

Lowie took hinself off to bed, convinced he was experiencing sone sort of

prol onged hal l uci nation. Meg, meanwhile, tried to famliarize herself with her
new abilities.

There was bodysnatching and firing heavy objects around, for a start. So,

whet her or not she nade contact with sonething was apparently up to her. A
mental sort of a thing. Very Kung Fu altogether. If you wish it, it shall be.
After a few experinments, she discovered that everything had a bit of life in
it. Even the old arncthair had a few nmenories floating around inside its tinber
and foam Most of theminvol ved various bottons and the functions thereof. Meg
hurriedly deci ded agai nst occupying any nore furniture.

The stint inside Lowie had cost her, though. Her aura was fainter now, she
could feel a pull on her body. Not in any particular direction. Just sonewhere
el se. Time was ticking on

Spirits didn't sleep either, Meg discovered. What a waste of tine. Here she
was, her ghostly clock w nding down, and your nman was upstairs snoring his gob
of f. Typical grown-up. Nobody's tine was worth anythi ng besi des his own.

She tried watching TV. But it was no good. Her supernatural eyesight picked
out every electron on the screen. Focusing on the pictures took rea
concentration.

Food, then, was the only option left to her. Not that she was hungry or
anything, it was just for sonething to do. She pilfered a chocol ate nousse
fromLowie's fridge and scooped it out with her fingers. Disgusting
certainly, but absolutely delicious.

And that was fine, just as long as Meg was actually concentrating on the
nmousse. But the second she stopped thinking about it, the sloppy goo began to
float out through the walls of her stomach. Once they'd cl eared her aura,
gravity took hold and the dairy dessert splatted on to the chessboard |ino.
Meg grimaced. Looked |ike she'd never be hungry again. But she'd never be
stuffed either. Sighing mightily, the in-betweener lay on a threadbare sofa,
being very careful not to think HOLE. Even so, nmenories of lost Smarties cried
out to her from behind the cushions. There was a dianond ring down there too.
O there had been. It had bel onged to Nora. Soneone call ed Nora.

Lowie inched down the stairs, eyes squinted for focus.

"Hell 0?' he called hesitantly. A stranger in his own house.

Meg sat up on the sofa. 'Wo's Nora?

Lowie froze, one foot hal fway between steps. 'Nora? Wwo told you about Nora?
'The sofa,' said Meg sinply.

Low i e scanned her face for sarcasm but found none. Wy should there be?
Apparently anyt hing was possible. He linped heavily to the foot of the stairs,
| owering himself, grimacing, into his easy chair. Meg could al nost hear his
bones creaki ng.

"Nora was ny wife. W shared twenty-seven years of our lives.'

Meg sighed. Happy family stories always made her go mushy. 'You're |ucky. To
stay married that |ong.'



"Lucky?' snorted the old man. 'Easy to see you weren't married to her. She
drank like a barrel of fish and snoked sixty cigarettes a day. Wiy do you
think I live in this dunp? That ol d sponge drank everything we had, including
the furniture.'

"I suppose it was the drink that killed her in the end,' Meg said, trying to
sound mature and synpat heti c.

Lowie nodded. 'In a way. She cane honme plastered one night, and drank a
bottle of toilet bleach by accident.'

Now it was Meg's turn to ook for sarcasm Not a trace.

"And |I'mjust about getting ne life in order, when in come you two and that
big wol f of yours.'

Meg thought back to the tunnel. 'Oh, we're paying for our crimes. Believe ne.'
'That other chap. Is he in ... you know. Down bel ow?

"Yep,' nodded Meg.

"And what's your puni shrent ?'

'"I"'mhere listening to you, aren't |?

"Ch, ha ha. You're ariot. Wll, I"'mglad you' re taking death so casually."
Meg sighed. '"I'mstill alive. Only different. My Iife wasn't any great shakes,
anyway. '

Lowie nodded glumy. He knew the feeling.

"Can | ask you sonet hi ng?'

Low i e nodded cautiously. 'l suppose so.'

"What's wrong with you?'

The old man pal ed. 'Wat sort of question is that?

"Well, last night, when we were ... joined ... | felt something inside you. I
dunno, something sort of bad.'

Lowie snorted. 'Sort of bad? Could you give me that in layman's terns?'

"Bad, dark ... | don't know 1'mnot a doctor.'
'Go on? Are you not ?
"Ch forget it!' scowmed Meg. 'I'msorry | asked.'

Lowie rubbed the scar on his leg. 'It's my heart,' he said. 'The old punp is
gi ving out.'
"Are you ...
The old man nodded ruefully. 'Yes. Couple of nonths. Six at the nost.'

Meg squinted at him 'Don't worry. Blue aura. Straight up to the Pearlies.'
"It's not the afterlife I"mworried about. It's this one.'

"It's a bit late for that.'

"You don't understand. Youngsters! Wuld you shut up and listen for once in
your life ... or death ... or whatever.'

Meg swal l owed a retort. Even uncharitabl e thoughts caused a dozen red shoots
to sprout in her aura.

'K I'mlistening.'

Lowie pulled a spiral pad from his dressing-gown pocket.

"Me life's been a disaster. The whole thing. Not one high point to | ook back
on. Frommarrying that old fish Nora, to getting me | eg chewed by that beast.'
' There nust have been sonething."'

Lowie shook his head. 'Nope. |'ve nade a hames of sixty-eight years. Every
single decision | ever made was the wong one.'
Meg allowed a big 'l doubt it' look to paste itself across her face.

' Take that face off you. It's hard enough expl ai ni ng what a pathetic human
being I am wi thout you sneering at ny every word.'

"What do you want ne to do? | can't go back in time or anything.'

"Ch,' said Lowrie, disappointed.

"I"1l just help you around the house for a few days until ny aura goes bl ue,
and then poof, |I'moff."'

"WIl you shut up about yerself, and listen! I'msure God Almghty didn't send
you down here to do the dishes!'

Meg scow ed. A d chaps thought they knew everything. Here was this fell ow
spouting on about God, and he wasn't even dead yet.

"If you were sent back, it nust be to do something special.’



A nervous feeling growed in Meg's spiritual stomach. 'Like?
"Like help me sort out ny life.'
You had to laugh. So Meg did. 'Sort out your life. Wiat |ife? You ve only half

a year left." It was the sort of thing Meg Finn did. Blurted out a mean
statenment like that, and then felt guilty for nonths.

"Well, | didn't nean ..."' she stanmered.

"No. You're right. What life? That's what |'ve been trying to tell you.'
Lowie' s eyes were lost in past nenories. 'If only ..."

He shook hinself back to the present. 'Too late for if onlys.Time to do
somet hi ng about it.'

He opened the spiral pad. 'So, |'ve made a list.'

Ah! Point on the horizon, captain. 'Wat sort of list?

"I divided ny life into a series of mstakes. Things | didn't do when | had
the chance. It wasn't easy, I'mtelling you. There was a lot to choose from
But |'ve narrowed it down to four.'

The old man tore a page fromthe pad and handed it to the reluctant spirit.
PAGE, thought Meg, and took the sheet. The surface was covered with barely
legible scribbles. It didn't matter. The words sang out to Meg before she even
attenpted to read them Even the squiggles were bursting with enotion. The
pain of conpiling this list swirled fromthe page in ropy, npani ng nenories.
There were at |least twenty itens on the list, nost of which had been crossed
out. That didn't matter to Meg. Their irnages | eaked out through the ink-1like
ghostly rem nders.

Lowie wasn't exaggerating. His life had been a disaster. Marrying an

al coholic, living with her nother, not getting fire insurance for his first
house. Arriving for a holiday in Yugoslavia on the day war broke out. It went
on and on. These were things that couldn't be addressed. There was no hel pi ng
them But four items were ringed and nunbered. Meg read them slowy, not
bel i eving what the spectral images told her

At last, a puzzled soul |ooked up fromthe page. 'l don't get it,' she said
sinply.

"It's not too late for these,' said Lowie, his face shining. 'They can stil
be done.’

Meg snorted. 'You're not serious.'

"Ch but | am young | ady. Regret is a powerful incentive.'

"I don't even know what you're talking about. I'monly fourteen, you know'
Lowie rubbed his scarred calf. '"Wth your help, | can acconplish these
things. | never could before. But when you ... possessed ne yesterday, | felt
young agai n. Ready for anything.'

"But these! | mean, what's the point? It's crazy.

Lowie nodded. 'To you, maybe. To everyone el se on the planet. But these were
my greatest failures. Now | have a chance to put themright, even if no one
cares but ne.'

Meg was running out of argunents. 'But what will it change, running around the
country like a crazy man?

"Not hing,' Lowie admtted. 'Except ny opinion of nyself. And that, young Mg,
becomes very inmportant to a person as they grow ol der.'

Meg felt scom winkles settle across her forehead. She hated that 'you'l
understand it when you're ol der' chestnut. Especially now, as she wasn't
getting any ol der. Even

She waved the flinsy sheet at him 'It has to be this? W have to travel the

l ength and breadth of Ireland to conplete four idiotic tasks? Nothing el se
will do you?

"That's it,' replied Lowie. "That's the deal. That list is the only way to
heaven,' he paused pointedly, 'for either of us.’

Bel ch was back. Sort of. Sort of Belch, and sort of back. Confused? He wasn't.
Myi shi had downl oaded a conplete "virtual help tutorial' nodule into his
menory. Now all he had to do was think of a question and a cyber denon woul d
search the inplants for hits. Like having a swot in your head. Just like it



shoul d be. Let the real men do the real work, and the nerds play with their

t oys.

The Devil hinself had dropped in to the departure | ounge to see Belch off. For
the first time since the Mettallica concert, Belch was inpressed.

Sat an was wearing his Rough Beast formand wasted no tine filling the new
arrival in on the urgency of this nission. He grabbed Bel ch by the throat and
pinned himto the cave wall.

'Go back. Find the girl. Mike her bad. Quickly.'’

The Devil's eyes were round and red. Screaming souls swirled in the irises.
You had to admire effects |ike that.

Grandst ander, thought Beel zebub, quietly.

' Make her bad?' enquired Bel ch respectfully.

Beel zebub wi nced. The Master didn't do questions.

Satan's grip tightened on Belch's w ndpi pe and the cani ne in hi mwhinpered

i nvoluntarily. Sparks sizzled around the Beast's sinew frane, singeing

Bel ch's matted fur.

'Bad!' Satan grow ed. 'Make her bad.'

"Fine,' gasped Belch. 'Mike her bad. Got it.'

"Hurrggh,' grunted the Devil doubtfully, dropping Belch to the marble floor
"If not ..." Satan left the sentence unfinished, vaporizing a passing spit
turner to make his point.

Bel ch swal | oned. That was cl ear enough.

'Yes, Master,' bobbed Belch. 'Consider her baddened.'’

"Hurrggh,' grunted the Lord of Darkness again, and you'd be amazed the anpunt
of expression he could pack into that single syllable. Then, in a flash of
crisped flesh and ozone, the Beast was gone.

Beel zebub crossed to a lift door and pressed B for basement. Belch followed in
his strange hal f-and-half |ope.

'Technically, you don't have to make her bad, as the Master so el oquently put
it," explained Beel zebub. 'You just have to stop her being good. The target

wi || have been sent back to help the old man. Your mission is to nmake sure her
efforts fail. That way we get a red aura, blah di blah di blah. The Master
gets his precious soul, | keep ny job and you escape an eternity in the

bar becue section. And - it ain't beef bein' cooked down there, cowboy.'

Beel zebub liked to think of hinself as hunorous. Black hunmour, naturally. He
was, after all, a denmon. He chuckled gently at his own joke. Belch was
encouraged to join in the laughter by the sparks jittering around the teeth of
Nunmber Two's trident.

"There's one thing | don't get in all this," ventured Bel ch

"Only one?' sniggered Beel zebub, on a roll now.

"Yer man

' The Master?

'Yeah, him Well, he's got me, hasn't he? What does he want that girl for?
Beel zebub had an answer for that one, but he couldn't even think it this close
to the inner chanmber. Suffice to say it contained the words 'stubborn' and
"mul e'.

' The Master believes Meg Finn to be special. Real potential. She did sonething
to her stepfather apparently.'’

Bel ch swallowed. 'Ch, that. Nasty stuff.’

The Iift doors dinged open. Belch stepped in gingerly, half-expecting sone

col l apsing trapdoor - ha ha you're not really going back at all - type of
thing. But no, just solid floor. Carpeted with sone pinkish hairy materi al
Better not to think about that.

'How | ong have | got? To make her bad.'

Beel zebub shrugged. 'It depends. Take it easy on the possessions, don't cal
hone too often, and you' ve got enough juice for a week.'
Bel ch whi ned.

"Any probl ens, check the virtual help. Myishi assures nme every eventuality is
covered.'
'K, boss,' said Belch compliantly, thinking that he'd be off like a bullet as



soon this lift spat himout on planet Earth. Sayonara hell, and farewell
stunpy denon in the girly dress.

"It's a kaftan,' said Beel zebub cool ly.

"Wiof ,' croaked Bel ch. Seeningly, his quadruped side dom nated in times of
stress.

"That's right,' continued hell's Nunber Two. 'I can read minds. Only weak
ones, granted, but you're smack bang in the mddle of that category. Don't
even think about escape, because the second your life force runs out you'll be
snapped back here like a pooch on an elastic |eash.'

'Ri ght.

Beel zebub prinmed his trident for a | evel-four whanmy. Very nasty. 'And you
know | can't let you off with that girly dress crack, don't you?

Bel ch shook a shaggy head. 'Arf arf.'

"My thoughts exactly,' grinned the denon, jabbing his buzzing staff into
Bel ch' s expectant skin.

So Bel ch was back. Spewed fromthe nmouth of a sweating lift. Back where it all
began; correction, back where it all ended. The granny flats' gas tank

Very nice it was too. Al orange and shiny, with barely a sign of the tragedy
that had occurred there. Except for a hundred shrapnel gouges in the
surroundi ng wal |l s.

Bel ch had a bi g advantage over his adversary, because he knew exactly what was
going on. His inplant had filled himin on no end of spiritual trivia. For
exanpl e, the only reason he could cone back at all was because of the untinely
riddling of his torso with netal fragnents. This left himw th decades of
unused life essence, or soul residue. Unfortunately, life essence without a
life is like a brain outside a skull: fragile and qui ck-drying. A day per
decade was about all you got. Even with the booster shot, that left hima week
max to conplete his nission

He al so knew what Meg had to do to put a little blue in her aura. And it would
be his absolute pleasure to put a stop to that. That little turncoat had cost
himhis life. So he woul d nake absolutely sure that Meg Finn woul dn't be
spending eternity sipping chocol ate m | kshakes on sone cloud up at the
Pearlies. No sir. She'd be turning a greasy spit in hell, and getting the
odd-lick of Belch's whip to keep her moving. Belch chuckled, a throaty grow .
That was one image that appeal ed to hi m enornously.

So Bel ch had a plan. He woul d nosey over to the old coot's flat, frighten him
to death and then poor little Meggy woul dn't have anyone to hel p. Geni us.
"Wn't work,' said an electronic voice. Belch glanced up. The virtual help
floated at shoul der height, with a condescendi ng sneer stretching its
five-hundred-pi xel s-per-centinmetre lips. The sneer |ooked like it bel onged
there.

"You're Myishi, | suppose? |'ve been told about you.' The icon blinked and
flickered. 'Yes ... and no.' Belch groaned. Great. A schizophrenic computer
program (Cbviously what had been Belch Brennan didn't think the word

'schi zophrenic', but that was the general idea.)

"In terns of brain power, I am Myishi. H's thoughts and experti se have been
programed into ny nmenory. Spiritually, the Great One's soul still resides in
Hades.

Bel ch scratched the nub of flesh on his crown where the inplant had been
inserted. 'Best place for him the maniac.' The di mnutive ani mated icon
tutted. 'Do not disrespect the inventor. I will be forced to activate the
ectonet and send a live feed. This, in turn, will nost definitely lead to a
pai n surge in your mainframe.'

'Ectonet ? Mainframe? What the hell are you?' The inpeccably dressed figure
bowed. 'I am your Ecto-Link and Personal Help program You nmay refer to ne as
El ph.

Bel ch squinted at him 'You' re not draining my juice, are you?

"No. | cone free with the package.' 'Good. Now, what's wong with ny plan?
The condescendi ng sneer returned. 'It is the plan of an idiot. To kill the old



man now does not rmake Meg Finn bad. If she has not tried, she cannot fail. For
the target to fail, her essence nust turn red.’

"Hm ' grow ed Bel ch, absently scratching behind his ear

"What you nmust do is foil their plans. Watever MCall asks Finn to do, you
nmust see to it that she fails.'

Bel ch nodded. Made sense. In a Spockish sort of a way.

"Right. Let's check out the flat then, see if we can't throw a spanner in the
wor ks. '

El ph frowned. 'I am not equi pped with hardware inplenents.'

'"Not a real spanner, cartoon head! A pretend one - you know, |ike "strong as a
horse", except you're not really a horse.'

The negabyte sprite bobbed al ong beside him 'Ah yes, Belch-san. | see. You
speak netaphorically. This file was not included in ny nenory. The honoured
Myishi did not feel it relevant to our nission.'

Bel ch snarled. "The honoured Myishi can take his file and...'

Before he could finish his highly graphic and unconplinentary sentence,

Bel ch's brain spasmed with a jolt of fiery pain. Not an actual brain,
obviously that was lying mouldering in a cheap pine box. But spiritual painis
every bit as excruciating as the physical kind.

After several nonents Belch's ears stopped ringing. El ph was regarding him

cool ly.

'Di srespecting the Great One activates punitive feedback. It is not wse.'
"Whof ,' grunted Belch. 'I nean, really.’

"There is no need to revert to English,' commented Elph. 'I amfluent in

fourteen canine dialects, including the limted vocabul ary of the pit-bul
breed."

Bel ch grunted. 'Let's get on with this, then. The old man's flat is just
around the corner.'

' Hai, Belch-san.'

They proceeded through the courtyard, Belch upending rubbish bins, benches and
even small cars, generally overdoing the poltergeist thing. El ph hovered at
hi s shoul der, shaking his flickering head, and | ooking very disapproving for a
hol ogr am

CHAPTER 5: MAKEOVER

NORA had apparently drunk the car, so they had to make the trip to Dublin by
train. Being a pensioner |ike he was, Lowie only had a pass for the second
class, and so had to hold conversations with an invisible spirit while

ever ybody wat ched.

"What's this trip about, MCall?

Lowie came back from whatever dream he was dream ng. 'HmP

"Kissy Sissy. The first thing on the Wsh List. Wat does that nean?

The old man fired her a crabby glare. 'Wat it says. There's a wonan called
Si ssy; | have to kiss her.'’

'Yes. But why?'

"Never mnd why. You just do what you were sent to do.'

Meg frowned, levitating ten centimetres off the seat. "I'mtrying to help, you
know. A bit of manners wouldn't kill you.'

"Manners, is it?" snorted Lowie. 'Wat sort of manners woul d that be, now?
The sort where you break into someone's house and cripple themfor life? O
the sort where you play a cruel and nmalicious trick on your stepfather?

Meg felt herself fuming at the mere mention of Franco's title. 'Who told you
about that?

" The man hinsel f.'

"You net Franco?

Lowie shifted on his seat. 'He canme around to apol ogize after the ..

acci dent .

Meg could feel her nolecules vibrating. Even in the afterlife, that man could



drive her denented in one second flat.

Lowie drove the nail hone. 'The poor chap. And to think, | thought | was
badly off."'

Meg couldn't believe her ears. 'He had you feeling sorry for hin®

"After what you did?

'"He deserved it!' hissed Meg. 'He deserved it, and nore!’

"I dunno,' sniffed Lowie, 'if anyone deserves that. That was ..
"Justice,' announced Meg. 'It was justice. That creep sold my Mams jewellery.
Sol d her charm bracel et that we used to add to every year. And he watched our
telly, and sat on our sofa. He sat on our sofa so nmuch that it wasn't ours any
nmore. It was his. Wth his big, disgusting bumprint right in the mddle.'
Lowie read the girl's face. 'And did he give you the odd clatter?

There was silence for a nonment, and Meg settled back on to the cracked seat.
"Never mind changing the subject on ne, MCall,' she said suddenly. 'Wo's
this Sissy woman? And how do you know she won't split your bony face in two
when you try to plant one on her?

Lowie settled back agai nst the wi ndow, pulling a sausage-like cigar fromhis
breast pocket.

' Si ssy Brogan,' he sighed, spinning the wheel on an ancient oil lighter. The
flame, when it caught, was as | east as pungent as the cigar. Meg watched,
fasci nated, as the snoke passed through her abdomen.

' Si ssy Brogan was the woman | should have married. Never mind that old fish,
Nora. Sissy was a real woman. They broke the moul d when they made her '
"What noul d? Like a jelly noul d?

" No.

"Pl aster?

"Shut up, will ye?" growled Lowie, his flowinterrupted. '"It's an expression
It neans she was uni que. The one and only.'

Coh.

"W went stepping out once

' Qut where?

Lowie could feel a headache coming on. 'It's an expression! On a date! | took
her on a date!"’

'Ri ght.

"First of all to the pictures on O Connell Street.'

"What was on?'

Lowie scowed. 'I don't renenber " he began, then the lines on his brow
softened. 'It was The Mask of Zorro. | do renenber.’

'"Big deal. Sure that's still on.'

"I remenber because | was doing all the sword-fighting bit on the way for
chips. Sure, | was only a young | ad.'

Meg chuckl ed. 'You? Acting the maggot. | don't believe it.'

"I barely believe it nmeself. Maybe the old brainis filling in the gaps for
me. Anyway, it was a great night. A classic. They don't cone al ong every day.
You get maybe half a dozen in a lifetinme. Perfect days. | can see her now,
with the red hair curling behind her ears. The hei ght of fashion in those
days.'

'Yeah,' muttered a thoroughly bored Meg. 'That and outdoor toilets.'

But Lowrie was far too inmrersed to be distracted by smartal ecry. H's nenories
floated out of him Wafting in |uscious shades fromhis face and painting
vague shapes in the air.

"A perfect day ...'

' But ?'

"But | nade a hanes of it. As usual.’

"How? It sounds as though all you had to do was wal k her home, give her a kiss
goodni ght and ...

"l never kissed her.’

"You eejit.’

Lowie shook his grizzled head ruefully. 'l know. Don't you think I know? Not
a day goes by. It was ny hands, you see.'



' Hands?'

' They were sweating. Real bad. Like two lilies on a pond. | was afraid to put
t hem around her waist. Stupid, | know Stupid.’

He got no argunent from his ghostly partner.

"I thought the feel of two big, sopping palnms would put an end to ny chances.
| thought - tonmorrow, when it's cool and nmy hands are dry. So | left it and
went hone.'’

" And you never saw her agai n?

The old man snmiled mrthlessly. "Ch | saw her, all right. | saw her every day
for four years. | saw the hurt in her eyes, then the col dness. | watched her
marry my boyhood friend. And | had to stand there smling, and hand over the
ring like I was the happiest best man in the world."'

"If all this happened when you were young, then this Sissy nust be ancient by
now. When was the last time you were in touch with her?

Lowie scratched his bristled chin. 'Personally? Now you're asking. Mist be

t he bones of forty years.'

Meg vibrated ten centinetres off the seat. 'Forty years! She could be dead, or
living in a hone or anything.'

"Ch no. Sissy is alive, all right.That nuch | do know.'

" And how can you be so sure? Seeing as your own brain was no great shakes the
last time | was in there.’

Lowie spoke clearly. 'Because Sissy's married nanme is Cicely Ward. And that's
one even a hooligan |like you should recognize.'

Meg sank dunbfounded into the foamof the train seat. 'That C cely Ward?
'"Yes, that Cicely Ward. She wasn't al ways who she is now, you know, she was
hersel f once.’

Funni |y enough, that made perfect sense to Meg. 'So, you're telling ne that
you had the chance to marry the country's favourite TV granny, and you bl ew
it.'

Lowie rapped his knuckl es against his own thick skull. 'Yep. That's what |'m
telling you.'

Meg whistled. 'You really have the knack, don't you? | thought my life was

m serabl e.’

"Least | have a life.'

"Not for long.'

Lowie pulled hinself together. H s menories whooshed back into his face |ike
pai nt down a drain.

'Exactly. Not for long. So, if you'll just do what | say, | don't think
there's any need for conversation.'

"But...'

"Never mind yer buts. You're only here 'cause you have to be. If it was up to
you, you'd be off burgling someone's castle in heaven.'

And with that Lowie pulled his cap over his eves and settled in for a snooze.
Sl eep again? Meg couldn't believe it. After all the snoring he did |last night.
How coul d someone with half a year to live bear to waste any of it sleeping?
She shook her fist at the heavens. Thanks very nuch. Thanks a million. My | ast
chance at sal vation, and you send ne to the one person that hates ne nore than
Franco.

When the train pulled into Heuston Station, Lowie was still draggi ng ragged
breat hs through his open nmouth. Meg was getting fairly sick of |ooking at his
fillings. It was |ike some nedieval dentist had plugged the holes with | unps

of coal. And just look at the state of him she thought. Nora mnust've drunk
his fashion sense along with everything else. If he went strolling around the
streets of Dublin like that, people were going to start giving himtheir spare
change.

There was zero chance of getting into the RTE television studio with M

Sl eeping Tranp there. Something had to be done. Cicely Ward's people weren't
going to let a scruffy old munbling eejit in to see their boss just because he
bl ew a chance to kiss her back in the bl ack-and-white nmovi e days. And you may



bet she had people; all these stars had groups of nuscley types nmaking sure
they never had to talk to their fans.

Meg could just inmagine Lowie. Uh, em please can | go in, because |I've got a
Wsh List and there's this invisible spirit floating over nmy head ... whack
bounce, skid al ong the pavenent.

No. If they were ever going to tick anything off this list, it was up to her
Time for a bit of possession. Meg steeled herself and eased into Lowie's
slunbering frane. That's not so bad, she told herself. Now that you know
what's goi ng on.

The old man's brain was calm Richly coloured i mages floated around I|ike
fantastic clouds. Dreamon, old timer. No need to wake up. You wouldn't Iike
what's goi ng to happen anyway. Meg stretched her creaking | egs and stepped
down on to the platform

Behi nd her, two nuns bl essed thensel ves and prayed fervently that they woul d
never end up like that poor old tranp babbling at thin air.

Bel ch was smiling wolfishly. It gave hima warm fuzzy feeling to know that he
could invade anyone's privacy at will. HOLE, he'd thought, and fl oated
straight through Lowie MCall's front door. Marvell ous.

'They are not here,' buzzed El ph

Bel ch ran a thin tongue over his incisors. 'l can't turn you off, | suppose?
El ph blinked to access a file. 'I cannot be di sconnected by the host. Any
attenpt would be net with a nassive cranial discharge and i medi ate rel ocation
to base.'

"I go straight to hell, is what you're trying to say.'

"Correct.'

"Just great. Well, could you please shut up while I search this place?

El ph snmiled, as a toddler would at an insect he is about to flatten. "I wll,

as you say, shut up. But only because it is the nobst effective course of
action.'

Bel ch rooted around in the threadbare furnishings for a while, then decided it
was too nuch like hard work. He flopped on to the sofa, plonking ghostly Doc
Marten's on the glass surface of an ancient coffee table.

"This place is a dunp,' he remarked. 'Dunno why | bothered breaking in here in
the first place.'

El ph blinked again, scrolling through Belch Brennan's case file. 'Doubtless
because you are a dullard. My log informs ne that you were prone to acts of
extrene idiocy.'

Bel ch junped off the sofa, sending it crashing into the wall. 'l knew a
teacher like you. Al smart coments and saying | was thick. Well, | fixed
him all right. Slashed his tyres, and scratched his bonnet.'

El ph nodded. 'Yes. | have video. | see you scratched your own nane into M

Kehoe' s pai ntwork. |ngenious.'

"Il fix you,' grow ed Bel ch, lunging for the hol ogram

"I doubt it,' sneered Elph as the dog-boy passed through his electrica

i mpul ses. 'l aman intangible projection. In order to "fix nme", you would have
to renmove your own head and bury it on holy ground. Unlikely, to say the

| east."'

Bel ch extracted hinmself fromthe wall, casting a vicious eye at his supposed
hel per. 'Righto, M El ph. Truce for now. But sonme day ...'

"I suggest we look for clues as to our quarry's whereabouts.'

' ues?

"Ask the furniture.'

"Are you trying to be funny?

El ph sighed. 'No, nmoron. Residual nmenories. Spirits are very receptive to
them'

"You do it, then. | don't fancy having a chat with a three-piece suite.'
"I amnot a spirit. | aman ..."
"I know, | know. An intangible projection, whatever that is. OK but if you're

having a laugh at ny expense, then | mght just have to renove this inplant



nysel f. How rmuch deader can | get?

Bel ch faced the battered sofa. 'Wll, sofa,' he nunbled, feeling a conplete
fool, '"any idea what Finn and that old crusty are up to?

He waited, half-expecting the raggedy old cushions to formthenselves into a
mout h and answer him |nstead, Meg appeared on the settee. Not Meg exactly.
More like a painting of her, with the colours swirling of their own accord.
'Good,' said Elph. 'A grade-four residual nenmory. Quite recent.’

' Ch shut up, Spock. I'"'mtrying to nake out what she's doing.'

"Any aural input?

" Huh?'

' Can you hear her?

Bel ch listened, his pointed ears twitching in concentration. Wrds flowed from
Meg's nmouth like multicoloured birds. The col ours were dark. Finn had not been
happy: 'It has to be this? W have to travel the length and breadth of Irel and
to conplete four idiotic tasks? Nothing else will do you?

' Par don?'

"That's what she said.'

El ph hovered thoughtfully. 'So, the old man has set tasks. Doubtless they have
al ready departed on their quest.'

" How much of a head start do they have?

"Difficult to say. Time works differently on the spirit |evel. Judging by the
menory dissipation, |I'd say perhaps six hours.'

Belch tried a sarcastic chuckle. Wat came out was nore of a poodle yip.

"Six hours? They could be out of the country by now Well, that's it then
There's no way to find them Mght as well just sit here and watch a bit of
telly until they cone back. If ever.' El ph chewed a hol ographic lip. It seened
as though the halfwit was correct. The old man had defeated them sinply by.

| eaving his house. How infuriating. Myishi would not be happy if his prototype
failed him The hol ogram could well be denoted to a nicrowave for Beel zebub's
curries.

Bel ch flicked through the stations |ooking for sone cartoons. News, news, ads.
Rubbi sh. He was just about to switch off the set in disgust when a famliar
face flashed on to the screen. It couldn't be ... but it was.

A predatory grow runbled in the back of his throat. How | ucky can you get?
Sonebody down there |iked him

Meg strolled dowmn O Connell Street, enjoying the cool breeze on her scalp.
Who' d have thought there was an advantage to being bal d?

She knew exactly where she was. Mam used to bring her Christnmas shopping here
every year, before the accident. Got a day off school and everything. d othes,
toys, whatever she wanted, and topped off with a visit to McDonald's. The good
ol d days.

Every now and then she caught a glinpse of herself in a shop wi ndow, and the
shock rem nded her of her mission. Get this old coot |ooking half-human so
he'll have sone chance of a snoboch with Ireland' s favourite grandnot her

A spot of shoplifting had been her first thought, but you can't shoplift a
haircut. Plus, her aura had enough red in it already w thout her breaking a
few nore commandnments. So Meg rifled her host's pockets. It was not a pl easant
job. A bit like being a digger trawling through the dunp. Her search yielded
several crunpled tissues, |ozenges fromvarious decades, a conb covered in
bryl creem and a pack of old bingo cards. Not exactly the ol dest swinger in
town. Finally Meg hit gold. Deep in the folds of a frayed wallet, she

di scovered a shiny new Visa card. Perfect.

The first zone of concern was the general head area. Lowie had probably grown
accustoned to it over the years but, seen through new eyes, it was a di sgrace.
Grey hairs sprouting fromeverywhere except the scal p. Eyes that had been
rheunmy and bl oodshot since God knows when, and a raggedy stubble that broke
the surface |ike wandering sandpaper. Somnething had to be done.

NU U was the answer. Her nother had taken her there once when she felt they
were both in need of panpering. Mnicures and facials all around, then hone on



the one-twenty feeling like a mllion dollars.

Meg pushed in the gl ass-and-steel doors. Her entrance to the NU U sal on had
the sane effect as a gunslinger's into a western sal oon. Frosty silence
descended on the establishnent. You could have heard a pin drop, and in fact
did when a trainee hairdresser dropped several from between her teeth.

A bl ack-cl ad bl onde- headed young | ady approached Meg warily. She kept her
hands cl ose to her chest in case they m ght accidentally brush against this
unexpected visitor.

"H, I"'mNatalie. May | help you?' was what her nmouth said, but her eyes said:
Get out before I call the police

Meg cl eared her throat. 'Do you do nmen here?

Nat al i e nodded reluctantly. 'Yes ... generally.'

' God. Could you do this one then?

Nat al i e blinked. 'Pardon?

"Ah ... nme. Could you do ne?

"Qur services are not inexpensive, perhaps the |ocal barber
Meg flashed the credit card. 'Put the whole whack on this, Natalie.'
Natalie | eaned in to exam ne the card. Not too close though. A relieved

al nrost charming, snile spread across her plumlips. '"Wll, that seens to be in
order. \WWat would you |like done?
Meg snorted. '1'd say now that's sort of obvious. | want the works.'

Nat al i e snapped her fingers, and two simlarly clad assistants magically
appeared at her el bows. 'This gentleman would like the works. And, if | m ght
say so, not before tine.'

Meg was whi sked into a space-age chrome chair, and various beautifying

machi nes were arranged around her head. Sone she recognized: dryers, highlight
| anps and el ectrolysis |lasers. But others |ooked |ike they cane straight off
the bridge of the Starship Enterprise

"Is this going to be noisy? she asked nervously.

Assi stant number one twittered delightedly. 'No, no. These are the very
|atest, all stealth-nmuffled for the patrons' confort.'

Meg nodded. ' Good. Because | don't want to wake nme up.'

By lunchtime Lowie MCall had been plucked, shaved, noisturised, exfoliated,
mani cured, trimed, coloured (burnished autum, six-wash fade-out) and
wrapped. All without rousing himfromhis slunmber. Every tine his

consci ousness twitched, Meg would sinply tell it to go back to sleep. Gently,
of course, w thout the usual rudeness she generally used with adults. The old
man was only allowed to surface to sign the credit-card docket. And then only
partially. Poor old Lowie thought he was dream ng about w nning the Lotto.
The transformati on was phenonenal. Even Natalie was inpressed. '"If it wasn't
for the clothing, you could alnost think Sir was a native Dubliner.' The

hi ghest conplinment any Dubliner could pay to a cul chie.

Ri ght, next stop. New outfit. Tinme to introduce this old fossil to the
twenty-first century.

The Stephen's G een Centre had al ways been Manmis favourite, so Meg dragged
Lowie' s old legs along the length of Gafton Street and up to the second
floor of the mall. She picked the shop with the | oudest rmusic punping through
the doors, and went in. Techno dance beats envel oped her imredi ately, inside
her head - or McCall's head to be precise. Lowie's mnd stirred irritably in
its sleep.

"Hush there now, off you go, no need to wake up just yet.'

A fl at-headed nose-ringer slinmed over to guide the old guy to the denture
shop. 'You're in the wong place, pops. This is a clothes shop. For people

| ess than a hundred.'’

Meg took this personally - after all, she was in the insulted body at the
time. 'Pops?
Nose- Ri ng swal | owed, suddenly nervous. 'Well, you know, you being an ol dish

gent and all.’
Meg opened Lowie's mouth to respond, and then found she couldn't. That creepy



eejit was right. Maybe she bel onged here, but Lowie certainly didn't. You
woul dn't put the Taoi seach or one of those other ancient fellows in conbats
and a bomber. O der people had their own fashions fromthe days before

Pl aySt ati ons. Sad-| ooking, but they were happy.

Meg speared Nose-Ring with a haughty glare. 'l was considering purchasing a
gift for ny ... great-great-granddaughter, but now | shall take my big roll of
cash sonewhere el se.’

Meg storned out, delighted with the | ong words she'd used, and with the | ook
on your man's face. Three doors down there was a place called Townsend' s &
Sons. Heaps of non-fashion in the wi ndow Ties and everything. One of the

pl astic dunmm es even had a top hat on him OCh, this was definitely the place
for M Has-Been MCall.

She pushed in the door hesitantly, still thinking of herself as a young girl,
who' d been hunted out of a dozen simlar establishnents in her short lifetine.
A group of snobby-1ooking chaps were flitting around with nmeasuring tapes
hangi ng around their necks. None of them | ooked young enough to be the sons in
Townsend' s & Sons.

One strolled over. He had bits of chal k sticking out of his shirt pocket, and
a droopy moustache |ike that chap in the Bugs Bunny cartoons.

"Sir?" he said, real cool, as if saying: Can | help you, sir? was too mnuch
effort.

Meg squi nted. How should she put this? Be confident, she told herself. Like
you bel ong here.

"Righto ... ah ... shop servant. |I've had ny head done by Natalie. Now | want
a few decent things to wear. A suit or sonething. None of those top hats
t hough, or he'll kill ne. Well, he would if he wasn't too late.'

Meg gi ggl ed nervously.

"Asuit, Sir? Any particular |abel?

'"No, just give ne sonething expensive. Put the lot on ny Visa.'

Suddenly there were snmiles all round. Measuring tapes were whipped out |ike
I ndi ana Jones bul I whi ps, and jamred up Lowie' s arnpits.

"Wuld Sir prefer tailored or off the rack?

' Em ... not sure, just give me sonething already nade ...'
"Very good. Stand still, please. Two- or three-piece?

" Dunno. No wai stcoat though.'

'O course.’

"And a pair of those brown shoes. Wth the sw ngy yokes.'

' Tassel s.'

"That's the ones.'

'Size?

Tricky one. Tine for some cute thinking. 'Size? | forget. The old nmenory is a
bit banjaxed. Me being so ancient and all.'

"As long as Sir renenbers how to sign his nane.’

' Par don?'

"Ch nothing. Just ny little joke.'

Meg felt as though she were being dressed by a whirlw nd. Father and sons

fl ashed around her, shouting inconprehensible figures and phrases.

After several interm nable m nutes of poking and fitting, the tailors stopped
their feverish activity.

"Et voilal' The elder Townsend adnmired his creation

Meg risked a peek. Not bad, she supposed. Lowie's threadbare outfit had been
repl aced by a navy jacket and grey trousers. The turn-ups fell perfectly on to
a pair of dark brown, tasselled, |ace-up shoes. The shirt was crisp and pale
bl ue, and conpl enented by a deep red tie.

"Sir?

The Townsends hovered round their client. Awaiting a conplinment as vultures
await a desert fatality.

"Em... It's eh ...’

' Yes?'

Now t hen, what woul d Janmes Bond say in this situation? 'CQutstanding,



gentl emen. Bang up job.'

This seemed to do the trick, and the Townsends fell to twittering anongst

t hensel ves. Papa approached with a small silver plate. Here cane the bad news.
And it was bad news. Very bad. Eight hundred and forty pounds! |If poor old
Lowie had any idea what was going on, this would have killed himfor sure.
She handed over the Visa card, hoping that dying in debt didn't col our your
aura. If it did, Lowmie was in big trouble.

A son glided over. He held Lowie' s old clothes out in front of himin a
carrier bag, like a nurse with a nappy sack

'Does Sir wish to have these ... things?

Meg considered it. She'd already renoved the wallet, the train ticket, pension
book, keys and neasly few bob.

'"Nope. Sir doesn't. Bin the lot of them'

"A wise choice.’

No turning back now. It was these swanky new clothes, or try to get into RTE
in his underwear. And there was a sight the free world wasn't ready for yet.

It was time to wake the old man up. Meg eased herself from his body and waited
for the fireworks. The old green eyes blinked dreanmily and a slow snmile spread
across Lowie McCall's lips.

"Hello,' he nunbled, to no one in particular

Strange behavi our. The Townsends all clustered at the far wall.

Lowie raised a finger. 'There's sonething famliar about you.'

Meg | ooked around. Wo the hell was the old guy tal king to?

"I never forget a face.'

What face? Maybe the possession had pushed Lowie over the edge. She foll owed
his bleary gaze. The dozy eejit was talking to his own reflection in the
full-length mrror. A whoop of delighted | aughter burst from her nouth.

The fam liar irritated crease appeared in MCall's brow 'Wat are you

| aughi ng at ?'

The Townsends flushed; they had indeed been tittering discreetly at their

| at est custoner's behavi our

Meg swal | owed her giggles. 'Oh nothing, apart fromthe fact that you're
talking to yourself in the mrror.'

"Don't be ridiculous! That's not ne.'

' Take a cl oser look, MCall, it's you all right.'

Lowie studied the suave figure in front of him It did i ndeed seemthat there
was a frame surroundi ng the gentl eman. Mst unusual. Unl ess of course the
figure was a reflection

' Ch dear,' he sighed, the penny finally dropping. 'This is who I coul d' ve
been."’

Meg snorted. 'God Almighty, MCall. You can turn anything into a whingeing
session. You're supposed to be happy.'

Lowie touched the glass, just to make sure. 'I am happy. This is ..
unbel i evabl e. Thank you.'

"Wl come. Anything to give you a better chance of snagging Ccely Ward.'

'For a second there | thought you did this for ne.’

"I did. You really are a moody old coot. Do you never just smile, and not
worry about the consequences?'

Lowie snoothed his silk tie. 'l used to. Alifetime ago ... before ... before
everything.' A sudden thought struck the old man. 'Here, how did you pay for
all this?

Sonehow, even without a drop of blood in her veins, Meg managed to blush. 'l
didn't.'

' Ch no. You used nmy body to hold up this shop!" .'Il did not!’

' Then what ?'

Meg fl oated ahead of himout the door. 'Never mind. W have to get out to RTE
renenber? It's out in Donnybrook."

Lowie ran under his own steamfor the first time in years. 'Come back here,
you. Tell me the truth!’



'"OK, then. But you're not going to like it.'
"I don't care. Tell me anyway.'
Meg told him He didn't like it.

CHAPTER 6: KI SSY S| SSY

THEY took a bus to the RTE studios. Even Lowie had a few | ayers knocked of f
his grunpy shell by sitting on the top deck. It was a bright spring day in the
city, and the streets flowed by beneath their window like a river of life. O
course Lowie, being Lowie, couldn't stay happy | ong.

'Li sten, spook. Were's ny other stuff?

"Binned it.'

"What? |'ve had that jacket nearly twenty years!'

"I know, it told ne.’

This being Dublin, no one was too concerned about sone old fellow chatting to
hi nsel f on a bus.

"You had no right!"’

"Are you serious about this Kissy Sissy thing or not?

'Dead serious, if you'll pardon the expression.'
"Well, she's hardly going to smack the gob on sonme old eejit lugging around a
carrier bag full of smelly rags. And 1'll tell you another thing, you're |ucky

t hose Townsend chaps didn't sell underwear, or your century-old shorts
woul d' ve been for the chop as well .’

Lowie blanched. 'How did you ...?

"Yes, | saw your old stringy vest. And it's a sight that'll stay ith ne for
the rest of ny ..." Meg trailed off, suddenly realizing just how dead being
dead was.

"I know, Meg,' said Lowie, calling her by name for the first tinme. 'We al
think we're going to live forever. Then bang! Qur tinme is up and we haven't
done any of the things we thought we'd do. Well, not ne. |'ve got a chance to
redeem nyself. And a partner to help me do it.'

Meg sniffled, even though there were no tears on her cheeks. 'Partner?' 'You.'

"I"monly here because | have to be, renenber?' Lowie nodded. 'I know that,
but maybe your heart is in it all the sane.’

"No, McCall. Don't rely on me. There's no point. | could never help anyone,
even mysel f.' 'Now, who's npaning?" 'Ah put a cork init, soppy.'

"Charming. Didn't you ever learn to respect your elders? '"You' re too old to
be an elder. You're an older elder." 'Very funny. If |I was a hundred years
younger " And so the first tendrils of a bond crept between the body and

the spirit. And, though Meg Finn didn't notice it, a few nore strands of blue
ignited in her aura.

The RTE studios had security on the gate. A big Dublin bruiser with cropped
hair and zero tol erance for chancers.

'Go away. Far away,' said the guard, whose tag read Dessie.

"Hold on there now a sec,' protested Lowie. '"I'mhere to see Cicely Vard."'
The guard | ooked up fromhis clipboard. 'Yeah, you and every other |ovestruck
old fool .'

Lowie decided to have a go at indignant.

' Pardon me, young man, but M ssus Ward happens to be a cl ose personal friend
of mine.'

"Sure, and |I'm Leonardo di what shi sface.’

Even Lowi e recogni zed bl atant sarcasm when he heard it. 'Did you never |earn
to respect your el ders?

"I'f I had a pound for every tinme | heard that line ..
Don't talk to ne, thought Meg.

"You old fellas are the worst, trying to scamyour way in for a bit of
celebrity-spotting. Go on, get out of it before | call the pensioners
police."



Lowie straightened his tie. '"Do | look like the kind of person who woul d need
to scam his way anywhere?'

The guard rubbed the stubble on his scalp. 'Never judge a book by its cover. |
nmysel f have a first fromTrinity in medieval poetry.'

Meg decided it was time to intervene. 'Use the power of your mind, Lowie.'

' Par don?'

Bandy hearing, thought Dessie. 'l said: never judge a book by its cover.'
"Not you!'

"Not me? Who then?

"Tell him Lowie.'

"Tell himwhat?'

"Tell who what?'

It was all getting very confusing. Meg hovered beside the old man's ear.
"Just listen, McCall. Don't talk. Wile | was inside your head, | unl ocked
certain powers.'

"You did in your Barney.'

"\What about Barney?' asked Dessie. 'W don't make Barney here. It's

syndi cat ed!"

"Use the power of your mind, Lowie. Make this nunmbskull open the gate.'
Low i e shrugged. This whole mnd-control idea was no nore incredible than
anyt hing el se that had happened over the past twenty-four hours. He squinted
fiercely at the guard.

"You will open the gate.'’

"l doubt it.'

' Concentrate, MCall. Reach out with your thoughts.'

Lowie gritted his teeth, focusing his will in a tight beam
"You will open the gates, because | wish it!'

Dessie's eyes glazed over like two scratched marbl es.

'Yes, Master.'

"It works,' crowed Lowie. 'I'ma superbrain!’

"What's that, Master?' asked the guard. 'Turn you around and give you a swift
kick in the behind? If that is your conmmand.'

"I didn't think that!’

"No! | did. Now get out of here quick before I"'mforced to call an anbul ance,
and take that voodoo rubbish with you.'

Lowie gl anced over his shoulder. Meg's ethereal frame was shaking with mrth.
'Ch ha ha, very funny.'

"Sorry,' spluttered Meg. 'Couldn't help it.'

"l should have known better.'’

' Course you should,' agreed Dessie. 'I've heard every excuse in the book.'
Lowie closed his eyes. Not a word to anyone in over a year, and now two
conversations at the sane tine. 'Now, |'m never going to get in here.'

'You can sing that, grandad.'

Meg fl oated over beside the obstinate Dub. 'The way | see it, the brainis
like a piano. You just have to push the right keys.'

She roll ed up her sleeve and plunged her hand into the guard's ear. It

di sappeared up to the el bow.

"Urghh,' groaned Lowie. 'That's disgusting.'

"Watch it now, you, | could turn nasty at any nonent.'

Meg ground her teeth as she rooted around. 'Here it is now Prepare yourself
for conpl ete obedi ence.’

Lowie could al nost hear the click as his partner pressed some internal
switch. 'There we go.'

Dessie did indeed seemdifferent. H s knees began knocki ng together, and his
hand jittered as though on puppet strings.

"Hm ' nused Lowie. 'You know who he renminds nme of ?

"Yes, that rock 'n' roll singer with the hair.'

And wi t hout warning Dessie |aunched into an animated version of 'Blue Suede
Shoes', conplete with pelvic gyrations and wobbly lip.

' Qops,' said Meg. 'Wong button.'



She tried again, like a bear feeling around for the hive. 'There, | think
No good. Now Dessie was whinnying |like a horse.

' Ch, just possess him for goodness' sake.'

"No chance. It's bad enough having your menories floating around ny head.
Never mind a whol e heap of nedieval poetry. Anyway, |'ve got it now'
Cick. And Dessie was docile as a kitten, big hairy arms swinging at his
si des.

Low i e coughed painfully. 'Desnond. Wuld you kindly open the gate?
Dessie grinned. 'Sure, man. And do you know why?

'No, Desnond, why?

A tear crept fromthe corner of the guard' s eye. 'Because | |ove you, nan.
love you and all the little flowers, and | |ove the doubl e-decker buses, and
even |l ove the students fromTrinity with their smelly coats and smart

comments. | |love the universe, nman.' Sobbing gently, Dessie buzzed open the
gate, rubbing the nechanism fondly.

'"Ch, Desmond. Could | have a visitor's pass, please?

"Sure, man. And why don't you crash in ny pad later, man? W coul d absorb sone
vi bes."’

' That sounds very interesting,' said Lowie, with absolutely no clue as to
what the guard had just said. He turned to his floating partner. 'What did you
do to that poor chap?

Meg shrugged. 'I just saw a pink happy-1ooking box at the back of his head and
opened it up.'

"I think | preferred himas a bruiser.'

Lowie strolled down the broad driveway, his confidence growing with each
step. Wth the pass clipped to his lapel, he could freely infiltrate every
area of the studios, including, he hoped, the 'Tea with Cicely' set.

TV sound stages look different in real life. Smaller for a start. And on telly
you don't see the edges. It was as though some giant had taken a bite out of a
subur ban house and then, realizing the decor was horrendous, spat it out in
Donnybrook. Lowrie was a bit disappointed. It flowed out of himin violet
streans.

Meg couldn't resist a dig. 'Ahhh. Did the baby think it was weal ?

Lowie bit his tongue. He wasn't going to be ejected for insanity now Not
when he was so cl ose.

Meg giggled. 'Bugs Bunny is not weal either. Just pwetty pictures that nove
weal ly fast.'

Lowie shot her a warning gaze. And in Meg's world you really could shoot a
gaze. Concentrated orange venomspiralled fromthe old nan's eyes and spl urged
all over her head.

"Hey! Gve it up!

'Less of the wi secracks then,' hissed Lowie, maintaining a pleasantly sniling
face.

The audi ence consi sted of the white-haired, blue-haired and no-haired. Their
auras betrayed their true thoughts, though. Stories of struggle and pain
mngled in the air above themin a gaseous tabl eau. Love was the predon nant
enotion. Love and fam ly. Alnobst every soul held the face of a |ost |oved one
precious in their mnd.

The warm up man stopped cracking | ame jokes, listening to a nessage through
hi s earpiece. He began clapping and screaming like a lunatic. The audi ence
followed suit. Just the clapping. No screamng. This wasn't a Boyzone concert,
after all.

'"Here we go,' whispered Meg.

Low i e nopped his hands with his new sil k hanky. They were sweating |ike
sponges.

Bel ch's canine snmile stretched across his snout, revealing an unfeasible
anmount of teeth.
"I don't believe it,"' he chuckled.



Elph flitted to his shoul der

'Disbelief is often the reaction of the nmentally chall enged. That and
superstition. Al phenonena can be reduced to nthematical terms. Even heaven
and hell can be expressed as spatial equations.'’

Bel ch frowned. 'You are such a nerd, Pixie.'

'That's El ph.'

" What ever .

El ph blinked, accessing his thesaurus. 'Hm™m Nerd: geek, square, one unskilled
in social interaction.'

"Just shut up and | ook at the television.'

El ph buzzed over to the screen. 'Ancient technology. Not even digital. Subject
to environnental interference.’

Bel ch could feel an attack of doggy rage com ng on. 'Never mnd that! Just

| ook at what's on the screen.’

El ph's eyes spiralled into zoom 'A series of coloured dots, transmtted in
specific order to create the illusion of "

" Shut up!' how ed Belch, leaping to his feet. 'Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! Arf
arf aaaaarffff!’

El ph gave hima little shock, partly out of necessity, partly because he
enjoyed it. 'Are we rational now?

" Wof .’

"Il take that as an affirmative. Now, what were you trying to tell ne, in
your own Cro-Magnon fashion?

Bel ch patted a snoking patch of hair over his ear. 'Look. It's him On the

telly.'
The virtual help's eye I enses whirred again.
"You are correct. | have an eighty-nine per cent match-up probability.'

"He | ooks different. Not as pathetic as usual.'

El ph sank an i mracul ately mani cured hand into the screen. Waves of red sparks
ri ppl ed across the screen, obscuring the picture conpletely.

' What are you doing? This could be a ... what do you call it? A Sherlock

Hol nes thing ... a clue!'’

El ph blinked, a pulse of light shimered along his armand into the

t el evi si on.

"I have located the signal,' he said presently. "It is a live broadcast. | am
rel ayi ng the coordi nates back to the Master's nmainfrane.'

Bel ch could feel the saliva glands in his hooked jaws going into overdrive.
The bl oodl ust was on him This dog thing wasn't too bad.

' How soon can we be there?" he said, nore than a hint of the hairy half in his
t ones.

'Look around you, cretin,' muttered El ph. 'You're already there.'

Cicely Ward swanned on to the sound stage, and poor old Lowie nearly fell out
of his seat. Four hundred knees creaked painfully as the audi ence rose for a
st andi ng ovati on.

"Right so, Lowie. Wat's the plan?

McCall blinked a bead of sweat fromhis eye. 'Plan? You know. Kiss her.'
"That's it? Kiss her?

"Vell.L L
'God. You're about as good a planner as your nman Custer.'
Dar k patches began to appear on Lowie's shirt. 'I'mnewto this sort of

thing. | thought you'd help out.'

"I"mnot kissing her. It was bad enough kissing ny own granny.'

"You're dead right you're not kissing her. If there's any kissing to be done,
"1l do it!"

"Correct.'

'Ri ght.

' Good. '

'K so. Wien | give the word, you take over. Get ne old bones down there and
"Il do the rest.’



Meg nodded. 'l can do that. Now, shut up talking to yourself, they're sitting
down. '

Cicely quietened the audience with a wave of her elegant fingers. She was a
striking woman, tall with steel-grey hair and round brown eyes. It was easy to
understand Lowie's attraction.

' Good evening, ny friends.' She w nked conspirator-ially. 'l have to pretend
it's evening because of the Saturday repeat.'

It was vintage Ward. The editors would leave it in for both shows. The

audi ence tittered fondly, their worries instantly forgotten

"Qur show this evening concentrates on an issue that has affected us all at
one time or another. Today we're going to talk with our panel about | ost

| ove.'

Lowie nearly threw up. Hi s perspiration glands began to punp out the gallons.
"Lost love?' giggled Meg. 'This is unbelievable.'

"Ch no,' noaned Lowie. '"It's too much. | can't.’

A concerned wonman tugged at his sleeve. 'Are you all right, honey?

Lowie felt as though there was a footpunp feeding into his brain. 'I'm K
Thanks. Fine. | just need a bit of air.’

He stood on shaky | egs, suddenly feeling ridiculous. New cl othes? Kissy Sissy?
What had he been thinki ng?

"\Where are you goi ng?

'Home. Home. \Were | bel ong!'’

Meg hovered before his face. 'No! You can't. W've conme this far!'

'CGet out of ny way!'

O course they were in the mddl e of a row Heads began to swivel on both

si des.

"Sit down!'

| can t.

'What are you going to do? Run off hone and die?

The bl ood hanmmered in Lowie's ears, drowning out his thoughts.

"Yes!' he shouted over the pounding. 'Yes! |I'mgoing hone to die!’

A statenment like that gets everyone's attention pretty sharpish. There was
total silence on the sound stage. Even the caneranen stopped chew ng gum
Cicelyrd shiel ded her eyes against the TV lights. 'Are you all right, sir?
Lowie's throat was dry, and his palns were wet. Typical

"Let's do it!' said Meg.

"No ...'

"No, you're not all right, sir?

Bi g security guys were nonchal antly convergi ng on B Section

' Come on, partner! This is another w ong decision.'

| can t.

Cicely Ward squinted. 'Don't | know you?

Lowie took a deep breath and net her enquiring stare. 'Hello, Sissy.'
'Sissy? No one's called me that since ... Ch nmy God -Lowie? The hostess nade
a faltering nove backwards, alnost tripping on a |low step

Security was hurrying now, making real professional-Iooking hand signals.
'Let's go, Lowrie!’

McCall stared at his girlfriend fromnearly half a century ago. Her eyes were
the sane. The very sane.

'OK, partner. Get ne down there.'

"About tinme,' said Meg, sliding into the old man's frame. Lowie instantly
took a back seat, |ike a passenger on a fairground ride. But he could feel. He
could feel the strength and passion of youth buzzing through his old frane.
'Hey, Sissy,' called Meg. 'You stay right there, honey. Lowie' s got ...
nmean, |'ve got something for you.'

I nside his own head, Lowie groaned. That girl watched too much Anerican

t el evi si on.

The security dropped all pretence of conposure, and charged |ike a herd of
particul arly annoyed rhino. Their | eader seened to be roaring up his sl eeve.
"W gotta possible obsessive, Section B. Double quick.'



'Qops. Tine to go.'

Meg hopped up on a back-rest, narrowly escaping the questing fingers of the
nearest guard. Two nore clashed heads, diving for where Lowie's feet had
been. She giggled. It was just like the tine she'd had an entire rugby team
chasing her for calling their jerseys girly. They hadn't caught her then

ei ther.

Careful not to snag the audi ence on their heads, Meg ski pped down al ong the
seat rests, very dashing in her tailored suit.

Cicely was staring in disbelief. '"Lowie ... | ... Oh dear!’

Meg vaulted into the aisle. "Wth you in a sec, dollface.'

Lowie cringed. Dollface?

The caneramen recovered their composure, swivelling | enses |like tank-turrets.
This extraordinary old man coul d provide the shot of the year! One

over - ent husi asti ¢ bouncer hrew a punch. He pulled it though, not w shing to
crush the old guy's skull. The delay gave Meg anple time to snatch a knitting
basket and place it in the path of his fist. Judging by the yel ps, the bouncer
had made contact with a conceal ed pin cushion

'dé,' shouted Meg, drunm ng her heels dramatically.

'"dé!" shouted the crowd. They couldn't help it. Meg's enthusiasm was
cont agi ous.

Arailing led to the stage fl oor. Tubul ar and snoot h.

'Ch God no,' groaned Lowie.

"I"'mafraid so,' chuckled Meg and nounted the bani ster side saddle. She
whooshed down its length, snatching a rose froma bedecked straw hat on her
way past.

There was only one beefy obstacle left, and the boom man took hi mout trying
to get the mke in over Lowie's head.

'"dé!'" shouted Meg.

'dé,' responded the audience.

Cicely's face was flushed. It was |ike something out of those old pirate
films. That was what oldies liked, so that was what Meg was gi ving them

She handed Cicely the rose. 'For you, my precious jewel.'

"Lowie? Is it you? What are you doi ng?

"What | should have done forty years ago.'

Meg swept the presenter into her arns.

The audi ence was enthral |l ed; hankies were popping out |ike weeds after rain.
It was perfect. Romantic, forbidden, exciting. Perfect. Then, of course, al
hel | broke | oose.

Bel ch | ooked down. He was floating sixty netres above the ground.

"AH,' he yelped. 'Arf arf ooowwwww '

"Wof, eh eh ruff,' grunted Elph in flawl ess pit bull. Wich translated as:

Rel ax, cretin, you're already dead.

Bel ch licked a rope of slobber fromhis chin. 'OK smart alec. It just takes a
while to get used to all this death stuff. Zooming off all over the world.'
The hologramtried to explain. "W are not solid matter, you see. O course,
strictly speaking, that's not exactly-true, if you consider it at a sub-atomc
| evel '

El ph paused, noticing the 'I have no clue what you're on about' |ook plastered
across Belch's face. "Or, to put it in dullard' s terns, we can go wherever we
want to, so long as we know exactly where that is.'

"Ch,' said Belch, not really any the wiser. 'Were | want to be is beside that
old geezer with my fingers around his throat."'

El ph' s tel escopic eyes buzzed and zooned, reading the inpul ses inside the

Wi res.

"I believe | can isolate the precise signal.'

"Well, get on with it then, you bl abbernouth fairy!

'That's El ph!'

" What ever .

El ph's fingers extended and spliced thenselves with the rubber-coated wire.



Strands of energy whi pl ashed around the point of contact.

'Hang on.'

Bel ch barely had tine to yip before they were hurtling through the neshed
wires of the signal conduit. The hardware fl owed around and through t hem

Bel ch coul d see electrons of electricity arguing with each other. He watched
as the positive and negative ions were drawn irresistibly together. Not that
they seemed to m nd.

Then they energed through the lens of a camera, and into a full-scale riot.
Hundreds of elderly people were on their feet, stanping and hooting. Dazed
security nen lay scattered around the studi o rubbing injured parts.

Bel ch growed in the back of his throat. 'I like this place." '"I'"'mglad to
hear it," commented El ph dryly. 'Wen you' ve finished admring the decor, you
m ght notice that our target is |less than three netres away.'

Bel ch whi pped his snout around, instantly recognizing Meg Finn's scent. She
was here, inside the old man. Belch could feel the canine half taking over.
Bl oodl ust rose in the back of his throat. Curved claws sprouted fromhis
fingertips.

"I"ll tear her aura right off!’

Fl exi ng powerful hind | egs, Belch |launched hinmsel f through the air. He

i npacted like a pile-driver, knocking Meg straight out of Lowie's body. The
two spirits rolled across the stage, auras spitting sparks.

"Now, you dirty turncoat,' grow ed hell's angel, 'you're conming with ne.'
"Where's that?' qui pped Meg. ' The doghouse?' The smart remark was instinct.
What was left of Meg Finn was actually quaking in her ectoplasm c boots. Belch
was different. Not just the dog bit, it was nore than that. He | ooked neaner

smarter. Like he'd seen hell, and liked it.

"Ruff woof huh huh,' snarled the dog-boy. Wich El ph could have translated as:
that's the last joke you'll ever nake, because I'mgoing to rip your tongue
out!

Amazi ngly enough, even with absolutely no know edge of canine dialects, Mg
was able to get the gist. Perhaps it was the taloned fist hovering over her
face that gave her a clue.

El ph's circuits were snoking with frustration. 'No you cretinous creature!
Leave the girl. She has already played her part! Get the old man!'

It was no use. Belch was too inmersed in his vengeance. The situation was
shooting off at unforeseen tangents.

Lowie was oblivious to all the spiritual mayhem As far as he was concerned,
everyt hing was goi ng according to plan. Meg had got himdown here, perhaps in
a slightly nore ostentatious fashion than he woul d have preferred, but here he
was. And now it was up to himto finish off itemone on the Wsh List, ie,

Ki ssy Sissy.

Cicely Ward was stunned, as you would be if your boyfriend of nearly half a
century hence turned up and nade m ncenmeat of your security. In spite of that,
she made no attenpt to disentangle herself fromLowie' s arns. Arns which were
begi nning to ache fromthe strain.

"Well, Lowie? she said, echoes of the teenager in her voice. 'Wy have you
come here?

It occurred to Lowie then that he was probably on tel evision

'Lost love,' he said sinply, and kissed her on the lips.

And the crowd went ape, especially when G cely Ward draped a hand over the
dapper old gent's shoul der and ki ssed himback. It was fantastic, stupendous.
An ethereal ray. of white light exploded fromthe point of lip contact. It

bat hed the pores of every man, woman and spirit in the studio. O course
nobody realized that. They just knew that for a single nmoment everything was
better in the world.

El ph knew it though. He could see the ray and he knew exactly what it was.
Troubl e. Major trouble.

Belch felt it too. The spiky hairs on his neck tingled a warning. 'Wat the
hell is that?" he grow ed, peering over his shoul der

El ph just had tine to answer before the ray of energy blasted them both back



to the underworld.
'Good,' he said. 'Pure one hundred per cent good.'
Meg felt a rush of blue in her aura.

Cicely wal ked Lowie to the gate, ostensibly to protect himfromthe twtching
fingers of security.

"I can't believe it's you,' she said, tucking a curl behind her ear. 'Lowie
McCall standing right here in front of ne.'

Lowie sighed. 'I'ma few decades late."'

The tel evision presenter took his hands in hers. 'Maybe. But not too late.'
Meg was busy trying not to throw up. 'GCh, pul eeeze. Gve up all the soppy
rubbi sh, McCall. G ve her another smacker and let's get a nove on. W stil
have a long way to go.'

" Shut up. |'m busy."'

Cicely blinked. 'Sorry? Wat did you say?

"Nothing. | was ... eh ... talking to ny inner denons. It cones from spending
too nuch tine al one."'

"Stay, then. For a while at |east. W have so much to tal k about.’

For a second, Lowie wavered. It was tenpting. "Eh ... No. | have a few things
to do. Inportant things.'

Cicely wiped a tiny tear fromthe corner of her eye. 'l understand. WIIl you
be back?'

Lowie hesitated. Just say yes, it would make everything nmuch easier. 'No,
Sissv. | don't think so.’

"I see. Wll, it was lovely to see you again. Even if only for a mnute. And
if you do change your mind ..." She pressed a card into his palm
Low i e hugged her close, her famliar perfune filling his head. 'Goodbye,

Si ssy.

Her tears were wet against his cheek. 'Goodbye, old friend, and thanks for the
ratings.'

Lowie strolled out through the gate. Dessie was maki ng a dai sy chain on the
[ awn.

Low i e paused, there was one nore thing. 'Sissy,' he called.

She turned squinting, the sun in her eyes. 'Yes?

"That night ...' stamrered Lowie, 'after the cinema, when | didn't Kkiss you.
Do you ever wonder ...?'

Cicely smled through her tears. 'Every day and night, Lowie MCall, every
day and ni ght.'

CHAPTER 7: FOOTBALL CRAZY

THEY took the late bus north. Luckily, the upstairs was deserted.

"You didn't see a thing? said Meg incredul ously.

Lowie scratched his chin. 'Nope.'

"But there was Belch, only he was half dog. And this little floating fell ow
wi th zoony eyes, and then a huge expl osion of white light that blew the two of
them away but didn't hurt ne a bit.'

"No. Didn't notice any of that.'

Meg scow ed. 'Too busy with your girlfriend.'

Lowie | eaned back on the seat smiling. 'Say whatever you like, spooky.
Not hi ng can put me in a bad nood today."

"It's disgusting. Al you old people running around ki ssing each other. Have
you no dignity?

"You woul dn't be jeal ous, by any chance?

"Jeal ous? O what? Kissing a granny?

Lowie sat up. 'No. Jealous of ... | dunno ... life? Being happy?

Meg stared out the bus wi ndow, watching the city streets flash past. 'What
sort of question is that to ask a fourteen-year-old? | don't think about that



sort of thing. Just nusic and sweets.'

"Hrmph,' grunted Lowie doubtfully.

"Hrmph yourself. | think | preferred you when you were a noody old git.'
Lowie refused to be drawn. 'Wuld you tell me sonething, Meg?

"I maght.'

"What did he do to you?'

' Vho?'

" You know who. Franco. \Wat did he do, to nake you do what you did?'

'"I's that a tongue tw ster?

"Seriously."'

"Seriously, it's none of your business.'

Lowie nodded. 'Fair enough. | thought we were becom ng friends.'

Meg wagged a finger. 'l know what you're doing. It's that guilt thing. My mam
was always trying that on me. Well, it won't work. | don't want to tal k about

it.'

Lowie relented. 'OK, partner. Sone other tine.'

| doubt it, said Meg's face. Rather than argue, she changed the subject.
"What's nunber two?'

Lowie blinked. 'Excuse me?

" Nunber two on the Wsh List.'

"Ch. Right. | suppose you m ght have heard of Croke Park?'

'That ol d place? Where they play hurling and Gaelic football ?

' The very place. The greatest, nost fanmous stadiumin the country. A place
full of history -

"OK, | get the nessage. What about it?'

"I want to kick a football over the bar in Croke Park.'

Meg wasn't the least bit surprised. 'O course. Way not? Are you sure you
woul dn't fancy a spot of pole-vaulting too?

'Positive, thanks, even though | know you're just being sarcastic.'

"l suppose there's a story behind this?

"Yep.'

"I suppose it's long and boring too, just |like the |ast one?

Lowie grimaced. 'Afraid so.'

'"Let's hear it, then,' sighed Meg, settling into the bus's seat - not too far
i n, though.

Lowie smled. '"If you insist.' He pulled the inevitable cigar from sonewhere
and wedged it between his back teeth. No lighting it, though. Public
transport.

'Back before the war -

"Wi ch war?'

"The World War.'

"First?

'Second, smart alec. That's not inportant.’

' Coupl e of French people mght disagree with you there.'’

"To the story. It's not inportant to the story.'

"Cetting a bit ratty, aren't we, Lowie?

"I wonder why? Anyway, back before the Second World War, ny Dad decided to
send nme of f to boarding school .’

'Has this got anything to do with the war?

"No. Not really.’

"I knew that! And here | was, getting all excited about a war story.'

"It was for reference. Ch, forget it.'

Sorry, Lowie. Go on.'

"No. '

" Ah, stop sulking, and tell me the story.'

'"Are we going to have to go through this every single tinme?

Meg nodded. 'Afraid so. You're too old for ne to be seen getting along with
you.'

"I thought as much. Very well, | shall persevere. But only because | know that
really you're dying to hear nmy story. It's just your pigheaded teenage



mentality that keeps forcing you to interrupt.'

Lowie began his tale. As he spoke, images flowed fromhis pores, swirling
around his head |like an inpressionist's dream

"I was a small kind of a lad with no brothers or sisters, so Dad deci ded t hat
boar di ng school woul d toughen me up. Apparently that was the thinking in those
days, back before Dr Spock -

'What does the Starship Enterprise -

'Dr Spock. Haven't you ever read a book?

"I have!' retorted Meg, a little too forcefully. She didn't think it worth
mentioni ng that she had never actually finished a book w thout pictures.

'So, at the age of eleven, | was carted off to Westgate Coll ege for Boys. A
charm ng establishnment packed with sadistic bullies and | eather-sw nging
Christian Brothers.

Meg nodded synpathetically. It sounded a bit |ike her estate.

"It was porridge for breakfast, and a sound thrashing for dinner and tea.
There were only four subjects: Latin, Irish, suns and football. None of which
were fortes of mne. Being neither rich nor a Dubliner, | quickly becane one
of the | east popul ar boys in school.'

"This is not by Charles Dickens, is it? interjected Meg, trying to sound
literary. In fact she'd seen Aiver about twenty tines. It had been her mam s
favourite.

"But | had ny chance to fit in. After six nonths of hell, an opportunity cane
nm way ...'

'Let me guess. You blewit?

Low i e sucked deeply on the unlit cigar. His expression was all the answer Meg
needed.

' So, what happened?' asked his ghostly partner, forgetting all about her
target of one sarcastic remark per sentence.

' The West gate under-twel ves got knocked out of the inter-college chanpi onship
football final in the sem-finals. The team never got to play in Croke Park
Every boy's dreamin those days. So, a group of us snuck out of the dormitory
one night and trai psed hal fway across town to the playing fields. The team
wanted to clinb the fence and have a kick around, just to say they'd played in
Croke Park. Anyone could tag al ong, even poor farmers, like ne.’

'So, how did you foul up?

"I clinmbed up on the fence, no problem But | just couldn't go down the other
si de.'

" You chi ckened out.'

Lowie was miserable. 'I know, | know. | chickened out. The one tinme | had the
chance ... The only time | was ever asked to join in. | don't know, sonetines
even | don't like nyself.'

"l suppose none of the other |ads would speak to you after that?

"I wish that was all.’

'Worse?

"Much worse.’
'Co on. Tell ne.
Lowie took a breath. 'l was caught clinmbing down off the fence.' .'CQops.'
"OQops is right. The night watchman called the Brothers and they canme over in
the van and rounded the boys up like cattle.’

' They weren't happy, | bet.'

' Nope. Mass expul sion. Everyone got kicked out

' Except you.'

'Except me. Not only that, but | was held up as an exanple for nmaking the
sensi bl e deci sion. Imagine being called sensible in front of four hundred boys
at an assenbl y!'’

Meg shuddered. 'N ghtmare.'

'"No one spoke to me for the rest of the year

'So now you want to go back.'

"I have to go back. It was a monent when ny life could have become conpletely
di fferent. You nmust have had one of those, Meg. A split second when it all goes



wr ong?'

In her mind s eye, Meg saw herself outside the granny flats, wondering whet her
or not to vault through the w ndow.

She nodded. 'I understand. You have to go back.'

Low i e sighed. 'Thank you.'

"I don't suppose you could just go back during the day and get a guided tour?
"No. It's the breaking in that's inportant.'

"I was afraid of that. This is going to play havoc with ny aura.’

"Ah sure, what's the problen? Wth your powers, surely we can handl e one fence
and a ni ght wat chman.'

Meg sniggered. 'Ah here, old timer. | think they m ght have beefed up the
security since Wrld War One.'

" Two. '

"What ever. Just in, run around and out. Nothing conplicated, right?

Lowie switched the cigar to the other side of his nouth. 'Nothing
conplicated. Just in and out. Honest to God.' Lowie rolled his eyes. 'Sure,
why woul d they have beefed up security? Is not as if anyone's going to rob the
grass is it?

Bel ch and El ph were in holding cell nine. Custons had no idea what they were,
and didn't want to let themthrough wi thout the go-ahead fromthe | ower-downs.
Beel zebub was pulled away fromWrld' s Geatest Dictators' benefit, and was
none too pl eased about it.

Two nenials awaited himat the soul depot. Their rugged faces were the
fire-blasted bl ack of steamengine drivers. These boys had generally been
densely dangerous in their previous lives, so now they were kept out of harms
way, prising reluctant souls fromthe tunnel wall. They were generally
referred to as w nkle pickers.

"What ?' he snarled at the custons official

'Search me,' said the |l ead wi nkle picker, perhaps a shade | ess respectfully
than he shoul d have. Beel zebub sunmarily vaporized himw th his trident.
"What ?' he said to the new first-in-conmrand.

"Two new arrivals, your worship. Holdin' cell nine.'

"And that concerns ne because ...'

' Because they stink, mpjesty. Somethin' awful. Dunno what it is. Never snelt
nothin' like it.'

"I never snelled anything like it,"' corrected Beel zebub

"You can snell it from here?

"No, | ... Never mnd. Are they sedated?

"No need, your honour. Two of 'em are bl anky bl anky. They can't see or hear
nothin'.'

Beel zebub fought the urge to point out the granmar m stake. Once upon a tine,
centuries ago, he had been private tutor to Attila the Hun

'So? Tunnel shock. Put them through the bl ender. Use the residue to power ny
Jacuzzi .’

The custons denon shifted uneasily on his three-toed feet.

'"I's there a problemwi th that?' asked Beel zebub. It was nore a warning than a
gquestion - a trick all teachers know.

"Well,' stuttered the unfortunate soul scraper, painfully aware that his next
words might be his |ast.

"Wl |l what?' snapped Beel zebub, his patience wearing thin. He wanted to get
back to the banquet before Mussolini's fanous inpressionist routine.

"Well, these two are kinda strange.'

' Strange?'

' The doggy one, he just sits there steanmin'. And the little one. He's not I|ike
a person at all. The way his head keeps spinnin', and he fizzes in and outta
focus. 1'd say he's nore |like sunmpin' offa Tee Vee.'

Once Beel zebub had translated this from swanp-dwel I ing, shine-running
munbo-j unbo, he brushed past the w nkle picker to the small w ndow i n hol di ng
cell nine's door.



Bel ch sat drooling on the bench, while El ph hovered above him trapped in a
speech | oop.

"Pure one hundred per cent good,' he buzzed. 'Pure one hundred per cent good.'
Beel zebub licked his fangs. H s plan was going awy. If Peter found out about
this, there could be repercussions. He slapped his pockets for the nobile
phone. Once it had been recovered, he pressed the single dial pad. Saint Peter
pi cked up on the third ring.

' Hey, Am go. Que pasa?'

"What is it, Bub? I'ma busy nan.'

Beel zebub searched frantically for someone to vaporize, but the w nkle picker
had wi sely ski pped out of range.

"Can't a friend call to say hi?

'"Yes, a friend could. You, on the other hand, are not a friend to anyone
except your own miserable self.’

Beel zebub' s face was contorted with rage, but his voice remained jovial. 'Hey.
Pietro, I"'mhurt. After all 1've done for you.'

'Do you have to speak in tongues, Bub? Wiy do you peopl e al ways have to do
that? It's so ... Hollywod. I|Insecure, if you ask ne.'

One day, gatekeeper, thought Beel zebub. One day. 'Say, listen, Pete. That
Irish girl.'

"What about her?

'"Did she ever turn up at the Pearlies?

"Why? Did your Soul Man cone back empty handed?’

"What Soul Man? |I'm bl eeding here, Peter. Injured.’

" Hrummph, ' grunted Peter doubtfully.

"Wl l, have you seen her?'

There was a | ong pause. Peter was westling with his duty. Saints are not
allowed to lie, not even to denons.

"No,"' he sighed eventually. 'No sign of her yet.'

Beel zebub grinned. 'Well, I'msure she'll seal her own fate eventually w thout
any help fromus.'

"I"'msure,' grunted Peter, term nating the call.

The denon danced a delighted jig. The ganme was still on. He wal ked briskly to
the wal | -nmounted i ntercom

"Central ?* he said, his mouth brushing the speaker.

"Central here,' replied the voice of an Oscar-w nning actress. Gscar W nners,
the place was packed with them They parted with their souls nearly as easily
as conputer programmers.

"This is Nunber Two.' He hated that code name. Wiy did the Master insist on
it? It was alnost as if he wanted his lieutenant to be | aughed at.

' GCo ahead, Nunber Two.'

Beel zebub coul dn't be sure, but he thought he heard nmuffled sniggering. 'Get
Myi shi down to the holding cells.’

"Yes, sir. Right away, sir.'

'"Ch, and tell himto bring his tool box.'

The security had been beefed up considerably. A chain-link fence ran the
entire perimeter of the stadium with the exception of the security kiosk and
the six-metre gates. Security cameras buzzed and whirred from atop concrete
pol es.

"Told you,' said Meg, in that teeth-grinding tone children are so proficient
at .

Lowie decided that this would be a good tine to light the cigar. 'So, you
were right for once. What are you going to do about it?

"The sane as we did with Dessie. Bit of a brain fidget with the guards, then
Open Sesane, in we go.'

Lowie took a long pull on the cigar. The glowing enber lit his face like a
rush of bl ood.

' Nope. That's no good."

Meg frowned, creasing the ghostly freckles across the bridge of her nose.



"No good? And why's that? Too sinple, is it? O maybe you'd like to give the
security guards a kiss too?

"I have to break in,' explained Lowie. "It has to be risky. That's the whole
poi nt.'

"I don't know what breaking and entering is going to do to ny aura. That's
what got me into this ness in the first place.’

"You'll know soon enough. Now let's go!’

Before Meg could protest, Lowie set off hobbling across the road, his cigar
bobbing Iike a drunken firefly. They followed the fence around to a shadowy
area, backing on to a street of terraced houses.

"This is the spot,' gasped Lowie, a hand clasped over his heart.

'Go on, have another cigar, why don't you?

The old man fired the butt into the nuck, stubbing it out with the heel of his
new | oaf ers.

"You're right. No point speeding up the ... process.’
"So this is where you went over. Fifty years ago.'
'More.'

From the base, the fence seemed huge. The Munt Everest of fences.

I nsur mount abl e. And even if you did sonehow manage to scal e the heights, there
was a friendly closed-circuit canera waiting to imortalize your nug at the

t op.

Lowie coughed. It started small, but built to a shuddering crescendo, racking
hi s whol e body. He could feel his heart booming in his ears. It rem nded him
just how sick he was. Meg floated down to his |evel

"Are you sure about this, partner?

Lowie's coughing trailed off to a runbling wheeze. 'Sure? Yes. While | stil
can.'

'"OK so. But at least let me take out that canera. In all fairness, they didn't
have those before the war.'

Lowie spat a lunp of phlegmon to the grass. '| suppose so.'

Meg floated to the top of the fence. The netallic canmera buzzed at her like an
i nqui sitive robot.

CAMERA, she thought, twisting the lens sharply to the right, filmanother part
of the lane for a while.

From above, Lowrie | ooked even nore pathetic. Even a new suit couldn't

di sgui se the droop in his shoulders, or the shake in his hands. It was

obvi ous, even to a teenager, that he couldn't go on like this. H's six nonths
coul d becone weeks, even days, if he kept going at this rate.

"Lowie, you should be in a hospital,' she said gently, alighting fromthe
fence top.

'"No,"' snapped the old man, a sheen of cold sweat shining on his forehead.
"What can | do in a bed? The sane as |'ve done all ny life. Nothing! Now, are
you going to help me or not?

"I don't know. I don't know if | should."’

"Wirried about your precious aura?

'"No. For some stupid reason | was worried about you.'

The pair of them sul ked for a while then. Apparently that's an ability you
hold on to even when you're dead. Meg had the advant age t hough, because she
couldn't feel the bitter wind swirling up her trouser |egs.

"Well?' said Lowie eventually, disgusted that he'd been first to break the
frosty silence.

Meg sighed. ' Move over.'

The possession was easier every time. As though she knew which part of the
brain to sit in. No messing about with enbarrassing old nenories or disgusting
bodily functions she wanted nothing to do with. But it was harder too, in a
way. Meg could feel her energy waning, it was |ike being out of breath, but
only in your head. (And if you're a spirit reading this, that makes perfect
sense.)

She flexed Lowie's fingers and toes. They were as stiff as rusted gates.
"This is not going to be easy.'



The fence stretched above her, seem ng nuch hi gher now that she was

eart hbound. The hol es between the |inks were di anond-shaped and tiny. No way
Lowie's big clodhoppi ng shoes were going to fit in there. She took them off
and knotted the | aces around her neck. The nuck instantly saturated her socks
and feet.

"That's cold ' she giggled. 'I remenber cold!"

"WIl you get on with it!' shouted Lowie frominside his own head. 'Before
you gi ve ne pneunoni a!’

"Al'l right, grunpy. Keep your hair on!' She patted the crown of Lowie's head.
' Qops, too late.'’

Messing and joking aside, it was a daunting task. Even if Meg had the use of
her own teenage body, she wasn't sure if she could do it. She hooked her
fingers through the wire and started climnbing.

Hal fway up, the pain started in her joints. It shot through her linbs |ike

| ashes froman invisible whip. And the wi nd picked up, rattling the links and
al nost di sl odging the fence's grimaci ng passenger

"At least it's not rai-"'

"Don't say it!' warned Lowie.

Meg didn't say it. She had never believed in |luck, good or bad. But these days
she was prepared to believe in absolutely anything. After an age of grunting
and sweating, she nanaged to straddle the top bar

"You sweat like a pig, old man,' she nuttered. 'This shirt is ruined.'

H s heart was throbbing too. Her presence wasn't enough to conpletely pacify
it any nore. She had no doubt that if Lowie had attenpted that clinb on his
own, he'd be a corpse in the nud right now

Meg paused at the top for a short break. The wind buffeted them from al

sides. You'd think there'd be a bit of shelter fromthe massive shadowy
stands. But no. The wi nd weasel ed through the gaps, concentrating itself |ike
water froma pipe

She swung over the other side. Lowie' s | egs were next to useless now, so his
entire bulk swng fromthe knuckl es. The joints groaned and threatened to pop
After an eternity of struggle, she collapsed to the ground. Puddl e water
soaked through the seat of Lowie's trousers. Meg hadn't the energy to care.
"I don't know how we're getting out,' she gasped, 'but it won't be over that
fence. Another clinb like that would finish off both of us.'

She slipped out of the old man's head, returning control of the body to its
owner. Lowie instantly felt the full inpact of his swdllen heart hamering in
hi s chest.

"This is madness,' he gasped. 'Stupid.'

For once Meg was glad to be a spirit. At |east she'd al ready been through the
whol e deat h thing.

"That's what | said.’

Lowie lay against the fence for several nmonents, the shuddering in his chest
gradual |y subsiding to a flat throb

"OK,' he breathed. 'I'mbetter now. Let's go on.'

"Are you sure?

The old man pulled hinself to his feet. 'Well, there's no point giving up now,
is there? W' ve already done the hard bit.'

"We? You just sat there and watched. | was the one draggi ng your wasted ol d

body over the fence.'

"That's what you're here for, isn't it?

' Suppose.'’

'Good. So could we please stop arguing and get on with it, before | actually
do have a heart attack?

CHAPTER 8: THE EQUALI ZER

CROKE Park was well illum nated even at this tine of night. Orange | anps
buzzed hi gh overhead throw ng om nous shadows across the hul king stands. The



grounds were littered with bottles and cans; the wind had swept theminto
corners |like garbage drifts. Obviously the grounds crew hadn't yet done the
clean-up after a big gane.

Lowie linmped on to the pitch itself. Night Iights cast a pale wash over the
grass, painting it a ghostly white. The old man couldn't stop hinself
grinning. He was here. Actually here, after all these years. He strode out to
the centre circle, arnms outstretched, basking in the applause of his absent
cl assmates. Now, yez nockers. Who hasn't the guts? Wio's a big farnmer chicken?
"It's me!" he shouted, his voice echoing under the Hogan stand. 'It's Lowie
McCall sneaking in at the dead of night!’

Meg gi ggl ed, she could see the happiness emanating fromthe old man I|ike
little orange fireworks.

"I"mhere to put one over the bar in Croke Park!’

"Are you, now?' said a voice.

The partners turned to | ook. A security guard was pitching thema very
intolerant | ook, his radio slung low on his hip |like a six-shooter

"And what | want to know,' he continued laconically, 'is howthe pair of ye
intend to put one over the bar, when you haven't a football between you?
Lowie swall owed. Meg blinked. Two thorny ones there. One: how i ndeed were
they going to play football without a ball? And two: what exactly did the
security guard nean by the pair of ye?

The guard's fingers flexed, gunslinger style, over his holstered wal kie
tal ki e.

"G ve nme one good reason why | shouldn't -

Lowie interrupted his speech. 'Don't | know you?

It was niggling at Meg too. Sonething famliar

The security guard shrugged. 'Don't think so. Anyway, don't be changing the
subject. Gve nme one good -

"You don't have a brother, by any chance?

' Dessi e?

' Sane busi ness?'

"Security consultant |ike nyself. Guards all the bigwi gs over in RTE, if you
don't mind.'

"Wth a degree in nedieval poetry?

"Dirty limericks is nmore like it. Do you know hi n?

Lowie nodded. 'Sort of. He opened the gate for me today.'

"Small world," the guard extended a hand. 'I'm Mrt. Any friend of Dessie's
and so on ...'

Lowie shook the hand hesitantly, on the |ookout for a sly handcuffing.
Formalities over, Murt was all business again.

" Anyway, back to the matter at hand. Ahem give nme one -' the guard cut
hinself off this time, realization chasing itself across his face |like a
galloping virus. 'Hey. Lowie MCall! You're him aren't you?

" H m who?'

"OFf the telly. Kissing Ccely Ward. You cheeky ol d nonkey.'

"Sorry, wong man.'

'"Go on out of that, of course it was. |'d recognize that winkly old nug
anywhere. Sure, you've been plastered all over the evening news, with your ol é
and your hopping around like Errol Flynn.'

Lowie couldn't help a little smug grin. "OK it was ne.'

"\What are you? An escaped lunatic, gallivanting around kissing celebrities?
Mirt's eyes w dened. 'Here, you're not staking out another victimat this very
m nute are you?

"No, it's nothing like that!'

"I hope not. It's one thing getting into these scrapes yourself. It's quite
anot her draggi ng the young |l ady with you.'

"What young | ady?' said Lowie innocently.

"Are you trying to be funny?

'He can see ne,' hissed Meg, grateful that she had decided to wal k i nstead of
hovering. Who said that sul king never did anyone any good?



'"OF course | can see you. Although, funnily enough, | didn't notice you on the
canera nonitor in the kiosk.'

"There's a canera on the pitch?

"Well, of course there is. Wio'd be stupid enough to think we'd guard the
fence and not the pitch? And | didn't notice that girl on the nmonitor.'

"Well, that's because |'ma -'

'That's because she's always | agging behind," cut in Lowie. 'You d think

now, she'd be able to keep up with an old fossil like me, but no.'
Murt backed off a step. 'Maybe the pair of you are lunatics. I'mgoing to cal
this in.'

"No, Murt!' said Lowie, trying to remain calm 'Let nme tell you why |I'm here.
The truth. Everything. Al about Sissy Ward. The works. A story like that. The
Sunday papers would pay a fortune for it.'

Murt chewed the edge of his moustache, considering the deal. 'You reckon? One
of those exposes?

'Exactly."'

"Il tell you what I'lIl do. Let's have the story, and then I'l| decide.’

"That's not fair!' protested Meg. 'Sure, you're holding all the cards then.'
"Life's not fair, kiddo,' grinned Mirt.

"Tell me about it,' nuttered the suddenly visible spirit.

"OK. It's a deal,' interrupted Lowie, before Meg antagoni zed a possible ally.
'"Great,' beaned Murt. 'Go ahead, so.The whole truth and nothing but the truth.
My line of work has trained me to spot fairy stories a mle off.’

' The whole truth,' Lowie whistled.

So, as pronised, he told the night watchman exactly what was going on. The
truth. Well, a loose interpretation of the truth. OK a pack of barefaced,

bal dheaded lies. Lies, he reasoned that would not get them banged up in an

i nsane asyl um

"It all began ... ah ... last Friday week.'
"Really," comrented Meg. 'This should be interesting.'
"When ... ah ... Meg's grandfather was |ying on his deathbed."'

Meg sobbed dramatically. 'Poor old G anps.'

'There we were, all gathered around, waiting for the poor man's ticker to give
out.' Wien you're telling a lie, always fire in as nuch of the truth as
possi bl e. Lowie sneaked a peek at Murt to see if his fairy-story detector was
pi cki ng up anything. The ni ght watchman seened suitably engrossed in the
fabrication.

"Now, Granda was a nice old gent, but sort of useless. Hs life had fl own by
and he'd just watched it go. He felt, lying there, that he wasn't nuch of a
rol e nodel for his young granddaughter. So he dragged a pronise out of ne.'
"What sort of prom se? asked Meg, intrigued in spite of herself. 'l nean,
yes, he dragged a promi se out of old Lowie here, who used to be ...’

Lowie winced. Meg's fibs probably wouldn't be as tame as his own.

"Who used to be in his commando unit during the war.'

Murt raised an eyebrow. 'That explains how an old fossil Iike himcould get
over the perimeter fence.' The eyebrow settled back into its natural groove.
'So what was this prom se?

Lowie scratched the spot on his chin where his stubble used to be. 'The
promise ... Yes ... It was that I, his best friend -

"And conmanding officer in the Fighting Terriers,' interjected the spook

t horoughly enjoying herself at this stage.

'"Yes,' said Lowie through gritted teeth. 'And comuandi ng officer in the
Fighting 'Terriers.'

"Terriers. Thank you, Meg. | promised that | would do all the things that he
regretted not doing.'

Murt whistled. 'And one of those things was kissing Ccely Ward.'

'Exactly."'

" And now you want to have a kick about in Croke Park?

"If possible.’

Murt chewed the tip of his nobustache. This was a tricky one. Technically, it



was an open-and-shut case. Breaking and entering. No question as to his duty.
Get on to the blower to the police and et themhandle it. But

"\Where's your ball, then?

Meg and Lowie grinned sheepishly. 'Forgot it.'

' Commandos, how are ye,' snorted Murt. 'God Al mighty, | must be going off ne
rocker. Hang on there one mnute.' Mirt turned and jogged across to the
security kiosk, torch and radi o sl apping against his |eg.

Meg rel eased a giggle that had been bubbling behind her lips for severa
monents. 'l can't believe he bought it!'

"No thanks to you. The Fighting Terriers!'

"I just thought 1'd liven things up a bit.'

' Thanks very nuch.’

"Wl cone.

The pitch stretched before them a solitary crisp bag swirling across its
surface like a rustling ice skater

"Sorta spooky really, isn't it? whispered Meg.

"You're the expert.'

"Seriously, though. H mbeing able to see ne. | wonder why? Wat's speci al
about hi n®’

Lowie shrugged. 'l don't know. Maybe you wonged himtoo. Wile you were
alive.'

"Don't even know the chap.'

' You never made anonynous phone calls or anything?

"Not to Dublin. No one ever accepted the charges.'

"W can wonder about this later. You' d better get in here and do your stuff
bef ore Murt gets back.'

"I thought you'd want to do this on your own.'

Lowie chortled. '"I'd love to do it on nmy own, but ever since two burglars
mutt chewed up ny leg, ny kicking has gone to the dogs, if you'll pardon the
pun.'

"Ch, bring that up again, why don't you,' grunmbled Meg, sliding into Lowie's
skin. 'It's been a whole ten mnutes since you nentioned that.'

Murt trotted back, his belly jiggling with each step

'"Here you are,' he puffed, |obbing a |eather football to Lowie. The person he
t hought was Lowie caught it dex-trously, spinning it on one finger |ike one
of those basketball chaps. Meg had been an expert netball player in her day.
"I"'mtelling you, Murt,' she said. 'You want to get yourself in shape. That
spare tyre you're carrying is going to send you up the tunnel before your
tinme.'

Murt jerked a thunmb back towards the players' tunnel. 'I've just been up the
tunnel . Anyway, where's the girl?

Lowie, the spectator in his own head, was instantly flustered, but Meg had a
lifetime's experience of quickfire lies behind her. 'She got a call on her
nmobil e,' she explained in Lowie's gravelly tones. 'She's recording an al bum
at the nonent and they need her for energency backing tracks.'

Murt squinted doubtfully. 'I see. So she's gone back over the fence, is she?
"Yes. Very athletic, that girl. As a matter a fact, she's on the Irish
athletics squad.’

"Right." Cbviously Miurt's fairy-story detector wasn't very sensitive.

"Yep. Wn two golds at |ast year's O ynpic ganes.

'Last year's?' said Murt, trving to divide bv four in his head.

'The I ong run one, and the junpy one.'

" Marat hon and hurdl es?’

"That's them She's such a wonderful kid. I'mthinking of adopting her.'’

"I thought it was her granda that had di ed?

"Yes ... eh ... but he was al so her father, having adopted her when her rea
parents died in ... a freak baboon attack in a safari park.' Inside in the
cranial cinema, Lowie's consciousness didn't know whether to |laugh or cry.
Murt rubbed his tenples. He could feel a headache building. 'OK, enough about
wonder kid. Are you going to kick this ball or not?



'"Of course | am That's what |'mhere for, isn't it?

Meg wal ked out on to the hallowed turf of Croke Park. Residual mnenories
erupted fromthe stands, urging long-retired teanms to victory. Al around her
shades of past players dodged, weaved and hacked the | egs from under each

ot her when the ref wasn't |ooking. The excitenent was contagi ous. Meg coul d
al nrost believe that she was a part of one of those finals. It was her job to
convert the winning penalty in the |last seconds of the game. She could fee
Lowie's heart pound with excitenent. Finally, after fifty years, he was
fulfilling a dream

Meg pl aced the white |leather ball on the turf and took eight steps back. The
ghostly crowd fell silent. The players fizzled away, burnt out by the
intensity of the noment. Lowie said a silent prayer. She could do it. He used
to be a fair enough footballer in his day. Meg could use his nmenories. He sent
themto her. Every ball he had ever kicked. Every match that he had spent
tearing around sone nud-mired pitch. It was all there, filed away in a dusty
stream of electrons in the back of his head.

"Ch,' said Meg and changed her stance conpletely. She angl ed her shoul ders,
putting the weight on the back foot. No problem Barely a breath of w nd, and
ri ght under the posts.

For the first tine, they were truly cooperating. Brain and brawn working
together. Meg licked Lowie's finger and stuck it into the wind. Then the
taste of tobacco bit into the tastebuds she was inhabiting.

' Qooh,' she groaned, spitting on to the grass. O course, being in possession
of anci ent nicotene-drenched lungs, quite a bit nmore stuff cane up than she
was expecti ng.

"That's disgusting. Wat are you doing to yourself?

"Let that be a lesson to you,' Lowie shouted from his hideaway.

"\What ? Smoki ng can seriously damage your heal th?

Thi s exchange, though quite typical for the Meg-Lowie partnership, seened
quite puzzling to poor Mirt.

"You're mad, aren't you? An utter nutter. That's what it is. |I'maiding and
abetting M Looney. | should be | ocked up neself.' The security guard reached
for his radio.

"No, Murt, wait,' shouted Meg desperately. 'It's flashbacks. |I'mgetting
flashback to nmy days with the Fighting Terriers. Sometinmes it all seenms so
real.' She hitched a crocodile sob, peering between her fingers to see how
Mirt was reacting.

"Ch, go on, then. I"'mtelling you, the Sunday Wrld had better pay ne a
fortune for this story after all the grief I've had to put up with.'

Meg took a deep breath and took a run at the ball. She whacked it with her
instep, just as Lowie's nenories had shown her. The ball wobbl ed, bounced and
roll ed about a netre.

Murt nearly broke his jaw | aughing.

"Ch no ..." he howed. 'On stop, stop! I'"'mnot able for conedy |like that.'
"That ball's hard,' groaned Meg, rubbing Lowie's stunmpy old toe. 'I've only
ki cked those free plastic ones fromthe petrol station.'

Murt cl apped his hands with sheer glee. 'Are you sure it wasn't the Fighting
Poodl es you were in?

"OK, Murt. Very good.'

"I think there's a girl guide's hall nearby. WII | run down and get a few
young | adies to show you how to kick?

Lowie noaned internally. "He's right. You kick like a...'

'Li ke a what ?'

"Well, you know. Like a ..
'"Like a girl? Is that it?

Vel oL

"I ama girl,' shouted Meg. 'I'ma girl, all right? Wat did you expect?

O course poor old Murt, being a decent sort of a chap, felt bad then. 'You
are not a girl. I was only having a |laugh. Go on, have another go.'

But Meg wasn't just going to conply straight away. She felt entitled to a good



sulk and nuttering session. 'Stupid old eejit, with your list, and your

oh- hel p-me-fix-up-ny-life. 1'mdoing nmy very best. | got you the kiss, didn't
|? Nearly got killed, or sonething. And what do |I get? Abuse. You kick like a
girl. I1've a good nind to head off back up the tunnel right now'

"Ah, don't go up the tunnel,' said Miurt placatingly. 'Have one nore |ash at
it.'

"Way should I?" pouted Meg, forgetting who she was supposed to be. 'Wiy shoul d
| put nyself out for some ungrateful old codger?

Murt drew hinmself up to his full height. 'Because that old codger is your best
friend. Do it for him and do it for the little girl. She could do with a role
nodel .

Amazi ngly enough, even though he had no clue what was goi ng on, Mirt managed
to hit the nail on the head.

Wrdl essly, Meg retrieved the ball, replacing it on the penalty spot.

Lowie's voice canme whispering from sonewhere dark. 'Thank you.'

"Don't thank me yet,' advised Meg, taking eight giant steps backwards. ' That
thing is like a rock."'

Murt came in fromthe sideline, radio slapping against his hip. 'Bit of advice
for you.'

"Ch great,' said Meg. What she neant was: go away.

"\Whenever | had to kick a ball a fair distance,' Mirt continued, blithely

unaware of the hostility waves breaking over his forehead, '|I used to imagi ne
it was sonmeone's head. Soneone | wasn't too fond of.'

Meg froze. That was good advice. Turn the ball into a head. And she knew j ust
t he head.

She faced up for the kick. The ball was not an innocent |eather sphere
anynore, it was Franco's head. And it was talking to her. 'This is my house
now, Mssy. So there'll be no nmore spoiling the little princess. You' 11l do
what | say, and when | say it '

'"Is that a fact?' said Meg, beginning her run

"You can Jorget your old life JOT a start. I'mnot your maid. |'mnot going to
be chasing around after you, picking up the laundry. It's a new day, Mssy, a
brand new day. And your manmmy won't be coming back to save you. Because your
precious manmmy is ...'

" Shut up!' grunted Meg, kicking the ball harder than she had ever kicked
anything in her life, or since.

Franco's head spiralled into the air, smack bang through the uprights and into
the crowd-protection net behind. Then it was just a ball again, sliding back
to Earth.

Murt was flabbergasted. 'I take it all back,' he breathed. 'The Brownies
couldn't teach you a thing. That was one hell of a kick. | haven't seen
anything like that since ... well, ever. It nearly cleared the nets, for
heaven's sake. | thought it was gong to punch right through.'

Lowie was dancing a jig inside his own skull. "I knew you could do it. | knew
it. That felt good. That felt great. | feel like a boy again.'

A slow smle spread across Meg's face, or the one she was wearing at that
monent. 'You're right,' she said, the menory of Franco's surprised expression
fresh in her vision. 'That did feel good.'

Murt escorted his charge out to the turnstile.
"You're not going to get into trouble for this, are you?

Murt shook his head. '"No. | let you take a kick before throwi ng you out. Big
deal . Anyway, | own the security conpany.'
Meg nodded. ' Good. Listen, Murt, thanks. It nmeant a lot to Lowie ... ne, it

nmeant a lot to ne.'

'"No probl em what soever. Always glad to help one of the Fighting Terriers.'

And before Meg could react, Murt grabbed Lowie's hand and began punping it
vigorously. A part of Meg slipped into himbefore she hurriedly sucked herself
back in.

Murt withdrew his hand, studying his fingers curiously. 'Hm' he nunbl ed.



"That was ...
' That was what ?'

Murt blinked. 'Nothing. | just thought ... Ch nothing.'

'So bye, Murt. Regards to Dessie.'

"Sure thing. Listen, do you mind if | ask you a question?

"No, fire ahead.’

"That girl, the O ynpian singer?

' Yes?'

"Are you sure you're not related to her?

'Positive. \Wy?

Murt frowned. 'It's just that ... Sometines when | |ook at you, | seemto see
her face.' He | aughed nervously. 'l nust be going a bit |oopy."'

Meg and Lowi e | aughed together, perhaps a decibel too loudly. 'You nust be,
Mirt. You nust be.

The ni ght wat chman | ocked the turnstile behind them and once again they were
on the city streets. As soon as Murt had returned to the shadows of Croke
Park, Meg disentangled herself fromLowie' s cell structure.

"Omwy, ' groaned Lowrie. 'My foot. You nust have hit that ball some whack.'
"Hm ' said Meg glunly.

"Hey!' said Lowie. '"Wiat's wong with you? That's two out of four. Halfway
there.'

Meg sat on a wall, nore out of habit than a need to rest. '"It's Murt. | know
why he could see ne.'

'Real y? Way?'

"Just now, when we shook hands, | got a bit of a |ook around inside him It
was an accident. |I'mnot a snoop or anything.'

" No?

"It's his life force. H s energy - whatever you call it.'

"What about it?
"It's enpty. Gone. Used up.'

'He's dying?

Meg frowned. ' My mam used to say about our car, when we had a car, that the
engi ne was running on fumes. OQut of juice. | think Murt's like that. Mre
spirit than flesh. That's why he could see me. I'mone of his own. Nearly.

" Not hi ng you coul d do?

Meg shook her head. 'No. That sort of thing is beyond ne. Well, at least his
aura is bright blue. He'll be up at the Pearlies before he knows he's passed
on.'

Murt watched themgo fromthe guard tower. He stared wi de-eyed as the girl
separated herself fromthe old man. He knew it. He knew there was sonethi ng
odd about that pair. He funbled a video tape fromits packaging, pressing it
into the VT slot. Too |late. The strange couple had di sappeared into the
shadows.

This was big. Bigger than he'd thought. And, funnily enough, he felt he
understood it. She was a spirit on a m ssion. Now, how woul d he know that?
Murt shrugged, it was just a theory. No point in getting hinself all worked up
about it. He should get on to Dessie though, get sonme advice on how to handle
this. Dessie was always the one with the head for business.

Just the thought of listening to one of Dessie's lectures sent his blood
pressure rocketing. Before you knew where you were, this would be Dessie's
project and he'd be a junior partner. Still, though, his little brother knew
how to squeeze a few shillings out of a situation

You needed fortification before talking to Dessie. A nice strong cup of tea
woul d be the very man. Murt swung hinmself out of the swi vel chair and toddl ed
into the kitchenette. The kettle sat |eaking on the draining board. Fraved
wires were jamed into a charred-1ooking plug. He should fix that, really, or
go the whole hog and get a new kettle altogether

Murt shrugged. He'd do it tomorrow. This was a refreshnent emergency. Surely
the old girl was good for one nore brew up? Murt shook a few stray drops of



water fromthe plug, and reached towards the socket
Myi shi tapped the brain spike's nonitor. 'Here's the problem Right here.'

"About tine,' snarled Beel zebub. The whol e evening had been a disaster. Just
for him of course. Al the other senior denons were busy gorging thensel ves
on endangered species in the red room

" Everyt hi ng was goi ng according to plan, no thanks to your Soul Man, | m ght
add, when the old man ki sses the old worman, and BANG'

' BANG? What are you tal king about, you technof ool ?

Myishi held his breath, swallowing the retort that it was actually Beel zebub
hi nsel f who was the true technofool. Cbservations of that nature usually |ed
to a level -four shock in a very painful place.

"You see that white light, Beel zebub-san?

Hel I's Number Two |l eaned into the nonitor. It was quivering slightly in

Bel ch's brain matter. 'Yes. OF course | see it.'

' Good. One hundred per cent positive energy. Very rare. A perfect nonent. Not
a single deadly sin involved. You get two nol ecul es of goodness bunping into
each other |ike that, and BANG Ml ecul ar fusion. Anathema to our kind. Chewed
up your boy like a shark crunching on a baby turtle.'

Beel zebub shudder ed.

"Fried his brain, again. Drained his energy, and sent himback here faster
than a hyena ripping neat froma ...’

"All right, all right, you horrid little man. | get the picture.’

Myishi smiled a secret smle. Sgueam shness. Not exactly an attribute in this
part of the cosnos.

"Anyt hi ng useful on the tape?

" No, Beel zebub-san. Just static after the kiss.'

" And what about your little robot. Your fairy?

'That's El ph.'
"Fairy, elf, whatever. Did it record anything useful ?
El ph was still flickering overhead, interm nably nouthing the same sentence.

Mercifully, Mishi had muted his vol une.

"I"'mafraid the systemcrashed after the overload, but | can reboot fromthe
server ' He paused, renenbering what had happened the last time he'd buried
Beel zebub under a mound of jargon. Sure enough, there was a sizzling charge
growing on the tip of his superior's trident. 'I nmean the hol ogram shut down,
but | can start it up again.'

'Good. Why didn't you say that in the first place? And can't you do somet hing
about the snmell? It's revolting.'

Myishi sniffed hesitantly. 'Nothing much. It'lIl wear off eventually. It's the
scent of happiness. Eau de Joi. Not a hint of evil init. Renminds nme of

fl owers

" And baki ng.'

" And soap.'

'"And a breeze fromthe ocean.'

The denons shi vered.

'Di sgusting,' they stated simultaneously.

A historic nonent. The first and probably last tine Beel zebub and Myishi were
to agree on anyt hi ng.

Beel zebub didn't like the feeling. 'So, get themstarted up agai n. And none of
your repair-shop excuses. The parts do not have to be shipped from Tai wan, so
you have ten mnutes before | start inflicting serious scorch damage on the
seat of your lovely silk suit. Are we clear?

Myi shi bowed deeply. 'Crystal, Beel zebub-san.' The programrer stripped off his
jacket to reveal a torso conpletely covered in ornate tattoos. Dragons rippled
across his chest and tsunanm s crashed over his shoulders. Holding his breath
agai nst the stench of goodness, Mishi once nore plunged into the norass of
Belch's grey matter.

Like all intellectuals, he could not resist the inpulse to explain the
procedur e.



' The wave of positive energy overl oaded the Soul Man's own life-force reserve.
Killed himagain, if youlike. It also wiped his nenory. His head is like an
enpty bucket. Fortunately, the hol ogram has a copy of the nenory patterns on
file. Unfortunately, the hol ogram operates fromthe same power source as the
host. So one goes down, they all go down.' Mishi connected the spike to an
external power line. A blue spark sizzled down the |ead, followed by severa
others. They leapt into the bow of Belch's cranium sending the stupefied
Soul Man into spasnms. El ph spun like a top, his speech rate increasing to four
hundred words a second. His mcrochips inmediately [ aunched a self diagnostic,
and the hol ogram began a thorough check of all drives and prograns.

Thr ee- poi nt-four seconds |ater, El ph decided he was ei ghty-eight per cent
functional. His tel escopic eyes zoomed into focus.

'"Ah, G eat One,' he said, executing a | ow bow.

' Thank you,' replied Beel zebub, flattered in spite of himself. Mishi didn't
bother to correct him 'Is the noron still operational ?'

"Arf,"' said Belch

"Regrettably, it would seem so.'

Beel zebub groaned. 'Even your hol ogranms are condescendi ng. Now, Mishi, tel
me why | shouldn't fry your fairy friend right now'

"Allow ne to answer,' said Elph, snoothly whirring to his naster's side.

"Unli ke your Soul Man, ny anal ytical progranm ng, as patented by Mi sh

I ncorporated, Internal Solutions for Infernal Problems, has allowed nme to
access M ster Brennan's nenories, and forecast where our errant soul wll
appear during her sojourn on the nortal plain.'

Beel zebub glared at Myishi. "It looks like you, and it talks like you. | hate
it.'

Myi shi bowed | ow and repeatedly, all too aware that his digital creation was
nanoseconds froma fiery destruction

"It neans, Beel zebub-san, that it knows where Meg Finn will go.'

Beel zebub all owed the full strength of his doubt to show t hrough violet eyes.
"For certain?

El ph conpl eted sone conplicated computi ng.

"According to nmy host's video feed, the girl is obsessive conpulsive. If she
bel i eves herself to have unfini shed business on Earth, she will attenpt to
mani pul ate the old man, so that she may conplete it.'

Beel zebub was sold. He wouldn't admit it, but the charge on his trident

fizzled out. "HmMm And there is, | take it, unfinished business?

El ph projected a picture of a sullen character on the cell wall. 'Her
stepfather. Franco Kelly. Meg Finn harbours strong feelings of resentnent
towards this man. Despite previous actions she feels there is still a score to
settle.’

Beel zebub nodded reluctantly. 'OK. One nore chance, but only because | have no
choice. This lunp of blubber is the only unregistered soul | have. If | could
send soneone el se, anyone else, | would.'

Myi shi heaved a relieved sigh. H s prototype would survive for another day.
'Since the goodness incident the host's brain capacity is even | ess than

before. 1'll juice himup as nuch as possible, but with all the damage -
"How I ong will he have?

' Twel ve hours. Eighteen at the nost. After that he'll have to get his life
force somewhere el se.’

Beel zebub belly butted the oriental programer against the wall. 'This is jour

| ast chance too, Myishi. You do know that, don't you?

Myi shi nodded weakly. Funny how your snugness deserted you in the face of
obl i vi on.

"I'f all your clever technol ogy cannot secure one little soul for the Master, |
think we nmay have to trade you in for a newer nodel. Upgrade, to use one of
your own terms.'

Beel zebub chuckl ed. He adored turning the tables, in a blackly hunorous way,
of course. He was, after all, a denon.

Myi shi considered nmuttering sone oriental abuse, but thought better of it.



Beel zebub coul d read weak m nds; maybe he could speak Japanese too. 'Of

course, Beel zebub-san. Mst hunorous.'

Beel zebub delicately flicked a forked tongue over his fangs. 'l thought so.'
The programer sighed. He would have to go fiddling around in that hybrid
creature's repul sive brain again. It was |ike asking Mchelangelo to work with
crayons.

CHAPTER 9: THE SAD BI T

MEG was wat ching her fingers, or rather she was watching the shimrering aura
flickering around them Red blue, red blue. It still |ooked purple to her. The
intensity was fading though, as her life force dimnished. It was getting
harder to think HOLE or CHAIR, and hovering wasn't as easy as it used to be.
She recalled the words of Flit, the tunnel mite. Time is ticking on, ticky
ticky ticky.

" You know what the problemis? she said to Lowie, who was doing his best to
grab a wink of sleep. An alnost inpossible task with a forever-alert spirit
prow i ng the room

' Thi s bed- and- breakfast costs forty pounds a night, you know,' he responded
testily, hauling hinmself up on one el bow

'So why waste your noney sl eeping? Stay awake and talk to ne.'

Lowie sighed. She'd left himalone for six hours. He supposed he should be

t hankful for that much. "Al'l right. I'm awake. What is it?
' The problen? Do you want to know what it is?
Lowie rolled his eyes. 'Oh, the problem |I'mafraid you'll have to narrow it

down a bit for ne. The two of us have an inordi nate amount of problens, you
see. What with nme dying shortly, and you being a ghost -

"No," Meg interrupted. 'The problemw th your list.'

"What about ny list?

"Well. |'"msupposed to help you, and this will make my aura turn blue.’

'"Right. Wth you so far.'

"But all the things we're doing, well, they're not exactly legal, so ..."
Lowie nodded. '| understand. The deeds thensel ves are counteracting your good
intentions.'

"Dead on. My tine is running out too. And with you your head off half the tine
snoring ...'

'"Us fossils need our rest, you know.'

"I know. | could junmp into your head while you're asleep.’

"But that just uses up nore energy. It's a heads you lose, tails you | ose sort
of a situation.' He fished the crunpled Wsh List fromhis jacket pocket,

whi ch was drying on the radiator. 'You' re not going to |like nunber three,
then.'

"Enlighten me. What is it?

Lowie took a deep breath. 'It's ... eh ...' He began patting pockets for his
gl asses.

"Stop stalling, Lowie. You wote the list. Don't tell ne you can't renenber,
all of a sudden.'’

Lowie clicked his fingers. '"Ah! It's cone back to ne. Nunber three on Lowie
McCall's Wsh List

' What ?'

"Nunber three is: Burst Ball.

Meg nodded. 'What's this one? Let me guess. You burst one of your soppy
friends' football, and now you want to replace it after all these years, and
fall sobbing into each other's arns?

Lowie shook his head. 'Wong,' he said, without a trace of hunour in his
voice. 'There's a man. A vicious bully by the nane of Brendan Ball. And | want
to punch a hole in his head.'

"Do you want me to go to hell? Is that it?" Meg was furious. Here she was,
havi ng just expl ai ned her good-intentions-versus-bad-deeds theory, and now the



ol d codger wanted her to assault someone. Not just any soneone, but a

pensi oner! Soneone who woul dn't see or hear it coming. She'd be damed for
sure. One punch and her aura would turn red faster than a | obster in a pot.
"Don't worry. The last one is totally legal, and noral .’

But Meg was not to be placated. 'The last one! 1I'll never make it past this
one. As soon as your knuckles touch this chap's chin I'll be off, zoonm ng down
the red hole with a pitchfork hangi ng out of my backside!’

"Listen, if you were sent back to do this, then this must be the right thing
to do.'

Meg paused for a second to conmpute that statement. 'Easy for you to say. Your
imortal soul is not on the line.'

Lowie sighed. 'Meg, please.'

She searched his face. Honesty and decency fluttered fromit |ike albino
butterflies. Meg nmade a decision then, based on a hunch. One she would keep to

hersel f, but would drag out later for a big 'l told you so' session, if it
proved accurate.
"OK,' she smirked. '"I'Il doit.’

Lowie was instantly wary. 'Are you sure?

"Of course. | said l'd do it, didn't I?

"Hrmm ' grunted Lowrie suspiciously. But he had | earned that where his spooky
partner was concerned, you took your victories where you coul d.

They checked out of the bed-and-breakfast on Leeson Street, hopping on a bus
to Heuston Station. Well, maybe 'hopping' is the wong verb. Mre of a hobble
really, considering the state of Lowie's kicking foot. Meg wasn't her usually
floaty self either, deciding to walk in order to conserve what was |left of her
energy.

The bus was packed, and as nuch as Lowie put on the pathetic ol d-man face, he
| ooked too suave in the new suit for anyone to offer hima seat. He got

recogni zed too. A grinning grandma, sporting a shocki ng-purple bouffant

hai rstyl e, detached herself froma group of giggling buddies and barrelled
down the centre aisle. '"It's you, isn't it? A bit of a strange question. No
option but to admit it.

"Yes. It's ne.'

The wonman turned and shouted down the length of the bus. It was a roar that

woul d have done a sergeant nmmjor proud. 'It's him all right, girls. Didn't |
tell you?

'"Co on, Flor,' one shouted back. "Go for it!’

She turned her attention back to a suddenly nervous Lowie. 'Wll, are you
going to kiss me?

Lowie swallowed. 'I wasn't planning on it, madam' 'Ch, do you hear him wth

his "madam. Yer a real snoothie. Like that fellow Sean Connery. Only ugly."'

' Thank you,' responded Lowie uncertainly. 'So, how about it? Isn't that what
vou do? Run around the place kissing mature wonen?' Flor closed her eyes,
puckering gl ossy pink |ips.

Meg giggled. 'Go on.'

Lowie shot her a desperate glare. 'Help,' he nouthed silently.

He was saved by the bus driver. 'Heuston Station,' he shouted, opening the
pneurati c doors.

Lowie slipped through the rear exit.

"My stop, madam' he called fromthe safety of the street. 'Till we neet
agai n. Adi eu!"’

The bit of French was a great success. Flor flattened her face against the bus
wi ndow, |eaving sloppy lip marks on the glass. Lowie hid a grimace behind a
grin, waving at the departing vehicle.

"Who was that?' asked Meg.

"I don't know, some stranger.'

"Not her. That nman with the "madans" and the adieus.’

"What are you tal king about?' snapped Lowie, ignoring the puzzled gl ances
from passers by.



"Well,' continued Meg, 'the Lowie MCall | know doesn't carry on with any of
that romantic stuff. He's too busy being a grunpy old coot feeling sorry for
hi msel f."'

Lowie felt a grin comng on and fought hard to contain it. No luck, teeth
forced their way out.

"Is that a smle? | mght pass out with the shock.'

"Ch, shut up. Sorry - not you, sir,' he explained to a passerby.

In spite of his harsh words, the smile would not go away. Meg was right. He
was changing - into his new self. The person he m ght have been

There were no enpty carriages on the southbound train. A race neeting in
Vexford town, apparently. So the partners were forced to suspend

conmuni cations. That is, Lowie was forced to keep his nouth shut.

Meg couldn't handle it. Just sitting and not talking. She was a teenager
after all. One of the MIV generation. She needed entertai nnent.

" Think about it,' she hissed.

Lowie raised an eyebrow. What?

' That chap. The bully. Think about him'

Lowie placed two hands protectively over his ears.

"Don't worry. I'mnot going to go fiddling with your brain. But | can already
see nost of your thoughts, sort of. Like a telly with rubbish reception. But
if you think really hard ...'

Lowie closed his eyes and concentrated. A wispy picture swirled and
solidified over his head. It was G cely Wrd.

'Not her, Roneo. You have a one-track mind, don't you?

Lowie grinned apologetically. He tried again.

Anot her picture appeared. It was grimw th bad recoll ections. Periphera

obj ects changed or norphed into one another. But the people were solid.
Crystal clear. Those nenories were sharp as a knife.

It was a strange way to be told a story, through the eyes instead of the voice
of the storyteller. Like a novie about the cameraman, but Meg soon got used to
it. She sat entranced, absorbed by this formative episode in the young Lowie
McCall's life. If she had been | ooking at Lowie's face instead of over it,
she woul d have noticed the stress lines creasing his forehead. This story was
not an easy one for himto tell. But once he'd begun, it rolled out of his
brain like it had happened yesterday ..

By the time | hit fifteen, 1'd toughened up a bit. Country chaps didn't
survive in Westgate w thout developing a thick skin. Either that or getting
carted off home, drooling. Sod Kelly went that way, and M kser French. Two
hardy farmers reduced to sobbing wecks by years of bullying. No one ever
touched them mnd, but there are other ways of bullying. Sy ways.

I'd al ways been told that bullies were an ignorant bunch. Big sacks of dung
with turnips for heads. |I found out that wasn't the case. Your townie variety
consi dered hinself a sophisticated wit, using savage sarcasm and public

hum liation to keep the country bunpkins in their place.

Brendan Ball was a prine exanple. Anyone else with the surnanme Ball woul d have
had a ni ckname - Qddball, for exanple. But not Brendan. He was too popular to
have a nicknane. And too dangerous.

For sone reason, Ball decided to take a special interest in me. Perhaps ny
survival of the Croke Park disaster irked him He had | ost several friends in
the mass expul sion. Not that he played football hinmself. Too sweaty. He'd much
prefer to stand on the sidelines passing snide comrents.

For years | put up with it. Kept nmy head down and wal ked on by. Wrds |I told
nmyself, it was only words. | could live with that. Then |I hit a spurt.

Fifteen, and up | shot like a weed. | was |ooking at Ball's nose instead of up
it.

Thi ngs began to change for ne. The Brothers forgot all about their grudge when
| started | obbing points over the bar in the inter-college | eague. And when
Bal | shot his comrents at me on his way past, they began to bounce off me |ike
ski nny full backs.



That coul d have been it. But | got cocky. One thing fate can't tolerate.

| was heading down to the | ockers one afternoon, hopping a ball on ny foot.
You can guess who was coming up the hall against me. Ball and Co. A few recent
wi ns had given the old confidence a boost. So | didn't sidle over to the wall,
and | didn't |ower ny gaze. | gave the lot of themmnmy best grin, spinning the
| eather football in my hands.

Ball didn't like it. To him it was like a hound rearing up on its master. He
wasn't sure what to do, but with the | apdogs panting at his heels, he had no
option but to pass his tired coment.

"Two down, farmer boy,' he said. ' Two down and one to go.'

| realized at that nmonent that Ball was uncertain. |1'd seen the | ook before on
the sports field. In the eyes of goal keepers who don't know whet her to cone
out or stick on the line.

So | pretended to throw the ball at him The sort of thing you do a mllion
times a day with your friends. But Ball was no friend of mne. | pretended to
throw the ball. And he flinched.

So what? Big deal you might think. And you'd be right. But not for Ball.This
was a huge deal. In his short, panpered life, this was probably the worst
thing that had ever happened to him Being caught off guard by a cul chie.

I'd say it took about two days for the fire on his cheeks to turn to ice. Then
he started plotting.

I, like an eejit, thought that 1'd stood up to the bully and he'd never bother
me again. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

The Westgate Col |l ege grounds stretched down past the football fields, through
a wi de neadow and down to the Liffey. Every sumer a farmer canme in with a
bail er and for a nodest sumwas allowed to cart off the hay.

O course it was forbidden to venture down to the river after dark. Except for
one week after exanms in June. For those few days, it was an unwitten | aw that
the seniors could convene on the riverbank for a tw light snoke. Seniors only.

Technically illegal. But overl ooked.
| should never have ventured dowmn. My only allies, the football team were
overni ghting in Roscommon after a friendly. | should have stayed in the dorm

nursing the torn shoul der ligaments that had kept nme off the pitch, and
counted the hours to hone.

But it would only be boarders down at the bank, | reasoned. Ball and his bunch
woul d be safe at hone with their munm es. So, | tightened the bandage around
nmy shoul der, gave ny hair a lick of the brush and strolled down across the
nmeadow.

| tranped down in shirtsleeves, a thick Aran sweater knotted about ny waist.
The knot was as big as a football. | renmenber that jumper. It was a target for
the towni es. According to them ny not her had cornered some i nnocent sheep and
dragged it out of its coat by the hooves.

The boys were flaked out on the bank, blow ng snoke into the blue night, or
firing stones into the mddle of the river. | settled in with the bunch raking
a handful of pebbles fromthe riverbank. It seens tane enough these days, with
all the entertainment young people have. But to us, sitting on a riverbank
with rock 'n" roll nusic floating across fromthe city, and no work to do - it
was the height of |uxury.

Then Ball arrived. And, of course, Brendan never travelled alone. His fawning
hyenas were hovering |like planets around the sun. They shoul dn't have been
here. Day boys sneaking in was as illegal as boarders sneaking out. But Bal
had a score to settle, and so they had forged the river at an upstream dam

| put ny head in nmy hands and hoped. Maybe they had another reason for
returning to the grounds. After all, what had I done? Nothing. Just pretended
to throw a ball.

| felt themstop before ne. Their sniggers petered out as they waited for the
festivities to begin. \Whatever was going to happen, it would be big. Bal

didn't get his shoes wet for just any old bullying session

Brendan, of course, broke the silence.

' Good evening, M MCall. And how are things anong the farm ng comunity?



Boys didn't often use words like 'conmmunity'.

They felt strange in our nouths. But Ball did. He spoke |like one of those
fellows reading the news at the pictures.

| didn't answer. It wasn't a real question. | knew that whatever | said would
gi ve himan excuse to start on ne.

He kicked ny foot. 'Well? Hows life in your squalid little cave?

| didn't even know what squalid neant. But | renmenber the word all the sane.
'Has your nother stripped any nmore sheep?'

That got a good giggle all round. Stripping sheep. Har de har har. Still,

had to speak then. A chap can't have anyone goi ng on about his mam | deci ded
to stand up to give ne a better chance of escape, or attack

"I"'mnot a farmer, Ball. W don't live in a cave, and ny nother does not strip
sheep.'

"Ch really? Is that a fact now?

"Yes.'

They were gathered in a semicircle. Eyes bright, even in the shadow of the
trees. | realized then that they' d been drinking. 1'd seen this | ook before,

at home in Newford. W had a town drunk, the sane as every other village in
Ireland. Qur particular version always decided to settle old scores when he'd
had a few It |ooked Iike the sane idea had a hold on Ball

"The thing is, McCall, that | don't care about your exact circunstances. A
culchie is a culchie is a culchie.'

| was supposed to reply to that, even though it wasn't a question. Trading
insults is like a gane of tennis, and Brendan had whacked the ball into ny
side of the court. The thing was, | didn't want to play. | decided to try the
staring-out tactic that was so effective on the football pitch. The thing
about that tactic is that on the field, things are nore or | ess even. Here,
was out nunmbered ten to one. Me giving Ball the evil eye just made himangrier
"What's wong, farner? Cat got your tongue? Or a sheep maybe, or a cow?'

| ground my teeth. Whatever | said, he would just twist it to nmake ne | ook

st upi d.

"Thing is, MCall, you' ve been getting a bit cheeky lately. Uppity. Not as
subservient as you should be.'

Subservi ent ? What sel f-respecting teenager would use a word like that?

A group of girls had assenbl ed at the opposite bank. They were hangi ng over
the railing, giggling and waving. Ball waved back jauntily. Another w ng of
his fan club. Here to witness the humliation of the schol arship boy.

'"So fromnow on,' he continued in a slightly | ouder voice, so his words woul d

carry, 'l would like you to call nme Sir."'

A di sbelieving snort shot down nmy nose. |'d been concentrating so hard on the
mouth that 1'd forgotten about the nose.

Ball's face burned. 'Is there a problem bucko?

| didn't nove a nuscle. Not even an eyelid.

"I said, is there a probl en?

| chanced a shrug. Neither yes nor no.

Brendan chose to take it as a yes. 'Good. Let's hear it, then.'

| blinked. This had gone far enough

"Just say: That's fine by ne, Sir.'

Stupidly, | chose that noment to speak. 'There's no need for you to call ne
Sir, Brendan.'

Crickets had been sawing in the trees, but |1'd swear even they shut up at that
nmonent . The silence didn't last |ong. The downside to being a bully is that
even your friends secretly long for your downfall. The girls at the fence

| aughed hysterically, slapping the bars with gl ee.

' Good | ad, Paddy! You tell that big bully.’

| guessed that | was Paddy. Brendan guessed it too, and nmade the
transformation from sophisticated wit to thug in the blink of an eye.

Bef ore he knew what he was doing, he |lashed out with his hand. The fingers
caught ne across the mouth. It was stingy, but no big deal. |I'd had worse
slaps froma fish's tail. Ball gazed in surprise at his fist, as though it had



betrayed him He'd blown his cool, and in public.

Taki ng advant age of confusion is a footballer's favourite strategy, so that's
what | decided to do. | planted ny palns in that |oudmouth's chest and pushed
as hard as | could. He keeled over and slid down the bank on his backside.
Mbst enbarrassi ng.

Ball's gang was on ne qui cker than hounds on a fox. They were weak enough,
never having done a day's work in their lives. But there were a ot of them
and they pinned me to the sl opes, nud squel ching around ny ears.

The girls were still laughing on the fence. W were like theatre to them I|ike
a serial at the cinena.

Bal | clinbed back up the slope, slapping the mud fromhis blazer. He didn't

| ook happy.

"Ask me to let you go,' he said, swallow ng his anger before the audi ence.

" What ?'

"You want to get up?

| nodded warily.

"Al'l you have to do is ask.'

What was he up to now?

"All right. Let ne up.'

Brendan shook his head. 'Ah no. No, no. You have to ask properly."'

'"Please let me up.'

'No, farmer boy. Properly. Call ne Sir.'

So that was it. He was still sticking to the original plan

"Cet stuffed, Ball.'

You coul d al nost see the confusion spinning around his head. Brendan had
gotten his own way for the |last sixteen years. And here was sone farner
standing up to him netaphorically speaking. And in front of the girls. He

pl aced a dri ppi ng shoe on ny chest.

"Say it, MCall!’

"You'll be deep in your cold grave, Ball.'

That was a good one. My nother always said that when Dad asked her to bring in
t he coal

"I"mwarning you, McCall. W'IIl give you the thrashing of your life.'

| laughed. | couldn't help it. These boys weren't going to thrash anybody. Not
enough to scare anyone froma Christian Brother college.

Ball saw it in ny face. He knew | wasn't worried about a few punches. A new
strategy was called for. He | eaned down, his nmouth close to ny ear

"Here's what we'll do, farner boy. Either you call me Sir right now, or we
take of f your trousers and throw you in the river.'

| nearly | aughed again, but then | renmenbered the girls.

Hanging on the railing, dying for some anusenment. Even the thought nade ne

bl ush.

They had ne. Ball sniffed victory.

"It's up to you. Personally | hope you refuse.'

It's different for country chaps. It was then anyway. W didn't know girls. W

didn't have the Dubliners' easy way with them |'d have been nortified to have
to dance with one, never mnd slosh around a river in ny underwear.
"Let me up, Ball," | grunted. | tried for threatening, but all | managed was

borderline desperate.

‘"Let me up - what?

| sighed. Which was worse? The word or the river? | chose. The wong choice, |
t hi nk now, and have thought for fifty years.

'"Let me up - Sir.'

And the sound of their laughter still echoes inside nmy head.

The i mage above Lowie's head dissolved in a cloud of coloured |ight.

'"Did you ever think about just getting on with your life? asked Meg. 'Forgive
and forget, that sort of thing.'

Lowie s lip stuck out like an infant's. He'd been nursing this particular
grudge for fifty-three years, and wasn't about to give up on it now.



"It's ages ago, for God's sake. Before |oads of stuff was even invented.'
Lowie didn't answer. He couldn't, with all the other passengers on the train.
He didn't have to. Meg didn't need her linmted telepathy to read the nmessage
shooting fromhis eyes.

'K, OK,' she sighed. "I'll shut up and do what I'mtold. But I'd just like to
regi ster an official conplaint, in case there's anyone |istening upstairs.

do not agree with flattening old people, and 1'"'monly follow ng orders."'

She could see it was working. Lowie was growi ng unconfortable with his own

wi sh. But he wouldn't give in. Not just yet. No problem She had hours of
nagging left in her.

CHAPTER 10: BURST BALL

THEY rode the train right to the ferry port of Rosslare. Twelve nonths a year
the small town was hopping with Anericans | ooking for their roots, Dutch
tourists looking for hills and New Age nystics searching for |eprechauns. In
this company, a man talking to hinself seemed the epitome of normality.

"W coul d have cone here first, you know,' conplained Meg. 'It's only down the
road from Newford - where you live, in case you ve forgotten.'

"I know,' replied Lowie. 'l prioritized the list. In case | '

"In case you what ?

"In case |, you know, didn't make it."'

"oh.

They wal ked in silence for a while. Then Meg had a thought.

' How do you know where this chap |ives? Have you been stal king him or
somet hi ng?'

Lowie shook his head. 'No. Dear old Brendan had his face in the | ocal paper a
few years ago. He retired down here after an illustrious career in the city.
Bought a fanobus cottage. Used to belong to James Joyce's grandnot her.'

"What does "illustrious" nean?

'That doesn't matter. You know all you have to.'

Meg tutted. 'That other Lowie didn't last long. Were are all the adi eus and
t he madanms now?’

"I"msorry,' apologized the old man. 'Just thinking about that man sets ny

bl ood boiling."’

"I know the feeling,' said Meg, seeing Franco's face in her mind s eye. Now,
there was a head that needed punchi ng.

They made their way to the outskirts of the village, past an al npst

i nterm nabl e |ine of bed-and-breakfasts. The afternoon sun was maki ng a watery
effort to burst through grey rolls of cloud. Perched atop a hill, like the
Psycho notel, was Ball's cottage.

' Spooky,' nuttered Meg, shivering.

' Spooky?' chuckl ed Lowrie. 'What sort of ghost are you?

' One who's not happy bopping ol d geezers.'

Meg decided to turn the screws a bit. 'Wuld you prefer a straight
nosebreaker? O maybe a few kicks in the kidneys when he's down?

"l don't care.'

"\What about a headlock till he begs for nercy?

Two red spots were rising in Lowie's cheeks. '"I'll leave that to you, will [?
You being the expert on matters crimninal.’

Meg swal lowed a grin. Al according to plan

There were crazy-paving steps running up to the cottage. Lowie was taking his
time mounting the slabs. A slick | ayer of sweat shone through his sparsely
covered scal p.

' Second t houghts?' enquired Meg innocently.

Lowie rubbed salty beads fromthe creases around his eyes. 'No. No second

t hought s.'

' Sure?

"Certain!'



Lowie took a shaky breath and forced hinself to cal mdown. It'd be an awful
shanme to have a heart attack right here on Ball's doorstep

"Listen, Meg,' he said. "Here's my idea. | go in, introduce nyself, remnd him
of that day in Westgate and ask himto call ne Sir. Wen he refuses, as |'m

certain he will, then you take over ny body and let himhave it right on the
snobby upper-class jaw. '

"Ten-four, captain. | just hope | don't kill him'

Lowie started. 'Kill hin®

' You never know. | don't know nmy own strength, these days.'

"I don't want you to kill anyone.'

"What ? After what he did to you? It's the least | could do.'

Lowie stopped clinmbing. "Don't mess around. A little punch on the chin.
That's all | want. No killing, mainng or strokes.'

"I'"ll do nmy best. No pronises, mnd.'

Lowie continued up the path, his step slightly |less determ ned than usual. A
mael strom of enotions clouded his aura. Fear and doubt spliced with hate and
regret. A powerful concoction.

The door was aluminium CQut of place in the salt-weathered brickwork.

"That's typical Ball,' nuttered Lowie. 'The old door probably wasn't good
enough for him'

"Are you going to spend all day admiring the architecture, or are we going to
get this over with?

Lowie flexed his fingers, reluctant to ring the bell

Vel | ?

'K, OK. This isn't easy for ne.
Meg knew exactly what he nmeant. Facing your denbns was no picnic. Especially
i f your denons seened to be hal f-human, hal f-hound from hell.

Lowi e reached up a shaky finger

"Al'l right, you old fool,' he adnmoni shed hinself. 'He's just a nan. Just a
man. '

Then the door opened. Lowie jerked backwards guiltily, alnost tunbling
head- over - heel s down the crazy-pavi ng steps.

"Very el egant,' nuttered Meg.

Brendan Ball stood, shaded by the door frane.

"Yes?' he inquired hesitantly. "W is it?

Lowie worked up his courage, swallowing half a century's bile. Tell him go
on, tell him

He never got the chance. His old adversary placed a pair of wire-rimed
spect acl es over rheuny eyes.

"My God. It can't be! Lowie MCall.'

Lowie nodded, unwilling to trust his voice.

"l don't believe it. Lowie MCall. Well, cone in, for heaven's sake.'

Bal | bustled down the hallway, gesturing over his shoulder for Lowie to
fol | ow.

"Ch, he's areal pig,' comented Meg. 'Asking you in like that. The nerve of
some people.’

Lowie aimed one of his vitriolic orange gazes at Meg's head, and foll owed
Ball into the house. They energed in a sitting room Al polished wod and
gl ass.

"Can you believe it?" said Ball, pointing at the television screen. 'l was
just watching you on video.'

Lowie's head was freeze-framed on the nonitor

"Well, sit down, sit down. Now what can | get you?

Lowie sank into an antique |leather-trimed arnchair. If Ball hadn't invited
himto sit, his | egs probably woul d have given out anyway.

'"I"'d like a ... glass of water, if you have it.'

Bal | cl apped his hands delightedly. 'OF course, old buddy, of course.'
Lowie blinked. AOd buddy?

"Be with you in a tick.'

And Ball was gone, darting off into the kitchen, like some slightly arthritic



whi rl wi nd.
"I"d like a glass of water if you have it,' mmcked Meg. 'Wiat sort of
revenge visit is this?

'"He's taken ne by surprise, that's all,' spluttered Lowie.
' You were expecting a sixteen-year-old, | suppose?
'"No, of course not. | was expecting ..."

Lowie paused. H s ghostly partner was right. He had been expecting a

si xteen-year-ol d. Maybe not the face and body, but certainly the attitude.
He' d never for one second dreaned that he'd be recognized, never nind invited
in.

Bal | swept back into the room A tray of cakes bal anced on a jug of iced
wat er .

"M Ball ..." began Lowrie.

"No! Not another word until you've refreshed yourself. Your face is the col our
of a beetroot, and at our age you have to be careful about these things.' Bal
patted his own chest. 'Believe me, | know.'

Low i e nodded, gratefully accepting a crystal tunbler of water. He drained the
entire gl ass before speaking again. 'Heart trouble?

Bal | nodded. 'Triple bypass |ast year. Nearly shuffled off the nortal coil

One hell of a wake-up call."’

"Tell me about it.'

"You too?

"Afraid so. | need a donor. But I'"'mat the bottomof a list.'

Bal | seened genui nely saddened. 'Oh, but that's terrible. Perhaps | could nmake
a few phone calls?

Lowie shook his head. 'No, thank you ... eh ...’

' Brendan. '

"No, thank you, Brendan. There are four AB negatives waiting in Ireland. The
other three are young people.’

"I see.’

Both nen were silent for a nmonent. Heart disease was a real conversation

st opper.

"I"'mglad you called, Lowie,' said Ball eventually. 'I've been nmeaning to

| ook you up, actually.’

'Real | y?'

"Yes, really.' The old nan took a deep breath. 'Since the operation, |'ve been
t hi nki ng. About a | ot of things. About the past.'

Lowie was stunned. This was too nuch. Ball was like him Just |like him Could
t hey both have changed so nuch?

'"There are a lot of things | regret not doing,' he stared fixedly at the
floor. "And things | regret doing.' Ball ran a thin finger around the rim of
hi s gl ass.

' Thi ngs have been bothering ne, Lowie. Things | have to make anends for.'
'Brendan, there's no need ...'

"No, Lowrie, please hear ne out. | rmade nyself a prom se, lying there in the
Bl ackrock dinic, that if | ever got on ny feet again, there were a few people
I"d have to talk to. You were one of them'

There was a word for this, thought Lowie. Synchronicity.

' Somret hi ng happened a long tinme ago,' continued Ball. 'You probably don't even
remenber it.'

"I wouldn't bet on it,' muttered Meg, but Lowie was so engrossed that he
barely heard her.

"I'n ny younger days, | was incorrigible. I know we had great tines and that
you tend to forget the bad times, but there were bad tinmes too.'

Low i e nodded. They hadn't been erased for him

"I remenber one summer's night. Qur final year, when | ... grievously
enbarrassed you in front of a crowd. Made you call me Sir. You have no idea
how many nights that terrible act has cone back to haunt me. | lie awake

cringing at the nmenory. Can you ever forgive ne?
"Now?' asked Meg. 'Do | let himhave it now?'



"No!" blurted Lowi e.

Bal | nodded, crestfallen. 'I understand. No need to explain.'

"No, Brendan, | mean - there's no need for forgiveness. It was a lifetine ago.
| barely even renmenber it.'

"Ch, you fibber," chuckled Meg.

"It's good of you to say that, Lowie. But we both know how terrible that

ni ght was.'

Lowie sighed. 'Yes, Brendan. You're right. | do renenber. It was a terrible
night. | often think it affected nmy entire life.'

"I knew it,' said Ball, dropping his head into shaking hands. 'You had every
right to seek me out. Take whatever revenge you will - | have no right to
obj ect .’

Lowie placed a hand on his shoulder. 'That's not why |I'm here. That incident
really was nothing. And if it affected me for so long, it's because | allowed
it to. | only cane to look up an old ... friend. Nothing nore.'

Bal | peered out frombetween his fingers. 'Really?

"Really. W were children. Children do stupid, cruel things. Consider yourself
forgiven and let's have a drink."'

Ball rose fromhis chair and hugged Lowie spontaneously.

If Lowie hadn't already been sitting down, the shock woul d have dropped him
' Thank you, old friend.' He disappeared into the kitchen again, a genuine
smle tugging at his |ips.

"I knew it,' gloated Meg.

" You knew what ?'

"I knew you wouldn't hit him'

"You knew?'

"Yes, | knew You're too nice. Too decent. No one with an aura as sky blue as
yours could go around boppi ng people.’

"Well, you saw him' said Lowie. 'He was sorry. Cenuinely sorry. | couldn't

hit him It wouldn't be right.'
Ball returned with a bottle of brandy and two tunblers. 'W shouldn't, you
know. Not with our tickers.'

"I know. But once in a while. What the hell! How often do you have a schoo
reuni on?'

Bal | sat down, serious again for a noment. 'Do you know, Lowie, when | was in
hospital, |I didn't have one visitor. Six weeks and no visitors. Can you

i magi ne how |l onely that feels?

Lowie thought back to his own granny flat and the years of afternoon

t el evi si on.

'Yes, Brendan,' he replied, taking a deep swig of the burning liquid. 'l can.'

CHAPTER 11: A SPARE W SH

FRANCO Kel Iy had sol ved the broken renote problem Not that the television's
renote control was actually broken, but it might as well be for all the chance
there was of Franco dipping into his cigarette noney for new batteries.

Anyway, he'd solved the renote problem The probl em being: what do you do when
your renote's packed in, and you want to change channel s?

You coul d get up out of the arnthair. But that was a bit extreme. Bad enough
that you had to raise yourself for food and toilet breaks, w thout exerting
yourself every tinme the advertisenents cane on

You coul d befriend some |ocal kid and get himto lie in front of the set. But
ki ds these days were notoriously unreliable, and their parents had an annoyi ng
habit of wanting them back around news time, just when Franco needed channel s
changi ng the nost.

Franco reluctantly decided that it was up to him He would have to rise above
his distaste for nmental exercise and devise a plan. Sonething ingenious to
dazzle his critics. Couch potato am|? he thought. 1'Il show t hem

Hs first thought was to use his toes. But they were pudgy and inaccurate.



Plus sometines the sweat caused the buttons to stick. Back to the draw ng

boar d.

The second idea was a nasterpiece of sinplicity. Franco dragged the arnthair
over to the television. Close to perfect, but there were bugs. Placing the
screen directly in front of himmeant that he still had to lean forward to
mani pul ate the now slightly pongy buttons. Placing it to the side caused a
shift in his viewing position and a resultant pain in the neck nuscles. Such a
conundrum Was he to be denied his only pleasure?

At last, with a craftiness born of thirty years a-dossing, Franco hit upon the
solution. He lumbered up to the bedroom and wrenched the wardrobe's door from
its hinges. Propping the mirrored side before the chair, he angled it slightly
to reflect the television screen at his side. |ngenious.

Not only were the speakers now playing directly into his good ear, but the

convex nature of the mrror neant that for all intents and purposes he now had
a twenty-eight-inch screen. Ah bliss. Now, if only he had a potty ..
He woul dn't have to suffer at all if it wasn't for those Finn wonen. Dead, the

cheek of them Two in one year. What were the chances of that? How was a man
supposed to | ook after hinself with no wonen to order about?

Franco didn't nmind them being dead as such. He didn't niss them as people. But
he m ssed their service. Not that the young one had been much good. She hadn't
gi ven anyt hing but cheek. But the nother. \Wat a cook. A good little worker
too. Twelve hours in the video shop and then home to make the di nner. None of
your m crowave rubbish either. Ch no. Franco insisted that everything be nade
fromscratch. Then she had to go and wal k out under a taxi, didn't she? Just
when his back was starting to play up too. Some peopl e have no consideration

El ph was not i npressed.

"I had thought you were on the bottomrung of the evolutionary |adder,' he
commented dryly. 'l can see now that | was m staken.'

"Whof ,' said Belch, who was still a bit punch-drunk fromthe pure-goodness
epi sode. It seened that his hono sapi ens genes had taken the brunt of the
expl osi on and he was nore hound than human now.

"This place is such a hovel,' muttered El ph distastefully. 'The kind of place
I would expect to find ... well, soneone |ike you actually.’

" Shut up!' snarled Belch, swallowing the urge to rip the hol ogram pi xel from
pi xel. 'Tell nme what | have to do.'

El ph flitted above Franco's arnthair.

"This,' he said, pointing a 3D finger at Kelly's greasy head. 'Is your |ast
chance. A psychol ogical profile of the target soul indicates obsessive
tendencies ..

Belch licked a newy sprouted canine. Ectoplasnic slobber dripped fromhis
lips.

El ph noted the new devel opments. Perhaps | should, as they say, dunb it down,
he thought. 'There is a strong possibility that Meg Finn will show up here.'
Bel ch nodded. It made sense. Meg hated Franco nore than anything. G ven the
chance, she'd be back to settle the score. 'So. What do we do?

El ph's electronic lip winkled in disgust. 'W wait. W wait, and try to

i gnore the smell .’

*

'Hee hee,' said Lowie. 'Ha ha, hie.’

"You're drunk!' giggled Meg. It was good to giggle. There hadn't been much to
| augh about since the gas expl osion

'"No, no,' responded Lowie, waving a shaky finger. 'Not drunk as such. Tipsy.
Different thing entirely.’

They were travelling by rail again. Northbound towards Dublin. The ot her
passengers gave Lowie a wide berth. The old nan was obviously inebri ated.
There was a distinct snell of alcohol, and he was talking to hinmself, for
heaven' s sake!

Needl ess to say, Lowie had not utilized Meg's otherworldly strength to bash
Brendan Ball. Quite the opposite, in fact, he had ignored Meg al toget her and



proceeded to polish off half a bottle of brandy with his old classmate. They
parted the best of friends, promising to nmeet again and soon. Lowie would
never have made a pronise |like that sober. Not when he knew he couldn't keep
it.

' That means we have a spare wish,' said Meg.

"Hm?' nunbled Lowie. He could have said: what do you nean by that? But it
was too nuch effort.

"Well, | didn't punch anyone, so we have a wish left over.'

"Strue. Wsh left over.' That sounded lyrical, so Lowie nade it into a song.
"W have a wish | eft oooooover.'

Meg wasn't | aughi ng now. Sonet hing had occurred to her.

"Can | have the wi sh, then?

" HMP!

"Gve me the wish. There's someone |1'd like to punch in the face.'

Lowie's eyes narrowed craftily.

"I know,' he said pointing an accusing finger. 'l know what you want to do.'
"Is that a fact?

"Yep. 'S a fact. You want to punch Franco.'

'"OK, so you know. Now, how about it?'

' G ahead. Punch him 1'm not stopping you.'

Meg scowmed. 'l can't. |I've tried, but I can only go where you go.'

Lowie thought about it. O rather he tried to think, wading through the fog
envel oping his brain. At last he arrived at a concl usion.

'OK,' he pronounced. 'On one condition ...’

"\What ?' asked Meg, even though she already knew what that condition was.

"I want to know what he did,' said Lowie, suddenly sounding very sober

i ndeed. 'l want to know what he did to make you do that to him'
Meg sighed. She'd never tal ked about this. Not to anyone.
"I can't,' she said finally. 'l just can't.'

"Coul dn't you just show me?' asked Lowrie, tapping his head.

Meg chewed her lip. 'Maybe. But with your weak heart '

"I orisk it

"OK. But don't conme chasing after ne in the afterlife if you have a heart
attack.'

Lowie smled weakly. 'l won't.'

Meg rolled up the sleeve of her jacket, plunging her hand into Lowie's ear.
Lowie giggled. 'That tickles!’

"Stop fidgeting, would you? You m ght get brain danage or sonething!’

He st opped fidgeting.

'"Right. There we are.’

Lowie paled. He was being chased by a group of angry rugby players with girly
shirts.

'Cops. Wong nenory.'

Meg cl osed her eyes and concentrated. Think about that day, she told herself.
Let it all cone back to you. I"'mtwelve years old plus one day. |'ve stayed
out as long as | can, but it's cold and I'm hungry and there's nowhere else to

go ...

I remenber sitting in the back of Videovision for hours watching a filmon the
big monitor. Trish asked nme to | eave when the evening crowds started com ng
in. Nicely though. Because she knew Franco. Knew what | had to go hone to.

"Sorry, Meggy,' she said. 'You know the drill. The boss-man will be checking
in any mnute.'
| got up off the windowsill. My bumwas nunb fromsitting there anyway.

"That's all right, Trish. Thanks for the Star Trek. | hadn't seen that one.'
' Cone back later. I'mon till twelve.'

' Maybe. Dependi ng on You Know Who.'

Trish shook her head. 'I know what |'d do with that fella.’

| nodded. 'The sanme thing I'd like to do with him'

| zipped the jacket right up to ny chin and stepped out into the wind. The



town was busy with people junping out of cars or going into the chipper

Mot hers treating their kids. Like nmy mamused to treat me. Funny how al nost
everything rem nded ne of Mam 1'd be just wal king al ong not feeling too bad,
when a picture of her would pop into ny head. Anything could cause it, from
someone wearing a junper like hers to a quick sniff of jasm ne, her favourite

per f ure.
| put on my best hard face so no one would annoy ne. You have to go around
frowning in our estates, or the young lads will start hassling you on the way

hone. One chap tried it on nme once, and | squirted ink all over his tracksuit
top. He ran off home, squealing |like a baby. These | ads are very particul ar
about their clothes. It's hard to be cool covered in blue squiggles. | always
keep a magi ¢ marker in nmy pocket, just in case.

| took the |ong way around, even though the wind was blowing a hole in nme. |
could have cut across the green, past the swings. But | didn't. One, because
that's where all the teenage couples hung out, and the boys would be only
dyi ng to make a show of sone young one to inpress their girlfriends. And two,
because the quicker | got home, the quicker |I'd have to | ook at Franco's
greasy face.

The house was in an awful state. Even after four nonths. You'd think it'd take
| onger than that for a house to fall apart. But there were already green
fingers creeping up the walls. The grass had crested the w ndow | edges, and
the gate hung linply fromthe hinges. O course, when Mam was alive we

woul dn't have tolerated any of this. The two of us would have been out wth
the sleeves rolled up doi ng what ever needed doi ng. That was back when numnber
forty-seven had been a hone. Now it was just a house.

Mam had never been very lucky with nen. First ny dad, who di sappeared off to
London at the first sign of responsibility on the horizon. And then Franco,
probably the nost usel ess, disgusting | ayabout ever to glue hinself to a sofa
with his own sweat. | could feel a shudder beginning at the base of ny spine
and working its way up. | couldn't help it. Every tine | thought of that man

| had devel oped a way to open the front door w thout a key. You put your

shoul der in just the right spot and heaved. The frame was so warped that the

| ock just popped right out of its slot. O course, Franco pounding on it every
time he forgot his keys didn't help. It was handy, though, if you wanted to
sneak in unnoti ced.

| popped the door gently. As usual, the television was blaring fromthe
sitting room | didn't go in there any nore, no matter what was on. That was
Franco's room now, and he was welcone to it. No telly was a small price to pay
for not having to | ook at his nug.

I had the stairs figured too. Every one of the steps was creaky, so you had to
slot your feet into the gaps between the banisters and go up like a crab. Not
too confortable, but quiet.

| tiptoed across the landing and into ny room | was safe now. Franco m ght
shout and roar, but he'd never drag his fat backside up the stairs after ne.
Too much effort.

|'"mashaned to admt it, but even ny own roomwas a tip. Mam woul d' ve been

di sgusted. She wouldn't have stood for it. But Mamwasn't here. She was dead.
Knocked down crossing a pedestrian wal kway by a sleeping taxi driver on his
third shift.

My school bag was Iying in the corner where I'd tossed it that afternoon. There
was homework in there waiting for me, like a beartrap in a hole. But I

woul dn't do it. No point pretending. | was so far behind at this stage ..

| decided to go out again. Maybe 1'd have a night on the town. Hop on the
super mar ket bus and catch a late show in the cinena.

My noney was well hidden. Tucked away with all my treasure. 1'd figured that

t he one place Franco woul d never venture near was the bookshelf. So all ny
personal stuff was stashed inside a hollow binder for The Lord of the Rings
box set.

| pulled the carton down, spilling ny hoard on to the bed. The unnade bed. The



unmade- f or - about -t wo- nont hs bed. If Mam had been alive, | wouldn't have been
for much | onger.

There was the shoel ace bracelet given to ne by Gerry Farrell, back in fourth
class. And the essay certificate for that conpetition I'd won. ' The Wal e: Qur
Gentle Friend'. And the petrified starfish I'd found on Curracl oe beach. And
Mam s engagement ring, the one she always said would be m ne one day, and now
it was. Years too soon.

| frowned. Were was the ring? Probably down in the corner of the box. Wdged
in a cardboard flap. | groped around inside the container. Nothing. And ny
money. My two fifty. That was gone too. A sick feeling caught hold of ny
stomach, and clawed its way to the base of nmy throat. Francol!

| raced down the stairs, bouncing off the wall in nmy haste. Franco was, as
usual , subnerged in a cloud of snoke.
"Where is it? | yelled, panic-stricken

Franco never took his eyes off the screen

"Where's what?' he asked, irritated that 1'd corrupted his view ng

envi ronnent .

"The ring!" | said, pointing to my finger where the ring should be. 'MWy mani s
ring.'

Franco chewed on the filter of his cigarette, nmulling it over. 'Ch, the

di anmond ring. That ring?

"Yes!' | nearly screaned. 'That ring.'

Franco stubbed out the butt in an overfl owi ng ashtray.

"Well, you probably know that your nother wanted me to have that ring.'

| couldn't even deny it. My voice had deserted ne.

"So . . | soldit.’

They were sinple words. But for some reason, | couldn't seemto understand

t hem

"You sold it?

Franco nodded slowy. 'Yes, nmoron. | sold it. Wat did you think? You could
hide it in your box forever?

"But,' | stammered. 'But, but ...°

"But, but,' |aughed Franco. 'Wat are you? One of those rappers. Look. | sold
the ring. There you go. Boo hoo. Sob sob. Now get out of the way. | can't see
nmy new tel evision.'

My brain wouldn't focus. | remenber trying to pin down the information that

was flying at nme, but it kept slipping away. One thing got through though. New
t el evi si on.

There it was, plonked in the mddle of the sitting room the light fromits
screen shining through the fog of cigarette snoke. Matt bl ack and danger ous

| ooki ng.

"Lovely, isn't she?" said Franco, a hitch in his voice. 'Dol by surround sound
and teletext. Top of the range. Beautiful.'’

| felt as though a steanroller had flattened ny head, cartoon style. Manis
ring for this?

"That was all | had,' | said through gritted teeth, trying to hold back the
tears. "All | had left.’

' Yeah, yeah, whatever,' said Franco, waving ne out of the way.

"And you sold it. For this.'

"At last. She gets the picture!' Franco | aughed. It sounded like a frog in a
barrel. "That's funny really. Because |I'mthe one that got the picture. Do you
get it?

The television sat there. Al flat screen and speakers. It was the only tinme |
can remenber hating a thing. So | attacked it. O at least | tried to. Before
I could do any real damage, Franco had me by the scruff of the neck and pinned

against the wall. | couldn't believe he'd noved so fast.
"That's not allowed, Mssy,' he said, his eyelids heavy and threatening.
"You had no right,"' | rmunbled, squirmng to avoid his breath.

Franco |l aughed. 'No right? Let's talk about rights. You're under ny charge. So
you're the one with no rights. You're a juvenile, a known troubl emaker. A



not hi ng. Less than nothing. People are sorry for nme. That poor man, they say.
Trying to control that tearaway on his own. He's a saint. A martyr.'

| shut ny eyes and nouth. Trying to block it all out.

"Your nmother is dead, Mssy. Dead! So stop pretending everything is the way it
was. No nore little miss happy princess. You will toe the line around here.
You will pull your weight, and you will show ne sone respect. O |'Il be
forced to sort you out, just like | did your nother! Her and her precious
bottl es of jasm ne.'

Sorted out your mother? He'd hit Manf?

"You pig!" | sobbed. "I'Il get you.You and that telly!"’

Franco froze. 1'd threatened the TV.

' Some people just can't be told,'" he said, and sl apped ne across the cheek
Hard. | slid dowmn the wall, on to the floor. | felt as though I'd been

br anded.

"Never threaten the television again,' he shouted, |eaning down to slap ne
agai n. ' Never, never, never!'

Each never was enphasized with another slap. | wanted to stand up and fi ght
back. Sink my fist into his flabby gut and watch himgasping for air on the
l[ino. But | couldn't. It was all too nuch for nme. Pouring over ny head like a
suffocati ng wave. He was too big.

| was saved by the end of the advertisenents. Distracted by a thenme tune,
Franco shuffled back to his throne. He sank into the chair, his thighs barely

squeezi ng between the arms. | squatted on the floor lIike a battered spider
afraid to get up in case the novenent attracted attention
'"Ch, and one nmore thing,' he said, patting his shirt pocket for matches. 'l1've

started official adoption proceedings. That neans | get to stay here forever,
and you get a brand new daddy. Wonderful news, eh?

| didn't answer. It wasn't really a question. Pain and hatred were battling
for attention in ny head. The hatred won. You can't strike someone's mam and

expect nothing to happen. Franco would have to pay for this. | didn't know
how, just yet, but the atom of an idea was spinning in nmy brain. So he was
fond of television, was he? Well, 1'd just have to hit himwhere it hurt. Hit
hi m hard

CHAPTER 12: DOUBLE REVENGE

FRANCO was a man of few interests, and sharing a house with himnmeant that I
knew themall. He could list themon the stubby fingers of one hand.

Tel evi si on, obviously, was the great love of his life. The cathode ray tube
sang to himeach day for a mnimum of eight hours, overpowering the outside
world with gl anorous escapism Food was high on the list. Conveni ence food by
necessity, or else it would inpinge on tinme allotted to TV. So, crisps,

chocol ate and delivery pizzas were the nmain staples. Drink was good. A

sem -inebriated mind sinks all the nore readily into the mre of satellite
stations.

But this was the private Franco. One that the public never saw. Qutside the
war ped door of his inherited house, Franco Kelly was a pillar of the
conmuni ty. A shaky pillar perhaps, but a pillar, nonethel ess. Franco saw
hinself in the tragic hero mould. Loses the love of his life, but nobly sticks
around to raise her brat of a kid.

To keep this | egend going, Franco would strap on a suit and tie every MNonday
evening and stroll over to the Crescent Bar to chair a committee neeting of
hi s bel oved Newford Pigeon Fanciers' Association. After the toilet and the
fridge, the NPFA was probably the only thing that could tenpt Franco out of
his arnchair. Not that he kept pigeons hinmself - that woul d have required
effort. But you didn't have to owmn themto appreciate them he reasoned. And
hadn't he watched the club video until the tape snapped?

So, | plotted. The television and the NPFA. How could | conbine the two in a
suitably evil revenge plot? The answer cane in fragments, |ike the pieces of a



conplicated jigsaw. There was preparation to be done. The first thing | needed
was a vi deo canera

| borrowed the video canera from Bel ch, and set it up outside the back w ndow.
| worried a bit about that. Borrow ng sonething fromBelch. God only knew
where he got a video canera - plus, he would want something in return

Probably a bit of help with one of his nmore dubi ous operations. | shrugged off
the worry. Whatever it was, it'd be worth it.
I filmed my stepfather whenever the opportunity arose. | filmed himlounging

around scratching hinself, pouring beer over his peanuts. Staying in his vest
and shorts for an entire weekend. Just excerpts, mind, when his attention was
focused on the screen. Two whol e days woul d have been far too harrow ng for
any viewer. | filmed himarguing with the TV, drooling in his sleep and
basically humliating hinself in every way possible. But it wasn't enough. Not
after what he'd done.

Step two. Incitement. | set the canera to record that Friday afternoon and ran
around into the sitting room
'Hey, Fatso,' | said. '"Gve ne a lend of a tenner.

Franco stirred froma seni-doze. A ribbon of dried dribble cracked on his
chin.

" Huh?'

"A tenner. You know, ten pounds. You understand that, don't you, chubby?'
Franco frowned. WAs this brat ever going to |l earn? 'Watch your mouth, M ssy.
Don't nmake ne get up out of this chair.'

| laughed. A sarcastic bark. 'Get up out of the chair?You? Don't nake ne

[ augh. "’

Franco tried for a disbelieving chuckle, what cane out was a strangl ed gasp.
He was cracking. 'I'mwarning you now, M ssy!'’

"You're warning nme? You'd be better off warning a tortoise, that's about the
only thing you could catch.'

Franco threw his belly forward, the shift in balance tunbling himfromthe

chair. | made no attenpt to escape. Why would |? This was the whole point. My
st epf at her punched ne on the shoulder. A vicious dead-arm with the nmiddle
knuckl e pointed. | cried with pain. I wasn't acting.

"l used to play soccer you know,' pouted Franco, still wounded by the tortoise
comment. 'That's where | got the name. Francooo, they used to shout every tine
| scored. And that was plenty of tines, | can tell you.'

I wiped ny eyes with the ragged sl eeve of ny school cardi gan. Keep tal king,
fat boy. My plan was al nbost conplete. Just one nore incident to film

It was Franco's customto drink hinmself into a stupor on the weekend. He felt
he deserved it after drinking hinself into a stupor all week. By m dnight on
Sunday, World War Three under the arnthair woul dn't wake him

So | waited on the landing until his snores echoed up the stairs, then
sneaked down the stairway, crab-fashion, feet wedged between the banisters.
needn't have worried about stealth. Franco was dead to the world. He had
changed into his drinking underwear, and was snoring up at |least a force

seven. | plucked a snouldering cigarette butt from between his fingers before
it roused him destroying all ny plans.
The TV was still on. Some shoot 'em up novie. Franco's favourite, but not

enough to keep hi m awnake.

This was the tricky part. If | turned off the television now, Franco would
wake up, for sure. | doubted he could sleep at all wi thout the conforting
blare fromthe idiot box. But | had a plan

The old television was still in the corner, half-buried under burger cartons
and fag boxes. | dragged it across the lino, plugging it into the double
adapter. Now all | had to do was switch the aerial around and we were in

busi ness. There was a nmonent of hiss, then nono sound erupted fromthe old
set. Franco never stirred.

I quickly unplugged the new set and wheeled it out the back door. Luckily the



whole rig was on castors, so rolling it down to the shed was no problem The
canera was already set up. Now all | needed was the sl edgehamer.

| remenber squatting on the wi ndow | edge waiting for Franco to wake up

G ggles were spiralling in nmy throat, |ike caged hansters. Hysteria | suppose,
and fear.

Franco waki ng up was a slow process. It could go on for hours. First he m ght
surface for a scratch, or maybe a quick shuffle to the bathroom then he could
sink into a stupor for another forty winks. | had turned off all the radiators
to qui cken up the performance.

At nine o' clock, his eyelids fluttered. A neaty hand patted the arnchair for
his cigarettes. Having located the box, he twi sted one into the corner of his
mouth and lit it with his lighter. All with his eyes closed.

He scraped his tongue along his top teeth and gri maced. The renains of | ast
night's beer and fast food. A drink was called for

Franco pulled his eyelids apart with the heels of his hands. Bl oody |ightning
bolts shot through the whites. He was in a bad way. | knew how this was goi ng.
Soon he woul d descend into a nurderous sulk, blamng the world for his

sel f-inflicted hangover

Then he paused. Sonething was wong. Qut of place. He took inventory. He was
in his chair. Smoking his cigarette. Watching his ..

Franco |l eapt fromthe arncthair. Ch ny God! Shock and disbelief rippled down
his face. \What was happening? H's TV! Gone!

| shot a close-up of his mug, praying for tears. | would not be disappointed.
Franco fell to his knees in front of the old television. There was a tape on
the video. Play nme, the note said.

Wth shaky fingers, Franco runbled the cassette into the VHS. After a nonent's
hiss, two objects came into focus. One was ne, the other was the TV.

' Nooo. '

The word | eaked from between Franco's lips, like the last spurt of air froma
bal | oon.

I couldn't hear ny voice fromoutside the window, but | knew what | was

sayi ng.

"My dear stepdaddy. Because you paid for this TVwith nmy ring, | think it
legally belongs to me. So, legally, | can do whatever | like with it. | could
sit down and watch "Aenroe”". O | could go to work on it with this!'

My television image pulled a tool fromout of shot. It was a | ong-handl ed

sl edgehammer .

Franco stuffed eight fingers in his mouth. Pantominme terror. 'No, you little
brat. No!'

Even if | did feel a nonment of mercy then, the me on the television didn't.
She laid into that TV with the gusto of a one-woman w ecki ng crew. She got
really carried away, forgot all about the camera. It was a bit enbarrassing
really. Franco flinched with every bl ow

"Stop. Please, stop. I'll give you anything.'

He was pawi ng the screen now, tears dribbling down his nose. It was pathetic.
The man had barely shed a tear at my nother's funeral. And here he was,
destroyed by the death of a tel evision.

By the end, Franco was flat on the floor, hands over his ears to shut out the
destruction. The television was little nore than a box of glass and sparks.
And | had every glorious nonent on tape.

Needl ess to say, | kept well out of the way for the rest of the day. | can
only i magi ne how Franco made it through until the neeting. Maybe that's what
kept hi m going, the thought of a night out with the | ads.

When | arrived at the NPFA AGM he was every inch his public self, except for
a slightly haunted cast about the eyes. The boys were set up in the | ounge of
the Crescent Bar, with the big screen all ready for the race video.

| counted to three and burst in the double doors. Franco's first inmpulse was
to lunge, but he couldn't. Not with adoption papers in the works. You could



buy anot her tel evision. Houses were a bit harder to cone by.

"What is it, Meg?' he said through clenched teeth. 'You should be in bed. It's
a school night.'

"I have your tape, Uncle Franco,' | said, staring himstraight in the eye.
"You forgot it.'

Franco blinked. 'What tape?'

' The Dover Pigeon Grand Prix. For after the nmeeting.'

Franco checked his bag. The tape wasn't there. How could it be, seeing as |
had buried it at the bottom of our bin. He took the cassette tentatively, as

t hough it m ght expl ode.

' Thanks, girl,' he muttered. 'O f honme with you now.'
| pulled a sulky face. "Aw. Can't | watch? Pigeon racing is so cool.' Flattery
will get you anywhere.

"Ah, let the girl stay, Franco. Be a treat for her.'

'One night out, Chairman. It won't kill her.

What coul d ny stepfather do? He couldn't be ungracious in front of his peers,
yet he suspected a trap.

"OK, Meg,' he said at last. '"But we'll have a little talk about this later.'

A perfectly innocent statement. To all ears but mne. | knew what Franco neant
by "alittle talk'.
So they put on the tape. | watched, spellbound, as it slid into the recorder

whirring gently into its groove. Surely ny plan could not work. Surely soneone
woul d stop ne. But no. It not only worked, it was perfect.

For a few seconds there was mld puzzlenment, as even Franco didn't recognize
hi nsel f. Then the | aughter started. It began in the back of the |ounge, well
away fromthe commttee table. But it spread like the sunrise, creeping up the
room touching everyone present.

Except two. Franco wasn't |aughing. And neither was |

It was comical, in a pathetic sort of way. This bl oated bi ghead exposed as the
| ayabout | knew himto be. There were plenty of pigeon fanciers delighted to
have the chance for a giggle at their ponpous chairnan.

The | aughi ng stopped pretty sharpish during the boxi ng scene. Nobody thought

hitting children was funny. But | like to | eave them | aughing, so |I kept the
TV destruction scene till last. Rolling in the aisles, they were.
I remenber a cold satisfaction creeping across nmy heart. | had destroyed

Franco twi ce. Once on tape and once in person. One for Mam and one for nme. He
stormed fromthe neeting, tears of shane coursing down his cheeks. He would
resign fromthe NPFA the follow ng day. By letter

Natural ly, Franco's plans for adoption were up the spout. He could do what he
i ked now, but he'd never be ny father

Bel ch cane visiting the next day. Calling in his favour. He wanted ne to stand
guard over a granny-flat burglary. A break-in. My first. | remenber thinking
that it shouldn't be too dangerous.

Lowie had sobered up considerably.

"That ...' he couldn't finish the sentence. Not in front of a m nor

Meg | aughed bitterly. 'You mght as well say it. | can see your thoughts
anyway. '

But Lowrie couldn't. His owmn decency wouldn't let him

"That ... pig,' he said instead.

"Tell me about it.'

"Still, that was a devious plot you hatched agai nst him'

Meg's eyes were |ike stone. 'He shouldn't have hit my mam

Low i e nodded. How could you argue with that?

'"So, can | have it?" asked Meg.

" HMP

'The spare wish. Can | have it?

Lowie scratched his chin. The bristles were beginning to poke through again
after his facial

"Yes,' he said finally. 'You can have it. And, what's nore, |I'll add whatever



strength I have to the punch.'
Meg grinned, and there was nothing angelic about it.

Bel ch stared at his hairy hands.

"I"'mfading away,' he whined. And that's not just a descriptive verb. He
actual Iy was whi ni ng.

El ph ran a systens check

"Your ecto craniumwas perforated in the explosion.'

"Arf?

"There's a hole in your head,' sighed the hologram 'W're leaking life force.
There's only mnutes left before we are pulled back to headquarters.'

'What happens t hen?'

El ph consulted a menory file. "You will go to work as a spit turner on the
dung plain. I will be ... | don't know what | will be. There's no precedent.
But | would surmise that it will be sonething bad.'

"Isn't there anything we can do? There nust be sone way of stealing sonme of
this life force stuff?

The hol ogram buzzed t hrough his hard-drive infernopedia. 'Negative. There is
no permtted method."'

Bel ch's wet nose quivered. 'Permitted? No permitted nethod."’

El ph | ooked unconfortable, which isn't easy for a hologram It involves a |ot
of pixel rearrangenent.

"There is one way. Totally forbidden. The possible ranm fications are

enor nous. '

"Arf?

"It could cause a lot of trouble here on Earth.'

Bel ch shrugged. 'So what are they going to do? Plug you out and nake ne a spit
turner?

'l see your point.'

Bel ch couldn't believe it. At last he'd nade a point! 'So, what is this

f or bi dden way?'

El ph hovered across the roomto Franco, who was blissfully unaware of all this
supernatural intrusion

"To put it in nmoron's terms, we need an extra battery. I've run a scan on this
lifeformand he has twenty-six years of juice left in him'

Belch licked his lips. 'Twenty-six years?

"OF course, running two entities and a parallel port hol ogram woul d bring that

down to ... twenty-six hours. But it's better than nothing. Al you need to do
i s possess him and siphon off some of his life force. You'll find it just
above the eyeballs. Bright orange. You can't miss it.'

"Right. So let's do it,' Belch paused. 'One nore thing. | want himto see ne.'

" What ever for?

Bel ch raised his furry paw hands. 'Because what's the point of being like this
if I can't scare anybody?

El ph nodded. He understood perfectly. He was, after all, a denon hol ogram

Franco was in a foul mbod. There was a gap in the curtains and the |ight was
reflecting off the TV screen. It was affecting his viewing pleasure. Fixing it
woul d nean getting up out of the chair. Franco decided to wait it out. There
was only news on at the nonment anyway.

Suddenly he had a vision. There was a werewol f-type creature standing before
him It just materialized out of thin air. Franco wasn't worried. He'd been
expecting hallucinations for sone tine. He'd seen it on the science channe
wher e peopl e who deprived thensel ves of reality often saw phantom i nages.
Franco regarded this experience as an extra channel

'"Hell o, doggy,' he said reaching out to tickle it under the chin.

The creature grow ed and batted away his hand. For a monent they connected,
and Franco saw everything. He saw and understood everyt hing.

'"Ch no,' he breathed, the wasteful ness of his life stretching out behind him
"Ch yes,' grinned Belch. '"It's ne. |I'mback and |1've cone to eat your soul.'



Franco began to scream He continued to screamas the creature invaded his
m nd and began feeding on his essence. He continued to screameven as he was
bani shed to a nmusty corner of his own brain, and no one could hear him
anynor e.

Meg's fingers were fading too.

"Not much tine left,' she observed, wiggling the ghostly digits. 'How do

| ook?'

" A ghost of your former self.’

"That's not funny.'

"Sorry. I'ma bit nervous. W are going to assault someone in broad daylight,
after all.’

Meg curled her transparent hand into a fist. She just prayed she'd have enough
strength left to knock her stepfather's block off.

"No chat now,' she warned. 'I just want to whack himand get out of here.’

'"No argunent fromne.'

They were outside the gate now. O, rather, where the gate used to be. Al

that was left was a single drooping hinge. The rest lay partially buried in
the grass. The walls had deteriorated too. WIld ivy shoots were scrabbling
across the stucco and the paint had | ong since faded to reveal a dirty
concrete col our beneat h.

Lowie followed the driveway to the door. At |east he presuned it was the
driveway. It was difficult to pinpoint beneath the treacherous carpet of

weeds.

'K Here we are.'

Meg took a deep breath and clinbed into Lowie's head. She could feel the
strain tugging at her essence. There were only a couple of possessions left in
her, then it was back up the tunnel

Maybe com ng here was stupid. A waste of energy. They could be hal fway through
Lowie' s final wish now, instead of risking both their imortal souls on a
silly stunt. Then Meg thought of someone |aying a finger on her mam and her
resol ve returned.

"OK,' she beamed at Lowie's half of the brain. 'Knock knock. Wallop! Bye-bye.
Coul dn't be easier.’

Meg raised her now arthritic finger to the buzzer. But it was gone. There was
a bell-shaped gap in the paintwork, but no bell. Another repair neglected by
Franco. She rapped on the frosted glass. It stung her knuckles. Lowie's
feelings were beginning to surmunt her own.

' Sormeone's coming,' said Lowie, taking control of his nouth for a second.

Meg blinked a bead of sweat fromLowie's eye. Her own nervousness was sendi ng
the old man's sweat glands into overdrive. She pulled back a fist. As soon as
t he door cracked open. Pow He'd never know what hit him It might cost a few
centuries in purgatory, but it'd be worth it.

A shadowy figure was |oping up the hallway, diffracted by the bubble glass. It
was Franco, all right. No doubt about it, even with the pane's distortion

Cone on, fat boy. Open your nouth and say cheese.

The door swung open. A face appeared. Meg swung.

And in the tinme between swing and inpact, tinme seenmed to decel erate. Just |ong
enough for the head to speak

"Hello, Finn. |'ve been expecting you.'

Qdd, thought Meg. Franco never called her Finn. Only Mssy. Al so, how did he
know it was her? And why was he sl obbering? Then the punch | anded and Franco
col l apsed |ike a sack of pig dung.

"Nice one,' enthused Lowie. 'Now, off we go.'

But Meg couldn't go. There was sonething wong here. She strode into the
hal | way of nunber forty-seven, slamming the door behind her.

Franco was writhing on the floor. Wining and sl obbering.

Sl obberi ng? Wi ni ng? Suddenly it was all too clear. She squinted at the fallen
figure, using her own eyes this time. And there he was, floating inside her
stepfather, his bestial face twi sted by hate.



"Bel ch!' she excl ai med

Her eneny did not answer, except to snarl and spit. Cearly his human hal f
took a back seat under pressure.

"What are you doi ng here?'

Bel ch squinted through a haze of pain.

"I"ve come for you, Finn. The Master wants your soul.'

A small figure in white popped out of Franco's head and began to hover over
the fallen figure.

"There is no need to provide the target with information. Just get up and do
your job.'

Meg nodded at the white-suited hologram 'Wat the hell is that?

"Do us both a favour, Finn, and squash it |ike a bug!'

El ph managed to l ook injured. 'After all 1've done for you. If it wasn't for
me, you'd be turning spits | ong ago. Now, finish siphoning and get these two.'
Bel ch opened his mouth and began to suck. Gittering orange strings erupted
behi nd Franco's eyes and fl owed down the denmon's throat. Wth every gulp he
grew stronger, nore there.

"Uh oh,' said Meg and Lowrie together

Franco was changing. As his life force was devoured, his body paid the price.
Deep lines etched thensel ves across his forehead. His eyes |lost their shine
and sank into his face. The flesh on his neck drooped and sagged. It was stil
Franco, but twenty years ol der

"This is not good,' nuttered Meg. '|I have to do sonething.'

El ph whirred across the room hovering not five centimetres fromLowie's
nose. He chuckl ed, purely for effect, since hol ograns have no sense of hunour.
"What you will do, Meg Finn, is fail. Then you will return belowwith us. MWy
creator will be exalted above that buffoon Beel zebub, and your old man will
die unfulfilled. That is what you will do."'

Meg snarl ed. For once Belch was right. She should squash this annoying thing
like a bug. She grabbed a vase fromthe hall dresser and hurled it at the
flickering hologram O course it passed straight through, inpacting on the
crown of Franco's head. The result was spectacul ar. \What you' d expect when a
vase hit a head was: ow Possibly a small gash. Concussion at the very nost.
Certainly no nmore than that. Wat Meg got was a sudden unearthly |ight

di splay, as the vase's contents distributed thensel ves across Franco's head.
The dust fizzled and crackled, sealing itself |like concrete to her
stepfather's face. Franco screaned, and Belch howed. It was a grating

conbi nati on. G asses popped in the kitchen, w ndows shattered. Even Franco's
preci ous TV tube succunbed to the sonic waves, inploding into a thousand

pi eces.

Franco withed on the hall floor, scraping at his own face, but it was no use.
The dust had adhered itself in a viscous sheet over his entire upper body.
El ph wat ched di spassionately froma height. '"Hmm Interesting. Violent
allergic reaction of the painful kind.' The hologramran a match on the word
allergy. '"Only one hit. Allergy. A malignant spirit may display signs of

di sconfort when it comes in contact with a bl essed substance.'

Meg retrieved a section of the vase. There was a brass namepl ate near the
base. Now she renenbered. It was her nother's urn. Fromthe crematorium
'Mam ' she whi spered, a tear slipping between her | ashes.

El ph nodded. 'Bl essed ashes. | would concur with that analysis.'

Meg ained a kick at Franco's |eg.

"You woul dn't even put the urn in the glass case.'

'He does regret that now,' noted El ph

Franco couldn't answer. He could only share the pain inside his head. He
wriggled and jerked for several nonments before the agony knocked both him and
hi s demoni ¢ | odger unconsci ous.

Meg gave him another belt on the leg. 'Serves you right. You two bel ong
together.' She slipped the shard into Lowie's pocket. 'Thanks, Mam You saved
me again.'

Lowie took control of his nouth. 'Let's go, Meg. Before we all run out of



time. That nonster won't stay down forever.'

Meg blinked away her tears. It was true. She could feel herself fading away by
t he second, and they had a long way to go for the last w sh.

'"OK, Meggy,' she told herself in her mother's tones. '"Get a grip. You'll have
all eternity to nope about. Finish the list! Only one nore to go!’

She pointed a stiff finger at El ph. '"And as for you. If | ever see you again,
you'll be pulling that |ens out of your ear.'

'"Me?' said Elph innocently. 'How would you ever see ne again? |'mstuck with
these two.'

But as soon as Lowie's back was turned, El ph blinked, flashing a blue |aser
down the old man's frame. It was totally painless and only lasted a
mllisecond. But it was the one thing that could save the noron, and therefore
the hologramitself, fromthe wath of the Devil

After the target and the human had di sappeared down the hall, El ph rewound the
| ast few minutes' video in his head. The girl had made a renmark. Sonething
that could be inportant. He scanned the VT for the appropriate nonent. Finish
the list, the girl had said. Hm Wat |ist would that be? And could it be the
key to her damation?

El ph stopped hinsel f. There was no point to supposition. He would put hinself
on energy save node until the idiot host awoke. He blinked once and

di sappeared. And there was no sign of life in nunber forty-seven except for
the blinking red light of a standby button

CHAPTER 13: FROM A GREAT HEI GHT

LOMRI E had gone nental, and rented a car

"Mght as well,' he reasoned. 'I've a feeling we don't have a lot of tine
left.’

Meg had the sanme feeling. She felt about as substantial as the norning dew,
and her strength was fading with every mle. The Bel ch thing had shaken her
Who was the Master? And why did he want her soul ? Meg had a dreadful suspicion
t hat she knew the answer to both these questions. She could feel the tunne
now too. Its pul se punped through her body, pulling her. Reni nding her

Not just a car either, to get back to their transport. A Peugeot coupe. Al
wheel s and exhaust. Generally Meg woul d have been hopping around with
excitement, pressing every button on the dash, but not today. Today neither
passenger nor driver had the energy for anything besides essentials.

"Your last wish. Spit over the Ciffs of Mher,' said Meg, a slight chatter in
her voice. 'What does that nean?

'Exactly that,' responded Lowie, shifting the stubby gear stick up into
fifth. 'Like in the song.'

'What song?'

Lowie rolled his eyes. 'Youngsters. What song? Didn't you |l earn anything in
t hose school s?'

"Just sums and readi ng. Nothing useful like spitting songs.'

Lowie tapped out a rhythmon the racing steering wheel, and after a few bars
he began singing in a grating Dubliners' kind of a voice.

'"To have lived a life to the full

A man nust have broken every rule,
Slept in a ditch, Married a wtch.
To have lived his life to the full.

To appreciate life as nmuch as you can
You must kiss the sweetheart of another nan,
Spit right over,

The diffs of Moher,

To appreciate life as much as you can ..



"I could go on. There are forty-seven verses.'

"No, that's all right,' said Meg hurriedly. 'l get the picture. So we're doing
this all because of some old song?

"My father used to sing it to me. Every night at bedtime. It was our own

[ull aby. Mdther didn't approve. The "marry a witch" |ine annoyed her
slightly.'

"I wonder why.'

Lowie chuckled. '"Not very politically correct, | know. But | have done that

and all the rest in ny tine. Slept in a ditch and so on. But | didn't actually
"Spit over the diffs of Mher,' conpleted Meg. 'So what do you need ne for?
Lowie rubbed his chest. 'The clinmb. | don't think | can make it.'

"More clinbing,' grunbled Meg. 'That's just great. | hope heaven is worth it.

| suppose | should be grateful your dad didn't know any songs about toil et

cl eaning, or we'd be doing that too.'

Time was of the essence. El ph knew that, so he decided to give Belch a little

hel p regai ni ng consciousness. A 'little help' consisted of a level-three
positron shock to the hairy runp.
Bel ch spasmed. Franco spasmed too, seeing as Belch was still occupying his

body. The dog-boy sat up sl uggishly.

"Arf?" he enquired dopily.

'The target struck your host with sone bl essed ashes. As a malignant spirit,
you are highly allergic.'

'Sore,' moaned Bel ch, apparently abandoni ng conpl ete sentences in favour of
single words. 'lItchy."'

'"Quite,' said El ph, without the smallest trace of synpathy. 'Now get yourself
out of that body. W have work to do, and very little tinme in which to do it.'
"Wof!' agreed Belch. He took a deep breath and attenpted to slide out of
Franco's body. It was no use. Sonething was holding himin. He tried again,
face twisted with effort, but the spirit could not detach hinself. 'Stuck.'
El ph chewed an el ectronic lip.

"I was afraid of this.'

"Arf?

' The positively charged ashes are repelling your negative denonic force from
all sides, creating an inperneabl e ectoshell."’

"Arf?

"You're trapped. Stuck in that body. Wiich is a pity since you' ve al ready
drained nost of the life force.’

Bel ch studied his new fingers. They were yell ow and winkled. Franco had aged
thirty years. And he hadn't | ooked that good at thirty-five.

' Stuck? Noooo!'

' Noooo!"' m micked El ph dramatically. '"Gow up, idiot. Qur nmission is still the
same. Find the old man. Stop the girl. Nothing has changed. As soon as we are
successful, you'll be your own two sel ves again.'

Bel ch picked a scrap of stale food from Franco's dressing gowmn and stuffed it
into his nouth.

' Food,' he grow ed. ' Good.'

El ph rolled his eyes, another affectation. 'For Satan's sake! W have nore

i mportant things to think about than you feeding your face. Qur strength grows
weaker every mnute.'

Bel ch concentrated for a nonent, stringing a sentence together. 'Finn is gone.
We don't know where. We're too |ate.'

'That's where you're wong, oh noronic one. I, unlike you, take precautions
agai nst such eventualities.'

Bel ch's head was beginning to hurt. He didn't know whether it was the hole in
his skull, or the hologram s continuous insults. 'Wat ... precautions?

El ph felt the need to deliver a lecture. 'The ecto |ink and hel p program cones
conplete with a waparound | aser scanner. The very latest, not even avail able
i n Japan, something about corrosive side-effects on skin tissue. So before the
old man left, | scanned his frane. | can do a three -sixty reconstruction
Maybe we can | earn sonet hing.'



"Woof,' said Belch

The hol ogram bl i nked and a computer reconstruction of Lowie MCall appeared
inthe air before them It consisted entirely of a matrix of green |ines.

"Not very lifelike," nunbl ed Belch

"I"mrunning the programon a mni num nmenory, powered by the very limted
electric pul ses of your brain,' retorted the hologram 'l could inprove the
rendering but it mght knock you unconscious. Now, Finn nentioned somnething
about a i st "

El ph rotated the laser nodel. '"I'Il just activate the x-ray tool. This uses
over a hundred negabytes, so you may feel a tiny pinch ..."

As usual, El ph had understated the pain factor. Belch fell withing on the
floor, his eyeballs jittering like dice in a cup. In md-air, Lowie's clothes
became transparent. The contents of his pockets became instantly visible.

' Breast pocket. Enhance,' ordered El ph

Lowie's pocket grew to A4 size.

"What have we here?

Bel ch didn't answer, too busy slapping out the fire in Franco's hair.

"Gid reference Xl ,Y3, Z4. Enhance and unfold.'

Everyt hi ng di sappeared except the note. It grewto the size of the wall, and
unf ol ded al ong the creases.

"Incredible. Based on residual ink traces on the reverse side, the program can
accurately reconstruct the witing.'

Fasci nating, Belch m ght have said, if he'd been in the nmood for sarcasm and
not bl ubbering with fiery agony.

"This would be the list. A Wsh List, if I'mnot mstaken. Very conmon anong
the termnally pathetic. |I'msurprised you don't have one, considering the
nmess you made of your life.'

Belch's brain felt like a bruised orange. Spit-turning couldn't be worse than
this.

El ph ran a hinged finger down the list. Only one nore to go, Finn had said.
The last wish was ...

"Spit over the diffs of Mher? Wiy? Surely nobody would actually want to spit
over a cliff.’

El ph shut down the program 'Then again, these Irish are a strange race.
Spitting over cliffs is exactly the kind of activity they would enjoy.'

He turned to the quivering nass on the floor. 'The diffs of Mher. Were are
t hey?'

Bel ch searched his last few brain cells - the remaining couple not fried by
El ph's meddling. The diffs of Mher. They did sound famliar

' School tour,' he gasped.

'Say no nore,' sighed Elph. 'I will search your menory files. Pictures say
nore than your vocabul ary ever could.’

The hol ogram was silent for a noment, nentally thunbing through old
experiences. Belch was glad of the respite.

"I have located these cliffs,' said El ph, all too quickly. 'The island s west
coast. In the area known as County Clare.'

"That's right,' said Belch. 'County dare.'’

"OF course it's right, inbecile. Your own nenory told me. To di sagree woul d
mean arguing with yoursel f.'

Bel ch risked a warning grow. Once they were in hell, he would nmake sure this
nasty little gremin got what was comng to him 'So what do we do now? Just
fly off across the country?

"No, cretin. You are trapped in a human body. We are restricted to terrestrial
transport. Does this hunan have a car?

Bel ch chuckl ed. ' Franco? You nmust be joking. Sure, he never goes anywhere
further than the bat hroom

El ph blinked. ' Then we must acquire transport.'

" Acquire?

"Yes. Acquire.'



Ri ssol e O Mahoney was taking a spin around the estates on his Honda Gol dwi ng.
He wasn't goi ng anywhere special, just giving the local |ads a chance to droo
at his jet black speed-nachine. You could get away with that when you were the
hardest man in the area. Nobody el se would draw attention to the fact that
they had a five-thousand-pound bi ke parked in the driveway. But who'd be crazy
enough to touch Rissole's bike? No one who wanted to live to ride it, that was
for sure. Even the birds were too scared of Rissole to poop on his bike.

There was a drizzle com ng down. The beginning of a storm the chap on the
telly said. So Rissole decided to head on hone and put the bike under a tarp
You couldn't be too careful. Not with all the acid rain around these days.

He twisted the throttle a bit nore than was necessary, pulling the Honda in a
tight curve. Then he saw Franco Kelly standing in the road before him In a
dressi ng gown and slippers! The danp had pasted his hair to his skull, and his
vest had nmoul ded itself to a protruding belly.

Ri ssol e put the bike in neutral and coasted over to his nei ghbour

' Howe, Franco ...' he began, then stopped. It was Franco. He was sure of it.
But the man seened to have aged thirty years overnight.

"You should give up that drink, and start taking a bit of exercise,' advised
Ri ssole. '"You look |ike a shadow of your da.'

Ri ssol e chuckl ed. A shadow of your Da. Wtty and hard. What a conbination
Franco wasn't | aughi ng.

"Cet off the bike,' he said, rain and drool spilling in strings off his chin.
The drooling should have given Rissole a hint that something wasn't right

here. But he was too busy being the tough guy.

"What did you say, Franco?

The thing that | ooked |ike his next-door nei ghbour growl ed - yes, actually
grow ed, at him

"My nanme is not Franco, and | said get off the bike.’

Ri ssol e sighed. He'd given your man a chance. Been nice and everything. What
choi ce did he have except to dish out a few punches.

"Now, listen to me, Kelly ..." he began, flicking down the stand with his
boot. That was all he said, except for 'Aaaeerrgghhh.' Which is not really a
word. But the reason that he screanmed aaaeerrggghhh, was that Franco had
bitten himsavagely on the wist. He just took the skin between his teeth and
worried it until a large section tore off.

Ri ssol e col | apsed on the tarmac, gibbering. He'd been in a hundred bar-room
brawl s, but this! This was different. Aninal.

' Cal m down, Franco,' he stuttered, holding his injured forearmclose to his
chest. 'Wiat's the probl ent

Bel ch squatted down on his hunkers. He could snell fear. It was nice.

"No problem' he grunted. 'I need your bike.'

Ri ssol e opened his nouth to object. Then he noticed a trickle of blood rolling
fromthe corner of Franco's lips.

"OK. Take it. Take it.'

Bel ch nodded. Pleased with the consternation he was causing. 'There's

somet hing el se," he said, spitting out a fold of skin.

"Yes. What? Anything. Anything.'

Bel ch rubbed the sleeve of Rissole's biker jacket.

" Your clothes. Take them off.’

Flit, the tunnel mte, was up for probation. He was feeling very insecure at
the nonent, sitting in front of the great Saint Peter wearing nothing but a
cheesy grin and a sooty old loin cloth.

' Soo00,' mused Peter, calling up Flit's file on his monitor. 'Tell ne you've

changed.'

Flit's head bobbed enthusiastically. 'Flit changed. Much changed. Different |
entirely.'

Peter sighed. 'I'mnot feeling it, Flit. Make ne believe it.' There were those

who said, very quietly, that Saint Peter spent far too much tine with his
monitor tuned to terrestrial talk shows, and was beginning to fancy hinself as



an amat eur soci ol ogi st .

"Flit worky hard. All the tine. Wrky worky worky. Never stop to suck stones
i ke Crank and other mtes.'

'l see. And are you sorry, Flit? Do you regret your crines?

Flit squeezed an aquamarine tear fromthe corner of his eye. 'Ch yes. Sorry in
every bone. Cry all time. Wen not worky worky worky. Poor poor people. How
could Flit take their noney? Bad Flit, bad!'

Flit slapped hinself on the wist to denonstrate his renorse. Not too hard.
"Hmm ' said Peter doubtfully. 'l suppose you have filled your baskets. But
before | grant you access to everlasting bliss, there's just one question.' He
| eaned forward until they were nose to nose. 'And renmenber, you cannot lie.

I nstant disqualification.'

The tunnel mte's Adanmi s apple bobbed in his throat. "Flit remenber. No lie.'
Peter settled back. 'Good. If you arrived at the gates, and they were

unguar ded, woul d you sneak in?

Flit wung his bony fingers. He couldn't lie. Peter would snell it in every
pore of his blue body.

"Yes,' he cried in anguish. "Flit would. Sneak right in. Tip toe tip. True
true true. Bad but true.’

Peter's face was stony. A poker face.

"Hmm ' he said reaching for the linbo button. 'I don't know 1It's just so
close. OK, so you told the truth, but the truth was bad. If only you'd ever
done sonething to hel p sonmebody. Sonething selfless.'’

Flit racked his addl ed brain. How coul d he have hel ped sonmebody since his |ast
interview? He'd been in the tunnel. And nobody ever stopped |ong enough to be
hel ped. Flit sucked in a sharp breath. Nobody except

'Sainty gateman,' he blurted. 'No press button, pull lever. Flit help. Flit
help girl."'

Sonething in the tunnel mte's tone stayed Peter's hand.

"Flit help what girl?

The coupé sped west, crunching the cross-country mles. CQutside the
stream i ned bodywork, nature mxed some turnoil in the skies. Stirring up rain
in the bellies of clouds, and throwi ng lightning bolts across their
underbel l i es. Real nelodramatic stuff.

The car's occupants weren't saying much. The end was coni ng, one way or the
other. They both knew it. It was just a question of which one of themwould go
t hrough the tunnel first. And when that person cane to the fork, would it be
up, or down ...?

Lowie's heart was on its last few beats. He could feel the organ shutting
down, every spurt of blood a struggle. The pills were no good any nore. Every
breath could be his last. It felt worse now, somehow. Now that he had

redi scovered hinself. There was nore to | ose.

Meg felt as if she should be somewhere el se. Somewhere blue. The tunnel's
heart beat was punping through her veins. She had only hours left. Maybe

m nut es.

They had to drive clear across Ireland to reach the Cdiffs of Mher. But, as
any American will tell you, they spit further'n that. In spite of geography,
the journey seenmed a |long one. Especially with the regrets of two souls
swirling around the cab |ike depressed fog.

Finally, three hours and countless picture-postcard tows later, they nade it.
The diffs of Moher. Closed. O so the sign said.

'C osed?' scoffed Meg. 'How can you close a cliff?

Lowie pointed to the chain across the carpark entrance. 'Just like that.'

It nade sense really. The drizzle had thickened to fullblown rain, and a
treacherous wind was rocking the car on its axles. Blustery clouds were
threatening lightning. Positive and negative charges gearing up for the big

gr oundi ng.

"Hm ' nunbl ed Lowie.

A sudden gust of wind could catch hold of a person on those cliffs and whip



theminto the abyss. Not to nention the fact that you'd be a virtual |ightning
rod standing up on that plateau

Meg read the enotions swirling above his head. 'You're right,' she said. 'W
shoul d give up.'

Lowie opened the door with his shoulder. 'There'll be no nore giving up. Not
t oday.'

And he was gone into the storm

Saint Peter was trying not to think about it. Concentrate on sonething else,
he told hinself. Your desk, or those exotic birds, or the splendour of the
tunnel. O one of the other things he'd been staring at for the last two

t housand years.

It was forbidden, strictly forbidden, to get involved. Ch, but it would be
sweet to snatch a soul fromunder Bub's fangs. Sure, his denonic counterpart
made noi ses about being replaced, but he would weather the storm And if the
girl deserved an interview at the Pearlies, then that's what she should
receive.

But there was no point even thinking about it. Interference was out of the
qgquestion. Every single tinme spirits got involved, things went horribly astray.
Angel s and nortals. G| and water. They don't mXx

It'd be different if Beel zebub had sent in a Soul Man. Then he'd just be
eveni ng up the odds. Everyone deserved an equal shot at redenption. Even the
Man Hi nself agreed with that. Every sparrow on the branch and so on.

So, Peter persuaded hinsel f, Beel zebub being a denon had nost likely sent

someone back to retrieve the Irish girl's soul. In that case, it was his
angelic duty to send soneone for a peek down the tunnel. Just to see what was
goi ng on.

A flimsy argunent, true. But Peter was a tad bored after two thousand years on
that marble chair.

*

The diffs of Mher were an awesone sight, even for someone who'd travelled
the Iength of the tunnel. They | oomed above the ocean. Vast sheets of grey
rock, arranged in a fagged horseshoe over the roughest patch of coastline in
Ireland. It was easy to imagine that the cliffs were the bite pattern of sone
gigantic prehistoric sea nonster

The wind tugged at Lowie's blazer and prodded at the bend in his weak knee.
Rain found its way into his eyes, obscuring his vision and blurring the
cliff's edge.

'Conme on!' he shouted above the crash of the waves. 'Before | |ose nmy nerve!'
Ahead, in the distance, a round tower sat perched on the cliff apex. The
perfect vantage point.

"It has to be up there, | suppose?

Low i e nodded. 'Verse twenty-two. The very top.'

Meg scow ed, slipping into Lowie's head for the last tinme. It was hard. Very
hard. Like clinbing through a wall of slick nud.

"Are you there? asked Lowie.

An om nous question. He should be able to feel her imrediately. Her youth and
vitality. But now his strength was al nost as great as her own.

Meg flexed the old man's fingers. 'Yes. |I'mhere. Just about. Don't go away
though. It'll take two of us to clinmb this hill."'

They turned into the wind and put Lowie's weight into it. O course Lowie,
bei ng an ol d bachel or, wei ghed about as nmuch as a sack of feathers and woul d
be nmore use as a hang-glider than a paperweight. You could al nost hear the

wi nd sni ggeri ng.

But they kept going, squatting lowto the ground at first, then on hands and
knees. Meg opened Lowie's mouth to conmplain, but a gust of wind sawits
chance and sent a swirling tendril of conmpressed air down his gullet, with a
few | eaves mxed in for good neasure. Meg kept the mouth shut after that.

Franco's body was just a husk at this stage. Belch was sucking his juices as



fast as his neuro cortex could absorb them

'Good stuff,' he dribbled, orange gunge sl athered over his ecto chops.

"You m ght consider pacing yourself,' comrented El ph, effortlessly floating
abreast of the Gol dwi ng. 'Save some essence for the assault. There will be
some mayhemto be created when we reach the target zone.'

' Maybe | should turn you off. Save sone energy.'

El ph | aughed. 'Turn me off! And | eave you in charge of the m ssion! That would
be akin to asking a baboon to programthe video recorder.’

That was probably an insult, but Belch didn't waste tine thinking about it. He
didn't have the energy. Franco's fluids were running out fast. They were
comng in spurts now rather than a steady flow He felt |like a kid chasing the
| ast drop of cola with a straw. This was going to be a real nailbiter of a
finish.

Meg | ooked up to check their progress. 'I don't believe it,' she groaned.
"W're further away!'

She knew it wasn't true, that it only felt like that, but she couldn't help
bei ng di sheartened all the sane. The rain was punmelling them now Drops the
size of bullseyes lashed on to Lowie' s bare scalp. Hs heart was hopping |ike
a steamhamer in a hole and his |inbs were weakening fromirregul ar bl ood
supply. Meg poured her strength into him Every ounce she had. But it wasn't
going to be enough. It was just too far

'Cone on, Lowrie!' she broadcast. 'Do it here! For Cod's sake. This isn't

i mportant. Not like Sissy. Just spit and go hone.'

Deep inside his own mind Lowie considered it. He was killing what was |eft of
this girl, and for what? The menory of a lullaby? She was right. He was a
stupid ol d man.

"OK,' he thought. 'Let's do it here.'

"At last. You've switched on your brain.'

She turned Lowie's back to the wind and | eaned agai nst the safety fence.
There were at |east two nmetres on the other side to the cliff's edge. She'd
have to go over.

'Remenber,' Lowie advised her, 'you mght be able to fly. But I can't. Not
yet.'

"Don't tenpt me,' grunted Meg, straddling the fence. Keeping one hand on the

top rail, she edged towards the drop. The boom of the waves travelled up the
sheer wall to pour over themlike a physical force. It was awesone,
terrifying.

Meg sniffed mghtily, sumoning a big ball of spit.
"Ere wee o00,' she nmunbled around the liquid, and let fly. Right on to Lowie's
t wo- hundr ed- pound brogues. Wiy didn't anything ever go right the first tine?

"Well?" grow ed Bel ch. 'You see anyt hing?

"Quiet!' snapped the hologram 'I1'm scanning.

The bi ke was idling beside the visitors' centre. El ph was having problemwith
the electricity build-up in the atnmosphere. It was scranbling his radar. He
switched to ultra violet

"Up there!" he buzzed triunphantly. 'On the ridge.' Belch's canine night

vi sion picked them out imediately.

Ri ght out on the cliff edge.

'Too easy,' he grinned, gunning the bike straight through the safety chain.

Funny how you never can spit when you need to. Funny -unless you're hangi ng
over the edge of a two-hundred-netre drop into bone-crushing breakers.

Meg gargl ed energetically, conjuring inmages of all those foul cigars Lowie
snoked. Surely they had deposited sone good-consistency phlegmin the lining
of his throat. Nothing. Dry as a desert bone. Every spare drop of liquid had
gone through the pores for perspiration

"I don't believe it!' she shouted into the gale.

In synpathy, nature threw a lightning bolt across their bows. It inpacted in



the clay, showering themw th sods.

Meg ducked low to avoid the missiles, and beneath the crook of Lowie's arm
she caught sight of Franco. On a notorbi ke. Com ng straight for her

"Ch ..." she began, and that was as far as she got. Which was just as well.

Bel ch had just turned sixteen when he blew hinmself up. Sixteen. Ad enough for
a notorbi ke |licence. That had been his plan. Break into McCall's. Sell his
stuff. Buy a bike. Cruise around the estates with Ri ssole. Cool

Luckily for Meg, this plan had never materialized. Because if Belch had been
an expert instead of a novice, he would never have tried to ranp the fence. He
woul d have sinply bulled straight through it. That being the case, everyone
involved in this little supernatural drama woul d have been dragged screaning
or howing, over the cliffs.

However, seeing as this was only Belch's third tine on a notorcycle, he
thought it would be extrenely inpressive to pull the front wheel over the top
of the fence and drag the rest of the bike after it. No way, Jose, as Eve

Kni evel m ght have qui pped. You need a ranp for that sort of stunt. And Bel ch
didn't have a ranp.

The bike entangled itself in the chain link, roaring |like a trapped ani nal .
Franco's abused body sailed over the top rail straight on to Lowie's chest.
The foursome skidded across the rain-slickened nuck to the very brink of the
cliff.

Meg and Bel ch only had eyes for each other. Not in the usual romantic sense.
"It's all over, Finn!'" growl ed the canine hybrid. 'You' re comng with ne!’
Meg grimaced as Franco's fingers grabbed at Lowie's face. Wth that face so
close to hers, it was like being alive again.

"Cet off!' she sobbed. 'Leave me al one!’

"Cet off!'" mmcked Belch. 'Leave nme alone! You're a sad case.'

Lowie's heart was speeding up |like cards on bicycle spokes. H s breath was
fadi ng. Spots danced before his eyes. There was pain now too. Pain that felt
red.

'CGo!'' Meg panted.

Lowie couldn't even answer.

"CGo now. I'Il hold him'

' What ?'

'Go and spit over the edge. Then we win!'

Inside his own skull, Lowie nodded. Meg was right. The onlv wav to dispatch

these two was to conplete the list.

Meg peel ed herself away, taking a tight grip on Franco's throat. There were no
nore tears now. Just determ nation. Not for herself, for her partner

"W can still split up,' she grunted, putting every atomof strength into
choki ng her nemesis. 'You can't, can you?That means Lowie just has to craw
to the edge and we've won. And you know what that means, don't you?

Bel ch's eyes widened. This couldn't be happening. He searched feverishly for a
drop of juice in Franco's skull. But there was nothing. Sucked dry. He withed
and struggled frantically. But he had no energy left. He was just a ghost in a
shel I'.

Lowie craw ed through the nuck. The pain had spread to his | egs and he
couldn't stand up. H s heartbeat nerged with the roar of the ocean. Sonething
el se was beating too. It was com ng closer. It sounded blue. Just a nmetre
nore. Then he coul d di e happy.

El ph watched it all hel plessly. There was nothing he could do. That cretin was
throwing it all away and he could only hover hel pl essly. The hol ogram had no

physi cal powers ... except visibility.
There was only one chance for the dark side. One hope, and it had to work.
El ph buzzed to where Lowie lay and adjusted his digital spectroneter. Al it

woul d take was one click and he woul d appear in the human wavel ength. El ph
extended all appendages, set his face to grimace, and flicked the swtch.
Lowie | ooked up. A small creature was floating before him It was malignant,
he was certain. Sinister gadgets were sprouting fromhis frame, and a green



beam emanated from one eye. Lowie's heart cranked up a notch. It was one
notch too many. Shutdown!

They were |inked, sonehow. Because Meg felt Lowie go.

"No!"' she screaned, her remaining essence already fading.

Bel ch was | eaving too, but he was going with a smle on his face. 'See you
soon,' he laughed. 'Really soon.'

The tunnel opened above their heads, poking through the clouds like a straw in
a giant cola. It sucked themup Iike a vacuum

Meg stretched out to her partner; she called to him but he couldn't hear her
H s body was in the final stages of shutting down. Only the brain was alive,
and not for very |ong.

El ph buzzed past her. 'Nice working with you,' he comrented. 'Maybe we can
play for the same teamonce | ditch the noron.'

Meg didn't even hear the words. She could only watch her tears fall on the
only man who had ever cared for her. It was over, all over. And she had
failed. Again.

Flit was crouched on the tunnel rim as per his instructions. It sounded

si mpl e enough. One favour for Peter and he was in. No one must ever know. That
was the condition.

He saw the whole thing. The cliff and the storm and then that thing with the
not or bi ke. Very exciting. This is what it nust be like to have a tel evision
Then their essence ran out and the tunnel had them Belch floated by, a line
of drool hanging fromhis grinning |ips.

"Nice day,' said Flit pleasantly.

"Arf,"' responded Bel ch uncertainly.

Then came the girl. She wasn't | ooking his way, still connected to the ground.
She woul d have to let go, or her soul would never find peace.
"Grly girl!" shouted Flit, the knight in shining arnour

Meg turned slowy, her face a puffy nask.

"FIit?" she said hesitantly.

"Yes, girly girl. Flitty Flit Flit. Grl renmenber stones?

Meg frowned. ' Stones?

"Yes. G rl not understand plain honest wordi es? Stones. In pocket. Bl ue
stones.'

Suddenly Meg did renenber. The stones. Flit had given her two blue stones when
they'd first met. Life stones. Extra batteries he'd called them She hadn't
understood at the time, but now ...

She funbl ed in her pocket. They were still there. Blue and silver. G eam ng
and hot. The second her fingers closed around them her strength came back
The tunnel receded, its pul se weakening in her veins. And Meg fl oated back
down to the supine old nen.

It was a terrible thing to think, but Lowie |ooked pathetic. The rain had
destroyed all his new gear, and there was a stream of rmud flow ng over his
cheek. He wasn't breathing. But there was still a spark. An orange spark
behi nd his right eyeball.

Meg pl aced one of the stones on his forehead, and it sank like ice into a
hotpl ate. The effect was instantaneous. Lowie's eyes shot open and he drew in
t he desperate breath of a sponge diver

' Meg?' he gasped through the rain. "AmI ..."

"No,' replied his partner. 'You're alive. | don't know for how | ong. But alive
anyway. '

Lowie spat out a mouthful of nud and worms. 'What about those ot her

t hi ngs.'

' Gone, for good I think.'

" And you?

Meg shrugged. 'I don't know. | have one of these stones. It should keep ne

here for a while. If you'd like that.'
Lowie smled a watery smle. "Of course I'd like it. Wwo el se would put up
with all ny nopani ng?



That could have been it then. Al settled, happy ever after. Except for
Franco. He lay there catatonic. Not dead, but he'd never be truly alive again
either. No one deserved that.

Meg caught Lowie's eye. They both knew what had to be done.

' Goodbye,' said Lowie sinply.

'Bye,' nmunbled Meg. She had to do it quickly, or she never woul d.

The stone sank into Franco's forehead, washing away the years. The life rushed
back into his eyes. He was hinsel f again, but not the sane.

Meg took her stepfather's face in her hands. 'Did he show you what it was

i ke?" she asked.

Franco nodded, the horror of hell still fresh in his mnd

'Good. Don't forget it.'

Her stepfather shook his head. He couldn't forget it, even if he wanted to.
Thi ngs were goi ng to change.

O course, giving the stone to her abusive stepfather was an act of pure good.
An expl osion of soft white |ight picked Meg up and catapulted her gently into
the nmouth of the tunnel

CHAPTER 14: HERE AND THEREAFTER

THE Atlantic Ocean rolled off towards Anerica. Lowie watched it go fromthe
foot of a round tower. It was nice, still being around to appreciate nature.
He had nore tinme now, he was certain of it. Meg had done sonething to him

G ven himsonething. He didn't know what, but he was sure he wasn't going to
waste it sitting in a flat feeling sorry for hinmself. He had Sissy Ward's
nunber in his pocket, and a Visa card with a few bob still left on it.

A plucky sunray battered through the cloud cover and warned his forehead.

' Thanks, partner,' he whispered at the sky, and spat over the diffs of Moher
Meg was coming close to the fork. Up or down? The nmonment of truth. She

squi nted agai nst the glow of hell's gate. Soot-bl ackened creatures were
hangi ng on by their hooked toes, jabbing the unfortunate dammed wi th vicious
tridents. Meg held her breath, waiting for an invisible force to drag her
down. It didn't conme. She was floating straight by. Meg allowed herself a
relieved smle. Mam she thought. I'mon nmy way.

One of the w nkle pickers [aunched hinself into the currents. It was Belch. He
coul d never escape the infernal gravity, but he mght be able to reach just
hi gh enough ..

Bel ch wrapped hinsel f around Meg's torso. |Insane gibberings | eaked from

bet ween hi s sl obbering lips.

"Finn,' he nmuttered. 'Finn going down.'

That was it for Meg. She'd just about had it. After all this tine, he was
still after her. A pit bull to the end. There was only one thing to say.

'Bel ch,' she screaned, raising a booted foot. 'You can go to hell!’

She brought the boot down squarely on his wet nose, and the creature that had
been Bel ch Brennan spiralled into the flames, with Meg's nane stretching
behind himlike a prayer. Or a curse.

Damage-control time. Beel zebub wacked his brain for a way to put a positive
spin on the whol e Finn debacle. The Master had himwaiting in the foyer. That
wasn't good.

A pl ati num bl onde Gscar-w nner buzzed himin. 'The Lord of Darkness will see
you now.'

Beel zebub cont enpl at ed vapori zi ng her for suspected casual ness, but the Master
was particul ar about his secretaries. Sone of them|asted a whol e week before
bei ng consigned to the scrap heap. Literally.

Sat an was crouched in the corner of his office, playing a Ganeboy. 'Die, alien
scum' he was saying feverishly, wi ggling horny thunbs.

" Ahem ' said Beel zebub

Satan froze. So did Beel zebub. Maybe ahemmi ng the Master of the Underworld was



a bit of a no no.

"You made ne lose a life, Bub.'

" A thousand apol ogi es, Master,' croaked hell's Number Two. '| have inportant
news. '

Lucifer rose fromthe marble floor. He was casual today. Sweatshirt and Air
Sat ans.

'News about the Irish girl, | hope.'

Beel zebub swal | owed. 'Yes, Master. News about the Irish girl.'

' Good news?'

"In the short term... no.
The Devil | ooked up sharply.

"But in the long term we've learned a valuable I esson.’

Sat an rai sed an indul gent eyebrow. 'Which is?

"Am ... we've learned not to trust Myishi's hol owhat-evers. One of them

mal functioned at a crucial nonent and ruined the entire retrieval. W had the
girl in the tunnel, for G for Satan's sake.'

Lucifer clicked his talons on the desk. 'W had her in the tunnel, eh?

'"Red aura, the whole enchilada.’

Sat an made a decision. 'That Myishi, too uppity by far. Put himin the sewage
streamfor a few centuries. We could do with a fresh filter.'

'Yes, Master,' bobbed Beel zebub, trying to hide a grin. 'At once, Master.'

He hurried to the door. Get out while the getting was good.

' Ch-and Bub?

The denon tensed, expecting the excruciating agony of vaporization to strike
hi m bet ween the shoul der bl ades.

'Yes, Master?

'"There's a novie director due to arrive here today. Very gothic. Dark
superhero stuff. I"'mvery interested to see what he can do with the decor
around here. Meet himyourself. Personally.'

The Devil paused to crack every bone in his fingers.

"Don't foul it up this time, Bub. O Mishi will have a conpanion in the
sewage stream'

Beel zebub bowed obsequi ously. Always the theatrics, he thought. Al ways the
theatrics.

"I don't know,' said Peter, tapping the screen of his brand new conputer. (A
programrer had actually nade it to the Pearlies.)

"You have quite a record for a minor. Not a whole ot in the plus colum.’
Meg had her '"I"'monly a cute little girl' face on. It wasn't fooling anyone.
'Look here. Shoplifting. Fraud. Vandalism Truant. | could go on, but the
screen isn't big enough.'

"Use the cursor,' suggested Meg.

"I know about the cursor,' snapped Saint Peter, in a very unsaintly fashion
"I"'mtrying to nmake a point here. You never know when to shut up, do you?
"No,' said Meg, instead of shutting up

"And you had to kick that Belch creature, didn't you? Violence in the tunnel
| think that's a first. Inpressive, even for you.'

Meg munbl ed sonet hing that she hoped sounded |ike an apol ogy.

"Ch | don't know. | suppose you did give your stepfather the stone.'

Meg nodded. Afraid to speak

"And you did help that nortal conplete his Wsh List.'

More nods, faster ones.

Peter stroked his beard a few nore tinmes. It was worse than waiting for your
nunbers on the lottery.

"Well, | suppose. K, then.'

Peter reached beneath his desk and pressed a button. A door-shaped hole
appeared in the sky.

"I know,' said Peter. 'It's not a pearly gate, but "pearly gate" |ooks better
in print than "hole in sky".'

Meg kept on nodding -- it seermed to be a wi nning fornula.



Peter waved his finger at her and she began to float.

"Go on up,' he said gently. 'I think soneone wants to see you.'

Meg Finn floated towards the hole in the sky. There was a figure in the
doorway - she couldn't nake it out yet, but she could snell the sweet scent of
j asm ne.



