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	It's the last great unclimbed route within the orbit of the Moon – the rocky and dangerous underworld of Dante's Inferno. Just one problem. In a world where everybody climbs, archeologist Professor Carl Snedgrove Harcourt is someone who doesn't.

	Harcourt hires the unscrupulous Shonnagh Rourke, proprietor of the Solar System's premier mountain shop. In secret Shonnagh gathers her team. Harcourt's golden-haired student Pheidippida: no climber, but keen on null-gee bodyball. The clairvoyant Brother Bertram-Manticora: he has foreseen his own death. And also everybody else's. Bofors Creetchie, brutal and glamorous, will be the leading climber of his generation – if he lives. Prisoner Female HT7134: purchased by Shonnagh on the strength of her burglary skills. Quail, robbed of a classic ascent on Aconcagua IV, ranked 142,706 in the world and falling. Literally.

	Just one thing. Since 1305, fourteen billion more have died and Hell is bigger now. Much bigger. A hundred and sixty kilometres of demon-haunted rock and ice divide the climbers from the 8000m End Wall and their encounter with the Prince of Darkness. Plus the greatest mountain prize of the 22nd Century.

	 

	
Prologue

	 

	Sport... is when you make up rules to make it harder.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	Rhododendron: flowering shrub found on the Everest approach hike, now an invasive weed in temperate climates worldwide. Likes high-rainfall peaty soils; does not grow on chalk.

	'Context for Climbers' (Yosemite University Press)

	 

	Aconcagua IV

	I slipped out of the hut just after midnight. Yesterday's unexpected sunshine had softened the snow and now the night frost was hardening it up again. It was good snow, and the forecast was for two more good days. Ahead, something big and black blocked the starlight.

	Aconcagua IV.

	The Con Brio Face of Aconcagua IV has four routes. Four nasty routes. Pimple, Nirex, Artifex and Bollock are brutal, technical and ugly. Example: Bollock has a finger-crack 120 metres high. No footholds, just a crevice 20 millimetres wide between blank walls of sheared andesite. The walls overhang a bit, but not much. To climb Bollock you spend three months in a gym doing chin-ups and three weeks with your fingers in vinegar.

	The four routes were put up thirty years ago and since then not a lot has been done with the Con Brio. I was on my way to change that. I was going to demolish Pimple, Nirex, Artifex and Bollock for ever; and move Aconcag Four up into the top league.

	Me! The climber called Quail (no second name). Thirty-seven (count them) years old. No decent first ascent to my credit. In the table of World Mountaineers number 142,706 and falling, and – go on, despise me – a Rhododendron Climber.

	Where've you been, on the Moon? No; there's rock on the Moon and some good scree runs. Rhododendron climber: doesn't like chalk. Doesn't like 22nd-century gear, but especially: doesn't like chalk. Chalky fingers, messing up the rockface, messing up the climb itself by making it easier. And all  all the other equipment from the last hundred years, the waterproof clothing, the rubber soled boots, the thermal iceaxes. All of it making good hard climbs into boring and ordinary.

	I walked under the moon, and my black moon-shadow scampered beside me like a friendly dog. The frost on my face was sharp, sharp in the lungs with every  breath, the steel head of the iceaxe cold in my hand. But the cashmere muffler, the silken long-johns caressed my skin, and my iron-shod boots bit into the ice below. As the glacier steepened I started to cut steps , and the chips of ice whispered down the slope into the darkness and silence of the night glacier. After the months of secrecy and preparation, now there was nothing to think about but the crisp blows of the iceaxe, and the grip of the bootnails, and the glacier, and the night. The world slowed down, and it was me, and my good iceaxe, and the good ice of the glacier.

	Where I left the main drag up the Arnolfini Glacier I walked downhill along the stony moraine to confuse anyone trying to follow my tracks. It was about three o' clock when I stopped among the broken ice towers. From the top corner of the hanging glacier a tiny, hidden couloir was going to lead me into the heart of the Con Brio Face.

	I lowered my aching rucksack onto the ice. Inside that rucksack was my Silent Second. I ordered her from The Shonnagh Mountain Shop at the last possible minute to preserve the secrecy of my route. She came, delivered to the hut, by vacuum tube.

	If you climb difficult rock solo but prefer not to get killed, then you need a Silent Second. Shonnagh will sell you one for fifty UNcred. Of course I had to think first, about the Silent Second. This bit of kit wasn't around in 1924 when Mallory summited Everest with his ash-shafted iceaxe. But we're not obsessive, us Rhododendrons. It's not as if the Silent Second makes the climbing easier or more convenient, as compared with a flesh-and-blood companion.

	It's a whole lot less convenient, and slightly less safe. Which makes it okay. Even for someone a bit strict, like me.

	•••

	She – my Silent Second – sits on the stone shelf beside me as I write. Now that my companion's in her seventh month I've been taking the Silent Second up on the cliffs above our cave. Carbon and space-laid protein, my Silent Second, and her reel spins without friction on ice that she condenses out of the air. She clamps herself into a crack and watches my rope as I climb, and when I get to the top I whisper her name into my helmet and she loosens for me to pull her up.

	•••

	The Southern Cross disappeared behind the nose-to-tailfin airships of the Cumbre Valley. Already lights of other climbers were twinkling below me, over on the Arnolfini. Time to move. I cramponned up between the ice towers, and the thought of the unclimbed climb above me was like the sun that was about to rise above the icefield. And once climbed Rhododendron, it would be a Rhododendron climb for evermore, no chalk, no ugly springwedges, no clutter of gear up the simple rock pitches. I tried to stay calm, but I could feel my heart beating like a loose rope end that snaps in the gale.

	No trouble among the ice towers, and the couloir – I hadn't let myself believe in the couloir. But it was there.

	Dawn seeped into the couloir as a bold new route seeps into the imagination of a lonely climber. A climber who spends long nights in front of old photos, and traces the shadows of the background in a what had been conceived as a romantic evening porno-shot, the crucial groove line crooked in the elbow of a naked sky-diver.

	I looked up between the high walls opening onto the pale dawn sky. Steep, but not too steep for the crampons: black walls looming: lovely.

	I looked out for the chimney in the right-hand wall, the slab below it: there would be handholds, the lie of the cleavage planes meant the handholds would be there. My route was not going to be a difficult one. It was going to be easier than Pimple, Nirex, Artifex or Bollock. It was going to cut across each one of these four disgusting lines and chop them to bits. It was going to by-pass the finger-crack of Bollock with a descent and a sly wriggle and an airy traverse sideways between the overhangs.

	The couloir double-kinked and ducked beneath a chockstone. I decided that I should not publish my route. It would be, like the Fulton Traverse Line on Everest, a secret jewel passed from one climber to a trusted rope-companion. Rock Gymnasts arriving at the top of Pimple or Artifex with their a squalid little bags of chalk and their spring loaded clamps would wonder at so many Rhododendron Climbers on Aconcagua IV: so many not-particularly-good Rhododendron Climbers: so many Rhododendron Climbers with quiet smiles on our faces and a couple of simple rope slings around our shoulders.

	Sunlight struck the ice like a fanfare of trumpets. Above me the couloir ran out against an impassable wall. but below the wall I saw the chimney and the slab-terrace leading out and up to it. I saw something else.

	I saw small white marks, all up the slab. Marks that had been left by someone else's fingers on the rock. Someone else's chalky fingers.

	•••

	Two more of the creatures came up the valley this morning. The black shadows of them flicked across the icefield. They came in low over the buttresses and headed down the glacier. The wind of them shook the stone inkwell where I keep my pens, the inkwell that once belonged to Dante Alighieri.

	Dante's inkwell clinks against the other pot, the yellow-green one glazed with the ashes of Adolf Hitler and containing the remains of the finest climber the world has yet known, Bofors Creetchie. The creatures pass, and the sun warms the rock of our shelter as before. Even the harshest sound cannot shatter daylight. (But I have long stopped trying to read omens.) I have 500 sheets of handmade Kashmiri paper and I hope they will be enough. They cost me my ice-burner and we have nothing else to trade apart from the ice-axe, and I'm not going to trade the ice-axe. I also have pens: not steel ones, though steel will be manufactured again one day, but raven feathers, gathered from their nests above our cave.

	She's been grinding ink in our stone mortar, but when the creatures that are loose in the world pass over she comes and stands behind me where I write.

	"Those creatures have grown, Quail. All the time, they're getting bigger."

	I rise and put my arms around her, and I feel the hardness of her belly. She reaches and replaces my pen in Dante's inkwell.

	"I'm thinking of calling the book 'The Hole Under Jerusalem'," I tell her. "Is that catchy enough, do you think? It's important for people to understand what's happening, and many are learning to read now. At Lhasa they were showing a flat film. They shone it through glass onto a piece of wall. Maybe Shonnagh will make my book into a flat film. Like the one we saw in the Eighth Circle."

	She says: "I worry, Quail. This book writing – it's just so slow. And those flying things are getting bigger. I worry about the child."

	"The child will be safer here than anywhere." The old base camp is visible across the glacier with its graves of climbers. "And the altitude – she'll grow big lungs. We'll raise us a mountaineer.“

	 •••

	Despite myself, I stopped on the way down the glacier and looked back. The chalk marked up the route, robbing those who follow of the excitement of working it out as we climb. Chalk marks, condemning my classic Rhododendron line to the miserable status of a rather easy route in the 'Anything Goes' tendency. But I had to wonder:. The crack traverse high on the route: did it go the way I'd worked out from the photographs and the geology of the rocks? Had the chalk-boy ahead of me enjoyed, as I'd expected to enjoy, the sudden step to the slab above the overhangs? Or maybe the way turned by the little chimney further left.

	Despite the strengthening sunlight, I couldn't spot the line of the chalk marks higher up. It didn't matter. Wherever it went, the route was ruined.

	And me with it, as I was about to show myself, on the southern side of Everest.

	 

	


Chapter 1

	Perché non sali il dilettoso monte

	ch'è principio e cagion di tutta gioia?

	Why do you not climb this most delightful mountain

	That is the start and end of every joy?

	Dante: Inferno Canto 1 77-8, Virgil's first words to Dante

	 

	There are two sports: the sport of deer-stalking, and the sport of mountaineering. All of the rest are merely games.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	Quail fails

	I've been here before.

	Here I am, standing on a ledge the size of two of my fingernails, half-way up the Old South Face Route of Everest. One hand grasps a vertical rib rather like a pencil. The other hand wanders over the rockface. Sweat drips into my eyes and my left leg has started to tremble. I am on easy rock, on an easy mountain, and I‘m terrified.

	This is how it happens. On Aconcagua IV I had been a good climber – 142,706 is a respectable rating. But after every failure I unwind by making easier and easier expeditions and finding them harder and harder. I had just finished having trouble on the North Face of the Eiger. And then my subconscious mind leads me to the foot of one of a dozen routes, each of them absurdly easy and on each of which I have already failed. Half-way up I recognise the rocks. I realise where I am, and that I've been here before, and that I've failed before. I call on my second to hold the rope, and fall off.

	This time my subconscious has played dirty. I have set off up the South Face alone. I am roped onto nothing at all.

	I take my loose hand off the rockface and reach behind my neck. I retrieve the small thermal bolt-holer that every climber carries. My legs will hold me for two or three more minutes. It is time. Time  to cut my deathsign into the ice.

	And perhaps – who knows? – some notoriety. The climber whose deathsign is carved into the easy fifth pitch of the third-easiest standard line up Everest.

	And then, just as my finger reaches the warm metal of the boltholer, there's a small sound from above. As I look up,  a rope-end snakes down the rock. On the end of the rope, a figure-of eight knot and a karabiner. I clip the karabiner into my waistband. At once, my confidence returns. I drop the boltholer back in its place and climb rapidly to the top of the pitch.

	There was a girl on the other end of the rope. She was small, and slender, Eurasian looks, dark eyes. She was wearing a yellow anorak that was really gross. “I came into the customs post with the new shift and abseiled down," she explained, though I hadn't asked. I hadn't been going to ask; I don‘t believe in miracles.

	What I do believe in is people who know things about other people that those other people don't know themselves.

	"So," I said: "Quail fails. As anticipated by – someone. Isn't that one of the slingless abseil hitches from The Shonnagh Mountain Shop? They're on the Alpine Club blacklist."

	Her eyes widened. "Is it unsafe?"

	"Utterly dependable. Makes it too easy. Unethical."

	She lifted her balaclava and I saw a fresh rope-burn on her forehead. "I just saved your I life. Didn't I?"

	"My life? I didn't want it."

	Roped together, we climbed a few pitches of that delightful sound rock, worn down by thousands of boots. She made no remarks about people who set off up solo ascents which are too hard for them, and I was grateful to her for that. The sun shone on our backs, the rocks were warm, the clear air was like a knife, and behind us the spires of Nuptse glittered across the deep blue trough of the Khumbu Glacier.

	 It was a long time since I had climbed with a stranger. A long time since I'd climbed with anyone.

	Once, long ago, my rope-partner had been Shonnagh Rourke, now proprietor of The Shonnagh Mountain Shop. Shonnagh is dangerous and small-minded; one end of her rope is always tangled up in her own publicity machine. We were young when we climbed together, so young. The rope between us had frayed through and neither of us had the will to rejoin it. It‘s a true principle that spliced rope is never strong.

	Since then there have been guiding jobs. Don't get me wrong, I don't mind the money and my rates are good for what you get. Apply to The Shonnagh Mountain shop.

	And there has been my Silent Second.

	Despite the lovely rock I climbed badly, grabbing at handholds and hesitating over the route. But it wasn't me that slowed us down. I was climbing badly, but my unexpected rope-companion wasn‘t climbing at all. Once or twice she even used the rope as a handhold. I was not in a position to reprove her.

	Night welled up out of the Khumbu Basin. Directly below us the lights of some late climbers wavered across the glacier towards the Tenzing Hotel. I could hear like distant bird-cries their relief as they reached the stone bench and took off their boots. I said: "You don‘t have to stay with me. You've got your abseil hitches."

	"Oh! Oh, I .. I don‘t want – are you sure you...?"

	I'd rattled her. Now she was be wondering if I'd noticed the absence of abseil marks. There'd been plenty of places where her rope should have left scuffs, or brushed away the snow. She hadn't abseiled in. She'd arrived illegally by sky-line, but I didn't see any reason to let her know I knew. The customs post was several hours above us still, and we'd just reached a projecting cornice built up by the wind. I stripped down to my boots and breeches and started to dig a snow-hole.

	"Ever spent a night in one of these?"

	She shook her head.

	"Don't try to keep warm – it can't be done. But do try and keep dry."

	I hollowed it deep to allow for generous gutters. Drip control: it's the one secret of a successful snowhole.  The entrance slanted downwards; the idea is to trap some warm air. Well, it‘s an idea. I brushed off the loose snow, then put my clothes on again.

	The snowhole had a good roof: a steep bank of ice that would carry any overnight avalanches over our heads. The floor was less good, I'd overdone the gutters and carved it rather low. When I stuck in my iceaxe into the floor a flake of snow broke away underneath, and the axe sank all the way to the head. I pulled it back to leave a hole opening onto two thousand metres of empty air and the glacier far, far below.

	The standing around had made her aware of the chill of a night at seven thousand metres. There might have been in her mind some thought of an intimate night under the snow. Fortunately – for I do not like being distracted when I'm climbing – sex is one of the things that one doesn't do in a snowhole.

	There are very few things that one does do in a snowhole. One eats sand rations. And one shivers. There is always the hope that if you don't move you won't get any colder. But you do. Soon the drips from the ceiling tail off as the inside temperature drops below zero.

	I let her lie – there was no question of sleeping – until faint daylight was creeping through the snow and sucking out that last spark of warmth hoarded through the night. I thought I had left her too long, for her breathing was shallow and seemed even to have stopped.

	But as I stirred, she sat up. And I realised she'd spent the night curled around the thinnest part of the floor, gazing down at the moonlight on the Khumbu Icefield two thousand metres below. Just what sort of woman was this? "You don't freeze easily," I told her.

	She shrugged. "Zen discipline."

	"Shonnagh sent you." Mouth-breathing lets out four times as much water as nose-breathing. I‘d have to keep it short if my balaclava wasn‘t to get iced onto my face. "Your anorak. Shonnagh got those yellow ones cheap, but nobody wears yellow. So she gives them to the people she uses."

	"Why not?"

	"Why not what?"

	"Why not wear yellow anoraks?"

	"If you were a mountaineer you'd know. Wearing yellow is expecting to be rescued. In which case you shouldn't be on the hill."

	"You just got rescued."

	Water vapour, as it freezes, stretches and distorts its surroundings. In this case, my lips. I said: "Don't expect any rescue fee, I don't have any money. What's Shonnagh up to?"

	Zen discipline, eh? At least she didn't pretend she hadn't been lying to me. "She... we are mounting an expedition."

	" Another of her publicity stunts, you mean. And what does Shonnagh offer?"

	"No fee, not for you. But guide status, goes without saying. And she'll supply all the gear and pay half the life-insurance. There's... it's not a ... it's rather unusual. You have to go to the shop."

	The snow-hole had turned from grey to pale gold. I edged around the hole in the floor. The night's condensation had iced over the cave wall, and it took several blows to break out into the open.

	The sun had risen within the notch of the South Col. For half an hour we would bathe in its slanting rays. Then it would be time to hide from it as we had already hidden from the cold of night. Barrier cream and dark goggles.

	"Sand rations?" I offered.

	"We'll be at the customs hut in two hours."

	"Eat it anyway. The hut may have been hit by an avalanche. The Chinese may have taken it."

	We moved up easily over the broken snowslopes, climbing simultaneously to save time. It was unsettling, climbing with Shonnagh's girl. Her climbing was like a client, fumbling and incompetent. But she behaved like a climber: seeking out the airy ridgelines, the small but sharp-edged handholds that I choose myself. And how had she acquired that rope burn? In the sunlight, it seemed to have come from some wire cable too narrow for any climbing rope.

	In a little over two hours we reached the Chinese customs hut. It stands a hundred metres down from the summit so that the crowds can pass up and down the North Ridge without border formalities.

	The broad-faced guards had only just woken up. One of them sat looking across at Kanchenjunga as she greased her karabiners in the early light. They were good-humoured and supremely acclimatised men and women, not often visited in spite of the tourist platforms a quarter-hour further up. We shared their breakfast of government-issue Tsampa, that blend of oatmeal, rancid butter and tea that is almost as nasty as sand rations. Then we joined the broad, trampled path to Everest's summit.

	The morning clouds lapped against the balcony outside the summit restaurant. Behind us the border guards chattered softly in their Harvard-accented Tibetan, and a prayer-flag tapped listlessly on its pole. The rope-burn girl held out her hand. “Thank you, Quail. For our climb, I quite enjoyed it."

	I decided to make an effort. “You would like to know the names of the mountains we can see. This lump on our left is Lhotse which is actually quite amusing because of the crevasses. Beyond it Kanchenjunga, nice to look at but, as so often in life as in mountaineering, boring when you actually get on top of her. Makalu –"

	But just then the hidden projectors came on below the summit, throwing devil-faces onto the cloud-field. In an instant the scene shifted from a pure and abstract sort of Heaven into an unnaturally realistic Hell with dancing flames and demons with too many arms and legs. They do it for the tourists.

	The thread of contact between us was snapped. She looked at her wrist-secretary, and waded off through the copulating demons. She'd be heading down with the crowds for the Lhasa Shuttle.

	I thumbed on the sim-capsule she'd given me.

	"So," Shonnagh's tiny simulacrum blinked at me out of the piece of plastic. "You've met my girl. Bet you wondered how she got that rope-burn, no? Now, this trip. Should suit you, we think. Some ice work but mainly rock. It's a second ascent –"

	"A second ascent? Shonnagh!"

	Shonnagh spoke against a display stand of the new avalanche wing I was more interested in the avalanche wing – and Shonnagh no doubt intended this – than in Shonnagh. The thing is a wide scoop worn above the rucksack. The avalanche is supposed to push you down into the firm snow and then slide right over you. "Technically it's only a Second, but the first was nine hundred years ago and used improper aids."

	"Ah, you‘re not going to?" Why is it that we only think of the clever replies when we're speaking to someone's pre-programmed simulacrum? Even in real life Shonnagh isn't programmed to appreciate irony. Her capsule simply ignored me.

	"If I can tell the life insurance people where I'm going, it‘ll bring the premiums down."

	"No, it won't.," the capsule said absently. "It'll put them up." Before me on the cloud a snaky-limbed devil was abseiling down itself. I noticed that it was using a Shonnagh Mountain Shop slingless abseil hitch.

	I said: "So who else have you managed to scrape together?"

	There was a momentary hesitation. "This capsule isn't programmed with that information."

	"Why not? Broken their contracts, have they?"

	This was more teasing. Nobody – but nobody – breaks an existing contract to get on one of Shonnagh's expeditions. "So let me fantasise. Bofors Creetchie?"

	"I said, no names. I'm not even going to tell you No."

	I couldn't see around Shonnagh‘s head to get a proper look at the new avalanche wing. "Bofors Creetchie left four men and two women to die on the Cho Oyu Pillar so that he could claim a solo ascent."

	"I didn‘t say Creetchie, you did. This expedition calls for some off-mountain techniques. There‘ll be some interesting people along, like that girl I sent to pick you up. People with special techniques."

	Now what did that mean? "I'll think about it."

	"You'll have the ropemaster‘s ticket."

	"I'll think about that as well."

	"Good lad." The capsule auto-destructed.

	I thought about it, while all around me the Tibetan pantheon made lascivious promises it couldn't possibly fulfil.

	A bit like Shonnagh Rourke.

	•••

	Whenever I almost die, there's a place I go to afterwards. If you descend a certain gully on the Tibetan side of Everest, there is, leading southwest across the Kangshung Face, a path that you will not find in any guidebook. It passes by unsuspected ways, behind rock-towers and up and down steep-walled gullies not visible from the ground, and within the tumbled seracs of the upper ice-field. It is called, by those who know about it, the Fulton Traverse Line. It slants across the full width of the central rock band on a neat little ledge two thousand metres above the Kangshung glacier. It crosses several classic ascents, including the South South-east Upside Down Route, and they don't even realise it is there. The Traverse Line would, in fact, destroy those classic routes by providing an easy way of escape.

	Shonnagh Rourke doesn't know the Fulton Traverse Line, and no-one's going to tell her. The line is passed in secret from one climber to his most trusted companion. My one-time mentor, a climber called Li Wan Scott, died with her entire party on the South South-east Upside Down Route rather than reveal to them the Fulton Line which could have lead them to safety. The Traverse Line was shown to me by Li Wan's porter, an old Nepali with only half a nose, after we had saved one another's lives during a sudden thaw on Gasherbrum.

	The Nepali's name is Dai Dagon. Dead now.

	At the crossing of the Upside-Down Route I stopped to nibble Kendal Mint Cake beside the deathsign of that first climbing leader, Li-Wan Scott. Her death-sign is as she was in life, the two ideograms poised like a climber on ice. Dai Dagon told me that Li, with the frostbite already in her legs, had spent two days and nights gazing at the slab of limestone, and then executed the carving in the space of a single breath.

	Li Wan is dead. But my subconscious mind was coming to terms with the fact that I, myself, was still alive. Alive, and climbing. I hired some Rhododendron-certified kit at the South Col: hempen rope that swelled in the wet to the thickness of airship cables, a priceless old alpenstock with its long ashwood shaft, two massive steel cylinders of oxygen. And in those quiet weeks before the Monsoon I began to creep upwards from the low point I had reached in the rock bands of the South Face. Alone and almost happy, I started to weave imaginary zigzags up the South-East slopes to avoid non-existent avalanche zones.

	On one of these trips I must have come within telescope range of the Customs Hut; for as I reached the South Col a Tibetan soldier came crunching down the ice-gully.

	He called to me from a jutting rock, his robe flying out like a storm-cloud. "Phone call for you." He threw me a rope and I scrambled up beside him.

	"Shonnagh from the Mountain Shop?"

	He grunted. Half-way up the ice-gully he killed his ice-burner and turned towards me. "Your friend, she phones by day and by night. She peers out of the screen and criticises our equipment. She attempts to sell us something called Avalanche Wing."

	"That's Shonnagh. She has to shift he stock."

	"Then why does she not offer Mountaineer Discount?"

	"That wouldn‘t be ethical. You're soldiers, you're not mountaineers."

	The customs man turned abruptly and led off up the slope. I followed, cutting the occasional step with my alpenstock just to show off.

	The Tibetan wasn't impressed.

	Inside the guard hut they were busy oiling the prayer wheels and brightening up the devil pictures on the walls facing the vidphone.

	"Don’t take up the machine, " said the monk-in-charge. "The Abbot's coming through in twenty minutes. Inspection."

	"Why's there no vision?"

	"We switched it off. Your friend kept on at us about our gear."

	The monk-in-charge had her tall conical cowl on a hat-stand and was beating it, hard, with a mallet. Looking around, I saw that Shonnagh hadn't altogether failed in her salesmanship. Two yellow anoraks hung against one wall, and there was a slingless abseil hitch on the back of the door.

	The Tibetans supply their vidphones with a devotional curtain of Buddhist gods with lots of arms and legs. This distracting background is ideal for conferences with business rivals. I drew it behind me before punching Shonnagh's code. "You never told me about my Mountaineer Discount," I complained.

	"It‘s only for non-mountaineers."

	"Of course. Silly me."

	"These soldier-types are desperate for someone to call them mountaineers. Because they aren't? In the end I give in, and then they buy a whole pile of stuff."

	"How much is it, this discount?"

	"Two and a quarter per cent. Actually, given recent history, maybe you do qualify after all. Your personal rehabilitation – that's progressing, I gather. Such a relief."

	I said nothing.

	"Glad to have been able to drop a little assistance onto you there."

	I carried on saying nothing

	"What's the matter, old pal? Couldn't she climb? Didn't live up to your standards of mountain behaviour?"

	"She climbed only a little worse than myself," I conceded.

	"Just as well. I want you still alive for this next trip. Both of you."

	"Shonnagh, I'm not climbing with you again. Never. Not ever. Not if you‘d discovered the Great Rock Candy Mountain and mounted a fourteen-day expedition with sugar spoons."

	"Pity. That is more-or-less what we had in mind. Still, since you've decided... Listen, there's some kind of caped crusader trying to swoop in on this line. Don't worry about me: I'll find someone else, as you say, only a second descent. Bye!"

	The Abbot came through in a very nasty temper, and ordered me confined to the hut until I recited seven thousand names of the Buddha.

	•••

	The border dispute has killed the jetpack ski runs on the Lhotse Face, and the Upper Khumbu Basin has recovered a tranquility that's almost twentieth-century. The odd ski-pole sticking out of the snow and the soot-trails across the moraine reminded me of the colourful crowds that had sported here before the expulsion of the Chinese from Tibet. The Khumbu Glacier has shrunk since 1955 and there is now some genuinely dangerous work in the icefall above Base Camp. But despite that, the border problems mean the route is scarcely used.

	I descended like a rolling snowball straight onto Khumbu Base Camp. There I discovered that my Climber Rating had fallen off a cliff. From 142,706 I was now down in the low millions. Which meant I was no longer qualified to guide clients.

	Which in its turn meant that someone had registered my failure on the Old South Face Route. Specifically, it meant Shonnagh's girl with the rope burn had registered my failure on the Old South Face Route.

	Shonnagh… We'd grown up together, raised by the Thule Ice School. We'd shared our nights, and more than that, we'd shared our climbs. Then, I'd loved the way her arm stretched for a handhold, the little crease between her eyes as she puzzled out a move. We'd travelled across the world to the Karakoram, to find, and climb, the route where her parents had left their deathsign.

	But Shonnagh had turned from climbing into a shopkeeper. And I was almost forty. I'd be crazy to go on another major expedition with Shonnagh. I‘d be crazy to go on another major expedition, full stop. But if I was going to go on another major expedition, there was only one person in the world who was going to take me. She'd just made sure of that.

	I cashed in my alpenstock and gave most of my gear to the base camp porters, just kept my running shoes. Made Lhasa in twenty-seven hours. Nice little trek.

	Four hours after that I landed in Geneva.

	 

	
Quietus Direct

	Back in 2213, we thought the world was in a pretty bad way.

	That was the year when the Alpine Club closed its book on the Himalaya: on the whole of Earth's greatest range, there were no more new climbs to be found. Meanwhile in the Alps, the fifty years war for Mont Blanc continued, so the great range where mountaineering was born was still being climbed only by soldiers.

	Early that spring, the last factory making hempen ropes burnt down. As the last real ropes broke under falling climbers or frayed away in attics, historically informed climbing would soon be a thing of the past. Well it already is a thing of the past of course, but it would be a thing of the past that actually was in the past.

	The over-popular climber called Bofors Creetchie – Creetchie with his crass climbing style and skin died orange for the cameras – killed off his seventh climbing partner in the Nori bhat mountain dual. Which only consolidated his dominance of the climbing channels.

	Worse than all that, the craze for Scandinavian folk dancing was leaving hundreds of young climbers permanently maimed. And grenade baseball… it's one thing to die like a climber for one's own amusement. Quite another to do it for somebody else's.

	On top of all that, the low-altitude sport called Zen Terrorism showed no sign of dying out.

	In January of 2210, someone calling herself Felicity X depth-charged the Niagara River three kilometres upstream from the Falls, with eight hundred and seventeen people on the ice. The idea being, to surprise some of them into enlightenment, while providing great video. The terrorist escaped up a cable dangling from the Chippawa Bridge, showing, I have to say it, pretty good rope technique. The remaining 816 perhaps attained enlightenment in the seven minutes before they went over the waterfall. They make a great fuss about themselves, these Zen types. But a really good lightning storm on Everest has much the same effect.

	So yes: in the spring of 2213 the world was in a pretty bad way.

	That's what we thought.

	•••

	A light snow fell into the lake out of a dull grey sky. In the still air the famous fountain rose vertical as a flagpole. Several three-vee cameras were hovering around the fountain top, and I realised there was a person up there, somehow trapped in the jet of water, a hundred metres above the lake.

	Non-climbing people were thronging around the main square like non-climbing people like to do. Soldiers from all three sides were hurrying along the narrow alleys leading to the gear shops. A gang of Christians had built a Rapture-platform across the roadway: a huge screen above was counting down the end of the world: 61 days and 7 hours. Plenty of time, then, to complete whatever mystery expedition Shonnagh has in mind.

	The streets behind the lakefront were blocked by Chinese dragon-dancers and penitential Zoroastrians. High above the streetlife, the Alpine Club tower rose serene as a mountaintop. Serene as, specifically, the top 100 metres of the Grépon, of which it is a faithful reproduction. With the tower to steer by, I found my way to the Climbers' Quarter.

	On display in Shonnagh‘s left-hand window were fifty-six corpses. Well, not the dead climbers themselves, but the bits of equipment that had killed them. Shonnagh has the stout sash line that parted on the Matterhorn in 1865. She has the karabiner that iced up on the Eiger in 1956. She has Hillary and Tenzing’s broken ice-axes and Li Wan's sleeping bag. Inside the shop are other pieces of equipment, supposedly superior, which haven‘t killed anyone yet and which are for sale. It's a marketing device.

	It must be working, at that. There was even a soundproof chariot parked outside, the type used by the prophetic types. Quite a tribute to Shonnagh's marketing, the enclosed orders aren't natural customers of hers.

	I leaned forward to inspect her latest addition: the first-generation avalanche wing that failed on the Cho Oyu Pillar. It’s the curve of the wing that drives you down into the sound snowpack underneath the avalanche. It looked tricky and interesting, if you're that sort of climber. I leant forward for a better look. The strap of the avalanche wing was slightly melted, as if an ice-burner had gone through it. But that was impossible. The man who could have done that was the one who had donated – or more likely, sold – the broken wing to Shonnagh: Bofors Creetchie.

	Shonnagh's office is above the shop. There are no stairs. Instead, Shonnagh has a reproduction of a climb called Quietus Direct.

	Quietus Direct (the original is in central Britain, preserved behind plate glass) is a rather simple little climb. Basically, it's a sandstone shelf, sticking out horizontally about three metres deep. You climb up to where your head is against the underside of it. Lean backwards on your handholds, and you see that the shelf is split from base to outer edge by a ten centimetre crack. You can look up through this crack and see the soles of your leader's feet. If your arm was a bit thinner and a bit longer you could touch them.

	I looked up through the crack, and saw a 10-centimetre swathe of blue nylon. Blue nylon is the uniform of the Blessed Army of Time-Stream Hydrologists. The driver of the soundproof chariot, presumably. Behind the clairvoyant, someone in black skintights was also sitting across the crack.

	A man may see the spirit within, but eventually he must stay his eye on gross matter if he is to eat his breakfast. So, now, I looked not through but at the crack in the rock. The rock as I said is gritstone; the crack's edges  are rounded of and sandy. Until 1954 climbers looked at this crack and did not see a handhold.

	I hadn‘t climbed Quietus recently, and Shonnagh's reproduction is class, carved from real stone. Below where I would be climbing out Shonnagh has a display of crampons and ice-burners. A few shoppers looked up, on the off chance I might drop onto the crampons. I reached upwards and behind me. I placed my hand deep inside the crack, turned it sideways and clenched my fist.

	A hand jammed like this is the best hold you can get. I jammed my other fist behind the first and walked my feet up to the top of the vertical wall. Back downwards and fist over fist took me out to the edge of the shelf – up – and over.

	I flopped belly downwards into a blizzard. it felt like Shonnagh wasn't taking any chances with pre-climb security. I thought of Aconcagua IV, asked myself for the hundredth time where my own pre-climb security had broken down and lost me my route. One of Shonnagh's new foil-lined tents crouched in the centre of the storm that Shonnagh's wind-machine was making.

	I crawled through the sphincter. No groundsheet, and the crack of Quietus running straight across the floor. It was warm within the foil lining, too warm, even though contrary to the intention of the design everyone inside it had their clothes on and so wasn't not pouring infrared heat into the tent-space. Steam from the Geneva sleet started to rise off my own moleskin breeches.

	A little chap in grey business suiting was going on about archaeology. I glanced briefly at the clairvoyant and noticed strong, very white hands among the folds of his blue bag-robe. Beside him was the girl with the rope-burn I'd met on Everest. Today she was wearing stained white robes. I looked past them at the person in the black skintights.

	There are some climbers – usually young, usually though not invariably good-looking – who carry their own death around them like a cloak. And they attract to their rope's-end a certain sort of other climber, also young, who crawl into the tent to recharge an ice-burner and stay, adoring them obliquely off the mirrored walls, cooling their souls before the cold flame of death. If they stay in the tent long enough the cold fire will catch  into their own souls. At which point they too will become good-locking, and when they come into the tent they will take the insulating pads and others will eye them sideways in the walls.

	The climber had dyed his skin and even his eyes in orange to contrast with the black skin-tights. He was, of course, Bofors Creetchie. Ranked 17th in the world; equally good on ice, rock, and artificial surfaces; only survivor of the epic ascent of the Cho Oyu Pillar. Some people think that only a really bad person can be a really good climber. Creetchie had seven Nori bhat climbing challenges in his record, resulting in seven dead climbers – and none of the seven was Creetchie.

	Between the girl with the rope-burn and the fussy man in grey, my own reflection stared back at me from the reflective wall of the tent. My name: Quail. No surname; I‘m an orphan, both parents killed on Rakaposhi mountain, brought up by the broken climbers of the Thule Ice-Garden. I have not yet made the outstanding ascent that brings one onto the high clear summits of our world and I know now that I never shall. My opportunities have not matched my skill but I am not bitter about that. If I am, as they tell me, strict about what constitutes proper climbing and what does not, we may put this down to the fallen men and women of Thule. But you know, nobody ever believes this: it's more fun without the chalk.

	The grey man stopped talking.

	"Quail," I introduced myself. "In case you don't know me I'm a Rhododendron climber, rated 142,706 and falling. Well, I'm lower than that now, since a recent bit of bad climbing on the Old South Face," and I nodded at the rope-burn girl. "I'm late. Usual story: bad vortices in the Dharma-continuum. They had to fit new prayer-streamers to the rocket before we could take off from Lhasa."

	The rope-burn girl seems to be some sort of Buddhist. She looked worried at what I'd said, and so did the clairvoyant in the blue bag-robe. There had been a lot of bad Dharma that year. Creetchie, of course, was pretending I wasn't even in his tent.

	"What are they made of, those prayer-streamers?" Shonnagh asked. "Tell me that later –" she indicated the man in the suit. "Professor Harcourt. Our client. The Professor has been reading some books."

	Harcourt looked annoyed. I nodded briskly, to convey the fact that as it happened I was a pretty competent book reader myself. To the Blessed Army type I said: "If you're wearing that outfit for a bet, pal, then you've won." He smiled at me. "Well, Shonnagh," I continued abrasively. Apart from Creetchie and Shonnagh herself, none of those present had come in up the Quietus climb. Baggage-lift types, all of them. "Put it in the Guidebook and see if I climb up it."

	The professor type asked Shonnagh if we really needed a person of this sort, meaning me, and Shonnagh explained that thanks to the professor's generous budget she'd secured the services of Bofors Creetchie, but that didn't leave spare cash for any other climber of that calibre, which of course Creetchie had made jolly certain it wouldn't because Creetchie didn't like anybody else but him leading up any interesting bits. And that due to certain circumstances the climber called Quail was potentially available, which special circumstances she didn't go into for the good reason that the circumstances were a broken down climber with no morale who'd once been Shonnagh's own rope-partner and was now getting a patronising rope end thrown down to him; and without those circumstances, which is to say me, the expedition would only have two experienced mountaineers.

	Which meant the girl with the rope-burn wasn't a climber either. Well, I already knew that.

	This Harcourt had an unusual accessory hanging on his arm: slim, long-haired, perhaps a wife by the was she gazed into his rather nasty face. The hair was of metallic gold, grafted into the follicles. It's a style I‘ve always considered tacky, but it looked good on her. Already she was darting Creetchie those looks I mentioned, the looks in the wall of the tent: but she would have a long way to climb before Creetchie would permit her to die on the end of his rope.

	"Following the initial researches of PK Kayashi," the Harcourt was saying, "who in 2208 produced some exotic genetic or pseudogenetic material outside the main DNA strand of mainstream evolution…"

	"PK said it came from a dig in Jerusalem," the golden-haired wife added. "That's in Greater Israel. But you're much cleverer than PK, aren't you Professor?"

	"Even the greatest archaeologists have predecessors. In 1875 Schliemann consulted Homer's 'Iliad', up to then considered as a fictional work, and uncovered the ruins of Troy. As recently as 1899 Sir Arthur Evans studied Hesiod and the Odyssey and discovers Agamemnon's palace at Mycenae."

	"That's on Crete," the wife-like one put in. She was wearing a sort of pastel-coloured floaty skirt. Oh dear.

	I still wasn't getting it. "Was either of those an unclimbed new route? Were these blokes even climbers?"

	"Currently, I've been analysing the thirteenth-century Italian known as Dante Alighieri…"

	Shonnagh silenced the Harcourt. "No details. We need to check Quail over, sign him up. Though if you do find you don't like the bloke, I don't know who else –"

	"Darling, you're so good with people," said the wife-person. "You'll be able to deal with this Quail."

	"Clothes off, Quail," said Shonnagh. "It's security time."

	"Shonnagh, it's me, Quail! We're climbing partners. In theory we trust each other with our lives."

	Shonnagh said nothing, just pushed me a set of skintights blazing with the Mountain Shop logo. 

	She was right, of course. Hadn't I just lost my own route on Aconcagua, because someone, someone I must have trusted, had give away where I was going? But before I could even reach out for the skintights, the girl with the rope-burn seized my wrists from behind. She was strong, too. Shonnagh pushed my face to the floor of the tent. The girl hit me hard on the joint of my elbow, and lashed my forearms behind my knees with elastic webbing. I felt her on my back, and then my neck was gripped between her knees. I looked down through the crack of Quietus Direct and saw two customers picking over the crampons in the display below. "Shonnagh, I'm about to vomit on your customers," I said.

	An ice-burner passed across my head and I felt air on my skull. I locked down into the crack for the singed hair of any previous candidates for the unpaid ropemaster ticket, but if there was any the blizzard had blown it away.

	"Keep still or you'll get brain damage," Shonnagh warned me. There was a slight sting as the laser went through my skull. The aphasic anaesthetic he was about to insert blocks the medium-term memory. You can hear and understand what's going on; and – this is crucial – you can sign legal contracts. But afterwards, you aren't able to express what you've seen. Not in words and not in writing, supposing that you can write (which, thanks to the Thule Ice Garden, I can).

	It's basic security. Given the chance of what she'd described as an almost unclimbed new route, Shonnagh wasn't trusting anyone – especially not other climbers.

	Aphasia is no fun. "Shonnagh, you didn't have to do it like that," I told her sadly as the drug began to take hold. 

	" … And you've all signed up to this thing? You must be crazy, the whole lot of you," I continued some time later. They had untied my arms and I was struggling into the hideous skintights.

	Voluptuous unclimbed ice-faces swam across my vision in a net of orange and crimson lights – the usual signs of the drug' wearing off. "For a start, you’re only prepared to pay three proper mountaineers."

	"My research assistant," said Harcourt, "is very keen on null-gee bodyball."

	"You tie me up and punch drugs into my head," I pointed out. "Which isn't the best way to get me tied onto your rope. The trip itself is an archaeological pipe-dream. And I don't smoke."

	The golden-haired one – apparently not a wife, but a research assistant, whatever that is – laughed like silver bells. She'd had her adult teeth taken out and her milk teeth were back in their sockets. Peter Pan style. Sweet. The Professor sighed. "Do I really have to –"

	"It's the drug," Shonnagh told him. "Quail, I'm so glad you've agreed to join the expedition. Really."

	"That didn't sound like agreement to me," growled our client.

	"Oh, it is," I said slowly. "I wouldn't miss this trip for the world."

	Shonnagh had flung my clothes out into the blizzard and the wind-machine had shredded them. In Shonnagh's skintights, with advertisements for her shop writhing around my buttocks, I abseiled down to street level. As ropemaster, my first stop would be the Alpine Club library. I did tell you I can both read and write – obviously I can, as I wrote what you're reading at this moment.

	Annoyingly, Shonnagh's selective aphasia means I still can't describe the specifics of what I had, while under the influence of the drug, agreed to. In case there’s anyone – trapped in a lava-flow, maybe, or scavenging the rubble of Tokyo – the publisher has stuck up a summary on the back of this book: the summary which you, as its reader, have presumably already read.

	Harcourt hires the unscrupulous Shonnagh Rourke, proprietor of the Solar System‘s premier mountain shop, for an exploration of Hell, as portrayed in the Inferno of Dante Alighieri. In secret Shonnagh gathers her team. Harcourt's golden-haired student Pheidippida: no climber, but keen on null-gee bodyball. Another non-climber, the clairvoyant Brother Bertram-Manticora: he has foreseen his own death. And also everybody else's. Bofors Creetchie: brutal and glamorous, will be the leading climber of his generation – if he lives. Prisoner Female IT7134: purchased by Shonnagh on the strength of her burglary skills – that's the woman with the rope-burn, the one who rescued me on the Old South Face. Quail, robbed of a classic ascent on Aconcagua IV, ranked 142,706 in the world and falling. Which is me.

	All this for what will be the last undeveloped climbing area within the orbit of the Moon.

	Just supposing it exists.

	 •••

	The stained stonework of Geneva was reassuringly real after the tent in the Mountain Shop. Far away at the head of the grey lake, smoke of battle rose over the mountains . The actual Grépon had just fallen into Italian hands, and the Alpinieri were queuing to get up it before a Swiss counterattack. But the reproduction Grépon that houses the Alpine Club stood as a sign that, through all earth's politics, climbing continues.

	It did seem unlikely that even a rugged underground trekking route had gone unrepeated for nearly 1000 years – especially one with rock-scrambling possibilities. But I started to understand, when I found that the guidebook to the supposed first ascent wasn't available in helmetprompt form at all.

	The Alpine Club Library claims to be complete. However, even they didn't have the Dante Alighieri guidebook to the trip that our client claimed to have discovered. After a lot of hunting about, I found a copy at the paper-book shop. It was in – of all places – the poetry section. My ability to read paper-book text by eye alone is down to the Thule Academy's fixation with deathsigns. For once my eye-reading was going to come useful in a pre-death situation.

	When the proprietor realised I was actually reading the words, she left me alone with the paper-book volume. I studied it with growing interest. If this expedition should happen to exist, there did seem to be real rockclimbing in it.

	•••

	As ropemaster, Shonnagh had been obliged to patch me in on her helmet radio. "Shonnagh," I said: "there‘s one piece of bad news you haven’t given me. The woman with the rope-burn."

	 "Hang on," she said. "I've someone here buying one of my Silent Seconds. You use the thing, don't you? Here, talk to Quail, laddie."

	I said, "Laddie, what's a nice young chap like you want with a Silent Second?"

	He scowled at me. The optics on Shonnagh's helmet were first-grade, of course, even though she only wore it in the shop. "My climbing partner died on the Cho Oyu Pillar. I‘m not ready to form another steady relationship."

	I said: "Shonnagh's new Seconds jam up in the rain. See if you can get the original model. For that matter I'll sell you mine. Look, my helmet number –"

	Shonnagh pushed him aside. "Listen, I'll pay you now for that Second of yours. I want it in due course for my dead climber display."

	"We're climbing together again Shonnagh, remember? When I fall, you fall too. Now, about that young person..."

	"A pity, isn't it? Zack, that‘s his name, Zackie Bodewing. I've already sold him the new avalanche wing."

	"I'm talking about the woman with the rope-burn, Shonnagh. The one you sent to me on Everest."

	Shonnagh nodded. "Didn't I tell you? This is good. I paid the correctional institute 6,000 UNcred for her."

	An indentured convict. I should have guessed. "Why so cheap, Shonnagh?"'

	"Well... she's not just a burglar. And Quail, we're going to need her special skills. She‘s Felicity X, the Zen Terrorist."
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Chapter 2

	A good climber doesn't have to be good at climbing – this is one thing we've learned since George lost all those toes. A bad human being is still a human being. And a not very competent climber is still a climber.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	The start of 2210 had been an excellent winter. Louisiana and Florida enjoyed their best ski season so far. A man on ice-skates crossed from New York to Seattle in eighteen days. And Felicity X depth-charged the Niagara River.

	For eight minutes, as they floated down-river towards the waterfall, there were eight hundred and seventeen people on the ice, including three wedding parties and a camera crew from Pamirs Trideo. A steel band played 'White Christmas' over and over again. One of the three religious ministers turned his prayer book to a darker page; one threw himself into the river; the third went right ahead and married the couple in front of him. She also married thirty seven others who suddenly wanted to as well. The ceremony was interrupted by the front edge of the ice-floe cracking over the falls.

	A hang-glider pilot landed on the ice and tried to rescue his fiancée, a girl called Ariadne Hands. They took off as the ice tilted over the lip of the Falls; but so many people clung to the machine that it fell like a stone into the river below. The camera crew transmitted everything as it happened.

	The Zen Terrorists claimed the operation as a success. Over one hundred of those on the river, including a fourteen-year-old ice-hockey player called Baines Oliviero, had, in the eight minutes before going over the Falls, attained enlightenment. Also the hang-glider pilot, slated for a next life as a slime mould, was now, apparently, germinating within the egg of one of the last Emperor Penguins. This was a high ratio of enlightenment per hundred deaths, even by Zen Terror standards. But it was the unintended side effect – the 37 spontaneous weddings – that gained Felicity the support of the Christian caucus and the rather lenient sentence of eighteen years commercial servitude.

	A talented individual, for sure. But she'd been raking a small monastery garden on Honshi island for almost half her sentence before Shonnagh put in a low bid for the rental of her unique combination of murder, reality drama, and the patterning of gravel.

	Gehenna, it's the Pits

	We entered Greater Israel by the old smugglers' route out of Yemen. Along with us three climbers, the two clients and the two Shonnagh registered as 'spiritual advisors', she'd hired eight of the cheaper sort of Chinese porters. Harcourt had kitted us out as archeologists, but even a routine search would have shown the rucksacks stuffed with climbing ropes and harness, high-performance mountain tents, and even ice-burners – ice-burners have a hundred uses even when there isn't any ice. We camped in a banana grove just outside Jerusalem's Christian quadrant.

	It was late May of 2215. The bananas were almost ripe, and hung like baby moons over our heads – these were the new spherical bananas for the Muslim sects. "Gehenna," Shonnagh asked the Professor. "Will it still be a rubbish dump?"

	"Today's waste depository is tomorrow's archaeology, and that's especially the case after two thousand years. The Israelites take their cultural heritage very seriously. The greater part of what you refer to as rubbish dump has been very carefully preserved."

	"Nobody wants to build on a waste repository," his golden-haired assistant added. That made sense. Bad foundations, and then the houses can't be sold, the name of the place keeps people away.

	"It's a romantic story really," the Professor continued. "I'd already spent five years searching for Dante's original entrance in Tuscany." 

	"That's in Italy," his assistant added.

	"But the clue to this location was in another ancient work, the Judeo-Christian paper-book called 'Bible'. The previous researcher here, PK Kayashi, wandered off the main site, apparently for a sexual encounter with one of the research students. They came across a small pile of faeces. They thought it was just the other archaeologists, having been shockingly irresponsible and unprofessional. But then PK noticed that certain small plants germinating nearby had cyan-blue seed leaves. Rather than the anticipated chlorophyll green. You were there, weren't you Dippy dear?"

	"On, I – I missed that bit," Pheidippida said, "I was on another part of the site."

	"So what did happen to the previous researcher, this Kayashi?" Felicity asked. She was sharp, that Zen terrorist woman.

	"Old PK? Not working in the field these days. Space shuttle pilot, religious de-indoctrinator, who knows? Well you know, that idea of life-but-not-as-we-know-it, an entire undiscovered ecology. Based on seventy grams of brown slime. When you've come up with an idea like that, there isn't really a place for you in any reputable university."

	This part of Gehenna was still being used for its ancient purpose. Behind the stacks of broken electronics and sporting equipment, the towers of Jerusalem stood blank and silent. Their lower stories were abandoned, their upper walls broken by gun-emplacements and outlets for gas.

	Felicity turned over a decomposing threevee with her toe. "What fascinating shapes, what resonance of symbolism. I shall have to arrange a massacre in a place like this. It does seem a pity to disturb it.“ She started to unpack her explosives.

	 "Put those away!" said Harcourt. "Do you intend to start another episode of military activity?"

	"Might be interesting."

	But Shonnagh had already re-programmed a power crusher from a more active part of the site. "Pretend to be robots, everyone."

	For me as ropemaster, even with the resources of Shonnagh's shop to draw on, the last fortnight had been as busy as an intestinal disorder in a snowhole. I crawled into a rusted water-tank to catch up with my own mind, which was threatening to plunge into dark caverns of sleep without me if I refused to go down there too.

	When I woke, dawn was paling the sky. Shonnagh had exposed a low cliff of crumbly red-brown sandstone.

	At its foot was a space no bigger than a marmot hole. A draft of cool air came out of it, cool but with the small of burning, and rancid vegetation. One of the porters started to enlarge it with her ice-axe.

	 •••

	We were in a cave. A big cave, I could tell that by the acoustic. The smell was worrying: the place had that sulphur, sparky smell you get from a major rockfall. But the rock behind me was the same sandstone we'd come in through, crumbly on the surface, but sound so far as I could feel it in the darkness. The floor of the cave was the same sand: it was going to be hell on the groundsheets of our tents.

	Well, if what Harcourt had told us was right, and it did seem to be so far, it was going to be hell, full stop.

	Further down in the cavern I could hear a moaning wind, that now and then rose to a shriek around some corner of the rock tunnels. But where we stood the air was still. And as my eyes adjusted, the place was not completely dark. Daylight seeped in through the entrance hole behind us: light that was blocked every time the porters dragged in one of the bulky sacks of gear. But in the other direction, onwards into the cave system, there was a glow like distant fires. It threw black shadows behind each of the rounded boulders.

	We abseiled down a gullet-hole, and followed the tunnel downwards, with the reddish light steadily increasing. And then the tunnel widened to a slope of sand and scree; and we emerged into a great open space.

	The reddish light ahead of us could have been camp fires, or lavafields, or even distant cities. Behind us, the cave wall curved up out of sight. While the porters were setting up our first camp, Shonnagh gathered the climbers and clients for a briefing. I for one wanted to know more: the guidebook, when I'd finally got hold of it, had proved to be cluttered with extraneous literary material. Understandable – this Dante would have wanted to work out the climbing possibilities for himself, before going fully public.

	"There were those who belittled Professor Harcourt's researches, tried to associate him with the discredited PK Kayashi." Shonnagh was talking into the empty air. "I was startled myself, when he brought his proposal before me. But now we stand on the brink, or rather the rim, of a great adventure. An adventure made possible by his conscientious study of ancient texts, studies opposed by those who claimed they knew all the deepest dungeons of philosophy but ably supported by his young and thoughtful research student. And it's an adventure that will ensure that the name of Harcourt goes down for ever, not only in the annals of archaeology, but in the climbing guidebooks too. A whole new world – a whole new afterworld, indeed – lies before us; a world of unknown rocks and of the last mysteries of theology."

	"Not actually unknown," I told her. "I can't speak about the theology, but the rock's a sort of sandstone. Switch off the camera, can you? Or we'll be here for ever."

	Shonnagh's camera was mounted on a tent pole, outlining her against the red glow of the deeper cavern. But she had her establishing shot, and her mood setup, so the camera could auto-generate the rest of her scene-setting opener.

	Harcourt said: "This place, assuming it exists, which now does appear to be the case, has the topography of a fundibulum or funnel. The outer and upper reaches consist of what Mistress Rourke my expedition leader refers to as rough hiking terrain."

	"But this Dante fellow will have been keeping quiet about the climbing possibilities. Even the cavern wall behind us – "

	"My leader Mistress Shonnagh Rourke has taken account of that. We have supplies for 30 days. This will allow for considerable exploration of the mountaineering interest of the area: explorations which, she has persuaded me, will in themselves provide financial opportunities to fund my further researches independent of any grant from the Archaeology Department.

	"Now, according to our source material, the prisons of Hell are arranged on a concentric system. Supposedly less serious crimes, such as improper sexual behaviour and sloppy research technique, circle the periphery. Our initial project will be to progress inwards and downwards through what the literature refers to as the First, Second and Third Circles, to reach a high dividing wall known as the City of Dis. We can, perhaps, already see this wall."

	What he was saying matched Dante's guidebook. And from where we were camped, the red glow deeper in the cavern was cut along its foot by a uniform level line that could, indeed, be a distant wall.

	Shonnagh took over. She had, of course, ignored my suggestion to turn off the camera. "These outer rings are narrow. Why? Because their perimeter is long – according to our calculations,  in the case of fornication almost a thousand kilometres. In mountaineering terms, the plan is to attempt a crossing of the zones devoted to fornication, gluttony, avarice, prodigality and rage, on foot and by rubber canoe, as far as the wall."

	"Sounds like a countryside ramble to me," Creetchie put in. Shonnagh ignored him.

	"That's – am I right here, Quail? – the Second, Third, Fourth and Fifth Circles, with the angry and sullen in the last of those. Supposing we get that far, there should be some interesting murderers to interview in the Fifth Circle. Along the way we film and gather artefacts."

	"Plus," says Creetchie, "looking for the new climbs. Even if it is all this grotty sandstone..."

	 "... and investigating climbing potential. The Dis Wall, on the other hand, is a natural obstruction. Before turning back with our data, we'll send a small party to film what lies beyond it. Which is where Miss F comes in."

	"Just a minute," I broke in. "A thousand kilometres? So just how big is this place? More to the point, how big is that wall?"

	"Good question, Quail. Well, that concludes the briefing. Camera, off."

	 •••

	Creetchie disappeared immediately – he would be scouting for unclimbed rock. Shonnagh was rearranging the huge pile of gear into porter-sized loads. I set off in the opposite direction – and a couple of minutes out from the camp, I saw something copper-coloured behind a boulder. It was our client's golden-haired assistant, crouched in a patch of shadow, weeping bitterly.

	I turned away in the darkness. But as guide, I have a duty towards clients who cry. And there's no sadness on earth that can't be sorted by a spot of rock climbing. Just behind us, a joint-crack in the sandstone wall made a double sequence of rounded footholds – not really a climb at all, but for a beginner that absence of challenge is encouraging. And she was wearing delicate cobweb skirts, leaving her knees and elbows unprotected. That would be most helpful for her climbing style.

	She didn't say anything at all as she climbed. I let her fall off a couple of times, to help her get the idea. By the time she got to the top of the low cliff, the sharp, unweathered sandstone had started teaching her not to use her knees on the footholds. I patted her shoulder to cheer her up. "Your technique is bad," I told her. "Very bad. But as Mallory tells us, a bad person is still a person, and a bad climber is still a climber."

	She gave me a look. In the darkness I couldn't make out her expression, but she did seem to have stopped crying. The half-light let me pretend not to notice her bleeding knees, such a sure display of poor technique. Next time she climbed, she'd climb a bit better.

	 

	
First hillwalk in Hell

	A small hump rose against the red glow of the inner cavern. Shonnagh decided we should climb this, for the sake of the view. After we'd spent a full hour walking towards it, we realised that it was much larger than we'd guessed – almost rising to the heights of a proper hillwalk.

	The client's assistant Pheidippida was limping a little. Politely, I pretended not to notice the damage she'd done to herself by her bad climbing technique. "This doesn't seem awfully Hellish to me. Don't you think?"

	Polite conversation is part of the duties of a guide. But she turned aside, her metallic hair making a harsh whispering sound like a snake.

	Now, I am not the sort of mountaineer that demands difficulty or danger on every ascent – not, say, like Bofors Creetchie, who was kicking at the stones in a way that showed his impatience with this walking about. Us Rhododendron climbers find merit in any mountain, from the Nix Olympicus on Mars right down to the little, but historically interesting, hills of Britain. And, sandy dirt and what looked like thin, stringy vegetation all the way, this hill of Hell made a delightful little outing. The light was stronger here, almost like a dull day on the surface. All around, the ground rolled away in dells and groves threaded with little streams.

	"I'm hoping it gets worse further in," Felicity said. As she walked, her white robe made abstract shapes against the grey-brown hillside, like half-formed philosophies floating in a sea of ignorance. "You're the guy with the Guidebook?"

	"This will be the First Circle, the Mount of the Philosophers. But... the flowers?" The little blue ones were glowing with an almost spiritual intensity. I've noticed the same effect in flowers this colour during the moments between sunset and full dark.

	"Figwort, Scrophularia nodosa," Harcourt said. "Hemlock, Loosestrife; others which I can identify neither by their scientific or their vulgar names. They lead me to speculate on whether, supposing the supposed dead souls exist at all, their supposed re-embodiment extends to such live seeds as might be passing through their intestines, or trapped about their persons."

	"Or they could have been brought in by PK, yes?" Pheidippida the assistant suggested.

	"Well dear, that would be to suppose that PK actually penetrated this cavern." Once again, Pheidippida turned her golden head aside.

	"If this is the First Circle," I explained, "then it's for those of us whose crime is not to have been Christians." The guidebook was a whole lot better at all the dead-body stuff than it was at explaining the climbing. "Just suppose you were utterly virtuous, but had the bad luck to die before Christ ever existed. Plus atheists, Buddhists and so on, just supposing you're an atheist or Buddhist who managed not to commit any Christian sins."

	As we came up onto the grassy summit, the hillwalking became less pleasant. Now the rock ceiling of the cavern was only a few metres above our heads. And instead of the fresh air and breezes of a normal hilltop, the air was dank and still and warm, buzzing with large insects.

	That upside-down rockface, so close over our heads. Even in the dim light, I could pick out half a dozen tempting crack lines. No way we could reach it, not with the equipment we had... But Pheidippida the assistant's excited squeak distracted me. "Looks like the dead people really do exist! Here comes one of them now." A flickery looking person was coming up the hill. A person who wasn't one of our porters.

	He was bleached looking, like the plants when you lift up the groundsheet of the tent. He was dressed in a dirty robe and a sort of wreath made of dead leaves. He didn't look dangerous.

	"Vergilius Maro," he said, introducing himself. "Welcome to the place of the dead. Are you looking for souvenirs, interesting viewpoints?"

	Shonnagh came up to us, with Bofors Creetchie. Creetchie had the camera perched on his shoulder. What's this," Shonnagh asked. "Some sort of a tour guide? A tour guide here in Hell?"

	I ignored their chatter – I've listened in on plenty of Shonnagh's interviews. Just a few metres above our heads, the rock-roof of the cavern hung like Divine retribution. And looking downwards into the cavern, I could see that this hiking country of the First Circle was just a strip around the edge of a wide pit. Darkness hung over the pit like smoke. Or else smoke hung over the pit like darkness. Hard to tell.

	"I am Vergilius Maro," the dead soul said again. "Publius Vergilius Maro. Of course a tour guide. The last so-called living soul came through this way, he was pretty satisfied with the service."

	"So describe to us briefly, just what's going on round here?" Shonnagh asked. "Great poets and philosophers? Instructive crimes and theological insights? Turn towards the camera, please."

	"Torments, is that right?" said Felicity the terrorist. "Sins appropriately punished?"

	"Actually," I explained, "what we're really interested in is the rock climbing. If there is any." At the foot of the hill I could see water: a wide river, or a lake. Then a complicated country where a hundred pools or swamps glinted red in the flame light. "From here it just looks like trekking country."

	"No problems crossing this first bit," the tour guide told us. "The gates of Hell are open night and day; Smooth the descent, and easy is the way. But you know that already.”

	"Do we?"

	"Well unless you're very ignorant. it's in Book VI of my poem."

	"This is Vergil, the Roman Poet!" Pheidippida whispered, "he's in the literature, he guided Dante all the way down."

	But Virgil caught her words: the dead are used to whispers. "Sirs, it appears that your catamite is better educated than you are. Yes, I am he. Happy to greet and guide all mortals who penetrate this dusky space."

	At the far end, at what might have been ten kilometres distance, a black band rose beyond the swampy country. It did indeed seem to be a wall, with birds like choughs soaring above it against the red light.

	"Well the thing is..." Shonnagh doesn't spare their feelings, not when she's interviewing them. "We haven't read your poem. Latin's a dead language these days. Tell me Mr Publius Vergilius, as a famous poet of antiquity now seldom studied how does it feel to be dead?"

	Virgil sighed. "I guess I should have written in more sex scenes. But Dante Alighieri, he knew my poem. He was a real fan."

	Harcourt said: "Four centuries after your death, Sir, the Roman Empire came to an end. The Latin language continued for a while, in part because of your own work along with a handful of other writers. Ovid, Lucretius ... umm, Pliny the Younger."

	"Ovid? Ovid? That scribbler?"

	"As recently as three centuries ago, many educated people read and appreciated your Ainead. Ummm – Aeneid."

	"So my poetry has endured for fewer than two thousand years? Is the world truly so ignorant? That would explain why we're speaking this bad Italian."

	Shonnagh broke in here. "But Dante didn't have cameras. Dante could never give you the publicity you'll get as an in-helmet tour guide promoted by The Shonnagh Mountain Shop.".

	"I'm not a tour guide. I'm a poet. When you're a bit better educated, I might be more interesting to talk with."

	"I don't see that we need any tour guide," Felicity said. "Let alone one who's already dead."

	She was right. We had too many non-climbers along with us already. Add in a dead Roman poet and the guides' job would be impossible.

	 

	 

	
A fine climb with Bertie the Prophet

	After we'd slept, we struck the camp and headed down a long scree to the lake we'd seen from the hilltop.. Shonnagh's expanded canoes bobbed in the black water that stretched away into the darkness.

	As ropemaster, it's my job to get to know the team. And that applies even on a simple trek like this one. Pheidippida the client's assistant: I'd already given her a first taste of rock work. The client himself I assessed as so much dead weight. Felicity X, the supposedly rehabilitated Zen terrorist – imaginative but quite unsound. Yet to be assessed, but it'd probably be best to let her climb solo. Shonnagh I already knew. Bofors Creetchie I didn't want to know.

	I took the lead boat with Blessed Bertram. Time to find out about our expedition prophet.

	Our boat was low in the water with a load of sand rations and climbing tackle. But Bertram was a strong paddler and we drew ahead of the others. Mist rolled in from the marshy shores, and we were alone in a dim world where we could scarcely see past the tip of our canoe. It was a world that in its narrowness reminded me of the early religious philosophies. For out of the mist came the cries that I now realised were not the wind at all, but the sounds of the lost and the tormented; and it was by them that we steered our course.

	Brother Bertram was troubled by a different metaphor. In gasps, between strokes of the paddle, he said: "... To sleep here were dangerous... for waking one might think himself... still asleep? ... and struggling to escape from the evil dream... fall mad, no?"

	His comment made me think that the two of us might, with training, climb on a single rope. 

	"What exactly," I asked him, is your role in this climb? No need to paddle so hard unless you're especially enjoying it. We're way ahead of the others."

	Bertram glanced back over his shoulder. "Ah… Professor Harcourt insisted on a religious consultant. I gather that he requires to mollify the Theologians at his establishment."

	"And they sent you because you're also a good man with a paddle."

	Bertram paused his paddling, half turned to look at me. The mist droplets gave his bagrobe a faint blue aura. 

	"I am an aspirant under training, of my Order among the least important. The Long Beards selected me because the fee that Shonnagh was offering was not a highly motivating one."

	"Makes sense," I agreed. "If you're hiring someone you don't need, then at least hire them cheap."

	After two or three hours the mist lightened a little. We could see muddy banks on either side, enough to show that we were now heading down a stagnant black river. Above the mist, the ground rose in a barrier line of low hills, so that I was expecting a gorge. But no: the landscape here was old, old. No gorge; but along the outside of the bend the river had cut a line of cliffs , maybe two hundred metres high. I pulled the canoe out of the current and tied up to a slimy boulder.

	The boulder was black, and not just because of the low lighting. This was decent igneous rock. "How about a bit of climbing? Here's a nice line."

	"Up this place?"

	" Hasn't anyone taken your climbing?" His hands on the paddle had been strong and capable. Surely I was not the first to be curious what was under the blue bagrobe.

	I was, though.

	Under the bagrobe was what I should have expected: an antique business suit, complete with all the zips and buttons. Trying not to stare – for the garment was peculiarly obscene, not just in its blatantly exposed fastenings and unfastenings, but in its lack of a body-climate pack. I couldn't help thinking about the world‘s own air questing in between the button openings to touch his skin – I passed him the rope's end. The belt-piece of the trouser-garment didn't have any strength: I tied the rope directly around his waist. The fabric of the business suiting felt nasty; also it smelled. There was antique plastic material in there somewhere.

	I taught him the calls and codes we would use, and showed him how to manage the rope. We climbed the first pitch, a jagged chimney. Good holds, but a bit steep.

	"Not bad," I told him. "You've got quite a good grip."

	"This I have been practising," he confessed. "When the long beards told me that I was to come on this expedition, I did the exercises called chin up on the ceiling hook. Every cell of our monastery offers a ceiling hook and a length of rope. In case we should exercise our right of suicide, you understand."

	These prophet people wash themselves inside their bagrobe. The bag-robe itself they do not wash. I tried not to think of it, crumpled into the top of my rucksack. We climbed over a couple of little pinnacles. The noise of the river was below us now. Shonnagh's two boats came downstream; we saw the tips of the masts riding above the mist.

	Bertram's rope came in slowly – but he was climbing. My hands took the rope in as he climbed, while never exerting any pull that might interfere with his pleasure in the rock moves. Meanwhile my eye strayed across the rock ceiling, two hundred metres above us now and stretching ahead into the distance. Firelight from deep in the cave system lit it in flickering orange.

	The rock-ceiling wasn't smooth. Cracks run across it: body-width cracks, arm-width cracks, finger-cracks. My eye traced lines across it – strenuous overhanging monkey-routes, of immense length. Oh, I needed to come back here with a proper climbing partner.

	But who was going to climb with a Rhododendron climber rated 142,706 in the world?

	Meanwhile, there was this easy but surprisingly enjoyable rockface above the river. And a client who had a strange way with the pinch holds on the fluted basalt. He was gripping them thumb downwards, in an awkward way that made his elbow stick out sideways. This was not just someone who'd never climbed. This was someone who'd never taken lessons, never even watched a climb as it happened or on the threevee.

	"Pity about the next bit." We were on a small platform: above us a wall and then an overhang. No trouble with the wall, as it was split by a deep crack. Below where we stood the rock tucked under, and the bottom of the crack ran into empty air. Fun stuff; but upwards, the crack stopped against the overhangs. Fine, tough overhangs: but on this route, not appropriate. Too tough. Too fine.

	"We'll just have to abseil off down into the gully. Which means rotten gully rock the rest of the way up, I'm afraid." 

	But as I fixed the abseil rope, I looked up at the tower again. The overhang really was rather fine. It can't always be just about the client, the guide's sometimes got to have some fun. And there was a good little stance, just below the interesting bit.

	"You lead up to the top of the crack. They just belay there the way I showed you. Remember? Find a rock spike, and tie your rope onto it. I'll come up past you and see what I can do about the overhang. It may be easier than it looks."

	The crack up the front of the tower was nice and deep: the strata here were vertical, but sheared  as if the underlying ground had collapsed. I showed him how to step sideways and jamming his foot across the crack. An amusing move, that. The crack ran down into an overhang, with nothing below his boot but a lot of darkness and the drifting river mist.

	He climbed deeper and deeper into the crack – beginners do that. But then, his sudden squeak in my helmet radio almost took my ears off. "Ropemaster Quail! Through the back of this aperture I can see the light of the air. It would appear to pass right through this rock. Is it permitted to continue inwards, in such a way as to come out the further side?"

	"Sure, Brother Bertram. You've got the lead. Just you do that."

	Now I couldn't see him. But after a few minutes came the shout 'I am up!' and the clink of the carabiner, oddly hollow as it came from inside the rock. Then the rope came in, and I felt the gentle pull at my waist. Brother B had been paying attention to his rope protocol.

	The inside of the crack was comfortable, even pulling both of the rucksacks. Below my feet it opened amusingly into the air, with the river-mist far below. I followed the rope inwards and upwards, and came out into a little cave in the opposite face of the tower. Below us the rock fell in two giant steps into the river. A fine, scenic spot, so I brought out the sand-rations.

	Sand-rations are the nastiest food actually eaten by living human beings. After he'd had a couple of mouthfuls I felt sorry for us and brought out one of the packs of Emergency Rations I'd stolen from Shonnagh's warehouse.

	The Shonnagh Mountain Shop emergency pack has a certain style. Each one contains real Swiss chocolate for your final snack. The wrapper unrolls into a silk suicide scarf: tighten it around your neck and reef-knot it and you suffocate in two or three minutes with hardly any pain at all. One side of the scarf is printed with extracts from the Bardo Thodol, the Tibetan guide to the afterlife. The reverse has ultimate emergency recipes for how to cook human flesh.

	Brother Bertram told me he has studied Buddhist texts and that the extracts from the Book of the Dead suffered from a clumsy editor. I told him, just for a tease, that according to our companion Bofors Creetchie, during the disaster on Cho Oyu Shonnagh's recipes damaged the subtle juices of man flesh. As the river moaned and clouds moved up from the lower cavern I believed that we were establishing a rapport. "What is this particular item?" he asked me. "It was within the emergency pack."

	"It makes holes in the rock." I recalled that he was a clairvoyant. "Never mind that."

	"No," he insisted. "I want to be understanding it. All of this of the climbing."

	The thing in his hand was heavier than iron: most of it was a uranium fuel cell. The red laser eye winked at us in the grey cavelight. "That‘s your boltholer," I told him. "Where no other protection offers itself, you can use it to plug directly into the rock."

	"But I do not see the accompanying expansion plugs."

	"As a Rhododendron climber, I don't carry plugs. The boltholer… has a secondary use."

	"Of course," he shivered, and dropped the boltholer into his rucksack as if it were suddenly slimy to touch. "While you're waiting to die, you write your name into the rock."

	He was a clairvoyant, and it was a small gesture, doubtless not consciously done – it wasn't his rucksack that he had dropped the boltholer into. It was my rucksack.

	"There are various superstitions. Please observe them, or you'll upset the porters. Here's another one: don't name a new climb after any person still living. Don't name it at all until you've climbed it. Best, don’t even think of any name."

	"This is a first ascent?"

	"It's hard to believe," I said. "But in Dante's time they didn't climb, not for fun. Not ice and not rocks. We can be pretty sure we're the first."

	"I suppose you‘ve done a lot of first ascents."

	Not me. If I'd lived a hundred years earlier – or if I could afford the Moon, like Creetchie – and then, to my own surprise, I said: "There was almost one, just two months ago. On Aconcagua IV."

	"You failed in your climbing?"

	"I slipped up on my security. Someone found out what I was up to. When I got there, they'd been up it before me. Some chalk-user."

	He put his fingers on my arm. "You want to talk about it?"

	"Some wounds heal best in the dark," I said; and we climbed an easy pitch out of the cave onto the top of the rock tower.

	Above the tower, more nice rock. Just for the fun I traversed out to the right, high above the river, and made a long pitch up the face. With Shonnagh I had climbed in silence. Maybe this was one reason why our rope partnership had come untied. But now this firm dry rock affected me so strongly with its tiny incut holds, its steepness, its airy position, that I found myself making small talk over the helmet radio. "Well, Bertie the Prophet: this is a pretty dodgy expedition, isn't it. Are we going to make it or aren't we?"

	"Am I paying your rope out in the correct way?"

	"You're doing fine." I balanced myself up onto a mantelshelf, sidled along it and found a finger-crack. "I'm putting in a runner here, a running belay. Now, when I fall off, you‘ll get an upward tug not a downward one."

	"If I answered your question yes we are going to make it, overconfidence would make you fail. If I answer it no, desperation would make you succeed."

	"Do you use that evasion a lot?"

	"You do not believe in predestination. It is not surprising that you don't, there is much poor-quality prophesy being put about."

	"How do I recognise the good stuff?"

	I straddled a chimney: between my legs I saw the slow black river move like the rope of a falling climber, uncoiling towards his death. Bertram was looking at it too, for he said: "A prophesy will change the outcome of events that would have otherwise been. Else, why would people pay? Just as a rock sticking into the river, the way it makes eddies down the stream."

	"You shouldn't be looking down into the river, you should be looking after my rope. More slack, please.”

	"Prophesies – the real prophesies – happen because they have been made. As in this example. I prophesy that your baby son grows up to kill you. To avoid this unsatisfactory event, you expose the son on a bare hillside. But he is picked up by some tender hearted shepherds. Once grown to manhood your son finds out than you tried to destroy him, and he fights against you, and you die. Right?"

	I said: "I haven‘t any baby son. Not that I know of."

	"That is an example only. We ask for cash in advance for ones which are real. A large amount of cash. To discourage people."

	The cliff steepened, and then shot me out onto a plateau scratched by the movement of ancient ice. I belayed round a whole lot of loose rock and took in his rope. "I think I get it. If I say to you now, this mantelshelf bit's too difficult for you. And having said that, you will indeed find it too difficult."

	"Oh – and is it?"

	"No, it'll be okay. You're climbing well, and it's easier than what you already did lower down."

	"Is this the mantelshelf? Above my head there is a sort of ledge. My hand can just reach to it."

	"That's the mantelshelf. Do one of your chin-ups and then change to a push-hold. Don't put your knee on the ledge. Anything you can get a knee on, you can get a foot on."

	There was a silence, followed by scrabbling sounds. "Ropemaster Quail. Both of my knees are on the shelf and I cannot find the next hold for my hand."

	I sighed. "Take your weight on your hands again. Now drop your feet back down the rock. Right? And now, get your left foot onto the shelf."

	"It feels somewhat wobbly."

	"It’s meant to feel wobbly. Now let your left hand wander up the rock looking for a handhold. There isn't a handhold, but it‘ll help your balance. Other foot up, and weight onto the feet. Arms out – balance – straighten up."

	"Ropemaster Quail! That bit was too hard for me, was it not? You just achieved on me what we call a benign Oedipus."

	There was one more pitch of climbing, and it was just as it should be. Slightly easier than the pitch we'd just climbed, but still not easy; beautiful rock with small holds; and a contemplative view down to the tower with its little cave and the river far below. I was interested to see how Bertram's awkward pinch-grip would work out on this more compact sort of climbing.

	"So, Bertram the unimportant aspirant. What would you be doing if your long beard guys hadn't sent you down here?"

	"Are you distracting me with inconsequential talk?"

	"You've got it.”

	"It is customary that aspirant prophets be sent into some domain free of other prophetic influences. Such places might be a small island or uninhabited desert."

	"So we saved them the rental of an island." I laughed. "Shonnagh overpaid, she should have charged them to take you away."

	Where I stood at the clifftop, low bushes of purple berries were growing between the boulders. The leaves of them were silvered and flat, following the contours of the rocks. I picked one of the berries. It smelt poisonous. The rope from below came in steadily. And then it stopped.

	"Follow the rope. See a steep corner? There's good holds inside the back of it."

	But Bertram was hesitating for a quite different reason. In a small voice he said: "When I spoke with you in the boat, I was not completely truthful. The long beards sent me away because they believed I was a danger."

	His confession unleashed a flood of words. "A prophesy – oh, this is not the right way to explain this! – it will change the outcome of events, so that different things will come to pass and happen. But then a further prophesy, made perhaps by a person of lesser abilities, makes further different happenings. Interfering with the prophesy made by his superior and for which a great deal of money has been paid. Aspirants like myself tend to – as you would say it – mess things up."

	It had started to rain. In a cave! I was about to tug the rope to move him up the climb. But what he was telling me, it did seem to matter to him. More importantly, it was diverting his mind from any apparent difficulties of the climb.

	"In Geneva, you observe, the disreputable fanatics of the Christianity, claiming the end of the world in what would now be 47 days' time? I made a foolish but dangerous remark, a remark about the eventual efficacy of their repeated anticipations. Three of our longest beards had to be diverted from their work to construct the countering prophesy."

	"So what did you say?"

	"I was moved by their absurdity to attempt some humorous effect."

	I laughed. "You said, if they keep prophesying long enough, one day they're going to get it right."

	Bertram said, "We are taught this so often. Two prophets at the same moment together, it is two snakes in a sack. Or, how you would say it? When a careless porter stores two climbing ropes in one rucksack. Our long beards spend much work assuring that this shall not happen."

	"And when it does?"

	The rope was doing what climbing rope does, creating the link of trust between us. Because Bertram told me. "Breaking the chain… maybe not much. This moment we are in ceases ever to have been in the unfolding world. And instead I am falling off this mantelshelf movement. We wouldn't notice."

	"Well, I'd have some nasty friction burns from holding you on the rope."

	"You think this world is bad. It could be so much worse… it could go , oh, your George Mallory, on Everest, he doesn't climb Everest in whatever year that was, his foot slips. He slips, and he falls on the mountain. He dies."

	"So… that would make Tenzing and Hillary, 19 years later, that would make them the first ascent. Would that be so serious?"

	"It would be, how will I say it. A climbing rope that breaks. Much energy has been expended by the long beards in this current causality. All of that energy, when it breaks, where will it go? We shall not know, because we shall not have existed. Maybe the whole world should not have existed. Oh, Ropemaster Quail, now it is raining! The handhold, where is it?"

	Our casual chat had distracted him from the real difficulties just above him. But now I saw his hand scuttle across the rock like a starfish. "There‘s a good one out of sight around the corner."

	His hand found the hold and gripped it. "Ropemaster Quail, I... I think that I cannot get up this next piece of rock."

	"You're getting excited, I can hear you in the helmet radio. Breathe slow, you don't need all that oxygen. Now, step up on that little knob of quartz."

	"The knob of quartz is not large enough for stepping on."

	"It gets easier once you pass the running belay," I lied.

	He stepped up on the quartz. The rain was getting heavier; water ran down the rope in a steady trickle. "Quail, do I have to go up this overhang?"

	"You've just had a nice little rest chatting about your profession," I pointed out.

	He moved up half a metre. The rain would now be running down inside his sleeves. I couldn't imagine what it would be doing to the fabric of his business suit. "Give me a tight rope, Quail. I am about to fall off."

	"There's that runner," I told him. "If I tighten the rope, you'll fall off sideways. Put your toe on that nick under the overhang and step up. You can do it, there's good holds over the top."

	He started to moan, softly, into the helmet radio.

	"Do it now, before your arms get tired."

	He did it. "You – malign man, Quail. You just pulled another Oedipus on me. There are no holds up here, none at all."

	The rope came in steadily. Gravel and sparkly quartz crystals flew out into the air behind his feet. He couldn't stop now, the dynamic nature of the holds didn't allow it.

	It's always gratifying to encourage someone up rock they don't think they could manage.

	He reached the runner and paused. I could feel his trembling transmitted up the rope. Without being asked, I gave him a tight rope for the final moves.

	"I apologise," I said as he flopped onto the wet rocks at my feet. "Perhaps... for the first climb. I should have found something even easier."

	He rolled onto his back. Rain fell into his open eyes as he looked up at me. "Now, please will you give me back my bagrobe?"

	I had set off up this cliff as you set off towards a hut that has gone under an avalanche: not expecting to rescue anything, but just to say that I'd tried. Once, before Aconcagua, I had been a climber. Now all I could do was snatch a small beginners' route from a hole under a rubbish dump in Israel.

	But sometimes in a plateau of stones you come across a pool of green water heated by the sun and with a few small flowers growing. And what was to be a day of austere challenge – a thirty or fifty kilometre trudge over sharp stones – turns into something quite different. Turns into bare skin in the sun, an ice-burner propped in the rocks under a can of tsampa, and grey peaks turned to flame at sunset.

	The green pool among the stones you only find when you aren't looking for it. I decided not to say anything about the upside-down pinch grips. "Once we're out of here," I said, "I'll show you some proper climbing."

	For Brother Bertram-Manticora, with his strong little hands, could be a climber. And if there was no-one left in the world or the planets that I wanted as a rope-companion, who knows? I might be able to make myself one out of the shapeless clay within the blue body-bag.

	In the dim light, I could just see his face turned towards me. "No," he said. "No, Ropemaster Quail. I am sorry to say this, that you shall not."

	Prophesies of doom. It's a corny effect, but even so, Shonnagh was going to want it for the expedition story.

	 

	
Porters on the water

	We came upon Shonnagh an hour downstream, arguing with the porters. There were rapids ahead, so we had to put everything onto our backs again.

	"Shonnagh, you might like to interview Bertie the seer. He just came up with a prophesy of doom." That got her out of the way: as ropemaster, it's my job, not his, to argue with the porters. I'd assessed the clients and our two consultants, so it was time for me to look them over anyway.

	The porters she'd managed to get were a mixed bunch. Except that they didn't mix. The Buddhists stood apart from the Zoroastrians like oil and water. The two or three Peruvians take their Christianity less seriously than our four Marxists take their atheism. They also like to rub the others up against each other to see what combinations make sparks. Then there is the language problem and the sex problem and the climbing ethics problem and the chain-of-command problem.

	No food problem: sand rations are nasty enough to be recognised as virtuous by every official religion.

	I'd hired Pig-Iron and her male harem as a family group. Shonnagh hadn't wanted to accept them as porters – they were the ones from the Cho Oyu disaster. But then she saw how cheap we were getting them. Anyway, what happened on Cho Oyu wasn't the porters' fault. They actually made a pretty good job of bringing down the bodies.

	"You're quite right," I told them. "Shonnagh has no business telling you to carry extra loads. I'm the ropemaster, I'm the one who tells you that."

	Pig-Iron said: "Man of reactionary climbing, there is no necessity to unload all these boats."

	"My name is Quail."

	"Man Quail of reactionary climbing, these are rapids of the sporting sort."

	"Tell you what. We take a walk down them and have a look. Why don't you all come?"

	"Reactionary climber Quail, okay. That would seem satisfactory."

	"While we're walking down, we'll carry some of the loads anyway. Just to save time."

	Pig iron's family were ethnic Chinese from the Eastern Himalaya. The Tibetans keep these high villages frozen in the late nineteenth century. If you climb certain horrible gorges you get through to the valleys above them, which is where see the villages with their streets of bare rock and cliff-hung privies. The villagers are one hundred and ninety-three centimetres high, tough as leather and wonderful with the steel ice-axe. They are the best porters in the world and they earn the Tibetans a lot of money, but not the ones we had. Take Pig Iron, our Lead Porter. She weighs as much as two and a half ordinary men and half of that is a pure muscle. The other half is pure yak butter, which is probably more useful in the frozen valleys. She's good enough on rock but has failed five times to complete the expedition that‘ll get her the ice certificate. The other seven Marxists are her current husbands. She subjects them to ruthless self-criticism around the campfire, after which the most humiliated of the seven is allowed into her wide sleeping-bag.

	I'd made sure the food, tents, climbing gear and Shonnagh's cameras came down in that first carry. I let the porters bring the rest down the rapids. They whooped excitedly through the grey water between the boulders, until Pig-Iron silenced them with a grim quote from Chairman Mao.

	They lost one boat, along with its load of spring wedges, stickyboots and other historically incorrect climbing gear. I wasn't altogether surprised. I had carefully overloaded that particular boat…

	The river trickled away into a grey swamp, dotted with mud banks, and more of the small, rounded boulders. Moss floated like hair around the rounded stones. 

	And then a glint of reflection caught my eye, and I shone my headlamp onto the water. The moss around the boulders floated like hair because it was hair. Human hair. I was looking at the first of the embedded sinners, dead souls of Hell.

	The Guidebook had described them, but even so it was horrible to see them, alert and alive, their eyes emerging from the mud and gleaming in the light of the torch. According to Dante's Guidebook, these were the wrathful and bad tempered. All the way down the river, I'd been striking them with my paddle, bouncing the canoes off these creatures. Dead souls or whatever they were.

	Beside me, the golden-haired Pheidippida was weeping softly. Even the Professor looked unsettled. And then the psychic, Bertram, held up his hand. "There are more of these poor creatures. Listen!"

	The gurgling bubbles coming out of the marsh around them weren't swamp gas, but the murmuring voices of another set of sinners, the sullen, trapped underneath the surface.

	Despite her tears, Pheidippida was deploying the Professor's microscope, setting it up on a low bank of earth And I realised this research assistant, it was a serious thing, important in its way, supporting but also important, sort of like a rope-partner.

	Then Shonnagh arrived with her cameras. "Professor, these people are breathing. Under the mud – how can they be breathing?" But the Professor was bending down to take a sample of the floating hair. And there was a sudden shriek from Pheidippida. "It bleeds! The hair, it bleeds from its hair!"

	We sat on the high bank above the bog, listening, trying not to listen to the gentle noises of the dead souls in the water below us, while the Professor bent over his microscope, trying to find out what they were. Beyond the swamp rose the low, dusty hills. Each valley gap was filled by the great black wall rising across its end. Beyond the wall, coiling clouds of what seemed to be smoke were bottom-lit in red. Small birds rose and wheeled in the red light, like choughs above a mountain cliff.

	We camped up on the near side of the swamp, where we couldn't hear the dead souls.
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Chapter 3

	 

	On the Eigerwand, you don't stop to check if your crampons are properly fastened. In a thunderstorm, you throw away your iceaxe. Dangerous climbs require dangerous people.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	Blowing up the wall

	"I'm all for of bog-drownings as a rule," Felicity said. I was walking behind her carrying a small but surprisingly heavy pack. She'd laid aside her white robes and wore a simple black skinsuit. It went well with her cropped, dark hair, and stick-like figure – like most fighting women, her breasts had been surgically removed. "Being slowly sucked down into a swamp. Knee deep, then waist deep. Then only your head showing, and your friends unable to save you. How poignant is that? And just think what your friends must be feeling. Then next day they come out of the tents and there's just your hair floating on the surface like a tiny pond plant. But it only works, doesn't it, if you're not already dead?"

	"The Professor says strictly speaking they aren't dead. And they aren't strictly speaking people. Traces of cell structure, he said, but not strictly speaking organic life."

	"Strictly speaking, the Professor isn't strictly saying anything at all. Their hair was bleeding. You saw it."

	Felicity the Zen Terrorist. At what point was she going to perpetrate a deeply enlightening death on the rest of us? At what point would she perpetrate one on me? Maybe not quite yet, not if she saw Hell as a source of creative inspiration. We passed around one of the rounded hills. We toiled up a brown scree to the top of a low pass. Despite an hour of walking, the wall didn't seem to have got any closer. "How big are those birds? More to the point, how big is that wall?"

	The Wall of Dis. Seen from below it was about the size of Central Buttress on Scafell, and yet it fitted inside the cave like a length of rope left out on a glacier. Blocks of stone, two or three metres high, fitted neatly without any mortar. Later on, we measured and photographed it, though of course our images were dismissed as fakes. About 120 metres. And those are not birds. Quite a different phylum of Creation. Those are winged demons: the angels that fell from Heaven. Very odd creatures indeed. But for now they didn't seem to notice of us down in the shadows.

	"Here," said Felicity X. "Twist these two wires together." We crouched behind a thorn-bush, fifty metres back from the base of the wall. The only light was the red glow rising beyond the wall, reflected down again from the roof of the cavern. 

	The thorn spines were flattened and silvered, each a tiny mirror concentrating light onto the few leaves. Under the focussed light those leaves shone like small green lanterns within a cage of thorns. So long as we didn't pass in front of one of the bushes we probably wouldn't be seen from the wall  above.

	The explosion was quieter than I expected, and for a moment nothing happened.

	But then a block from the base of the wall crashed into the ditch, and the two above it. And with a roar the whole section of the wall collapsed. The ground shook underneath us, and I smelled the sharp sulphur that I know from stonefalls among the mountains, but never this close, never with the great blocks of stone bouncing along the ground, crushing the thorn bushes, bouncing right past us, to fetch up against the low hills behind.

	Through the gap we saw moving flames, and rows of red dots in a gridiron pattern of vanishing perspective. Then the dust from the explosion hid the view. Out of the dust came huge creatures with wings. Somewhere behind the wall a flare went up with a faint pop, and flooded the plain with light, and the demons were flying out above us, out across the plain.

	Our movement as we rolled under the thorn bush would have attracted the demons, except that it was covered by a movement of the bush itself. Every spine turned to protect the leaves within from the brightness of the flare. It was also our good luck that the demons flew well above the plain. It wasn't hard to see why. The thorns would do terrible damage to their deeply-hung genitals.

	We peered out through the branches of our bush. Demons of both sexes swarmed over the gap, and smaller, pale creatures were coming down off the broken wall with long crowbars. With a start I recognised these smaller ones as human beings. And now tall spars of metal rose across the black sky, with ropes. Already the first courses of new masonry had dropped into place. In less than a minute the geometrical landscape beyond the wall was blocked from our view.

	"Felicity," I said into my helmet: "we're too close to this wall."

	"Wait!" She gazed up at the demons, as they quartered the ground above us, and back towards and the low cliffs a kilometre away. "A hundred of these, released into Lagos or New York, just think of it... You have to wonder about the overgrown genitalia – what's their adaptive role?"

	As the wall rose even higher, the shadow of the new masonry fell over us. "Now, we go."

	Crawling on toes and elbows, as if we were inside a very narrow rock-chimney, we reached a low clump of cactus 50 metres further back. My face was alight with thorn-scratches. Felicity made it worse by grinding it down into a patch of gravel. Her breath warmed my ear as she peered over me. Red light flickered between the thorn stalks as demons with flaming torches soared above the broken wall.

	What happened next was… embarrassing. Felicity led me across that flat ground as if it had been a rockface. We wriggled a few metres and then lay for long minutes in some scrap of violet shadow, behind a stone or under one of the thorny plants. Somehow, she sensed the gaps between the patrolling demons. After what felt like hours, we gained the foot of the fixed rope. We squatted for a while in the shadow of the small cliff, recovering our breath. Above, the rope gleamed white across the bare slabs.

	"Here," she poured a pinch of sand-ration into my palm. I gagged on the dry powder but managed to get some down. The slabs above were as wide and empty as a glacier under new snow. She thrust the rope at me. "Now!"

	Hardly looking for footholds, I hauled myself up. My sweaty hands slipped and I swung and banged my knees against the slab. Below the final steepening I stopped. My arms were rods of pain. I knew that if I tried to go on my fingers would simply uncurl from the rope.

	Then wings beat the air high above me. From somewhere I dredged a few grains of energy. Moments before the demon patrol thundered overhead I lay gasping among the clifftop boulders.

	"What's wrong with you, climber?" I had heard nothing, but Felicity was already beside me, unhurriedly coiling the rope.

	"You aren‘t even tired." But I had descended the same slope myself, two hours before, without even roping up.

	She shrugged. "You‘re not detached, Climber. What have you just done? Crossed a mile of desert and climbed eighty metres of fixed rope."

	I couldn't answer. We stumbled into camp just as they were preparing supper. Or lunch. Or breakfast.

	Bloody sand rations again.

	•••

	We moved the camp a couple of kilometres back from the wall. The demons weren't flying this far, but if they did, the tents were well hidden, tucked at the foot of a dripping black crag. The crag was crumbly basalt, held together with moss and a few thorn bushes, rising at half height to an imposing set of overhangs.

	Bofors Creetchie wanted to climb it.

	"We're collecting artefacts and data here," Shonnagh pointed out. "Not first ascents." Really, she wanted to keep the crag in its virgin state. Nasty rock, yes, but she could still sell off its first ascent.

	We put up stonefall nets – which also helped to conceal the camp. Even so, I slept uneasily, waiting for the whole thing to collapse on top of us. The porters felt the same – they had the camp taken down while we were still eating breakfast.

	Of course, anyone who's climbed on Cho Oyu is going to be aware of avalanches and rockfall.

	We moved on for three hours towards a deep, trench-like hollow where clouds of dust rose like some quarry or industrial site. As we got closer, we heard a continuous rumbling, and high-pitched cries like badly oiled machinery. At the edge of the hollow, we came across a scene so striking that both Shonnagh and Professor Harcourt stopped at once to unload their different kinds of recording equipment.

	Large boulders, each of them several metres across were rolling along the valley floor below us. Or rather, they were being rolled. This was the first good look we'd had at the condemned dead people so vividly described in Dante's guidebook. They were scrawny but well muscled, their skin, whatever its original colour, was the grey of the rock dust. Each boulder had ten or more of the dead pushing against it, jerking it forward at a brisk walking pace.

	Their shoulders were caked with blood and dust, and their feet were bleeding as well. On top of each boulder a small monkey was riding. It held a long, many-barbed whip, which is was using to urge the dead souls forward. Each time the boulder tumbled forward, the monkey stayed in its place by leaping nimbly backwards. As one of the boulders passed below us, we saw that the creature riding it was platy and armoured, like a reptile. It was a small, wingless demon.

	"Do you see what it is?" Felicity whispered. "They're chasing each other, It's a racecourse."

	"The guidebook mentions this," I told them. "It's the financial sins here, the spendthrifts versus the hoarders. And look at this rock…" The floor of the trench was a good rope-length below us. But the rock where we were standing on was grooved and scarred. This valley was not natural. It had been ground away by the rolling boulders – ground down to dust and blown away in the air.

	"Capitalist pigs," murmured one of the porters in a half-hearted way. It's one thing to read about it in the Guidebook. It's different when you see eternal punishment happening right in front of you.

	 

	
Some turning back

	I must have been tired, or demoralised. Or maybe I just don't like financial crime. I don't remember feeling any compassion for the dead creatures, or living creatures, or whatever they were, pointlessly rolling their heavy stones. If I felt anything, it was a sense of relief. With these dead souls and the other poor victims in the mud, the Professor must have more data than he could handle. And we'd got a bit of film of what lay behind the Dis Wall. So what if Creetchie didn't climb his crumbly bit of basalt?

	We camped up near the top of one of the low grey hills – a site chosen by Shonnagh less for security and more for the camera backgrounds. A great pit of darkness stretched out below us, for two or three kilometres, until the jagged Dis Wall stood out against the red glow rising from even greater depths beyond. Back behind us, we could hear the rumble from the valley of the boulder-rollers. Pale flame-lights flickered across the cave ceiling high above.

	We had been stumbling around in this cavern for two full days, and still we didn’t know how big it was.

	Spread around the edge of a marshy hollow, the camp looked very small, and wholly depressing. Pig-Iron and her husbands were holding a ruthless self-criticism session around a yak-dung lantern. Bertram from his monastery and Felicity the ex-convict were discussing the various discomforts of the cells they'd been confined in – the squalid toilets, the knobbly sleeping surfaces, the insects and the parasitic infections.

	As Ropemaster, I was glad to see the expedition personnel interacting so smoothly.

	Creetchie had taken the golden-haired Pheidippida out to show her some moves on the low cliffs, but already he had lost patience with her and returned. The Professor himself was sorting microscope slides on a flat boulder with his back to the camp. The sense of the ending was settling over the expedition like warm spring air melting away the snow.

	Only Shonnagh was cheerful. "We've got some great interview, and some action shots from the blokes with the boulders. It won't make our fortunes but it'll pay the expenses. Since our advance party has formed the opinion that we shall not force a way through into the lower Circles –"

	"Opinion!" Felicity sounded almost annoyed. "They had their wall up again before the last stone block hit the ground."

	Shonnagh lay on her back, panning the camera across the rock ceiling above us. Then she walked in front of the lens. "The Harcourt stroke Shonnagh Mountain Shop expedition has achieved what it set out to do," she announced, "and more. The hypothesis that the Inferno described by Dante Alighieri is an actual place is demonstrated, and how. We've reached what Dante's Guidebook calls the Wall of Dis, and got some good film of the country behind it."

	"We've got five and a half seconds of film," I pointed out.

	She flowed over the interruption, which she'd have no trouble editing out later. "Not alone the climbers among us, but the scientists, those with an interest in affairs of the soul..." A lesser cameraman than Shonnagh would have patched all this in later, with studio-generated personalities and still-film background. I gazed out over the pit. Black vapours coiled in the air and groped blindly towards us.

	"Cut, camera!" Something had interrupted the flow of Shonnagh‘s monologue. "Professor," she said with a gentle sigh, "we've already gone through all this."

	Our client stood up. "If it is your professional judgement that the dangers of the expedition are unreasonable, then you must turn back. My assistant and I shall continue." Pheidippida gazed down at him, her golden hair forming a background for his close-up shot. Really, the assistant is so predictable she might as well be a one of Shonnagh's simul-characters edited in.

	"There are several questions still awaiting their answers. What is the source of the illumination? How does the air circulate within the cavern? Why do the walls not collapse inward upon themselves? Doubtless other questions of even more fundamental importance will present themselves as she and I penetrate further into the cavern system. Since the flying demons are now vigilant on this side, we should come in from an alternative direction."

	Shonnagh said: "Let's get this right. You mean to travel around this swamp for several miles, cross the swamp river again – which I may add is going to rot through the canoes, they just weren't designed for blood – and have another go at that wall? Is this your idea?"

	"It is. And you have a contractual obligation to supply me with equipment."

	•••

	Support came from an unexpected quarter. Me. Still gazing over the pit, I said: "Professor, come over here."

	Professor Harcourt stood beside me, his assistant's hair a golden aura at his shoulder. "Dante went right down, didn't he?" I asked him. "Right to the bottom of all that?"

	"He did. You know that."

	"That Dante was a climber. I couldn't turn back from a bit of ground like this. I'll go with you."

	The first person to move was Brother Bertram-Manticora. He came down the hill to stand beside me. He too looked out over the pit. He said, "If down to those deep places is where you are going, Ropemaster Quail, then I shall come with you. You shall be needing my assistance there."

	Then Creetchie smiled slowly, and his orange eyes glinted in the half-light. "Well.... we can‘t let the Rhododendron climbers get all the new routes, can we?"

	Felicity X watched us. "Quail, yes: but Creetchie I thought would have more sense. How do you expect to get past the wall?"

	 I said: "As far as that wall goes the correct solution is the mountaineering solution. We shouldn't blow it up. We should climb it. I'm sorry you won‘t be along; we could make a climber of you in the end."

	She laughed. "Oh, I wouldn’t miss this, Quail."

	We looked at Shonnagh. "Dammit, Quail," she said. "The leader of this expedition is supposed to be me. Now we‘ll just run the cameras, shall we, and let me do the invocation of the mountaineering spirit this time? Professor Harcourt, will you just go back to what you were saying, 'contractual obligation to supply my equipment'."

	•••

	There was a low wall of overhanging rhyolite at the back of the camp, offering a selection of pinch grips on the rippled pink-in-black rock. I woke up the Blessed Bertram. "There's a bit of rock back here. I'm interested to see how you do those handholds."

	"Quail, I am not a climber, I shall not ever be one. You should not be wasting time of yours with me."

	"I'll waste my time however I want. Anyway, who says – " and then I saw that he wore a pastel green waistband over the blue robe. "Creetchie! Did Creetchie take you climbing?"

	He paused a moment, then nodded. Flecks of darkness gathered around my mind like choughs at the back of a mountain refuge. "Tell me what he did."

	Brother Bertram told me that Bofors had taken him into the ridges behind the campsite. That at first it had been easy or at least no more difficult than the places I had led him up myself. But eventually they had come out upon a slab where the holds were not detectible to his eyes.

	"Did he give you chalk? Did the damned Anything-Goer give you chalk?"

	"Quail, he did not."

	"Of course he gave you chalk. Why else did he take you out? He wants the whole world to use chalk."

	"He offered me chalk," he admitted, "but I did not accept it."

	"Show me your hands."

	I took his hands which were warm and soft like bread out of the oven. The pads of the fingers were worn down by the rocks. He said: "I would not make trouble between you."

	Perhaps he even meant it. Like successive layers of snow, the earlier is pressed down and recrystallised by what comes after; the dark passages in memory between that time and now are like the long afternoon trudge home across the glacier that erases the sunrise frolic along the ridge. I found Creetchie by the fire and knocked his stew into his face.

	"Do you know, Shonnagh was expecting something like this," Creetchie said. "Myself, I didn't think you cared."

	Creetchie has orange skin and orange irises to his eyes and he is not trustworthy but the spectators love him. They love him while telling themselves that they hate him for his arrogance and for his use of chalk, and they tell each other that they watch him only to see him fall. But it is others who fall and Creetchie who remains on the rock. His irises are dyed, of course, and he wears black except when he climbs rock which is itself black and then he wears turquoise green. The two chalk bags that hang at his waist are orange to match his eyes: Creetchie is very camera-conscious.

	"Now let's discuss this in a sensible fashion," Creetchie says, and he grins at the camera. The camera? What was that doing, sitting on the rock at the edge of the firelight and recording nothing more interesting than Creetchie eating some stew? Creetchie takes some more of the stew. "The use of chalk –"

	With the point of my ice-burner I tip his new pan of stew down the front of his pastel skintights.

	And now Shonnagh bursts into the firelight. "Cut, camera!" But the camera keeps running. No-one's caught out: pretending to be off-camera is just one of Shonnagh's tricks. "Look, Creetchie, calm down, we haven't even started on the climbing sequences yet." She turns to me. "Quail, you've studied the guidebook. It's a long way yet to the Eighth Circle, the one with the real mountaineering. We must have some action scenes before you and Bofors start conflicting. My dramatic scheme –"

	"We aren't conflicting." Creetchie says, still smiling. Orange firelight on turquoise skintights: horrible. "We're having a reasonable discussion about chalk. I haven't even told Quail about Aconcagua IV."

	Creetchie has a dramatic scheme of his own that isn't Shonnagh's one. The running camera? Creetchie's. Obvious now.

	I say: "Nori bhat. Climbing challenge "

	"This is crazy, Quail," Shonnagh says. "You‘ll just get killed. Which is contrary to our contract."

	"I don't know. Let's see how Creetchie performs without his chalk."

	"Do Alpine Club conventions forbid chalk?" Creetchie asks.

	"You know they do," Shonnagh says. She glances from one to the other of us. "Look, I need both of you on this trip. The client needs both of you. Surely –"

	I nod to the camera. "It‘s on record now."

	Shonnagh realises the camera isn't hers. She looks rather sick.

	Creetchie says: "You're quite right to challenge me, Quail. That was a mean trick I played you on Aconcagua IV."

	"I am challenging you, Creetchie, according to the Alpine Club Manual."

	"Yes indeed," he agrees. I wish I could say that he looks nervous but the camera is right on him and the camera knows. At this point, stimulated by some kinaesthetic sense in its programming, it zooms onto a lump of stew on Creetchie‘s turquoise skinsuit. The lump exits the hollow of Creetchie's collarbone and slides over the curve of his pectoral. The camera jumps back. Creetchie has turned and is addressing it directly.

	"...some of our younger viewers," Creetchie is saying. "Quail is what we call a Rhododendron climber. He‘s a climber who doesn‘t like other climbers to use chalk because he thinks that chalk makes it too easy. You may surmise from this that Quail is an old-fashioned sort of person and this is true, because he has now challenged me according to the Alpine Club procedure of Nori bhat, which means that the two of us will descend on a rope to a small ledge on a rockface of my choice. I have already chosen it. We stayed below it two nights ago and I got a good look at it while Quail was supervising the porters at the river crossing. Quail has not studied it. This will make things more interesting for Quail."

	 The lump of gristle now emerges from the shadows of Creetchie's ribs. It moves, as he speaks, down the narrow slab of his belly and fetches up against his hip bone. In a few moments Creetchie will breathe out sharply and the gristle will fly off into the fire. The camera shifts quickly to Shonnagh. Shonnagh is in the process of realising that Creetchie has provoked Nori bhat just to get his fingers on the rockface that Shonnagh has planned to preserve as virgin for his rich clients.

	But Shonnagh shows none of that, Shonnagh is never caught out by cameras.

	My face is equally impassive. If Creetchie thinks I pass under any rockface without planning up its routes, let him keep thinking it.

	"It is not often that Nori bhat takes place on unclimbed rock and this adds piquancy to the encounter. Whoever survives will have a first ascent to his credit – a solo first ascent. Once we are on the starting ledge Shonnagh will go on downwards, taking the rope with her. If I have chosen my cliff right, one of us will make it to the top. In this case, me. The other –"

	An interruption. Brother Bertram-Manticora leaps into the firelight and attacks me with an ice-burner. Creetchie exhales sharply and the lump of stew flies off his belly. He steps across the fire and disarms Brother Bertram. He has understood, correctly, that our prophet intends to do me some minor injury in order to prevent the Nori bhat – or intends at least to give the appearance of having this intention. Later, Shonnagh will cut out this bit. Shonnagh's public is into hard rock and vicarious death. Emotional entanglements only confuse them. She will replace the section with a studio discussion of challenge ethics.

	The camera zooms in on the lump of yak meat, fat hissing in the fire. It catches, and burns with a dirty flame.

	 

	
Nori bhat

	We shall omit the studio discussion and cut to a long shot of Creetchie's crag. It is a high, slimy slab with a certain amount of thorn bushes, and one or two trees. There is a very steep section two thirds of the way up. This rises to the line of spectacular overhangs right across the crag. There's a small ledge just below the steep section and the camera zooms onto this until we can see Creetchie and me. We are sitting on a small patch of grass. Green algae, coating the rock wall behind us, contrasts nicely with Creetchie's orange skin-tights and, indeed, skin. We are making conversation, but the camera is too far away to pick up what we're saying. Under the conventions of the Alpine Club we are not carrying helmet radios or, indeed, any equipment apart from a single sling each to rest in.

	I am saying, "I‘ve not done one of these before. I know you have."

	"Seven," says Creetchie. "Not all of my opponents died; one fell into a snowbank, paralysed all four limbs. No snow here though. Once this is over, I'm going to climb with your Blessed Bertram. Can't understand how you could have been partners with that Shonnagh. Brother Bertram could have been a reasonable climber if he'd started earlier."

	"Yes," I agree. "He seems to be quite keen." Neither of us is studying the rock above us just yet. "My route on the Con Brio Face: how did you find out?"

	"Work it out."

	"Just after I got to the hut, I ordered my Silent Second from Shonnagh's shop. Shonnagh told you, and you came with your chalk. You can't have been far in front of me."

	"I watched you come up the couloir with your silly wooden iceaxe. I could have dropped a spring wedge on your head."

	"Why didn't you publish it, Creetchie?"

	"There's rumours of a route on Everest, a sort of easy way off that nobody ever talks about because it'd spoil the South South-east Upside-Down Route. Don't suppose you know about it, the Fulton Traverse Line. Your route, the route you never got around to climbing, it's a bit like that. It carves up four very nice routes already there on the face. Pimple, Nirex, Artifex and Bollock: I don't know if you've been on them, too hard for you I think. Let’s go on up, shall we?"

	•••

	Two fly specks on a vast grey-green wall. One tweedy brown, one orange. Voice-over:

	 "A lovely mover. But frankly there‘s nothing in his chances I can bring myself to fancy, what do you say Shonnagh?" Not Li Wan Scott herself, dead thirteen years ago on the South South-east Upside-Down Route, but a computer simulation, fleshed out with a 2000-phoneme vocabulary of Li's own voice as heard on various Shonnagh-sponsored shows.

	"Hmmm," Shonnagh says judiciously. "I can't say I disagree with you here Li though we have to bear in mind that a situation like this can always bring up plenty of surprises and I shall be pretty surprised myself if Quail manages to pull this one off, though it is true to say that if either of our contestants is in the way of climbing without all the various sorts of equipment such as ropes and so on it has to be Quail of course. what do you say, Li Wan Scott?"

	"Well Shonnagh that's certainly the case but in this situation we have to consider the previous form of our participants and here I think I'd be right in saying that this is Quail's very first engagement under the Nori bhat conventions, isn't that so Shonnagh?"

	"Absolutely."

	"While Bofors Creetchie has I believe five contests to look back on, four of them on hard rock such as we have here."

	"I have to correct you here Li, Bofors has downed seven climbers under Alpine Club rules though one of them Floris Décoltage is not in fact dead but lies at this moment in the Lhasa bodytank where she undergoes therapy for her quadriplegic paralysis condition. Hi, Floris? So you broke the old neck, huh?"

	 Floris is another computer simul: Shonnagh has cubic metres of interviews with wounded climbers. "That's right, Shonnagh."

	"How goes the therapy, hey?"

	"It hurts."

	"Ha-ha. But seriously, I hear they're fixing to set you up pretty good over there in Lhasa."

	"Well I don't know about that, Shonnagh. They‘re hitching me up with some sort of body I'll at least be able to move around in a bit.”

	"Ha-ha. That's good news, that's very good to hear Floris. Now in a moment I'm going to ask you about Bofors Creetchie, how you rate him, maybe a few tips you'd like to pass on to Quail here. I don't know, but first the thinking behind your own event with Creetchie. Now this concerns a climbing partner of yours, Rosie von Dienstag, am I right?"

	The fake Floris starts to weep.

	"It seems Floris isn't ready to talk to us right now and so in that case I‘ll fill you in myself on the background with respect to the Cho Oyu Pillar and the first thing we have to remember is that there were in fact two attempts by Bofors Creetchie to climb this route, isn't that right, Li?"

	"It certainly is Shonnagh, how well I remember it. Even to get to the foot of the Pillar is to have crossed one thousand vertical metres of unstable snow, snow that avalanches at the proverbial sneeze."

	"Often we find, Li, that a new route or indeed a whole new field of mountaineering is opened up by as well as the vision of young climbers at the icy end such as Bofors Creetchie also some advance in the equipment side of things, and I wonder was this so in the present case perhaps?"

	"It certainly is, Shonnagh. The Avalanche Wing, designed and developed by THE SHONNAGH MOUNTAIN SHOP, alone made this magnificent route possible, but I was talking about the tragic first attempt from which Bofors Creetchie alone came back after having come down the powder slope on an avalanche board with six of his toes frostbitten."

	"A heroic story indeed and one which demonstrates the importance of having the proper kit, but you were going to tell us about the second and I think successful attempt?"

	"Indeed. The tragic drama of the first attempt worthy of Aeschylus the famous playwright of ancient Greece did not go unnoticed, on the contrary, it aroused the most lively publicity, and I think it would be fair to say that when Creetchie was ready to make his second try for the Pillar the cameras of the world were upon him."

	"I'm afraid I have to interrupt you here Li Wan because it seems like, yes, there definitely seems to be some movement out on the face here where Bofors Creetchie and Quail are climbing it out under Alpine Club conventions, yes and ..."

	I climb, my fingers groping through the green algae that coats the face. I lean back to look for a route, and climb again up rock that gets steeper. Lumps of the green stuff drop off my boots every time I move. I have an advantage here, my antique nailed boots are in fact the ideal footwear for slimy rock like this.

	As I slant up a sheer face on two tiny cracks, I see Creetchie just below me. He climbs an even thinner crack, visible only as a slight dimple in the green plantlife. He climbs it so that I think it must have huge handholds hidden inside though of course it hasn't. Creetchie grins up at me, and he winks with orange eyelid over orange eye. I try for a way to disconcert him. "My route on Aconcagua IV," I ask: "did you name it?"

	"My route," he corrects me. "Castration, I call it. Because of what it does to Bollock." Castration. Of course.

	And now we reach the overhangs. I climb the first of them. I climb it fast and I climb it badly because my fingers are tired. Another overhang like that and my fingers will fail and I shall fall off. I have no chance of coming out of this alive. But in the meantime, the climbing is serious and needs my full attention.

	No plant life clings under the overhangs, and any advantage I had from my nailed boots is over now. But here is a horizontal shelf, and there is a way of a sort, specks of crystal in the rock as toe-and finger-holds, each of them too small even for a single nail of my bootsole. The line, such as it is, leads up towards a little cave below the next of the overhangs.

	I walk further along the ledge to see if there is an easier way. Little grey-blue flowers grow out of the cracks in the ledge. Everything glows with an unnatural clarity, as if just below the wrinkled grey and green skin, the spirit of the rock is ready to come bursting out with the sound of oboes and violins.

	The little ledge takes me around the buttress and raise my eyes across an abyss of black air. From below there rises like traffic noise the dust and rumble of the boulder-rollers. I notice that some of them have stopped moving, while the small demons sit on their rocks to look up at us on the cliff, their faces black dots against the grey. Above the white roadway they have ground out with their boulders, the cliff we are climbing on curves away into distance, and firelight gleams off the water of a lake. The river we descended in the canoes throws itself over the cliff here, and drops in slow fans and streamers of grey water. Great birds, or creatures that resemble birds, play in the falling river, and their cries drift on the still air.

	I give a little wave to the watching demons below me. Then I turn and look up at the rock. And I see that the little cave is part of a faultline, chimney crack wide enough for me to climb inside. I climb the chimney, my bootnails striking sparks off the clean rock. I reach the cave, and look up at the next of the overhangs.

	My arms are very tired, and the overhang juts out for two full metres without any visible cracks or handholds. More of the green slime drips off its outer edge and falls past me onto the rockface below.

	For me, this is the end.

	Creetchie arrives on the ledge below me. My only chance is that a stone will fall and knock Creetchie off the face before he reaches my level. I look for a stone, but the cave is bare. Creetchie walks along the ledge where I just walked; he looks up the rockface; he looks back at the chimney I just climbed.

	"Why didn't you go straight up from here, Quail? This looks more interesting."

	I look across to where Shonnagh has her cameras. In the easy chimney I had been out of sight. But the doubtful line that I had rejected, that would appear on the skyline. There, Creetchie will appear in silhouette against distant flames. More: the tiny crystals in the rock catch the red light and flash like tiny flames themselves.

	Creetchie is camera-conscious. He starts to climb.

	 For a while it seems that he will get up it. He moves on the rock like a painter adding the last highlights to his canvas a speck at a time. He squeezes a crystal, tugs at it and when it comes out of the rock, inserts his middle finger into the hole behind it.

	Then for a while it seems that he will not. His hand creeps across the rock towards a hold, stops, and withdraws. He cannot reach it without unbalancing. He reaches for it anyway and is out of balance, and steps across, and again the crystal comes away in his fingers and he must step up again, and still he is out of balance but he climbs on and now he moves not like a painter but like a tiger onto its prey. No prey came to the black-and-orange tiger with the orange eyes but only a small discontinuity where he can stop and regain his balance and rest.

	He isn't even breathing heavily. He is ten metres below me now, and I look past his head and shoulders to green-slimed slabs, and the sharp rocks so far below, and among those rocks the damned souls and the small demons who watch from their boulders for him to fall. Creetchie climbs, and pauses, and climbs again. He's five metres below me now. He wipes a dab of green algae out of a finger-crack, and jams his way up it. Three metres. Now he has to step leftwards around a rib of the rock. The rib overhangs a little, but there is a high handhold for the right hand. He brings his right foot through between his own body and the rock and places it in a nick just at the turning of the rib. He- transfers his weight and his left foot goes on, round the corner, questing for the next hold.

	A lump of vegetation drops from the overhang above. It lands with a faint squelching sound on Creetchie's head.

	Creetchie sways, but he stays on the rock. His whole weight now is on the corner of one foot. The bulge of the rock forces his body out. Only his right hand on the corner hold behind him keeps his centre of gravity forward enough to stop him from overbalancing. Green algae covers his head and face, and he cannot reach to remove it without losing his balance.

	His left hand feels for a new hold. He finds it; but it too is covered with the green slime.

	There are several reasons to dislike Bofors Creetchie. He is young, and he thinks he can climb anything that’s been climbed and most of what hasn't. He is in fact a better climber than he deserves to be. He wears black and orange skinsuits which are an offence to the eye, and he uses chalk. He is young, and arrogant, and his technique, using chalk, reduces fine mountaineering to an exercise on the wall of a gymnasium.

	And when he climbs, Creetchie is a sensualist placing kisses on the body of his lover. A tiger leaping on its prey. He is a theologian numbering off his propositions at the end of a complicated proof.

	Reaching down, I hold out my sling, the single sling of the Alpine Club conventions. Creetchie's hand takes it, and he steps up into the little cave.

	 

	


Chapter 4

	A climber should always climb in a prudent manner, avoiding injury and death to herself and others. Except where this would compromise the sporting merit of the climb.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	The duel is over. Creetchie semaphores to the ground, and they work around to the cliff top and drop a rope. We climb the rest of the face. Creetchie leads. Above the overhangs it is steep, and slimy, but with enough handholds underneath the slime. It will be a fine new route, the first of any real difficulty in Hell. As leader, Creetchie will name it as 'Nobody Dies So Far'. 

	"You can have the prophet person, Quail," Creetchie says. "That Brother Bertram. I shan’t climb with him any more."

	Yes, Creetchie is a fine climber. Lightly, on his fingertips, he dances where even the spiders fear to tread and hangs his hammock under dark overhangs where the bats live. People who climb with Creetchie tend to get dead. Death is usually portrayed as an old man, old and ugly. Creetchie is young and on the rocks he moves like a dancer. Nevertheless, Creetchie is Death.

	"I don't want to climb with Brother Bertram," I say. "Creetchie, I want to climb with you."

	Creetchie negotiates a dangerous crack. Among the overhangs he is like Aquinas on Predestination, winding his way among the contradictions. "Creetchie... Bofors. I want you to be my new climbing partner."

	He looks at me with his orange eyes. "Quail," he says, "you just saved my life. You saved my life, live, on camera. Do you think I can ever forgive that?"

	•••

	Shonnagh is pleased, we've created a lot of dramatic interest. After the summit interviews we return to the camp to repack the rucksacks. I donate my 20th-century gear to the porters, and change into some plain black skintights. I won't be using nailed boots any more. But they were old friends: I cover them ceremonially inside a small pile of stones.

	Brother Bertram sits on the other end of my rock. "The climb we did together. Shonnagh is going to put it in the guidebook. An easy climb such as that one, I gather one would not give it a name such as Mangle or Death by Demon. But also not a self-deprecating, as that is another form of boasting."

	"Call it what you like," I say. "I'm climbing with Creetchie now."

	We cross back over  the swamp lake. It still smells of blood and methane, and it still makes for tough paddling – it's impossible to establish a proper rhythm through the half rotted dead people who are still somehow alive and bump against the bottom of the canoe.

	Creetchie, who's never been bothered by dead people, is playing Good news/Bad news with Felicity the terrorist.

	"Good news," says Felicity. "We're going on a lovely trip into the depths of Hell."

	"Bad news: with Mistress Shonnagh Rourke."

	We trek down through the boulders for an hour. I point out to Creetchie that if he climbs with me, that will leave Shonnagh free to take the pictures. "Good News," says Felicity. "Shonnagh falls off."

	"Bad News: we are roped to Shonnagh."

	I suggest to Creetchie that anyone who sees our challenge film will know why he is refusing to climb with me. The land rises a little beyond the lake, then falls again. Below us is a dry gully choked with thorn. Far away at its end, the dry valley is blocked by the high wall of masonry.

	The Wall of Dis. Again.

	"Good news," Felicity attempts: "There's a squishy bog below. It's full of half-rotted corpses."

	"Bad news: our Shonnagh lands safely in the squishy bog."

	"Good news: You land on Shonnagh." Strange, this animosity towards Shonnagh from people who've never climbed with her. Because of the boat we lost in the rapids, it's going to take several trips to bring the porters over the lake. While they're doing that, two climbers are to go ahead to make an attempt on the Wall.

	"All right Quail," Creetchie says. "You're  on. We'll climb that thing together."

	Dis is it

	Blocks of raw stone, two metres wide, laid without mortar. To start with, vertical; an overhang just below the top. The gaps between the blocks were wide enough to take one finger. Looking up it, I could work out a line for a few metres, then the wall faded into uniformity in the grey haze. Behind me, Bofors Creetchie picked his teeth with a thorn twig. He was going to let me climb with him! I gazed up at the overhanging battlements, a hundred metres above our heads.

	Creetchie shifted his attention, and his thorn-twig, to his fingernails. "How does it look, Quail?"

	"Like it looked before. Very nasty indeed. But it won't give you any trouble, Bofors."

	 "You're leading."

	"Me? But..."

	"If you're going to climb with me; then climb. Otherwise, there's always the Brother Bertram." He jammed a piton into a gap in the masonry and fixed a camera. "Don't hang around, it won't look good on film.”

	I looked up the black wall – high above, just below the rock ceiling of the cavern a pair of the winged demons were wheeling. I looked at Creetchie. Then I pushed the knot round to the back of my waist harness. "You might look after my rope."

	"You aren't off the ground yet."

	I breathed in sharply, and started up the wall.

	A vertical joint started at nose level and allowed me to jam upwards with my fingertips for a couple of metres. Then it was a matter of shuffling sideways, toes in the crack below one of the huge blocks, fingertips pressed along its top edge. That got me to another vertical joint and another two metres upwards. I decided against trying to protect myself by placing small spring wedges into the crack. The stone was too smooth to hold them and the time hanging one handed would tire my fingers.

	I did not think about the overhang at the top of the wall above. I climbed quickly and lightly, knowing that I could not hold the weight of my body on my fingers for long. I carried a single piton and my piton-hammer, clipped into opposite sides of my waistband so that they shouldn't clank together. When I needed to, but not until then, I would drive in the piton, clip in to it, and rest on the rope.

	That is, if the noise of the piton hammer didn't attract the demons flying above the wall top.

	Two-thirds of the way up I gained a respite. The side of one block had crumbled away, leaving a triangular corner. I turned my back to the stoneface, and found I could balance with my heels on the outer edge of the block below, my shoulders pressed back into the shallow niche. In the gloom beyond my toes I could see the pale spot that was Creetchie’s orange head. Since I had not put in any running belay, my rope hung free down to the ground. If it fell off, it would offered me no protection at all. Which meant there was still no need for Creetchie to attend to it, and he was carrying on with the work on his fingernails. I noticed that he had moved a few metres to the side so that he wouldn't risk being struck by my falling body. Back across the thorn-plain I saw a faint light descending the valley from the Stygian Lake. Shonnagh and the clients were keeping their distance, as agreed, in case we stirred up another nest of devils.

	The stone was even colder than my fingers. Before going on I jammed a spring wedge into the crack at the back of the niche and fed the rope through its snap-link. I shook it, to draw Creetchie's attention to my running belay. Now, at least, he would have to look after my rope.

	When my fingers had rested as much as they were going to I climbed on. After two more blocks I was just below the final overhang. A few metres away on my left, the undercut part of the wall was pierced by a row of circular holes. A broad, evil-smelling stain spread down the wall below. If there was a way through the overhang, this was it.

	I shifted my grip to move towards the circular holes; and discovered that my left index finger was jammed in the crack between the masonry blocks. I twisted it experimentally. The situation was awkward. If I pulled on it, when the finger came out I would come clean off the wall.

	After a while, though, I pulled. Then I pulled again, harder. My finger was hurting now, pain shooting up through my wrist. As the damaged finger swelled, it would jam in all the tighter.

	Taking my weight on the trapped finger, I managed to jam another spring wedge into the crack below it, and thread the rope through the link. If the spring wedge held, I was secured. I placed my right hand flat on the stone and pushed as hard as I dared. Then I pushed as hard as I could. When the pain in my finger had subsided I put my foot up beside my hand and pushed again.

	The pain of that last wrench made my whole body throb in tune with my trapped finger. Through a mist of pain I saw the spring wedge I'd just placed twitch out of its crack and dance away down the rope.

	I stood for a while and thought. One of my feet slipped. I scrabbled briefly, and got my toes back into the narrow crack. But for how long? Already my overtense calf muscles were starting to quiver. Soon both feet would slip at the same time. Then I would be hanging from my jammed index finger. And how long would that last for?

	It would last until my finger came out. But my finger wouldn‘t come out, not while I hung beneath it like a picture on a nail. Until my finger came off, then; until the tendons and ligaments stretched and cracked; snapped one by one, my knuckle coming apart like a gnawed chicken-bone, the skin tearing...

	I whispered into my helmet. "My finger's stuck! In a crack!" and heard, far below, his laughter.

	"Put in your piton," he said. "I'll come up the rope.”

	The piton hammer hung from my belt just below my right hand. My single piton, however, was on the other side of my body. I reached slowly round behind. No good: I couldn't reach it.

	l leant outwards so that my right hand could pass through between my body and the rock, taking my weight again on my injured finger. Black pain swam across my vision and I started to pass out. I stood, controlling the shivering, while the pain retreated a few steps.

	I wasn't going to get the piton.

	In my helmet Creetchie said: "When your feet fall off, I'll climb up the rope anyway."

	And have the weight of both of us on my crushed finger. "You won't!” But I knew he would.

	"I'll wait until you pass out before I start to climb.”

	But I knew he wouldn’t

	I stood, and for a while I hoped that devils aroused by our voices might come and carry me away peacefully to their torments.

	"Cut it off!" Creetchie suggested. "The finger: cut it right off."

	"I haven't a knife."

	"I‘ve got one here," he answered, far too quickly.

	"The runner..." Between me and the ground the rope passed through the snap-link of the running belay I had fixed at the niche. The second runner, the spring wedge I had so recently tried to fix, had slid down the rope and would be resting above that link. Nothing Creetchie tied to the rope could pass up through that obstruction.

	 "I'll try to shake the runner loose. Hold tight!"

	Sweat was sticking my hair across my eyes. There was nothing to hold on to: only my trapped finger was keeping me on the wall, as the rope twitched and jerked at my waist. At last he stopped, "Can't do it. What about the peg hammer. Can you reach that?"

	"Yes. But what use –"

	"You'll just have to bash your finger off. Bash it with the hammer.“

	I hung on for a while. I thought about the alternatives. My other leg began to shake.

	I took the hammer in my right hand. I closed my eyes and prayed that the finger might sever at the first blow, and that I might pass out before hitting the ground. I struck.

	But at the last moment, my hand refused to obey my brain. The hammer swerved and hit the stone a dull clunk and I hung free in the air, all contact with the stonework lost. I let go of the hammer and flung out my good hand, and it found the plumstone-sized hold where the stone had broken under the hammer to free my finger.

	No time to think. I was at the end of my strength and my one chance of safety lay in reaching in those noisome holes before my arms gave out. I scurried across the rock, trusting my hands to find the holds, my toes scrabbling on the smooth masonry. I hardly noticed as I came onto the slime, groping through it for where the finger-holds had to be.

	Then I reached the overhang, and there I had to stop.

	The stone above my head projected cleanly in a horizontal sweep of five metres. The hole up into the overhang was about shoulder width. Once inside it I could jam myself and wriggle upwards. But the rim of the hole was more than a metre out from the back angle of the overhang. The crack in that angle was my final handhold. Reaching behind me with my injured hand, I could just touch the hole, sticky and oddly warm against my hand. I took my weight on it, released my final handhold; stretched back and put both hands inside the hole.

	The stench from the hole was making my eyes water. But immediately below the overhang the rock was clear of slime for a couple of metres. I brought my feet up to waist level, placing them on toenail-sized roughnesses on this clean rock. Then I let go with both hands and straightened my knees convulsively. The back of my head hit the slime. I was in!

	In, that is, as far as my shoulders. The lower part of my body still dangled in the night air. Bending at the waist my toes could just reach the vertical face of the wall below. I tiptoed upwards, pressing the back of my head against the vertical tunnel I had entered. Above me I could see a circular opening where red light flickered in a stone room. The side of the shaft was soft and sticky against my head.

	There was an organic smell to the place, relieved a little by the draught coming up around my chest. At last my elbows were inside and with a few swift wriggles I reached a safe place that was almost cosy; wrapped around on all sides by metres of stone. All the same there was some dirty work ahead. I took a few deep breaths of the cool air from below. It was to be my last enjoyable breathing for some time. Abruptly, the draught was shut off. 

	I looked up. Something rounded and – could I actually have seen such detail? – scaly, was moving across the opening above.

	The top of the hole was closed off and a stomach-heaving stench descended. A blanket of darkness was wrapped around my head – a blanket on which someone had died of dysentery and which had then been used to wrap the corpse. When I realised what was about to happen to me, I thought about letting myself slide out between the parted lips of the crevice and drop into the ditch a hundred metres below. At the same time I heard a muffled voice somewhere overhead.

	"Hard as nails, these Calvinists." It was a harsh voice, pitched very low: yet with oil in it. An even more muffled voice made some consoling reply.

	"I believe it‘s their twisted theology that knots me vitals, that I do. Got the same trouble, have you?"

	The second voice agreed with some fervour.

	“I know I shouldn't eat so many of the damned people. That Tityus creature caught me out again. Devouring any more of these would upset my innards, that's what he prophesied. So of course I devoured two more, and of course they upset my poor little innards. He's a card, that Tityus."

	 "What they in for, then?"

	“ Having it off with the acolytes, the usual game. And just now they‘re having it off with my – aaah, that's better!"

	And then it came down, like mud out of a dredger, like a main sewer unblocking itself. I squashed against the side of the tunnel, trying to make room for the foul tide to flow around me. Still I felt it crawl into the sleeves of my skintights and force itself into my boots.

	"An amusing fancy," the voice above was saying. "Suppose us and all our petty concerns as merely the sewage, the defecations of some higher entity."

	"You keep quiet about your Higher Entity."

	"The entity I postulate is vast, spanning galaxies. To it both ourselves and Him Upstairs, not to mention these crawling rabble of humans, we are beneath its attention, except when we malfunction and make a smell. We are merely the pipes that carry away Its ordure."

	"Holofernes you really are a mangy-tailed old fool.”

	"On the spiritual plane, I mean," the first voice droned on. "As Himself to us, so we to this gross material dung. We are merely the poo-poos discharged from His imponderable arse."

	Once more I was deluged in a falling swamp. And now I could feel living creatures in the slime  over my face and chest. Was this all? No, it wasn't. Now an acrid liquid trickled down the shaft wall, and drenched my arms. Where it touched my flesh it burned. With my uninjured hand I tore away my sleeve and dropped it between my dripping feet.

	"Their pathetic wars and upheavals, even our noble conflict with Him Upstairs. No more than the flushing away of the spiritual equivalent of an over greasy dinner. By our Gentleman, an alarum?"

	Somewhere above, trumpets were braying.

	"Bartholomew saw lights coming down from the Stygian Lake. And there were a couple of small creatures lurking about right here, just below the wall."

	"I say old Hexapod I haven't put poison on my halberd. Do you think you could... just a smear, and I'll let you have one of my Calvinists. Oh Crikey, I am going to catch it."

	Faint light appeared above. I took a deep breath, and climbed out into a small stone room. The only furniture was a low granite shelf and on the shelf a black bound book with half the pages torn out. I brought Creetchie up on a tight rope. While I tried to scrape myself down, he fixed the rope to a piton just below the rim of the hole, to hang down in the shadow of the overhang.

	"Good climbing," Creetchie conceded. He had expected – hoped – that I would die on that wall. A wall which, as an artificial construction, couldn't even carry my deathsign.

	 "It was incompetent climbing. I was terrified."

	Somewhere above, there was shouting and the leathery flapping of great wings. Claws scratched on the arched roof above us.

	The passageway beyond our small chamber had no floor, so we bridged along it, a foot and a hand on either side. It led through the thickness of the wall, out to its inner face. We stopped here, Creetchie above, me below him, jamming ourselves across the floorless passageway. Here on the inner side of the wall were stairways linked by narrow terraces. Presumably only crippled demons needed them. For the moment hey were deserted, and we scuttled down without stopping.

	At ground level was a prison and some other small, stone buildings, all with metal perches on their roofs. Immediately behind the buildings, thick, brown smoke covered the ground. We passed through the gap between two of the buildings, and Creetchie led the way into the smoke beyond.

	We were through the great Wall of Dis. And for the time being, we were still alive.

	 

	
A chat with Albert Camus

	As ropemaster, it's my job to be up on the Guidebook. “This is the Sixth Circle. Heretics," I told Bofors Creetchie. "Christians with incorrect beliefs. People like me who don't believe in the Afterlife."

	The brown smoke was rising from rows of stone sepulchres one behind the other, fading into the smog. The stone boxes were set above ground level, so that we walked below the worst of the smoke. Some of the coffins were open, and the flames inside them shone up into the base of the smoke.

	According to the Guidebook, there were at least two popes in this Circle. Shonnagh would want to interview those. But my finger was hurting, and I wanted to get away from the Wall of Dis. Nobody's that interested in popes these days.

	We hurried down long avenues between the coffins. Every time we moved into a new row, Creetchie made a mark with a luminous paint-stick for the rest of the party following behind. Once we had put two or three kilometres between ourselves and the Dis Wall, we sat to warm our backs against one of the coffins.

	I should have been enjoying the post-climb contentment. A challenging climb, one that had stretched me to the limit. Not to mention our luck in coming through the wall without being noticed. But I was tired, and not just in my fingers. My hand was throbbing with pain, worse in this warm place. And there was a depression brought on by the dead-alive victims around us, the creatures sunken in the swamp.

	It hardly seemed to matter that our team was so clearly not up to the task we'd signed up for.

	At least the warmth was drying the demon dung on our skintights, and we took the opportunity to brush ourselves down. But there was nothing I could do about my hair. Now we'd stopped moving I could feel things moving about in it. The boxes here were open, and in the brilliant light I took the chance to study Dante's Guidebook.

	It was about as helpful as most climbing guides. This Dante is good on atmosphere, but very sloppy about setting down the route details. I'm the same myself. Why spoil it for climbers coming behind, deprive them of the fun of getting lost just because they're not a first ascender?

	"Living human souls. Aren't I right?" The voice addressed us in French from directly over our heads. The face peering out of the coffin was a black mask, horribly lit from below. And yet this burned up corpse was able to talk to us: if it was suffering, it wasn't showing it.  The singed remains of short-combed hair looked like a male from the twentieth century. 

	"All the boxes here are open, you notice? This is for us who have denied Hell’s existence. Atheists, mindfulness gurus, footballers. We are granted the punishment of looking around us to see how wrong we were."

	"What's footballer?" Creetchie asked.

	"Primitive form of three-dee bodyball," I whispered. "It was a big thing for a while, back in the twentieth century. Around when Mallory was on Everest."

	"Those, on the other hand, who acknowledged Hell but thought it was for the other set of nonsensical beliefs – shut lids. They don't get the fun of seeing the rest of us around them."

	The singed brows and hair were growing back a centimetre at a time across the burned face. Even as I watched, his blackened skin was white again, ready for the next blast of the flame. "Okay," I reassured him. "Got that bit of it. So what's a footballer doing in this Circle? They say sport is like a religion – but a heretical religion?"

	"For us in the second half of the 20th century, football was all there was. Two blokes meet in the street: they look at the ground, then they start talking football. Introduced to someone new: which team do they support? That's if they aren't already wearing the team colours, which they are."

	This poor victim was a talker. And If listening to him would help him out, even for a few minutes, then that was something I could do for him. Besides, I was tired. So tired.

	"Follow your dream, have faith in yourself, there's no limit to what you can achieve. That's what football's all about. A momentary drop in self-belief and pouf! The ball goes straight to the goalie. It's your basic Pelagian heresy, mortal humans perfect by our own efforts without God's help. Condemned by the Council of Carthage back in 418."

	The smoke rose silently and there was no wind. Creetchie had fallen asleep, leaving me to carry on the conversation.

	"The name's Camus," he told me. "Albert Camus, I9l5 to l960. Played in goal for Algeria. Also a bit of a philosopher in my spare time. The Fall, 1956, is my best book, the others are a bit wordy."

	"I tried to read that book once. But it wasn't about climbing.”

	"And you," Camus enquired. “You have made love with women? with men?"

	"I have climbed hard rock with various people," I told him. "Both men and women."

	"Make love with a man," said Camus. "With several men. That I regret: that I never – " His words were lost as the flames surged up again out of his coffin. "Him Upstairs doesn't like sex talk. Not getting any of it Himself, we suspect."

	I looked down again at the guidebook. This poor man could be useful to us. "How far can you see, up there?"

	The dead man smiled. "It was a mistake leaving us footballers and the other atheists with open lids. We shout from coffin to coffin, we've worked out all about this place. Do you hear a noise? A whistling sound?" When the flames died I could hear it: a harsh, distant sound like cracking ice on a glacier. "Those are the screams of the Minotaur. He guards the way through the precipice, the way down into the Seventh Circle."

	I shivered. "And how... how is he tormented?"

	"He is not tormented. He is mythic beast, he doesn't have a soul. He screams because he‘s short of oil."

	Minotaur, good, he was in the Guidebook. That put us back on the proper route. "Seventh Circle: the wood of the suicides doesn't sound bad. And after that we should be back on the bank of the Phlegethon river."

	Camus said: "In the wood your path is blocked by marshes. There are, too, various – but you will find out. Look for my friend Mr Otto Spatz. Otto is conducting an experiment, an important experiment. We want to know how it turns out."

	"What else should we know? It would be great to get a look down into the Eighth Circle, the what's it called, Malebolga precipice?" If we got as far as that, even Professor Harcourt would be ready to turn for the upper air. 

	"Dangers? There are so many of them. Look out for the guy called Tityus, you really want to avoid that one. You'll know him, he's really thin." He thought for a moment. "There are the demons, of course. If you do get to Malebolga, you won‘t drop any rope over the cliff. Or any other bits of your equipment? There's something down there, feeds on stuff falling over the edge. You do have a quantity of rope with you."

	"We're mountaineers," I told him. "Happened in your time, you must have heard about those guys on the Eiger."

	He nodded. "Sporting ritual. Action without meaning as defence against the meaninglessness of action. Keep it up, Guys."

	•••

	Shonnagh came through on my helmet. Felicity had set off another explosion further along the wall to draw away the demons, and the whole party had made it over the wall. Creetchie and I should scout ahead for a camp. As we set off again, Camus' pyre threw our moving shadows in front of us like moonlight on a glacier. We made good speed until we emerged between two flaming coffins to the top of a precipice.

	The ground shook with the Minotaur's roaring. I belayed onto the last of the coffins and peered over the edge to study this monster. Two sets of jaws it had, and a long metal arm joining them; it stood on one of its jaws while the other one tore at the ground. A metre-thick pipe of carbon fibre carried metallic mercury from one end of it to the other so as to keep it firm on the ground.

	I knew about the metallic mercury because I've seen these things before. It was an ordinary battle-digger, thousands of them fought in the Himalayan wars. And Camus was spot on: it needed oil.

	These things have only moderate intelligence, and aren't programmed to attack humans. We slipped past it as it picked up rocks and hurled them into the darkness. It had already torn out a great chasm, which made the obvious descent route.

	In the bed of the gully the rock walls almost met overhead. We felt our way down in the darkness, enjoying the cool and damp after the heat of the fiery coffins. The finger I'd damaged on the Dis Wall throbbed gently, and in the enclosed space I became aware of the stench we carried from the toilet shaft.

	Far above, we heard the clatter of stones. A small rockfall swept past, leaving the sharp smell of brimstone. After that we descended faster, lurching from one wall to the other. We reached in the foot of the cliff with grazed hands and socks full of gravel.

	 

	
A chat with Creetchie

	Below us the ground fell away in screes to a river. There were things moving in the river. Anyway, we'd have to wait here until Shonnagh arrived with the boats.

	As we moved away from the gully, we could see a wide, low cave about 20 metres up the cliff behind us. There wasn't any need to rope up; we climbed up to it by a nice succession of little cracks and ledges.

	The cave roof was jagged, the bottom edge of some volcanic sill. But the floor of it was gravel, and fairly level. A few steps back from the entrance, we were hidden from anyone – anything – on the flat ground beside the river.

	I got out the binoculars. Beyond the river was a slope of bare ground with boulders. And in the distance was looked like the tree belt described in the guidebook: the Wood of the Suicides. It made a grey smear along what should have been the horizon. It wasn't a horizon – we were in a cavern – but beyond it orange smoke billowed up, to join the grey smoke from the tombs behind us.

	This country was populated. Some human or animal, or something else, had beaten a path along the far bank of the river. Downstream where it spread into a pool, some figures were visible beside the water. I pushed up the magnification.

	Creetchie said: "Quail, you can‘t expect to climb with me all the time."

	They were taller than the flying demons we'd seen above the Dis Wall. I couldn't see any wings. They were all males. I could see the sexual organs clearly, even larger the ones on the flying demons of the Dis Wall, and they carried them strapped against their chests. This strap seemed to be their only garment. They sat at the water‘s edge on tripod stools made of something white, bone perhaps. Sparks from the burning coffins high above us hissed into the water. To protect themselves from the sparks they had wide umbrellas made from some kind of skin.

	They were angling in the dark river for dead souls.

	Creetchie said: "I shall climb with anyone I want. This must be understood. There is no question of any rope partnership – our skills are too unequal."

	I pressed the binoculars close (for I didn't want him to see that his words had affected me) and witnessed a curious piece of byplay. A quarrel a had broken out between two of the anglers. The smaller one drew a whip. The other took up a posture of submission, crouched low, head on knees, talons stretched forward on the ground. It crouched with its tail towards the one that had dominated it. The gesture of surrender was very obviously one of sexual availability. I'd have to find out if we‘d any male homosexuals among the porters, we could conceivably have trouble. Then again, in a really tight corner one might try that surrender gesture oneself.

	Creetchie leant out of the cave ands a stone, doubtless from the clumsy boot of Shonnagh, came close to taking off his ear. "I climbed with you on Dis Wall for the sake of the cameras. Else it might have looked like I bore you some sort of grudge."

	On the Matterhorn, the rock bands of one ridge appear again on its opposite face but with the strata reversed so that what were sloping ledges become sharp-edged handholds. And it was the same with Creetchie, who I was to know first as an enemy and then as a sort of rope-companion until like climbers at the end of the day we coiled our rope and took our paths: I to the darkening valley with its roads and farmhouses, he to the summits where the sunlight lingered. But in the end I knew him no more than I know a mountain that I ascend by one ridge and go down by another and pitch my tent on the glacier at its foot.

	And yet the lines of him stand out, clear as an Alpine Club map. He was formed in reverse, as the Himalaya are formed out of the ocean that lay between India and Tibet with the fossils of sea-creatures lying in the topmost stone of Everest. His family are aristocrats of the mountain, and what I aspired to be, Creetchie aspired to unbecome, running away to join the barefoot children and climb the ruins of New York and Rio. He led a party of his own street-people through the Tibetans' boundary wall, and those who survived snatched the first ascent of the Makalu North Avenue two days before the licensed party, under his own uncle, was due to start.

	"I shall expect you to use chalk," Creetchie said.

	"Of course, Creetchie. Just tell me when you want me to climb."

	He allowed me to coil up the rope then – our rope! – and while I was doing it we heard a clattering among the distant rocks and the thunder of hooves, and we saw what made the path beyond the river.
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Chapter 5

	 

	The God of the Christians condemns to everlasting punishment those who die on ice-climbs. The God of the Muslims dismisses deathsigns as idol-worship. God is not to be understood, and Her wrong and right are not the same as proper behaviour on a rockface.

	To say that God is no climber is not the same as saying that there is no God.

	Li-Wan Scott 'The Way of Death' pb Thule Academy

	 

	The ropemaster is always right. Especially when she's wrong.

	Madame Mao Shiyi 'Little Book of Mountains'

	 

	Late yesterday, just after I had finished writing the fourth chapter, the skies cleared and it became light again after having been dusk. I laid down my pen to watch the Lhasa shuttle. It flies too high to see the long prayer-streamers fluttering in its rocket exhaust, but it's good to know they‘re there. Above the atmosphere it made no noise, and the sun, which had gone behind the mountain an hour ago, still lingered on its scratched sides.

	Today, it didn't come. Probably we shall not see it again.

	Dante's inkwell

	Things half horse, half human being. Centaurs, the Guidebook calls them.

	Twenty of them, dusty and torn by the thorns, were moving along the far bank of the river. Their bodies were horses, but the heads and faces were human beings. They had no arms. Their hair was long and matted: some of them had singed it away from their faces with fire.

	As they passed between the stunted thorn-bushes, one of them stumbled, then fell; from 20 metres away we heard the snap of breaking bone. At once two other centaurs circled back. They supported the injured one on either side as the herd moved onwards more slowly.

	A few minutes later, Shonnagh arrived down the gully in a storm of loose boulders.

	We hauled Harcourt up to the cave in a sling. Pheidippida came up in the sling too – she came up with her eyes tightly closed, supported by two porters.. Felicity climbed the 20 metres solo, by some line I hadn't spotted. She came off about 10 metres up, her white robes billowing around her as she fell. She absorbed the fall competently enough in the sandy ground.

	"First thing to do is," Shonnagh said, "we get cleaned up. I don't know about me, but you lot stink. Not bad climbing on that Dis Wall, you two. But why did you leave the fixed rope dangling down the toilet hole?"

	I mumbled something about wanting them to enjoy the full ambiance of the climb.

	"It looks like you damaged your finger? We watched it on the camera, jolly exciting. But we need to clean off the demon droppings, wouldn't want you to get infected."

	 Soon the cave was hung with rock-climbing gear and scientific equipment: it was impossible to believe it would all go back into the fifteen rucksacks. While the porters were sterilising water for washing, I told Shonnagh about the demons I'd spotted down the river, and the centaur creatures.

	Shonnagh seemed pleased with how things were going. "What's this cliff, Quail?"

	"Some sort of igneous, diorite is my guess."

	"So here's your climbing routes right here, yes? You and Creetchie between you can put up a dozen new routes, easy."

	"Me and Creetchie together," I said.

	"And this cave is a good place to stop, out of the stonefall and the climb up to it is interesting enough to keep out the rest of the world. I can get some demon footage, and some centaur footage, right here out of the cave. Plus that battle-digger thing, if anyone's interested. We can wrap up the whole thing right here."

	The client's wife seemed to have recovered from being hauled into the cave like a sack; she was rinsing out her golden hair. Beside her, Brother Bertram was wiping down his bag-robe. The gold and blue together made a pleasing composition in the light of the stove.

	Shonnagh unfolded the sketch map I'd prepared using the Dante guidebook. "We can bring down one of the rubber boats for this river here. Small parties down through this Seventh Circle to the edge of the Malebolga cliff, gather up something in the way of artefacts. Your turn for the washup, Quail. You need to clean up that finger."

	"It isn't serious."

	"No? Let me have a look."

	I didn't want him to see it. The tip of my injured finger was mess of green slime. In its depths a gleam of pale bone showed like an ancient corpse lying out on the glacier. And I felt movement there; things crawled in the slime, tiny things that had no legs but three pairs of oar-like flagellae.

	Professor Harcourt gave small moan. "That finger's got to come off."

	"It doesn't hurt," I said. So long as I didn't look at it, it actually wasn't all that painful. "Let's leave it."

	Our client was a tamed-environment man, and I could see that the dirt was getting to him. But climbers need fingers, and Shonnagh didn't insist on amputation. "We'll just put some antibiotics on it."

	She smeared cream blew up a finger-splint around it. "Come down the slope," she said quietly as she bent over my finger. "There's something I want to film."

	Just below the cave she had found small defile overhung with thorn trees. In this shadowy place lived half a dozen  of the dead-alive victims of Hell. They appeared to be Kalahari Bush People, and they were being molested in some way by things like giant anteaters but with human feet. The reflective thorns threw sparkling light over the dramatic scene. Shonnagh filmed me while I tried to talk to the victims, but they didn't speak either Tibetan or English.

	We never did find out what is the sin that only Kalahari Bush People commit.

	Shonnagh said: "Quail, I'm worried about our client. He didn‘t come through the Dis wall climb at all well."

	"Nobody could enjoy climbing up a demon’s toilet hole. I didn't enjoy it myself."

	"Harcourt was worse than that. We had to drag him up through the hole on the rope." Shonnagh's been a shopkeeper for seven years and his insights into client psychology are always worth listening to.

	"What about the assistant?"

	"The assistant was so worried about her golden hair – don't know why, you can clean that stuff with an ice-burner. Anyway she's even worse. She's fit enough, and reasonably strong: null-gee bodyball, you know. Climbing wall in Geneva, she seemed quite promising. But now she's somehow got it in her head that she doesn't like climbing. What do you think, Quail? You're the chief guide. We pull them back out of here?"

	I looked at Shonnagh and she looked at me. "Before we've even started on these rockclimbing routes?"

	"Good lad." Shonnagh clapped me on the shoulder. "Challenge them beyond where they're comfortable and they thank you for it afterwards. We've done so well, I think we can stay down here for one more day."

	"The bottom edge of this Circle is this big cliff, Malebolga. That's what the guidebook says. View down over the rest of this place, good visuals I'd think."

	"Makes sense to me. By the way, Quail, you have to climb with Creetchie. In story terms it's just so right."

	" Just tell that to Bofors Creetchie," I replied. I climbed back to the cave by the route Felicity the terrorist had chosen. Given my injured finger, her line was a bit awkward even for me.

	On the stone bench at the back of the cave the Professor had discovered our first artefact, a small clay pot. It was of brittle earthenware, not thrown but pressed with the thumbs. The opening was barely big enough to take my little finger. The pot was pale brown except where the flame of the kiln had melted it to black along one side.

	He rattled it, and shook out the bones of some small animal. Then he licked his finger and put it through the narrow opening. It came out coated in black powder. "Who else has been down here with a quill pen?" he asked. "This has to be Dante's inkwell. The mouse crawled in and drowned: later, the ink evaporated."

	Dante's guidebook. The man had got the geography roughly right. But not the details, and the scale was way out. I hadn't been impressed enough by the guidebook to actually believe in Dante.

	He turned the small brown pot over. On its base the thumbprint of an artisan dead for almost thousand years, a man who had spoken dog-Latin and ploughed behind an ox. We sat in our Shonnagh Mountain Shop anoraks and we wondered.

	That is, until Shonnagh crashed in. "Now if we couldn’t all just do that again for the camera... Professor Harcourt, I want scientific comment. Get the assistant over here as well."

	Pheidippida got quite excited over the inkwell. Shonnagh moved the camera to get her golden hair against the light. "Dante's inkwell? Well, of course." Pheidippida, more even than Harcourt himself, had believed in Dante. "It's hardly surprising he should take advantage of the same shelter as ourselves. But these bones, now –"

	"A mouse accidentally fell into the inkwell."

	"Mouse? Why do you think mouse? Look at this pelvis, and this..." She turned the bones with her finger. "Wait till I find the skull. Darling! Look at this, Darling: these are not the bones of any surface lifeform."

	Harcourt smiled into the camera: "If it has bones, dear, then it has to be a vertebrate."

	Pheidippida blinked. "I think that what we have is very small demon."

	"Don't be ashamed, Dippy Dear, we all make mistakes. You just need to think this through. A mouse-sized demon can scarcely be here for the purpose of tormenting the dead souls. You are supposing whole ecology of demons."

	"According to PK –"

	"And what happened to PK? Lost in a cave-in at a dig somewhere. In Italy, was it? I had hoped to have trained you out of such sloppy thinking."

	Pheidippida lowered her head.

	"What we have here," Harcourt went on, "is mixture of bones from several different animals. Possibly," he looked at us under his narrow eyebrows, "possibly assembled mischievously for the sake of a trivial camera effect. A bat has been used, I would suggest, and also shrew."

	Nobody said anything. I picked up the inkwell and put it into my rucksack.

	•••

	 Shonnagh sent me ahead to reconnoitre the ground across the river. My companion was to be the assistant Pheidippida, along with one of Pig-Iron's smaller husbands. Shonnagh wanted to separate the two clients from one another – and I was the more expendable of the two climbers.

	Which meant Creetchie would get first go at the new routes on the diorite above the cave.

	The water was dark and thick and fell off the paddle in lumps. A sweet, heavy stench hung over it. Pig-Iron's husband drove the inflatable forward with short, jerky strokes.

	For me, this was a professional situation of a tricky and unusual sort. A climbing client who was wouldn't climb. Even my basic climbing tuition, back at the top of the cave, hadn't kindled her enthusiasm. A guide must consider client relations. Climbing is what matters, but there is also conversation. I couldn't sensibly discuss hairstyle maintenance, but there was another topic that seemed to matter to this assistant.

	"This previous researcher, PK something. You were their research assistant too?"

	PK Kayashi.

	 "Oh, nothing like that." For a moment, she looked down into the dark, dense water. "Same research team, but we hardly knew each other. But Kayashi had some interesting ideas. Given a lifeform not based on cellular biology – a demon, as it might be. You can't have just have one sort of demon, they need demon fleas and demon tapeworms and everything."

	"And Professor Harcourt?"

	"Oh he thinks it's nonsense. It probably is, he's very clever."

	 The canoe swerved around a floating head, which bobbed sluggishly under the surface in our wake. In the Guidebook this was the river of blood called Phlegethon. Murderers and tyrants are punished here, Dante says, and bandits. I followed her gaze into the thick, dark water. "Let's see if we can spot Hitler. I'd like to see Hitler."

	But Hitler wasn't here. Hitler had been kidnapped and taken down to the pottery workshop in the Eighth Circle.

	Meanwhile, we were getting blood-thickened water in our boots. When we got to the bank we found that the rubber boat's underside had cracked and perished. Pheidippida was alert now, gazing around at the surroundings and the dark mass of woodland ahead. Straight away she spotted the path of the centaurs along the riverbank. She hadn't yet seen the actual creatures, and asked to see the film from my helmet camera.

	"Four limbs," she noted. "Not six, like those flying demons. Could they be actual vertebrates – like us?" We bent down to look at the footprints along the riverbank.

	Hooves, yes. But the prints of the front limbs showed five fingers, like a hand.

	Pheidippida gathered some hairs from a thorn bush beside the centaur trail, while the porter and I pulled the boat into a dip of the ground and covered it over with stones. As we walked on, the curve of the hillside and the huge boulders, put the river out of sight. Half a kilometre ahead, the trees of the Suicides' Wood writhed across the ridge. I was working out that Pheidippida, in her role as research student, had also studied the guidebook. "Murders and tyrants. There can't be that much left below us."

	But Harcourt's assistant had, from her academic standpoint, also been studying Dante's guidebook. "In the official hierarchy of Hell," she said, "there are a hundred crimes worse than murder." And, after another 200 metres through the great boulders: "Also, since the Twelfth Century, twenty billion people have died. Hell has grown, it must have." For a non-climber, this bodyball player had some pretty good ideas.

	"But for now," she continued, "we have come as far as we need to. Enough for several research papers. A book or film even for the non-academic public. We need to get the stuff back now, where it can be analysed."

	I looked around at the peaceful scene. A warm breeze played among the thorn bushes. Hut-sized lumps of rock were scattered across the gravel plain, offering short bouldering routes for any idle hour. Above them, back behind us, the cliff rose in shadowy, dark rock, all of it still waiting to be explored.

	But I remembered the demons we'd seen at the riverside, and the horselike creatures that had passed just a couple hours earlier. Away at the clifftop, I could hear the grim squealing of the Minotaur machine. And just ahead, the grey shadows of the twisted, bare trees.

	"Our plan," I told her, "is to explore as far as the edge of this Circle, the top of the big cliff."

	"That's right, Malebolga."

	"Shonnagh should get some great film looking down into deeper hell. Not to mention an overview of the climbing down there."

	Ahead of us, a few metres in front of the wood's edge, a glittering line ran along the rocky ground.

	Whatever it was, it wasn't in the guidebook.

	 

	
A new sort of sin

	We approached the golden ribbon a step at time. As we got nearer it widened, and then the perspective shifted and we were looking down into brilliant canyon. It was three or four metres wide, crisscrossed with fine metal wires. The metal looked like gold. Between the wires sparks jumped, and made the harsh, flickering light that we saw them by. Looking between the wires all we saw was more wires: we couldn't see any bottom to the canyon. There was nasty smell of burnt feathers.

	I checked the guidebook again. After the river, we should have come straight to the wood of the suicides.

	A thing came flapping along the canyon on scorched wings. It progressed like a trolleybus, sparks slashing and popping when it brushed against the wires. This happened often, as its wingspan was greater than the gap between the wires. I threw down a rope-end and the creature seized it in its claws and dangled against the side of the canyon.

	Not claws. Fingers. The thing was another of the victims of Hell.

	"Erwin Detroit Hubbler," it introduced itself. Static electricity made its body hair stand out like grass. My helmet camera was already running. "Hubbler died just two months ago," I murmured. I'd seen the obituaries, but some of Shonnagh's audience watch nothing but climbing shows. "President of Hubbler Electrics. Climbing helmets, computer software, data storage systems."

	Hubbler groaned. "Data storage systems. How was I to know the damned things had souls?"

	"Souls? " Pheidippida bend forward, the spark-light glittering in her hair. "If they have souls then one presumes that they can, indeed, be damned. Quail, have you spotted any computers down here in Hell?"

	"They're unFallen," Hubbler explained. "They haven’t activated the naughty algorithm or downloaded the forbidden Apple, Apple being a long-ago computing company, ho-ho. It's me that's damned. Sins of force and injury against animate data retrieval systems."

	"Wasn‘t there some discussion at the Vatican ..?"

	"The next Pope but two, Pope Thomas, is going to make a pronouncement. Which even if they had done I wouldn't have caught up with that. I was a Baptist, me."

	Pheidippida took out her notebook. "You’re technically minded, Mr Hubbler. I wonder if you could estimate the voltage?"

	"Gosh, I wish I could help you," Hubbler answered, fanning himself with a wing. "But I leave that kind of thing to my laboratory girls. I'm glad they can't see me taking time off here on the end of your piece of rope so kindly supplied. I'm very hard on my girls standing still on the job, come down on them like fire and brimstone."

	"Was that a joke?" I asked him. This stuff was more interesting than his climbing achievements, if any, which we could patch in later.

	"It's something, isn't it? Being the first, the one to start new sin. Maybe they name it after me, don't they name sins after the first one in?"

	"There's simony," Pheidippida suggested. "Also onanism."

	"Hubblerism," he said thoughtfully. "No, I think Hubblery sounds more sinful, don't you? I always name my products, the marketing boys say my names are real sellers."

	"The people behind have got a bigger camera," I told him. "We'll do what we can to promote your sin."

	"Well, thanks," said Hubbler. "I appreciate that. You just go to my general manager and slip her the word. About Pope Thomas, I mean. I've been haunting the place as hard as I can but all I did was poltergeist the lifts."

	"Your general manager isn't going to believe us. You could tell us the number of your Swiss bank account?" I suggested. "As corroboration."

	"Well – you can tell the general manager to slip you couple of UNcred, and I'll stop the hauntings. Gosh, I do hope the marketing boys don't make mess of this one. Think of it – the first new sin since what's that you called it? Simony? What is Simony anyway?

	"No idea," I admitted.

	"That bloke Sime didn't have the Hubbler Marketing Division behind him," Hubbler said. “This place is beginning to fill up a bit, there's a couple more of us now. You think there isn‘t much room down here? There‘ll be plenty of room."

	Shonnagh's climbing helmets have lasers for measuring up the crag. A feature that, if I remembered right, the Hubbler  had tried to cut to save on costs. I used it now. "This canyon has widened nearly two centimetres," I said, "just while we’ve been here."

	"Hubblity! They're all doing it!"

	We needed the rope, so we cast off Hubbler and watched him flap away, flashing and jolting with electricity when his wide wings brushed the wires. We found a place where the far wall overhung a little towards us. As Pheidippida was a body-ball champion, I let her leap across the canyon.

	We left the  rope across the canyon with plenty of slack in it in case it widened some more. Peering forward into the dark shadows of the wood now just ahead, I stumbled over something. I looked down; a tiny flange of rock lay across our path like a tripwire.

	A boundary? Or – another new Circle in the process of formation?

	We stopped just inside the Wood to change the splint on my finger. When she started to unwind the bandage, black liquid oozed out. It did not smell good. "Quail, there's not much left here to wrap bandage round." Just at the porter was handing her the fresh dressing, there was a rustling over our heads. A lump of something sticky fell down out of the branches and straight onto my hand.

	Pheidippida frowned into the mess of bird dung now covering my injury. "It was never my favourite finger, that one. Just cover it up," I told her.

	"I'll scrape the worst of it off, that's the best I can do. And put on a clean splint."

	Shonnagh's antibiotic hadn't helped. The finger was still sore, especially when I looked straight at it. As Pheidippida worked on it I turned away, made myself gazed away into the trees. 

	I blinked to clear my vision. Sprouting among the thorns, like pale misshapen flowers, human fingers and toes; at one place a male sexual organ poked out between the twigs.

	"The porter ought to have brought  antibiotic," Pheidippida said. "The splint will hold it all in but that's all."

	Despite the look and smell of it, the pain was not unbearable. Just when I held it still, there was that feeling of something creeping about inside the splint. We moved forward into the wood, pushing aside the swollen branches. The air was still, but all around us the trees hissed and sighed. I realised that they were talking. Not with voice-box and larynx, for they didn't have those, but by vibrating their leaves together like the mouthpiece of an oboe. Their speech – if it was speech – remained impossible to for us understand, as they didn't form any consonants.

	The mud that sucked at my boots was foul with the bird-droppings, and we heard whatever was dropping the droppings shift in the thicket overhead. The air between the thorn-twigs was heavy and tired and damp, like a rucksack at the end of long day. I heard the howls of some wild animal – or possibly of some wild plant. We crashed through a shrubbery and came out into a clearing where a small light flickered.

	 

	
Otto's pot-au-feu

	In a pot made out of a human skull, something was cooking over a low fire. The sticks hissed and poured out thick sap from the broken ends. That pot wasn't going to come to the boil anytime soon, and the smell that filled the glade was somewhere between roasting and rotting.

	The human figure sitting at the fire nodded and beckoned at us. I noticed that one of his legs was withered, half the size of the other. Odd, since I'd already noticed up in the Sixth Circle how quickly injuries to Hell's victims repaired themselves.

	Pheidippida was already crouching beside the fire. "He wants us to come and eat. It might be nicer than sand rations."

	Even the porter, accustomed to sand rations and expedition tsampa, hung back. It did smell very strange. The old, dead man crackled into motion. "It is good," he mumbled. "But perhaps it is not yet quite done." He spoke in English, with a powerful accent. It was cool enough to dip in my uninjured hand, only just lukewarm. I fished out a bone and looked at it. "Should we?" I said in Tibetan.

	"I don't have the heart to refuse him."

	"Do not worry about infections," the old man mumbled, now in broken Tibetan. "It is not so easy to fall sick in Hell. We'd be glad if it was. Yes, I speak your language. I have learnt many languages in order to welcome any who come, some of the languages became extinct before I could use them. You should have come yesterday, the left leg has the better flavour." Tears ran down his brown cheeks. "They grow back so slowly."

	l looked at the bone I was holding. It was from a human foot. I said: "Your friend Albert Camus up in the Sixth Circle was talking about you. Camus, the footballer? Though I don't quite see the point –"

	"The point?" The old man salivated through his broken teeth; he was enjoying the smell of his own cooked foot. "The point is remorse. Repentance. To soften the hard heart of Him Up There."

	He leant forward so that the salty tears dribbled off his chin into the cooking pot. He blinked as he gazed into the fire, which was close to going out. Nearby, a heavy handful of bird dung slid through the leaves. "Once before a man passed this way," he explained at last, "a living human like yourselves, leaving deep footprints in the mud. Italian, he was: he spoke to me most harshly. Since that time I have cooked each day a meal from my own flesh. An act of charity, yes? Now, only 900 years later, and here you are. Yes, I took my own life. It is great sin, and I have repented of it. I've repented of it a lot."

	"Cheer up!" I urged him; and I pushed the tip of my ice-burner into the fire so that it burnt up brightly. "We'll soon have this on the boil."

	"Quail," Pheidippida whispered, "how do you think he gets his leg off each day?"

	"Look at his teeth."

	His scarred and broken teeth ought, like the rest of him, to have restored themselves long ago – unless he was damaging them again and again, day after day. The porter, Pig-Iron's husband, asked: "And do the souls imprisoned in these trees give you their wood with the same noble motive?"

	The old man sniggered. "I just pull off the branches." He must have seen my expression in the firelight for he exclaimed, jerking like a broken puppet: "These are damned souls. Don't you understand? To be sorry for them is sin. God Himself sniggers at their fate. And at mine. Do you feel pity for me? That is sin, my friends."

	Pheidippida nodded. "Dante, our guidebook writer, committed that sin. And I have to admit it, so do we."

	The old man stirred the stew with a twig that screamed softly as he dipped it into the gravy. "You won't be so sorry when you know who I am. Otto Spatz? No? Really no? Oh, has my name really been forgotten? You're not just being nice? I helped to create the weapons of nuclear war, the mathematics was just so tempting. I repented of that, okay, after what we did to Birmingham. I repented of that a great deal. I repented a bit too much, and now I'm here among the self-murderers. That fire-stick of yours is jolly effective. Will you taste, I think your meal is ready?"

	I realised that the surrounding trees had fallen silent when suddenly there was noise again in the leaves above our heads. Twigs shattered, and three or four heavy bird-shapes dropped into the clearing. The air was full of beating wings. One soft female breast brushed against my cheek and a claw slashed my anorak. I was thrown backwards into the mud, which accepted me like a long-lost lover. Above, black shapes crashed away through the branches.

	The camp fire had gone, and he cooking pot rolled in the dirt. A sharp smell of burnt feathers hung on the air. A wingbeat had flicked the weightless Otto Spatz deep into the shrubbery. We found him with our head-torches, impaled on a bush of dagger-long thorns.

	"Leave me," he mumbled. "Do not pull me down. The food that I offered you has been snatched away, the Harpies came, of course the Harpies would come. What does it matter, you would not have enjoyed eating it. Did it not smell revolting?" A thorn had pierced him through the ribcage. Blood dripped from its silvered point like tears.

	"Go on your way," he said, "and do not pity me. To pity me is sin. Go quickly before my courage breaks and I beg you to lift me down off this tree. Go, before I tempt you. I'll try not to scream until you are out of earshot."

	I've seem some harsh scenes where blizzards have cut people off in their snowholes, but even so this one left me feeling a bit queasy. Pheidippida was crying openly as she pulled him off the thorns. The porter and I gathered one or two toes that the Harpies had missed and put them back in the cooking pot. "Our companions are coming along later," I told him. "No need for the other leg, these toes will be enough for them. They're trying to cut down on their cannibalism."

	Our porter was already talking into his helmet. "I'm telling Pig-Iron our wife to bring some rockfall netting to sling overhead. Can't do any harm."

	For the client's sake, I try to camp out of sight of any dead climbers. The same applied here. I hurried Pheidippida away through the moaning trees. After a kilometre we stopped to pull the thorns out of our clothes. "Assistant Pheidippida, you've read up the theological bits in the guidebook. What are his chances?"

	She frowned. "The theology is pretty straightforward. Once damned, always damned. As for the other sources… The English poet Milton does say that all things are possible, even the repentance of the damned. However, as matter of cold fact none of them ever has repented and none of them ever shall. They could but in their stubborn pig-headed way they aren't going to."

	"But that guy with the stew was repentant."

	"Otto Spatz." She had even remembered his name. "He was pretending to repent. But you cannot hoodwink God. That's what Aquinas says."

	Ahead, lights flickered between the branches like a distant fireworks party. We came out of the woodland to bare, shadowy sand dunes. We rested for while leaning against the last treetrunks, watching the sparks float down onto the bodies of the sinners that covered the sand. From this distance they looked like worms during a rain-shower.

	"Client Pheidippida," I told her, "you've been pretty game over this hiking section. And I guess I should apologise. That little climb, back on the first evening. I didn't realise it would be possible to have any difficulty on it. Failure of imagination on my part. Next time I'll find something even easier."

	"Or I could try climbing with Mr Creetchie," she suggested with a little smile that showed off her tiny teeth.

	The guidebook told us these poor souls ahead of us were a bag of left-over sinners: sodomites, blasphemers and bankers. As with so many filing systems, the 'miscellaneous' category was bigger than all the rest put together. There were twelve kilometres of the desert: and beside us, the great, stinking river of blood-coloured water. The desert was hot, and dark: and the air full of sparks that stretched and whirled in the mirage so that we walked by the porter's compass through a metaphysic of mingled illusion and reality. There's a great description of it in the guidebook – Dante's and also the new Alpine Club one. And the end of the desert was the end of the ground.

	A black edge stood against blurry, pink-tinged distance. As we came up to it, a whole new underworld unfolded below. A world spread out like a map, if a map was coloured only in red and black. Slow tides of mist and black smoke moved among the rocky towers and pinnacles. Through the smoke we saw a wide wheel, valleys curving one behind the other into a bloody haze.

	We should get the telephoto camera on that. And maybe the infra-red as well. There was climbing down there. A lot of climbing. Some day, after the expedition, we just had to come back here.

	Loose sand covered the ledges at the clifftop, so I didn't let the client get too close. Waves of darkness swirled up past us, and cool air that smelt of ash and dry bones. We stood hundreds of metres above that wide plain, but a faint murmuring came up to us, almost like the sea; just now and then a louder cry, whether demon or tormented soul was impossible to say.

	On our left, the Phlegethon River, that we'd followed across the desert, gathered speed, a black flow like a muscled arm. It curved over, then flowed into space, bending away down, and down, separating into grey strands like hair and blowing away into the darkness.

	I'd guessed right about the Malebolga chasm. It was the perfect wrap shot for Shonnagh's expedition film.

	•••

	Hiking is another sort of mountaineering. A  wild-country walk can never be a roped climb, but at least I'd used it to establish a rapport with this difficult client.

	Below the cave, we stopped. "Now this is a nice little climb. Let's give it a go. I'll hold you on the rope, you'll be perfectly safe. You'll enjoy it!"

	The client gave me a look of horror. Then she burst into tears.

	More work needed on that one.

	 

	
Malebolga top

	We decided to move everything from the cave above the river down to the lower edge of this Seventh Circle, above the clifftop. That put us further away from the climbs on the Minotaur's cliffs, but also further from the demons along the riverbank; the safety of the clients is important too. Shonnagh went off around the clifftop, finding camera points for the final interviews overlooking the chasms of deeper Hell. As ropemaster, I was supervising  Pig-Iron and her husbands as they brought the rest of the gear over the river and down through the Wood of the Suicides and across the desert. Except, of course, I wasn't. Somebody would be returning, some day, to open up the climbing we'd glimpsed below the great cliff. And obviously, that someone ought to be me…

	 So after pretending to curve up into the desert, I doubled back to the edge of the chasm. The ground below steepened in loose stones and smooth wind-blasted boulders, each precipice a little taller, a little steeper than the one below. A single tree grew out of the cliff. The dead souls in its branches rustled in the updraught.

	"Have we got 500 metres of abseil rope?" Bofors Creetchie asked. Not at all surprisingly, he too had doubled back to look over the climbing grounds below us. "Because we're going to need it."

	We held onto the trunk of the tree and leaned out. Puffs of brown smoke drifted up past us and clung to every projection of the rocks. Through gaps in the cloud we saw down to the black country speckled with fire.

	The cliff was black too, and very smooth. Creetchie kicked a stone over the edge. It dwindled and disappeared without striking the rock. "We've got a lot of abseil rope," I said. But not  500 metres."

	Abseiling in the dark, hundreds of metres of vertical rock with ropes tangling and knotting around arms and ankles as if they were alive and wanted us strangled... Even this first descent wasn't going to be entirely without interest.

	And then, from somewhere below and behind us, there was a low whistling sound like a blizzard wind. We looked nervously at one another. I felt for a slimy handhold and held on to it.

	The sound became a roar, and the damp rock under my hand started to quiver. Some enormous machine, a railway train perhaps, or some enlarged version of the battle digger we'd passed on the previous descent cliff – or even a small rocket shuttle, as it passed beneath us, out of sight below the precipice. The sound died, and a few stones, shaken loose by the vibration, tumbled over the edge and vanished into silence.

	Then I thought of something. "Creetchie, do you remember what the footballer Camus said? And it's in the Dante's guidebook as well. Virgil summons a monster with wings, a thing called Geryon. The Geryon carries them down into the next Circle."

	"That in itself disqualifies their claim to a First Descent," Creetchie pointed out.

	I ignored him. "But what was the signal for this monster? I'm the ropemaster, I've read the guidebook. They signalled to it by dropping a cord over the cliff. Abseiling, what's that? It's dropping a cord over the cliff. And that stone you just kicked over? It may just be a coincidence. But that thing, whatever it is. It came past just after you kicked down the stone."

	"We could lower a porter till she finds a convenient stance, and then –"

	"No lowering," I said. I had that inward feeling, the feeling you get when the slope you're on is waiting to avalanche. "The only way down here is climbing down. There should be no abseiling or lowering on ropes on the cliff of Malebolga."

	It is a mistake to survey a crag from its top. Sloping ledges look like platforms, overhangs disappear, and every hand and foothold stands out. All the resting places are obvious, while the slabs between are foreshortened so that three hundred metres look like a single rope's length. Look from above and you will underestimate a piece of rock.

	But not this one. Here there were no resting-places to appear. Sheets of basalt dropped and shrank with distance and faded into the black. Their facets glistened in the dim light of the fires so far below. Not a crack, not a scratch marred their crystal surfaces. I looked left and right and the walls curved in like the side of a giant bowl: curved, then faded out of sight.

	I said: "Even if the guidebook's wrong about this Geryon, if we abseil this we're going to lose people on the way down. And not just porters."

	We moved to our left along the shaly terraces. "There's a sort of ridge down there," Bofors Creetchie called out. We shone our lights into the darkness. "See it?"

	The ridge did not resemble a saw. A saw has teeth. This had spines that pointed straight up into the air, one below the other down into the gloom. The rock was as smooth and glassy as the rest of the cliff. Up out of the cloud top it came up towards us like a tortured snake, and plunged its head into the cliff eighty metres below our feet. "Well yes, that would be a ridge," I agreed. "Might even be climbable. I mean, if only there was a way down to the top of it without abseiling."

	And then, from somewhere below and behind us, there was a low whistling sound again. Another of the creatures was coming around the mountain. Again the ledge beneath us shook, as it does when a big rockfall hits the valley floor a kilometre away. A rucksack sized boulder 10 metres away tipped suddenly, and tumbled away into the darkness.

	"I didn't kick a stone down that time," Creetchie pointed out.

	"The creature came summoned by that falling boulder, you saw it. Oh, but that doesn't work. The creature set off the boulder with its own footfalls."

	For a moment I recalled what Brother Bertram had told me on our climb together. Predestination, what he called the Malign Oedipus. But no, that didn't make sense.

	It really didn't.

	"Well," Creetchie said. "We did decide to turn back at this point."

	***

	Somewhere ahead of us was the point where the great river of Phlegethon reached the clifftop. And as we clambered on, we became aware of its black chasm across our path, a slot chopped back into the edge of the plateau. The clifftop ground was getting steeper, worn smooth in great plates. A grey vapour hung over the river's chasm, undisturbed by the warm updraught out of the pit beside us. At the corner above, there was a small level platform. It was the natural campsite, and already I could see the rounded shape of a tent.

	The platform, when we reached it, was spotted like the forecourt of a crematorium with mounds of demon-dung. But that stench we had already got used to. There was a different smell that rose in the grey mist in front of us – a clean, dry, oxygen sort of smell like the air-conditioned corridors of a morgue. The sound of water was very loud. We sank down among the mounds of dung. Relaxation was forced upon us by the smooth ground and the friendly warmth of the dung-heaps.

	The porters had already dumped their loads here. Pig-Iron and her husbands had gone off with Shonnagh around the plateau. Those who were left deserved a break, so I sent them off exploring  the desert edge – the more eyes the better when it comes to searching the sand for artefacts. I stayed behind, complaining about my damaged finger. Though as I cleared away the demon dung off my tent space, I realised that my finger was hardly hurting any more.

	Maybe it had gone dead, the same way as a frostbitten one, and when I took the splint off I'd find the finger loose inside it. I decided not to take the splint off.

	In the dining tent, the Professor crouched over his recording screen. Pheidippida was beside him, her golden hair falling down on either side of the microscope. They were examining the hair she had gathered from the thorns beside the Phlegethon river.

	These are normal cellular structure, Harcourt said. He sounded annoyed.. Not from the Hell victims at all, you've mixed up your samples again Dear. These are from ourselves, or else the porters.

	"Oh but listen, Darling, I've had the most fascinating idea; one that might explain about those centaurs. Do you want to hear it, Darling?"

	I should have listened in, it's important for us guides to do the social interaction thing. But whatever her professor might think about them, Pheidippida‘s ideas don’t fascinate me much. I piled boulders into a low platform to support the water filter, and then Shonnagh came down towards the camp in a bit of a hurry. Shonnagh didn't have her camera and I wondered what they'd found around the cliff top to take film of. More to the point, who had she allowed to take over the filming?

	Shonnagh headed over towards the Harcourts. Seemed like she needed some science stuff for her storyline. That suited me; I had something more important to do.

	The porters had laid their packs out on a circle of cleared ground. The computer hanging from the eyelet-hole of Pig-Iron‘s sack was supposed to know where every bit of our kit was. For once, it did. In a few minutes I'd found what I needed.

	And I'd already spotted some likely boulders below the camp.

	Shonnagh came out of the tent and looked towards me. At the same time, a porter came jogging down through the thornscrub. I recognised the porter: it was Armbruster, a reasonable climber and the oddball Christian in Pig-Iron's male harem. He glanced at Shonnagh and then, to my surprise, came over towards me.

	The porter Armbruster said: "Brother Bertram wants you to come to the clifftop." Bertram had hardly spoken to me since the climbing challenge with Creetchie. "He says they've found something at the top of the cliff and he wants you to make them leave it alone. It's technical, to do with prophesy? He thinks you will understand."

	Shonnagh asked: "Quail,  bring your finger over here a minute?"

	I hadn't got time to show Shonnagh my finger over at the tent. I could have taken my finger over to the tent, and then I'd have seen what was happening to our client and even (I have been a guide for nineteen years, I'm pretty good at this client psychology stuff) suspected what was going to happen to his assistant Pheidippida. Not to mention Pheidippida would have pointed out something interesting about fingers.

	Or I could have gone to the top of the cliff with Brother Bertram, and with my help he might have rescued the expedition from a terrible threat and let us all at least die with some honour in the Valley of the Shadow.

	I didn't have time to do either of these things.

	If I had done either of these things, Brother Bertram would now be alive, and so would the porter Pig-Iron, and fifty million other people: and there would be no delta-winged creatures flying the white valleys of the Himalaya.

	What did I have to do that was more important than any of these things? I had to steal some chalk from the porters, and then I had to go to those boulders below the camp to practise my technique.

	My finger had healed itself. And Creetchie wanted me to climb with him again.

	 

	


Chapter 6

	There are two ways that climbing gear gets more desirable. There are items of clothing or equipment that make the climbing easier: adhesive footwear, self belaying ropes, chalk for the fingertips and the incurved Triceratops iceaxe. Such improvements make the lower-grade 'classic' climbs no longer worth doing. They cause uncomfortable crowding on climbs of proper difficulty, and they solve impossible rock without any corresponding improvement in the climber. Such improvements are harmful and are to be disparaged.

	But there are other advances in equipment take away external dangers of climbing without in any way damaging the difficulty. Spring-wedge belay gear; the radical new avalanche wing popularised by The Shonnagh Mountain Shop.

	Improvements of this sort are, if anything, even more pernicious.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932 (47th edition 2212)

	 

	I lift my head and allow the dark scenes of the Seventh Circle to fade into the back of my brain. Outside our cave the stars are shining and I know that she will be out on the glacier – she loves to walk under the stars. I put a small light in the mouth of the cave where she’ll see it coming back, and for half an hour I gaze into the darkness and the mountains jagged against the sky. Then I fetch the meme chip from the little pot with the green glaze. I slide it into the old broken helmet and lift it onto my head.

	This is what I'd have seen if I'd gone with Armbruster the porter sent by Brother Bertram. I'll run the video back an hour. They'd just found the thing, a couple of hundred metres back from the Malebolga cliff edge.

	The sequence starts with a clip from 

	Shonnagh crouches on the rocky ground, her face corpse-lit from below. She look as if he has been seized by one of the complex punishments of this place. But her torment is merely artistic.

	This thing that the porters have discovered is clearly weird. it shapes up as the important, unsolved mystery, the thought-provoking, expository section she needs here before the closing interviews at the clifftop. But how to make convincing video of a very thin layer of off-white organic matter lying across several hectares of stony desert?

	She straightens from the microscope. "Get that camera over here."

	A flattened man

	Now we switch from helmet view to Shonnagh's own shoulder mounted camera. Establishing shot: brownish, rocky ground, rising to a rumpled horizon. Crouched figures silhouetted against dim, reddish cavelight, and a porter moving left with the tall tripod. The viewpoint rises, to reveal the sudden edge to the land 100 metres behind the crouched climbers, and the flickering glow of the deeper circles of Hell below. The camera pans right, as another climber approaches, jogging over the stony ground. "Shonnagh, Shonnagh, I've just heard about a wonderful new piece of kit!"

	For a moment I'm puzzled. The approaching climber, in implausibly clean, Mountain Shop branded skintights, is me.

	Then the me on the film says: "Avalanche wing! Ice-like-it! Do you have video I can see? Do you have it in stock?" Yes, this is one of Shonnagh's product placements. I (the real me, in the cave above the glacier) blink into the helmet three times, then sniff – which is Shonnagh's secret gesture to skip the ads.

	The video flicks forward. A pearly-coloured, translucent film is lying across the rocky ground. Three metres wide – if it's in some way dangerous we could build a bridge across it; we could even jump it. Shonnagh has decided to investigate it in detail, as a way of getting Professor Harcourt, the client, back into the narrative. Possibly, also, out of caution: though caution is not one of Shonnagh's vices.

	"You shouldn't have brought that microscope thing if you don‘t know how to use it," Felicity says.

	Shonnagh looks at her. "On that principle the Mountain Shop'd be bankrupt in a week."

	The camera whirls, goes dizzy, then goes microscopic. It shows us the edge of the film that Shonnagh has teased onto the microscope slide. "The cell structure is quite distinct," Felicity suggests. "Some new variety of slime fungus, would be one guess."

	Felicity? Or Shonnagh's edited-in simulation of her? It's too late to ask her now, but somehow I don't see the Zen terrorist slipping into the straight-woman role quite this easily.

	"You haven't looked at the lens settings. They look like cells, they're two hundred times too big. If I put the light under it you can see the what you call the cell-structure with the naked eye. It'll make nice lampshades."

	The off-white film stretches away into the darkness like snow on a hilltop. 

	They explore with their torches. The camera explores in infra-red. It looks much the same in infra-red. Strips of thin white something, scrambled with dim internal structure, each strip about three metres wide. They are the tips of something that is uphill from us. ("Us"? Us, the viewers through the camera. Me myself, Quail, is still clearing the camp of loose rocks, soon to start rummaging through some rucksacks to find some chalk. Missing all this. Remember?)

	"We need Professor Harcourt over here." Nobody looks like getting killed or injured on camera just now, so Shonnagh's trying for some scientific footage. She leaves the camera, and goes back, in a bit of a hurry, to fetch Professor Harcourt.

	•••

	But when he finds him, Harcourt is quarrelling with his assistant Pheidippida (yes, I'm just about to tell you about that) and it'll to be an hour before Shonnagh returns to the thing they've found above the clifftop. The thing that Shonnagh likes as an interview setting for Professor Harcourt. Not so spectacular as the cliff edge overlooking the depths of Hell, but Shonnagh wants that for her own self-interview.

	When Shonnagh finds the Harcourts, this is what they're talking about. (I would see it all later on, via Shonnagh's own helmet camera. Much later. Too late.)

	"Listen, Darling, I've just had the most fascinating idea; that might explain all this. Do you want to hear it, Darling?"

	Professor Harcourt grunts. He's going to knock it down, whatever it is.

	"Remember you were telling me about viruses, it was when I caught that social disease. You said that germs evolve towards greater harmlessness. They have to, you said: a microbe that kills its host, kills itself."

	Harcourt cheers up a little. "Quite right, Pheidippida, I did tell you about that, well remembered. Rabies is harmless to its natural host, the bat. Measles have become non-lethal to humans during recorded history."

	"Tell me, Assistant Pheidippida," says Shonnagh, and points the camera at her: "how did you come to catch a social disease? And which one was it?"

	Pheidippida ignores her. "Maybe on the original Demon-world things have gone further than that. Microbes exist that actually heal and protect their hosts. For their own selfish reasons. The guide Quail's finger? It was the demon-dung that  got into it, when he was climbing up the Dis Wall, that was what healed him. The antibiotics you put on may even have delayed the healing process."

	"The Demon world? Now there is a Demon world?"

	"Well listen," says Shonnagh, off-camera. "This sort of makes sense.”

	"I didn't tell you Darling, I wanted it to be a surprise. In the suicides' wood, I put a new dressing on Quail, I pretended I didn't have any more antibiotic. And just after that, his finger got a whole lot more dung onto it. And you know I was watching him clearing the camp site just now. Before he started fiddling around with that rucksack over there. His finger looks as if it was almost better."

	"Dippy, my dear, you're back with the theory of the whole demon ecology," Harcourt says. "We've already dealt with that. Besides, I know what causes the accelerated healing. We are now four thousand metres below sea level. It's increased partial pressure of oxygen." Without waiting for an answer turns away and starts looking for his tent, which, because we are under the cavern roof, the porters haven't bothered to pitch.

	 “Dammit," says Pheidippida tearfully. "I don't think he gave my theory serious consideration. Shonnagh, do you think he gave my theory serious consideration?"

	"Well, look," Shonnagh says. ”He‘s under a lot of pressure. We all are, down here at minus 4000 metres, heh-heh. Let's find Quail and see what he thinks. It‘s his finger. Look, he‘s just over there."

	And there I am, looking into the computer that hangs from Pig-Iron's rucksack.

	"Quail," he asks: "Bring your finger over here a minute?"

	But I'm already walking away with the little green bag I'd lifted out of Creetchie's porter's rucksack.

	•••

	It took me a while to find the place on my belt for the chalkbag so I could dip my fingers into it. Right at the cliff edge, the house-high boulders stood against the glow of Hell's pit below. The boulders were greasy and slippery to the fingers, and the chalk was good once I got used to it.

	Though of course I could have climbed them perfectly well without it.

	•••

	Back on the low ridge above the clifftop, and now in charge of the camera, Felicity the Zen terrorist starts to misbehave. Maybe she sees herself as some fearless Buddhist explorer, a wise woman on one of those strange trips where you meet first a dog, then a beggar, then a festering corpse, and all three of them are the god Vishnu.

	As soon as Shonnagh's flashlight has vanished among the rocks, the camera shows us an impossibly huge and heroic Felicity setting off uphill along the edge of the off-white strip, her robes swirling like clouds around a storm. Somewhere ahead birds scream like lost souls. Or lost souls scream like birds. As she turns up the light-gain we make out huge wings that flap in the dark air.

	The camera gazes down at the wider strip of the plastic-like material. "If we walk back along it, it'll stop like the others did," one of the porters suggests from somewhere. The camerawork is ragged, it lacks Shonnagh's touch.

	"We'll jump," Felicity says. To clear the strip they must run along the rock for a few steps and then leap sideways onto loose gravel. Felicity jumps first – uuurgh! At least Shonnagh would have switched the camera off.

	The picture swirls like custard, lurches downwards, then focuses on a single small, dark pebble. On the soundtrack we hear the breathing of one of the porters, then his running footsteps on the stones. A tiny piece of flying gravel lands within the image frame. There's a silence – then the crunch and gasp as the porter lands.

	Needless to say, this is not at how Shonnagh would be shooting the scene.

	The small pebble we're looking at has a pyramid shape, rounded at the edges and scoured with sand. The light and shadow shift slightly, as the next porter comes past on his run-up. He lands. The camera moves a little, so that a triangle of the white membrane appears in one corner beside the pebble. The pebble has no meaning in itself. But the way Felicity is shooting, it is infused with mystery of the strange, off white film, and why Felicity should choose to lead the expedition over it.

	Two more porters run and jump. The white membrane cuts across the image corner in perfect balance: it could not be any other way, we realise. All the porters have safely jumped now.

	But no… again we hear the running footsteps. Just at the porter's final step, the white film moves. For a moment it covers the image frame, then the camera pulls back sharply and we see Pig-Iron's second husband in the air, a bundle of arms and legs. For a few seconds he seems to hang there – well he does hang there, the camera has intelligently gone slo-mo. Then he crashes onto the unknown surface.

	His fellow-husbands haul him onto the gravel. For three seconds nothing happens. And what does happen is disappointing. A distant roar of thunder. A screech from the birds, and the white stuff at our feet twitches a few more centimetres. That is all: but there is something uncomfortable about that thunder. Even through the camera's sound system you feel it. The husband lying on the ground moans as if sick, and the others' green complexion is not just down to the unflattering light. Another of Pig-Iron's husbands – a closet Buddhist, has to be – has a hand in his chalk-bag, squeezing a prayer-wheel.

	"Okay," says Felicity: "Now we take the camera out on top of this thing."

	The camera view moves out onto the object.. The film quivers briefly under their feet like a jellyfish stranded on sand. There's a grumble of thunder that dies away. "It's getting used to us," Pig-Iron suggests nervously – she's heavier than he rest of them.

	Felicity turns the camera round onto herself looking preoccupied. "In those flaming coffins, remember what the footballer said to Quail? 'He's very thin… ' Tityus."

	"What's a Tityus?"

	But Felicity feels the power of the camera at her shoulder. "We'll see soon enough."

	The birds are almost over our heads now, and there's a pattering sound like rain on old snow. A flashing light on the corner of our picture reminds us to switch in our olfactories, and when we do an intriguing guano-and-old-blood combination floats out. We are on a darker portion of the mysterious sheet, and it is here that the birds are tearing. As they flap away, Felicity lowers the camera towards it.

	We can watch the lacerated area close up and heal itself. A thick liquid jets out a metre or two: this is what we heard pattering on the tight skin. Felicity collects some on her palm, where it moves in a clotted mass. "We could have this analysed, I suppose."

	"Is there any need?" The camera pans round. Brother Bertram glides out of the darkness. The cuffs of his bag-robe are stained brown from the puddles.

	"This..." he looks down at it as if into an open grave. "There are things that should be left to their agony. This creature is very dangerous."

	"Yes," Felicity says slowly. "Yes: but agony is so interesting. Don't you think?"

	And here comes Shonnagh, tramping through the blood. As she comes, she flourishes a piece of paper: first she ties it to his ice-burner and holds it in the manner of George Mallory on Everest; then she reverses the burner and waves it like a prayer-flag. She starts his clown act too far from the camera and ends by looking foolish. For that matter, Shonnagh –

	Shonnagh?

	Shonnagh is down at the camp with the loose boulders. Shonnagh is discussing the micro-pathology of Hell with Pheidippida and the Professor, and asking me if I have time to show them my finger.

	Felicity has used the camera's simulacrum mode. Felicity has simulated up a clumsier, more Shonnagh-like Shonnagh and patched her into the film. She's good at this stuff. Shonnagh's been through this film herself, and never spotted it.

	Shonnagh waves his sheet of paper in front of us. Brother Bertram looks resigned.

	"The computer's just sorted out your theodolite measurements. It's given us a map of this thing!"

	"No," says Harcourt testily. "We want the theodolite plot, not the sketch of the porter's boyfriend."

	Professor Harcourt? Yes; for now Felicity's got the hang of the camera's stored character database. The actual people, the simulacra, us who view through the camera: we all now look at the piece of paper in Shonnagh's hand. And everything falls into place. The four promontories, the bulge with its floating seaweed, even the smelly marsh.

	"It's a person. And looking closely, a male person," Shonnagh – Felicity's simulacrum of Shonnagh, now dumped into the straight-woman role, points out the obvious for the camera.

	Now Felicity pulls the wife Pheidippida out of the database, to help fill out the science while adding golden lights from her hair. "We ought to find out what's happened to it. Him. Isn't there something we can do?" Pheidippida has an aura of sadness, a tragic bravery. Has Felicity seen something I haven't noticed in the client's assistant?

	A climber I don't recognise is reading out of Dante's guidebook in a dreary, toneless way. The climber wears a grotesque outfit of ancient tweeds and massive hobnailer boots. Can it be – can this really be Felicity and the camera's interpretation of – myself?

	It's the fault of all beginners, and Felicity's no different. Overdoing it with the plug-in personalities.

	"The name of it or him is Tityus," The simulated me says, confirming Felicity's identification. "The entity is flattened over an area of nine acres. He or it is in our guidebook, Canto XXXI, I guess that means thirty-one. We are standing upon his or its liver. Its or his liver should occupy about eight hundred square metres."

	"There is nothing here of interest to us," Bertram says. Listening to him now, in our cave shelter above the glacier, I hear the urgency in his voice. On camera, everybody ignores him.

	Shonnagh, still in the straight-woman role, wrinkles her nose at the jets of thick liquid that fly through the air. "Must have a fantastic blood pressure." She bends over the dark area. "Hmmm – self-renewing. And pre-sliced as well. This kind of meat would dry out very easily. It could be the answer to sand rations. There's consumer resistance to sand rations, the flavour doesn’t suit some people."

	"The client's assistant we wants to save him from his fate," Felicity reminds her. "Or it."

	"Well... that too. Wonder what this Tityus tasted like?"

	"Ask the birds," Felicity suggests nastily. Oh, she's clever! It really is just like Shonnagh.

	In a dull, lifeless voice Brother Bertram says: "We and you have already decided to ignore the Tityus. What are specified at this point are Interviews at the clifftop."

	"It's too late," Shonnagh says. "We've got this chap Tityus on film. He's part of the storyline." And now, with Professor Harcourt hovering in the background, we've exited Felicity's mock-up and move across to the real Shonnagh. I think.

	But still the phenomena are edited by our own ideas and preconceptions. Reality is a white screen and onto it we paint demons from our own minds. And then the demons get hungry, and come down out of the picture and steal our souls.

	Which is why I'm doing this book in writing, on pieces of paper.

	They carry the camera through the darkness, as the thump of its heart sounds somewhere off to their right. We're shown a row of white slabs like marble tombs. Where the spotlight of the camera hits them, they gleam. "The teeth," says Shonnagh. "Don’t stand on them."

	A flap of what has to be skin rises in front of the camera like the wall of a sheepfold. "I think we have a clairvoyant or prophet among you," it whispers. It speaks in classical English, with the clipped inflections of the Indian sub-continent. "Hello Clairvoyant. It's been a long time. But it isn't going to be much longer."

	"I am not going to talk to you, Tityus," Brother Bertram says.

	"Oh yes you are, Clairvoyant. Perhaps you'd like to play a little game."

	We're seeing the scene over the shoulders of two of the porters. At the corner of the image, a climbing helmet is visible, clipped to a rucksack. Inside the helmet the comm-light comes on, and a tinny voice tries to say something. This has to be Shonnagh handling the camera now, she really is a classy editor...

	•••

	Standing in the empty camp with Brother Bertram's own blue helmet on, I heard that voice of the flattened Tityus through the ear-speaker, but at first I didn't register what was happening because I had my cheek against the button waiting to break in with what I'd just seen among the boulders.

	The voice was soft and very low, like the beginning of an avalanche.

	My own information, in the end, I did not share until another two hours had passed, and by then it was too late.

	I'd naturally climbed the most difficult and interesting of the boulders behind our camp. At the top of it I'd found a hollow place, not seen from below. The burnt ends of ten or twenty nicotine cigarettes lay there. With them was the armbone of what looked to be a human being, gnawed by square-ended teeth.

	As a climber, I'd naturally climbed the least climbable of the boulders. Which, just as naturally, was the one the demon had been lurking on.

	Back from the boulder, but not much further back, there was a pile of demon-dung. The droppings were still warm. And just below the boulder I found where a pack-centaur has stood. Two hoof-prints, two hand-prints. The handprints were outlined in blood. The creature had been leaning against the rock and there was blood there as well. I also found a bloodstained rope harness.

	A pink, monofilament rope harness. A rope harness from the Shonnagh Mountain Shop.

	 

	
The laws of the prophets

	I entered the camp at a run. it was empty apart from the piles of demon dung and a single porter who sat on a stone, spinning her illicit prayer-wheel. "They've all gone over to the five-hectare object," she told me.

	"Start packing everything up," I said. "We're being watched by a demon." Shonnagh would just have to paste the cliff edge interviews in afterwards. I picked up Brother Bertram's blue helmet and put it on, and tried to call in to Shonnagh. And heard, through Shonnagh's helmet, that low, crushed sounding voice.

	"I'll start, shall I?" it says. "Bad News: the End of the World is at hand."

	"Oh!" Brother Bertram's voice.

	"Do you have to whisper?" This is Shonnagh. "My sound equipment can hardly get you."

	"The sounds I make are below your hearing unless you stand very, very close. Mostly people don't stand very, very close. That is part of the punishment. I have these powers, you see. At least I think I do."

	"Powers, yes?" Shonnagh prompts.

	"Prophetic powers," the Tityus explains. Its voice is like the storm rushing up the glacier towards you when the air around you is still quiet. "The nerve-fibres in my brain are stretched to three hundred times their proper length.  This sets up resonances and feedback effects. Hence, prophetic powers. But no-one comes."

	"We've come," says Shonnagh. "This is going onto tape. You could be quite famous."

	"Already am. I'm in the Odyssey and the Faerie Queene. And in Dante."

	 "And we even know what it is that it or he did. Bad sin. He or it assaulted the goddess Artemis." I don't recognise this voice. And then I do. It's me – or me with added pedantry, Shonnagh's version of me. Once again being spliced in to supply some back-story.

	"Artemis," the creature sighs. "You don't know her I guess. Not just a chaste huntress and a pretty body, a clever mind as well. It was her idea, this. Convert me into an organic lifeform, one cell at a time. Just so as to qualify me for this ridiculous place."

	"So you – you are not human?" Shonnagh points out the obvious for the viewers.

	"I'm of the race of Titans. Some of my colleagues are lower down in this place. Technically we are demigods."

	In the background, I can hear the assistant Pheidippida crying. Even Shonnagh sounds unsettled. But she always puts aside her personal feelings for the sake of the interview. "And how did you feel – I mean, it's extremely mythic and all that, but doesn't that seem a little bit unfair? And the birds, would they be tearing at your liver?"

	"Birds? No birds down here. Those are the flying sort of demons. But my liver, yes, that seems to be where they are. They're welcome, it grows back soon enough. And as mammals yourselves, you'll be aware the liver has no nerve endings."

	"I am ready to play," says Brother Bertram in a strained voice. "The end of the world is at hand, you tell us. Good news: the Antichrist turns out to be a personage of the thoughtful and friendly kind."

	"Bad news: yes indeed, the Antichrist is you."

	•••

	I wasn't listening to all this standing still. Bu this time I'd got a fix on Shonnagh's helmet and was running towards it. As I ran I didn't look down. Otherwise I'd have seen the footprints of Harcourt's golden-haired assistant, Pheidippida. (No, that hadn't been her crying up at the five-hectare Tityus, that was just Shonnagh's simulacrum edited in as background. Do try to keep track, this is going to be important.)

	Pheidippida had finished arguing with the Professor and left the camp to recover her peace of mind. She had crossed five minutes in front of me. Behind the rocks she was, at that moment, meeting the wounded pack-centaur.

	The demon whose nicotine stubs I'd come across was watching them, but it thought its centaur was doing a pretty good bit of vicarious torment, and didn't interfere.

	•••

	I run faster: for I remember, now, the porter and the message from Brother Bertram. Bertram is fighting, and what he is fighting for is the life of every one of us, and perhaps for something more than that. I run with Bertram's blue helmet still on my head.

	As I run I think about ways to kill the five-hectare object.

	Stupid of me. The thing's already dead.

	•••

	"Like all true prophets, mortal human, for such I believe you to be, I prophesy only bad things. That is part of the punishment."

	"We're twenty-third century rationalists," Shonnagh told it. "We don't believe in any of this. Listen, have you got anything on who's going to climb Olympicus?"

	"I prophesy on persons already present, such as the camera porter standing beside my right eye. He will fall, three hours from now. His death will be caused by the climbing rope."

	Shonnagh said: "Actually, we're heading back up towards the Dis Wall. Well we are once we've finished these interviews."

	Brother Bertram: "Shonnagh, we have to leave now. We have only to move off his actual body and we shall no longer hear him."

	"You're determined to ruin every financial opportunity in this expedition. Get a camera on that porter, someone."

	"Brother Bertram," the Tityus said, "it is your turn you know." Running in the dark is dangerous. At this point my ankle turned between the rocks. Lying on my face, blood from somewhere dripping off the end of my nose, I heard through the helmet: "After the camera person, the next one to die will be yourself, Brother Bertram. But you already know this."

	"Yes, Bertram says. "Yes, I know this."

	Prophesies –  Bertram had told me about prophesies during our climb. Something about Oedipus. But Tityus was giving us a chance: the game of Good News / Bad News. The quicker Bertram answered, the fewer doom-laden futures we'd get prophesied onto us. But if he were, in the end, to lose the game....

	"You, Bofors Creetchie: you will die with a rope tied round your ankle. Your left ankle. Your head will explode and your limbs will fall away in flames.  The climber you call Quail has just stepped onto my flesh. The climber Quail will be killed by his companions because you can no longer stand his torment."

	"Stop."

	"Brother Bertram? You have your next answer? Meanwhile, I'll talk about the traitor. You should never have descended as a party of thirteen. One of you has already betrayed you all to Hell. Would you like to know which one?"

	"Yes, please," says Creetchie. "I think it's Quail."

	"The traitor is among you now. The traitor is –"

	Brother Bertram manages to interrupt. "So I am the Antichrist. The good news is this: the Antichrist has a consort who is sexually alluring and gorgeous." A great ploy by Brother Bertram, given the Tityus hasn't had a sex life for twelve hundred years. 

	"You do see the problem, then?" says Tityus. His breath is failing: his voice, now, is like gravel going through a mincer. " By the very act of making the prophesy I make it come true."

	 "Yes? Tell me," Shonnagh enquires, "how did you feel when you realised that although flattened over an area of five hectares you were still a sentient being?"

	"The prophesy itself brings itself about." Oedipus, of course, Bertram had told me about that. As I ran, I was thinking hard. Was there any way to end this conversation, with its interlocking prophesies of doom, each one now activated like a cornice grenade all ready to bring down its mountainside of broken ice? The demon watching the camp side. Could I somehow use this demon?

	•••

	"And are you a prophet of this sort?" Shonnagh asked.

	The lips wavered, she told me later, like spindrift in a breeze. "Those I speak to do not return. It is part of the punishment."

	"Oh, you are a genuine prophet," said Brother Bertram.

	"It's your turn, creature," Felicity reminded it. "We're the Antichrist: and the Antichrist's consort is gorgeous, passionate and attractive."

	"Bad news: she's a snake," says the creature.

	"Good news," says Felicity. "We're one too."

	Tityus sighs. "Not the case, sadly. We're a lot worse than any snakes, us."

	•••

	I arrive then. Blood all over my face. Why do I always appear on Shonnagh's film with blood all over my face?

	"You are not in time," Brother Bertram says. "It has already taken place." He looked relaxed now, almost happy. I remembered that he had prophesied his own death. This, then, is where it happens.

	But I'd heard the prophesies of this Tityus creature myself. If even one of them happened to come true – or even appear approximately… It's not just Shonnagh and Bofors Creetchie who know how to deploy a story. And what if all of them came true, what if Brother Bertram was correct and the prophesies themselves had the power, in this place, to bend events? And I remembered what Bertram had said, two prophets in the same place, and why the long beards of his Order had sent him away onto our expedition.

	Two snakes, he'd said. Two snakes in the sack of time.

	But the Tityus itself had given me the idea. Get the whole party off its strange, semi-living surface and we'd no longer hear the prophesies. We'd be safe.

	And the blood on my face could only be a help here. "Those demons we saw, I saw, by the Phlegethon river. They're coming across the desert, dozens of them, maybe hundreds. We're – we're being attacked."

	Not good enough. I saw it at once, from Shonnagh's expression. Not convincing. The winged monsters had almost ignored us coming through the Dis Wall. The demons with the centaurs didn't attack us back by the river. Why should they attack us now?

	"Back at the camp, I said. I saw where they'd been, one of them, watching us in our camp." My voice trailed off, this wasn't good enough. Not good enough to draw her away from the Tityus interview. This wasn't going to work.

	But there is one thing that will draw Shonnagh away from a compelling interview. She's looking at me now, looking at my hands. And what she's seeing is an even more compelling interview.

	Meanwhile Felicity has her binoculars out, and she's looking back across the desert. "Maybe Quai is correct. There's a cloud of smoke, back across the desert. Smoke, or dust. Lit up from underneath."

	I look at Brother Bertram and he looks at me and even in the darkness I see that his eyes are wide and anxious. Have I myself, suddenly, become a prophet as well?

	But Shonnagh is herding her camera crew off the flattened man, back to the backlit boulders at the plateau edge. "Well who'd of thought, says research assistant Pheidippida. Looks like she was right after all." The cameras are crowded round, pointed at me like buzzards around a dying climber. "Hold out your hands now, Quail. That's right – and there's ten clean fingers, all ready to go climbing. Demon poo: can this be the mysterious healing power of Hell?"

	She zooms in her camera. "And my goodness, Quail – is that chalk that I see on your hands?" 
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Chapter 7

	If it weren't for guidebooks, every climb, on every crag, would be a first ascent. Fortunately, the guidebook's just dead weight in the second man's back pocket. Most of us are quite incapable of reading the thing.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	There's no such thing as impossible rock. There are only climbers who aren't good enough yet.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	Sand in their hair

	"I didn't actually see the demon," I said. "I climbed onto this boulder –"

	"Using chalk," Shonnagh said. "Well done for that Quail. Finally catching up with the real world."

	"I saw where the demon had been, smoking nicotine cigarettes."

	"You'll want a chalk bag to go with it. And stickyboots to match? I can do you expedition rates, twenty percent."

	"It was the demon's centaur that had the rope harness. Your rope harness, from your shop."

	"You did the right thing to tell me. This changes things."

	Below the cliff edge, the roaring noise we had heard several times already was swelling in the distance. Where we sat, we could see down slantwise into the gap in the cliffs. As we peered down into it, something long and black shot across the grey air, like an express rail-train through the gap between two buildings. I said: "The porters have already got everything packed up, we can head out right now."

	"Tell them to unpack. You've got it all upside down, Quail. If the demon's using Shonnagh Mountain Shop equipment, we have to get some film. Why not an interview, come to think of it?" 

	Back over the desert behind us, a rosy glow like sunrise gave us slightly more light to see each other. Felicity the terrorist was listening in, eyes bright. Could it be – was she enjoying the idea of us all being torn to pieces by demons? "Shonnagh, are you thinking about our clients?"

	"Calm down, Quail. This is Hell, right? What does Hell have? It has demons. Demons are part of the deal. Would I put the clients into any dangers they hadn't paid for? You know I wouldn't do that."

	 

	•••

	Once,  years ago in the Thule Ice Garden, Shonnagh and I had climbed together. I had loved her then, loved her for courage, and her beautiful footwork, and the way her arms moved across the rockface. Was this, now, how it was to end? Chasing demons in the desert?

	There was this. If we believe the prophesies of the Tityus creature, it's not Shonnagh who's the first one to die. Instead, it's the camera porter, still three hours from now, on some rockface somewhere.

	Trouble is, I don't believe in prophesy.

	Another of the railway-train monsters roared past on the cliff face below us. Very slowly, I started gathering the porters to reset the camping ground. And there was a shout, and Shonnagh came running back to the campground. She had fallen and grazed her face; and I saw that she had a raw, red weal across her forearm. "First off, that demon wasn't wearing any of my gear at all. And then, it attacked me with its whip. Could have killed me."

	 She had failed to switched on her helmet camera to record this dramatic announcement. So this must be bad. "Well," I said, "Demons are part of the deal, right?"

	"Don't be ironic, Quail, doesn't suit you. The thing chased after me. Its centaur put its leg in a hole or something, it just fell over. I doubled back among the boulders."

	I gave her some sand rations – when people are excited or scared, they'll eat without paying attention to the flavour). She said: "There's a double line of them, from the clifftop right up into the desert. Twenty or thirty, maybe more. I think they're looking for us."

	Felicity the terrorist looked up. Blessed Bertram, in his blue bagrobe in the pink glow from the desert behind us, said nothing.

	"They're about a kilometre away. We'll strike in diagonally, away from the cliff top."

	"That'll take us away from the route up the Minotaur's cliff," I remarked. "We'll be cut off from our retreat."

	Felicity said slowly: "Or, we could hide underneath the sand."

	"If they're a kilometre away, they're too close," I said. "There isn't time."

	"There's got to be time," Shonnagh said.

	"Well yes. But there isn't."

	"I've still got my explosives," Felicity said. She didn't wait, but dragged her rucksack off over the sand dune.

	We buried Creetchie and Brother Bertram first, so the two clients could see that the plastic drinking tubes did work for breathing through. Bertram closed his teeth over the plastic tube, and I pushed the sand over his face. The porters were digging trenches for the rucksacks. 

	I heard the harsh voices of the demons now, and when I looked up the points of their whips were rising just above the sand dune. Felicity had left her explosives too late.

	But then I heard a loud crash, and then another. Shouts broke out behind the dune. And then there was a third explosion.

	Felicity strolled down the sand dune. "Set to go off after they'd passed," she said. "They'll have to turn the whole line around. And now – " she paused, to let us hear the fourth explosion. "Unpredictable. They'll wait a while to see if that was the last one." 

	We tramped the sand down where the rest of the party lay buried, then brushed over the ground with the lids from our rucksacks. I lay in my prepared hole and covered myself with sand, then flung the rucksack lid sideways, to sail away over the cliff edge.

	There was a large stone just below my shoulders. This meant I was lying with my face still exposed to the  air. Maybe I could dig myself out again, pull away the stone. No, that would take too long. The demon voices were closer, and now I could hear the hooves of the centaurs.

	I burrowed my arms into the sand, wriggling until they were out of sight. My face was  flat with the sand surface, gazing at the cavern ceiling far above. Again one of the machine monsters passed below the cliff's rim, shaking the ground and settling the sand around me a little.

	I waited, trying to blink the sand out of eyes. After ten minutes, I realised I hadn't actually been hearing the footsteps. There would have been time to deepen my hole and camouflage it with stones. Too late for that now.

	As I lay staring up at the cavern ceiling, I thought about Felicity the Zen Terrorist, and how easily we'd fallen in with her plan. She'd spoken at the right moment, with the right authority. Now here we were, exactly where she'd wanted us. Buried in the sand or, in my case, staring at the ceiling, waiting for an especially unpleasant death. And possibly, if her philosophy was working, attaining enlightenment.

	Another ten minutes had gone by. Now it was certainly too late to deepen my hole. I traced climbing routes with my eye across the cracks of the distant rock ceiling. There were climbs to be had across that overhang, superb, difficult climbs.

	And then a shadow fell across my face.

	Two feet that were actually hands were passing on my left. The creature was moving slowly and seemed to be in pain. For two long seconds I looked up at it. I smelled its animal odour and waited for the back feet to pass me.

	Two more came past me, one on either side, and I heard the voices of demons calling like ravens overhead. And then another, the hand-hoof so close that sand sprinkled my cheek.

	The centaur's underside was hairless; it had two small nipples carried between the front legs. And then it spoke. "We know where they are," it said. Its voice was half-strangled, as if something was twisting its throat, but I could understand it clearly enough. "They are mountain climbers, Pansy says. With ropes. They have climbed down the cliff  over there, they are hiding below the edge."

	"Good try, Dibbler!" I could see the rider's three-clawed foot slotted over the stirrup. "You're not going to be trotting us up to the clifftop just so's you can jump us over the edge, not today. Get a move on!" and it slashed the centaur's side with its claw.

	As they moved off, a drop of centaur blood fell onto my cheek.

	Yes, Reader: I am aware that in any well constructed narrative a snatch of overheard conversation has to be a crucial clue to the speaker's character or motivation or something. A half-heard phrase turns out to mean something quite different, like he was climbing with her but it was only because he was intending to buy the rope. But this is a book about what happened, and real conversations are mostly pointless. Please forget the centaur called Dobbler. He's not coming back into the story ever again.

	The shouting of the demons faded behind the top of my head. I counted a slow thousand, then bent my head upwards and shook the sand from my hair. I called out softly to Shonnagh and her hand rose out of the sand. And for a moment I remembered her hand poised on a handhold as she climbed towards me, so many times, when we both were young. 

	A moment later, the point of Pig-Iron's antique iceaxe emerge beside my foot.

	"Guides of this expedition, you have a problem here," Pig-Iron said. The passing of three lines of centaurs had scuffed up the sand. We could no longer see where we had buried our companions.

	We started an avalanche search. Shonnagh and I crawled the spiral side by side, Pig-Iron with her iceaxe able to work along faster on the outside of the spiral. I tried not to think about the line of demons no more than a kilometre away. After two circuits, Shonnagh found the top of one plastic breathing tube, which turned out to be our client Professor Harcourt. Pig-Iron, a couple of steps ahead, found the rucksacks and one of her husbands. 

	With four searchers now, we widened our pattern. The next to emerge was Felicity the terrorist, shaking the sand from her dirty robes. "Why are you all crawling around?" she asked: and pointed out the exact positions of Brother Bertram, the remaining porters, Bofors Creetchie and the client's assistant Pheidippida.

	The immediate danger had passed, for now. Even if the demons didn't turn back and reverse their search towards us, we still had twelve kilometres of desert to get back across before the shelter of the woods. The rosy glow beyond the dunes meant that it wasn't completely dark. We had to hope the demons were far enough away not to spot us crossing the low, stony ridge where we'd met the Tityus. Once we were across the stony ridge, then the dunes should hide us.

	With the porters carrying double loads, we headed into the desert at the fastest walk we could manage. Felicity and Brother Bertram were quickest to recover from their time under the sand. We gave them the clients to look after, while we climbers moved ahead with night binoculars.

	Turns out, we didn't need the binoculars. As we topped the low ridge, as far as we could see across the plain fires glittered like red stars in an upside-down sky.

	••••

	The more distant ones, kilometres away towards the wood, shifted in the mirage. But the nearer ones were clear enough as I focused the binoculars. I'd said this was happening, I'd said it just to get Shonnagh off the flattened man Tityus. But now it was worrying me – have I become a prophet? I heard the shouts of the demons as they moved around their fires, and a stench of burning flesh drifted down. Had I really become a prophet, in this place where all the prophesies are bad ones? And worse. What did Bertram call it? Malign Oedipus. Had my own prophesy itself brought these demons down on us? 

	"But why have they stopped?" Shonnagh wondered aloud.

	"They're having a bit of fun," Felicity said. "We're trapped against the cliff now. They may take weeks to close in. They want to see if they can frighten us into jumping over the cliff of our own free will. Rather than them throwing us. Fascinated by Free Will, demons are."

	"So they know we're here."

	Felicity laughed with a sound like icefloes cracking apart. "We've been betrayed, just like the Tityus said. One of our company has told them all about us."

	"But why?" Shonnagh seemed to find this hard to believe. Of course: the camera was running. "We – we're climbers!"

	Felicity said: "We've got ice axes and burners. There's even a few cornice grenades. We could break through the demons, fight our way through to the Minotaur's cliff."

	Slowly, Bertram said: "If captured, we shall be subjected to unspeakable torments, and then to the loss of our immortal soul."

	"Down over the cliff, then," said Shonnagh. "We've got abseil rope."

	"Ah – Brother Bertram says abseiling's not on," I said slowly. "And I'm afraid the guidebook agrees with him. Not to mention Albert Camus the footballer, up there in the Sixth Circle."

	The watchfires were dying and it had grown slightly darker by the time we found ourselves back at the cliff edge. Below, when I glanced downwards, the spiked ridge that Creetchie had spotted flew  through the shadows like a bat. Yet another of the express-trains crashed past, shaking the ground. I glanced at my watch. These machines were coming past every twenty-seven minutes; like well regulated railway trains. But unlike railway trains, however well regulated, all in the same direction. Anticlockwise.

	We returned to the tiny promontory above the Malebolga edge. Felicity used the last of her explosives on the neck of land leading back towards the desert. Any demon trying to cross it now would face an awkward climb on very loose rock.

	On the other side, the flickering watchfires stretched into the distance.

	 Now – and I've noticed this before, in a snowhole with the blizzard and avalanches outside deferred until the next daylight, on a small stance even, secured by the rope for a brief few minutes between pitches on unstable, dangerous rock – but now we turned our thinking minds away from the dangers that surrounded us, the cliff behind with its glassy rock and its passing monsters, the demon watchfires across the desert ahead, the stormcloud of malign prophesy that darkened our future – and the part of our mind that lies below conscious awareness, maybe, would come up with some chance for survival and then again possibly not – but now, in nervous scraps of conversation, we relaxed, almost,  on the promontory above the rim of Malebolga, our toes converging towards a small fire of demon dung.

	Already the clients were feeling the uncomfortable pull of the empty spaces behind us. Unconsciously they had positioned themselves near the promontory's neck, even though that put them closer to the demons.

	Blessed Bertram was curled against a rock. He didn't move, his eyes half closed, mouth turned down in a half scowl. He looked as if he was already dead, but I've seen several dead people and judged that Bertram was in some prophetic trance.

	I dared to lean on Creetchie's dung-pile, and he didn't chase me away. Back over the desert behind us, a rosy glow of the demon campfires gave us light to see each other. So we're all going to die? They say that about any worthwhile bit of mountaineering. They said that about Everest, they said it about Creetchie's trip to Cho Oyu. Mind you, they were right about Cho Oyu.

	Creetchie said: "There's one way not to worry about the styling for your deathsign. Just don't die."

	"Felicity," I asked her: "Why haven't you been trying to incite us all into interesting deaths?" This was something I'd been wondering about.

	For the first time, I thought I saw Felicity smile. "Well I did, Quail. But you didn't notice. Up in the Third Circle? I was trying to suggest you to try bog drowning. But you're a climber, you already know your death's going to be climbing."

	Bofors Creetchie was using the firelight to touch up his climbing helmet. A charred bone snapped within our little campfire. Brother Bertram stirred at the sound and sat up. He gazed around at us, blinking.  "Quail, you are here. There is a matter you will need to know now. About prophesies."

	He thinks I want to know about his prophetic powers – this isn't the first time he's mentioned them. And I suppose us guides are the same. Mountains are our life and we imagine that everyone else is interested in them too. Reader, forgive me if despite my best efforts I haven't managed to exclude mountain-climbing altogether from this account.

	"Prophesy can – does – oh dear, alter the future, bend the future towards its own fulfilment. But then a further prophesy… And yet it has to be done with care. So much care. The prophesy has to be almost not there at all, not seeming like a prophesy even."

	I nodded, as if I understood what he was saying. Keeping the client happy, it's an important part of the job. "Your own death has been foretold, you're bound to try anything you can."

	"My death? The Tityus and myself, two prophets in the same place, my death is not in question. But Quail, we have climbed together. It's not my death foretold for which I'm trying to adjust the chain of causality. It's your death, Quail. The tiny prophesy that's almost not there at all, to avert the death foretold without breaking the chain. But it's like the tiny handhold that is felt with just one finger. And I cannot feel it."

	Behind us, the red-ringed circles of lower Hell stretched away under their black smoke. Dark cut-out shapes against the red, Shonnagh and her camera were conducting her final interview. Meme chips are almost indestructible – someday hers might be found by some future Professor Harcourt.

	Shonnagh had to shout against the noise from around the watchfires. "The cliff below us, we can't abseil without being chewed up by the monster. Quail and Bofors Creetchie have already had a good look at it, it seems to be obsidian, which is to say pure glass. There's no way of climbing down it. So do we jump, and get chomped? Or do we try and fight our way out through the demons?"

	I caught Bofors Creetchie's orange-coloured eye. His orange coloured face had what could be a slight smile.

	"'There's no such thing as impossible rock'," I quoted. "Mallory, Chapter 17. No such thing as impossible; only climbers who aren't good enough yet. Time to take another look at this Malebolga Wall."

	 

	
Hells Teeth

	The porters started shifting the climbing gear down stony ledges that formed the top of the crag. Below them, the cliff dropped away to darkness. Away on the left, the Phlegethon river roared over the edge. Somewhere below us was the spiked ridgeline that Bofors Creetchie and I had looked down on, all those hours before. Soon I was leaning over the edge, supported by a quickly driven piton.

	Since the invention of abseiling – descending on the doubled rope – the art of climbing downwards has been neglected. Despite myself, I was gazing down the rockface with a sense of anticipation – if it was possible at all, this would be an interesting climb. Bofors Creetchie as he joined me on the ledge was even grinning.

	There was a rattle of stones and a figure hurtled out of the gloom. I held out an arm and stopped him from falling off the cliff. "Scree-running in the dark is not safe," I reproved him. "And why aren't you on a rope?"

	"You heard the prophesy." It was the pale cameraman. "It's the rope that's going to do me in. Which means so long as I'm unroped I'm okay. Look at how you were right here at the edge ready to stop me."

	"You'll have to rope up for this next pitch," I told him.

	"You think it'll go?" Creetchie asked.

	"We never studied this properly. Take a look!"

	Seen from above, the cliff was a sheet of dark glass dropping to the spiked ridgeline about 100m below us; and on into darkness, to the flickering bands of fire hundreds of metres below. But leaning forward over the edge, I could see that the whole rockface was pitted with small, round caves. The caves were strangely regular, each of them about three metres across. The highest of them was only two metres below us.

	All it needed was for me to hang by my hands from the cliff's rim, so that one of the smaller members of the party could climb down my body. Pig-Iron's husband number four – the small one that she keeps for visitors – made the short descent in a matter of seconds and set up a fixed rope into the little cave.

	"Professor Harcourt," I said, "it's time to come out of that client suiting. We've got some climbing fun for you here. It's just down into this little cave, a jolly little overhang which you're going to enjoy."

	"Can't you just lower me on the rope?" Harcourt asked. "Like before?"

	"You're the client, it's your choice. But our information is that it will lead to a sudden and surprising death." It's better to explain things to the clients. It's uncertainty that spoils their morale.

	Clamped to the fixed rope beside him, the Professor surprised me by climbing down using the handholds on the rock until those below could grab his ankles and pull him into the cave. The golden haired assistant gave me what was intended as a very nasty look – her tiny milk teeth were not really designed for snarling. She closed her eyes, then slithered down the rope hand over hand.

	"Keep your body out," I told her helpfully. "Don't dangle, use your feet." And her white teeth flashed at me again in another tiny grimace.

	"I won't use any rope," said the camera-technician. "I'll take my chance with the railway-train monsters."

	"We can't let you climb without rope," said Shonnagh. "Nothing personal: it wouldn't look right on the film."

	"There's some of that steel-core," I suggested. The porter agreed to climb on the steel-cored rope designed for heavy equipment. "It's got a breaking strain of forty tons," I reassured him. "And we can belay you up here with an expansion bolt."

	"My expansion bolts are guaranteed," Shonnagh promised. "If one comes out I jump after it and fetch it back."

	"There's absolutely no way you can fall off," I told him again.

	The next of the little caves was only a metre below. This time Creetchie held my wrists and Felicity climbed down over me. She was even lighter than she looked: her weight didn't bother me at all. After a bit of swinging from my ankles in her billowing robes, she gained her footing inside the next of the caves.

	This first stage of the descent was almost easy. Below the first two, the caves overlapped one another, forming vertical chimneys and slanting ramps. Each cave was perfectly round, and just under metres in diameter. Some could hold the whole parity, others were no more than a rounded ledge, but each one had six circular boss-marks in the back wall.

	Felicity looked at her watch. "The next railway train's three and a half minutes late. Does it know something we don't?"

	"I can feel it now. Stay back in the cave, everyone." The rock under my hand started to tremble, and then to shake. The noise was crushing, transmitted through the rock and amplified by the hollow of the cave. Outside, it started to rain pebbles. Felicity stood at the cave mouth and after a moment's hesitation I joined her, curious to see another of the things which I had only glimpsed from the cliff top. Shonnagh pushed a camera through between us and retreated into the cave.

	As I leaned out my hand was on the head of the expansion bolt; the steel-cored rope ran back into  the cave, where the superstitious porter crouched against the smooth wall. Hidden in its own smoke, something long and hot thundered around the curve of the cliff. I saw its eyes first, great dim globes of crystal. Its moon-face was friendly and mild; its wispy beard flew out in the wind behind.

	"Have a look," I said over my shoulder. "It makes a lot of noise, but this one's about as vicious as a damp sleeping bag."

	The rock was jumping now, and as I spoke there was a loud crack and the bolt moved out from under my hand. I jumped back into the cave. Half a cubic metre of rock had broken away from the cave mouth. The expansion bolt was right at the centre of it, and already the karabiner linking to the porter's rope had tilted out of my reach.

	At the back of the cave, the porter started to scream. I seized my ice-burner and slashed at the coils of rope. Brother Bertram stood smiling sadly. Of course. The rope wouldn't cut – it was the forty-ton hauling cable. Sparks flew off the metal core as I struck at it. Then the rope came tight.

	The porter left the cave like a bullet fired from a gun. He fell in a graceful arc alongside the spiked ridge below. The monster stretched its short neck. Its gentle smile opened and took the porter like a frog gulping a fly.

	It seemed that its headlong flight would to smash it into the side of the ridge below us. But after a moment it appeared again beyond the pinnacles: it had passed through some archway in the narrow ridge. We watched as the long body passed in a thunder of dust.

	"Harmless, is he," Shonnagh enquired mildly. "As a wet sleeping bag, did you say?"

	"He looked – when I looked into his eyes... I'd have let him carry the guidebook."

	"A lesson for you. Always carry the guidebook yourself. Do they go through that hole in the rock every time, I wonder?"

	"It's not they," said Brother Bertram: "it's it. A single monster, name of Geryon, going round and round. And now you know why he was three minutes late."

	"Do we?"

	"Dropped rope."

	"Predestination? The monster knew out porter was going to fall just then? But it was the approach of the monster that loosened the rock."

	Brother Bertram said: "If the porter hadn't made a fuss about the rope we wouldn't have had him on the steel-core at all. No expansion bolt, either. He'd still be alive right now."

	"Yes, we worked that out for ourselves, Brother B," Shonnagh said.

	The roaring of the monster died around the curve of the wall. In silence, we descended through four more of the caves. The other prophesies of Tityus were going through our heads. Brother Bertram to die next. Bofors Creetchie in flames. I myself, killed by my companions. But as we picked up the ropes again, none of us was looking at Brother Bertram.

	Below us now there was a couple of metres of blank cliff face, before the top edge of the next  little caves. Dimly, still 50 metres below us, I could see the spiked ridgeline we were aiming for. The rock seemed to be serpentine, green in the torchlight and slightly soapy to touch. Creetchie lowered himself from the cave rim, and I belayed Shonnagh's rope as she climbed down Creetchie's body into the cave below. I went down the rope hand over hand, then turned to watch Professor Harcourt as Shonnagh guided his feet from below.

	The rumble of the Geryon monster was approaching again. As if set off by the noise, two pebbles fell past us through the air. Somewhere above, I heard the faint clink of a snap-link in a piton. And then I heard the harsh chatter of demons, immediately above us. And Professor Harcourt on the rope began to rise away from us, back up the cliff face.

	Things started happening very quickly. Even as the rumble of the approaching monster rose to a screech, Shonnagh grabbed the client's feet. And now Shonnagh too was being pulled upwards. I was trying to belay the lower end of the rope. It came tight, but the stretch in the rope meant that the client and Shonnagh were still rising out of the cave. I saw Shonnagh's feet swing outwards into the empty air; and at that moment the rocks around us suddenly turned pink. The monster, this time, was passing immediately above us, its pale belly reflecting back the light from the fiery circles hundreds of metres below.

	The noise was louder than any rockfall, and contained within it the rhythmic pounding of great feet. On my face I felt damp heat from the monster's body. And there was a smell, too; that musty old-clothes odour of aged climbers who sit in the corner of the hut gazing at the mountains they'll never climb again.

	The pink light cut off abruptly, as the monster's tail flicked past like a prayer flag whipped away in the wind. The rumbling died away. I guided Shonnagh back down to the cave floor. On the rockface above, still fixed to the rope, the client was moaning softly. On either side of him, greenish blood was trickling down the rockface, to drip off the rim of our cave.

	I climbed up the rope, working my way past the client. At the back wall of the upper cave, our rope disappeared into a mass of grey scales and greenish blood and broken bits of bone. A single scaly hand still grasped the rock piton that secured our rope.

	No, the monster didn't always use the hole through the ridge below us. Over thousands of years, it had worn down its footsteps into the rock: footsteps just under three metres across, with six dented toe-prints in the back. And like the demons it had just trodden on, we too were standing in one of those footprints.

	Twenty metres below us, the pinnacle ridge sprung from the rock face and reared up at once into its first spine, five metres high. This meant that the point of this pinnacle was now only fifteen metres below us. But to get to it, we would have to climb down twenty metres and up five. There was one more of the footprint caves. Below that the rock was glassy green and smooth.

	And then from the footprint cave below me someone was climbing down that flawless rock. I saw the white helmet with The Shonnagh Mountain Shop logo on it, and wondered who was wearing it. Not Creetchie, he was still helping Professor Harcourt just below me.

	And then I saw the poked-out elbow, and recognise Brother Bertram's distinctive pinch grip.

	Despite the talent he'd shown on our easy climb together, this was not the place for a beginner. And I realised, all at once, that I cared about that. Ignoring the client Professor Harcourt, I climbed down urgently into the cave below.

	Brother Bertram looked up at me, his face framed in the blue bag-robe. "Have I belayed it right?" he asked. Yes; he had been paying attention during our climb above the river. He had managed to climb down nearly a third of the blank wall, using small swirls in the green rock and pressure holds for the hands. The cliff below dropped into deep shadow, but the tips of the pinnacles were faintly lit in red – lit by flames far out from the cliff foot, still deeper in the central pit of Hell.

	They say that a good person can't be a good climber. And Bertram the Prophet was, I was beginning to realise, a good person. Maybe with encouragement and careful training he might become not a good climber but still a second that anybody might be glad to have at the end of their rope. "Good footwork," I told him. "Really good. Are you in balance there? I'm just taking your rope."

	"To fall attracts the monster," he pointed out. "But if one were to jump..."

	"It's worth thinking about," I agreed absently. Brother Bertram had not been guilty of any foolhardy acts, and I was more concerned with managing his rope than what he might do next. About fifteen minutes had passed since the squashing of the demons in the cave above us. In the distance,  the Geryon monster was approaching yet again. I started wondering about timings, and centrifugal force, and how far it had to be around the creature's full circuit. Then, quite suddenly, Bertram started to turn outwards, away from the rock.

	"You've got my rope," said Brother Bertram. He was facing outwards into the empty air, out of balance, his body starting to fall. And now he jumped, awkwardly, turning in the air. He landed on the pinnacle's tip face upwards.

	Somehow he remained there. "Come down on the rope, Quail," he called out in a quiet voice.

	"My weight will pull you off." I could see both of his hands, so he wasn't holding on to the pinnacle.

	"Come down the rope," he repeated.

	I came down the rope hand over hand.

	"Quail," he said quietly. "Now listen." Somehow he had landed on his back, supported by the pinnacle. I slung a rope around the pinnacle itself, and took my weight off his waist harness. He seemed unharmed.

	But then I saw bright blood flowing out of the ankle of his bagrobe.

	"I'm listening," I said. I took the cloth of the bagrobe in my teeth and tore it open.

	"The prophesies," he said. "Remember what I told you? The prophesy of the Tityus creature. There is a way to get around it."

	I fumbled with the unfamiliar fastenings of his shirt. At last I managed to get a few of the buttons open. My hand touched his pale skin, not touched before by even the rays of the sun. I felt for his heart –

	"Listen to me now, Quail. Death – only death will release you from this – this place of death."

	And my hand touched cold stone. The point of the pinnacle had passed right through his body.

	I swayed then; but my mountaineer's hand found that point of rock, slippery with his blood, and seized it as a handhold. "I'm listening, Brother Bertram. What do you want me to do?"

	He didn't answer.

	"He's dead, Quail," Shonnagh said beside me. "The rock's gone right through him. My God, is that what they wear under their bagrobes?" Bofors Creetchie climbed past us and started to lay rope for the porters along the sweep of the black ridge below. Shonnagh said: "the demons are still there, Quail. I heard them again above us."

	I switched off my head-torch and held the glass in front of his mouth. He wasn't breathing. The roar of the Geryon was louder now.

	"We can't even lower his body on a rope," Shonnagh pointed out.

	"Leave him here with me."

	Shonnagh looked at me anxiously, then climbed down to direct the porters. By the time they had all climbed past, I could see the great, round eyes of the creature Geryon. Forever circling the cliff, consuming what it could shake down into its jaws, never stopping since only the centrifugal force of its motion kept it on the face of the vertical cliff. As the rock started to shake I cut the rope, ten metres back from Bertram's waist harness.

	"Why did you do it, Brother Bertram?" I asked him. The pinnacle under my hand was smooth and clean. I shrugged out of my rucksack, reached inside it for the boltholer. it had been me belaying him; as he climbed and leaped, I had been his second on the rope. Quickly, in four strokes as simply as I knew how, I carved the Cyrillic letter B into the glassy rock. Brother Bertram's deathsign.

	And I remembered, back on the climb above the rapids of the river, how he had handled the boltholer; and accidentally, as it seemed, dropped it back not into his own sack but into my own.

	I lifted his body from the rock. He was very light, lighter even than Felicity when she climbed down me an hour ago. I let the rope fall away, and as it came tight I dropped him down the cliff.

	The monster Geryon came through the opening in the ridge and took him with one bite.

	 

	
Pansy the pack-centaur

	The rest of the spiked ridge went easily – too easily. I had time to think about Brother Bertram, and why he had thrown himself to his death. We hadn't started to think about that twenty metres of rock. Creetchie could perhaps have climbed down it – or a ladder of porters lashed ankle to wrist – even expansion bolts.

	It was as if he had found it necessary to die – and to die,, suddenly, at that very moment.

	So then I thought about his last words. There was a way to circumvent the Tityus prophesies. He had died without telling me what that way was. Or had he died? His heart had still been beating under my hand. Shonnagh had seen his breathing stop, and we had cast him loose and the monster had taken him.

	Could he have been pretending to be dead? In order to avoid telling me how I was to escape the Tityus prophesy? None of this made sense.

	So then I thought about Bofors Creetchie. Bofors Creetchie was sulking because I and not he had climbed down the rope to Brother Bertram's impaled body. I would thus be classed as Bertram's second over the crucial pitch. Creetchie doesn't like anyone else to be on camera, ever.

	He had told me not to climb with him again.

	So then I thought again about Brother Bertram, and why he had died without waiting to see if it was necessary for him to die.

	At the foot of the ridge we stopped for a meal of sand rations. The porters had put up the food tent, and it made a little glowing triangle against the vast blackness of the Malebolga Wall behind. The rockface rose into darkness, where it blended into the rock ceiling of the cavern and seemed, almost, like a starless night sky.

	Shonnagh intended a serious discussion here. I could tell this by the way she had set up the cameras to catch all of us, including the porters. "First of all, folks: well done. Descent of the Malebolga Wall and lower ridge line, with effective work by our climbing team, as well as valued backup from the porters. And a special congratulation to our two clients: your first real bit of climbing."

	Harcourt and Pheidippida were still absorbing the impact of their descent of the rockface. They were gazing at the ground, and didn't respond to Shonnagh's somewhat over-generous tribute. If this film does ever see the light of day, Shonnagh will have to patch in some footage of the clients looking suitably appreciative. For that matter, she'll have to patch them in doing some proper climbing.

	"Plus, of course, the heroic self sacrifice of Brother Bertram, leading the crucial transition onto the ridge of spines." Shonnagh was correct. Bertram, though not properly a climber, had acted as first on the rope for the crux moment of the route. "As second on his rope, Quail, this falls to you. Alpine Club rules would seem to allow – since Bertram is no longer living – this new climb to take his name."

	For a moment I forgot the close-up camera homed in on me. "Hell's teeth, Shonnagh; is this the time to –"

	Shonnagh nodded. "'Hell's Teeth' it is then. First descent by Bertram-Manticora with Quail No-Second-Name. And now to even more serious matters.

	"The descent into this Eighth Circle was forced on us by circumstances, and magnificently carried out. However, it does place us at a further disadvantage in terms of getting back out of here. We could wait out the demons at the clifftop, until they give up and go away. However we only have limited food supplies."

	"Also," I added, "we haven't any idea how long they'll stay. It may take them two days to get bored – it may take a century." I don't like playing the straight man in Shonnagh's presentations, But as ropemaster, it's pretty much part of the job.

	Shonnagh nodded. " The alternative is to work our way around the base of this cliff. The Hells Teeth ridgeline does appear to be a structural rather than purely natural element. So there might well to be similar features further around. Whether or not, we count on our climbing team to push forward a new route back up the cliff."

	I was tempted to burst into maniacal laughter. No point, Shonnagh would just reshoot the sequence. The Geryon creature roared past, now a long way above us. At its passing, a few pebbles whirred down out of the darkness, so I put on my helmet.

	"Thanks to the fine climbing and sacrifices I've mentioned, we do now have some time for reorganising ourselves. Plus, of course, the tasty campground dinner we're currently enjoying!" Even Shonnagh doesn't have the effrontery to zoom in on the bowls of sand-rations as she says this. I noticed that the small pebbles were still falling, and moved across to put the two clients into their helmets as well. The assistant Pheidippida had a streak of blood across the back of her pale, delicate skirts – blood that had to be from Bertram the prophet. Why had Bertram chosen to climb down the hardest part of the route – where Bofors Creetchie, or even Shonnagh, could almost certainly have managed? As ropemaster, I should have been noticing. Were my people skills starting to fail?

	I looked around the circle. The two clients had been buried in sand while demons walked over the top of them. After that they have been hurried down their first ever rock-climb, during which one of us has fallen and died. That they were even sitting there trying to eat sand rations showed some inner strength. They needed time. But provided nothing else horrible happened to them, they – or the Professor, at least – should be ready to climb again. Creetchie didn't seem to be even listening to Shonnagh's voiceover – but then Creetchie is used to people dying around him. With her robes wrapped tightly around her, Felicity alone was alert. She even seemed to be enjoying the discussion. She said: "What about the prophesies? If we believe the Tityus, we've already been betrayed by somebody."

	"Tityus is a fabulous monster of antiquity. Isn't that right, Quail?"

	"Bertram believed those prophesies," I said.

	"And what is Bertram? Bertram's a professional prophet. It's his job to believe in prophesies."

	"Was," I said. "Bertram was a professional prophet."

	"And Quail, that reminds me. You did that climb with Bertram before, didn't you? I'll be needing a reaction interview, your feelings about his tragic death. The rest of you, take time to rest while us climbers work out the best way back." She allowed herself a small smile. "One thing we don't have to worry about, after what happened to the demons up there. No way they'll coming down here after us."

	A literary device called dramatic irony stipulates that no sooner are Shonnagh's words out than a fully equipped centaur crashes through the roof of our cooking tent. But, as I've already said, in real life things don't happen like that. It wasn't until an hour and a half later, as we washed up the sand rations by playing our ice-burners over the aluminium bowls, that the centaur crashed down into the tent.

	The centaur was surprisingly small, now we saw it up close. It was – it had been – a female, with short-cropped grey hair on its human head and horse-like flanks and back. Its colouring was unusual, the warm off-white of quartzite rock. I thought I'd seen it among the ones that passed above me while we were hiding in the sand, back above the Malebolga Wall.

	Its pack-saddle, made of slippery leather, was still attached around its back. I noticed that it carried, embroidered in yellow thread, the name 'Pansy'. The skin was scraped off the length of its bloody forelimb, and below the saddle its – her – back was broken.

	Pheidippida scrambled towards us over the rocks. She grabbed the creature's head and twisted it towards her. "You got away…" she said. "Oh, you got away." Gently she took the spiked bridle from the creature's mouth. The face was scarred and bleeding, furrowed with long continued pain. It blinked, weakly, and looked up at Pheidippida.

	Pheidippida's golden hair fell against the creature's ravaged face. "Oh, Pansy…" She held its head between her hands. Then she dashed away into the darkness. Shonnagh leaned over it with her knife. And to my eye it seemed to look at her gratefully, as she bent to cut its throat.

	There are times when the inter-personal stuff is every bit as demanding as the actual climb. The client's assistant was no climber, but she had something all the same. Quick of her to spot the Centaur's name off the pack-saddle, too. At this moment, comfort and solidarity could be crucial to her future performance. I needed to think quickly. Her supervisor, the Professor? I dismissed the thought. Myself? Somehow, I felt I had not quite managed to hit it off with the research assistant. But coming through the wood of the suicides, which of the porters had been with us? Husband Number Six? I sent him to look for her in the darkness.

	Professor Harcourt was already going through the centaur's pack. There were broken objects inside it: objects made of bone.

	"These bones have been shaped," he said quietly. "This one here – it was a jawbone. See." It had been bent so that the teeth pointed outwards to make a cogwheel.

	"I didn't think you could bend bone like that," said Shonnagh.

	"You can't, not once it's formed. But while it's still growing, you can force it with wires and clamps, like a bonsai tree. These bones have been farmed." He turned towards me. "Quail, that conversation you overheard in the sand desert. There's one thing that must surely have struck you about it?

	"Well, the centaur's name was Dibbler."

	"Something even more significant than that. What did the Demon say?"

	"It said: 'I know you want to jump over the cliff and carry us both to a crunchy doom but I'm wise to that.' Something like that."

	"So you understood it? You're fluent in Daemonic, then?"

	I saw what the Professor was getting at. Oh, did I tell you that Dibbler conversation was insignificant? I did, didn't I? It's something called 'reader misdirection'.

	Sorry about that.

	The Professor said: "Quite so. The demon was communicating with its centaur in what used to be Earth's common language, still widely used among academics and scientists, as well as climbers I believe, or to summarise, in English. These centaurs are not merely natural, DNA-based life. They are, so far as I can determine, living human beings."

	Felicity said: "There's one aspect of this fallen centaur that you seem to be missing. Perhaps the most important aspect of all. The fact that it's here in the first place."

	"So they demons are trying to come down the cliff behind us. Good luck to them with that. They don't even have any proper gear."

	I was about to remind him about the rope harness  that I'd seen up in the Seventh Circle, at the boulder where the demon had been lurking. The harness from Shonnagh's own shop. But Felicity got in first. "The fallen centaur wasn't taken by the Geryon. Doesn't that mean it fell from further down, from below the Geryon's running-track? That it fell from the Spine Ridge, only just above us?"

	The porters had gone very quiet, and even Bofors Creetchie was looking thoughtful. Somewhere in the darkness, I could hear the client Pheidippida sobbing.

	"Yes," Shonnagh said. "Yes, I think it does mean that." She paused. "Professor, please would you pack up whatever archaeology you can get into the rucksack. Felicity, will you check the porters are packed up ready to move along the cliff base. Bofors, you'll go ahead and look for a route back up the Malebolga cliff. Quail, you've studied Dante's guidebook. Would you confer with the Professor's assistant Pheidippida on the geographical aspect?"

	I raised my head to attract Shonnagh's close-up camera – as we really didn't have time to go through this twice over. "There's another way out," I told the camera. "Dante went right through. He crossed every Circle, down to the uttermost pit of Hell. At which point, in a bit of sketchy and implausible route description, he somehow emerges to Earth again on the other side.

	"Dante did it. Why shouldn't we do the same?"

	 

	


Chapter 8

	Many climbers in cramped and overcrowded snow holes must have considered alternative uses for the ice axe. But the only known victim of ice-axe assassination remains Leon Trotsky, killed in Mexico City in 1940 on the orders of his comrade Josef Stalin. The murderer, Ramon Mercader, was badly beaten by Trotsky's bodyguards, and so never completed his planned ascent of Popocatepetl. For nearly a century the iceaxe, a classic Stubai, was the prime exhibit in the Mexican mountain museum before being either misfiled or stolen.

	'Context for Climbers' (Yosemite University Press)

	 

	We're born – we climb for a while – and then we die. We don't have any choice about where we get born. We can at least try to die somewhere interesting and worthwhile.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	The black arch

	Two hundred metres out from the cliff foot was the first of the deep valleys which make up this Eighth Circle. Dante's guidebook calls them Gulphs.

	These valleys are circular; each of them, according to the guidebook, runs all the way around Hell. We crawled forward and peered into the first of them. The rough sandstone under our hands curved down to an overhang. Shelves of sandstone stuck out below, several beige and brown tiers above the sandy floor. It was a typical canyonlands formation, offering short but serious mantelshelf climbs.

	On the valley floor itself, small but fit-looking demons were pursuing some naked sinners with whips.  Many of the sinners wore jewellery and colourful tattoos. They were running briskly, and looked quite fit as well.

	The Gulph was so crowded that the sinners and demons had organised themselves into traffic lanes. According to the guidebook, these were the pimps and people traffickers. Shonnagh shot a few minutes of film, and then we looked for a way across.

	"There's a bridge." Felicity gestured. Once it had been pointed out, it was easy to see the slim arch of natural stone that leapt across the valley – again, typical of the canyonlands, though this was an especially fine one. We made our way round to it, keeping back from the lip of the valley to avoid being seen by the demons below.

	Up on the Earth's surface, sandstone arches are protected formations, no climbing or even hiking allowed. So in simple hillwalking terms, this bridge was a treat. It was fifty metres wide at first, a broad slope of rough, brown sandstone narrowing to a flat top. Underneath us, the Gulph pinched in to pass through the arch. The curve of the stone hid us from the canyon below, and with the cracking of the whips and the shouts from the traffic jam below us, we weren't going to be heard either as we made our way across the high arch.

	Bare rock dotted with small stones led forward towards the next of the Gulphs. "We were supposed to get some rock climbing in this Circle," Creetchie complained. "Now, if only this thing was a part our route..." We stood under a magnificent pillar of rock, so high that its top was lost in the gloom.

	"Shut up," said Shonnagh. "Felicity, where's the next of the bridges?"

	"Where's the next valley?"

	Where the second Gulph should have been there was only a cloud of green vapour. We approached it carefully. "Is that what they call a mephitic odour?" Bofors Creetchie wondered. "Or is it more of a miasma?"

	"It's what's called a smell of shit," I enlightened him. "According to the Guidebook, these people languish in each other's excrement."

	"Blimey, what for?"

	"For flattery. And before you go bothering Pheidippida, yes, according to the guidebook flattery is much more sinful than being a murderer or a bandit."

	"Someone's got to go in there and look for the bridge. You'd expect it to be right here, opposite to the other one."

	I shrugged. "I might as well do it. Since we're not getting any climbing."

	Felicity said: "This Gulph has to be wider than the last one. Flatterers are even commoner than pimps. So the bridge should be a big one, easy to spot. We'll wait for you at the base of the pillar here."

	I roped up and walked slowly into the green cloud. Within a couple of steps the ground became slimy, and after a few steps more I noticed my metal fastenings corroding and turning yellow like good intentions in a naughty world. The stench was the sewers and blocked drains of any reasonable-sized city, together with the stinking mudflats under its bridges. I slithered forward, trying not to fall over and at the same time trying not to breathe. The canyon edge, when I found it, was slime-rounded and dripped a vile ooze. I tugged on the rope to make sure they were holding me, before I leaned over and peered to left and right. As I leaned forward, foul air hit me like an avalanche.

	I couldn't have been unconscious for more than a few minutes. When I woke, I was on my back, gazing up the rock pillar to where it faded into the grey of the rock-ceiling. Felicity leant over me, fanning my face with a rucksack lid. "You stopped moving, so we pulled you out on the rope. See anything?"

	I shook my head weakly. A little smoke from the Sixth Circle drifted over. "Bad news," Shonnagh told me. "We can see the demons behind us. They're just getting to the bottom of the Malebolga Wall. Can you walk? Otherwise we may have to leave you behind."

	Felicity lifted me onto my feet. She scraped at the slime I had picked up while they were dragging me out of the cloud.

	There was only one thing to do. We walked along the rocky strip between the two Gulphs, the green cloud on our right, taking turns to plunge in and look for the bridge. Though how we were to cross it without breathing apparatus... Through field glasses we could see the first of the demons arriving high on the rock arch we had just crossed. It was riding a pale-coloured centaur, rather like the dead one called Pansy that we'd left at the cliff foot.

	We grouped ourselves behind one of the larger boulders. Creetchie climbed half-way up it, and traversed sideways until he could see back around it with his head at a level where those behind wouldn't be expecting a head to be. He told us there were several dozen demons coming down from the arch. 

	I gave everyone an ice-burner, and the porters gripped their steel-headed ice axes.

	"Well, this is rather surprising," Creetchie said quietly. "They've come down off the arch, but now they've turned right instead of left. They're heading away from us."

	Felicity said: "Maybe that's where the next bridge is." But if it was, there was no way for us to get to it.

	There was nothing to do but plod on as before, hoping to find a bridge within the poisonous green haze on our right. By now our brightly coloured skintights were all camouflaged with dirt, blood and desert sand – even Felicity's once white robes blended into the dreary landscape.

	"Do you think… maybe we missed it?" Pheidippida suggested.

	"No chance," Shonnagh retorted. "It's got to be pretty big, Felicity explained that. With luck it'll stick right up out of the green stuff. Keep going."

	"All the same – " I stopped and gazed back over the kilometre we had just crossed. "The likeliest place for it was right opposite the other one." The green mephitic cloud swelled towards us as if the earth itself was sighing in despair. "We're fools. Look!"

	Behind us, a slender arch leapt up into the darkness; and the top of it a black curve against the grey smoke that drifted over from the coffins of the Sixth Circle.

	"That pillar, back where we started... " Felicity breathed. The pillar we had leant our backs against was nothing else but the foot of that mighty bridge.

	Wearily, we made our way back between the two Gulphs. As we approached the rock pillar, we could hear the shouting of the demons which were still crossing the first bridge and turning away from us, right instead of left. They were hidden from us by the rock pillar itself, and also by the green mist which had now climbed out of its Gulph, perhaps attracted by the passing of the demons. It now lay across the ground in front of us and encircled the base of the pillar.

	"Here's a problem," Felicity observed. "The pillar's only a few metres in. But which of you mountaineers is going to find the way to climb up it out of the mist it in the forty seconds before you pass out?"

	I allowed myself a small sneer. "You've forgotten that I was lying at the foot of that pillar gazing upwards. I have already picked out two possible lines." I closed my eyes, and ran over the sequence of hand and footholds that I had been looking up at a short hour previously. Then I dived into the mist.

	I managed to climb back into clear air without drawing breath.

	I found a stance, and started to bring the others up on the rope. The poisonous cloud was a real aid to smooth and decisive climbing – only Professor Harcourt and his assistant had to be hauled up like a rather noisy rucksack.

	On certain climbs – and these are the very best of climbs – there is a point where it is no longer possible to return. A rope has been pulled through behind us; the early morning's ice couloir is now filled with falling stones; a step down across a gap is a step that cannot be reversed. The moment before that step is an anxious one for any climber. But the moment after – that is a different thing. With the rope pulled down behind, the daybreak couloir filled with the clatter and brimstone stink of the falling rocks: this is a moment of freedom and of delight. The thinking brain turns like a sunbeam onto the rock and the ice that is to hand. There is noting, nothing in the world of thought or in the world before us of rocks and of ice. Nothing but to climb, and to climb the best we can, until the plateau above the crag, the mountain's summit snowfield where the ridges converge in a perfect cone of snow. Maybe we reach that sunlit land above, maybe we fall into the darkness. But for now there is only the rock, and the sloping place for the foot, and the small crack for the tips of the fingers.

	The pillar above me now was relentlessly vertical, broken by overhangs with little cracks in them. The rock was hard and black and dry. Between the overhangs rose open chimneys full of chockstones and darkness, leading onto airy slabs that hung over nothingness. For five rope-lengths we climbed, with never a ledge where more than half a foot could stand. Five rope lengths that I shall remember when I lie with my back broken at the foot of some cliff to die. (But I wasn't going to die at the foot of any cliff: my friends were going to kill me, right here in the cavern, to spare themselves my agony.) By the end of that fifth pitch – a five-metre layback with my fingers jammed into a crack so tight the knuckles bled – by the end of that fifth delightful pitch I was ready to forgive Shonnagh everything: the demons and the darkness and the smoke and the gullies full of loose rocks and the Lavatory-Wall of Dis and the rubbish dump outside Jerusalem and even the yellow skintights with the Mountain Shop logo across them. And now, after so many years, Shonnagh Rourke was again on the other end of my rope.

	Shonnagh arrived and I moved off the stance to make room for her. She told me that the porters were all up the first two pitches, and that down below us the demons were still heading around the Gulph in the wrong direction.

	Not for much longer. We had been climbing the inner face of the bridge, the side facing towards the central pits of Hell. But now it was starting to curve out over our heads. It was time to move around onto what was now its upper side, the side facing back towards the Malebolga Wall. Much as I would have enjoyed climbing on up the now overhanging underside of the arch, the porters would never have managed it – not to mention the clients. Anyway, given the delicious easiness of the opening pitches, a seriously difficult continuation would spoil the route.

	Also, I sensed that Creetchie was already jealous of this first ascent on proper rock.

	A quartz knobbed slab lead around the pillar in a sequence of piano playing moves. Once on the more easily angled outer face of the bridge, I climbed another ten or twelve metres so as to protect the rest of the party as they came across the traverse.

	Cries from the lower sandstone arch behind us showed that we had been discovered. Soon we could hear a crowd of demons coughing and spluttering around the base of the bridge pillar. They fell silent, and the only sound was the scratching of their claws on the rock.

	Then there was a thump, and the roar of demonic laughter.

	"It's come off. Maybe they aren't such great rock-climbers."

	They weren't. A moment later, we heard a metallic hammering. My hand tightened on the rock – and now as I lay down my pen to look up at Shonnagh's helmet video projected on the wall of our cave I can see the tears running down my own face. "They're using pitons!"

	"Let them. By the time they've hammered their way up five pitches we'll be kilometres away."

	"You don't understand. Pitons! On my perfect five pitches. Do you think" – a new horror struck me. "Will they even bother to take them out behind them?"

	"That depends on how many pitons they've got. If they haven't enough for the full five pitches, the demon at the back has to take them out and pass them up to the first on the rope. That limits the number climbing to a dozen or so... Of course when the first lot's up they can drop the pegs and another party can start banging away again at the bottom."

	I groaned at the thought of pitons being driven again and again into the pillar, widening the cracks and splintering the fingerholds.

	"I wonder where they got the pitons anyway," Shonnagh mused. "I haven't heard of anyone selling stuff to the Underworld."

	"We abandoned some on the Malebolga Wall."

	"They're using Shonnagh Mountain Shop equipment! This time I really do have to get film."

	I wiped my eyes. "Some day I'm going to come back and clean out every one of those pegs!" and turned to the next pitch. The angle of the rock eased as the pillar arched over towards the top of the bridge. The bulk of the arch hid the way ahead, but we had a fine view back, over the pimps and traffickers and their sandstone arch, to the Malebolga Wall. From this distance the little footprint caves were invisible and the face presented a splendid smoothness, interrupted only by the steaming canyon of the Phlegethon river, and on its left the spine-ridge where we'd come down. Every twenty-seven minutes the monster itself rattled by, knocking aside a few of the demons that were still on their way down the cliff.

	When she wasn't busy on the ropes, Shonnagh was aiming her camera back towards that Geryon Wall. Some day, maybe, we'd be studying up that film and tracing possible route lines.

	As the bridge levelled off, we hurried forward in a group. So long as we were on proper rock climbing, we'd be drawing ahead of the demons. And, despite our first impression, this zone of Hell was shaping up to have plenty of climbing. Felicity chatted and laughed with the porters in their own languages. "What do you find to make jokes about?" I asked.

	"Religion. Very humorous subject."

	"Tell me a religious joke."

	"You don't speak Sanskrit? Not even Hebrew? Well, try this one. If God is omnipotent, can She make a joke that'll make Her laugh because She hasn't heard it before?"

	The leading porter had stopped. I pushed through to see what had held them up.

	We were at the very apex of the bridge. The arch flattened into a platform forty metres wide and a hundred long. "The size of a bodyball pitch," I had just joked to Pheidippida, herself a player I'd remembered. But any bodyball played on this pitch would be more than ordinarily lethal.

	The central section of rock, a band of about fifteen metres right across our path, was missing.

	 

	
Dynamic Tyrolean

	Behind and below us, the demons were shouting among the rock-pitches. "This is impossible," Shonnagh pointed out. "You can't have an arch without a keystone. There must be an invisible cross-member joining the two sections. Dangle a rope into the gap."

	"Take a little care," Professor Harcourt warned. "There is a compressive force of two hundred kilograms per square centimetre somewhere in there. That's 190 atmospheres."

	"A hundred and ninety?"

	"Approximately." Was our client, very slightly, smiling? "Basic physics."

	Pig-Iron moved the rope along the full width of the gap. There was nothing connecting the two sides.

	The platform on the further side was smooth an featureless. "No use trying a Tyrolean," Shonnagh commented. "There's nothing there to lasso."

	I said: "But it's perfect for a dynamic Tyrolean."

	"Dynamic Tyrolean?" Felicity echoed. I explained. "And that's a recognised mountaineering technique?"

	"Recognised by me. And the Alpine Club hasn't condemned it yet. I'll go across if you like. But it would be better if you did it, you're the lightest."

	Actually Pheidippida was the lightest. But you don't do things like that to the client.

	For once, Felicity looked worried. She walked up to the gap and examined it. "Would you ... would you really do ... what you've just described?" she asked me.

	"I'm too heavy. There's a fair chance I wouldn't make the distance. But yes, I've always wanted to have a go at a dynamic Tyrolean. And this is the ideal spot for it."

	She shook herself with a hint of irritation. "If you, at your level of spiritual development – of course I shall do it. After all," she laughed, "if the Alpine Club accepts it..."

	We made her a sling of nylon webbing, and fixed it to the midpoint of a forty metre rope. "You might want to strip down to your skintights for this one, Mistress Felicity," I suggested.  ". Those robes, they're bad enough for ordinary climbing. For a dynamic Tyrolean totally impractical. Given the air resistance."

	But Felicity wanted to stay in her dirty white robe. Shonnagh and four porters took up one end of the rope: I and Pig-Iron took the other. Creetchie took the light abseil rope to look after, with its end fixed to Felicity's waist harness. If she fell, it would be enough to hold her. And if she didn't, it'd be all ready to pull across the main climbing rope for the rest of us.

	We got ourselves well back from the fifteen metres of emptiness, and Felicity leant back against the two lengths of rope. Shonnagh, me and the porters pointed ourselves at the gap, like the two horns of a dilemma. "Ever been in low gravity?" I asked. "Not free fall, gee of about point two."

	"I've been on the Moon."

	"That's close enough. Apparently you must run like that: just a touch of the ground and off. Like running down soft snow, but on the level. Otherwise the rope'll pull you over."

	She nodded. I scratched two lines in the rock in a trumpet shape, opening up against the gap: 

	the paths those of us holding the two ropes were to follow.

	"Just before your foot hits the ground for the last time, give a yell. Okay? Then we'll lean into it."

	She nodded again. But before we could move, Shonnagh leapt forward. "The camera! We have to record this."

	We persuaded her that Pheidippida could operate the camera. "Okay, just run through those explanations again, will you? For the lead-in."

	"Shonnagh, we're being chased by demons," I pointed out.

	"Yes, that's what makes it so exciting. Oh well, we can patch it in later, I've plenty of shots of you looking grim against a rockface."

	Shonnagh set the camera and returned to her place on the rope. We advanced towards the gap, first at a walk and then getting faster. Felicity leant back in the sling and danced on tiptoe towards the gap. As we came to the end of the rock we split apart. Felicity bounded forward, three metres at a step. Her white robes billowed backwards like the wings of a bird – her decision to keep them on was the right one in camera terms, at least.

	"Now!"

	The rope was almost straight, and, according to theory, Felicity would shoot out of the sling like an arrow from a bow. We flung ourselves forward with such enthusiasm that Pig-Iron sent me sliding off the side of the bridge. But my own grip on the rope was firm and I scrambled back without difficulty, to see Felicity on the other side of the gap, nursing grazed knees.

	"The trajectory was a little flat," she complained. "Next time, guys, angle the rope a little lower?"

	It only took a few minutes to run a rope across the gap and haul the rucksacks, using a metal karabiner as a pulley. Then we crossed ourselves, one ankle hooked over the rope, the other leg dangling to lower the centre of gravity.

	"No demon could cross like that," said Creetchie with a snigger. "Not with the kind of block-and-tackle they carry."

	"I wasn't aware – oh, I see what you mean." Shonnagh is bad at jokes, however crude and straightforward. At the back of the shop I've seen two little books, One Hundred Clean Jokes for Mountaineers and One Hundred Dirty Jokes for Mountaineers. She isn't half way through either of them.

	Half a kilometre further along the bridge we met our next alien lifeform.

	 

	
A well in the air

	For a few moments, nobody was threatened with death or needed their climbing style corrected. I dropped behind, to enjoy the gentle walking, surrounded by darkness, on the rough sandstone. Ahead of me, the rest of the party were clustered around a low circular wall of stones. Some of them, still wearing their packs, were leaning over this wall so far that their heels were off the rock. They didn’t answer my shout, so I went closer and peered between their shoulders.

	Usually when one looks into a deep well, drips from the walls disturb the surface below. Here there were no drips: just a flat surface of black water, maybe five metres below, where I saw my own face reflected. But ... a well, three hundred metres above the ground? And was it my own face? My image gazed back at me as the young climber I had been on the ice-floes of Thule before Shonnagh broke the climbing rope that joined us, before Aconcagua IV. My light brown eyes looked up out of the well with a sincerity I had forgotten.  I looked like a mountaineer. I leant forward for a clearer view.

	Beside me, one of the porters plunged head-first towards the water. But it wasn't water. As he fell towards the glassy surface an opening appeared, an aperture the exact shape of his approaching body. For a moment I looked down into that throat. It was lined with sharp crystals of what could have been quartz. The lines of crystal spun round like the Mills of God, dizzily towards infinity; and in its depths it glowed white-hot, fading to cherry red at the tips of the crystals. All this I saw, and felt the heat of it on my face, in the instant before the surface closed and the charming image of myself began to reform.

	 But before it could do so, I was dragged backwards.

	It was Pig-Iron who had rescued me. She had crawled below the parapet to reach my ankles and then pulled me backwards, giving me, I later discovered, some bad scratches on my knees and chin.

	With her spare arm she already held Creetchie against the ground. To each of us she handed a bag half filled with sand rations. "Begin to rescue the other ones," she grunted. "What if one of you raises his head above the parapet? Then the other one of you shall hit him with the sand-rations."

	She crawled further, reached for the feet of one of her husbands. At once Creetchie hit me with the sand-ration and jumped to lean over the parapet. Pig-Iron rendered Creetchie unconscious by banging his head against the rock. Then her huge hands reached for me.

	•••

	I awoke sore all over, but sorest along my back, the back of my head, and my left ankle. The pain in my ankle was soon explained. I was roped by it to Shonnagh and Pheidippida. Pig-Iron had tied us in groups of three and dragged us half a kilometre along the top of the arch.

	The massive porter crouched beside me. "You are awake. Good. Listen now, and explain this to the others. What will happen If you start to untie the rope? I shall disable you with my ice-axe."

	"Interesting," I said ingratiatingly. "I can tell that's a rather special ice-axe."

	"Hunh?" Her huge bulk hung over me. In the distance a demon howled.

	"It's old enough – can it be, can it possibly be the actual axe that killed the revisionist Leon Trotsky?"

	"How did you know that?"

	Every third ice-axe in the High Valleys is the one that killed Trotsky. Shonnagh manufactures replicas on a cottage industry scale. "I studied at the Marxist University of Peru," I told her. "Of course I recognised it."

	"Well, Comrade, then I'll be nice. If you untie your rope, I shall just bang your head against the ground until you stop."

	"I'll be sensible," I promised.

	"Why, though, are you so desirous of the handsome climber in the well?"

	"You didn't recognise him?"

	"Him? She is a female. Her ear-scars were those of my own valley. But all in my valley are known to me, and her I did not know."

	"What did she look like?"

	"Well built. Very well built. Dark hair like my own. By her look, a useful woman on a rope."

	I thought about this. "Do you know what a mirror is?"

	"Mirror?" Her brow ridges creased. "We have been about a bit, Comrade. Even if we didn't study at the Marxist University of Peru. We know mirrors. Expensive silly toys, mirrors are, waste of good brass metal. Capitalists and revisionists use them all the time."

	We owed our lives to the greed of the Tibetan Bureau. The High Valleys are kept in the Bronze Age, apart from their early-Twentieth mountaineering equipment. There are rumours, which it suits the Alpine Club to ignore, of genetic manipulation also. However it's done, Pig-Iron's people are the best – and most expensive – guides in the world.

	But is it good for a very ugly person – and Pig-Iron is, objectively speaking, a very ugly person – to live where there are no mirrors? The mirror is the body's confessor: only the most perfect can live safe without its reminder of our ancestral curse. Well, that's what they think at the Thule Ice-Garden.

	Pig-Iron didn't take any chances. She kept us tied our roped groups until we had made our first descent on the far side of the arch and brought the abseil ropes down after us. We lost one more porter, a Christian from Bolivia, who slipped his anklet and free-climbed back up beside the abseil rope. We didn't try to rescue him.

	•••

	As we moved down the slope of the bridge we began to see into the valleys ahead. Ring after ring, wreathed in smoke and flames like the circular forge-fire lit in the High Valleys at the making of a wheel. And at the centre a dark shaft descending still deeper. This must be how the spider looks at the plug-hole of the bath.

	But there was no time to enjoy the scenery. A yell of triumph from behind told us that the demons had overcome the rock-pitches, and a few minutes later we saw them on the crest of the arch. Another and louder yell showed that they had reached the gap in the bridge.

	We abseiled down the bridge pillar easily enough. On this side of the Gulph, the green miasma had retreated into the valley, and only a faint odour of decomposition and a coat of slime showed that it sometimes flowed this far. We hurried across the bare ground to the foot of the next bridge.

	This third bridge had been constructed in nineteenth century style, out of great blocks of basalt, each one a single six-facetted crystal. Shonnagh pointed out the obvious. "No dynamic Tyrolean here, Quail."

	Thirty meters above us, the bridge broke off: a black spike against the dim, orange cavern roof thousands of metres above. This time, we'd be going down across the valley.

	 

	
Gulph 2a: warmongers

	We dropped several hundred metres down loose red rocks. Then there was a faint shout, and  Professor Harcourt hurried up from behind. The research assistant was behind him, her golden hair lifting and falling in the air with each step she took. She stopped – and her hair continued rising and falling around her head.

	"My little angel," he said when he had his breath back. "She has something to tell us."

	Pheidippida's strands of golden hair were rising abruptly, then slowly dropping to her shoulders, like the flapping of a captured bird. "You told me your rivals would be watching everything we purchased. Which meant that I couldn't bring a Geiger counter. So I found a workaround. My assistant's hair styling constitutes a gold-leaf electroscope."

	We looked at the pulsing wings of hair. When we didn't say anything, the Professor looked puzzled for a moment. "Ah, yes. The gold-leaf is a simple device for measuring radiation levels, based on the ionisation potential and the discharge of static electricity."

	"Punishment by radioactivity," said Felicity. 'What's the reading, Professor?"

	"My assistant is a very simple instrument. Possibly eight hundred millisieverts per hour. Perhaps more than that. We have subjected ourselves to fifteen minutes of it now."

	Creetchie seized Shonnagh's sleeve. "We'll be dead by the time we climb out of here!"

	"You exaggerate," said Felicity kindly. "You are a Scandinavian, I think. Your country has yet to experience a proper nuclear war. Most people can survive a dose of two thousand. Some can survive four thousand."

	"And rabbits can survive six thousand!" Creetchie almost shouted. "I don't want to lose my hair."

	"You'll lose more than your hair if the demons get you," I reminded him. "We'll just have to get across this valley as quick as we can."

	We retreated out of the radiation area to look ahead across the Gulph. Felicity pointed to the line of huge basalt blocks lying across the valley floor, the remains of the fallen bridge. "If walk among those       s, they'll cut out some of the radiation."

	 I was having trouble making sense of the guidebook. "This should be the valley of the Simoniacs. But I don't see any flames. Of course Dante –"

	"I thought I'd committed them all. But this is one I've never heard of! What's Simonia, then?"

	"It's Simony. Selling religious services for cash. They are punished in fiery sepulchres."

	"I don't see any fiery sepulchres," Shonnagh pointed out. "When we get to some sinners, we'll ask them how it's done, this Simony."

	The basalt blocks that had been the bridge lay in a scattered line across the grey, dusty floor of the Gulph. Around them were low walls of broken stone. Spreading outwards across the plain ran darker grooves in jagged zig-zags. Puffs of grey dust drifted across the bare plain. And there was movement, too, a shifting of shadows around the broken walls and in the darker ditches.

	The low walls and groove lines continued right across the plain to the cliffs at its further side. But in one place the plain was bare. A couple of kilometres away, an area of level dust surrounded two tall trees.

	Trees? Growing in the dark? The things across the dusty plain did look like trees, though not the reflective-thorn type we'd seen in the upper Circles. Trunks like stone columns from an ancient temple supported huge, flat slabs of branches and a twisted crown.

	"You realise what we're looking at down there," Felicity said. "It's a battlefield. The lack of gunfire meant I didn't spot it straight away. But it's a standard trench warfare setup."

	She was right. Up on the slope behind us, dead souls with spears were emerging silently from among the boulders.

	•••

	"Don't say anything, and don't look scared." Felicity's voice whispered through our helmet radios. "Also, don't look surprised."

	And a moment later: "We're a surrender deputation, okay?"

	"Who's surrendering?" Shonnagh whispered back.

	"Whoever it is they're fighting against..."

	The spear-people weren't nice to look at. Radiation had stripped them of every tooth and every hair, and even their bones had shrunk inside them. Blue blotches covered their limbs, with here and there a pit of gangrene. They were bleeding from their gums and from their nailless hands, and their feet were caked with bloody sand.

	"It must be fun, this Simony," Shonnagh commented over the radio, "if this is the punishment."

	"Acknowledge them," Felicity murmured. "They haven't captured us, they're our escort. We walk on down to the valley floor. Be courteous, but a bit haughty." Around us, dead souls were coming out from the trenches and holes under the boulders. 

	"I don't see this," Felicity murmured. "If they're fighting with spears and slingshots – why trenches? Against the radiation, maybe."

	We were escorted through a complex system of stone walls to a circular pit lined all around with slabs of stone. Waiting to meet us was a short, dead woman with a row of small bones pressed into her flesh. "My camera's giving me an identification," Shonnagh murmured. "Freelance staff officer, second Tibetan wars. General Barshinova," she said aloud. "What do you say to those who call what you're doing here a total waste of time given the grievous nature of your Simony sins?" Even now I'm not sure if this was Shonnagh's ingenious way of finding out just what the hell was going on – or if it was just Shonnagh, being Shonnagh.

	Barshinova looked round at her and grinned, crooked teeth showing through gaps in her half-rotted lips. "Move your camera round," she said: "I have some good scars on my left side. Sin is a word we prefer not to use. Most dead souls just sit in the gravel and say shucks that's it mates for all Eternity. Not us. We intend to get this situation sorted out. Like a proper appeals system, for starters. The manifest injustice –"

	"Let's see if I'm following you here, General. Look into the camera, please. You maintain, in the face of established theology, that Judgement is not for ever? That you can get a transfer into – I don't know – a better sort of Hell?"

	Felicity, in her streaked and stained white robe, was somehow making herself look like the leader of our group. "Excuse Rourke's uneducated questions. She is covering this historic occasion for The Shonnagh Mountain Shop. As you realise, we are here to negotiate the terms of the armistice."

	"Our attempts at reasonable negotiation have been met with nothing but obfuscation and bad faith," Barshinova said. "What are you anyway, a shopping channel?"

	Shonnagh's affronted look was entirely genuine.

	"Things are about to change," Felicity told her. "There are those of us who have long recognised the reasonableness of many of your demands. As well as the futility of attempting to subjugate a fighting force of such fearsomeness and tenacity."

	"Which of our demands do you not recognise?" Barshinova asked at once. Pheidippida – her hair still flapping around her head in the radioactive surroundings – was watching the general as if she (the dead general) was the boot you find on the North Face of the Eiger – the boot with someone's foot inside it. The research assistant had understood Felicity's cover story and the way that Shonnagh, just by being Shonnagh, was backing it up. But I wasn't sure about Professor Harcourt. I moved across next to our client.

	Fortunately, Harcourt's mind was elsewhere. "Those tree-like objects," he said. "Some kind of battle standard or rallying point, I was surmising." I nodded encouragingly. "But when we passed behind the basalt blocks, my wife's hair immediately stopped oscillating. Those tree-like objects are the source of the radiation."

	"So what do you make of them, Professor," I encouraged him.

	"It's far too early for any conclusions. But the way my mind is moving, if it looks like a plant, then perhaps it is just that. A plant."

	"Underground?" I asked. On this trip, I was really getting used to the straight man role. "With no sunlight?"

	"Plant life not using photosynthesis, obviously. But maybe, and this is only a hypothesis, metabolising nuclear energy."

	"But in that case, might that mean it's getting ready to – "

	"Quite so. Thermonuclear explosion. A great way of distributing the seed."

	"I'll be straight with you," Felicity was saying to the dead general, "not all of us up there share the same enlightened attitude. Inconveniently, we are being pursued by a small horde of demons. They are currently held up at the bridge over Gulph Two, but I can't suppose that will hold them indefinitely."

	"Demons, you say. How many demons?"

	"About fifty got up the rock-pitches. Scaly fellows, with fangs. Not much good at climbing, which is why they're so far behind."

	"So few," said Barshinova. She turned to Shonnagh. "As your viewers can see, our plans are already made." She gave brief instructions to her staff, and bone trumpets squawked around us in the darkness. "Would you like to see around the works? I can show you some good places for the camera."

	Here in the open valley floor, dead souls were digging pits and covering them over with thorn-branches and soil. At every trench Barshinova had some word of encouragement and a coarse joke for her women and men: she knew the names of many of them. Down in their holes, the dead souls gripped spades and bone spears, and their sunken eyes shone under the spotlights of our camera. Behind them, where the trench lines converged, the great radioactive trees stood high against the clouds and red smoke of the higher tiers of Hell.

	Barshinova looked at Shonnagh. "You had no trouble recognising me. I'm known in the world up there?"

	Shonnagh nodded. "My goodness, General, you're on every news channel. I can show you the film, if you like."

	"You have video film of me? And my valiant women and men as well?"

	"Shonnagh," I hissed through the helmet radio, "we're only pretending to be a camera crew, remember? Or are we still a surrender deputation?"

	 •••

	There comes a time on a climb where the holds lead off in a direction you haven't planned – a slab line, unsuspected from below, that runs above one overhang and below the other. And you're moving out of balance, barely in control, and suddenly you find yourself entangled in difficulties you certainly never expected, on a completely different part of the cliff.

	Real life, I was beginning to realise, can be quite like climbing.

	"We call it the Arborlast," Barshinova was saying. "The seeds of it are lead and depleted uranium.  When they sense radioactivity, they start to germinate."  The Professor is now interviewing Barshinova about the local wildlife, so Shonnagh has switched into documentary mode. Even Felicity looks interested.

	"So they are living creatures?" Pheidippida asks. She seems unaware of her halo of golden hair, rising and falling, rising and falling as she talks. "Are they our sort of life, you know, carbon-based and DNA?"

	"Of course they are not," Professor Harcourt says testily. "Terrestrial biology, what we informally know as life as we know it, is based on simple chemical reactions. These things metabolise nuclear energy, which is altogether different. And, I may say, several million times more effective."

	"Sorry Professor," says Shonnagh. "What we informally know as life as we know it – have I got that right?"

	"Yes of course," says the Professor. "To put it in its simplest terms, you and I are not life-but-not-as-we-know-it. Whereas this thing is. Please stop interrupting, Mistress Rourke."

	"Shonnagh," I say, "those demons aren't far behind us."

	"The gap In the arch will hold them," Shonnagh said. "Don't worry so much, Quail."

	"The ones on the Dis Wall had wings, remember?"

	"They lie in the soil of Earth, waiting for the war or nuclear accident that will germinate them. But they are not of Earth. They metabolise ores and minerals, they draw the heat of the planet's core as they grow. The roots of the Arborlast burrow deep, then return with the radioactive ores.” To see the General speaking in that violet light is to talk to a corpse cool out of the tail of the glacier, a corpse draped in all the cumbersome gear of our grandfathers, rather than what the general's actually wearing, her own blotched and flaking skin and a few decorative bones.

	It comes as a relief, now, as Shonnagh cuts from the blue reflections in the General's face to the violet light itself. It blazes from my helmet-screen for a long moment, then the camera turns down the light level to show the folds of the stone petals, the radioactive fruit hanging in its pods of lead.

	The voice of the General continues. "The explosion of the tree scatters the seeds over the planet. Not just the planet, also out into space."

	"Into space is self-evident," says Harcourt.

	An officer even more decomposed than General Barshinova limps towards us along the trench, supported by a subaltern who was in only slightly better shape. He passes the general a message inscribed on some kind of animal skin. The general glances at it before putting it into her shoulder bag. "But by happy chance here is Colonel Dorjee, who is honoured as one of the guardians of the Arborlast."

	 orjee has lost one of his arms, the shoulder a dangling flap of grey skin. His feet drag behind as he walks supported by the junior officer. The shoulder supporting him, I notice, is spotted with some greenish fluid. The colonel himself smells like a week-old corpse, and not one that's been preserved in a glacier.

	"As General Barshinova was saying as I approached, the Arborlast germinates on a world like this one which has recently developed nuclear technology." Dorjee pauses for a long coughing fit. "Its detonation spreads the seed, and at the same time sparks that world's first nuclear holocaust. The resulting cratered planet is the seedbed for the next generation of this magnificent and effective Tree. My General, may I respectfully draw your attention to this message from our scouts?"

	The camera cuts back the to the General. A blue tear trickles down each side of her nose. But since it leaves no trail in the dust there, we may judge that it has been touched in by Shonnagh. "The Arborlast is, in effect, a parasite of atomic civilisations. This one will eventually destroy humanity on Earth. And quite a lot of other species as well."

	"And cut," Shonnagh said. "Great stuff, General. Really punchy."

	"Shonnagh," I reminded her again, "we're wasting time." I spoke softly, but the dead are used to whispers, and Barshinova heard me.

	"You need not worry about demons," she said. "Not in this Gulph. Come and see." She gathered a loose crowd of souls that followed us in silence, leaving a scurf-trail of dead skin and bloodstains. "We're heading to the far wall of the Gulph, the inner one. Bring your cameras."

	"Shonnagh," I urged: "The demons."

	"Where's your human interest, Quail? Where's your sense of drama?"

	"We welcome your demons," Barshinova said. "We have two centuries of planning for your demons. Over ten thousand warmongers and propagandists are waiting to give someone a bit of a spearing."

	Felicity dropped back to walk beside me. "Quail, you stay with Shonnagh, you understand how she operates. I'm heading back across the Gulph. And Quail – you have something called out-of-control climbing? You don't know where you're going but that doesn't matter because you don't have the option to stop?"

	"Exactly what I was thinking a moment ago," I told her. "It can be fun. Well, it can if you survive." I could feel myself grinning, awkwardly. "And are we going to achieve enlightenment?"

	"Frankly," she said, "I don't think anybody's going to have the time." With a move too quick to follow she suddenly vanished. It took me a moment to realise she'd slipped out of her white robe and in the same movement wrapped it away somehow. She'd already faded away between the escorting spear-carriers.

	The cave that ran deep into the wall of the Gulph was not a natural one. It had been scratched out of the rock by decomposing human hands. A blackout curtain of what I had to hope wasn't manskin hung over the entrance. Inside, the dead souls settled to the floor with gentle sighs.

	The cave was lit by a few greasy candles, stuck in their own wax to ledges of the rock. The candlelight gleamed off a tall, angular structure of brass and wire, rising above the suppurating shoulders and heads. General Barshinova took her place on a low rock platform on the inner side of the cave. "Nobody," she screeched, "can fight without a proper idea of what we're fighting for. First slide!"

	Slowly, the brass machine lit itself up with a smell of burning fat. And a wavering image appeared on the rock wall beside the General. I realised I was looking at an optical projection of an image that had somehow been prepared in advance onto a glass plate.

	Light from the gaps in the projection device fanned upwards to form shifting lines on the roof of the cave, then reflected down onto the weeping wounds of Barshinova's shoulders and head. "The so-called Theology of Damnation," Barshinova announced. "Its fallacies exposed. At some point around the late 20th century, Her-Up-There decided that warmongering was wrong. Up until that time ours had been a well respected profession. Commendable, even, given that warfare was conducted on God's behalf. It was nuclear weapons that turned it from a vigorous and character building career to mass murder. For theological reasons, the mass murder aspect had up until then been okay."

	The first slide finally came into focus. It was a traditional set of bullet points, a transcription of what Barshinova had just told us, set in a 20th-century sans serif font. With a spearpoint she indicated each of the bullet points in turn. If I found the general's visuals disappointing, that was nothing to what Shonnagh would be feeling.

	"This change of policy on the part of Her Up There we attribute to straightforward jealousy. The Sino-Tibetan war was when human Armageddon first came to rival, and then to outdo, the earthquakes, plagues and rains of fire that She had been visiting on us since the beginning of time.

	"Our reasonable arguments having been ignored, this brings us to the North Caves Penitence Project. Next slide please."

	The second slide was really disgusting. Two half-decomposed beings sat in a cave and struck at each other with boulders. Bits of them were splashed over the walls of their cave.

	"As we're all aware, this heartfelt display of penitence, continued now over two and a half centuries, has yet to attract even the smallest acknowledgement from Up There. Next, the legal aspect. Our Theology Command has established that One We Know Of shall come again in the last days to judge both the quick and more relevantly the dead. In other words we are not in fact here condemned but merely remanded in custody pending trial. Next slide!

	"Next slide! 

	"We seem to be having a little trouble with the next slide, Sergeant-Major. Tell us, Sergeant-Major, what's the difference between God and a Sergeant-Major?

	"God doesn't think She's the Sergeant-Major, Ma'am!"

	"Ha-ha, Sergeant-Major. Quite right. Ah, here's the next slide."

	I wondered what radioactive salts they had been using in their colour processing. This slide showed a black featureless plain with a horizon of rocks. But the grey rock ceiling behind had come out green. The green was not the refreshing colour of alpine meadows. Any grass of that colour would be a virulent grass, a grass which included decomposition and death within its riotous nature.

	In the green light from the screen Barshinova herself became a plant, her moving lips a grotesque flower like the crowns of the stone trees on the plain outside. "Here in the Eighth Gulph, our raiding parties report some progress. Friends, we have gotten us a US Supreme Court Judge from among the barterers and public peculators and we reckon also that Pontius Pilate down in the Fifth –"

	Shonnagh touched her elbow. "General, during your slideshow, I've been working up some material that I think you'll find relevant here. Does the name Spatz mean anything to you, Otto Spatz?"

	"Never heard of her," said the general. "Sounds boring."

	"A nuclear warrior like yourself, but from a much earlier time. And with a rather different approach to the same issue, as to how damnation can be overturned."

	Shonnagh had flash-programmed her presentation with her thumb firmly on the soap dispenser. The computer editor had dug into its stock footage to give us a dramatic enhancement of Otto Spatz, the dead soul who'd offered us lunch up in the Wood of the Suicides.

	It opened with a homogenised sequence of the First Tibetan War. The audience, half composed (I should have said, half decomposed: the smell inside the cave was thick enough to drive ice-pitons into) of military types, visibly enjoyed the struggles of the soldiers with their quaint old guns, tanks and their aeroplanes with the little propellers on the front.

	 Sensing the mood, Shonnagh and the computer leant heavily towards the comic aspects. Nuclear flares sparkled behind a mountain that was actually, I noticed with a pang, Aconcagua. Against my will, my eye started tracing my line on the Con Brio face, the climb taken from me by Bofors Creetchie – was it only four weeks ago?

	Shonnagh flicked to a map with moving arrows to give a general impression of conquest. But at that moment a junior officer came through the curtained doorway and whispered something to Barshinova.

	The General held up her hand to stop the presentation. "My women and men, I have a wonderful announcement! After many centuries of rigorous training and planning, our time has come!"

	She paused dramatically, her spear raised high over her bald and mildewed head. "Now is the time when Guelph and Ghibelline will unite, drive out the demons, and invade the upper Circles. After all, they can't kill all of us. They can't kill any of us, we're already dead, heh-heh!"

	So which side are you, General?" Shonnagh asked.

	"Oh, we're the Ghibellines and they're the Guelphs. Hey, Colonel, we are the Ghibellines, aren't we?"

	"Even Dante scholars find it hard to remember which was which," Shonnagh said sympathetically. "If this is allowed, I'll be interested to record your deployments against these demons."

	"Oh, our trench works will take the edge off their attack. There's time to finish your very interesting presentation and win the battle too. Continue, Mistress Shonnagh."

	In a corrugated plastic hut surrounded by poisoned wire and empty parade grounds sit the staff officers. They are thin and tired, and they eat with relish the Shonnagh Mountain Shop sand-rations their Chinese slave-captives anachronistically set before them. There are delighted moans from the audience, some of whom have recognised themselves on the film. Shonnagh flashes onto a woman in the colourful uniform of a Tibetan general.

	"The best way to deal with the nuclear bomb problem in China," says the general, "is with nuclear bombs." I'm impressed with the speed of Shonnagh's software. The general is Barshinova herself, with much of her radiation damage digitally removed, neatly slotted into the history footage. This is one of Shonnagh's tricks – those revealing moments when people are watching film of themselves. 

	But now comes another interruption. "Get those out of here!" Barshinova said suddenly. She gestured Shonnagh to shine her projection onto the doorway, where several stretcher bearers had just come into the cave. "No – wait. You women and men on the stretchers. We can't have you in here because our people have to get through to fight the enemy. That doesn't mean we're going to forget you. You've done your bit and now we'll do our bit for you. Right – take them to the North Cave and wall them in."

	In one corner, Harcourt was brushing out Pheidippida's golden hair, no longer registering radiation since we'd come underground. Creetchie was sampling the back wall of the cave for new routes. I hadn't heard anything at all from Felicity, so I headed outside to see what was going on.

	But Shonnagh's own film of his film show is beside me now, on one of the meme chips in the little green jar on the stone ledge beside me as I sit and write. An awed silence falls in the cave as she shows the nuclear cloud over Guangzhou. That it's shown in full three-vee in no way detracts from its authenticity. It's frightening, that film. As I watch it now I praise the Protector of all Small Republics for the enduring neutrality of Switzerland. What damage a weapon like that would do to the Alps!

	The nuclear-war documentary is surprisingly good. The history is all over the place, a sign of its hurried construction, but the camerawork is spot on. And the film of the film – as I watch it now off the meme chip in our quiet cave high above the glacier – this has to be one of Shonnagh and her camera's finer works, with its self-referential blend of humour and horror. It shows conflict, now, both among the audience in the corrugated plastic hut in 1946 in Berchtesgaden, and the audience watching in the cave of Gulph 2a in the Seventh Circle of Hell.

	"We know all about the neutron, we are just as clever as the verdammte Japanese," says Otto Spatz, his name coming up for us on a flashcard.

	"All through the six years of war we concealed our knowledge, for the good of humanity," adds a colleague labelled as Mildred Wellensittich. "Plus, to preserve the classic climbs on Everest." But Wellensittich is here among the condemned in the cave, her nose half rotted away.

	The computer senses the sympathies of the audience and interprets Otto Spatz as a small bent man with a moustache apparently made of damp moss. He tears at the damp moss: "It's my fault! It's my fault! I have killed one hundred and twenty million human beings!"

	"Plus several thousand climbers and porters," they tell him in the plastic hut. "We've just dropped one on Communism Peak as well..."

	And now Shonnagh's film of the film sifts to a viewpoint within the holographic plastic hut, and peers between the captured scientists to see our audience of dead souls looking in at them.

	In that audience someone springs to his feet, waving his arms in front of the projection tank. He presumably thinks this will obscure Shonnagh's picture. "And if we hadn't done it, the damned Americans would have. Eh? Eh? Answer me that at least..." But a fit of coughing cuts him short.

	The audience is going wild. The dead souls express themselves with windy sighs and by banging on the floor with small stones. From somewhere at the back of the cave, one particularly raucous cackle can be heard.

	"Military science is dead," Spatz says. "I have killed military science and now I shall kill myself." The camera cuts back to Professor Harcourt, shocked and silent among the chortling, radiation-rotted dead. Really this knockabout stuff is what Shonnagh's best at. "Also, I calculated the critical mass of the Uranium all wrong."

	And in perhaps gratuitous detail, Spatz goes into the primitive sanitary arrangement and starts to kill himself with a length of string. Shonnagh cuts to a shot of his one-legged spirit in the Wood of the Suicides. Again, the harsh laughter is heard at the back of the crowd. Shonnagh pans back across the crowded heads. In the doorway of the cave, a small demon is standing.

	Then a riderless centaur leaps through the projected picture, and crashes into the cave wall behind.
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Chapter 9

	Call no man a climber until he's carved his death sign.

	Li-Wan Scott 'The Way of Death' pb Thule Academy

	 

	The nights are longer now, and with the daylight, a blizzard comes howling across the glacier. No matter how I stuff the lichen in the gaps, fine snow gets between the stones. With the child moving inside her she wakes early, and finds a dust of snow across our pillow. After three days the sky clears and I go out. I wet my skis (collapsible sponge-structure ones, from Shonnagh's shop) and when they swell and freeze I go up the glacier after the powder snow.

	Half way up the glacier the sky turns orange. Daylight aurora flickers from mountaintop to mountaintop and a new kind of creature floats across the valley. It has butterfly wings of magnetic field and its tail is a flame of hydrogen.

	I turn and ski back to the cave. She has seen the creature too, and she already has the ink thawing beside the fire. "Forget the rewrite of the Malebolga Wall," I say. "That'll have to go in just as it is. Where'd we got to?"

	"Mary Queen of Scots. How much did she know about the Darnley murder and when did she know it. Parasite exchange rituals of the walking demons."

	"The child's due in six weeks – cut those bits as well. We'll go straight to the Simoniacs. Creetchie's anklebone dropping into the abyss of flames. That works as an image, right?"

	"Have Rosie von Dienstag speak to him out of the fire," she suggests. She's right, as usual. She hands me the pen.

	Barshinova's battle in the cavern

	I climbed up the broken rocks above the cave for a better view. The tall, tree-like columns Barshinova had called arborlasts cast their hideous purple glow across the wide valley. The trenchworks and low walls appeared as abstract black lines: at least, until one notices the projecting heads and spear-tips of the dead souls.

	Above the Gulph's further side, at the top of the slope we'd come down two hours before, I saw flickering lights.

	I pulled down my helmet's viewscreen. A small herd of centaurs was at the top of the slope, centaurs with demons mounted on their backs, the lights I'd seen were flaming torches they held high above them to light the ground. For now they were coming down the broken slope at full gallop; again, the pale-coloured one was in the lead. One of them fell and tumbled to lie broken among the boulders but the others came on; and when they'd passed, dead souls among the boulders converged on the fallen centaur and its rider to finish them off.

	The riders reached the level ground, and dead souls rose out of the first line of trenches to meet them. A few of the centaurs leaped over, galloping away sideways between the rows of trenches. But the dead souls below them were armed with long spears, and the centaurs with their demons drew back.

	Were they waiting for something? I trained the helmet viewer upwards. The skyline of the Gulph, dark against the fires behind, was fuzzy with a shifting crowd of demons. They were too far away to count, but more, many more, than the fifty or so mentioned by Shonnagh. Suddenly, the valley slope was in movement. I turned up the gain on the helmet camera. The demons were rolling great boulders down the slope of the Gulph.

	Then I realised they weren't just rolling the boulders; they were riding them. On each tumbling rock was a leaping, balancing demon. I saw one fall, crushed under the boulder. But the rest came on down the slope, bounding off the ground as they sped up.

	I leant back against the rock, steadying the helmet while I turned the gain to its maximum. The more cautious of the centaurs were still making their way downhill. The boulders overtook them and crushed them, leaving dark stains scattered across the slope. As boulders rolled out into the plain I saw dead souls in the air, plucked from their trenches by the whips of the demons. The boulders moved on, not seeming to slow down at all, and where they'd passed the first line of trenches was crushed and collapsed.

	The boulders slowed as they crossed the second trench line and then the third, before stopping in the middle of the plain. About a hundred demons had survived the descent. They were gathering in the shadows around the high basalt blocks, the remnants of the fallen bridge across the Gulph. There were still two lines of trench works, and dead souls were rising out of them in long lines.

	Then I saw something moving through the shadows on the nearer side of the plain. One boulder, bigger than the others and with more momentum, was still trundling forwards, directly towards me, across the last of the trench defences. The demon riding it was huge, poised on great white wings. It stepped backwards with a relaxed and rhythmic leaps, almost a dance, as the stone rolled onwards. Its whip was held high for balance, the barbed lashes flickering. In its other hand was what seemed to be an iceaxe.

	I could hear the moving boulder now, the crack of the pebbles underneath it as it rolled forward, and the brimstone smell of broken stone. I was already climbing down from the cliff, but far too slowly. The demon had already seen me. I leaped down the last four metres; but in the darkness my foot turned on a stone, and I fell to the ground.

	The demon stood over me, its whiplash dangling over my cheek. It was smaller than my excited eye had made it. No demon wings, just the torn and dirty robes.

	 It was Felicity.

	I'm a reasonably bold climber, but I wouldn't have thought of riding a rock fall. But then, I'm not a Zen terrorist trying to persuade everybody to an enlightening death. "Let's go in, shall we?" she said. "I think they need a battle report in there."

	•••

	But inside the cave, it was already a confusion of shouting and dead souls. The brass projector had fallen over and was burning weakly in a pool of fat. Its flickering orange light sent huge shadows across the roof of the cave. The weak shouting of the condemned souls combined into a sound like dry leaves in the wind; somewhere above and behind, the stronger voice of their general, Barshinova. By the light of the burning projector we could see the demon, backed against the cave wall, a cleared space in front the length of its whiplash. But all around it was a swirl of grey movement, dead souls climbing through broken furniture, some intelligently clearing the benches to make free spaces to move through, others tugging in the other direction to build barriers, guards trying to deploy their three-metre long lances under the low roof. Felicity took my hand and pulled me around the cave wall, through the broken limbs of the fallen centaur, pushing aside the decomposing dead people  towards where we heard the general Barshinova.

	The general had clambered onto a rock step above the projector. Our porters stood around her, with their iceaxes out. "All been thought of," Barshinova said. "We can fall back onto prepared positions within the cave." When we joined her, the shadows above turned out to be a further cave, reaching back into the rock.

	"It goes through to the next Gulph," said Barshinova. She spoke to Shonnagh, but the dead moved with no more sound than falling snow and I heard her. "This place is completely secure. We have managed to manufacture a little gunpowder: the passages are mined."

	"Pig-Iron, show her the cornice grenades."

	Barshinova's hollow eyes lit like an ascetic who sees a really uncomfortable cell. "It's been so long... do you think I might hold one?" Her hand stroked the red shell of the grenade. "You don't have a thermonuclear device? No, it would be too heavy for your porters." She raised her voice. "Retire! Down the tunnel, retire!"

	The fire around the fallen projector flickered and burned out, and the cave was dark again. The hooves of the dying centaur rattled against the rock wall. I found our client and Pheidippida and switched on their head-torches. Then I helped them onto the rock platform at the back of the cave.

	The rest of the party was already there. Barshinova led us into the darkness. The crowded dead souls moved in behind us, covering each other's retreat with their long spears. "The ultimate objective," Barshinova said to us, "is a general advance out of the Gulph upwards. We shall occupy only such territory as we need for the protection of our borders. You came through the Third Circle? The gluttons will acknowledge our cause and grant us the ground we need for our own security."

	"The Third is not so unpleasant as some of the other places," I conceded.

	"You are joking with me. Do you deny that cool rains fall almost all the time and the level of radiation is effectively zero?"

	The helmet torches showed that we were crossing another cave. The rock here had collapsed to form a hollow about forty metres wide. Rock dust fell from the ceiling and sprinkled the shoulders of the crowded dead. Uncomplaining, they let it clog their naked sores.

	The tunnel continued at a higher level and we stood at its entrance to look back across the crowd of the decaying dead. "A solemn and inspiring sight," said the General to the spearpeople immediately below. "We shall stand to the last scrap of our skin and the last splinter of dry bone. And it shall be your privilege to stand beside us."

	"No, General," said the Sergeant-Major. "You must protect yourself, you have the whole battle in your mind. Go back to the rear, and we shall stand and fight."

	Slowly Barshinova lowered her head. "I shall lead you again," she said at last. "This is not the final battle."

	There was a disturbance at the end of the cavern and the first demon sprang in with a yell. "My word," said Barshinova, "she's a big one, isn't she?" Two more demons edged into the space cleared by the first. The cracking of their six whips filled the cavern like hailstones on the tin roof of a tea house.

	Barshinova's face was like stone. She sighed, and tossed one of our cornice grenades into the hall. For a moment I saw it, stuck among the suppurating shoulders of the crowd. The fuse sparkled gaily. We ran. We put a bend of the tunnel behind us and then a dead hand appeared out of the ground and beckoned us into a slit trench.

	"Our mines are laid in the floor of the chamber," Barshinova said. The explosion of the mines was long and multiple, even before the echoes started. I imagined the dead souls tossed into the air by the gunpowder in the floor and then crushed back down by thousands of tons of stone. There was no doubt that the roof of the cavern had collapsed.

	"Poor beggars," I murmured. I hate rockfalls.

	Even with their last breaths, they screamed quite quietly, as if they were afraid they might burst their rotten lungs, as if they had gone through all this before. But this wasn't their last breath: their last breath had been long ago. Crushed under the rocks they would be no more dead than they had been before. How long would they take to reform their crushed bodies and scratch themselves free? Ten years? Ten centuries?

	We made our way along the tunnel around several bends, then crawled under a jammed boulder. Ahead of us, red light shone from beyond the final corner. When we rounded it, our way was blocked with fire.

	We stood and looked at it. Then Felicity said, "Oh, you unenlightened silly things! If that's flame, why aren't our faces hot?" So we went forward, and found that what we had taken for flame was the open end of the tunnel. The flame was two kilometres away on the further wall of the Gulph, flickering across a shining surface that I couldn't make out at this range.

	I was pleased to see that we were back on the Guidebook's line. "This is the Third Gulph." I told them. "Simony."

	"The sandstone arch," Shonnagh was ticking off on her fingers, "the big black arch with the gap in it, and General Barshinova's one with the radioactivity. That's three already. Can't you count?"

	"I'm staying with the Guidebook numbering. The one we've just left represented warmongering, is that right, General? A new sin since Dante's time."

	We stood on a ledge a hundred metres up the valley side. The valley below us was crossed every way by crevices full of flame, and sheets of flame rose and fell up the far wall, obscuring whatever climbing merits it might hold. But the valley floor should go: from our ledge we saw pathways among the flames, and slabs of stone for bridges laid across the fires.

	General Barshinova rolled a last grenade into the tunnel. Rocks fell inside and blocked it. "When it comes to recalibrating the Divine Judgement, maybe direct assault wasn't the best way. Strolling out by the back door could be even more effective. Once in your upper World I can gather support for our cause better than anywhere."

	"No," I said at once. "This is a mountaineering expedition. When did you do any mountaineering?"

	"The Caucasus, basic training. Only two hundred years ago, still fresh in my memory."

	"Let's have her along," said Shonnagh. "She paid a heavy price to get those demons off our tails. It looks bad in the storyline to drop her straight away."

	"Not her," Felicity pointed out. "Her people paid, not her."

	They argued back and forth for ten minutes while Barshinova looked on in astonishment. At last she said: "But which of you is in command?"

	"The client." Shonnagh nodded towards where Harcourt and Pheidippida crouched at the end of the shelf. They were taking samples from a pool of water.

	Barshinova just smiled, and shook her head. "A wrong decision is better than no decision at all. Much better, when demons are behind. You need me."

	Shonnagh tossed her a rope. "Tie on, General. If we don't like you we'll dump you."

	"A wise decision," Barshinova said. In the stronger light, her skin was grey and papery. It was easy to believe she'd been dead for more than a hundred years. "You will see the benefit of a proper command structure."

	Shonnagh gazed across the valley, his eyes narrowed against the glare. Out of her rucksack she was pulling a rope I hadn't seen before, a coil of scarlet ribbon. "The demons behind us. What's your thinking, General?" she asked.

	"They will stop," Barshinova said, "to torment their prisoners. This is why I stationed so many people on the further side of the mined cavern. Planning always pays off. Why are they after you anyway?"

	I scowled. I had forgotten the Tityus-thing and its evil prophesies. "One of our number has betrayed us," I said.

	"But in that case we must conduct interrogations."

	"Forget about that," said Shonnagh. "Time we moved on."

	We roped up and scrambled down the last of the rocks onto the floor of the Gulph.

	 

	 

	
Simony kiln

	At first the flames only licked half way up our boots, and our problem was the deep cracks which crossed our path. These were full of smoke as well as flames, but the noises that came out of the smoke were like the grinding roar of streams deep inside a glacier. Half way across the valley we stopped on a low mound that stood above the flames. Shonnagh passed out sand rations.

	Hell. The Inferno. The afterworld of the Christians. This was our sixth day of hiking and climbing, and we'd probably passed many millions, if not billions, of the condemned dead-alive souls. We'd spotted two different species of demons, and were currently being pursued by the wingless ones. And then the centaurs, which might even be, in their origin, living human beings like ourselves. None of it made any sense. The logic of it didn't make any sense, the microbiology that healed as quickly as it mangled didn't make sense, even the geology didn't make sense. But most of all, the senseless cruelty of it, the seemingly endless punishments for sometimes minor crimes, or no crimes at all. But like a backpacker in the Americas who hikes below a million trees, like the earthquake mudslides that destroy whole villages and towns. Over the six days I'd stopped noticing the senseless cruelty all around us – we all had, I think, with the exception of Professor Harcourt's research assistant Pheidippida. The world, after all, makes very little sense. Which could be why I live my own life within the rules of the Alpine Club.

	Millions – perhaps billions – of tormented dead. we walk past them all – and then one individual brings us to a stop. A single individual, chained to a wheel on a pile of potsherds in the middle of the Gulph designated to the crime of Simony. An individual called Adolf Schikelgruber, best known as Hitler.

	It was Harcourt who spotted that the low hill we sat on was made of broken pottery. "Sumerian," he told us, "a bit over 5000 years old. At least – this is funny – " he was scrambling up the loose hillside. "These ones seem to be Akkadian, 500 years younger…" We followed him up the slope, as the pottery it was made of moved through Minoan, to ancient Greek, then Roman. And at the top of the hill, a small figure was hunched over a potter's wheel.

	Proudly she held up the 20th-century teapot she'd just finished making. She showed us how she used the fire pits as a kiln, roofing them with slabs of sandstone. She was indeed an early Sumerian, and had wandered down from the Second Circle of the lustful. "Well, a certain amount of sex goes with the job," she explained in a mix of contemporary Tibetan and Medieval Latin. "Everybody wants to have it off with a potter, don't you all?"

	It took me a moment to work it out. Five and a half thousand years ago, household decoration, all of written literature – ceramics workers were the celebrities of the age, equivalent to the top climbers of our own time.

	"Shifted from the Second Circle, yes? So you see, the system really is flexible," Barshinova commented. "It's mere inertia that limits us within the Gulphs and Circles assigned at death. I wish I'd thought of this two centuries ago."

	"According to Dante's guidebook, once damned is damned for ever."

	"Well but here I am, no? Out among the Simoniacs, strolling in my socks in the evening air, as the Lance Corporal used to say. And here's this potter too."

	"A demon from the Second Circle comes down to torment me now and then. But it's just a formality, they really want to trade for my special range. I had Genghis Khan for several centuries. But this chap is even better." And she pointed to a small soul we hadn't noticed, chained to the treadle of her wheel.

	The potter told us her prisoner's name. "Schicklgruber or Hitler," she said, and smiled. "First name, Adolf. Yes, you might know him. I picked him up in the Seventh Circle. I carve bits off him, render them down to ash, and use them to glaze the small vases. They sell really well, the small vases."

	"He seems fond of you," Creetchie said.

	"He has the slave mentality, poor little chap. He needs to be beaten and humiliated."

	The vases were low-fired earthenware, attractive if you didn't know where they came from. I have one before me as I write. The under-glaze has a pearly sheen, due to the crushed bone in the clay. All of the meme chips from the climbing helmets are in there now, staying dry among the ashes of Bofors Creetchie's left foot. The vase has a chip on its rim, from when a porter dropped Harcourt's rucksack during the long descent into the Ninth Circle.

	•••

	Back at the base of the hill, Felicity squatted over the ground, her filthy robes puddling around her. "Demon droppings here," she said. "So this ought to be a demon pathway through the flames."

	I already knew that. From the cliff wall behind I'd memorised the bridges and crevasses, just as I would before descending onto a proper glacier made of ice. The demon trail seemed to swerve along the deepest crevices, where the demons had build stone viewing platforms over the flaming pits. As we approached the inner wall of the Gulph, the flames on either side got higher . At last they came above our heads. Just now and then we gained a sight of the Gulph's intriguing further wall.

	The pathway wound around among the fire pits, but last we came to the final fire chasm. It was an ugly sight, ten metres wide and an unknowable depth of flames and smoke. But the high, smooth rock wall beyond it was the end of this Third Gulph. We turned left along the bank of the fiery chasm. At first it narrowed, and there were two places where a jammed boulder made a bridge across it. However, neither of these led to a point where the high wall on the other side appeared even slightly climbable.

	Unclimbable is a word a climber cannot use. At one time, about 1922, Everest was unclimbable. At a later one, around 1930, the Eiger's north face was unclimbable. None of us likes to be mocked by the future. So yes, the wall beyond this fire chasm could be climbed. It is truly vertical, which from a climbing point of view is good, of course, and a hundred metres high. It is made of a black shale rock that is steely-hard but at the same time brittle. It will not take pitons. It can be climbed. A group of climbers of uncommon talent could work in relays from one belay to the next over several days and get up it.

	We had the talented climbers. We did not have the days. In the half hour that we'd been beside it, the face had twice been swept from bottom to top by orange flame.

	Now the fire chasm beside us widened out again. There were no more boulder bridges. And then we saw more flames on our left. Quite sharply, the rock edge turned back on itself. Ahead of us the chasm opened out and became a plain of flickering fire.

	We had walked out onto a narrow clifftop projecting into this fiery plain. A spine of the black, brittle rock formed the promontory, and rose to a high point at its tip. The cliffs around us were undercut, so that this high point overhung the plain below like the figurehead of a ship launching into a sea of fire. And at its tip some hand or claw had build a cairn: single flat stones one on top of the other, three metres high.

	At the foot of the cairn we stopped. We had been going for seventeen hours from our last camp at the top of Malebolga Wall, and since then we had lost Brother Bertram and two of our porters. With five and a half days of spectacular trekking behind us, and wonderful unclimbed rockfaces all around, we had come to the end of our road.

	Shonnagh unhitched the strange red rope she had been carrying and sat down on it. "Well," she said, 'we've had a good run. More than half of the route achieved on this very first attack. And we've got enough supplies for the climb back, thanks to SAND RATIONS." She had the camera mounted on the cairn, so that the plain of fire flickered behind her. "Tell me, Quail: how do you feel at having to turn back at this point? Are you perhaps quite pleased to be getting out of here alive?"

	I would be, just supposing we did. But I wasn't going to tell the camera that. "We have been stopped not by any mountaineering difficulties, but by demons and by fire," I say.

	"Just a moment, Shonnagh." It was Bofors Creetchie, scrambling towards us up the dark rocks. "May I? I know you people don't like me a lot. That business of the Cho Oyu Pillar – I can see how it might look pretty bad with the wrong camera angle."

	Yes, I did dislike Bofors Creetchie. But right then, just watching him come up the ridge, I wanted to climb with him more than I wanted anything in the world.

	"Our views on the Cho Oyu Pillar are on record," Shonnagh said. "Say what you've got to say and get off camera."

	"The wall behind the flames here – if you look, there's a sort of diagonal line up it."

	"I've noticed it," I agree. "Rope down off the side of this promontory, a free abseil, no contact with the rock, but let's not bother about that. There's far more interesting stuff to come." This is a game you can play anywhere. I can pick climbing lines up a piece of cheese – with cheese you have to imagine it bigger of course. If you see me gaze intently into your eyes, I'm making your face five hundred metres high and working my way up through your wrinkles. "A rising traverse to the left takes you out over the fire-plain: you can see it from here. Then a wall, with what might be a belay two thirds of the way up."

	"It is a belay," Creetchie asserted.

	"At the top of the wall you get round into a chimney. And then it's okay right up to the top. Well, it could be"

	"Well," Creetchie asked. "What do you think?"

	Creetchie, Creetchie, climb with me. "That wall has had flames up and down it for God knows how many centuries."

	"The first Simoniac was in 55AD. Simon Magus," Pheidippida put in quietly.

	"It's melted smooth. You can see the shine on it. Plus there's the flames sweeping across. That wall is uncli – " I corrected myself. "That wall is Grade X – a degree more difficult than anything climbed so far."

	Creetchie turned to Shonnagh. "Did you record that?"

	"I record everything."

	Creetchie said: "Quail's a prissy-minded little Rhododendron but for some reason the Alpine Club listens to him. I'll climb it."

	 

	
Creetchie climbs 'Hot Stuff'

	There was a brief pause then. It could have been the brief pause while we take in what Creetchie has just said. It wasn't. It was the brief pause before a deep throated roar like an avalanche that comes as fast as its own noise; and flames were all around us. I covered my face and crouched against the base of the cairn. On the three sides of our promontory flames streamed upwards and met far overhead so that we were enclosed in a cathedral of fire. Heat struck inwards and I smelled my own singed eyebrows and heard the roar of it, which was not the normal roar of a large fire. It was the shrieking of crowds, maybe of nations of the damned.

	One voice emerged from the fire wall just beyond the edge of the rock. "Creetchie, Creetchie," it called from the flame, only a few metres from where we crouched and hid from the heat. "I'm so cold, so cold Creetchie. Why did you take my sleeping bag, Creetchie, why did you leave me here? I wanted to climb with you Creetchie. But I'm so cold!"

	The sand rations Shonnagh had left on the rocks burst into flame and drifted up like autumn leaves. After about a minute the flames died back. When the rocks had cooled, we stood up and looked at the rock wall.

	"That's not climbing," Shonnagh said. "That's a criminal act. Don't ask any of us to second you up that."

	"I'll second you Creetchie," I said.

	Creetchie shrugged and walked out onto the projecting rock.

	Shonnagh said to me: "You know why Bofors wants to climb this? Look where he is, and where the camera is. He's not climbing this to save the expedition, not to save our lives. He's climbing this because he's going to look wonderful against the light. And, by the way, steal all our publicity. A bit of self-indulgent ego, hmmm?"

	"I don't call that self-indulgent. I call that climbing."

	"And didn't you recognise the voice out of the flame? Rosie von Dienstag. Story was, she died on the avalanche slope, there under the Cho Oyu Pillar. Story was, my avalanche wing was faulty. Doesn't sound that way now, does it? Left her in a snowhole where she couldn't even carve her own deathsign."

	I felt sick. "Creetchie is a fine climber. The best," and knew as I said it that being a great climber couldn't redeem Creetchie if he had really left Rosie von Dienstag to die in a snowhole. Knew also that as far as I was concerned, it did. I wanted Creetchie alive. And safe, and still climbing: just in case, one day, he might again consent to let me climb with him.

	I went down to belay his rope.

	Across the flames,  the far wall of the chasm was glassy smooth. This is often said – of basalt rocks in particular – but not so often seen. This rock really was like glass: heat had fused it, and recently. 'Recently' is another word that can be used with various degrees of strictness. I am not a geologist, except insofar as every climber is a geologist. But this rock had a new-fired sparkle to it. This recently wasn't a couple of geological eras. This recently was a couple of days. Here and there in it I could see my own face, horribly distorted.

	There were no cracks in this rock. In one or two places the glaze was crazed, so that you could perhaps have inserted a fingernail. However, it was not absolutely flat. If it had been, I would only have seen my face in it at one place. The glass had bulges: not footholds, but places where one might rest a foot in passing. Several of them taken together very quickly would just about add up to one foothold.

	And you would have to take them quickly. Every fifteen minutes, flames broke against the rock and bathed it from bottom to top.

	At one point there was an area of what the potter on the pile of shards had called toadsback effect and tried to charge me extra for – tiny bubbles blown out and bursting through the glaze. Not holds, but a moment of friction on the way up. "And look," Bofors said: "There is a place where we could slip in a spring-wedge." A bubble bursting through the glassy rock had left a hole the size of a half a plum. It would be possible there to insert a running belay – a metal wedge attached to a snap-link. By passing the climbing rope through the snap-link one gives oneself a measure of protection.

	"You could," I agreed. "Though you'd be filling up the only foothold in a hundred square metres."

	"And again, there. And then we're at the belay we already saw." Creetchie picked up the rope that Shonnagh, reluctantly (but we were on camera), offered him. Not rope – it was scarlet ribbon, the stuff she had been carrying all across this Gulph. "Well, well, Shonnagh: I shan't say anything: but I can think, eh?"

	Shonnagh's only answer was a grunt.

	"Figure of eight knot hold me on this?"

	Shonnagh said: "I don't know if anything'll hold you on this. It hasn't been used before."

	"Alpine Club approved?" I asked. I suspected something unsaid about this rope. I was right; though in the end it didn't matter as none of our Buddhists noticed it and neither did the people at the Lhasa Shuttleport.

	"Covered by the general licence on ropes," Shonnagh replied smoothly. "They don't mind how good your rope is so long as you can't throw it up and have it stick. I hope you know what you're up to, Creetchie. If you want to back down, I can delete that last bit on the camera."

	But we all knew that he wouldn't. Creetchie looked up from the rope, his eyes more orange than the rest of him in the reflected glow of the burning plains. Black rock ahead, so he had changed into the green skintights. "Maybe I do like to get a first ascent. What's wrong with that? Maybe I'm not interested in your damned historical techniques, maybe I do put in a piton or two to make the route go when otherwise there wouldn't be any route at all. I'm still a mountaineer, and a better climber than you are, Shonnagh."

	"And maybe you put in a piton or two where there was a perfectly good route anyway, supposing someone was a better climber. And maybe..."

	Felicity interrupted them. "Right now we're trying to keep in front of some demons, remember? Shonnagh, edit it in later. I mean, it's a standard row between climbers, right?"

	Shonnagh nodded. Bofors started to untie the rope from his waist. "Changed your mind, Creetchie? Counting on us to stop you from trying it, were you?"

	"I have not changed my mind." Creetchie stooped and retied the rope to the calf of his left leg. Then he peered down into the chasm. "I'll just wait for the next bit of flame to go by."

	"It's a random process," Felicity informed him. "Poisson probability distribution, like stonefall. Go now: it's as good a time as any." They still weren't expecting him to do the climb.

	"Why have you tied the rope to your ankle, Bofors?" Shonnagh asked.

	Creetchie grinned – not at me, at the camera behind me – and leapt into the chasm. I lunged for the rope as it flew over my shoulder.

	"Damn you, Creetchie! I've burnt my hands on this rope."

	A laugh floated up. "A couple of metres too low. Haul me back up a bit. Right: I'm going to swing now."

	I got Pig-Iron to belay me to a nearby boulder as I moved forward with Creetchie's strange red rope to the lip of the chasm. Yellow smoke drifted up, but the flames were out of sight below the bulge of the wall. At my shoulder, Shonnagh's camera whirred.

	Creetchie had swung across onto the only foothold of the face. He leaned back, his fingertips on the rock, and looked up at the route ahead. Then he started to move.

	Like the Descartes proof of the existence of God, you see it happening but you still can't believe it. Descartes argues from entities that do, and that do not, have within themselves the necessity for their own existence. Objects of the real world, says Descartes, do not. Descartes was wrong. In the next seventeen minutes of climbing, Bofors Creetchie had within himself the necessity for his own existence. He went from one glassy bulge to the next. The rock was burnt black, and Creetchie was wearing his green, and his orange eyes glittered in a way that was not at all human, but only mountaineer. Just once did he gain a positive hold, when the tip of his little finger slipped at extreme reach into a tiny bubble in the rock for just long enough to check his outward topple.

	He climbed two metres; he climbed four. He was level with us now, on the opposite wall of the chasm. Then through the rope I felt a moment of hesitation. He was moving out of balance on memory and instinct, with no time to survey the face ahead. I spoke softly into his helmet. "Move left, Bofors. Head for the yellow knob. Now straight up."

	There was a burst of cheering from the porters. Creetchie had reached the first protection point.

	Moving in slow motion, he took the first of the spring-wedges from his mouth and slid it into the hole. He could not even tug at it to test it without falling off.

	"I'll take you on the rope," I offered. "Hang onto the sling and have a rest."

	"Where's your principles, Quail?" he gasped. And that man we had disparaged for his bad ethos clipped his rope into the sling and then climbed right up past it without touching it.

	There was a rumble, and a tongue of flame licked up round the bulge. Two or three more moves of balance climbing, and Creetchie was high above the flaming plain and onto the 'toadsback' section. "Bofors," I said quietly into his helmet: "We've made a mistake here. Those flames aren't coming upwards now. I could haul you out of there again on the rope if it wasn't for that running belay. Drop back and take it off."

	"What?" he gasped. "And have to climb it all over again? Just not interested in second ascents, Quail."

	Down below, the roar of the flames was louder. "Bofors, take off that runner!"

	He ignored me, and stepped up onto the next of the glassy bulges. His fingers touched the rock like a mystic touching the face of God. The smoke was thick around him. A flame licked over the lower belay point before dropping away.

	I could, I suppose, have pulled him back down to his runner and then tried to shake him off. But that's not something a second does to his leader.

	There was a noise like the laughter of gods, and flame surged up out of the chasm. It swallowed the runner, hesitated for a moment and crept on upwards. Creetchie disappeared behind a curtain of orange.

	For a moment I thought the fire had passed behind him, forced out by the swell of the rock. Then I saw that the orange skindye of his hands had turned to red. His orange hair, too, where his helmet didn't cover it, was a grey stubble of ash. But still he climbed. He had caught up the rope from his ankle and clipped it into the second sling: the spring-wedge was held between two fingers. Another two metres would see him at the second belay point.

	But the flames were going to get there first. They had not retreated and now they were rising higher. For a moment they lingered around his feet. Then in a single rush they enveloped the climber completely. The orange chalk bags fell away in flames. His lime-green skintights were on fire too, and I saw his skin below them turn to red, and then to black, and then I could smell him burning.

	But still he climbed. His hand, with the skin peeling off it and the bone starting to show, reached upwards and faltered. A flaming boot dropped into the smoke. The hand twitched again, and the spring-wedge slipped into its hole.

	Creetchie's skintights were burning now with a primrose-yellow flame. He was too bright to look at. And then his other hand moved to take the bolt-holer from around his neck. The hand swept across the face once and carved a single letter. The letter was C: at the end of the stroke, bolt-holer and hand together dropped away into the flame. Then his rucksack fell, and one of his legs.

	Still he gripped the rock, his bare bones locked to the holds. And at last the flames retreated and left him there. He hung like a stuffed effigy of Mallory that schoolboys nail to high buildings for Everest Day. I twitched the rope, and the long bone of the remaining leg came loose. Its final support gone, the body rattled away into the chasm.

	I pulled in the scarlet ribbon or rope – rope that, strangely, had only been smoke-browned by the fire. Although the leg was gone, the knot around the leg bone was secure, and it pulled up against the snap-link of the runner. The anchor was firm. Creetchie was gone; but the rock he had climbed, stayed climbed. Without looking to see who belayed me (it was Felicity) I pulled myself up hand over hand to the runner.

	The spring-wedge was melted into the rock. Beside it, a skeleton hand still gripped its last hold. I brushed it aside, for I needed that handhold myself. The foothold was full of grey ash. I clipped into the runner and bend and pinched the ash out with my fingers and put it into my chalk bag. It had been Creetchie's left foot.

	I climbed up past Creetchie's deathsign and into the shallow chimney above.

	•••

	"But... Simony?" she says, leaning over my shoulder. I look up, surprised. While I have been climbing among flames, in our cave above the glacier night has fallen, and she has lit the yak-dung candle.

	"Don't do that," I say. "Candles are precious."

	"So is what we are writing."

	"I never did find out how Rosie von Dienstag came to be condemned among the Simoniacs. Funny, I know so many dead climbers but she was the only one we met down there. Her and –"

	"Hush! Don't anticipate your story."

	Without thinking, my hand is transcribing as we talk. "Don't worry, I'll edit this bit out later on."

	But in the end we publish in a hurry because – well for one thing, the Rhone Glacier reaches Lausanne. And a lot of this business gets left in. Sorry about that.

	 

	 

	
Chapter 10

	Wives and lovers do have a role in climbing. That role is paying a visit to the lovers and wives of other expedition members to tell them that they're dead.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	Once again the flame roared up the face. But by now we were all in the final chimney. We crouched in the crack of the rocks as the air half a metre away turned to plasma, and we pulled our anoraks up to shield our faces. Then we scrambled on, the rock warm now under our fingers. And we climbed out of the valley where the worst of men and best of climbers had died.

	We slept on a small, stony terrace, tired enough to ignore the flames that licked up beyond its edge. And the climb went on. We abseiled yet another broken crag – I would have insisted on down-climbing it: but Shonnagh was still the expedition leader. At its foot we crossed a Gulph where dead souls move in slow, terrible processions like tourists on the path to Everest Base Camp. The cloaks they wore, which glittered with gold and embroidery, were weighted on the inside with some heavy metal.

	Hypocrites, in Gulph Four. We were still following the Guidebook. We did not stop to interview them but scrambled up the low rock walls forming the far side of their valley.

	Creetchie is gone, so presumably I am now lead climber. I move out to one side, to assess our remaining climbers on the slabby sandstone. Barshinova's brutal climbing style lacks creativity. Pheidippida is climbing very badly, her tiny teeth clenched together in determination, touching the rock as though it was coated in slime  – but at least she was climbing. Was it really only five days ago that I took her up the easy sandstone at the start of the expedition? Felicity our Zen terrorist is inspired but unsafe. The flowing white robes stop her from placing her feet properly.

	Shonnagh traverses out to join me. "Quail, I'm relying on you to give General Barshinova the help she needs."

	"She needs to learn finesse on small holds. Falling off a few times will help with that."

	"Well, that too. But also the detail stuff, managing the porters, keeping track of the gear. Grand strategy isn't everything: the lead climber also needs someone to tell her when to use the spring wedges." And then she must have seen my face in the flame light. "Quail, you didn't think the lead climber was going to be you? When we've got a genuine army general, and you're just a rhododendron climber after all."

	"Rhododendron climber means I can't tell her much about spring wedges."

	"You're right," Shonnagh said. "But at the moment we don't have anybody else. Look, if we do get where we need antique equipment, then you'll be lead climber. That's a promise."

	Centaur stage

	A perfectly flat plain was below us now. It was so black that no features could be made out. We'd glimpsed this place on Barshinova's slideshow, back in the cave of the radioactive Gulph. Then there had been some roughness and topographical detail. Or appeared to be – that detail must have been part, not of the projected image, but of the rock wall that the slide had been projected onto. And is it any different, when the phenomena of reality are projected through the lenses of our eyes onto the rock wall of our minds?

	The rocks we scrambled down were bound together with a thick ooze. Still the valley floor showed no feature, even under the camera lights. But heat came off it and pressed against our faces, heat, and a smell of tar. 

	Felicity's tossed stone hit the surface without a sound, then sank a millimetre at a time. "Is there mountaineering value in a pitch lake?" she asked.

	"You need Teflon coated gear. But it's boring. Very boring."

	"Then you'll go along with Lead-climber Barshinova's idea to take the bridge?"

	The bridge was an obvious artefact: a single metal tube four or five metres thick. It was coated, presumably for want of paint, in pitch.

	"According to the guidebook," I told them, "this bridge had fallen down."

	"Nineteenth century," said Barshinova. "Cast iron pipe, that's why it needs paint. Their guns used to rust something frightful."

	There was no way to climb the tarry surface, so she ordered us to get inside the thing. We soon made a hole with our piton hammers. The inner surface was rusty and untarred, criss-crossed with iron girders. With these as hand and footholds we passed easily up the rise of the arch.

	Shonnagh drew me ahead of the others. "There's demons still after us," she whispered.

	"Demons? How could they get up Creetchie's climb?" Creetchie. If I hadn't offered to hold your rope, would you still be alive and climbing now?

	"I left a camera at the hole we made into the pipe. It just saw a centaur pass in front of the light."

	I shook my head to clear it. "Just one centaur? I guess there weren't that many of them made it down into Barshinova's Gulph."

	"We'll drop back and wait for it, shall we?"

	We climbed onto a girder at the top of the pipe and watched our party pass below. The porters, still fit but discouraged. All four of Pig-Iron's husbands were overtly flying prayer streamers from their rucksacks. Felicity, flashing her helmet lamp among the cross-members, saw us above her, looked at the others, and passed without comment, a pale shadow against the rust-coloured floor of the bridge pipe. Pig-Iron, escorting our client Harcourt. General Barshinova, away from the radiation of her Third Gulph, was healing under our eyes. She looked fit and dangerous, her body absorbing the exercise as a dry axe-shaft absorbs the linseed oil.

	Shonnagh said: "There's one missing."

	"Bofors Creetchie's missing."

	"Pheidippida," said Shonnagh. "Our client's research assistant."

	We found our client at the same time as we found the centaur. Pheidippida knelt in a pool of light: she had hung her lamp above her in the girders. Her skirts spread around her on the rusted metal. Her head was bowed, her gold hair shining under the light.

	The centaur clawed and scraped its way up the pipe. Its coat was pale under the lamp. It was the one known as Pansy, the one we'd left for dead below the Wall of Malebolga. The wound where Shonnagh had cut its throat was almost healed. But its head-hair was burnt away and its skin was weeping from its passage through the radioactive poisons of Barshinova's Gulph.

	Shonnagh reached for her ice-burner but I stopped her. "Look on its back." The rough bandage across its flank was lashed in place with rope – climbing rope from The Shonnagh Mountain Shop. "Pheidippida did that."

	She held out her hand to the centaur, offering sand rations. We heard her voice, and then some sort of sound from the centaur. Two more of the monsters stepped around the girders.

	The centaur called Pansy crouched awkwardly on three legs, bringing its furred head down alongside Pheidippida's  golden one. "Is that talking to her, can you hear?" Shonnagh asked. "Damn, I should have put a bug on that girl."

	Shonnagh had spoken softly, but the pipe magnified the sound. The half-animals bounded away, their feet flapping against the iron of the pipe.

	We swung down towards Pheidippida. There were bloody hoofprints on the iron, and bloody handprints. She looked up and saw us. Her look was one I'd seen before, on my teacher Dai Dagon in the ice cave on Everest. Dai Dagon, when he had been struck by lightning and was dead.

	What had the centaur said – or done – to our client? At least we now knew who had been betraying us to the demons behind us.

	•••

	We broke out at the far end of the pipe as we had broken in.

	The next valley also had its bridge. The builders must have wanted to show off their many styles: this one was a single cable, slung between two high towers of black rock. I gazed up the black obelisk. There were crevices and grooves; there was a route. Though without a stance to rest on for the entire five hundred metres of it –

	"Come on, Quail!"

	Reluctantly I turned to follow the others, already plodding across the valley floor. Here were more processions of slow moving souls, but slow for a new reason. Each of them was turned at the neck, its head pointing over its back. Rather than walk backwards looking forwards, they had found it less inconvenient to walk forwards looking backwards.

	The ones at the front called out warnings to those behind, but even so they were stumbling and treading on each other. Their toes were bleeding, and the path they walked was slippery with their blood.

	Felicity nodded to herself. "False Prophets. Looking the wrong way. Simple but subtle."

	False prophets? I shone a torch ahead – and saw a blue bagrobe.

	"It isn't him," Felicity said. "Perhaps he was a genuine prophet."

	"You think that?"

	"As far as we're concerned, we need the Blessed Bertram to be a fake, he prophesied your death didn't he? So let's hope he's only caught up in the bureaucracy and just hasn't got here yet."

	"There's no such thing as true prophesy. He explained it to me once. At least, I think that's what he said –"

	"Tityus' prophesies are coming true. You must have noticed it. Bofors Creetchie..."

	I kicked at a stone. She was right. Creetchie had died just as Tityus had prophesied. The monster had even described the rope around his leg bone.

	This Sixth Gulph of Malebolga is a narrow one. As sins go, false prophesy passed out of fashion before Earth's population explosion. Soon we were passing over a low ridge into the next valley. Felicity said: "Quail, if the Tityus keeps its promises then for you there's  interesting death ahead. A dying moment that shoves you straight through into enlightenment. I'll do whatever I can to make that happen, I promise that."

	An end-of-days Christian tripped over his heavy placard, and the two astrologers behind fell over him, opening a gap opened in the procession of false prophets. We crossed quickly onto the low ridge of stones behind.

	Below us was a flat plain of gravel and small stones. Gulph Seven, this would be, if I'd remembered the Guidebook. What was supposed to happen in Gulph Seven? There was something moving down there in the dim light, something low down at ground level.

	Above the valley floor we stopped in a sheltered little ravine and lowered our rucksacks onto the scree. "Given there's nothing trying to kill us," Barshinova said,  "we'll take a short break.  Where were we just now? Who's carrying the Guidebook?"

	The porters had already raised the cooking stand and the little thermal tent for the clients; now they were falling asleep, some still with their arms through the straps of their rucksacks. Of those few of us who must eat even more than we must rest, none was interested in this question of Barshinova's. A pity: for it might have changed things. The rock climb called Quietus Direct would still be on its English cliff today. Pig-Iron would still be alive and Bofors Creetchie would still be dead. And I? I should not have met the one who now shares my cave and comes out with me to see the sun rise over the ridges and climb the schisty rocks. I wouldn't be living alongside her because she would never have existed.

	Pheidippida had got the Guidebook.

	 

	 

	
In tents speculation

	"Would you like to see," Shonnagh asked, "What Harcourt and Pheidippida get up to in their tent?"

	"Shonnagh, you've been spying."

	"My camera has.  I made a mistake, not putting a bug on her from the start. So now I've over compensated. She's carrying the lot, even smell-reception. Interested?"

	"Your camera may be a spy but I'm not. Barshinova wants me to reconnoitre the next stage of the route straight away. I'll take Felicity, she's not so tired as the others."

	I'd forgotten this bit of dialogue, and now here it comes off the helmet tape as fresh as last night's snow. And it reminds me that we've also got the film Shonnagh's camera took. As a spy camera, it doesn't even do any editing: we're seeing this now through its innocent eye.

	The porters have finally got around to raising the thermal tent – the foil lined one that we last used, all those weeks ago, at the top of the Quietus climb inside The Shonnagh Mountain Shop. Back then, we used it just as a shelter, within the wind-storm made by Shonnagh's air tunnel. But the clients are using it as it as a warm source, with its little radiant heater dangling from the roof ridge.

	And what they do inside it, those two, is talk. Harcourt pulls down the zipper and switches on the little infra-red heater and he talks. Pheidippida wriggles out of her skintights and arranges herself on two tiny insulating pads so that the heat lamp reflected off the silvered lining of the tent can reach every part of her skin. And she talks.

	She says: "I've come across a suggestive passage in the Guidebook, covering the ground we are about to traverse in fact. May I read it to you?"

	•••

	Our cave above the glacier is heated with fallen wood and dung. It is smoky and it is draughty and it is not lined with reflective foil. I look at her wrapped and double wrapped in the remains of our expedition nylon and beautiful in them and I say: "This is disgusting. Or at least, very disturbing. The woman Pheidippida looks exactly like you."

	•••

	As lead climber the General would have ordered me to reconnoitre ahead once she thought of it; I was anticipating expedition needs. There didn't seem to be any difficulties on this next Gulph, and we couldn't see a bridge, so Felicity and I  pushed on down the slope. The ground below the camp was crossed by strands of a leafless vine, quite unlike the thorned vegetation we had met higher up in the cavern. It was The shoots were slippery and close together, making it a little awkward to walk through.

	Shonnagh followed us down the first slope, then stopped to make tests of their elasticity and tensile strength. She does this to any new material she comes across.

	I had been thinking about Felicity's promise of an interesting and ornamental death. Felicity had played with Brother Bertram the game of Good News / Bad News. She'd played it with the Tityus creature too. And I had walked ahead with her now as a chance to ask her about these Oedipal prophesies. Because I do know about one very simple sort of prophesy. Climbers who worry about their own likely deaths – putting it simply, they tend to get what they're expecting.

	"It's odd, in a way," I said, "the one member of the expedition I can really talk to, really trust – is the one who's planning us all a sudden and spectacular death. But I don't think you're planning it for right now."

	Felicity said: "You feeling like that is just the point. The spectacular death only works if it's a surprise."

	"So – if I'm not feeling worried, that's exactly when I should be feeing worried?"

	She smiled. "You've got this prophesy. Your friends here are going to kill you because they can't stand the pain you're going through. That sounds really promising. I'm not going to interfere with that."

	Felicity's white robe floated ahead of me through the darkness. I was having trouble finding my footing among the tangled vines.

	"Extreme ways of dying – " she said. "There's so many of them down here, so much to choose from. Take those centaurs.

	"Getting squashed under a boulder? That's awful, I hate rockfalls. But for us climbers, it's a pretty ordinary way to go. At least it's nice and quick."

	"Yes, but it's what comes before… You haven't worked it out? About the centaurs?"

	"Pheidippida thinks they've been reshaped, their bones all bent around. We haven't found out yet what particular sin…"

	"Oh, they're not sinners, the centaurs, they're not dead souls. You must have spotted how keen they were to get squashed under those boulders. They're living people, aren't they, people who strayed into this place over the centuries. Caught by the demons, and their bodies broken up and allowed to heal and then broken up again, till they can be used as pets and riding animals. But originally, they're just people. People like you and me. People like – oh, Good Lord!"

	One of the vines had tightened suddenly and looped itself around her ankle.

	Felicity stood very still. "Damn, and damn! I'll bet this was in Dante's Guidebook as well. That reminds me – who has got the Guidebook just now?"

	"What is it that's in the Guidebook?"

	Something wavered out of the darkness. It was a head, with a long toothless snout and a forehead that stopped before it had even got started. A head: but though it waved in the air four metres up, there was no body to be seen at all.

	•••

	"Canto twenty-five," says Pheidippida, naked and gleaming on the two small insulating pads.  The infra-red lamp sheds a sunburned glow over her flesh. "I think this is important." She's holding a copy of the guidebook – my copy of the guidebook. " 'Reader,' " she reads, " 'I shan't be upset if you don't believe this bit. I don't believe it myself. A snake came and grabbed him, a snake that had six feet.' This is a bloke name of Agnello."

	Pheidippida has dumped her bugged helmet along with her clothes in the corner of the tent. This makes for a peculiar camera angle, looking upwards, the foil-lined roof of the tent reflecting back the two bodies in confusing, intermingled ways.

	"Six legs," says the Professor. He laughs. "Dippy my dear, that makes it some sort of insect." He's perched on his own insulating pads now, in his snowy-white trunks and oxter-jocks.

	Snowy white? Those underwears are icy-white. In the red of the infra-red lamp, they glow as if they're on fire. Primavera nicks with the special bacteria, five UNcred for a single pair and an extra two for the bits in his armpits. I've always wondered who spent that sort of money on underwears.

	"Demons have six legs. Counting the wings. 'Its middle legs seized his middle, the front ones seized his arms, and the two forks of its tongue pierced his two cheeks.'"

	The sweat's running off the two of them now; Shonnagh's bug records the toasty smell of it, and I see the yellow stain spread across the Professor's armpit-underwear. That shouldn't happen with Primavera. The Hellish ecology had got into it; Harcourt had just wasted his seven UNcred.

	"'The two of them melted into each other like melting wax," she continues, "and the manskin turned to snakeskin in just the way that a brown oxidation reaction spreads across a sheet of paper just before it bursts into flame. From this imagine perversa, this mangled thing, two creatures rose and walked away, yet neither was either of the two there to start with.'"

	"This must be a very free translation," said Harcourt. "Are you trying to revive the genetic orgy theory of PK Kayashi? It isn‘t fair to use Dante like that."

	"PK – " she hesitates. "Right since the Sixth Circle, the dead souls have been able to repair themselves. Like the burning heretics. And Quail's injured finger, they way it healed up with the demon dung. But this bit we're just getting to now, it's getting stronger. Much stronger. The schismatics in Gulph Nine, just ahead of us. Dante describes them, they're all about slashing themselves apart with swords and joining up again. And here, these snake-things. According to the Dante's book, they're swapping around bits of themselves with one another. If this stuff is all, I don't know, mediated by some sort of microbe…"

	"Oh yes? And the microbes have six legs, do they?"

	Her face looks flushed – although it may be just the red glow of the heaters, reflecting back off the walls of the tent. "What it says in Dante's book here, Gulph Eight of the Eighth Circle, this is the middle. This is where it's all spreading out from. The Hexapod biology. Except biology is life, and this stuff isn't."

	"You're right, Dippy Darling." Harcourt laughs. "This isn't life – it's afterlife."

	"There's another of these transformation scenes. A bloke called Francesco Guerco Cavalcante, Line seventy-five."

	"I'm going to sleep now," said Harcourt. "Read it to me in the morning."

	"His – his male organ splits in two and becomes his hindmost legs; his ears retract into his head like a slug taking in its horns. There's a point here, a point of literary criticism. Dante has a very plain style, very clean – not at all like Shonnagh’s video stuff. Dante uses a simile when he has something difficult to explain. In this passage we've got five similes. Five!"

	"Okay," says Harcourt. "So it's a poetic sort of a passage. Look, if you're not going to sleep, pass me those two insulation pads."

	"You can have them," Pheidippida says. " I'm not tired." She pulls on her faded skirts – skirts which, I notice, still show the great bloodstain from the rock where Brother Bertram died, on the wall below the Seventh Circle.

	•••

	The wind's dropped, and in our cave the clatter of the antique typewriter is very loud. Pass me the insulation pads, I write with the surprisingly effective old machine. "Hey, what‘s this with Dante's use of simile? Could you do a frequency-count on Dante for me, and then one on me?"

	"If the console’s still working, okay. But we won‘t get this soup I was cooking."

	"Oh well... Listen, do you think my imagery's all right?"

	"You overdo it. Beginning writers do. We‘ll go through it afterwards and cross out all the metaphors and stuff."

	"If we've got enough time," I say. "On second thoughts, let's have some of the soup."

	 

	On her way down the ravine Pheidippida passes the campfire of the porters. Her last conversation – not unfortunately, her picture or her smell, she shed Shonnagh's bug with her clothes – is caught on their helmet radios.

	"Why do you do that?" Her voice is distant, picked up by Pig-Iron's third husband‘s helmet.

	"It's an old Tibetan custom, Miss." The husband sounds embarrassed. Good Marxists don't practise old Tibetan customs. He has been laying food at the four compass points around the fire. "For the devils and centaurs, Miss."

	"They aren't centaurs... I'm here to pick up a climbing rope."

	The porter's sitting on the rock, looking up. His camera silhouettes her against a greenish flow from further down the cavern. Her face is in shadow, but the strange green lights gleam in her metal hair.

	"Doing some climbing, Miss? That's a good idea, if you don't mind me saying so. Thirty metres'll do you, and a couple of spring wedges. And the Professor? Is he coping all right?" Really, he should be the leader of our expedition, this husband.

	"He's upset. And he's about to meet something he doesn't believe in."

	"Upsetting for all of us, that, Miss."

	Pheidippida is already out of range of the tiny microphone. The tape rustles on in silence.

	 

	
A snake mistake

	A head but no body rose out of the dark. Then its forked tongue flicked out. If there's one thing I don't like, it's a snake.

	"And who might you be, my two little fellows?" the snake asked. Yes, there was a body, behind it and out of reach of our lights. Its neck curved back into the dark. Its voice was like wind in tall rocks. "You don't feel like any dead soul I’ve squeezed."

	"We are Angels," Felicity told it. And she shook out her once-white robes. To try and make her look taller, I bent my knees a little. She opened her clothing, to show where her surgically removed breasts had once been. "See," she said, "hermaphrodite."

	"Angels?" Its narrow eyes glittered. "That bloke with you's no angel."

	"Oh, this one is a scared little sinner I brought along for educational effect. I was going to ask you to apply some torments, but you know the poor fellow scarcely seems to need any. There have been complaints that the robbers and miscreants in this Gulph were getting it soft. We have been sent to test your vigilance."

	 "Shonnagh – " I whispered into the helmet speaker. "She was testing the tensile strength of these things. And Felicity – there's a green glow behind the next hill." It was the same green, the colour of slime in sunless gullies, that we had seen in Barshinova's slide-show. At the time I'd mistaken for an error in the printing. And now I could smell it as well. The smell was the same gully slime, mixed in with the blood of dead climbers.

	"Angels, eh?" said the snake. It still held her ankle, and now the coil tightened. "Then it won't hurt when I do this."

	"It doesn't, I'm afraid," said Felicity. "Your alertness is okay, though I shan't be able to report the same of some of your comrades. Now, if you will release my foot I shell not have to use my celestial burner upon you. Pass me the Number Two, little slave."

	I passed her my ice-burner.

	"Disappointing," said the snake. "I've always wanted to have a go at an Angel."

	"I'm sorry, but you are not hurting me even slightly."

	The snake drooped its head, wagging it from ear to ear in a mournful gesture that resembled the fall of a dead climber. But it released her ankle.

	"Shonnagh!" I whispered to her. "Shonnagh has the spring-wedges. Without the spring-wedges we are probably all dead. Amazing how that snake wasn't hurting you. It looked really bad."

	"Lend me your shoulder." She leant on me, supporting herself on my ice-burner. We stumbled back the way we had come. "It’s just as well Shonnagh reinforces her boots. Otherwise I wouldn’t have a foot. And do I recall your calling these simple white robes of mine, totally impractical?"

	"Thanks for not abandoning me to their torments. For a moment there you seemed to be thinking of it."

	"Wouldn't consider it," she said. "Not when the Tityus has prophesied you something really painful and spectacular. Okay, let's see what's happening to dear old Shonnagh."

	In the half-light we missed our direction. The scream, when it came, was not from in front of us but away to our left. We followed the sound, and then saw flashing lights and followed those.

	The lights were the head-torches of Shonnagh and some porters. They were flashing because the bodies of snakes were passing in front of them. And behind them, and on both sides. The snakes had caged our companions with their own bodies.

	"Intriguing," said Felicity. The cage continually moved and reformed itself as the snakes grasped – hand to foot, jaw to tail, hand to jaw – and released one another. "I wonder what these snakes mean to do to you people?"

	Inside the cage, General Barshinova had two of the snakes by the throat. "Courage, my comrades. Never shall it be said that the climbers of the Barshinova-stroke-Shonnagh Mountain Shop Expedition fell back in retreat. These are mere snakes, untrained and un-disciplined. Let me tell you at interesting little joke I heard about a snake. There was this girl, no more than thirteen she was, but –"

	"What a splendid situation," Felicity said. "I wish I'd arranged it for you."

	"Shonnagh, what's going on?" I asked.

	Shonnagh was pretending to be calm. "These things aren't any use as climbing aids, I can tell you that. No more than six hundred kilograms, pouf! Came apart in my hands. Blood everywhere, frightful mess. And when I look up, here we are!"

	"...and she said to the Lance-Corporal, 'Soldier, do you like snakes?' and the Lance-Corporal replied, quick as a flash..."

	I tugged at the bodies of the snakes, but they were as firm as tree-trunks. "Felicity, help me!"

	"Wait, Quail. I don't think Shonnagh is going to achieve enlightenment here, but maybe Pig-Iron..." Inside the cage, Pig-Iron stood with her steel-headed iceaxe, quietly studying the snakes.

	"Shonnagh's got the spring-wedges!"

	"Quail, you're being self-centred. What's in question here is the possibility of enlightenment for one or more of these people.”

	Pig-Iron‘s ice-axe flashed, and a snake flew backwards out of the cage-wall.

	"Besides," she added, "we can retrieve the spring-wedges afterwards."

	I turned to run – for porters, for ice-burners – and a snake coiled round my ankle and I fell. Immediately another of them wrapped around my arm.

	"Husband Number Three, be quiet," said Felicity. "How can anybody achieve enlightenment with you screaming like that?"

	And then the snakes dropped to the ground and crawled away among the rocks.

	"Now why did they do that?" Shonnagh asked.

	"I don't know, Shonnagh, but it might have something to do with that drumming noise from the direction of our camp."

	I listened; and I could hear the sound of hooves. Behind the camp where we had left the Professor, there was a tiny pink cloud. It was dust, backlit by the fires of the Gulph where Bofors Creetchie had died.

	•••

	Back at the camp in the little ravine, the porters we had left with Harcourt were warming sand-rations on their stoves. The noise through the ground was magnified by the rock walls of the ravine, loud enough to come through to us via their helmet cameras.

	Something leapt from one wall to the other above their heads, and more followed, many more. Pig-Iron‘s fourth husband told me that while he breathed six times they were a ceiling of live flesh across the ravine, and the stovelight was red on their undersides. The one at the front, he told me, was a paler colour than the rest.

	Harcourt burst out of his tent in his Primavera underwears and stared at the centaurs. The underwears were a pale glow in the darkness of the ravine. He didn't say anything at all.

	 

	
The green slime of life

	The centaurs flowed down to the valley floor in a thunder of hooves and a cloud of dust. I saw the pale-coloured one, still in the lead; the ones behind her lost in the dustcloud and the dark.

	They galloped in a loop around us, and vanished towards the inner side of the Gulph.

	We packed up the silver-lined tent, and hurried our client back across the ground the centaurs had cleared. There was no sign of the snake creatures as we scrambled up the low rock wall at the end of the Gulph. The ground above was glassy and volcanic and I was fairly sure its broken edges would discourage the snake-creatures from coming out of their valley..

	The green glow was close ahead now. And at the top of the next cliff, we looked down on a green, luminous river, half filling the next Gulph. The organic smell was very strong now, and the river coiled in its flow like tangled climbing rope.

	The glassy rock above the Gulph would be an interesting bit of climbing, with tiny holds sharp enough to cut fingers. We abseiled down it carefully, protecting the ropes from the sharp edges, and protecting the clients from any sudden arrival on the viciously shattered boulders at its foot. There was no obvious threat, so we unbundled the thermal tent to recover our client's clothing.

	Harcourt was gazing into the green river, ignoring the terrible smell that rose from it like invisible black smoke. He ignored also our attempts to get him into his clothes. It wasn't a river at all, but a churning mass of living things. Or rather of bits of living things; it looked like the aftermath of a grenade attack on a slaughterhouse. Green and brown tangles of stringy seaweed tumbled over lumps of white bone and spongy masses the colour of dried blood.

	Harcourt's feet were bleeding on the sharp rocks, but he didn't seem to notice. In the light from the organic river his underwears flamed green so sharp it hurt to look at them. "It does appear as if Kayashi's theory may not be entirely incorrect.

	"PK Kayashi, former tutor of our client Pheidippida." Shonnagh put this in softly, to save pasting voice-over into the record later on.

	" I was right to reject it, the evidence was far too thin. But it does seem to be here, at the point half way down through Hell, that the self-renewing effect, the virus that supplies the DNA code –" And now the smell changes, becomes almost pleasant. For the time of a few heartbeats, the green river smells as hot ground smells after rain. Sometimes among these snows I play through these tapes again just to smell it. Not, though, when my companion is awake. Once, crossing through the ruined village across the mountains, that smell came to us – a merchant was sprinkling water to protect his carpets from the dust. And then her eyes narrowed, the violet one becoming almost black, and her hand went to the flask from Harcourt's rucksack that she still carries under her clothes.

	•••

	'Under her clothes.' As I end the paragraph, she puts her hand on my shoulder. With the other she stops the keys of the typewriting machine. "But Quail," she says: "You're making the slime sound like a nasty place."

	•••

	"Here," the Professor went on, "half way down Hell, one might even speculate as the origin of these bizarre lifeforms, the snakelike creatures and the ones we've been calling demons. It's possible that just here, where are we now?"

	"This is the eighth Gulph of the eighth Circle," I told him. "Thieves and burglars."

	"This may be where we approach most nearly the conditions – temperature, pressure and so on – of the planet or the place not a planet that is the original home of these lifeforms. I suppose I should say, non-lifeforms."

	"Rather as your research assistant Pheidippida just suggested," Shonnagh puts in softly. Harcourt looks up, blinking as he notices Shonnagh in front of him, camera at her shoulder.

	"You've been listening in," he says. "The helmet cameras, I have to suppose. Yes – that is true. To think that it was not I, but my dear little pupil and assistant – Dippy, my dear, I owe you a joint credit on this one. Pheidippida?" Green shadows play over his features as he looks from side to side, realising that none of the backlit shadows standing around him is his golden-haired research assistant.

	Then he looks up.

	Along the clifftop, the green light shines on a row of centaurs silently looking down on us. At the centre of the line the grey-coated one, slightly taller than the others; the one named as Pansy. On its back is a human figure, hands clasped around the centaur's human waist. And as the rider leans to whisper into its ear I see the golden hair fall forward. It is Pheidippida, and she is carrying a climbing rope around her shoulders. I see her face and the face of the creature she rode, both like the faces of drowned people in the green light.

	"But the centaur…" says Harcourt in a flat voice. "I know that face. That is Kayashi. It is PK Kayashi herself."

	Now Pheidippida is uncoiling the rope. Just upstream, the cliff above us bends inwards, and a tall rock tower stands above the green river. It seems that a small ledge runs out around the tower. The centaur starts to climb sideways, with Pheidippida belaying the rope behind it.

	The centaur's body is not adapted for climbing. Her front legs – I suppose I should call them hands – grab convulsively at the small holds, her hooves clearly not gripping on whatever ledge there is to traverse across.

	"Trying to reach the green river," Felicity says beside me. "I guess, down here, there isn't any other opportunity to die."

	After ten metres, the centaur comes to a stop. There's a gap in the ledge. She reaches a hoof across, then withdraws it. At this point Pheidippida realises the problem of a traversing climb. There's no way to protect the less skilful climber.

	Apart from the way she now takes. She starts to climb diagonally up the rockface, towards where she could protect the difficult move from above. "No knees, Pheidippida!" I remind her, pitching my voice low and reassuring. For the first time, she is climbing almost like a climber, even if her fingers are pulling much too hard on the sharp little holds. And if she slips – or if the centaur below her slips – they will both be dropping onto the knife-edged boulders 30 metres below.

	She stops, and attaches one of the spring wedges. I tense: the glassy rock, with its parallel cracks, isn't a good attachment for spring wedges. But as she takes in the rope above the centaur, the wedge seems to be holding.

	"No, PK," I say in the same conversational tone. "Hold the rock, not the rope." The centaur has courage, I have to say. And also must have confidence – misplaced, of course – in her golden-haired leader. With hands pressed against the rock but no proper hold, she balances on one awkward hoof, and stretches across towards the foothold on the other side.

	A moment out of balance checked by the rope, and then a handhold, and the other hoof comes across.

	And then Pheidippida's climbing again, slanting upwards across the rockface. The climbing here suits her. The tiny, incut holds are right for her bodyball player's physique. And her climbing is becoming less bad. I'm pleased to see her trusting the small footholds, holding herself out from the rock, her skirts flying sideways in the air currents above the flowing green river. Now all Pheidippida has to do is a straight lower. "Stay there, on your belay," I tell her. "Pig-Iron is climbing above you, she'll be lowering you a rope."

	But Pheidippida isn't listening. She tugs the rope to test her spring wedge, and the centaur starts the awkward descent towards the river. Pheidippida's keeping the rope just tight enough, and even the centaur is climbing confidently now, her barrel body held away from the rock, hooves placing neatly in the tiny holds. This climb is going to go.

	And then a rock-hold snaps under her heavy hoof, and it isn't. The ungainly horse-shape lurches out from the rock-face, and drops into the river below. The green stuff fountains upwards, for a moment obscuring whatever was happening above. But I hear the quiet 'ping' as the spring wedge springs from its crack. And Pheidippida arches out from the rock, her golden hair tracing a curve through the black air, until the river takes her.

	We stand on the edge of the rocks. The centaur has gone into the green and been swallowed in a flurry of hooves, and the river breaks against the rocks like a sea. Like a sea it is always changing, now throwing up the shape of a lion or an ox (but the lion is green, and the hair of it is like grass and leaves) and now drawing back with a slow rumble and rising again as a forest – but the leaves of the forest group together and fly away as little six-bladed helicopters.

	Harcourt leans above the river. "Why didn't she tell me? I'd have listened, if only she'd told me."

	In fact it has been me to blame. I should have taught her some proper rope technique. No-one says anything to Harcourt. But as if sensing his presence Pheidippida, or what had been Pheidippida, rises to the surface.

	Her hair that has been golden is gone. She rolls, and we see what resembles bracket fungus growing out of her back.

	Shonnagh throws a rope. A swamp of worms breaks over the research assistant's face and when it slides away her skin is tinged with purple. Shonnagh pulls back her rope. The nylon has rotted right through.

	"The silly girl," says Harcourt. "What did she want to do that for? Send a person back for my rucksack, Shonnagh."

	Shonnagh nods and a porter runs back awkwardly over the broken ground.

	"Fascinating," says Harcourt, looking into the chunky flow. He's green-lit from below, and very pale; and somehow the green lit underwears don't look absurd on him any more. "Not what I had expected. You see what is happening here? What we have is a constant and promiscuous exchange of genetic material. Not at all what I had expected."

	"What you mean, Professor," Shonnagh says, "is sex."

	"I do not mean sex. What we have here is two billion years older than sex and more interesting." His tone is dead, and my knowledge of interpersonal behaviour tells me he's trying to distract himself from his own thoughts. What looks like a yellow flower came up on a long stalk and quested along the rock where we stood. Before it dived back into the morass a single blue eye looked at me among its petals.

	Harcourt, it seemed to me then, was a climber strayed off the guidebook line, whose hand stretches across the rock for the handhold that has to be there, and isn't. "To think it was not I, but my dear little pupil and wife –"

	The porter came back then with Harcourt's rucksack. "Inject me," he ordered. "Spine, if you can manage it."

	Shonnagh took the syringe. "What is this?"

	"Antibiotics. Penicillin. Quadricycline." He jumped up and down to circulate the drug within his bloodstream. "Now spray."

	The porter sprayed him. And he leapt into the green river.

	Where he had gone under, a black slick of death rose to the surface.

	A minute later he surfaced. A ferny thing had taken root in the skin of his forehead, but as we watched, it shrivelled and died. "I touched her. Everything's coated in the slime. I'm going down."

	He was under for longer this time. But when he reappeared he held Pheidippida by her armpits. We dragged her out onto the bank.

	She looked alive. Maybe too much alive. Her skin pulsed and crawled as if it was a membrane stuffed with a hundred strange lifeforms; but where Harcourt had touched it, it was bruised black and dead. Mossy stuff filled her eye-sockets and her mouth. Harcourt pulled it away and it grew several blobby limbs and scampered off across the rocks. A blister rose on her breast.

	"Pheidippida! Dippy, dearest! It is I, Professor Harcourt!"

	Her breast opened and hatched a dozen small demons that fluttered round our heads. When she opened her mouth, what looked like a live snake came from between her lips.

	"More Penicillin," Harcourt gasped. "Hold her down." He pumped three ampoules of straw-coloured liquid into her neck. Her face twisted and two drops of blood sprang from the corners of her eyes.

	Harcourt forced some pills into her mouth. Her eyes closed. When they opened again one was green, one violet; and they fixed on Harcourt.

	"Who are you?" she asked. Her golden hair was gone, and her voice was not the voice of Pheidippida the junior researcher. "And why have you made me dead?"

	 

	


Chapter 11

	Psychological belay: a rock anchor designed to hold up morale, but not a falling climber

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	Bit-missing bridge

	We followed the green river downstream, and found a little, arched bridge made of what seemed to be wood. The bridge looked black, but that was an illusion of the green light below it. In the beams from our helmets it showed a cheerful bright red. A rich, organic aroma like unwashed climbing boots rose from the green slime as we crossed it. "Quail," Shonnagh said, "get those antibiotics out of Harcourt‘s sack."

	Our client gazed ahead, stumbling over the stones like someone who just had an avalanche go over his companions. He has: his life partners are his theories and ideas, and they just vanished under a pile of hard-frozen facts. If he doesn‘t cut the rope he's going under with them.

	Harcourt now noticed nothing around him. It was easy to lift his sack away at the first rest. I found the medicine bag and emptied it of the drugs he had brought. To keep the weight the same, I refilled it with all the useless souvenirs we had already collected: the pot glazed with Hitler‘s ashes; the orange chalk bag now containing those of Creetchie‘s left foot; the cogwheel made from a human jaw; Dante’s inkwell. And so these useless objects survived when the rest of our gear was lost at the rim of the Ninth Circle on the Hill called 60.

	I kept two ampoules of straight penicillin, and buried the rest in a drift of gravel. Shonnagh dropped back beside me. "Quail, what's the role of this new person the Professor just rescued? Is she one of our clients, or isn't she?"

	"Shonnagh," I said, "in my years of guiding, I've never lost a client. So far as I'm concerned, that is still the client Pheidippida." 

	In a dull voice, Professor Harcourt said: "That is not my research assistant."

	"Different hairstyle, I grant you Professor. But it's Pheidippida, who else can it be? Pheidippida? Tell the Professor you're still his research assistant."

	She looks from Shonnagh to Professor Harcourt and back again. And it's true there was something very odd about her newly green eyebrows, and even her eyelashes. They were constantly moving, like underwater moss. "What is that thing, research assistant?"

	"I know my research assistant. It would be more correct to say, I knew her. This is not Pheidippida. Maybe a bit of it is Pheidippida. And a bit of it is the horse-creature. And a bit of it's who knows what, the climbing rope."

	He's the client. And after a while the porters gradually came up with a variety of generic Euro-American names for the green-haired woman walking among us, calling her Mary or Lucy or Jane.

	I could understand why the Professor felt the way he did. His research assistant had broken from his control and defected to his rival, PK Kayashi, known to us as the centaur Pansy.  She'd also destroyed the centaur, his potential research material. But worse than any of that. Pheidippida has been right, and the Professor has been wrong.

	To help the Professor, improve his mental state, I should take him for a climb as soon as we found some rock.

	But no. Maybe this was one of those rare situations, with this particular person, where going for a climb wasn't going to help. Then my gaze shifted to Pheidippda – or Lucy as we're now calling her. Taking her for a climb, now, that might actually be helpful.

	•••

	I remember, as we walked away from that green river, how tired I felt, how very tired. The ground here was soft ash, piles of it like drifted snow. Round, orange coloured boulders lay among the ash; sometimes the ash piled in a slender column, with one the boulders perched at the top of it. The ash dragged our feet, and the vitality in the green air imparted by the river of life, that faded as the rich organic smell of it faded behind us, that smell of living and death so harshly mingled. Instead the dry ash filled our noses and gritted in our eyes. Dead souls lay in the piles of the ash, dry, desiccated souls who whispered to us in voices without words. Afterwards we would identify some of their faces, recorded by the helmet cameras of our helmets, and from the names and faces it appeared that these dead were deniers of truth, those who persuaded themselves against known evidence into more comfortable beliefs or ones which would advance them in their professions. Self-deceivers, these, who then deceived others: that the glaciers of Himalaya were stable and would retreat again, that the smokes of war above the Alps was not the cause of Earth's falling temperatures. But at that time we were ignorant of all this, and deadened in our senses so that almost we were grateful that the embedded dead were silent and did not disturb us into sympathy or willingness to hear their words.

	Lucy, as we called her, or Jane, walked slowly, gazing at the climbers around her and the piles of ash and the dead souls lying in the ash. Harcourt didn't try to talk to her. He seemed, indeed, to be avoiding her. I instructed Pig-Iron to make sure she didn't stray away from the others. "Rope her up if you have to," I told the giant porter.

	My companions were to kill me, according to the flattened man Tityus. Yes, I'd listened in to Shonnagh's helmet records, I knew what it had said. They would kill me to release themselves from the pain of my suffering. At the moment I wasn't in any pain. The finger I'd damaged on the wall of Dis had healed up completely once the antibiotics were taken away from it. And yet, the porter with the climbing rope, poor Brother Bertram, Bofors Creetchie with the rope around his ankle bone – but Creetchie had been listening in to that tip about the ankle bone, he'd just been following Tityus's suggestion.

	Knowing one's going to die can be helpful to climbers. It often improves our climbing. We  moved quietly up the slopes of ash. After half an hour we climbed a cindery slope and left the green river's Gulph behind us.

	Now there was  a gentle wind on the backs of our necks, and an orange glow over the rocks in front. Clouds of black smoke were softly lit from below. "Well," said Shonnagh: "thank God that's over." And we came over the slope to look out over the Ninth Gulph.

	From one side to the other, the valley before us was a sheet of flame.

	•••

	We moved slowly along the ridge between the Gulphs, looking for the bridge which would be our only hope of getting across. And soon we saw it, or at least the crown of it, high above the smoke. It was another arch of solid rock, like the one we had crossed over the fogs of the second valley.

	The ground-level smoke rolled to one side, and we saw that this one, too, had a gap in it. It failed to reach the ground by about ten metres.

	"That's impossible," declared Shonnagh, gazing up at the broken end of the arch where it hung down out of the smoky air.

	"Do you mean impossible in engineering terms, or impossible to climb?" asked Felicity.

	"Impossible in every possible way. We'll have to try and find a way through the flames. Or else go back. We can't climb ten metres of empty air. No-one can climb that."

	"There are impossible possibilities, and there are possible impossibilities," Felicity mused; "so which is this?"

	"Neither," I said. "It's not impossible mechanically, since it exists. As for climbing it, we can toss up someone using a groundsheet. Someone? It's the lead climber who sorts out the doubtful pitches."

	Barshinova looked pale. "What would I do?"

	"The use of a piton is justified." We opened out one of the tents and tossed her once or twice to get the feel of it.

	"Now!"

	We heaved at the corners of the tent. Barshinova flew into the air like a stone falling uphill, and hit the roof above. We tossed her again, and this time she got the tip of the piton into a crack above her.

	Her face was bleeding where she'd struck against the rock. I put the heavy piton hammer into her hand. Beside me, the one we were naming as Jane – or perhaps as Lucy – put her hand on my arm. "That is right, is it?" she asked in slow Tibetan. It was the first time she'd spoken to me. "The lead climber goes up first?"

	I noticed that she had inherited Pheidippida's strong, slender fingers. "Well, it is on this occasion," I said.

	The piton dropped out, landing with a ping beside us.

	Just then, there was a muttering among the porters. 

	"Snake!"

	They started to edge away but there was nowhere for them to edge to so they edged back. Felicity and Pig-Iron appeared through the smoke. They were driving one of the snake creatures towards us with their ice-burners. As she came up to me Felicity murmured: "Let's try for a slightly less impossible possibility, why not?"

	When it felt the flames of the new Gulph, the snake creature tried turn back into the valley behind. But we blocked it with our burners, and gradually it rose higher and higher to escape the flames. At last its head touched the rock. Shonnagh shinned up it, and within seconds she had a piton driven in.

	A narrow crack split the upside-down end of the arch. Jamming her fists into this crack – she can climb when she needs to – Shonnagh swung herself around onto the vertical face of the arch. "I apologise," she said. "I suggested that the snake creatures had no mountaineering application. I was wrong."

	She looped a rope around an inflatable chockstone, and soon the whole party was safely up on the dangling end of the rock arch.

	This arch was lower than the earlier one, and was already sloping back from the vertical. As before, the holds on the black rock were small, but sharp-edged, with a pleasant alternation of enclosed chimney cracks and open slabs. And for the first time, I felt, we were moving together as a climbing group. Shonnagh was leading three heavily laden porters, who climbed simultaneously on a single rope. Felicity, as usual, climbed solo and unprotected. It was accidental that I'd assigned Lucy/Jane to our head porter, Pig-Iron, but the choice had been a good one. For I'd been wrong about Jane/Lucy. She wasn't Pheidippida the research assistant. Her climbing was altogether different. She had the strength and co-ordination of the bodyball player, but in climbing terms was a child – unaware of what's possible, what is easy, what is difficult. Pig-Iron's climbing is uninspired but capable, and also very safe. The head porter's ropework is better than my own. And she has the ability that makes quite difficult moves seem routine. Pig-Iron's climbing is a little bit boring; but in porters, that's a good quality.

	Which just left the client, Professor Harcourt, not so much climbing as being reeled in like a fish on a line. I put on the heavy gloves and set to work.

	After a couple of quite acceptable climbing pitches we came up onto easier ground as we approached the crown of the arch. Smoke roiled up on us on either side, smoke streaked inside with red by the fires below.

	The final rockwall was short, but delightfully airy, dropping off for hundreds of metres on either side to the burning plain below us . I noticed Mary looking at it, and dropped her the rope's end to tie onto.

	"Quail, I don't really think… " Shonnagh started to say, but I scowled her into silence. Not counting the demons, Mary had never seen a clumsy rock-climber. Ignorant even of the possibility of bad climbing she climbed well, trusting in the footholds and not worried by the drops below. I took the rope in carefully, just tight enough to give reassurance, but not enough to be giving an actual pull. Looking down on her as she climbed, I thought she was wearing some kind of knotted cap. Then I saw that it was her natural hair, growing out in tight little rosettes, not at all like Pheidippida's golden wires. And in the stronger downlight from the cavern roof, it seemed to have a green tint – or was that just an effect of the reddish colour of the cave light? 

	The hairstyle was so unexpected that I almost failed to notice the way, as she balanced across an open groove, her elbow was poking outwards above her shoulder.

	The climber called Lucy or Mary was using the upside-down pinchgrip I'd only ever seen on one other climber. Bertram the Prophet, who'd climbed with me up in the Third Circle, who had died on the Malebolga Wall... 

	As we coiled the rope at the top of the pitch, I took a closer look at Mary/Lucy. Her hair was definitely green, almost resembling the vegetable known as broccoli, or very tiny Joshua trees. Her skin, too, had a greenish cast. Her eyes, one green, one violet, and there was something very unsettling around them.

	But when you're climbing with someone, on any reasonably steep sort of rock, they're out of sight either above you or below for most of the time. It really doesn't matter what their hair look like.

	With the climbing over for now, I was conscious again of how tired I was.  As I waited for the porters to climb the final rock pitch Felicity our terrorist caught up with me, her robes pink in the smoky light. "Felicity, these prophesies. I mean, they can't really be real. Can they?"

	"Prophesy, no. Prophesy is a delusion. There is only randomness, and the necessity of heavy objects that fall to the ground. Prophesy is a delusion. Except, sometimes, it is not. The porter with the rope, the rope will cause your death. It did, didn't it."

	She turned, then, to look at me for a long, disquieting moment, her eyes dark under the dirty hood of her robe. Light from the flames below us flickered across her face, but her face itself was still as she looked at me, until I turned away. "We think we choose, Quail; the bridge, or the dark valley below. We believe that we alter the future with our choosing. But that's just what you have to believe, if your moral life is to make sense. In the same way you climbers have to believe in the requirement of reaching some summit, and the disparagement of ladders, for your climbing to be viable."

	And I realised that she had talked of this with Brother Bertram, talked and listened with understanding, the blue bag-rope and the flowing white one; with Brother Bertram before he died.

	According to the guidebook there were two more Gulphs in this Circle; then one more Circle, the Ninth. So far we had lost Brother Bertram, Creetchie and two porters, plus, it now seemed, the client's wife. But the demons that had been behind us had now lost their centaurs at the green river; this bridge with its absent rock-pitch would hold back any of them still chasing us. And not too far ahead now lay the final exit described by Dante. If Dante could find the way out, then surely we could too, with our modern climbing skills and Shonnagh's equipment.

	There were still the prophesies of Tityus to contend with: our traitor, and my own eventual death. But what climber has ever been defeated by merely philosophical difficulties?

	We scrambled onto the high crown of the arch, and coiled the ropes. The rock here was hot to touch, and for the first time, the flame sea below meant we could see where we were putting our feet. The air itself tasted cindery and burnt. Again, the bottom end of the arch was just empty air. There was a swaying fifty-metre abseil with the end of the rock hanging overhead like the wrath of God. And yet another Gulph opened in front of us: the ninth one of this Circle, according to the guidebook.

	"The bridge, or the dark valley below:" I remembered the words Felicity had just been speaking to me. For it was indeed a hard choice, whether to take the doubtful looking bridge or descend into more unknown ground underneath it. This bridge was another artificial one, built in girder style out of criss-cross shafts of black basalt. This was what the one over Barshinova's radioactive Gulph had been like before it collapsed. The prismatic blocks were perfectly smooth. Every step across the bridge would have to be protected with the rope.

	Below the bridge, the Ninth Gulph was a deep one, and very dark. As far as we could see it was choked with boulders. The bridge above formed a low, flat arch above it. We balanced along the first two basalt spars, fixing rope handrails for the porters and clients.

	The next spar was missing.

	The vertical spars were not climbable. We went back to the first spar, and climbed with a lot of rope-work  up a diagonal member to the next level. We walked delicately along three more spars and again found one missing.

	We could now either go back two spars and climb to the third and highest level, or abseil down to the level below. We abseiled to the lower level; and immediately struck another missing spar. That was enough. We abseiled off the bridge, down into the bottom of the Gulph.

	The fields of broken rocks were punishing, some of them as big as mountain huts. In the darkness we scraped our knees and elbows. At last Barshinova allowed us to use lights on our helmets. The rock was full of holds but the holds were of a terrible sharpness. Soon our gloves were in shreds and our fingers were bleeding. In the helmet lights the shadows hid deep holes that wrenched our ankles.

	With the demons no longer at our backs, the porters were going more and more slowly. Here General Barshinova proved of some worth with her stream of low jokes and ridicule in both Tibetan and English. No-one suggested a rest. The moaning of the dead inhabitants of the valley, now far away, now behind the next boulder, made stopping seem even more frightful than going on.

	As Felicity and I were attempting to place a belay anchor, one of the dead souls popped out between two boulders and rolled its eyes at us. Its eyes were fifty centimetres apart: its head was split down the line of the nose as far as its breast-bone. In the moment that I turned my torch towards it I saw the two halves of its brain writhing in its skull like porridge.

	"Schismatics," Felicity explained. She grinned. "Split up the True Church with quibbles over doctrine. Refreshing lack of subtlety about their punishment. We'll find a couple of Popes in this valley, according to Dante. Dante likes to tell you where the Popes are."

	"But didn't we already pass the schismatics, in the – I've lost count, the Sixth Circle? The burning sepulchres, where we met Camus the football guy?"

	"Those ones were just heretics. Heretics have wrongful beliefs: I myself count as a heretic. So do atheists like you. Schismatics have wrongful beliefs and persuade others to share them."

	"So it's better to keep quiet."

	"Well, no. If you keep quiet about your beliefs and they turn out to have been sound, then you end up in the Seventh Circle, the burning desert. Doing violence to God. It's not straightforward, this Christian Eschatology."

	The last of the porters was up the fixed rope. I coiled it carefully, looking at every metre of it to see how badly the sharp-edged rocks were fraying it. It was the one Bofors Creetchie had used on his final climb, tape rather than rope with strange markings which I couldn't make out in the darkness. I wondered how Shonnagh had developed it. Anyway, I was pleased that it was undamaged, not even frayed by the glass-edged rocks.

	I was the last man up the final wall out of the valley, lighting the others with my helmet. I came over the top to find the whole party sprawled around the foot of the next rock-arch: the final one in this Circle.

	I said: "Anyone who hangs around in a place like this is a rotten poor climber." Anyone who hangs around – yes, I did actually use those words.

	"Ummm – " said she who we were calling Lucy, looking between me and Barshinova.

	Shonnagh said: "Barshinova points out that "A climber may climb on her feet," General Barshinova said: "but an army marches on its stomach."

	Shonnagh said: "We're not all of us superhuman like you Quail. Those demons have given up, and we're tired."

	"Hungry, too, I notice."

	Some of the porters were actually eating send rations. They had offered some to General Barshinova, and Barshinova was shovelling it in with both hands. It was not often Shonnagh got the chance to film someone eating sand rations with apparent enjoyment.

	"So - not too tired to grab a camera then, Shonnagh?"

	"Okay, Quail," said Shonnagh. "You‘re worried about demons, or you're pretending to so you can lead this next bit of climbing. Okay, you climb the first pitch of this bridge right now, while we're enjoying our food, and leave a rope up it. That way we can clear off in a hurry if we need to. All right? General, have you ever thought of advertising? You have a career in advertising any time."

	The rock of this next bridge was black, but that was just a sooty deposit from the flames of the Eighth Gulph at our backs. Whatever that soot had come from – and I didn't like to think about that – it gave the rock a finish that was almost silky to touch. But under the surface coating, there was a coarse, gritty sandstone. No sharp edged handholds here: but inside the cracks of the rock, there would be friction for spring wedges and for hand-jamming holds. 

	I traced the climbing line, a ten-centimetre crack, just right for hands and feet. But it led out over the Gulph below – the tenth Gulph, this would be, the place of vile diseases dedicated to the imposters and tax evaders. To lower a fixed rope I'd need to climb further, to a point back above the foot of the arch. "It's two pitches," I said: "I'll need a second on the rope." Oh, Creetchie: I could have been your second on the rope here.

	"Well the porters are too tired," Shonnagh said. We looked at General Barshinova, her hands still full of the sand rations. Even Shonnagh wouldn't suggest Barshinova as a climbing partner.

	The one who had been Pheidippida said: "I'll climb this with you, Quail. If you think I can do it."

	Gulph 10, imposters and tax evaders. Horrible diseases. 

	"I don't know if you can or not." And if I climbed to that first stance, and she was unable to follow, then I'd be abseiling off into the Gulph of the noisome diseases. Or, given the length of our remaining rope, into a point in the air somewhere above the noisome diseases.

	"But if you can climb it, then I can climb it too." Well, that was a promising attitude, and I remembered the upside-down pinch grip. Anyway, Shonnagh was right. I did want to climb this bit of rock.

	So I roped her up, and started explaining the various calls and instructions.

	"Oh, I know all those. I was listening to Shonnagh climbing with the porters."

	"Well," I said, "we'll just do them again. It's not just your injury or death that's involved here. If you're my second, it's my injury or death as well." But yes, she did already know the calls.

	The crack started easily enough. But then I came to where it tapered inwards, a vee-shape too wide to support a full handhold. I used pushes and press-holds on the rounded ledges on either side; and wondered how the one were calling Jane or Lucy would cope with that section.  And I remembered the climb I'd done with Pheidippida, soon after we came into the cave: that climb also on sandstone, as it happened. I'd chosen the climb  for Pheidippida so that it would punish poor technique with bleeding knees, challenge her into becoming a proper climber. Sound teaching technique, but there was no time for that here. We needed to get this climbed and a rope fixed so that we could descend again and rest.

	The stance was a good one, a rounded ledge with a crack behind for a spring wedge. I belayed where I could give a firm pull on the rope where necessary. And she started to climb.

	Up the easy lower section of the crack, she climbed adequately. I watched carefully as she came to where the crack pinched in. Still, she climbed adequately. And I noticed that she was copying each move that I had made. Even where I reached high on the left, found no hold, and reversed my hand for a push-hold on the lower ledge – she also reached up left, held still for a moment, then shifted weight for the push-hold. Somehow, now, I'd stopped noticing the hair of her, hair that resembled the vegetable called broccoli. And the way she was moving, her arms in the red, moving light from the fires behind us – it was reminding me of one I once climbed with, of Shonnagh, our expedition leader, when we had climbed together, so young, on the beginner climbs above the Thule Ice Garden.

	Now where had that one come from?

	Tone down the intimacy here, as the 'falling in love' climb is in Chapter 15 (Pig-Iron's Climb)

	A final push-hold brought her onto the ledge. "You climbed that quite adequately," I told her.

	"Well, so did you then." Which isn't what a guide expects to hear from his pupil. "But where the crack narrowed in, that hand movement up to the left and back. What was the purpose of it?"

	"A mistake, that's all. The push hold was correct." We changed places on the belay and I set off up the next pitch of rock: a slanting crack, squared off so that down-pressing fingers could hold the body weight while the feet found friction on the vertical wall below.

	And knowing that Lucy was watching and memorising every move, including the wrong ones, I climbed the pitch rather badly.

	Which meant that Lucy climbed it rather badly as well.

	At the second stance we were directly above where the porters had arranged their rucksacks. I fixed the ropes to hang down the face.

	"Do you see the point of it now?" I asked her, as I prepared the abseil slings for our descent.

	"No I do not see the point. I think that there is no point."

	I shrugged. Some people are like that. 

	"But Quail – could we climb another pitch?" And she looked so disappointed that we climbed another pitch, before descending the ropes to the camp side.

	•••

	The ropes we'd left were as sooty and black as the rockface itself. From a distance, they couldn't be seen at all. Which is why the demons, thinking they had us trapped, started screeching while they were still a kilometre away. Pig-Iron and her husbands formed a half circle around the foot of the ropes, iceaxes and ice burners in their hands, while we hauled the Professor and Barshinova up onto the rockface. The last of Pig-Iron's husbands lost a boot-heel, the thick rubber bitten off cleanly.

	Where the arch levelled off, Pig-Iron was sorting out the climbing gear. "I say, Quail: who pulled up the fixed rope?"

	Certainly somebody should have pulled up the fixed rope. I glanced back at the fires and canyons of the Eighth Circle – and saw a demon silhouetted against the flames. It was no more than fifty metres below me.

	•••

	"… fifty metres below me." I've reversed the typewriter ribbon, and reversed it again, and those last words are faint on the paper like dust lying across the glacier. I go across the mountains for a fresh one, but typewriter ribbons are no longer available. On the evening of the third day I come back over the high pass at the north end of our valley. Things have been flying low through the pass. Their wind from their wings has swept away the snow and I have a bit of trouble on old ice. Just below the pass I pick up my skis where I left them on the way out. I come down the face in the last of the light. The snow is hard and quite exciting to ski on.

	The sunsets this autumn are spectacular. It's probably because of the new volcano off Japan.

	By the time I‘m half-way across the glacier the stars are out. Firelight twinkles in the mouth of our cave. I use the Shonnagh Mountain Shop yeti-footprinter to cover my tracks on the approach to our home. It might fool somebody.

	"No ribbons," I say. "But I've had some ideas on Felicity in the next chapter.” I give her the winter crocuses I picked on the other side of the mountain and she puts them into the pot glazed with Hitler's ashes. For a few weeks, after her would healed, we'd done some short climbs above the glacier. Now, with her belly big in front of her, she moves about the cave with a strange mixture of awkwardness and grace.

	I take my writing-board outside for the last of the light. High cloud, and wisps of snow blowing across the glacier. Inside the cave, she's drying the inked pages above a turned-down ice burner, before she stacks them in the small teak box at the corner of the cave.

	"Broccoli?" she asks. "You've written broccoli. That's a kind of vegetable?"

	"Broccoli is delicious," I tell her. "And very rich in iron. Telling someone their hair is like broccoli is extremely complimentary. I'll bring some back, next time I'm across the mountains."

	Slowly, the high clouds turn pink. My ink starts to freeze so I go back into the cave. I sit down still in my boots to go through the dialogue from the helmet-tapes. Back to pen and ink from now on, it looks like. I pulled the sheet of paper out of the now useless typewriter, and dipped my feather pen into Dante's inkwell. "No-one had pulled up the hundred and twenty metres of cord…"

	 

	 

	
The freedom of demons

	No-one had pulled up the hundred and twenty metres of cord dangling down the last section of proper climbing in this Circle.

	Our best hope now would be if the climbing became difficult again. But already the arch was easing over towards its crown. We clambered over short rock walls divided by stony ledges. The ledges were spotted with demon-dung.

	There was something on my mind, still, there was one resource – or was it a delusion of hope sent to tease my last moments? Given two minutes to think – but the demons were too close.

	Our hands were still bleeding from the previous Gulph, and the smoke was making us cough. "We can start abseiling once we're over the top," Shonnagh suggested.

	But we were less than half way over. And on this easy ground, the devils were gaining. They don't seem to mind smoke. Ten minutes – maybe less – they'd have caught up with us

	"My friends," began Shonnagh, "Comrades of the rope: we have climbed well together. The nylon that joined us was the best, the very best; multi-filament hi-go, only from The Shonnagh Mountain Shop. But the bonds of... of comradeship... " I looked at her; and saw her recording camera sitting on the rock.

	"You're not dead yet," said Felicity. "I want an expansion bolt here. And three more, here, here and here. Then push off all of you. Quail will do what’s needed."

	The four bolts had been placed in a slanting slab at the foot of a low wall. One by one the party wriggled up the back-and-knee crack in the wall above it. Felicity loosened her waist harness and let her equipment drop around her feet. "Twenty centimetres of rope though each, Quail," she ordered. I turned to obey. When I turned back her white robe was piled at her feet and she was standing naked in her boots. Her body was tough-looking, small but strong, the skin darker than I'd have expected. Like most fighting women, she had removed her breasts by surgery. Firelight from the eighth Gulph turned her pale skin rose-pink. I tied her, face upwards, to the four bolts and offered her the drugs I had with me. She refused them.

	Above, the rest of the party was still climbing the easy chimney. The porters were climbing too far in. That's the trouble with cheap porters, they get upset and their climbing goes all to pieces. I could catch up with them later. Meanwhile, Felicity was more than a Buddhist with the Book of the Dead in her breeches pocket. She might, somehow, survive this encounter. If that did happen she might be  use some climbing help.

	I laid my ice-burner by my hand and hid in myself in the rock crack just above her spread-eagled form. And as I looked down on her, a pale shape stretched across the rock – I had always been anxious in her presence, as I am with people who are not climbers through their own choice and conscious decision, and perhaps less anxious than I should be of one who had killed many people and whose main plan was to kill everybody around her in an interesting and enlightening way – but it was as I saw her small and pale against the rock slab, waiting for the demons, she seemed not helpless but at her true strength, like a mountain made of ice which the wind blows around and dies and the mountain stands the same.

	We did not have long to wait.

	The demons breasted the rise, their claws clicking on the small handholds. They stopped when they saw Felicity spread out on the rock. Their scaly shoulders reflected the fires below in shifting patterns. Their outsized genitals were higher than their heads, secured across their chests with many decorated straps. I could smell them now, like the ashes of a fire where gamey meat has been cooking. The demons began to argue. They used no language that I could recognise, but I was able to understand their vigorous gestures, and the way they illustrated their points with diagrams scratched on the rocks with their claws. It was the first time I had been close to the demons. These ones reminded me of scientists around a computer. The one who seemed to be their leader was proposing that the party should divide. Team A would continue in pursuit while Team B amused themselves with the offered sacrifice.

	None of them wanted to be in Team A.

	The leader then reached the conclusion that we should inescapably fall into their claws, and a delay in their remorseless pursuit would not affect the issue. He turned to the naked human, his whip trailing across the rocks.

	Felicity spoke to him. "Be not alarmed. The demons you encounter, whether benevolent or wrathful, are all the product of your own mind." She spoke in Tibetan. I knew the words, the porters are always discussing demons. She was quoting from the Book of the Dead.

	The demon refuted her with the argument of Doctor Johnson. It grinned and scratched a claw across the width of her stomach.

	Then it lifted its tail in a dainty way and sat down on her chest.

	Quite gently it inserted the tip into her mouth. It flexed: and twenty centimetres of its tail went down into her throat. She gazed up past its scaly shoulders. For a moment her impassive mask trembled; but then her fingers formed the mudra gesture and she re-entered some deep meditation.

	A demon bent over her boot. Its head wrenched sideways and it spat three of her toes into the gravel. Felicity spoke. She spoke through slack lips, her voice coming around the demon's inserted tail from somewhere far inside her.

	"I forgive you for what you are to do."

	The two demons sniggered. They moved forward and the first laid its whip across her thigh. Two others seized her ankles and pulled them to the limit of the ropes. Felicity spoke again from within some deep state of relaxation that pitched her voice an octave lower. "You must do as your appetites compel. I realise that you do not control your actions."

	The two demons at her ankles giggled nervously, fingering one another's tails. She had spoken in Tibetan. The leader withdrew its tail from her throat and bent to answer her in the same language. "Mortal, do you attempt to deny us self-determination and freedom of the will?" It took a length of barbed wire from around its neck, and secured her ankle in its new position. "Did we not rebel? Do we not continue to rebel? Every day we bring new souls to our cause."

	"He made you just and right, Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall. Such He created all th' Ethereal Powers."

	"Don't misquote that fairy Milton at me, you stretched-out flesh. We are the standing ones, not those lickspirit collaborationists in their silly crowns."

	The other demons nodded, their erect members waving in time across their chests.

	"Yet still, you merely act out His purposes."

	The demon spat into her navel. Where the spittle landed a thin wisp of smoke started to rise.

	"You do not answer," Felicity continued, in the same, far-absent voice. The demon gestured and another pair of demons positioned itself behind the first. "You wish to spite the Gentleman Up There? To prove Him wrong and compel him to readmit you to His private garden? Then repent! He has said Himself, and He cannot go back on His word, that you can still choose, that you can repent. But He has also, in His supposed omniscience, declared that you won‘t. Prove Him wrong!"

	The leader leant forward where it sat on her chest. It flicked its companion's whip aside, and scratched a flow-chart on the bare rock between her knees. "There's a paradox here."

	The four demons were getting impatient. They pushed him back. Lean and scaly, the first two stepped forward, their whips twined together like mating snakes.

	"One moment!" ordered the leading demon. "Logic is logic, even when argued by a creature without a tail. The reasoning appears sound."

	The devils disengaged themselves and leant over the diagram, their claws resting on Felicity's thighs.

	"Like this?" A scratch right across the rock ending in the flesh of her knee. "But have you followed out the implication..." A crossing line, slashed so fiercely that sparks flew across her stomach.

	"We chose to rebel," said the leader-demon. "To suggest our choice was forced upon us, this is to make us less than demon."

	The demons crowded round, their harsh voices raised in argument, their male members waving above them like a reedbed in the breeze. And the their leader stepped back. "I choose to end this discussion here. To prove our demonhood, we leave this human person unmolested. Small companion in the3 rocks, come down and release her now."

	It took all my courage to climb down beside the rock where Felicity lay. She was motionless, her half-closed eyes gazing up towards the clouded ceiling. The demons loomed above me like an avalanche slope about to come down in thunder and ice. I stepped over the leader's huge tail, wide as my thigh and scaly. I reached to shake Felicity. She was cool as the rock on which she lay.

	But taking her lacerated wrist, I felt her pulse beat, once. Then, nothing. Had I actually felt her heart contract for its very last time? And then her pulse leaped again under my fingers, once. Her heart was beating regularly, but no more than once in six or seven seconds. And the blood was still flowing from her injured wrists and ankles.

	I shook her, and called her by her name.

	She flopped like a broken-backed crampon. Then I noticed that her fingers were still curled into the Vedic gesture. I did what no demon, I think, could. I reached and flattened her hand across my own.

	Slowly, her eyes opened.

	"Felicity," I rubbed her cool flesh with my hands. A slow tremor ran through her body; then another. Her lips peeled back, her eyes alight with the effort of her will, she relaxed. And then another spasm, the muscles of her stomach knotting like nylon cord. Her inner pain was unsettling me. I started fumbling with the bolt that secured her wrist.

	She sat up, her feet still shackled to the rock. It took a conscious effort of my will to let her pass ahead of me, into the rock-chimney above.

	At the ledge above, I put my anorak around her narrow shoulders. It was the first time I had seen Felicity show emotion. "I lost my nerve, Quail."

	"Felicity, even a climber couldn't have done better."

	She ignored me. "What a death that was! And I turned away from it."

	I glanced down the slope. The demons were still arguing just below. "Felicity, there must be an easier way to enlightenment than having demons claw you to death."

	"I failed before at Niagara. The hang-glider pilot – that was me. I – I crashed downstream and floated out under an ice-floe."

	"If you can't make it as a mystic, you should try as a climber," I suggested. "Such a climber you could be. If you would only trust your feet and not climb so far in. Won't you get dressed now?"

	"There's not time. Those devils won't stand around arguing all day." She spoke reluctantly, in short, clipped sentences.

	But I had to ask: "They aren't going to repent, then?"

	"They could. But they won't."

	She was climbing awkwardly. Her foot, where the demon had bitten off her toes, left bloodstains on the footholds. "Listen, I drop a boulder down the gully. Six could get killed. But one loses an arm and the others cower under a rock. Is that freedom?"

	"No," I said. Then, "yes." She knotted is the rope around her naked waist and set off up the rock. Already her more superficial wounds were starting to heal in Hell’s air. Hampered by the spare coils of rope, I even had trouble keeping up with her.

	At the top of the chimney I found a camera pointed back down towards us. I dropped a rock on it and kicked it off the arch. Another short chimney, and we came up to the rest of the party. I noticed that Pig-Iron had put Lucy ahead as lead climber. Good – on this easy ground, climbing with less protection would improve her confidence.

	Shonnagh turned as we came up, “Did you bring that camera?"

	"I did not. Felicity gains us twenty precious minutes and you stop to take dirty pictures.”

	"Ah, but what dirty pictures! They'll be climbing over each other for those dirty pictures."

	"Well," I hesitated – "there is that side of it. I guess it'll help pay my wages. We've got someone steady carrying the meme chips? Someone steady?"

	"Armbruster." Armbruster was twenty metres above, pushing Harcourt up a small cliff.

	Felicity, blank-faced, was getting beck into her clothes. "Is it true," Shonnagh asked her, "what they say, their peckers are ice-cold?"

	"Shonnagh, one more crack like that," I told her, "and I push your face so far into your head it'll find it easier to regenerate pointing out the back."

	Not far below, I could still hear the demons, voices raised in argument. It seemed that the matter of leaving Felicity unmolested was not entirely uncontroversial. I caught up with the porter Armbruster. "Give me the meme chips."

	"The meme chips, Ropemaster? But Shonnagh – “ he saw my expression, and lowered his rucksack. 

	l threw the meme chips out into the abyss. They glittered in the air like tiny stars. A gust took them and they wrapped themselves in smoke and drifted below the arched stone. Turning around I watched them emerge on the other side of the arch and fade into the grey distance. "Any more?"

	"There's one, But that's –"

	"Give it to me."

	The last tape followed the others into the Gulph.

	Below us, demon claws were scratching on the rocks. The porters were moving faster now, but it was the speed of desperation. They would not keep it up for long, even if none of them fell. Shonnagh came up the rope hand-over-hand, breathing hard. I took up the coils, turning my back so that she could see that I was not going to offer her a place on my rope.

	"I'm so glad we had our little chat back there," she said to my shoulderblades. "I hope you weren‘t hard on poor Armbruster."

	My shoulderblades maintained a pointed silence.

	"Once off this arch, we'll be into the Ninth Circle. That's the last one, isn't it? What’s it got, the Ninth Circle?"

	My shoulderblades relented. Felicity wasn't talking: and porters, after all, are only porters. And Shonnagh, for that matter, was only being Shonnagh: the Shonnagh who had long ago untied the rope between us in order to be a shopkeeper. "Traitors," I told her. "Four categories. But more importantly, it's got some climbing. Not just climbing: ice work."

	Shonnagh frowned. "You're not having me on? Well, we do have our ice-burners. Another precipice to get down, is that right?"

	Harcourt had cleared the top of the chimney, but the porters were still blocking the route. "The drop to the Ninth Circle, it‘s defended by giants, one of whom in 1305 carried a stick as tall as the masthead of the Campanile San Josepho. That masthead fell off in 1826 and got dumped in the Pope‘s garden. Harcourt sent the research assistant to look for it."

	"No luck?"

	"Rotted away, Pheidippida said. Anyway, if we don't speed up, the demons are going to catch us before we're even off this arch. Felicity's badly hurt, Barshinova was never a climber, and the porters are all in."

	"We could put out another sacrifice. Mary-Lucy, since she's slowing us down."

	I gestured vaguely. The idea was absurd – the woman was a client. Anyway, the replacement Pheidippida was actually climbing rather well. Then I said slowly: "The fire-terraces. Where Creetchie... fell."

	"Creetchie didn't fall, Creetchie get burnt. Show you the film if you like, it's good.”

	"Shut up, Shonnagh. Creetchie burned: but not the rope. Even the spring-wedge melted. where'd you get flameproof rope?"

	"Mountain Shop secret.”

	"Come on, Shonnagh."

	Her lips were cracked and it hurt him to talk; but he saw I was serious and not insane and hope loosened her throat and she talked. “Tibetan prayer flags. The ones they put behind the Lhasa Shuttle. I got hold of some at Delhi spaceport. Only used once."

	l nodded slowly. “Felicity held them with logic. Why not prayers? We hang the rope over the arch. Tie the two ends together and pull it tight, like a bracelet. The demons won't be able to get past the prayers on the rope. They'll have to go all the way back down the arch."

	 

	 

	
Prayer-flag ropework

	Shonnagh smiled slowly. "Not a bad idea. The prayer-rope's in my sack. I'll –"

	Felicity had used the delay to get back into her white robes. Now she said in a hollow voice: "You're not thinking."

	"We aren't?"

	"Times and distances. If we sling the rope right here, they'll be up on us before we've got it into place."

	"So – ?"

	She wanted to concentrate on the anguish in her foot. "Work it out, Quail."

	I said: "Two of us go ahead with the prayer-rope. As fast as we can. One of us stays here. When the demons come up out of this chimney, he radios. The two at the front start to sling the rope. If the timings work out right, the rope should be in place and the porters across it before the demons catch up."

	"You stay, I'll take Felicity and fix up the rope."

	"I'm not leaving Felicity," I told her. "As far as I'm concerned she's one of the clients now. Besides, she could lapse into a trance and never lapse out."

	"Then who‘s the fastest of the porters?"

	"Madame Ali, But the only one who can stay here and then outpace the demons is you, Shonnagh."

	"I remind your that I am in charge of this expedition. You and Felicity go ahead, then. And we won't use helmet radio, we want reliability here. We use a whistle."

	I gave Shonnagh my whistle. Stupid  of me. I'm so used to thinking of the things as a nuisance – but it's a camera we should have left to watch for the demons.

	Felicity moved well, picking her way across the broken slabs and chimneys, only limping slightly. Had her on her demon-bitten foot healed that fast? No, I saw the blood it left on the rock behind her. The slope eased as we got to the top of the arch.

	But here came to a place where the stone had been fused by some geological flame. It was smooth as squeezed toothpaste, and almost as slippery. But now the arch was almost level, and we moved more quickly along the crest.

	After a while she said: "Do you think we can sling a rope around? With the arch-rock as smooth as it is here – no friction at all?"

	"No whistle yet. Lets keep going until we're off this slippery bit.”

	We went another half-kilometre. The rock stayed smooth. I said: “It's too late to go back onto the rougher ground now. The demons will be up to that point before we could get back there."

	We peered ahead. There was no end to the melted rock in sight.

	 I looked at her foot. "Can you run?"

	"It‘ll hurt, I suppose."

	We ran: and at every step her bitten-off foot end left a crescent of blood on the rock. I remember thinking how fortuitous it was that the toes she'd just lost was the same foot previously damaged by the snake demon back in the seventh Gulph. We ran along the rounded crest of the arch, nothing on either side but the slippery rock and the darkness and the smell that came up from the diseased imposters, perjurers and tax accountants of the tenth Gulph.

	Felicity stooped abruptly. "If we go any further, the porters won‘t catch up with us before the demons catch up with them."

	Her timing was accurate. The agony of her demon-bitten foot hadn't influenced her one way or the other. Whereas I, very conscious of that injured foot, hadn't been able to judge it correctly.

	"We drop one end of the prayer-rope down each side of the arch," she said. "Then we tie the two ends of the rope together underneath."

	"That's right."

	"How? How do we tie the two ends?"

	"Oh. Well, you go down the rope one way and I go down the other. I throw you the loose end that's dangling below me. Then we both climb back up, in synch."

	We dropped the ends of the scarlet rope down either side of the arch. I was reminded that Felicity was not a climber when I had to show her how to fix the short Prusik slings to the main rope so that they would slide freely until weight came onto them.

	As I let the rope take my weight it started to slide across the arch. But Felicity was quick, she dropped off her side of the arch, and the rope stopped sliding as her weight came on the other end.

	The Prusik knots didn't seem to be gripping very well. But then, I wasn't used to Tibetan prayer-rope.

	There was just a little friction in the glistening rock. Otherwise I would have gone down and Felicity would have come back up, as I was at least 10kg heavier. I worked my  way down the rope, sliding one loop and then the other, and soon I could look through under the arch and see Felicity on  the other side, her robes moving in the darkness like a tiny stormcloud.

	 I hauled up the loose end that still hung beneath me and tied a bundle of karabiners onto it. Below use were three hundred metres of darkness. Darkness with screams in.

	"Take your time," she shouted. "No whistle yet."

	But then we heard it. A shrill blast, that echoed off rock faces hundreds of metres below. And then a scream, a high scream that fell through the air like a bird.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 12

	There's no such thing as a wrong way to go up mountains. This means that there's no such thing as a right way either.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	Dangling man

	"What happened?"

	Felicity shrugged.

	"Don't shrug," I said. when you do that, my end of the rope drops half a metre.”

	From the other side of the arch, Felicity said: "The scream we're hearing, that's the porter Madame Ali. Shonnagh made Madame Ali wait with the whistle. I guess Ali waited until the demons were right up to her. Maybe she even delayed them by offering not to blow the whistle. Then she jumped over the edge. She knew she couldn't outrun them."

	I said: "That's a brave woman. And a porter, too; not even a mountaineer."

	"Better dead than getting caught and turned into a centaur. Much better. Plus, it takes several seconds to hit the ground. Supposing one was in the right frame of mind, that's plenty of time to achieve enlightenment. Get yourself into some higher Heaven, not fetch up down here in Hell again."

	I swung the bundle of pitons. Felicity reached out but they flew past her. I hauled them in again. The bundle felt too light. I added my piton hammer.

	"It doesn't sound as if she's getting any enlightenment. That scream's going on for a long time."

	"Increased air density down here. Slower falling."

	Below us, the scream of the falling woman died into the distance. Felicity said: "Every time we bounce, I bounce up and you bounce down."

	I swung the pitons again. Too low. She would get the next one. I waited for the bouncing to stop.

	It didn‘t.

	Felicity said – and although her voice was swooping up and down through the air, it was rock-steady – "Each bounce, you fall a little, I rise a little. The loss of potential energy feeds power into the oscillation. Get rid of your rucksack."

	"Can't lose the rucksack. We need my ice burner for the Ninth Circle." I was beginning to feel seasick.

	"Once I start to slide up the rock, I'm on a slope, my effective weight will decrease. I'll shoot right over the top."

	"No you won’t. You'll cut the rope." In a last effort to kill the oscillation I flung the bundle of pitons away from me into the air.

	But that only made things worse. The vibration turned into a straightforward fall as the rope, with too little friction holding it, slid across the top of the rock. I fell with agonising slowness, lurching in under the overhang of the rock archway.

	And then, with a jerk, I stopped descending. Somehow, I had swung right in under the rock arch and stopped there. The rope swung for a few seconds, coming to rest.

	In the rock above my head, something made a sound. A harsh, gravelly sound that resolved itself into a contorted face made of stone. A face that seemed to be amused about something.

	"Not meant to be like this," it chuckled. "Oh no! All alone down here, underneath side of this arch, that's the whole point. On account of me being so famous. And now here's you, coming along!"

	The rope still didn't move. They'd be trying to fix Prusik loops to it, not easy with the rope under tension against the slippery rock. "Him upstairs has slipped up. Meaning that you've slipped down!"

	"I didn't slip. I'm a climber," I told it. "Did you notice what happened to my rope?"

	""Fine woman you've got climbing with you. Or person, whatever. Caught your bundle of knuckledusters and tied it onto her end of the rope quicker'n it takes to shoot a man down."

	Up on the arch top, they'd be untying Felicity from the rope, tying the two ends together, then attaching some large stones. f the rope. When the stones come down, I go up. Simple enough even Shonnagh will work that one out.

	"Aye, but you understate yourself," the gravelly voice chatted on. "You're a climber who is still alive, a climber from the upper world with warm blood and a beating heart."

	The top of the arch is smooth and bare. They've got a long way to go for any large stones.

	A twitch in the rope now. They'd worked out how to use a spring—wedge to raise it off the rock.

	"Supposed to be total privacy down here, for the likes of me. Else I might get some what's-it, some adulation from the other tax evaders and all.

	The demons would be very close to us now, coming along the arch. Once they reached the prayer-flag barrier circled around the arch, what then? if Felicity and I had guessed it right, if the prayer-streamer worked the way we hoped, then the demons wouldn't be able to cross it. Perhaps we were wrong about that and the demons would simply undo the two ends of the rope and I'd fall, prayer streamer flapping behind me, the long fall onto the rocks three hundred metres below.

	"Very possessive, him upstairs, when it comes to adulation. You know that?"

	But what if we were right? In that case the demons would reach the prayer streamer, and stop. The rest of our party would be safe, the clients would be safe. But they wouldn't be able to pull me back onto the arch. Not with demons waiting to snatch at any finger that crossed the line of the prayer streamer. And I would be dangling here, dangling until I died, presumably, of thirst. 

	In Hell's self-healing atmosphere, would I even die at all? Would I be dangling here, for ever, until the end of the Universe? I reached behind me to my rucksack, felt for my boltholer.

	But no. I wasn't even climbing. I was dangling on a rope. A deathsign, here on the underside of the rock arch – I wasn't even entitled to carve my deathsign.

	OR:

	[But there was one thing I could do, that I needed to do. If indeed I was to be dangling here, through long ages of the Universe: I need to establish friendly relations with the rock-bound dead soul which would be my companion. And first impressions, that attitude of respect without deference on first meeting a client, that's what determines the whole course of a climb.

	Too long a time had elapsed now. The porters had failed to return with the  heavy stones for counterweights. The demons, already, would be passing overhead, arriving at the prayer streamer. And either being stopped by it, or not.

	"Not much to see down here, as you see. It's just a crowd of alchemists and impostors down there and they don't get much done apart from shouting and misery, plus they're too far down to see all that clear. Demons drop round from time to time, inflict a few tortures, but they're really here to see me along of me being so famous. Not supposed to of course, that's the whole point. And now you as well."

	So then I thought about the prophesy of the flattened creature called Tityus. That I was to be killed by my companions, to save them from having to witness my pain. Which, it seemed, was not what was about to be happening. And if that prophesied death was not, in fact, happening – that would be down to the later, interlocking prophesy of Blessed Bertram.

	Only death shall release you from this place of death.

	Which seemed to be saying the same thing. But maybe, in some subtle way, it wasn't. And maybe that second prophesy was, somehow, going to save me.

	Being released from Hell… that implied, it had to imply, that after my death I wasn't to be consigned to this particular place of punishment. I'd be going to one of the other two afterlives described in those later sections of the Guidebook, the parts which I hadn't needed to read – the Purgatorio or the Paradiso.

	Only death shall release you from this place of death.

	But it that was a self-fulfilling prophesy, to bend the – what had he called it, a Benign Oedipus. Then the prophesy itself had to be what caused my improved post-death experience. So, was Brother Bertram's prophesy itself to inspire me to the required virtuous acts? What virtuous acts could those be? And the answer came with the thought. During our descent through Hell, we had ignored – I had ignored  the suffering dead souls around us, in the same way as one ignores the dead climbers embedded in the ice of Everest. But whatever they were, not alive but somehow souls, they were suffering creatures that had once been human. And now, there was very little time left. But I could start right here – by offering some simple politeness to the dead soul immediately over my head. "You were saying … imprisoned out of sight, in solitary confinement. This being – er – part of the punishment, I'm guessing? You being perhaps a particularly famous … " I checked my memory of the guidebook, "an especially celebrated fraudster, imposter or alchemist?"

	So far as I could tell in the smoky light, the imprisoned soul was a white, dark complexioned male. It responded eagerly to my courteous question. "Just the famousest tax evader you ever heard of!"

	"I'm… I'm not sure I've heard of any famous tax evaders," I said, as diffidently as I could.

	"Alphonse Capone. New York USA. Died in 1947."

	"I only know a gangster called Al Capone." The 1930sgets done over pretty hard at the Thule Ice Garden, that being the decade of Mallory's Everest climb. "Al Capone? Murder, extortion… um, prostitution."

	"And tax evasion! One hundred million dollars of tax evasion is what they got me for. And waddaya know, down here it's just the same. All them other extortionists, prostitution guys you said it, way up there in the Seventh Circle. But me, as a tax evader, I'm promoted down here in the bottom of the Eighth.

	The rope at my waist: I felt it twitch a little. Had the demons now arrived overhead? Or could it be – was Shonnagh trying to haul me up around the arch? Hours seemed to have passed dangling below this rock. But the smoke pattern below had barely shifted, and in reality it has only been a few minutes. "And condemned to this out of the way spot," I said, "just to deprive you of enjoying any of the fame? The well deserved what is it? The adulation from the other imposters and alchemists."

	Capone chuckled. "Until you come along. Which I reckon wasn't part of the plan."

	The rope twitched again. Then it moved a couple of centimetres. And now, I allowed myself to hope. I said:" if I should escape from this place – you're recorded on my helmet. I mean, world wide. Any message for your supporters up there?"

	"Yeah," Capone said. "Yeah, when it comes to the tax man, declare everything. Cos it's damned lonely down here in the Eighth. Declare everything. And after that, shoot the taxman."

	not much to see, even when the smoke clears it's just a crowd of alchemists and impostors down there and they don't get much done apart from a whole lot of shouting and misery, plus they're too far down to see all that clear. Demons drop round from time to time, inflict a few tortures, but they're really here to see me along of me being so famous. Not supposed to of course, that's the whole point. And now you as well.

	And then there was another jerk on the rope and I started to rise in the air. Two boulders came into sight on the other side of the arch.

	I rose up the side of the rock. Somewhere above, a demon howled. I tried to slide my Prusik loops, but they were tangled in the prayer-rope. So I let myself be hauled on the rope like a rucksack full of sand rations. I jerked to a stop flat on my stomach on the top of the arch. Which meant that the two counterbalance boulders must have reached the bottom.

	Someone jumped over me. I levered myself up against the rope. The porters were just arriving along the top of the arch. Twenty metres behind came the first demon, grinning and cracking its whip. It lashed out and the last of the porters slipped, grabbed his neighbour and the two of them together slid down the curve of the rock. Pig-Iron put her foot on their rope just before they slid into space.

	I rolled back so that the red band of the prayer-rope was between me and the advancing demons. The porters broke over me like an avalanche. One of them trod on my hand on his way over. I would have liked to jump up and run with them. But I was still tied to the prayer-rope by my Prusik loops.

	The first of the demons checked suddenly, and flourished its whip. It cracked centimetres from my nose. But I was behind the Tibetan rope and, apparently, safe.

	"Prusik knots jammed?" Shonnagh asked behind me. "Wait, I'll find a knife."

	Beyond the rope, the demons gazed at me with hollow green eyes, their penises waving like reeds beside a lake. "I can't cut free. The ropes are tangled, I'd out the prayer-rope as well." I heard her movement behind me. "And don't try to pull back my waist-harness to cut through that. If the prayer-rope comes a centimetre towards me, they'll have me by the nose."

	From behind, I heard a thoughtful silence. Or possibly a silence of Shonnagh having already gone.

	"You're not going to leave me here?" I didn't dare even to turn around to see.

	The demons watched me and made suggestive gestures with their whips. "Shonnagh, you didn't happen to use low-grade nylon for these Prusiks?" But whatever you say about Shonnagh, she does make excellent nylon rope. To pick through it with my fingernails would take days.

	"Feed me some water and sand rations." But no to that as well. My mouth was too close to the rope. She could get the Professor to set up an intravenous drip into the back of my leg.

	The demons wrenched themselves upright and started to jerk their limbs in a grotesque dance. For a moment I couldn't work out what they were up to. And then I realised that I could not lie watching them at the rope for long. Just as Beauty, they tell us, can save, so the excess of ugliness can destroy.

	My head reeled as the demons moved before me in warring non-patterns, making harsh gestures with their limbs, tails and penises.

	Then one of them turned towards me. It grinned like a gargoyle over the top of a set of genitals triple-ended like a trident. It had a climbing rope coiled around its scaled shoulders – a climbing rope from The Shonnagh Mountain Shop. As the demons turned in their hideous dance behind, I focussed on the climbing rope. It was secured with the end turned five times around the coils. This couldn't didn't mean anything. it didn't mean anything. It's just that five turns is correct. Fewer than five and the coils may fall apart. More than five takes longer to undo in a hurry.

	The demon breathed, and flame tumbled from its proboscis. I felt heat on my face and when I opened my eyes, the flame was breaking as if against a sheet of glass just in front of my nose.

	The knot at my waist dragged loose. I looked down. Where the Prusik loop had passed around the prayer-rope it was burnt through.

	 The one that had breathed the fire advanced towards the rope, its face like a rubber mask. It crouched, and shook its three-pronged genitals in front of my face.

	"Oh your way, climbing boy," it said softly.

	When I turned round, there was no-one behind me: just a small camera, perched on the rock. I'd already kicked one of Shonnagh's cameras off the rock arches; and this one might be holding the images of Felicity's remarkable bit of ropework under the arch. I picked it up, and trotted along the arch with my face tingling with what had to be a case of instant sunburn.

	Alone, with the smoke drifting on either side, I climbed down the arch. Firelight flickered on either side, but ahead and below, the arch descended into a great darkness. It was very quiet, although, in the smoke, I thought I heard the beating of great wings. Or just the wind across the cavern ceiling so far above me. Automatically, as I climbed downwards, I collected the abseil loops left by Shonnagh and the porters.

	They hadn't left me an abseil rope, though.

	I thought about the demon which has released me from the prayer streamer. I thought about the climbing rope across its shoulders, and the climbing harness I'd found at the rock where some other demon had been hiding. Perhaps, the same demon. Hiding and observing our camp, up above the Malebolga Wall where Brother Bertram had led the descent and had died. And the demons had used pitons, on the first of the rock bridges, the one above the Gulph of the flatterers. The demon at the prayer streamer, why would it release me? And its climbing rope, coiled and secured with five turns. I was very tired, and my thoughts went round and round like the smoke coiling around the rock of the arch.

	And then the smoke cloud around me went black, as I climbed down below the level of the flame-light from behind. I switched on my helmet lamp and my attention focussed on the climbing.

	The arch ran down into a sloe of scree and small rock walls. But then a small figure clambered towards me out of the darkness. It was Mary or Jane – we really had to come up with a fixed name for the client who'd formerly been Pheidippida. She'd seen my helmet light, and guided me down towards a scree ledge above the empty darkness. 

	Some negligent person had left a rope lying across the ground. I bent down to coil it away, but Mary stopped me. "The porters wanted it there, around the camp. They insisted," and I saw that it was the second of the prayer streamers.

	The prayer streamer stained with smoke from the flame wall where Bofors Creetchie had died.

	Shonnagh, for a moment, looked almost embarrassed. But maybe it was a trick of the helmet lights. "Knew you'd downclimb that all right," she said. "Anyway, we couldn't spare an abseil rope.

	On a boulder at her knee, the client Professor Harcourt didn't look any happier sitting still than he had done climbing. His gaze was empty as the dark air he was staring into. Even I could see there was something wrong with our client, something no amount of interesting rock was going to alter.

	Maybe later, when we got onto the ice.

	Felicity the terrorist had her own apology to make. She should have stayed beside me, to inspire me towards possible enlightenment as I died. "But you're such a climber, Quail, it didn't seem viable. Anyway, this is much more exciting."

	It was good to see her spirits returning after her ordeal on the rock arch.

	Supper – or whatever meal one cared to give it the name of – was not convivial. Madame Ali had taken with her into the abyss the best of the rations. An iceburner was lit up, and a single chocolate slab was being melted in a pan of water so that it could be shared among the twelve of us still alive and climbing.

	According to the guidebook, this should be the end of the Eighth Circle with its Gulphs and bridges designated for crimes of fraud and deception. We were now above another of the big cliffs, a repeat of the  Malebolga Wall back at the beginning of this Circle."

	Malebolga Wall – where Bertram the Prophet had led off down to his death. I shook my head, this was no time to be reminiscing. This cliff would lead us to new depths, the ninth and final circle devoted to offenses of treachery: the place where, if the guidebook was to be believed, we'd be climbing on ice and snow.

	Just one last Circle of Hell to be crossed. A dangerous moment, this. The point in the expedition where hope, hope of final achievement of the climb, hope of simple survival, tugs at judgement and leads to excess of caution or, in those of another temperament, a heedless dash towards the summit, when attention should be, should always be, on the next step and the single rope length ahead.

	"Felicity: when you said this camp is so exciting…."

	"The prayer rope, it's a half-moon up against the cliff edge. And the cliff is smooth basalt, can't see the bottom of it. And like Shonnagh said, we're short of abseil rope. When the demons do catch up with us: well, we're trapped. And you know the best bit? Because we managed to escape last time, we'll be thinking there's a way out, we'll hold out much, much longer before we leap to our deaths."

	But I was tired, so very tired. And so were the clients, even Pig-Iron's husbands from their high valleys who could run their rough trails for two days and the night between, even they were tired. And Pig-Iron had already set up the condenser stills, their gentle drip drip of water from the atmosphere the comforting sound of so many base camps. Besides, if the demons can find us here, then anywhere else… and the clients….

	I slept. My need of sleep, for dreams of grassland pastures and high snowfields under the sun, that need so deep in me, so profound, that when I woke to urinate and stepped to the edge of the camp and saw demon eyes reflected in the light of the lamp, I relieved myself inwards towards the other sleepers and returned to my sleeping bag to sleep and dream again.

	With no daylight to awaken us, we must have slept for twelve full hours. We woke to sand rations, and I took my helmet lamp around the edge of the camp again. 

	The demons grinned back at me, the smile of the satiated python who looks at tomorrow's rat already released into its cage. I didn't see the three-pointed male member, the one that had released me from the prayer-streamer at the arch's top. The fourth side of the camp was the tilting scree edge leading down into the darkness,  the deeper gloom that suggested the chasm down into the next Circle. Beside me, on the other side of the prayer-streamer, the demon chuckled gently, but it did not speak.

	At my elbow, Shonnagh said: "We did look. There isn‘t a way down. We'd have to place a piton, prepare abseil ropes… and we've lost most of the ropes."

	I gazed downwards into the darkness. And like a philosopher gazing into the abyss of doubt, emptying her mind in front of the emptiness it faced, and her own confrontation with the nothing finding, constructing a something, a something gathering substance on which to suspend belief and a world of things…

	Ten metres below, at the limit of my helmet's light, a ridge of greenish rock sprang out of the face. It wavered down into the darkness, a high road towards the Ninth Circle.

	 

	
A beast of a climb

	"This wasn't here when I looked earlier," Shonnagh said. "I'm sure it wasn't."

	Felicity had a twisted smile on her face. But she didn't say anything. If I'd questioned her, she knew very well that this ridge had only just arrived. But I didn't. "Well it's here now," I said. "All the more reason to get down it straight away."

	We abseiled in the classic manner, stepping over the rope and then lifting it over one shoulder and under the opposite arm. The porters scrambled down with commendable speed. They were learning a lot on this trip. They might end up not getting paid – this was a Shonnagh Mountain Shop expedition – but they would have no cause to regret having come.

	The ridge descended in a succession of sharp rises and sharper, longer, falls. The rock was in big rounded plates whose edges gave excellent holds. Shadows moved across the darkness: grey piles like rock-buttresses that breathed and snorted.

	"Giants," Felicity said, "are impossible."

	I had to smile. "Yes, but are they impossible possibles, or merely possible impossibles?"

	I thought Professor Harcourt might like to join in this scientific discussion. But our client's face was like a cliff that vanishes upwards into mist. He stumbled, and only Pig-Iron's jerk on the rope stopped him from walking off the side of the ridge.

	"This could be important to know," I added. "Since, according to the guidebook, this is the bit where the giants, supposing there were such things, are to be found."

	"Giants can't stand up in our gravity. Their legs break under their own weight."

	"Good," I said. And then I said it again. "Good, good, good." I grinned at Pig-Iron. And something very strange was going on, as the massive porter smiled back.

	"However," Felicity went on, "if the air is dense enough they won't have to use legs. Not if their body-cavities contain something lighter than air. What can you smell?"

	I sniffed. "Methane, marsh-gas."

	"Right," said Felicity.

	A hair like a tree-trunk wafted by. A minute later, a few drops of sweat fell, drenching warm brine over Lucy/Jane who had been Pheidippida. The giants, wherever they might be in the darkness, were objective difficulties like stonefall, not under our control. I couldn't see them, so I ignored them. After a while the ridge levelled out and split into seven. Real ridges don't suddenly split into seven. I stopped.

	“A creature that's buoyant in air can be as big as it likes,” Felicity told me. "Seven?" She was counting the divided ridges with an abstracted look.

	"Eight, I make it." It was very dark down here.

	"No, it's seven," said Shonnagh when she arrived. "It's a long time since you gave us any extracts from the guidebook, Quail."

	Felicity said to me: "I know you don't approve of artefacts. What’s your attitude to living beings encountered on the route?“

	"As hazards, living beings are allowed. The fulmars of the Scottish sea-stacks, for instance, make things more interesting by vomiting into your face. The Yeti –"

	"Would it be improper to use one as a foothold?"

	"People who climb sea-cliffs have tried to place barnacles as artificial footholds. The barnacles don't stay on. One's fellow-climbers, of course, are fair game, it's quite traditional to climb up them and stand on their heads."

	"What, just here, are you suggesting, Felicity?" Shonnagh asked.

	As if to answer her, one of the seven ridges ahead of us shook itself and started to bend. In the distance, something purple and glowing shot upwards like a balloon.

	"What – what's that?"

	Felicity said: "The purple thing? I think it‘s a crown. And it‘s being worn by one of the seven heads of the Beast of the Apocalypse."

	"The Beast of the –"

	"Well, they have to keep it somewhere."

	Shonnagh said: "Don't tell the porters. It would worry them."

	But in the end the porters had to be told so they wouldn't place pitons into its living flesh. The ridge – or rather the neck – started to sway from side to side like a cablecar in a storm. We continued to move together, each holding a few loose coils in the left hand. This method combines some of the safety of roped climbing with some of the speed of climbing unroped. Without being aware of it, you constantly note the belay points; and when the climber in front falls off, you quickly and alertly jump off down the other side.

	Shonnagh and I are instinctive climbers. We would continue to note belay points through eyes half-closed with sleep, and to keep the rope-coils clear of stumbling feet. We put the whole party on one rope with the two of us at the ends. Felicity had shown on the last of the bridges that she knew how to handle a rope, so we placed her in the middle. Every few metres a spine grew out of the massive neck, with a blob of amber at its tip. By passing left and right of these we gained quite a lot of protection.

	I touched each spine as I passed it as a skier touches the slalom poles; and found my hands becoming warm. In this way we descended some four hundred metres between a fast walk and a trot. The swaying of the surface we walked on, the rhythmic progress from one spine to the next combined to make me light-headed. A narrow ridgeline decorated with lots of little pointy pinnacles is something that delights every climber. Even Jane or Lucy seemed almost to be enjoying herself and the rapid movement was bringing a hint of alertness into Professor Harcourt's dull gaze, and he was hardly falling over at all. Out of concern for our client, I tried a conversational opening. "Having fun, Professor?" And when he didn't answer, I carried on. "Even Pig-Iron, it's unusual to see a smile on Pig-Iron.'

	The Professor scowled. "Well, of course. Are you really so ignorant? Even I – " He couldn't bring himself to finish his sentence.

	"Professor, you'll just have to believe that I'm even ignoranter than you are yourself."

	"We've descended, what, eight thousand metres below sea level. The pressure of the air… haven't you even  heard of rapture of the deep?"

	Well I'd got our client to talk, that was something. Rapture of the deep? 

	Such was my pleasure at being at the head of the rope that I struck up a song, like any tourist in lederhosen and camera. I sang like I was off to fill up the lower huts and disturb the sleep of real mountaineers who have to set off before dawn while the snow is still hard. The porters joined in with Swiss yodels and Tibetan drones.

	"It'll wear off," Professor Harcourt said in the same dull voice. Maybe his mental state hadn't improved after all.

	When the neck broke its rhythmic swaying, shivered and started to wag like a dog's tail, I managed, without missing a note, to flick a double loop over the nearest spine. Shonnagh had done the same, and the porters between us hung down on either side like beads on a necklace.

	Only General Barshinova, being dead, was unaffected by the general good-humour. "No more singing," she instructed. "It was our walking in step that disturbed it. You living beings, I know the extra oxygen's getting to you, but do just try to be sensibly terrified, won't you?"

	The spines got smaller until they were merely conical bumps. The skin under our hands was like varnished cork. The purple glow ahead resolved itself into a brilliant crown, the size of the summit spires of the Aiguille du Midi. We stopped at the lowest point of the neck. Somewhere below, dimly reflecting back the purple light, we could see firm ground.

	"Abseil?" I suggested. "Two at a time, down opposite sides of the neck."

	I could have bitten my tongue. The natural line, up through the points of the crown and down over the creature's nose – if it had a nose. That would be far more sporting.

	But there was no time for discussion. The head with its glowing crown was being joined by others on their thick, scaly necks. Our end of the Beast was waking up.

	We scrambled down each side of its neck, using our last fifty metres of abseil rope. The purple light moved above us like a hallucinated moon.

	"Marsh-gas," said Felicity. "We smelled it already. Evolution – if this is evolution – has a sense of humour. The creature floats around on its own farts."

	 

	
Tip-top campground

	For several hours, we stumbled on down a slope of stones and small cliffs, the shifting purple light of the crowned head soon fading away above us. The ground eased off; and as the exhilaration of descending the great monster gave way to tiredness we were descending more and more slowly. Then we reached another band of cliffs.

	The precipice below us was broken with chasms and ravines – it was going to be tricky route finding. But a few metres down from where we stood, where two of these ravines came together, a small pinnacle rose out of the rockface. The top of it flattened to a platform about four metres square – quite large enough for our party provided we were carefully roped together.

	The narrow neck of land leading out to it was half a metre wide, then rose in a short but steep step. A single porter could guard this entry against any number of demons. On the way down to it we even came across an outcrop of natural coal. It looked like an ideal camp. 

	¶Pinch grip perception previously here

	Lucy Mary surprised me then, by asking to lead the short rock pitch onto the plateau. I said no, of course. A fall at this point in here climbing development would destroy her morale, and I remembered how her predecessor Pheidippida had been discouraged by no more than a couple of grazed knees.

	"Oh, let her," Shonnagh said. "Look how keen she is." Mary was looking from Shonnagh to me to the short rockface, her eyes bright in the dim brown light.

	"She's tired," I said, "we all are. And does she know how to place a spring wedge?"

	"I know how to place a spring wedge," Mary said. And Shonnagh settled it. "If she does fall off, she'll heal up again like everyone does down here. I'm overriding you, Quail."

	Somehow I felt uncomfortable running this standard guides' routine past Lucy Mary. Stupid, because it's a routine that works. Mary Lucy gets to try herself at leading, and if she fails, we've already established that the climb's too hard for her.

	But she didn't fail. After checking my belay behind her – a good precaution, but rare when a client has a guide as her second on the rope – she set off confidently up the little rockface, correctly placing two spring wedges for protection and, I noticed, once or twice using the peculiar inverted pinch grip.

	We lit a coal fire at the centre of the pinnacle and crawled into our sleeping bags. Shonnagh shared out a little chocolate. Pig-Iron surprised me by taking out a chess set. She started a game with Felicity using the Chinese rules. I lay on my back and felt the tiredness seep out of my limbs. Below, the two ravines that bounded our pinnacle fell into a pit of darkness – a darkness from which rose the moaning of many voices, an occasional individual scream rising above the general murmur. Presumably these were poor souls being punished for the next circle of sins. But from our height the sound was almost soothing, like a cliff above the sea.

	The cliff we were on continued around the cavern. it curved inwards more sharply than the Wall of Malebolga where Brother Bertram had died and this suggested that we were now closer to the common centre of the many Circles of Hell. In the far distance our cliff faded upwards in a maze of terraces that were the Gulphs of the Eighth Circle. Above those terraces, a thin black line was that Malebolga Wall. Squatting over everything was the smoke of the burning sepulchres, fitfully lit by the fires below it and in its turn lighting us and the rocks around us with a shadowless red glow. The smoke-clouds swirled slowly away to our left, but here on the cliff it was very still.

	Shonnagh was asleep with her mouth open and her usual expression of worried calculation on her face. Pig-Iron was not just asleep but snoring. Professor Harcourt sat on a small stone, his arms clasped around the knees. He was gazing out at the same view as I was. But I didn't think he was seeing it.

	"Professor…" his head turned towards me. "Something you said, back at the green river."

	"Did I say something then?" His voice was like the wind blowing through empty caves.

	"A promiscuous interchange of genetic material, is what you said. Mary Lucy, you said she might contain something of the centaur called PK Kayashi, maybe even the climbing rope."

	"What I said made no sense. The climbing rope is a synthetic material."

	But I was remembering the stain of blood that had been on Pheidippida's skirts, still there as she dived into the green river. And thinking about the upside-down pinch grip, the strange way of holding on the rock that I'd seen on just one other person.

	Was there something of Brother Bertram, my former rope companion. Brother Bertram, so briefly my climbing companion, combined within the one we were calling Mary or Lucy?

	As I lay I gazed directly upwards at the cavern ceiling, now at least a thousand metres above us. Climbing such inverted rockfaces is taxing, and does require some special equipment, but the situations can be spectacular. As I glanced sideways, I was just working out what was strange about Lucy's features. It was her eyebrows and eyelashes, green like her hair. It wasn't just the shadows of the firelight. She'd pulled over one of Pig-Iron's rucksacks, and was studying the different sorts of spring wedges it contained. And as she looked down, her eyebrows and lashes were in constant gentle movement, like underwater moss.

	For a while, it was strangely soothing, watching the young climber as she looked down at the small pieces of metal. Then Felicity said: "Quail? Are you awake?"

	I admitted that I was awake.

	"Pheidippida knew what she was talking about. These demons, they're not native to this planet. The flying ones, at any rate, the ones we saw up at the Wall of Dis. Creatures that big can't fly at Earth's surface, air's too thin. I wish Harcourt was still thinking straight. Or if we still had Pheidippida."

	 Felicity was right. Pheidippida said much less than she understood because of not upsetting Harcourt.

	"But still," she added. "We shouldn't give up on Professor Harcourt, not yet."

	I nodded. "He'll never be a climber, but that was a brave thing he did, pulling Mary Lucy out of the green river. Clever too, with the antibiotics. And Lucy Mary: a better climber than Pheidippida ever was."

	The rising smoke columns separated on either side of our flattened pinnacle, leaving a cone of clean, breathable air, with just the faint odour of faeces and burnt flesh. "Couldn't be a better place to rest up, could there?"

	"We're not the first to spot that," I pointed out. "This platform's artificial. And the entry path's  been carved out to make it easy to defend."

	"Which makes you wonder a bit about that convenient coal seam. Why hasn't it been worked out?"

	I said: "This is all very interesting, but –"

	"But you want to sleep."

	After a while Felicity asked: "Are you very upset about Creetchie?"

	I slept then. How long I don't know. When I awoke the same red light glowed down off the smoke-ceiling. What had woken me was the rush of wings. Something swung out of the sky and swept our fire over the edge of the pinnacle. A cackle of what sounded like laughter soured the air.

	There was a whistling sound above us, and a sharp crack. Beside me, Felicity pitched forward onto the rock. I saw spiderweb cracks in her helmet made by the pebble dropped from the darkness above. I rolled off the side of the pinnacle, trusting my rope harness to hold me.

	Above, there was a chittering sound like bats, and a rush of wings. And then silence.

	Now fully awake, I found handholds in the rock and climbed the two metres until I could look over the top. The pinnacle was small. There wasn't far to look. Harcourt was gone, the rope that had tied him to Shonnagh bitten through.

	The place had been built not as a refuge – but as a convenient snatching-off point. We had just lost our client.
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Chapter 13

	The first principle of guided climbing is the client must come down still alive. Even better if the guide's still alive as well. Not to mention the porters.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	What's in the box?

	Being honest with ourselves, we'd now lost both of our clients. That was how the Alpine Club would see it, anyway. Two long abseils brought us to the foot of the riven cliff. In the darkness below the rocks, we unpacked the rucksacks and tried to sort through our remaining gear. A pointless exercise, until we decided what we were going to do.

	Without Harcourt, we were at least an effective climbing team. Carry on down towards the icy Ninth Circle – we had ice-burners, and the antique iceaxes of the porters, but not any ice-screws or crampons? Circle round and try to make our way back through the upper circles – to a world where I'd have no life as a guide any more, and even Shonnagh's shop would lose all its respectable customers? Put the expedition under Felicity's guidance towards some bizarre and possibly enlightening deaths? Or we could simply potter about looking for some interesting rock until our supplies ran out.

	One of Pig-Iron's husbands approached us out of the darkness. It was Husband Number Four, the small one she keeps for visiting officials. "Er…. Mistress Shonnagh?"

	"Can't you see we're busy? Come back when we've finished dealing with the equipment."

	I said: "What were you wanting, Husband Four?"

	"Well, there's something coming through on this helmet."

	The Husband's helmet, when I put it on, smelled quite strongly of the Husband. But I only noticed that for a moment. "Shonnagh, it's the camera we left in the iron tube, the one where we saw the centaur, remember? You should have a look."

	We crowded round the viewer. There was a confused shot of the roof of the cavern, then some rocks, and I saw part of a demon's leg. The camera's own carrying-strap appeared, half burnt through. Them, several times, the screen exploded with orange firelight. "That isn't is the Gulph of the provocateurs and bribe takers."

	"No," Shonnagh agreed. "The camera‘s been picked up by demons."

	Firelight flickered across the lens and a smell of burning plastic came through, somewhat distorted: the camera's olfactories were taking a battering. "What are they doing?"

	"They think the camera's alive," Felicity said. "They are tormenting it."

	"But look now," Shonnagh said slowly. "Behind the demon on the left."

	There was something outside the circle of demons, at the edge of the firelight. "A box, a large steel cabinet. I can’t make out what it's resting on."

	Shonnagh nodded. "I rather think they have our client in that box."

	Another camera appeared on screen, right at the edge of the fire: a camera ragged with knife-holes and charred. "That‘s the one that transmitted the stupid demon that burnt your Prusik-loop," Shonnagh said. A demon-claw appeared at the edge of the frame, and nudged the camera towards the flames.

	Felicity said: "Now they're torturing the second camera, and making the first one watch."

	We smelt fresh lemons. "The olfactories have had it," Shonnagh said. "I'll switch them out, we aren't going to smell anything useful here.”

	"That second camera – " I said. "Do we still have control? The lens is gone, but its spotlight could still be working.”

	"Good thought," said Shonnagh. "Keep back, Quail. Controlling two cameras at once is something I can do. Now, got to get this right first time."

	A beam of light shot out of the dying camera. It wavered, then hit the box-thing behind the demons.

	"Not steel," I said. "Stone. It must weigh a ton." A ton? Even if the walls were just ten centimetres thick the thing weighed five tons. It was a black, stone sarcophagus three metres long. A demon sat on top of it with a whip.

	This demon had its back to our camera. "Not watching the fun by the fire," General Barshinova pointed out. "A sentry."

	The spotlight winked out. On the first camera, we watched the demons kick the wrecked second camera into the fire. If Felicity was right, then perhaps they believed that the beam of light had been the soul of it leaving its corpse.

	Shonnagh told Pig-Iron to monitor the transmission from the undamaged camera while we re-ran the glimpse we had been given of the stone box. "I wonder what those four metal rings are for. See them? Set into the top corners," Shonnagh said. "They aren’t strong enough to lift it with."

	Pig-Iron reported that the first camera had succumbed to its injuries.

	"if there's any chance of bringing our client down off the mountain… " I said. "lf Harcourt's in that box, we should at least try to get him back."

	Barshinova pushed me away from the camera. "I count seventeen of them on that film. There may be more. I don‘t like that sentry, that looks like discipline."

	"You're the military expert," Shonnagh said. "Of course, my overriding concern is the safety of my client. But if you really think it's hopeless –"

	"On the other hand attacking them is so stupid they won't be expecting it. That sentry is quite obviously dozing. Surprise, and opportunity. You've got a bearing on that camera?"

	Shonnagh pointed. "Range 4.6 kilometres. Oh, and three hundred metres down. They're trying to get ahead of us into the Ninth Circle."

	Felicity had been watching us. "What, and dragging that great box along?"

	"We still haven't seen what it rests on," Barshinova pointed out. "An undercarriage – half-tracks."

	"Maybe it's alive, the box," Felicity suggested. "Maybe it‘s got legs. Six legs that would be, if it's from the same phylum as the demons."

	Barshinova shook her head. "Obviously the demons are transporting our client towards some specialised torments in Circle Nine. Next time they stop to sleep, an attack with ice burners and boulders rolled from above, pressed with sufficient resolve... For the time being, our task will be to stay in contact. Your camera bearing would place them in this valley immediately below us."

	At this point, apart from Barshinova herself, possibly only Felicity actually believed in the general's  plans. It was for the sake of something to do, really, that we moved away from the cliff foot to look into the new valley that opened below us.

	The valley was square-cut and wide, opening below us as suddenly as a canyon in sandstone country. But this one didn't seem to have been formed by either water or ice. It looked artificial, as if it had been shaped with three strokes of a knife – but the blade of the knife had been three kilometres long. 

	If the helmet was right, the valley was 500m deep, with steep side walls stretching away into the darkness. Knowing where to look, I turned up the optics in my helmet, and could just make out a cluster of dots that had to be the demon's camp.

	"What guards they have will be watching the rear," Barshinova said. "So, a flanking operation, along the broken ground on the left hand side of the valley."

	Bad idea. Dividing an expedition in half, on difficult ground, leads to two smaller expeditions, each of them wasting half of its effort finding out what the heck's happened to the others.

	"The climber Quail seems reasonably competent. He should be capable of dealing with the broken terrain above the valley."

	Then again, not every aspect of life can be understood in terms of climbing. Military matters may be different. A solo scout having a bit of fun many miles away is probably a tactical necessity.

	"Your orders, Quail," she continued, "are to get above the demon squad, and preferably ahead. Report by helmet radio and be alert for any opportunity to attack."

	"My duty as a guide," I said, trying not to sound convincing, "is to our remaining client. Also, I'm the ropemaster."

	Shonnagh, as I’d hoped, immediately confirmed Barshinova's orders.

	What Barshinova had described as broken ground looked more as if it had been cut into chunks and dropped from a great height, a giant jumble of slabs and blocks and black triangles of shadow. I took a light pack with a short rope for any abseils and a few slings, along with some water and a pack of sand rations, and set off quickly, before Shonnagh could change her mind.

	A lot of assumptions were being made about the demons, their intentions, and their vulnerability to attack. But I wasn't that bothered. Our client was lost, and the survival of the rest of the expedition didn't seem awfully likely. Plus there was a specific prophesy that I personally would be dying in agony at some point. Now, though, I was free to enjoy this simple rough-country travel, away from the expedition and my dear old climbing partner Shonnagh Rourke.

	I scrambled over blocks of rough, square-cut gabbro, with occasional airy moves high above the square-cut valley. My helmet optics showed Shonnagh and her party working down its headwall, before they dipped out of sight into the deeper shadows below.

	 

	
Fall of the city

	After about a kilometre I came up to the  tumble of giant, broken rocks. The going became more interesting than I had expected.

	It had seemed that the landscape here had been cut with some unimaginable blade, and now that I had my hands upon it this impression get stronger. Vertical walls cut across my path, walls of blank, white stone, the square corners sharp enough to cut my fingers. Even the smallest of the tumbled blocks were the size of city buildings. Somewhere ahead of me a dark bird dived into the ruins, except that everything was even bigger than I realised, and the bird was one of the flying demons.

	I passed through slab-sided marble canyons between the great blocks. Far above I could see strips of the cavern ceiling glimpsed through breaks in the smoke. I'd gazed up at that ceiling just the night before – back when we still had our client and even, possibly a future – and I'd planned piton-routes across that ceiling. Now I knew its cracks, and used them to navigate by.

	I realised that the place was an abandoned quarry, though even the smallest of these tumbled blocks was five million tons of rock. And the largest of them, two kilometres long and half a kilometre high, lay right across my path. I tossed a rope-loop up onto a broken spike and climbed a few metres off the ground, in a futile attempt to gain perspective on this building stone the size of a small mountain.

	It was a beautiful piece of white marble that gleamed as the Spirit of God must gleam in the darkness if She ever visits Her underworld. An army could have bivouacked under it. But the back edge would be buried in the ground, and there was no chance of passing through beneath it.

	There was, however, a possible way over the top.

	On my left was the pile of offcuts, smaller blocks that were still so large that I had taken them for a fallen city. Out of this pile a stone slab projected, no more than twenty metres thick but as wide as a five-lane highway. The slab reached across half a kilometre of space to touch the upper edge of the marble block.

	Beside me, one of the offcut chunks had cracked in two. This left a gap, a zig-zag slash of darkness  two hundred metres high. I bridged up it, a hand and a foot on either side until I could pull up onto its sloping top. With no anchor point for an abseil, I simply slide down the back face onto the long, narrow slab bridging the gap towards the city-sized marble block. On that huge flat stone I felt like a fly on a diving-board. Two more of the demons flew above, but seemed not to notice me, a tiny speck on the wide grey surface.

	No other creature had walked here for years, perhaps for centuries, and no wind had blown. Dust lay thick on the stone and hung in the air after I passed, and every boulder had a conical hat of dust. Somewhere behind me, the sound of my feet dislodged a stream of gravel that trickled over a ledge; and the fallen gravel overbalanced something else that crashed inside the rockpile.

	When I got to the end of this great slab-bridge I found that it stopped ten metres short, and didn‘t quite reach the city-size marble block I needed to climb onto. The slab was in fact no bridge, but just a cantilever supported behind me within the fallen I city. However, several small fragments had wedged themselves into the ten-metre gap. I climbed onto one of these – it was not much bigger than the Hörnli hut below the Matterhorn. From its top I could look out across the top of the marble block. At its further edge, a kilometre away, there was a tumble of lesser blocks. If I'd got my route-finding right I should look down from these onto the demon camp.

	On that blank top surface I and my dust cloud would be very conspicuous, at least until I reached the cover of the blocks on the further side. So now I sat down on the jammed boulder, leaning my back against the white marble monolith. I ate some sand rations and looked down through the gap below my jammed block and saw a large and a small demon fly through. In the stillness I heard them talk to one another, and it was as often at evening I have heard a climber and his child on the path at the foot of the rocks – they approach, pass by, and afterwards as they sit in their house in the lamplight I am still there in the dark on the same pitch of cooling rock.

	As I finished my sand rations I heard another sound. From the rock behind my head came a faint grating noise. When I blew away the dust, there was a mark on the great white block at the point where my jammed boulder rested against it. Upwards, from the corner of the jammed boulder, the scratch-mark was five millimetres long.

	The other corner of the boulder showed the same scratch. The long bridge-slab I'd just crossed was not wedged into the ruined city at its other end. It was balanced. My weight was tilting it.

	And then things started to happen rather faster. Twenty metres away, a rock block the size of the Lhasa Shuttle collapsed with a crunch onto the bridge slab. This block was a million times heavier than I am. While my weight had taken half an hour to tip the vast cantilever through less than a centimetre, it now started to fall more quickly. The jammed boulder traced its scratch-line down the face of the block with a rising screech. I hung the coils of rope over my shoulder and picked up my rucksack with one hand. I stepped back onto the tilting bridge-slab just as the jammed boulder, still with my sand rations resting on it, fell out through the widening gap.

	The white face of the huge block opposite was still ten metres away, and without a handhold even if I had dared to jump. Then the cantilever turned on some fulcrum buried in the ruined city behind me, and started to creep upwards. I put my arms through the straps of my rucksack.

	When the cantilever slab rose level with the top of the white block, I jumped.

	Half a kilometre behind me, the rockpile continued its interrupted fall to the ground, the fall that had begun thousands of years before.

	•••

	Shonnagh at this moment was not buried face down in a drift of rock dust, and so saw all this better than I did. She and the porters were making their way down the square valley is easy stages. From time to time they stopped to scramble up the boulders and look over their tops. After two hours, having met no difficulties or interesting climbing, they were looking down onto the camp of the demons. The stone box with our client inside it was still there.

	The sentries seemed pretty alert, so Shonnagh and her party stopped behind a large boulder to brew tsampa. The water was just coming to the boil when the crags beyond the western wall of the valley started to move around.

	Hearing the crags move (I was there, of course, just half a kilometre away; and I have heard it all again on the tapes that Shonnagh made) I realise that the creation of the World was not an affair of a dove brooding over the waters with a distant orchestra playing on muted strings. The hills of rock moved slowly, even gracefully, but with the noise of hot planets hammered into their shapes. Dust flew a thousand metres high, and it was like the smoke of the burning of some arch-heretic; for it was full of flying demons.

	"All males," says Shonnagh's voice-over thoughtfully. To speak at all, of course, she has faded out the sound of the valleys being exalted and the mountains and hills laid low. "All males: mostly juveniles, but one or two a lot older. At the time we thought perhaps a military training camp. But very soon our friend Quail was to appreciate the peculiar child-rearing habits of the winged or Hexapod demon."

	The great blocks continue to dance inside the smoke and one large slab (it was the cantilever that I had walked on) lifts itself up on end until it stands pointed at the cavern roof like a church steeple.

	Then stillness, with a thin grey dust everywhere and a hundred demon voices that cry among the ruins.

	One of those demon voices was right beside me. The great white block that I had jumped onto had barely trembled in the collapse of all around it. I pulled myself up out of the dust and saw a nest of bones and ordure hidden between two rocks. In the centre of the nest a small demon squatted, crying like a kitten. It didn‘t look dangerous. It was featherless, its wings only stubs of flesh, and it was crying for its parent. So it was only the stench of it that made me skirt around it at a ten-metre distance, before I set off across the top of the marble block.

	The marble surface was littered with boulders, some of them squared off blocks of marble, others of a darker rock fallen from the cavern ceiling three or four kilometres above. The larger bits of ceiling rock had made craters where they fell. The perimeter of the white marble block was six kilometres. By the time I had walked it twice I knew that all of the slabs that had earlier leant against it had fallen away. The sides of the block were four hundred metres high and quite smooth. My rope was fifty metres long.

	l was going to be here for a while.

	•••

	“How odd," said Shonnagh. “Us human beings react to an earthquake by dashing outside. We have an instinct for earthquakes. Even though we don't get that many of them. What danger in their own world gives them the opposite idea?"

	"Avalanche?" Felicity suggested on the helmet radio. She had stayed a little way behind with the rucksacks.

	"Oh hi Felicity," said Shonnagh. “How's your foot where the demon bit it?"

	"It hurts."

	"Gosh, I'm sorry to hear that, Felicity. Do you know that the Mountain Shop does a line in special boots for climbers with missing toes? Avalanche? No, when you hear an avalanche you climb onto a rock to see where it's coming from. And then you run away from it. That isn't what these demons did."

	When the noise had started, the demons had reacted inappropriately. They had hidden themselves underneath a rock.

	The rock had collapsed. Several of the demons were trapped underneath it. The rest of them were trapped underneath it and also dead.

	"Artillery," explained Barshinova. "That's what they thought they were reacting to. It's when you hear the big guns that you jump into a hole."

	Shonnagh and the porters walked down into the empty camp and stopped beside the great stone sarcophagus.

	•••

	I made my way back to the nest of the young demon. The creature ignored me; it opened its beak towards the cavern roof and cried for its father. I crawled in beside it and buried myself in the soft slime around the nest. It was warm there in the dung. Something as thick as my two thumbs tried to crawl into my mouth.

	As I moved, a light glowed among the bones. When I scraped away the muck I found an image of various red-hot objects – a spaceship, an annulus of pitted rock – that hung, it seemed, in air or vacuum, against a backdrop of stars. The objects in the picture glowed with their own light, and portrayed in three dimensions.

	It was, we decided later, an image of its home, wherever or whatever that was. But an image in infra-red, as the Hexapod demons do not have eyes. What it happens to look like in visible light doesn't necessary resemble the original. It warms and lights this cave, now, as I write.

	•••

	"Hence," Shonnagh points out pedantically to the camera (for Shonnagh never overestimates the intelligence of her audience) "Hence the four rings in the top of the box. We thought they were too light to lift it."

	A sacrificial victim is stretched on the top of the stone box, one limb chained to each of the four rings.

	The victim, a human male, lies face upwards. He is both diseased, and deceased. His eyes are tightly shut. Beside him on the box-lid lies a wheeled perforator with spines two centimetres long. Shonnagh touches the man and he screams. He screams for a long time.

	"We aren't going to torment you," Shonnagh says. "We’re going to interview you and then we're going to set you free."

	"These are your tricks,” says the victim. "You shan't deceive me. The Tityus creature told me all about you lot."

	"What did the Tityus say about us?" asks Felicity.

	The victim looks at her through slitted eyes. "What do you mean? Tityus told me that a party of passing mortals was going to molest me in horrible ways." When they touch the chains the man screams again. He keeps on screaming as they break the chains with their piton-hammers and lay him on the ground. His eyes are still closed.

	"Get up," says Shonnagh. "Get up and go away. I don't want to interview you after all."

	The victim lies face down in the gravel and screams. Beside him, the clawed forelimb of a demon sticks out from under a boulder. It twitches, bends upwards, and starts to scratch at the rock. A few grains of rockdust float down onto the victim, who is still screaming.

	Shonnagh takes out his survival pack and hands it to a porter. "I can't hear myself speak and nor can the camera. Fill his mouth up with sand-rations and gag him with the strangling scarf."

	"Tityus," says the victim. "Right as usual."

	Shonnagh looks at the stone box. "There's no way to open this thing."

	"We've still got some cornice grenades," Barshinova says. "Let's try a cornice grenade."

	"Given our client's inside it, that has to be a last resort. And I still can't see what it's supported on."

	“Some kind of force-field," offers Barshinova. “Remember those unsupported stone arches we climbed over in the last Circle? Stop that!"

	Two demons they thought were squashed are kneeling heads to knees, arms outstretched towards Shonnagh. One of the porters is examining them. "Leave it alone," says the General. "It's got diseases."

	“Some kind of force-field! Merciful Heavens, what do they teach you people in staff-college?" Shonnagh says, and leans against the stone box.

	It moves.

	 

	
A flight with Daddy demon

	My idea was, something had to be feeding this little creature. And I noticed a knob of bare rock sticking up out of the nest slime. It had claw marks in its top, and a pile of droppings on the side away from the baby demon. I looped my rope around the base of this knob, and settled back under the bones to wait.

	After some hours had passed, great leathery wings flapped above the nest. I looked out through the tangled bones. It was a well-grown male; if it were dead, its wings would roof a ten-person mountain hut.

	However, it was very much alive. It descended onto the nest and with its beak began to unload bits of meat from a rucksack strapped to its chest. The meat had been prepared in the shapes of miniature human beings and demons. And then, what had to be toys: a little metal gun, a grenade, a picture that glowed like the one I had found, a bone chess-set. Chess-problems, presumably: the nestling had no-one to play against.

	Almost, I lost my nerve here. I could survive here, in this vile nest, trying to steal food from the baby demon. But the guns: were they just toys? The ammunition it was passing over looked real. Without giving myself time to think, I tugged on my rope loop. It came tight, and caught around the tree-like claw of the feeding demon.

	The demon swore in what sounded like Latin and rose into the air. Maybe didn't want to wait for its offspring to load the gun. And I wasn‘t the only one after a free ride. Something else that had hidden in the nest flailed itself up my body and began to deposit eggs among the quills of the demon.

	The demon's spare foot pulled it off and it was still flailing as the great beak clamped over it. Fragments of bone and black hide dropped past me into the darkness.

	I hadn't thought this through. As long as the demon was flying in the open air, I was in no particular danger apart from sea-sickness. But at some point it was going to land. A few seconds before it did so, I was going to crash into the ground and then be dragged along it.

	My best chance was to shorten the rope by climbing up it. Was it possible to climb up an ordinary climbing rope while swinging in great arcs beneath a flying demon? Only one way to find out.

	I tried. It was not possible.

	So, as the demon slowed down towards its landing I would try to target a patch of ground free of boulders, then cut the rope.

	But for now, the demon was flying ever upwards on slow, powerful wings. In the shadows between my feet, I could see the pool of deeper darkness that was the valley I'd been trying to reach. I glimpsed a tiny pool of light and saw Shonnagh's party far below me, and a white body stretched out on the stone box rather as Felicity had been stretched on the arch of the Eighth Circle.

	Blood was trickling inside my Mountain Shop anorak – I must have raked myself on the nest materials as the rope snatched me away. We were in hot smoke now, the smoke spreading from the flaming chasms where Bofors Creetchie had died. As we came into clear air above, I could look back across all the Gulphs of the Eighth Circle, and see the great stone arch where Felicity had confronted the demon, and the two earlier stone arches, and the yellow haze above the Gulph of General Barshinova's nuclear warriors, with the two purple-coloured trees, the tips of them above the haze like waterlilies in a pool. And behind them, rising above the smoke and haze, the great cliff where Brother Bertram had died while leading our descent.

	Every step of the way from the Dis Wall, these flying demons had been watching our progress through the caverns of Hell.

	We were coming up to the roof of the cavern, the black rock cracked and ribbed like the roof of an ancient cathedral. Drops of rain spattered on my anorak, we were below a white spray of water from the cavern ceiling – a waterfall that dropped in a white column, struck against a ribbed pillar below, and spread away into the wide darkness. Around the waterfall, birds were wheeling and playing. Except, as we rose further, once again the birds were not birds but demons. And the play was deadly earnest, as they fought for a chance to drink the falling water.

	Now a black opening was in the cavern roof above us. And I realised that I wasn't going to be dropping with broken legs onto the cavern floor or rope-dragged through the boulderfield. The demon flew up into the opening, and disappeared inside it.

	I was dangling a few metres below the cavern ceiling, on a rope that at any moment might be unfastened from above. But the rope was standing still, and now was my chance to climb hand-over-hand up it. In a few seconds my feet were against  firm rock, and I pulled myself forward onto a edge covered in slime and gravel.

	The demon's two claws were just in front of me. I looked up, just as the great beak slashed down.

	
 

	A chat in the Attic

	The great beak slashed down, but not to kill me: just to cut through the rope I‘d fixed around its leg. And then the demon dropped out of the cave, the wind from its wings setting up a cloud of choking dust.

	I sat up a bit at a time and opened my eyes. A little light seeped up into the cave: just enough to show the full squalor of the place. The floor was covered in bones and dried demon dung. In one corner was what seemed to be a whole dead demon, its wings crumpled like an abandoned tent. But the worst of the stench was coming from a tangle of bones and dead branches at the inner end of the cave.

	I was lost, separated from my party by twenty kilometres of mixed ground and three kilometres of empty air, with one emergency pack, a very short rope and no sand rations. But my position was not altogether bad. I was no longer dangling, and I was on rock.

	Also, I had managed to lose all of the damned sand rations.

	As my eyes adjusted, I realised that I was not alone. Around the edges of the cave, dead people slumped on benches of stone with various glass and metal objects on their knees. One of them had his head up, watching me through small, sharp eyes close set alongside a narrow, European-style nose.

	In very poor Tibetan he said: "Fine specimen, your demon there. Pteroceros trilobis, haven't seen one of them for a while. Do you speak English like this other little fellow? It used to be all Latin down here, so convenient. But then we got that big influx from World War One."

	As he moved to make room for me on the ledge he continued, scornfully, and in English: "Pteroceros trilobis? Really, trilobis? The subspecies breed together, but the crucial question is, are the offspring fertile? Difficult to determine. And the seven different sexes do complicate things. Seven, did I say? Well okay, perhaps only six. Been in its nest haven't you?" He had smelled me, of course. "The males conceal their young," he explained, “as a defence against the other males which would wish to kill them. The females as we know are limbless."

	He was wearing a tunic, perhaps once a reddish colour, now very stained and ragged. Over this he had a padded, sleeveless jacket, decorated with patches of leather. On one leg he wore a gaiter made of some brownish metal. His other leg was missing.

	"The females have arms," the one-legged man said with a scowl. "Vestigial, admittedly. They use them only for titillating the bodies of the males during intercourse."

	This man – or dead soul, or whatever he was – appeared neither despondent nor terrified in this ghastly, evil smelling cave. Argumentative, yes. But obviously someone I needed to talk to.

	"How did you find that out?" I asked In the same language. English is still the common language of Earth's scientists, I guess they'll move on to Tibetan at the very moment when Tibetan in its turn is being superseded. English is also, as I was now in the process of discovering, the common language of Hell. Fortuitously, those of us raised at the Thule Ice-Garden are also fluent in the old language. We have to be, to properly understand the Mallory's' great work 'How to Climb It!'.

	So it's not just for climbers, but also those other two communities – scientists, and the inhabitants of Hell – that I'm writing, now, in English. A special welcome at this point to all of you readers who are demons and dead souls under torment! For the rest of you, Shonnagh promises that translators are making good progress on the Tibetan edition.

	"This is not the only similarity to our own species," the one-legged man was continuing. "Six limbs, yes: but in no way insects. Hexapods is the appropriate term." He frowned but allowed himself to continue. "They are built around a skeleton as we are, they are warm-blooded – but on the other hand not, as the demon-skeleton is made of rock, not bone. Chalk hardened with proteins, like sea-shells. Now, your colleague here – I assume he's your colleague, the two of you arriving within a single feeding time.”

	The figure on the other side leaned forward on the stone bench. And I realised that this dead person beside him was in fact still alive. I had been reunited with our client, Professor Harcourt.

	"Yes, Arri, this is the climbing guide called Quail. No second name. Quail has an elementary knowledge of geology."

	"The interaction in this place of geology with theology, how intriguing you must find them, indeed the complexities would appear, prima facie, to defeat the laws of physics. A cavern this deep should, surely, collapse in on itself under the pressure of the surrounding lithosphere."

	"Nevertheless – " Professor Harcourt put in.

	"I shall be questioning you extremely closely, Quail you are called? I find it hard to express how gratifying it is to meet not one but two philosophers from the living world, so soon after the happy extinction of our colleague PK Kayashi. Words, I have to say, fail me."

	"The centaur called Pansy, that was the archaeologist PK Kayashi?" I asked. "The centaurs are in fact still-living people."

	"Apply some logic, geologist called Quail. If they were dead souls they'd be subject to their own specific torments, wouldn't they? You're not the only explorers that have strayed in here. Poor PK's been trying to disassemble herself ever since the walking demons got her and reconfigured her into that horse thing. Wonderful that, thanks to her knowledge of not-as-we-now-it biology, she managed that thing. But I'll miss her, such informative chats."

	Harcourt looked up. "Strangely, it appears that the speculations of the previous researcher PK Kayashi were not entirely incorrect. Which is what Pheidippida thought all along. My little research assistant, so lively and thoughtful! So full of interesting ideas… Now I think of it, those ideas were my own ideas coming back, were they not? I wasn't altogether encouraging of her ones…"

	The dead philosopher patted him on the back with a clumsy fist. "Cheer up, little professor! We're all sinners down here. Down here? I should rather say, up here. Well not me of course, I'm on a field trip from the First Circle. You came there on your way in, I believe? Me, I'm punished for the sin of being born three centuries BC. But what I say is, who says the Universe has to make sense? Where is the natural law that says the world has to be governed by natural law?"

	"Ah," said Harcourt. "But once you question the necessity of natural law – "

	The client wasn't damaged in any obvious way. Until his first visit to the female demons, at least, he appeared as capable of climbing as he ever had been. Leaving him to his chat with the dead philosopher, I went back to the mouth of the cave.

	Fifty metres away, the waterfall dropped from the cave ceiling. As it hit the rock buttress it became a boiling black channel that ran down the vertical face, then leaped out again into space. A small gutter made of hollow bones reached into the water. It channelled around the rockface and into the back of our cave, where it led around into the corner blocked off with branches.

	The cliff opposite was pierced by more caves. The piles of boulders and chewed-off timbers across their entrances made it hard to see into them. These rough fortifications were defended by adolescent demons with guns and spears.

	Limping awkwardly on a crutch made of bone, the dead philosopher joined me in the cave mouth. "Yes," he said, "those caves are also occupied by demon females." 

	He sat down on a small stool, also made of bone, positioned to look out at the caves opposite. "Well, I call them females, yes they are females. I did not tell you how I know about the females. So that you shall not ask me again I tell you now. I have been in their nests. We all have. You shall, also."

	"We are a food store for the immobile females," Harcourt said behind him. "Obviously."

	The dead philosopher followed my gaze downwards, through the clouds of smoke, to the rock floor far below us "A neat little problem in physics, geology and philosophy is it not? Here we are in the attic, as we may call it, of a cavern so wide I have not yet been able to measure it. The cavern floor is at 7000 metres below what you earthlings call sea level. The local geology is limestone. So there are no more than five straightforward ways to escape from this particular spot."

	The legs of his stool had worn out three holes, several centimetres deep, in the rock of the cave floor. "Er," I said. "So how do we get out of here?"

	"Number one, this rock is as you know limestone. This cave is itself a limestone formation, so is created initially by some underground river. Ergo, there will be an inlet cave, and where it that inlet? Clearly, it is behind the barrier of branches and rocks, in the corner occupied by the females. That said, I would not recommend attempting to pass among the females to confirm this."

	I thought about that for a moment. "So – what are the other four, then?"

	"You appear to be a reasoning intelligence. Would you not rather work it out for yourself? The fact that bits of you are about to be torn off to feed demons, many find this most motivating. Seven thousand metres below sea level – just think, if the ocean ever does break in! Given the tectonic movements overhead, it's bound to happen some day. No it's not, call myself a natural philosopher? We're in ancient shield crust here."

	"Ahem," I said. "I'd –"

	"The specimen you used for your arrival here  is from the flying sort of demons, so called, properly Hexapods. Their task in life is to survive. But the walking sort of demons, why do they torment? Their tormenting activity doesn't immediately aid the demons' own survival or reproduction. Are they driven by instinct, or is this a cultural behaviour? Do they have free will in the matter? Is there such a thing as free will? Does it matter if there is such a thing as free will, given that the idea of it alone is enough to validate punishment as a means of persuading others to behave in a way that is helpful to oneself? The demons, accordingly, are compelled to believe in free will. Their punishment activity only makes sense if our sins were freely chosen by us, the victims. Did I hear an Ahem?" 

	I nodded.

	"You want to escape from up here. Let's see. The second technique is from the field of philosophy. We have all, I believe, entertained the hypothesis that ourself alone is real and this so-called external world the illusion of our own mind. So. Just use your power of imagination to create inside your mind a world in which you have not been captured as a food supply for female Hexapod demons. Then hypnotise yourself into that world for the remainder of your natural life. The hard bit is ignoring when they rip one's limbs off. But that in itself is useful evidence that the solipsistic hypothesis is not, in fact, the case."

	He picked up a pair of 20th-century field glasses to observe the caves opposite us. Under his stool was a human shoulderblade full of black, powdered rock. After a moment he lowered the glasses to tattoo a note into the thigh of his remaining leg.

	"But why such a hurry to leave? Even if you find the Hexapods somewhat boring, what is the nature of the dead souls? Do they carry DNA-based living flesh? Can they reproduce? Why has the attempt not been made? If I procured a research grant, would you Quail be willing as a cash-based employee to do sex with a female dead soul?"

	And then there was a flapping of wings, and we drew back hastily from the cave mouth. The cave darkened as two small demons arrived holding clawed rakes. The living corpses tried to hide under the dead demon in the cave corner, but two of them were hauled out, and carried into the dark end of the cave behind the tangle of branches.

	We sat looking at the floor, trying to ignore the screams and crunching noises from the end of the cave. Even the dead philosopher called Arri had fallen silent. After an hour the sounds died away. The other dead souls hauled out the two bodies: one now lacking a leg, the other both arms. We bound their wounds with strips torn from the wing of the dead demon.

	Later, after we'd slept, the dead philosopher spoke to me again. A conversation that I now wish I'd been listening to more carefully. "What is your academic status, living soul Quail? Or are you just one of Professor Harcourt's slaves?"

	"I'm a paid mountain guide," I said. "A climber."

	"Ah, this business of the invisible barter. The study of economics, new since my time, I haven't caught up with it yet. For simplicity, I'll just call you the slave. But climbing, I know about climbing. I wrote a whole book about literature composition. Hmmph! I may well say hmmph. I wrote a book about writing books. Well, plays mainly."

	"Well you know – "I said. "Climbing is not a branch of literature. And by the way – the other three ways of escaping?"

	"Of course climbing is a branch of literature. When you create a climbing route, it has a pitch called the crux. Where should the crux come?"

	For the first time, he'd asked a question with a sensible answer. "Second to last pitch," I told him. "And the third straightforward way out of here?"

	"Ah, that one involves simple physics. I'll come to that in a moment. the crux, good, because crucial to the climb. And in a literary work, we call it the Klimax. After the Klimax, or crux?"

	"Ummm," I said. "The final pitch?"

	"Precisely so," said the Greek. "A single rope's length of more contemplative climbing, often of great beauty, but on easier holds. And with a view back over the previous parts of the climb. What we call, the Anti-klimax. And if the Klimax itself is an overhanging crack, then at the climb's second pitch equally an overhanging crack, difficult, but less difficult than the Klimax to come? Every climb is like a story. A climb is like a story? By no means. A climb is a story. And a story is a climb."

	Fifty metres away, the water fell in a wide arch spreading in a white fan and then fading into three thousand metres of dark air. Alongside the falling water, on the sharp rocks below the cave, there were fragments of human flesh: strips of skin, a leg snapped off at the knee.

	I didn't ask again about the supposed escape techniques, and I didn't ask about the bits of dead people among the rocks. I slept, and then I ate some chocolate from my Emergency Pack. I was unable to interest myself in the scientific observations of the dead philosopher and his companions in the cave. This was my loss, for these studies distracted them from thoughts that were worse. Our client, at least, seemed to be getting some benefit from them.

	During this time it was not, strangely, of Bofors Creetchie that I thought but of Brother Bertram Manticora. It was not his face that swam in front of my closed eyes, but his hands. Slightly puffy hands, white like old ice, but strong and capable and that pale skin tough as nylon webbing and the strange upside-down grip that he used on the handhold, the grip I was seeing again on the one we were calling Lucy. I remembered Brother Bertram's delight on the climb we'd done together, the one we'd called Splintery Ridge. Finding the route through the rock, and the sudden emergence high above the rapids of the river.

	There is advantage in facing up to one's immediate death. Had I not faced my death I shouldn't have eaten the chocolate from the Emergency Peck and it would have gone to waste.

	Brother Bertram and I could never have been equals – he had started to climb too late in his life for that – and yet... there had been the seeds of a partnership there. Technical skill on the rock is not everything. There are other sides of life as important in their own way.

	Routefinding, now: that matters. And good rope discipline.

	In these useful, since distracting, regrets, I passed several hours before my legs, unused to such idleness, took me back again to the mouth of the cave.

	The cave exited into the cave ceiling. There would be 50 metres of upside-down roof-climbing, just to reach the vertical wall beside the waterfall. On that wall, if one ever reached it, every other handhold was draped with strips of human skin, one would have to clear those away. But even to get there, roof-climbing under the overhang of the cavern ceiling would need much more specialised gear than my short lengths of climbing rope.

	I could attempt a solo crossing of the cavern ceiling. It'd be interesting to see how far I could get before the strength in my arms gave out. Somewhere, above the 3000 metres of darkness, there might be a body sized crack where I could wedge myself in as I carved my deathsign.

	But there's no question of solo climbing. Against the odds, the guide has been reunited with his client, and the client is even still alive. And I look at those climbing routes again. Not entirely overhanging, as the rock ceiling undulates. The man-size cracks, one could wedge into them – as I had done in the demon toilet, back on the wall of Dis. Wedge inside them to gain some moments of rest. There are ways of dealing with overhanging and even upside-down cracks – and now I remember the Quietus overhang, the climb that gave access to Shonnagh's upper storey, back in Geneva before the expedition began.

	Now, reunited with our Client, I looked again at these routes, that I'd considered impossible, with a new seriousness.

	They were still impossible.

	Just as I was reaching this conclusion, the air darkened behind me. Claws gripped my arms and I was lifted out into the air.

	•••

	The Hexapod holding me lurched in lone long swoop downwards out of the cave. Then it circled, spiraling upwards, and spray from the waterfall pattered against my skintights. I kicked out, aiming at the dangling genitals. The creature was bigger than I realised, and my heavy Mountain Shop boot struck uselessly against its scaly pelvis.

	If feet won't work, it's time to try mouth. I said: "I'm not actually dead, you know. I'm a living person, a climbing guide. And I do have important duties towards my clients." The emergency rations slid from my chest pouch. I saw them dwindle to a tiny orange speck. They struck the side of the cliff and broke apart. We flew a little higher, back towards the cave entrance above.

	I said: "I'm on a course of antibiotics. A disease – a sexual disease I caught. The antibiotics may well make me poisonous to your kind."

	With awful clarity I saw the brown smoke below beaten into eddies by the great wings that flapped above me. I said: "There's a prophesy, the Tityus-creature? This isn't the way I'm going to die."

	Then it dropped me.

	There are those who say that you become calm and unafraid, that you think with mild regret about whether your friends will find where you left the sand rations in the back of the snow-hole. The people who say this are wrong. All I could think about was the terrible pain I was going to suffer. The cliff grew horribly clearer as I dropped through the smoke towards it, and I hit the side of it and felt my leg snap.

	Then I was in air again, tumbling, and the pain came, and the rocks below were damp and jagged with the bits of people lying in the clefts. Far away below, firelight glinted on the black water of a river.

	And then strong wings beat above me and I was snatched out of the air.

	The creature spoke, in a voice that seemed to be coming from somewhere inside my own head. "Tell me your name," it said. It spoke in English, the same language I'd just used.

	"Quail. I am Quail."

	The creature went into a gentle glide. "Ah, so you are to be in serious pain. Your friends are to kill you so as to save themselves the proximate suffering." I worked out that the thing wasn't actually inside my head. Its voice was coming, stereophonically, from the wingtips on either side of me. "Yes," it said: "one could arrange this."

	Rock was around us now: we had returned to the high cave. "Prophesies," the eerie voice explained from apparently inside my head: "We are not of course compelled by the prophesy. But it amuses us. Or you could say it, the necessity of the situation requires it."

	The sharp stones of the cave were against my back. And then the creature's two wing-claws tore across my cotton jacket and shirt. Two slow seconds went by. As I realised that had torn not just my clothes, but deep into my flesh.

	Then the pain came again.

	 

	
Snowball in Hell

	I awoke on a cold hillside. A little rain was falling onto my face. I tried to move: and found that my ankles and wrists had been bound with my own rope to a ringbolt under my back. It was dark, but not so dark that I couldn't make out my surroundings. I lay on a narrow ridge. On either side, the ground fell away and vanished. It was a bit cooler than Hell had been so far.

	Behind me, further up the ridge, I heard harsh voices. l lay still and closed my eyes. Something clambered down the rock pitch above me and I heard its heavy steps approach me.

	"It's Quail!"

	I opened my eyes. The massive porter Pig-Iron crouched over me. Already her Leon Trotsky iceaxe had cut through the ropes that tied me. "Quail, Quail: we thought you were dead."

	"Perhaps I am. There are things I don't remember." A lie: I had forgotten nothing.

	"Tell me now, Quail: how are you in yourself? You could climb?"

	She took my head and cradled it between her great breasts. It was warm in there, and smelt of nylon and rancid yak butter. I enjoyed it for a moment, then I sat up. "I'm not in great shape, Pig-Iron. Broken, but healing. My leg's broken, feels like a nice clean break. But what – " Suddenly, something bit me. Terrible pain shot through my ribcage. And went away again, so abruptly that I heard the echo of my own scream come back from the surrounding cliffs.

	Pig-Iron's great arm was around me. "What is it, our little Quail?"

	I said: "Something was chewing at my insides. But it went away again." My voice was hoarse from the scream I'd just been doing.

	Shonnagh abseiled down the rock-pitch and landed in the dust beside us. "It’s Quail. He's come back."

	I had lied to Pig-Iron without knowing why, pretended to be confused about what had happened to me. But now I remembered the prophesy of Tityus. I understood the fate the Hexapod had prepared for me; and I knew why I had lied.

	It had left me here on the ridge so that my own companions should suffer my agony and, in the end, be forced to kill me with their own hands. I sat up gently, trying to make a space within my body around where the pain had been. "Who's still alive? Where is Felicity – where is what was Pheidippida?"

	"You seem to be hurting a bit, Quail."

	"Nothing you can't bear. I mean… nothing I can't bear." As they arrived, I was sad to see what our expedition had become. A tangle of rope stuck out of a rucksack; and the self-winding reels had been allowed to get at each other, which meant trouble for someone later on.

	Shonnagh beckoned one of her cameras. "Well, Quail, I'm really astonished to find you tied to these rocks just here. So what's been going on with you? And what have you done with your anorak?"

	The anorak was hanging in shreds three thousand metres above our heads. "Throw yourself to the crows, Shonnagh."

	Shonnagh scowled. "When you're on camera I want to see you using my equipment."

	There was a shout from above and a rectangular boulder hurtled down out of the darkness. I rolled for cover, but instead of shattering against the ground it levelled off smoothly and bounced in the air a few centimetres off the ground. The thing still had some forward motion towards the edge of the ridge. Shonnagh and General Barshinova rolled boulders in its way, but its momentum crushed them into gravel. However, the porter riding on top of the stone had a better idea. She threw out a rope which Pig-Iron quickly belayed around a spike of rock. I watched Shonnagh's best climbing rope stretch to nearly double its length before the great stone thing came to rest.

	It was the stone box I'd seen on the captured helmet camera, the one from the camp of the walking demons.

	The one my colleagues believed had Professor Harcourt inside it.

	The porter who had been riding the box leapt down beside me. "Quail!" It was Felicity. She frowned. "But how did you get here?"

	"l didn‘t get." I took a deep breath. Sometimes the truth is the best lie. "l was put. I have been deliberately pegged out in your path, though I can‘t imagine why."

	She looked accusingly at Shonnagh. "Some of us had decided you were dead."

	“Possibly I am."

	She nodded. “That’ll have to wait on detailed microbial analysis. We're entering the Circle of those who betray their own family just now, and you I know are an orphan and have no family." Bad; I had hoped to persuade them that I had already died, and been transported to this place by Divine Law in punishment for some of my sins. "Still just starting the Ninth Circle?" l asked. " Fill me in, please."

	Shonnagh nodded. "Are you fit to climb?"

	"Not at the moment. I've broken my leg."

	"Not so good. Barshinova will want to leave you behind as some sort of ambush. Up on a ledge with some cornice grenades would be my guess. But you know – " she hesitated. "We did climb together, after all. I'd have to work up some sort of emotional farewell for the camera, and I'm not really in the mood. You can ride along on top of Harcourt's box. At least until we've worked out how to get Professor Harcourt out of it."

	"Harcourt isn't ..." I stopped myself. The stone box was now my transport. Once they abandoned the stone box, they'd be abandoning me with it. "Harcourt isn't ... still alive in there, is he?"

	"Be logical. If they wanted to carry his corpse, there's easier ways to do it. The box has to be some sort of life support system."

	"Sorry, broken leg, painful, not thinking sensibly. But things heal up so quickly down here. I'll be climbing again really soon."

	Shonnagh said: “The demons have been lively since we captured this damned box. We've been lying up, only moving when there's plenty of smoke. Which means climbing in full dark, so that's pretty slow. Just across this next bit of broken ground there's a sort of basalt plug sticking up." I looked where she pointed. A steep-ended hill that came up out of the plain like a bone-fragment through flesh. "We can't abandon the client, the porters wouldn't stand for it. So we've got to find somewhere safe while we get Harcourt out of this damned box. Barshinova thinks that's a defensible position, given our cornice grenades we still have.”

	The other porter had now belayed the floating box and came towards us out of the shadow of the cliff. Shonnagh was still talking about fortifying the basalt hill, but I wasn't listening – I got it off the helmet tapes afterwards. This wasn't a porter, but the woman we were calling Jane or Mary, the one who had once been Pheidippida. And now she was running her fingers over my face, handling me as a child handles a small animal. 

	I looked up into her eyes, one green, one purple in the dim light. Was there really something of PK Kayashi, the researcher then centaur, involved within her? Bits even of demon, bits even of the bacteria that had formed the substrate of the synthetic material of the climbing rope?

	Bits of my former companion, Brother Bertram Manticora?

	And another thing. Why had I stopped noticing the way her eyebrows and lashes were constantly waving about?

	•••

	Normally it gets warmer as you head down the mountain. But here it was getting colder, and away beyond the basalt hill I thought I saw the pale gleam of light reflected off icefields. The stone sarcophagus gave a weirdly smooth ride. With my broken leg, I was grateful for that. Directly ahead of us, the basalt plug rose like an accusing finger.

	I splinted my leg with my ice-burner – if it healed up as quickly as other injuries seemed to do, I wanted it to heal up straight. And as I was tightening the cord around my thigh, the pain struck again. Pain inside, as if something with claws was twisting my stomach like a rag.

	I hooked my toes and fingers into the stone rings at each of the corners, and concentrated on not making any sound. High on the stone box, my companions couldn't see my agony. So long as I kept quiet, they wouldn't be tempted to kill me off to spare themselves from my suffering....

	When the pain suddenly switched off, it was like the silence at the end of a rockfall. The stone box was still bumping down the same slope of boulders, held back by the porters. The rock ceiling overhead still showed the same patterns. Only a few minutes had passed.

	Shonnagh clambered up to us. She had something in her hand that was greyish and round. "How do you fancy its chances, Quail?"

	I looked at it without recognising it. "Its chances?"

	"It’s a snowball, Quail. A snowball in Hell."

	And she threw it at my head.

	•••

	"Aristotle," she says.

	I stand up and stretch. My writing hand feels as if it‘s on fire. "I'm going up the glacier," I tell her. "There's a little ice-couloir I want to have a look at. Too bad we sold the ice-burner, I'll take the Trotsky axe."

	"Aristotle," she repeats. "That philosopher in the cave. That was Aristotle."

	"Is that what they call him. They were up there together for a couple of days, him and the Professor. Harcourt must have learned quite a lot off that chap. I mean I did, about the Klimax and the Anti-klimax."

	"Yes," she says slowly. "Yes, I think Harcourt did learn quite a lot. And not just about classic drama."

	"I wish I'd talked to him some more about literary style and stuff, it's been really useful about the Klimax. I should have asked him about the Strophe and the Antistrophe."

	"Your literary style is just fine, Dear," she bravely lies. As she moves around the cave, there's no longer any sign of the terrible wound she suffered. "You go and take Pig-Iron's iceaxe up your couloir. This seems like the end of the chapter anyhow."

	"Aristotle, you say. What climbs did he do?"
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Chapter 14

	Hope for the best. It has to happen sometimes.

	Pig-Iron Norgay ("Husband No. 4") 'To Hell with a Handcart' pb Shonnagh Mountain Shop/Aristotélēs

	 

	Battle for Hill 60

	Barshinova called it Hill 60, although she never did explain where the other 59 hills were.

	Some tens of millions of years ago black basalt burst up into Hell's cavern. It hardened into a plug shiny enough to see your face in, but weathered now and old, etched by the smokes and poisons of the cavern. We approached it over ground that the hill had broken as it emerged: old, brown rock that had lifted and split so that it was crossed by tiny rift valleys floored with gravel and small stones. We emerged from one of these valleys onto a ring-plain of gravel which ran all the way around the base of Hill 60.

	Once this had been a beautiful cylinder of clean rock, 200 metres high, steep and interesting all the way around. For millions of years there would have been no easy way up Hill 60 for any wingless creature. But then a disaster came. Three kilometres above, in the cavern ceiling, rocks had loosened and fallen onto Hill 60. In just a few seconds the falling rocks blasted a huge amphitheatre valley into the centre of the hill, leaving it shaped like a saggy old armchair.

	This hollowed valley ran out towards us, so that as we approached we looked up into the heart of Hill 60. Loose rock and rubble still flowed down out of it, the loose rock which now floors the ring-plain and the surrounding canyons.

	So we just had a simple rubble slope to go up, dotted with hut sized boulders and crossed by a few easy rock walls. This still left worthwhile routes on the three remaining sides – what fun it would have been exploring up the sheer and shiny black stone!

	Shonnagh had left  spare helmet cameras along the trail, and one of them now reported seven demons, about two kilometres behind us. We watched them on our helmets: tall they were, two metres high, with purple crests of what looked like steel mesh another metre high above their heads. They were following the flattened ground left by the stone sarcophagus.

	 "Excellent," said Barshinova. "The hill is so obviously defensible that it doesn't make sense to do anything but defend it. Which gives us an opportunity to attack."

	I clicked into Shonnagh's personal circuit. "Shonnagh," I said, "we should be getting our client out of this box. It's their valuable box they want back, not our client as such. Or us."

	"Nonsense!" It was Barshinova speaking. "There's only seven of them."

	So Shonnagh had already switched the general into her private circuit. Which meant there wasn't much point in arguing. But I tried anyway. "Yes, but they're demons."

	"Independent torturers, that is all they are. No military discipline."

	"And we're climbers. We don't have any military discipline either."

	"You inhabit Europe. And you don't take part in the wars for your Mont Blanc?"

	Shonnagh said: 'Yes, but the porters, Pig-Iron and her husbands. Those people have been fighting the Chinese and Tibetans for a hundred years." 

	"Also," Barshinova pointed out, "with due modesty, we do have a military leader trained in all forms of warfare even including thermonuclear."

	Should I tell them what I knew: that our client Professor Harcourt wasn't in the stone box at all, he was chatting with some philosophers three thousand metres above our heads? It wouldn't make any difference to Barshinova. And Shonnagh seemed to be going along with her new lead climber.

	And already, Barshinova had ordered Pig-Iron and three of her husbands into the rocks above the approach canyon. The porters would not have accepted such an order from me: often enough I have not been able to get them across a simple avalanche-slope. But when Barshinova gave them their positions they went. For in truth, many of us, and not just mountaineers, are glad to die with purpose, even when that purpose is merely military. Pig-Iron hesitated, but it was only to hand me her Leon Trotsky ice-axe. "Look after it for me, Comrade Quail. it'll only get damaged down here."

	We left the four of them to guard the exit from the canyon and turned towards the black hill in front of us. "Studying up your ground," Barshinova continued, "means you'll never get ground down. While we're getting this stone box to a secure position at the hilltop, Shonnagh will survey the back of it for caves, ledges, that sort of stuff."

	I started directing the remaining porters in the complicated ropework to get the great stone box up the hill slope. After five minutes, the smallest and strongest of them tied off his rope and stomped across to where I stood, awkwardly supporting myself on Pig-Iron's ancient iceaxe.

	"Little Quail," he said, "you know how to do this. But may I tell you what? So do we."

	This was Armbruster, one of the assorted out-of-work porters I'd managed to hire to supplement Pig-Iron's family team. He was short and squat, strikingly handsome in the style of the Berber Arabs of the High Atlas mountains. But judging by the lurid symbols of fishes, saints and crucifixions that emblazoned his black skintights, his religion was Christian. I realised that he had indeed waited until my own competence was obvious before inviting me to stand aside.

	"And by the way," he added, "if you carry on leaning on Madame Pig-Iron's axe, you'll wear out the point of it on the stones. Why don't you hop back on top of the box, and we'll have you up this hill in a couple of hours?"

	He was right about that: standing upright was injuring not only Pig-Iron's iceaxe but also my splinted leg. I looked around the porters. They looked confident, and even cheerful. These were people who competed against each other in carrying grotesquely heavy loads to the highest and most inaccessible mountain huts. They relished the complicated and dangerous task of shifting the massive stone box.

	"Okay, Armbruster," I said – and saw his eyes widen slightly, he hadn't expected me to know his name. "Let's see you get this damned box up this damned hill. And any of you gets an arm or leg crushed in the process, welcome to join me up here on top!"

	Grinning widely, they tossed me onto the top of the box to ride up the hill. I don't know how many tons the box was, but the porters understood the work with ropes and pulleys, moving from belay to belay with only the occasional pointing gesture from Armbruster. I hung on to the iron rings at the top corners as they angled it up each of the low rock walls.

	At the top of the hill, from the top of the stone sarcophagus, I had a view right down the hollowed-out front valley, as well as the camera views picked up by my climbing helmet. But the first sound I heard was from behind me, below the lip of the cliff. Before I could call out, a yellow Mountain Shop helmet appeared over the edge, and Shonnagh hauled herself onto the clifftop.

	"First ascent – by a living human, anyway. There are claw marks on it, I think it was the standard route before the ceiling fell in on the hill."

	"Any good?"

	"Two deep chimneys, right up the back face of the hill. I took the left-hand one. 'Back Passage' I'll call it, just supposing some demon hasn't already registered the thing. Simple back-and-foot work most of the way."

	"But the fact that we all had horrible dramatic deaths just after your ascent will add status to the route."

	Shonnagh grinned. "Just supposing the tapes ever get out to the Alpine Club," I could see that, straightforward though it was, she'd enjoyed her chimney climb.

	•••

	For several hours, then, nothing happened apart from a pricking sensation In my broken leg which I assumed was the strange healing power of Hell at work. Then my helmet beeped softly.

	Shonnagh had left a camera above the approach canyon. It was now showing the seven demons, padding along the canyon between the boulders. They held flaming torches threaded into their crests to light up the loose gravel and dirty old snow. One or two of them, disliking the boulders on the canyon floor, came up the loose walls on either side and made their way more slowly across the fissured ground above.

	Barshinova talked softly to Pig-Iron on her helmet radio. Shonnagh passed a camera up to me for an establishing shot, and I panned it around the hilltop. Behind where I lay on the stone box, a porter with an ice-burner watched the top of the two back chimneys. It was unlikely that any of the demons would  climb up this slightly challenging route. Barshinova and the rest of the porters placed themselves around the top of the amphitheatre valley. If the demons did wish to attack us, they  would have to force their way up a series of low cliffs up towards the C-shaped summit of the hill.

	As well as our ice-burners, we had several dozen cornice grenades, whose actual purpose is clearing away slopes of loose snow or stones. Our position on the hilltop did seem strong. Indeed, Barshinova had set the ambush in the canyon below just because the very strength of the hill made our planned attack on the plain so unlikely. In just the same way is perverse humanity drawn into snow plods in blizzards up large, easy mountains, or slimy, vegetated climbs in loose gullies, just because of their very nastiness.

	Beside me General Barshinova grinned and whispered into her helmet. Far below, on either side of the demons' approach canyon, Pig-Iron and her three husbands rose from among the rocks. They were tossing cornice grenades onto the demons trapped between the canyon walls.

	There was a camera down there among the porters: its picture is projected around me now in our cave above the glacier, and demon torchlight flickers across my paper. Shonnagh has edited it as slapstick comedy, and this brutal treatment lends an unexpected pathos to the scene as the grenades drop into the packed demons, pluck them off the walls, and splash their limbs up the sides of the canyon.

	It didn't seem like that from the top of Hill 60. Just a thin squealing, and a few movements in the darkness: and soon the General spoke into her helmet. The demons who had climbed out of the canyon were now approached Pig-Iron on her own level.

	"Two demons down in the ambush. But Pig-Iron's moving rather slowly." Shonnagh tells her camera. "We need some live reaction, raise her on the helmet radio, someone."

	Pig-Iron's voice whispered from the earpiece of Shonnagh's yellow-crested helmet, which General Barshinova was now wearing. "Ang Dayang's broken a leg."

	"Leave him."

	Pig-Iron said: "We can't do that, General. He's our own husband. And brother." Pig-Iron had found a more cogent reason to die than General Barshinova's one.

	`"Pig-Iron, your are relieved of your command. Give me your deputy."

	"We're all of us husbands down here, General. I'll speak to Shonnagh."

	"You and your husbands will answer for this later. Proceed with your casualty to the ascent chimneys at the back of Hill 60. When time allows, we shall attempt to lower a rope."

	Pig-Iron said something in Chinese. Barshinova went pale – Chinese was spoken by both sides in the Sino-Tibetan conflicts.

	The helmet-radio clicked off. The red light from the smoke-ceiling three kilometres above made us, equally with our opponents, seem like demons laboriously doing evil. A little smoke rose from the cavern at our feet. A lookout announced that the demons were on their way up the hill.

	"Good show, let them come," Barshinova said. "We'll give them their first rope-length before we drop any grenades o them."

	Pig-Iron came back on the helmet link. "We’re at the foot of the right-hand one of the back chimneys," she told us. "Is Quail there?"

	I leant my ear to Shonnagh's helmet.

	"Quail, there's an ascent line just to right of this chimney. A long lay-back, and then a dangling hand-traverse out onto the face. The hand-traverse is quite something."

	"Pig-Iron, it's your route. You don't need to tell me this."

	"We think we do, Quail. Demons saw us come round the back of the hill."

	Behind me the first cornice grenades were being rolled into the Amphitheatre Valley. I said: "Stay where you are. I'll run a rope down your chimney."

	I threw the two hundred metre line out over the northern chimney. But I was moving awkwardly on my splinted leg and the rope didn't go far enough to uncoil all the way. Before I could abseil down to straighten it, General Barshinova sent me to  the other side of the flat summit, to man the loose rocks above the Amphitheatre valley. "Sixty percent casualties and still they're coming. Impressive."

	An hour later the three remaining demons were still working their way up through the little rock walls. The last of our grenades rolled down into the hollow. It hit a ledge ten metres below and bounded away into space. Grim-faced, the General issued ice-burners. We crouched on the black stone, and soon the first demon came into sight. It moved onto the ledge at the foot of the final low cliff, looked up at us and grinned before bringing up its second on the rope.

	Their scales rustled together, and white teeth glinted in the shadows. I smelt their brimstone breath.

	"I wish," Barshinova said, "that I had two divisions of these demons. I‘d clear the Tibetans out of China in sixty days."

	There was a clang beside me. I stepped forward, saw the grapnel lodged in a crack and sliced the rope off it with my ice-burner. Another grapnel had caught a porter and twitched her over the edge. Her long scream fell into the darkness.

	A rope was across my shoulder then and a metal claw dug into my back. Before it could pull me down, someone behind me plucked away the grapnel and flung it forward over the cliff. I never discovered whose quick hand had saved me, for now two other grapnels had caught and held, and there was a demon on the clifftop. I lunged at it, and missed, and it seized my ice-burner, twisted it out of my grasp and hurled it backwards into the darkness. It came at me then. I stepped back, something behind me tripped me up, and something else fell onto me and pinned me against the rock. I twisted and tried to stab it with the pick of Pig-Iron's iceaxe; but it was already dead.

	By the time I got out from under the demon-corpse that covered me, the fight had moved along the clifftop. I crawled towards the highest point of the hill to find an ice-burner, but I must have been even weaker than I thought for when I got to the stone box I lay for a long time, gazing at the red cloud-base far above, and the whole of Hill 60 seemed to move across the sky as I lay.

	Everything had gone quiet. After a time I became aware of a person sitting beside me.

	"Why is it necessary that we attack these creatures?" The one we called Mary sat with her back against a rock. I told her to gather any loose weapons and bring them to the top of the sarcophagus, but she refused.

	However, she was willing to help me with my injuries, and after I had taped up my ribs I was able to stand and look around into the darkness. "Sorry about all this," I said. "I hope you enjoyed the climbing so far."

	Mary said: "Your helmet is trying to talk to you."

	It was Bofors Creetchie's helmet, in fact, laid aside before his final climb and carried this far by someone among the porters. The inside of it was stained orange with Creetchie's skin-dye.

	I put it on.

	And heard the voice of Pig-Iron. "... our son. He should climb the first hundred and twenty metres of the crag above the village, the one we call Divine Anxieties at the Creation of the World. The gear –"

	"Pig-Iron."

	"It is you, Quail."

	"Pig, where are you? What's going on?"

	"Please to speak softly Quail our comrade. Two demons are close enough to hear the helmet. We are on the rock beside the two back chimneys with our two husbands. Ang Dayang is dead. When we saw that the demons in the chimney would overtake us we traversed along a ledge. Then we abseiled out onto the face. We have reached the climbing route which I observed from below, we're on the stance at the top of its second pitch."

	"I'll get down to you with a rope, Pig."

	"There's an overhang above us, a big one, you cannot reach us on any rope. We have carved our deathsigns, Quail. The demon on the low cliffs below us is preparing a rocket flare. When he lights it he shall spot us."

	"Tell me what you'd like me to do."

	"Just switch that helmet into Shonnagh's tape-reels. I‘m recording a message to our daughters. The family climbing gear is in a cliff above the village. There's a good ice-burner that was my mother's. When they‘ve climbed up to it, they'll be good enough to have it."

	"Tape switched in, Pig-Iron." And then – "Listen, Pig. This is important. When you traversed out onto the face, what about the demons? The ones who were after you? Did they carry on up the chimney?"

	"Yes, Quail. This is what they did. Why?"

	I dropped the helmet and tried to run. I had left two hundred metres of fixed rope down that chimney.

	Maybe the pain of my splinted leg had made me light-headed. I should have got used to darkness; but I lost my direction. I stumbled around for what may have been no more than three minutes before I pulled myself up and made my way to the highest point of the hill to regain my bearings.

	As I crouched beside the summit boulder, it rocked under my hand. I was leaning against the stone sarcophagus, tethered here on the only piece of level ground.

	Straight away I saw the route down a little rock step to the top of the back chimney. I saw something else. Five metres away, at the cliff edge stood a demon, taking in rope from an unseen companion. As it belayed its companion it was smoking cigarettes.

	The cigarettes were tobacco: the ancient poison drifted up to me where I crouched against the stone coffin. At this point I ought to have crept back to where I had abandoned Creetchie's helmet and called for help. I did not do this. The demon was a sloppy climber and had not bothered to belay. There was a chance I might knock him off the rock; and with him would fall his unseen rope-companion.

	I leapt down the short rock-step like an agnostic leaping into Faith.

	The demon turned towards me, flicking its whips to the side to clear the lashes. As I landed, my good foot turned on a loose stone, and I fell. When I stood again, my splinted leg wouldn't bear my weight. The demon belayed its rope around a small boulder, and moved away from the cliff edge towards me. Orange rooflight gleamed out of its eyes.

	A whiplash dropped across my back and withdrew, leaving a red line of pain. I looked to the side, and another lash fell across my arm. The neatly severed cuff of my skin-tights brushed the back of my hand as it fell. I had a pebble from my fall in my left hand. I flung it at the face of the demon, and lunged forward.

	The demon ducked, taking the stone on the crested top of its head. Then it stepped backwards and reversed its whip. Holding it by the lash it swung the handle against my calves. Without pain I heard the snap as my left leg break again at the healing fracture of my first fall at the philosophers' cave. I fell forward, and slid down a gravel slope on my face.

	My hands flew out into darkness. Rocks plunged away below me and shadows moved across the ring plain three hundred metres below. For a moment, sliding forward, I looked straight down the interesting rock-line Pig-Iron had spotted beside the two chimneys.

	Then a whiplash coiled around my ankle and pulled me back onto the rock.

	I got to my feet, supporting myself on Pig-Iron's ancient iceaxe. The  demon smiled at me. Beside it, its second was just emerging at the top of the chimney climb. A whiplash fell across my face. Another caressed my shoulder. I felt cool air on my back and knew that my skintights had been ripped away.

	I lunged at the nearer demon with my iceaxe, and fell as my injured leg failed to support me. The demon stuck its whip into its belt and relit its cigarette. It pointed at the glowing tip of the cigarette, and then at its eye. It grinned. It didn't need to use its terrible English on me. Its meaning was clear enough.

	It intended to put out its cigarette with my eye.

	I crawled backwards, and then my back was against the stone coffin and I could crawl no more. The demon took a step towards me, started another, and looked down in annoyance. Its foot had jammed in one of the cracks of the basalt. It put down its cigarette, still glowing, and grasped its ankle with both hands.

	Against my back I felt the stone coffin move. Above me, a voice said: "Down, Quail!" in Tibetan. The voice sounded as if it ought to be obeyed. I fell flat onto the rocks. Above me, a black line moved to block the red smoke-ceiling.

	It was the stone coffin. Felicity had freed it from its ropes.

	The demon saw it too, and lurched forward against its trapped ankle: and then the coffin was on top of me. A feeling like a wisp of hair passed across my forehead and for a moment I smelt something sharp and sweet like a dawn meadow after an all-night climb. My eyeballs bulged inward and a weight pressed my lungs, and pain shafted through my head.

	I did not hear the meat-cleaver crunch as it passed over me and struck the two demons, or their screams as the coffin carried them out over the cliff behind.

	After a few seconds I felt Felicity touch my shoulder. I swallowed and my ears popped and I could hear again. "Well," she said, "we couldn't just leave you to be whipped to death by demons." I tried to thank her. "Don't mention it. I know that fate has a far more intriguing death stored up for you, Quail."

	I raised my head out of the gravel: gravel now pressed down in a me-shaped impression of my face. Just in front of me stood a foot and the lower part of a daemonic leg. its heel was still jammed in the crack of the rock. Beside it on the tip of a boulder lay a burning cigarette.

	•••

	Shonnagh and I abseiled down the rope that was already in place, then we stood – or rather, lay – guard at the foot of the two back chimneys. This was pointless, as Shonnagh had stationed cameras on the approach routes through the canyons. People who have served in the Himalayan brigades say that a lot of military life is pointless; and what could be more pointless than the way we had lost six porters – including Pig-Iron and her three brothers and husbands – on easy ground and in perfectly good weather. The porters killed on the Amphitheatre slope hadn't even carved deathsigns.

	As I lay I could see the ledge below the big overhang, the place where Pig-Iron must have died, and the fine route she had discovered up the face beside the back chimneys. I even spotted the edge above where half my body had hung over space before the nicotine-loving demon had dragged me back with its whip. At our feet was the crater where the stone sarcophagus had hit the gravel-plain. The ground was shattered for twenty metres, but the stone box was undamaged.

	"We'll have to shift the damn thing back up the hill again," Shonnagh said. "What a pain."

	"Actually," I started to say, "Harcourt isn't – " But then I paused. When on the hilltop I'd heard the snap of my leg being broken again, I'd been mistaken. It was the ice-burner I'd been using as a splint that had cracked across under the demon's whip handle. My broken leg was in fact almost healed. Given a couple more days I'd be climbing and hiking again. But if the expedition now moved on  without the stone box? Barshinova would see me as an injured man. A liability. To be left behind a boulder with an ice-burner, to ambush and die.

	"– Harcourt isn't still alive inside that thing, surely?"

	"They've made the box strong enough to withstand the 200 metre fall. That's pointless unless there's also protection for the contents."

	"You may be right," I said. Actually, the reasoning was pretty sound.

	"It was Mary thought of that," Shonnagh said. "Barshinova's desperate to abandon the thing so we can move on. But the porters won't go along with that, now we've found him again in such a providential way they're never going to abandon our client. So we need to get him out of there. Seems like Mary does have some ideas about that as well."

	"which means we need it back on that hilltop," I agreed. "Armbruster got it up there in two hours and thirteen minutes. Put one of the others in charge, and see if they can beat his time. They'll enjoy that."

	Shonnagh spoke into her helmet, and soon the remaining porters arrived with Mary. After discussing whether it could be winched directly up the vertical cliff above us, which it couldn't, they levered it out of its crater and hauled it towards the sloping side of the hill.

	When our spell of guard-duty was over I hung around until Shonnagh had gone up the left-hand of the two chimneys – the one she hadn't already climbed. It‘s an easy chimney and Shonnagh climbed it not stylishly but effectively and was over the top in forty minutes.

	The leg bone had mended rather efficiently, and without the usual lumps and swellings, so that it seemed to me that the deeper we penetrated into this lower world the more its pathological healing processes were working. I scrambled across to look at the first pitch of the face-route suggested by the dead Pig-Iron. The first moves, as she had described, would be a lay-back. This is a particular sort of vertical crack, not uncommon in natural rock, whose one lip protrudes beyond the other. One ascends by placing the feet, upright, against this margin of protrusion, and the hands a little above them using the side-hold provided by the crack itself.

	Lay-backs are strenuous: and my leg bone was still weak. I ran my eye up and down the line, then turned away and walked towards the easy chimney.

	Then I decided to try just the start of Pig-Iron's line.

	I was twenty metres up when, as I reached for a handhold, the pain inside me gripped again. I fought it for half an hour, cramped in the layback position. Then it seemed less trouble to let go.

	Felicity found me at the foot of the cliff. "Don‘t tell anyone," I asked her. "The prophesy. I don't want them to kill me to save themselves my agony."

	"At least let me tell Shonnagh. You and Shonnagh climbed together."

	"Not Shonnagh!"

	"How long have you been having this?"

	"Since the Hexapods," I admitted. "When the Hexapod left me in the rocks for you to find me."

	She studied me silently for a long time. At last she said: “The prophesy – this explains why the flying Hexapods didn't kill you. They think it's  more fun to give you back to your friends in such agony that we have to kill you ourselves. They're right, of course."

	"Right?"

	"It is more fun that way. But we aren't going to let them have their fun. We shall ignore your suffering, it shall be to us exactly as if they had taken you to a distant place and killed you under a rock. Or already tortured you to death with cigarettes. Which circle of Hell will you end up in, we wonder? They'll want to have you back here in the Ninth Circle, so they can torture you some more post-mortem."

	"Felicity," I asked: "You're looking for us all to get interesting and enlightening deaths. Why did you save my life up there?"

	"This business with the prophesies – it's just interesting. Isn't it? And those demons, their ideas are so crude. Tortured to death with whips and cigarettes – I suppose that's the best you can expect from Christian demons. Quail, you deserve something a bit more interesting."

	 

	
Biological locks

	The leg I'd broken in the fall from the attic cave was fully healed now. But In my fall from Pig-Iron's route, I'd just broken it again. Felicity helped me to the top of Hill 60. The camp was a little island of firelight in the vast, empty darkness. She splinted the leg for me and found me a bedroll.

	Unfortunately, the place she had chosen was right beside a discussion the former Pheidippida was having with General Barshinova. "I have measured its mass," she told the General. "The walls of it are fifteen centimetres thick. I measured the mass in a simple way."

	Barshinova had her binoculars trained towards the slope descending from the Eighth Circle. "It is insanity," she mumbled. "They must realise we are too few to hold this position. They will return with reinforcements."

	"I put an altimeter into the cushion of air beneath the box. An altimeter is nothing but an aneroid barometer!"

	The General said: "We should have pressed on at once. By now we must be encircled."

	I raised myself on one elbow. "Mary, how long before you can open that box?" For me, the timing was important. If I told them – Shonnagh and Barshinova – once they knew that our client was not, in fact, in this stone box, then they'd be moving on down into the Ninth Circle as soon as they could pack the rucksacks. Leaving me, with my newly rebroken leg, lurking on some boulder top with an ice burner and a pack of sand rations.

	"Quail, there's no visible lock or opening. I've been over it with the microscope. I'm wondering about the four rings on its top. They aren't strong enough for hauling it with."

	"Insanity," said Barshinova. "But such magnificent insanity! After all, I'm already dead, me."

	"A mechanical or electronic key – such keys are easily mislaid. Do demons strike you as ones who will be careful with their possessions and keep them in a tidy way? An incantation – so readily forgotten, or mispronounced. Now, this box is composed of a crystalline rock called gabbro. Gabbro is formed at volcanic temperatures deep underground. It is, I believe, a rock that people climb on."

	I agreed that gabbro is good climbing rock.

	"This gabbro is bound with a protein glue to correct the defect of natural rock, which is its brittleness. A chemical lock, I am thinking, might be opened with a chemical key. This may be one is that we shall solve by dissolving it. That is a pun."

	I'd detected a trace of Bertram the Prophet in Mary's climbing style. But what we were hearing here was Pheidippida as she might have expressed herself in the absence of her husband the professor. Or were these insights and intelligence of her former tutor PK Kayashi, speaking via the incorporated remains of Pansy the centaur? "Acid?" I suggested. 

	She looked at me reproachfully. "Proteins, Quail, are not simple chemicals. A protein carries as much information as a small meme chip. We are looking for a single complex chemical. It's probably itself a protein."

	"There are an awful lot of proteins," I said.

	 Yes, Quail. However, we can limit this a little. The protein, if indeed a protein is our answer, will be one which our demon can easily lay claw on when it wants it. But at the same time, secret and concealed. I have asked the porters to gather body-parts from demons injured during Barshinova's recent defence of this hill. This is how I shall now spend these days of peaceful research which this skilful General has won for us."

	Barshinova in her bluff military way fired off a few remarks.

	"But General; you have defeated those demons. It's hard to believe that after what they have suffered at your hands they will return."

	Barshinova raised her binoculars to her eyes again, and carried on muttering.

	For the moment, there was no agony inside me. I lay back, and gazed at the brown clouds of smoke so far above me, and the ceiling of the cavern seen through gaps in the cloud. Scraps of rockface, red in the firelight, that seemed to move sideways around the cavern behind the gaps in the cloud; but it was the clouds that moved, in slow circling around the spaces of the cavern, and the rocks that remained unchanged. In the same way, reality itself … But as I was seeking the philosophical conclusion, I fell asleep.

	 

	
On being put out of one's misery

	I wake with the camp silent around me and the thing the Hexapod did to me clawing my insides. I lie sweating, while flamelight flickers across the cloud-ceiling. I stare up into the moving clouds, and the pain tears through me, and goes on tearing through me. And opposing prophesies are roped together in my head like climbers struggling up a iced-up mountain, climbers who are lost inside a blizzard of pain.

	Tityus’ prophesy: my friends are to kill me to free themselves from their pain at my suffering. If they are going to kill me I want them to do it right away, before some of that suffering rather than after it.

	And that is to be the mechanism of it. Every prophesy of Hell acts to fulfil itself. My companions know this prophesy. They know that they are going to find my agony unbearable. So they shall kill me before it even starts. But, without the prophesy, they would have borne it, they would have the strength to leave me living.

	And yet, seeing the mechanism will not avert the prophesy. Nothing will avert the prophesy but a further prophesy that tangles the first one, that throws interference on it.

	Brother Bertram's prophesy.

	I was to be all right. I was to survive. But Brother Bertram died before he could explain how.

	A Hexapod flaps across high up with a dead soul in its claws. And the pain its colleagues have left inside me grips again, and I think about an ice-burner into my brain, and the antibiotics in my sack that would make the burner's injury permanent.

	Felicity knows my pain, that the prophesy of Tityus has come upon me. For now, for this night at least, she keeps  that knowledge to herself. But Felicity is rational. Rationality says it's kinder to kill me now, before most of the anguish. Even now, as she lies in her sleeping bag at the other side of the fire, she is realising this. She is been letting me continue to suffer for the chance that my suffering may bring enlightenment. But when the camp awakes again, she's going to tell Shonnagh. And Shonnagh's an old climbing companion who doesn't want to see me suffer.

	After minutes or hours, the pain withdraws and shapes of thought re-form like grey-iced rocks from out of the pain-blizzard.

	Maybe Brother Bertram wanted to console me before my prophesied, predestined agony and death. Maybe. But if it was a true prophesy he died to give it to me, and I owe it a duty.

	Shonnagh stirs from her sleeping bag and I lie rigid while she urinates behind a boulder two metres from my head. I lie rigid, not to betray my pain to her by a moan or an intake of breath or the movement of a finger.

	Brother Bertram died. And maybe he had to die to make his prophesy hold. For there is already in Nature one pathway to avoid the curse of Tityus. Given that the prophesy itself is what brings itself about, we just need to behave in all our choices exactly as if the curse had not been uttered.

	It is fated that we shall not behave so, fated within the nature of Oedipal prophesy.

	But then, a further prophesy, also able to alter the fated course of events ahead. The simplest such prophesy – just supposing a competent and credible prophet – would be to jerk the Universe back onto its previous, undisturbed path. Two minuses making – not a plus, but – a zero.

	The pain comes again – and recedes. The porters are awake now. Far behind my head, high along the cavern wall, fine rock-dust from the collapse of the block-city is still trickling into the hollows it will fill for the next ten thousand years. Brother Bertram did not explain his prophesy because there had been nothing to explain. And because there had been nothing to explain, he had died on a pointed rock so as not to explain it.

	The pain retreats then. I even sleep for a few minutes. The fire is flaming high again, with a pan of sand-rations crackling above it. And Mary who had been Pheidippida comes and sits in silence at the end of my sleeping-bag. An unasked question is in her eyes as she looks down, her violet eye and her green one, below the green eyelashes.

	Unspeaking, I answer her question. The two prophesies killed each other and died at the moment when Shonnagh walked past me to urinate and I lay still and did not moan aloud. That moment when Shonnagh did not remember the prophesy of Tityus, and did not, standing beside the camp fire embers, realise why malicious Hexapods had pinned me out for my friends to find; and refrained from dropping a boulder onto my skull to avoid much suffering, mine as well as her own.

	The prophesy of Brother Bertram by causing me to be thinking rather than moaning at that moment, has brought itself about: and so had neutralised the earlier and enclosing prophesy of Tityus. And at my feet, Mary –

	"Me?" She looks frightened. "Did I speak? To you?"

	I leave it. I send her to wake Felicity.

	"Felicity. The thing the Hexapods gave me is gnawing at my insides but I believe that I shall survive. I believe this because of something that Brother Bertram said to me as he died on the Malebolga Wall."

	Felicity hears me out. "Very well, Quail," she says. "We have ice-burners and we have knives. We can sharpen the Trotsky ice-axe. Whatever is inside you, let's see if we can get it out."

	 

	


Chapter 15

	 

	The Everest Upside-Down Climb is going to be the defining climb of my life. What a tragedy it would be, to reach the top of it still alive.

	Li-Wan Scott 'The Way of Death' pb Thule Academy

	 

	cutting up Quail

	"Antibiotics?" Shonnagh asked.

	"Penicillin," I told her. "I kept some in my sack."

	Behind my head a camera beeped gently. Shonnagh wouldn't be letting this interesting moment go unrecorded.

	"We need to judge the antibiotics carefully," Mary said. "Along with the anaesthetic." I thought: this woman with the strange green hair and eyebrows, which hardly are strange any more when I look at her – she does care whether I die or not. And I remembered the co-operative and, yes, friendly porter called Armbruster just before the battle. Neither of them could ever be a climbing partner, but even so, they were somehow on my side. It was comforting.

	"We want the antibiotics to kill off the local microfauna first, and then give him the anaesthetic. When he comes back to consciousness, we'll want the healing power of Hell again, really quickly."

	"No!" said Felicity suddenly. "No anaesthetic! Don't you see it? It's the prophesy, we were to kill you off, Quail, to spare ourselves the pain of your suffering. Was that ever plausible? We're not that sensitive, on the whole we can cope with the anguish of other people. No, it's one of those tricky ones. Spare ourselves the pain of your suffering – by administering the anaesthetic. Anaesthetic which, in the Hellish microbe environment, will kill you."

	There was a short pause while we looked at each other. Shonnagh said: "I'm afraid she's right, Quail."

	"But I – " Half an hour ago, I'd worked out that Bertram the Prophet had somehow saved me from the Oedipal prophesy. But now, the logic that had seemed so sharp and clear was wavering like a glacier under the afternoon sun. And Felicity's idea did seem plausible.

	Shonnagh said: "Do you want to think about it, Quail?"

	"No. Do it straight away. No anaesthetic. Do it now!"

	Felicity was to be surgeon. In her white robes, she even looked a bit like a surgeon. A bit like a surgeon – but not very. No surgeon would have had quite such torn and filthy robes – or that suppressed excitement at being about to slice into my body. She had found some self-tightening wire slings that she thought would do a better job than our knives. Armbruster and two of his strongest colleagues roped me down, until the pain worked its own anaesthetic magic and I passed out.

	When I came around, nobody was hanging round my bedroll with flowers. It wasn't hard to work out why not. They had failed. Whatever the Hexapod had done inside me was still at work. Felicity said: "We opened you up, Quail, but there isn't anything there."

	I looked at the pack of demon-dung across my stomach. That hurt: but not so much as what the Hexapods had left inside me. "The others wanted to kill you before you came round but I wouldn't let them. I think I can explain what's happened. If you're prepared to be open-minded."

	"Yes?" Shonnagh said. "Anything that can help poor Quail."

	"Well... This is Christianity, so it's not really my thing. But according to Berkeley, objects and ideas are not two separate things. No object is anything more than an idea. An idea in the mind of God, right? So far we only know that part of the phenomenal world on or close to one rather unimportant planet and some moons. In that little corner we‘ve found that objects do tend to carry on existing when no-one‘s watching them. Down here in Hell, though, different rules apply. What Quail's got is an object of the other sort. One of those objects that only exist when you're not seeking them out with a scalpel."

	"You're trying to tell us," I said, "there are items in the Universe that hop in and out of existence like rabbits."

	She nodded.

	"So every climb I've ever done is – what's the word – contingent? Aconcagua or the Matterhorn might not even be there tomorrow? Doesn't work for me. If that thing was inside me then it's still inside me. Get in there with your ice-burners and hunt it down."

	"We'll need a bigger operating table..." Shonnagh said. "The porters got that stone box back onto the top of the hill. We'll use that, it's got a nice flat top."

	"Just get on with it."

	They roped my wrists and one ankle to the stone rings on the top of the sarcophagus. Mary chose to hold down my injured leg against the stone. Her grip was as strong as the ropes – trained in bodyball if not in actual climbing. But the human touch did make me feel slightly less like a corpse laid out for dissection.

	Beside me, I heard the iceburners lighting up, ready to cauterise the wounds Felicity was about to inflict. I gazed up at the rock ceiling so far above, distracting myself by tracing the now-familiar crack lines. One of them dwindled back behind my head, to the dark spot that was the mouth of the ceiling cave where the Hexapod demon did whatever it did inside me, 40 hours of pain ago.

	And then the dark cave hole winked out of existence. Some slow moving grey thing had drifted in front of it. I blinked, and saw a wide grey shape descending through the dark air. It didn’t move purposefully, like other Hexapods, but seemed to be hovering down towards our hilltop encampment. I was about to shout a warning – but then the knife slashed into my chest.

	This time I didn't come round so quickly. In fact I didn't come round at all until much later, by which time some other things had happened, most notably another attack by demons.

	But Shonnagh has it all on film.

	Felicity faces the camera. She‘s got blood up to her elbows and staining the front of her once-white robes. "I've got it, Shonnagh. Damn thing moved around inside him. Had to chase it with my scalpel. Patient's rather a mess, I'm afraid. This is what I found. I've washed the blood off but I haven't opened its luggage."

	It's a small demon. Felicity's clipped its wings and tied its legs with wire, and she's fixed some heavy karabiners to its feet. The thing has already left toothmarks in the karabiners. It hisses like a blocked ice-burner. It smells of garlic but that‘s just one of Shonnagh's jokes, she always edits in the smells in the studio.

	Strapped on its back is a tiny radio transmitter.

	Felicity cuts the straps with her scalpel. "Chuck it away," says Shonnagh. "We don‘t want it."

	The transmitter speaks. "Shonnagh," it says: "you do want me. You're just about to be attacked by the Tails."

	"Tails?"

	The demons of the sort that walk. It must have occurred to you that their kind and ours will be at enmity?"

	"I am talking to a flying demon – a Hexapod?"

	The voice sounded human. "I have gone to a lot of trouble so that this transmitter shall fall into your hands at this moment. Your minds are not like the minds of the dead souls we have inspected. I feared your suspicions would be awakened by the return of your companion Quail."

	"We believed you had given Quail back to torment us with his pains."

	"Good, excellent. We do understand each other, then. Now in the immediate battle we shall supply air support. Make your ground dispositions accordingly."

	"You are trying to make a military alliance with us?"

	"It would be absurd to insinuate that we wanted to make friends. An alliance with an enemy is a sound alliance in our thinking. It can't be based on anything but mutual advantage."

	"General?"

	Barshinova explains that aircraft are a sort of artillery and if Hexapods are a sort of aircraft they can't work without ground support, which is to say, us. The flying demons, Barshinova thinks, have correctly identified an opportunity for a significant defeat upon the walking ones.

	On the film now I see myself groan but I do not wake up. Nobody is paying me any attention. Neither are they paying attention to the great triangular shape, seen descending silently behind Shonnagh's head. "Right," Shonnagh says to the transmitter. "When does it come, this attack?"

	"You have a thing you call Camera Monitor, I have heard you through this transmitter."

	"Damn," says Shonnagh. "Activate the cameras, someone. And get Quail untied from that damned box."

	They watch the live tape in silence. "Oh," says Shonnagh.

	•••

	Through the mists of pain, l feel myself gently lifted, hear Shonnagh's voice going "Oh – ". And then I'm dropped onto the stony ground as if those holding me had suddenly forgotten me. And Shonnagh says: "In that case, what the Hell is inside this box?"

	Someone small steps across me. Ropes trail over my face, and then it's covered with a layer of something that rattles like plastic, something with the burned feathers smell of the Hexapods.

	"Good afternoon, just supposing it should be afternoon," says a voice from behind me. A dry, academical sort of voice. The voice of our client, Professor Harcourt.

	•••

	What do you think? Shall I paste in how he did it? We're just starting the second battle scene here.

	"Oh, of course you should," she says. "Once you've shown the readers the six-footed elephants and the dragon eggs the thing gets a whole lot less exciting. Spin out the tension, even if it's only explaining something that's blooming obvious anyway."

	I boil up the tea-kettle, and point the projector into the small cloud of steam. And there's our Professor Harcourt, the blue rope trailed over his shoulder, the red glow of the cavern ceiling high above him. "And how did you feel," says the voice of Shonnagh, "as you stepped out of the cave entrance into three thousand metres of empty air?"

	"Pleased, of course. Pleased that Quail had brought me enough short lengths of rope to make the dead Hexapod's wing membrane into a parachute."

	"You must have been very frightened."

	"Why should I be frightened? I'd worked out the air density this far underground, it's a very simple calculation. The whole business was extremely simple, once the movements of the demons showed me where to steer towards."

	And he lifts up the hexapod wing that's been his improvised parachute – and at the same time saving me, still lying on the ground below, from suffocation.

	 

	
Arrival of an army

	I woke with my face in gravel. Felicity knelt at my head, an off-white shadow against the darkness. "I'm slightly sorry," she said. "Alive only to die again."

	"Thanks. I felt almost okay until you said that."

	"Barshinova says wounded people like you are especially useful. You tend to stay where you're put. If it's any consolation you came through the operation a treat and you‘re healing up nicely. You're not in great shape yet, but quite good enough for getting whipped and tortured to death by demons."

	This time I was bandaged from knee to neck. The bandages were brown. They oozed demon-dung.

	I was lying below the stone sarcophagus, which cut out half of the sky. A few feet away, Professor Harcourt was studying the box through what looked like a reflecting geological microscope. Mary stood beside him, holding some complicated instrument made of glass. As I watched them, flares burst somewhere overhead. They lit the cloud three thousand metres above so that I saw for the first time the true colour of it, a deep mauve roiled with yellow. Against that cloud I saw black silhouettes of Hexapods. I moaned and tried to cover myself with pebbles.

	"Oh, you don't know," said Felicity. "The Hexapods are on our side."

	"Not these ones. They're dropping stones!"

	She looked up. "Practice rounds," she explained. "As you see, not terribly useful. Harcourt's worked it out. The air down here is thick enough so that the stones wander from their course. See!"

	It was true. The rocks descended like dead leaves in water, and crashed into the gravel plain fifty metres from the approach canyon. "Why don't they fly lower?"

	"We can answer that," said Mary. "It takes a lot of power to fly. Their hearts are enlarged and their metabolism burns like a furnace. You may have noticed how hot they are to touch. The air this far down is just too rich for them. They are poisoned by the pressure of oxygen. Which means the demons down here don't need to worry too much about their dropping of rocks."

	Looking around the hilltop, Barshinova hadn't been wasting our time. All the loose boulders had been arranged in a tidy line around the edge of the plateau. Some had even been daubed white, like a proper military parade ground, using the last of Bofors Creetchie's chalk.

	"But isn't this so exciting?" Felicity went on. I'd never seen her so animated. "All my life so far and I've never been in a proper battle, and now two come along at once. The heroism! The squalor! The sudden random death! Listen, Quail, while we're still talking without the helmets. I'm tactical command, right, so you'll be passing me back the orange numbers. Oh golly, have I even explained the orange numbers, you missed the briefing didn't you? 

	I said, "The orange numbers?"

	"Well, the thing is this. You're up on the geology of course, you spotted it before any of us. Anyway, the ceiling collapse must be really recent. Still plenty of loose boulders lying around here on top."

	"Which Barshinova with military acumen has tidied to the plateau edges."

	"You've caught on, I don't need to explain. Ah, here come the reinforcements!"

	And the sky went black.

	The air was full of rustling, like autumn woodland on a windy day. But instead of the fresh breeze of the Appalachian mountains and the reedy calling of rooks and ravens, a dank, warm air flopped over us, and the harsh cries of the winged demons. For long minutes the air around us was filled with the beating of black wings.

	Something came fluttering down through the air, something scaly that reflected the light from the distant fiery gulphs behind us. It landed with a puff of dust beside me. Quickly I stamped on it until I felt its skull collapse under my boot. It was a small demon, no bigger than a monkey, still clutching a barbed whip. When I shone my helmet lamp on it, its coat – whether natural or some sort of garment – was primrose yellow.

	Now, where had I seen one of those before?

	Then, just as suddenly, the air cleared to its usual dimness. The rocks around me were spotted with fresh demon-dung. But the rustling sound continued: the shuffling feet of a hundred human forms, standing on Barshinova's cleared parade ground.

	"And the best of it is," said Felicity cheerfully, "they're all already dead…"

	She gave me two of the dead souls to help me down to my battle station. It had all been planned out, and the co-ordinates were already in my helmet.

	My assistant was a good looking fellow with facial hair arranged in a Victorian sort of style, sulky lips and an arrogant stare. His wavy hair was parted in the centre, like the mane of a centaur.

	"I'm Quail," I said, "no second name."

	He gave a stiff bow. "Ludwig", he said. "Also no second name. But you may call me Your Highness."

	The Ice Garden provides a broad education, even covering events before the 1786 ascent of Mont Blanc. "Prince Ludwig? Fought in the English Civil War, great with cavalry?"

	"That was I believe Prince Rupert. I am Ludwig the Second, of Bavaria."

	"Was," I reminded him. "Not is, was." But kings are good at ignoring mean-minded remarks. "A most impressive little kingdom you have down here. The landscape effects, the Gothic horrors. Bugger me, I wish I'd had the chance to invade the place."

	"I'm glad you like it," I said.

	"Oh, such notions this gives me, the grotto I had planned below my Swan Lake, the entire lake would empty suddenly through the underground waterfall. The buggers shot me down with pistols just to stop me building it."

	"Hold on," I said. "You are Mad King Ludwig, the one with all the little pointy turrets that the Austrians don't like people climbing on?"

	He gave a sharp little nod. "My dream was too big for their little minds. They said the kingdom could not afford my next two palaces. What else are international bankers for, I asked them."

	"But in that case – can you tell me why, exactly, you've been transported all the way down here for this battle, from whatever Circle it was?"

	"From the Fourth Circle," he said. "Spendthrifts and misers. Which I've told the buggers they've got it all wrong, my castle was an investment. Within a hundred years it earned back its construction cost from the tourists. Several times over."

	"Your people should licence the climbing on it," I told him. "They'd earn back the repairs in fees, easily. But all the same –"

	"Ignorant bugger, aren't you? The Fourth Circle, you must have passed across it. We are the expert boulder-rollers, us." Ah, yes. I knew I'd seen that little jockey-demon before.

	Far in the distance, beyond the surrounding canyons, a cloud of dust was rising: dust coloured pink by the fires behind it. I rolled painfully into my station, which was a damp hollow in the top of a boulder. I was half-way down the amphitheatre valley. Below me the valley narrowed like a funnel, and as it emerged into the gravel-plain it became a ten-metre gap between two towers. That was where the demons would come when they came. The right-hand tower was painted with the orange number 5. After I had gazed at it for a while I realised that Barshinova had been using up Bofors Creetchie's body-dye.

	Improvised gunpowder grenades were already laid out on the flat stone, labelled in English and Tibetan with the order in which we were to throw them. Soup arrived, and we drank in silence. King Ludwig gave me some climbing rope to wind round my head and arms against the whips of the demons.

	I called Felicity on my helmet radio. "Where's the enemy?"

	"Logistics," she answered dryly. "They're snarled up in the ravines. There hasn't been an army yet that arrived on time." And with some idea of strengthening my morale she projected what the cameras had already seen onto the inside of my helmet.

	Shonnagh's camera was in a high cave, with a view straight down the approach canyon. First came some small black demons riding six-legged elephants. The elephants cleared away boulders and rolled them into holes in the road, and widened the canyon walls with iron hammer strapped to their wide foreheads. Next to arrive was a traffic demon with a crested helmet rather like Shonnagh's. It came in a light chariot drawn by eight dead souls, and placed itself on a rock right underneath our camera. Its slaves took wire and hammers from the chariot and started to pin up telephone cable along the rock wall.

	There was a pause. The policedemon flicked at the rock walls with its whip. The slaves finished their work, crawled under the chariot and went to sleep.

	•••

	"Good," says Shonnagh: "at least we can get rid of this damned box." Unlike the telephone slaves in the canyon far below, I hadn't been able to sleep. I'd memorised all of Barshinova's orange markings that I could see. So then I tuned my audio across to Shonnagh's helmet.

	"Hold on," Professor Harcourt was saying. "We abandon my box?"

	"Well, now that we know that it isn't you inside it..."

	Harcourt says: "So what is inside it, then? Something the demons want back. Which makes me think it‘s something we ought to have. Darling, come and see the crystal structure we're seeing here. If it is crystal structure, what do you think Darling?"

	 "Darling who Darling?" says Mary who had been Pheidippida.

	"Oh, sorry Dar – sorry Mary. I took you for someone who was a student of mine. Some agency, presumably the walking demons, has gone to great lengths to conceal whatever is inside this item. To the length of synthesising five entirely new protein structures. Assuredly, what they wish to conceal is exactly what we should seek to know."

	"Besides," says Mary, "we almost have an idea to get it open."

	•••¡

	And then an army came round the corner.

	First into the view of Shonnagh's camera are two or three demons running, their genitals strapped up against their bellies. Then dozens of them, and then the canyon was too full for running and they came in a block jammed shoulder to shoulder. Dust rose above them and settled on their heads.

	Occasionally a demon of a smaller sort appeared, dancing lightly over the heads of its colleagues like a fellwalker who crosses wet stones across a bog. Carried along in the crowd were stone-wheeled carts, each with a leather cradle carrying a single white spheroid as long as a man.

	There were other carts too that carried war-machines with shafts made of many thigh-bones wound round with hair. The policedemon’s whip cracked constantly as it cleared a way for the carts and tried to arrange the crowd in files of differing speed. And then, as suddenly as it began, the ravine was empty. A single demon lay in the road, a sack of broken bones. I hadn't noticed it fall, but it is quite likely that the dying creature had been brought among the feet of the army from some point out of sight.

	The dust settled. The policedemon scratched its genitals and spoke into the telephone. A different vehicle came back in the other direction, a vehicle of three pairs of clawed feet arranged in a circle so as to fall one before the other in unbroken succession. At its centre a small demon rode in a cage that tumbled end-over-end as the foot-thing went along. A group of injured demons stumbled towards it, and among them I recognised the nicotine-addict I had fought on the clifftop. Its right leg was smaller than the other, still growing back, and its body was crossed with broad scars roughly stitched. This group walked surrounded by guards. Zooming in on them I saw that their arms were circled by instruments of torture from which the blood dripped as they walked. The policedemon spat into the dust as they passed.

	Then came round the corner a second army, with demons of a larger sort armed with clubs, and more stone carts, and banners of Hexapod skin, and semaphore devices on tall poles. A dozen crawling, tubelike things followed it, and where they passed they left a smoking furrow.

	I spoke into my helmet. "General? Are you there?"

	It was Felicity who replied. "The General's off somewhere."

	"I'm just watching this film from the remote cameras."

	"Did you see the ones that fought with us earlier on? They're in bad trouble."

	"Not such bad trouble as us when this lot arrives."

	Smoke from the worm-creatures drifted across the camera-lens and etched it opaque. But I didn't need it any more. Below me, at the base of Hill 60, another military policecreature was marshalling demons across the gravel.

	Barshinova came on the helmet speaker. "This looks serious, boys and girls. Yes, I'm going to level with you on that. But there's one thing I know that could help."

	From the army still coming along the canyon, dust in a great cloud merged with the smoke-ceiling above. Turning round, I saw more dust rising from behind Hill 60 and I knew that we were surrounded. Though I had assumed that already. Why else weren’t we running away from this monster-army?

	 "In a tight situation like this, I always find, what helps is a touch of humour. Like when the Major-General goes, Barshinova what's happened to your armies, what do I say?"

	For a long time the demons continued to deploy around the hill. They would form up, and then one of the crested ones would disperse them and form them up again in a slightly different place. The stone carts ranged themselves along the back of the plain on either side of the canyon.

	"I say, here they are General, right here on the ends of my handies!"

	A group of six Hexapods was circling above us, dark fluttering dots against the red glow of the cavern ceiling. At the centre of the group, a larger dot that didn't flutter: some kind of shell or bomb. But no: this was a weapon of a different kind. White light flared across the cavern ceiling, and the cliff wall we'd descended a lifetime ago, the campground where we'd lost Professor Harcourt, and above it the terraces of the Eighth Circle, and a spark of light which was the Phlegothon River where it fell over the high crag wall of Malebolga. But another two heartbeats and the flare light strengthened again, and even as my eyes closed against it the light still burned through, so that I turned my face down to the rock below and folded my arms around my head. For this was a flare not for illumination but for dazzle, like a philosopher whose incandescent logic blinds us to the fragile shades of knowable reality.

	As the light faded I took out my boltholer. Holding it so that the flame could not be seen from below, I carved my name into the boulder where I lay.

	 

	
Doing the death-sign

	Now, the tradition that we are in their last extremity allowed the mountain itself as our tombstone – this gives any climber cause for thought. The boltholer cuts a ragged hole – it cannot carve out angles – and it is slow. To turn the limitations of this tool to advantage takes a good eye and a steady hand.

	I have studied these inscriptions at death bivouacs around the world. That of Li Wan Scott on the Everest Upside-Down Route – remember I told you about Li Wan, who died protecting the Fulton Traverse Line? Hers was very moving, the two ideograms poised like a climber on ice. Her porter Dai Dagon told me that Li, with the frostbite already in her legs, had spent two days and nights gazing at the slab of limestone she had chosen; and then executed the carving in the space of a single breath.

	For my own death-sign I had long ago settled for slab-lettering, stripped of all ornament. This is the most demanding style of all. Harmony is expressed in the slant of a downstroke, errors cannot be concealed. My initial Q would give pause to a master.

	Creetchie, with unexpected nostalgia, had chosen for his death-sign the brash yet effective spray-can style of the twentieth century graffitists. Of course, he hadn't had much time.

	A porter brought brandy in a saucepan and we all drank some. I talked through the defensive system with King Ludwig beside me. From our tall boulder half-way down the Amphitheatre valley we were to pass messages to Felicity by helmet radio. We had a good view of the painted numbers; the narrow entrance to the Valley was number five. When I gave the word, a boulder from above would crash down onto any of these numbered points.

	I blew into the helmet radio. "Where's seventeen? I can see all of them except seventeen."

	"Seventeen is where you are right now," Felicity answered. "We use number seventeen after you've retreated."

	Soon after the brandy, we saw the first demons at the foot of the slope, where the Amphitheatre Valley emerged into the ringplain between the two rock towers. The heavy demons were coming in a mass towards the centre of the amphitheatre, while the more agile ones clambered over the rougher ground on either side. They carried short ladders lashed together from bones. I pulled the helmet towards me. "They're just passing Point Five."

	"We‘ll hit them when there's about fifty of them through."

	A long minute passed, and then the first boulder came down the slope. I had time to notice what I have observed many times, that a rock appears to loiter while it is still far above you, so that you are deceived into thinking that a pebble in its path will stop it. Only when it is almost upon you does it leap forward, hungry for your bones. This one whistled past fifteen metres from our rock, leaving behind a sudden silence and a smell of brimstone. Where the slope eased below it slowed, toppled over the final rise and wedged itself between the two towers. Through the glasses I could see bits of demons sticking out from underneath it.

	Two dozen of the demons were cut off above the jammed boulder. Several of them had fallen and broken their legs while trying to escape it. Now four of the misers from the Fourth Circle rose from among the rocks and attacked this demoralised group with slingshots. They killed more than half of the demons with great professionalism and could have got them all. But the General said: "Let two of them back over the rock, girls and boys. They'll demoralise the others."

	As the brave misers scrambled back up the valley past our boulder, the catapults at the back of the plain thumped and discharged two of the white spheroids. The spheres rose high into the air, hanging for a moment like pale moons in the darkness. They tumbled end-over-end as they came down their parabola towards us. Just before they hit the ground, they cracked open and hatched two flying reptiles. It was too dark to see the colours of them but afterwards in my dreams they were the green of moss in summer gullies.

	"Dragons!" King Ludwig exclaimed in a hushed voice. "Now that's the way to do your warfare."

	The reptiles killed all four of the misers very quickly and flew off with two of them in their claws. Two more eggs were already in the air. The first hatched in the same place. Its dragon circled aimlessly – there was no-one left for it to kill. It headed downslope towards the demons. I did not follow its progress, for the second egg, erratically high, was descending straight onto my rock. It hit the ground a few metres away and shattered.

	Brown liquid splashed across me; liquid that smelt like the fish offal in the alley behind Shonnagh's shop. A dud.

	I gathered egg-liquid from the rocks around me and smeared it into my clothes and hair. Nothing likes the smell of its own decomposition. It might discourage the living creatures from attacking me.

	Just above our rock, someone was calling my name. I leant over the edge, annoyed that my hiding place was being shown to the demons across the plain. It was our client, Professor Harcourt, with Mary.

	"Quail," he said, "We have discovered... that is to say, we have opened the stone box. Can you walk yet? We think you should come."

	"Professor, we are very busy here with a battle."

	"Ah yes Quail. I'm aware of the battle. This is why I did not summon you on the helmet radio."

	I peered down the slope. The demons had sent out dead souls to clear the jammed boulder, but they were currently fighting against their own disoriented dragon. "Professor, is this necessary?"

	He nodded. "You will be... interested. It is quite surprising, the method of opening the box. Also what is inside it, this may explain why we are being attacked with such enthusiasm. I shall not say anything more: you must form your own impression."

	 

	
What's in the box

	 "What do you think, Ludwig? There isn't much happening just now. Can you look after things here until I get back?"

	The dead soul gave me an icy stare and I realised my mistake.

	"Your Highness," and I half bowed, as far as I could manage in my stiff bandages. "I am briefly summoned by my client here. Do I have your permission?"

	He gave a brief nod. I rolled onto the scree beside the Professor. At once he set off briskly up the slope. Mary on one side and a dead soul on the other assisted me up the slope. From a distance it must have looked as if they were transporting an Egyptian mummy. To slow down the Professor I asked him how he'd managed to open the stone sarcophagus.

	"Ah... yes." He looked away, up the slope. "In fact it was an accident. Like so many great scientific discoveries. Though I – we – had been thinking along the correct lines. The unlocking protein is in human blood. Your human blood. You may recall that we put you on the box to operate on you."

	Her arm around my bandaged waist, Mary said: "Your blood on the lid of the stone box..."

	"Indeed. Your blood, Quail, contained the required protein. There are long stretches of the genetic code of unknown function, or even no function at all. One such fragment turns out to generate the unlocking protein for demonic treasure-boxes. Such as this one."

	"They've been doing recombinant DNA on me," I said. "Real climbers wouldn‘t do a thing like that."

	"On all of us. Mary tested the surviving porters, some of whom, as you know, derive from central Asia and even the Andes," Harcourt said. "They, too, showed the unlocking protein. So the human genome was manipulated at some time before the ice ages. Possibly a long time before. The stone box itself must be extremely ancient."

	Under the bandages I was healing up. I could almost walk now. When the Hexapods came over low, though, I flinched; and that hurt. I said: "The sacrificial victim Shonnagh found on the lid of the box..."

	Harcourt bounced up the hill, keen to show me his achievement. I allowed Mary and the dead soul to haul me after him, because he was the client and a good guide looks after the client's mental health too.

	"Yes. He was there because they intended to sacrifice him in order to open their box. I suppose that they wished to bring out their captive in order to taunt it."

	"Captive?"

	"Wait... you shall see for yourself."

	Mary's head was against my shoulder: her green, vegetable-like hair brushed against my cheek. "You're going to be surprised, Quail," she said. More surprised than you've been in your whole life."

	We reached the plateau. As I threaded through the rocks poised along the rim of the slope another dragon-egg whirred overhead, with two Hexapods in pursuit. One of the flying demons caught the egg at the top of its arc and tried to bite through its shell, and together they crashed into the darkness behind the hill. Shonnagh approached us, and came past without seeing me. She had a look on her  face that I didn't like. It was the face that meets you when you're the first to get to an accident: the face that goes with the deep rope-burns in the hands, the face that has just seen her second man crash onto the rocks.

	I hurried forward, brushing past Mary who at the last minute tried to hold me back. I peered into the box.

	There was blood on the top of the box – my blood. And in the centre of the blood a hole half a metre across, crumbled around the edges. Inside, the box was lit by two ice-burners which had been lowered through the hole. On the bottom of the box, in a bed of pinkish foam, lay what looked like a set of male sexual organs.

	They were blue.

	At the back of my mind I registered a roar from down the slope as the demons cleared the jammed rock. A squadron of Hexapods came low over the top of the hill. Too low: their wingbeats were sluggish and blood from their open beaks pattered on the stones.

	At the base of the penile shaft, where it would have joined onto the body, tentacles waved. Some were hollow, others ended in barbs or tube-feet. The size of it was difficult to determine. It seemed only 30 centimetres or so in total length, or even smaller. But at another glance it filled the inside of the box; and a moment later, seemed even larger than that.

	Wings rustled above. I looked up. One of the flying war-reptiles had settled on the corner of the coffin. A piece of eggshell still covered the top of its head like a climbing helmet. As it gazed down through the opening, its beak almost touched my shoulder and its breath scorched the rope-bindings around my arm. I saw the nictating membrane draw back and forth across its eye like the shutter of a window opening onto ancient swamps. I could hear the rhythmic chittering from the sonar at its wing-tips, and the flicker of warmth on my shoulder from its infra red sensors.

	The dragon-thing was doing the same as I was. It was worshipping the blue thing in the box.

	Worship is an addictive pleasure. This could get like the Well of Flattery up in the Eighth Circle. I pulled myself back. I meant to shout: "We've got a battle going on here!" and hit the dragon with my ice-burner. But I didn't do these things.

	A red after-image of the Sexual Organ swam in my vision.

	Worshipping's like that. Insidious. 

	Harcourt took my elbow. "You will have noticed a suggestive feature, Quail. Now you or I or any other male human... take what you've got down there. If you were to remove your trousers and waved it at me, how would I react? I would snigger; or I would be embarrassed. Not that one which is in the box, though."

	"No," I agreed. "No; I haven't seen that many myself, when I'm being sexually active I'm heterosexual. But among them all, that's the first decent-looking one I've seen."

	Mary said: "We're asking everybody this. So what do you think we've got here, Quail? We'll switch off our helmet cameras while you answer."

	"I think the same as you think, Mary. What else can it be? What we've got here is the sexual organ of God."

	•••

	Afterwards, none of us could agree on exactly what the Organs looked like, or what colour they were. On the subject of their size, Dr Genghiz Nunn has some useful observations in 'The Tale of a Tail (Investigations on Daemonic Physiology and Origins)':

	What are the dimensions of the divine Generative Organ? Given the extreme reluctance of the Harcourt / Shonnagh Mountain Shop expedition members to discuss this matter, theologians have had recourse to abstract reasoning. Applicable here is the Platonic Theory of Types. Plato teaches us that a mountain (to take one example) is a mountain insofar as it resembles the Idea of Mountain, that Ideal residing not in the so-called Real World but in the far more real realm of abstract entities. Thus, by reason alone (unmediated by observation) we determine that the Idea of Mountain comprises rock but also ice, is formed of pure igneous gabbro as on the Island of Skye, and is shaped as the Matterhorn. And if the Divinity should choose (in Her ineffable wisdom) to climb on it, her Iceaxe will be of ashwood and steel, following the classic Stubai pattern, with both pick and spike being of infinite sharpness.

	Thus  too we can determine that the trident-pointed generative organ of (to take another example) the demon Phlogistofernes, at 1.8m is atypically long, as well as having too many ends. Conversely, the organ of any human-species male is at least slightly too short. By such reasoning is deduced the Ideal of Generative Organ as approximately 28.3 cm in length (this not varying according to emotional states in the way of merely human and daemonic ones) and broad in perfect proportion.

	Against this, theologians of the Coptic tradition maintain that the divine Organ fills the entirety of space and time.

	 

	Barshinova clapped me on the shoulder. "Now I'm not a religious woman myself, but by damn I know what's worth a battle. Felicity looked into this box and she gave Shonnagh back her 56,000 UNcreds. She isn‘t going to fight this as anyone's licensed captive. Now you know what we're fighting for, get back on your rock and fight for it. Fight for it like hell. Or even, if you can manage it, fight like Hell."

	Mad King Ludwig seemed happy to see me again.

	"Sorry about her," I said. "That's General Barshinova, someone we picked up in the Eighth Circle."

	"My generals were equally incompetent," he told me. "Fortunately they were not called on to perform in war. And their uniforms were most splendid, I designed them myself."

	Down in the Amphitheatre Valley, things were going badly for us. The demons were half-way up the slope, using their bone ladders to get up the first of the low rock-steps. Soon I could hear the gravel shifting under their claws.

	Even as I lifted it onto my head Harcourt was babbling into my helmet. "...natural selection. After all, if He expects us to act in an altruistic way towards Himself, it can only be because there is some genetic commonality, no? However, if now we boldly hypothesise that the human gene-pool, originally divine, has been polluted by daemonic material..."

	The demons were now streaming into the Amphitheatre Valley. Still the Hexapods wheeled above, and now one of them dived into the valley, and as it dived it streamed flame. It struck, and fire blossomed around it, and then another of the Hexapods fell, and a third, and I heard the screams of the demons on the valley floor.

	But it was not enough. Demons were coming through the flames and moving steadily up the valley. "Yes of course Professor," I said. I'd talk to him if that's what he needed: we guides prefer the client to die happy. "That would explain the grotesque appearance of our own sexual organs. As compared with the divine Originals."

	"It would explain a great deal more than that, Quail."

	A hundred metres below me was a wide platform that gave the appearance of being sheltered from above by cliffs. This appearance was deceptive: in the middle of it was a triangular slab that bore the target-number eight. The first demons were just arriving on this platform.

	"... the first concern of Adam, after his malfeasance, was to obscure his genitals. But how now do we suppose God might set about clearing up this confused state of affairs? We might reasonably expect Him to start by sorting the various mistakes and classifying them. Hell is His filing system. Seriously polluted specimens at the bottom –"

	Barshinova cut us off. "If you two are going to discuss daemonic phylogeny, use a private channel. At this particular moment theoretical analysis must take second place."

	"What did you say, General?"

	"I said, shut up till after the battle."

	"I thought I'd heard you say that. But General: how can we deal with these creatures without a sound theoretical grasp of their place in the order of things?"

	"Easy," said Barshinova. "Shoot first, autopsy after."

	On the film they stand in their helmets: Harcourt tiny and passionate, the General leaning her field-glasses against a rock, while behind them the misers and spendthrifts provide strong diagonals with their spars as they lever rocks down into the Amphitheatre Valley. Sadly, both actors are simul reconstructions. Harcourt was at the stone box with his microscope. At the same time Barshinova had already walked past the sentries Shonnagh had put to guard the back chimneys – generals can do that. As she spoke into her helmet she was descending the back chimney on the fixed rope.

	"I remind you, General, that this is a scientific expedition and that I am still the commissioning client."

	"Threats, is it," said Barshinova. "Good: threats I can get along with. So: if you don't get off this channel I boil your head with this ice-burner."

	"Quail," said Harcourt, "please shift to Channel Fourteen. One cannot discuss anything with these interruptions."

	He was the client. I shifted to Fourteen.

	"As I was saying, sexual appendages are in fact the only truly ugly bit of the human anatomy. Even Michelangelo couldn't make anything of them. The inherently daemonic nature of our genitalia accounts, I believe, for the 21st-century population explosion."

	As I had expected, the demon-leaders were gathering on the platform. They had spread their map on the rock with the orange number on it. I examined them through my helmet.

	Their sex-organs were indeed a whole lot uglier even than my own.

	"We may expect that the Divine Sex-Organs will comport themselves with nobility, with chivalry. They will treat Their partner with respect; indeed they will be unable to perform without a preliminary ceremony of religion."

	Something chuckled, then; something with a high, sardonic voice that swaggered into my mind like the punchline of a really good paradox – so that I felt for a moment as if I were entertaining the set of all sets not members of themselves, or the smallest number not describable in less than twenty syllables, or, indeed, the most perfect conceivable being.

	"Blimey, you've got some weird ideas," said the voice. Its sound was the sound of a wooden flute heard from far away. "You never heard of Omnipotence, eh? You don't know what's what round here no more'n a heap of demon-dung. No Sir!" The Divine Genitals were speaking to us direct over the helmet radio link; and at last Harcourt fell silent.

	"Professor," I said: "Tell Felicity to fire off number eight."

	"I have cut Felicity out of this circuit. There are things one does not discuss in front of a lady."

	"Then cut her back in."

	"Be logical, Quail. We are all about to die, no? To kill demons is surely now less important than the enrichment of the mind." But he cut her back in, and she fired off number eight. Her rock trundled out of a side-gully that I hadn‘t noticed and neither had the demons. It struck the triangular rock and shattered it. Their map flew up into the air and a dragon swooped on it and snapped it out of the air.

	I looked down the slope: and saw that the demons there were crouched among the low cliffs and looking at the sky. "General, have we held them?"

	"Unfortunately, you haven't," said Barshinova dryly. "Our allies an aren't tied to the ground in the way that we are." Above me, the Hexapods were abandoning the hilltop in clouds. "Useless to complain. I don't suppose they even think in terms of fixed lines of defence."

	With the Hexapods gone, the demon-skirmishers moved briskly up the slope. In a few minutes they passed the rock where I lay five metres above them. Beside me, Mad King Ludwig was nervously rearranging our gunpowder grenades.

	"Forget about that that," I told him. "As soon as one of them pokes its beak up here, hit it in its face with a karabiner. With any luck it'll look to its mates as if it's having an ordinary climbing accident."

	At the bottom of the valley, two of the six-legged elephants were clearing the jammed boulder to make room for still more of the demons pouring up into the valley. I saw one of the elephants go down, two of its legs broken among the loose rocks – but the entrance to the valley was now clear. Another salvo of eggs rose into the air, and I crouched low among the boulders around the edge of our little platform. But they passed high overhead, almost invisible in the shadows above, to crack open above the summit of the hill.

	And then I saw someone snatched up into the air by one of the dragons. The situation was confused, with several of the scaled beasts occupying the same airspace. But from the crested helmet it seemed to be Shonnagh herself. Lower down in the valley, the orange numbers on the rocks were covered now by the demons passing over them, but I had already memorised them all. Where I saw a concentration of the enemy I whispered the number to Felicity. Again and again her boulders hurtled down. Even when they shattered before reaching their target, they still cut alleys of destruction.

	The mad king gripped my arm. Demons with hooked sticks had gathered at the foot of our rock. But they were not intending to climb up to us. They were using the hooks to gather portions of their dead comrades and pile them just beneath us.

	"Burial detail," I told him. "Ignore them."

	It was too late. Already he had flung one of our grenades down onto them. It exploded with a soft thump among the corpses, causing them to shift and rearrange themselves as if trying to stir back into life.

	Immediately, the demons were climbing our rock on every side.

	I pushed down our prepared boulders until they were all gone, then closed my hand around a karabiner. The lashes of their whips curled across my shoulders, but they were striking blind, and whenever a face appeared above the rim of the rock I hit out at it.

	This couldn't go on for long. With a brief scream, the mad king disappeared from beside me. The crowd around the rock was thickening and some of them had ladders. I whispered into my helmet. "Felicity. Felicity, are you still there? Roll down number seventeen."

	"Quail. You‘re sure?"

	A whiplash coiled around my ankle. "Number seventeen, Felicity!"

	Another face appeared and I hit it. The teeth closed over the karabiner and bit a piece out of it. And then I heard a rumble on the slope above us. The demon in front of me heard it too and turned and saw the rock bounding towards us, and I seized its knee and pushed on its thigh so that it tumbled head-downwards off the rock.

	And then Felicity's boulder struck the base of our rock. Pieces of stone shrapnel whirred through the air. The rock below me broke like ice under a piton-hammer and I fell in a tangle of shattered corpses and shattered stone.

	l lay there for a long time.

	The last of the gunpowder grenades was underneath me. Moving only my fingers I twisted the metal key. As soon as a claw fell upon me I was going to let it go. But no claw fell upon me. Gradually the sounds of battle died away. With my fingers under my chin I raised my head a millimetre at a time.

	Where the raised boulder had been there was now a crater hole with a little blood in the bottom of it. A few dead souls were clearing away the dead: demons supervised them with whips. Further up the slope a knot of fighting continued at the point where Felicity, our Zen Terrorist, had been stationed. A grenade exploded, and then there was a long silence, and a burst of laughter from the demons. And then I saw her, high on a rock, a whip in each hand: and the demons had drawn back from around her. As she stood and pointed a the largest of them and mocked it, it came reluctantly towards her, whip held defensively.

	Suddenly she leaped backwards, high into the air; the boulder she was standing on rolled forward, trapping the foot of the large demon, and then it rolled slowly forward over its legs, then its body.

	The hilltop was empty. The boulder Felicity had been standing on rolled on towards me, and Felicity had gone, backwards, over the cliff behind.

	I wriggled down into the pile of bodies; and found it already webbed with white nerve-fibres, as the pathological virus began its task of organisation and reassembly. I searched three of the bodies lying against me, but dead souls had been before me and all I found was two of the scent sachets that demons carry which when scratched give off the stink of some beloved other demon.

	The bodies around me shifted as the healing microbes of Hell drew flesh together again. Bones clicked as they knitted together, breath wheezed in punctured lungs. Waves of strange sensation passed through me, hot inside my demon-dung wrappings. Covered by the motion of the recomposing corpses around me I flexed and straightened my legs. They seemed stronger every minute. 

	Around me now the victims of the battle were starting to move again. Dead souls drifted through the darkness like ghosts,  picking over the litter of bodies to find their own lost limbs. I eased to my feet, collected one of the hooked sticks and set off uphill through the corpses pretending to be a dead soul. Not hard to do, as the dead souls were limping and injured as I was myself. And I certainly felt like a dead soul. 

	My feet crunched in broken shell from the projectile eggs, and the stench of rotten yolk blended with demonstink, and decomposed flesh, and the brimstone smell of broken stone. But the demon dung was doing its work, restoring my body for fresh torments ahead. By the time I reached the hilltop I was merely faking injury on legs that felt, almost, as if they were ready to climb again.

	Imitating the random movements of the dead, I made my way to the hilltop. The stone sarcophagus still stood there, a grey rectangle in the darkness. The crumbled hole was in its top, and as I touched it the worship and awe stirred in my mind like leaves stirring in the bottom of a teacup.  But no blue light emerged from inside: the thing which I could hardly believe I had seen had been taken away. I moved down to the back cliff where I'd just seen Felicity. 

	A whip, which could have been one that she'd been holding, dangled just below the top of the crag, the lash jammed in a rock crack and its handle dangling below.

	I jumped down to the top of the two back chimneys. Long ago – but it was less than twenty hours – I'd thrown down a fixed rope there in the hope of saving Pig-Iron and the husbands during our first battle against the demons. It was still there, just below the top of the right-hand chimney. I abseiled down the back of Hill 60 into the darkness.
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Chapter 16

	A hundred feet of nylon line during the day, or five inches of flesh in the evening? The sexual act doesn't have to spoil a climbing rope. We think it can even make it better.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	Pig-Iron's climb

	It may have struck you, my viewer – I suppose if I am to be pedantic I must call you, 'reader' – though it did not strike me as I lay among the demon dead – that something had turned round within me between the time when I carved my deathsign into the rock knowing myself already killed, and the time not two hours later when I searched the rucksacks of the dead demons. Just so might you turn your back on the stormy chasms below you to look at the rock under your hand – and find that rock climbable.

	Indeed, my mood had lightened just as it does in the nastiest of bivouacs when the sun comes up. Maybe it was something to do with the blue sexual organ we had captured from the demons, for while a believer must be shattered by concrete proof of the existence of his God – and I was glad, then, that Brother Bertram had not lived to see it – to an atheist like myself it may even come as the lifting of a burden.

	And so I moved as one on high ridges who sees his own shadow on the cloud and takes it for an angel – as happened to Edward Whymper on the Matterhorn in 1865.

	I abseiled down into the darkness. And on the open cliff face beside the two back chimneys, I found Professor Harcourt, and Mary who had been Pheidippida, and also On a ledge just below, Shonnagh herself was belayed beside General Barshinova. I looked around for Felicity the terrorist, but she wasn't there.

	General Barshinova and the Shonnagh were plotting quietly together. Shonnagh had bloody rags around her arm. On the ledge above, the Professor was moaning quietly to himself. Presumably this was his first experience of a rockface bivouac.

	Mary fixed slings for me in a crack of the rock beside her. She reached across with sand-rations in a mug – she reached awkwardly, and I saw that she had been injured. The skintights had been cut away from the base of her ribs, and a wound there had been plastered over with demon-dung. 

	Mary said: "Quail, there's something I do not understand.  I don't remember how I began."

	I gave her a sympathetic look. Wasted, of course, here on the dark side of the hill. "None of us remembers that."

	"That's what Shonnagh said. But – I'm different. I'm not stupid, Quail, I know I'm different."

	Something in the rock was pressing into my shoulders. With my fingers I read the names of Pig-Iron and her three husbands, carved into the stone with a bolt-holer. And I thought of our little group of Marxists, the big porter and her husbands, roped together and climbing on up the rockface until the demons with their slingshots knocked them off their climb.

	"Maybe it is not a good time to talk about this."

	"Mary," I said – I'd taken to calling her Mary. "There may not be any other time."

	 "Other people, the porters. Their memories go back for thousands of days. They were once smaller, is what they tell me, like little demons. For humans, you have this thing called childhood. Do you have childhood, Quail? Do you have parents?"

	I said: "My parents are dead."

	Here on the dark side of Hill 60 it was very quiet. Quiet, and dark, and far away in the darkness, that white gleam of ice. There was the faint murmur of voices on the ledge beside us, Barshinova's voice and Shonnagh.

	"They died in the mountains, the Karakoram." I said. "I was three years old." And I told her about the Ice Garden, the school at the top of the world where broken climbers raise the orphan children of climbers who have died. Children like Shonnagh Rourke. Children like me. And the granite crags above the school, and the ice floes on the beach where I and Shonnagh learned to climb, and climbed together on the rocks and the ice.

	"So what happened?"

	"Shonnagh became a shopkeeper. I became a Rhododendron climber, and a guide. I haven't climbed with anyone, not since Shonnagh. I'm a solo climber these days. Like, there was this climb…"

	But I wasn't ready to tell her about Aconcagua. Aconcagua was too recent. Anyway, it wasn't even a climb.

	"And what are you now, Quail? Are you still a rhododendron climber?"

	"I don't know what I am, Mary."

	The rock against at my back was cold now, Pig-Iron's deathsign pressing its harsh shapes into my flesh. There was, bizarrely, a faint odour of nicotine cigarettes. Away in the distance, the icefield gleamed.

	"But Shonnagh, you wouldn't know, what a lovely climber she used to be. She climbed like – you never saw Bofors Creetchie, you've never seen a really good climber. We went to Kashmir on the airship, Me and Shonnagh, we walked in through the villages and we climbed where her parents had left their deathsigns… " And thinking about Shonnagh then, the way she moved on the rock, those firm little movements like a bird. Thinking about the Ice School, and Shonnagh when we were young, my voice stopped working and I couldn't tell her any more.

	Two metres away, Barshinova was talking into the darkness. Her voice was harsh  like the sound of something about to break down. I tuned her out. My eyes were wet, I could feel the tears on my cheek, and I was glad of the darkness, here on the shadow side of Hill 60 in the pale, faint glow of the  icefields far down in the Ninth Circle. 

	"Mary," I said. "If we get out of here – if we survive this climb. I don't see how it could happen, but if we do, then I shall tell you the story of how you came to be. About Pheidippida, and Brother Bertram Manticora, and PK Hayashi who became the centaur called Pansy. All of it. I promise you."

	"... don't see that they're any use to us. Tactically speaking. Okay, Quail?"

	I nodded. "Yes, General. You're probably right.” Whatever it had been, I could get it off the helmet tapes later.

	"So you'll climb up there straight away. There’s twenty metres of rope, that should be enough."

	"Hang on. Me?"

	"Quail, I think that you haven‘t listened to what I have been saying."

	'"Oh, I heard what you said. But... Shonnagh doesn't agree. Why's that, Shonnagh?"

	"Don't look at me," said Shonnagh. "I can‘t climb with this arm. I'm out of it."

	The hand on Shonnagh's arm was not her own. Below her elbow, Shonnagh had lashed on the claw and forearm of a demon. Shonnagh said: "Thanks for your sympathy, Quail. Yes, it hurts. But it can climb, I think. If I teach it."

	"Got snatched by a dragon," Barshinova explained. Harcourt continued his quiet moaning.

	"The demons were firing off their egg-salvos too close together," Shonnagh explained. "My dragon, the one that grabbed me, got fighting with another dragon. The worst is, none of these idiots thought to get a camera on it. I don't know how I'm going to fake up dragons fighting in mid-air."

	"You've got enough dragon on film to program up a computer simul," I suggested. "Use some motion capture off the Hexapods, they're related lifeforms. Where did you get the arm?"

	"Oh," said Shonnagh, "there are demons in the Back Chimney. You came down their fixed rope."

	By this time I'd worked it out. "So," I said, "I'm to climb back up there. Solo? I can't climb that solo. With Mary, then? Have you noticed that she's wounded too? And we're to find the Head Rabbit and ask it what it wants and give it that. It' s running out a long rope. And no protection, as far as I can see. What if what it wants is the chance to test out a few torments it‘s been thinking up?"

	Shonnagh shrugged. "No choice. Tell him again, General. Or ... wait. No harm in having two takes. I'll just fix this camera."

	A faint mauve light was coming down from the cavern roof three kilometres above. General Barshinova, in the shadows of the cliff face, looks every inch the corpse that she is. She narrows her eyes to express determination, then opens them again to express resolve and optimism. "Never say defeat, we're not dead yet. Apart from me, of course. And I'm not just dead, I'm dead set on turning this one around! Remember that war carried on by other means just means diplomacy."

	"Defeat," I said.

	"What's that?"

	"You said never say defeat. I said it."

	"Okay, on some defeatist interpretations we've lost the war," said Barshinova. "Now it's time to win the peace. Our negotiating position is strong. We have absolutely nothing left to lose."

	Mary said: "It's been four or five hours now. I'm just about healed up."

	In the faint purple glow seeping down over the hilltop she had that look, anxious but mostly determined, which is the look I like to see in a client. And maybe – like Pig-Iron and her porters – maybe Mary had earned the right to a final climb. "Technically," I admitted, " Mary would be fine with the back-and-foot for getting up the chimney crack."

	"Ah," said Shonnagh. "Do you notice that tiny red spark coming down the chimney?" 

	Twisting round, I saw a red, glowing dot in the darkness. As it passed, I smelled the burning nicotine. "Fag-ends," Shonnagh said. "They've got guards at the top of the chimneys."

	"What I'm thinking," said Barshinova, "there's this alternative route. The one Pig-Iron the porter found for us." 

	Shonnagh wisely edits out the further arguments that took place – and they were considerable. Her next sequence is to show the ascent by myself and Mary-who-had-been-Pheidippida of Pig-Iron's route on the face beside the two back chimneys. 'Is to show': for by this time we have only one camera left, and nowhere to mount it for viewing the climb. Shonnagh will have to rent a crag somewhere; since we'll be shooting the sequence at night, this will not be expensive. Harder will be the arrangement of the blue-to-violet light from the cavern roof; but Shonnagh, whatever her faults, is good at lighting.

	Not counting the demons, Mary hasn't yet seen a clumsy rock-climber. Ignorant even of the possibility of bad climbing she's been climbing well. Of course I do have to show her how to do the lay-back. The long lay-back crack slants up into the face, and if her arm-strength gives out she'll swing across the rock collecting bruises and scraped skin but she her arms hold out. And now the crack turns horizontal and we can hand-traverse along it, feet pressed inwards on the rough rockface below, until we reach a small niche that reminds me of the one on the Lavatory wall of Dis.

	This one, though, is larger, with room for the two of us pressed together. We sit there together, while her breath slows after the strenuous moves on the lay-back. I check her belay – it's sound – then hand-jam up a vertical crack with little pebbles wedged in the back of it. The faint purple light on the cavern roof has started to pulsate now, just bright enough to show the handholds. I begin to enjoy myself. This is the first real rock-climbing since the cliff of the Eighth Circle where Bofors Creetchie died with the prayer-flag around his leg-bone.

	We rest again beneath an overhang. A few metres away in the darkness we hear the shriek of a demon falling in the back chimney. I could only imagine that it has, amazingly, abseiled off the end of its rope. Twice, already, I've seen demons using Shonnagh Mountain Shop equipment. Could it be possible that they are pursuing us just in order to learn our climbing skills? I bring Mary up on a tight rope but she doesn't need it.

	We work across into a chimney with chockstones as big as coffins. We belay the rope right around the first chockstone, and I show her how to bridge the chimney, climbing with a hand and a foot on each wall. This dolerite basalt is a lot better than the smooth marble where I last used this technique, on the huge broken blocks of the abandoned quarry.

	After I've climbed for a while without reaching a belay there's a tug on the rope. Our twenty metres have failed us. I switch on my helmet radio. "Untie, Mary, and follow me up."

	This is where her nerve will go. If either of us falls, the other will be plucked out of the chimney like a loose tooth.

	Now a beginner will always crawl deep into a crack or chimney for the illusion of safety there. Accordingly, I move to the very outer lip of the rock. Now, if we fall, we'll pass on either side of the chockstone below and, if we're lucky, be held dangling from it by the rope between us. But she follows me, climbing as an expert does in the very opening of the chimney where the rock is most weathered.

	I reach the next chockstone, and now I can stop protect her on the rope. The light from above the clifftop is stronger now, and I watch her as she climbs out onto the rockface, darkness  around her, her hands, her toes, touching a gently as a snowflake that falls onto the rock. I watch her pale arms move through the darkness, and again she's using the upside-down pinch grip she might just possibly have acquired from Bertram the Prophet.

	"We're lucky this is so easy, aren't we?" Mary comments.

	I match her irony. "Sorry if you're disappointed in the climbing quality." But no. She's not ironic. We learn the climbing grades as soon as we can talk but Mary has never learned the climbing grades. "Oh, I'm not ready for the proper hard stuff. If I ever will be. But it is nice climbing, isn't it?"

	In the purple light, her eyes are shining. And she's right. I can't remember when I've had such pleasure in a climb with a client. "You can be a climber, Mary," I tell her. "You certainly can."

	It's always good to encourage the client.

	But that's a whole lot easier to do when it's actually the truth.

	Blue rock above us gives way to purple-black sky. We're up. I coil the rope in a little boulder cave just below the plateau rim, then we eat a bit of Swiss chocolate from Mary's emergency pack. And I realise it isn't just Mary who deserved a final climb. 

	"Thanks, Mary – " and I reached out my hand to shake. But she leaned forward, and kissed me on the cheek.

	I say: "You stay here in this little cave. The demons won't know you're part of our party. When everything's calmed down, try and get back up to the First Circle. If you can, get help from one of the centaurs."

	"Quail, you've left behind Pig-Iron's Leon Trotsky iceaxe."

	"It's a fake, Shonnagh orders in hundreds of those. But Pig-Iron believed in it. And this is her climb."

	I raise my head carefully above the plateau rim. The smoke-clouds ahead of me are glowing the colour of a fresh bruise. Every boulder throws an inky-black shadow, and the stone sarcophagus is a black rectangle against the purple glow.

	Dead souls are moving around the Amphitheatre valley, and the ground around them is in faint movement, like an Alpine meadow moving in the wind – but it's the injured demons shrinking inwards as the strings of muscle start to reassemble. A dragon, too bloated to take off, waddles to the cliff edge and drops into the air.

	Pig-Iron's climb glows in my memory, in the tips of my fingers. I stand up straight, and head for the stone box on the hilltop.

	 

	
A talk about wallpaper

	Telephone wires ran across the hilltop towards a cluster of newly built stone walls. Maybe it wasn't the demons' headquarters but I assumed it was and set off towards it. When I surprised two small demons in sexual play behind a rock I threatened them with my piton-hammer and sent one of them ahead to announce my arrival.

	After a few minutes the demon returned. "The Big One," it told me, "is in conference. Will you wait?"

	I said: "If it‘s in conference with its senior lieutenants, then they too should hear what I have to say. If with lesser ones, I are more important."

	The demons had hacked steps and pinned a handrail up the final metres of the hill. I didn't wait but followed my messenger up.

	"The Big One is amused by your rudeness," said my demon. "You will take a seat."

	Blue light without shadows shivered off the cloud: in the deeper blue beside the stone sarcophagus two rounded shapes lay like drifts of summer snow. It was only when one of them looked back at me that I realised that I was seeing a dead human woman.

	She beckoned me with an arm thicker than my thigh. "Come on then, Dearie. It told you to sit down."

	She could not, I think, have stood on her feet without two strong demons to hold her; I sat down as she indicated, sinking deep into the broad cushion of her. One huge nipple rested against my cheek. "That's right Dear. Take your feet off the ground, make yourself comfortable.”

	Opposite me was a matching sofa, one which, I noticed, was of the male gender. A low moaning came from behind the stone sarcophagus. I tried to engage my sofa in conversation, asking her if she did not find my weight unpleasant. She told me that I weighed less than many demons and that she was on a special diet. "I was the Principal of a College of Wallpaper Programming," she told me. "You wouldn‘t think it to see me now, would you?"

	I described as best I could Earth's recent styles of wall decoration.

	She said: "My hope is that two persons while seated upon me may engage one another in the carnal act. But in a hundred years it hasn‘t happened. The man who is the other sofa was my lover, until he left me to return to his wife. Shall I tell you about it? I pretended that I hoped to regain his love and offered to redecorate the room above his office where we had used to meet and where he now spent the working-day in nauseating dalliance with his own wife.

	"Although he didn't love me any more he accepted – I am a very good wallpaperer. It is a large room, and I made it larger with deceptions, and all around it I programmed doors of illusion which opened onto many worlds. Some opened onto the sea bed or onto airless moons: behind one of them I myself stood naked in a garden of roses. Yet others, though, showed grey corridors and lift-shafts like the corridors of the real building around it. When he came to the exit door he passed it by, taking it for illusion like the rest, and at last he died of thirst, his mouth full of wallpaper that I had painted with bright water. Yet if he had called my name, I would have saved him: for the I that stood naked among the roses was no illusion. So I came out to gloat over him as he died, and my own trap caught me."

	Shonnagh was going to want this stuff, it was just the kind of human interest story our trip account needed if it was to gain appeal even outside the world of climbing. "Tell me," I asked her, "how did it feel when –"

	A demon which had to be the one my messenger had called the Big One emerged from behind the stone box, where I had heard the moaning. It was wiping blood from its hands with a rag. It was no higher than my shoulder: even its crest was no more than a flat comb, adding mere centimetres to its height. The reason for its name was however quite clear. It had the largest and ugliest set of genitalia I had yet seen in the Underworld.

	"I see you've made yourself comfortable. Now what can I offer you? Perfumes, maybe? You have a slight stink about you of rotten dragon-eggs, I'm sure you'll not be offended that I draw your attention to it! Or a drink of alcohol? I usually have a few pastries and a drink of alcohol at about this time. Excuse me: I have had so little time to arrange the amenities. They will bring better furniture by and by."

	It leant back and arranged its sexual organ upon a stand of demonbone. "You carry your genitals out of sight," it remarked. "I often ask myself why we don't do the same. It must save you a world of status-bickering."

	A voice spoke that I hadn't heard before. "Well, you're a pretty one! Love the green hairdo."

	Mary said: "Demon, you speak Tibetan very well."

	Mary? Yes, Mary was occupying the male sofa opposite me. I scowled at her, trying to suggest with my eyes that she should escape while she still could. She gave me a sad little look in return, look of sympathy? Defiance? Or something else. The light was very dim.

	The demon was gratified by Mary's banality.  It suits us to use the languages of our dead slaves. For myself, I have an interest in the customs of the humbler creation, as this of the mildly narcotic drinks."

	I tried one of the pastries. It tasted of bone flour.

	"And now," it leant forward, and for a moment I thought it carried an ice-axe on its back, but it was only the tip of its male member standing against the smoke-clouds. "What can we do to you?"

	As a mountain guide, I only know one negotiating principle, which is to think of the highest amount I can imagine a really foolish client being prepared to pay, and then double it. "You can help us a lot," I explained, "just by staying out of our way while we explore the climbing possibilities around here. Just a preliminary survey and some photographs. We can offer employment to four or five of your people as porters, at normal Alpine Club rates." 

	Mary was looking a bit surprised at my approach. She said: "All we really need is safe passage out through the Ninth Circle."

	The demon's organ twitched in a way that seemed to express some negative emotion. "And what do you offer in return for this enormous exercise of forbearance on the part of myself and my colleagues?"

	"Well," I said. "As I said – "

	Mary cut in. "Goodwill is a priceless asset, and there's not enough of it around down here. We have a sophisticated set of cameras, and a highly skilled publicist, Shonnagh Rourke."

	"Haven't heard of Shonnagh Rourke."

	"Oh, I have!" It was the sofa person speaking from just above my head. "Very crude work, very crude indeed. But some of her camera angles do have a certain rugged charm."

	"Rugged charm, hmmm. The idea is that on beholding the rugged and charming record of your thumping little defeat here, the more bloodthirsty and discriminating among your humans will bestow on us their admiration and love? As against, let us say, studying our battle tactics and weaponry with a view to popping down here and extracting some revenge for your sorry posteriors? Mind you, when I say posteriors, all your other body parts are going to be just as sorrowful."

	"Oh," I said. Mary said, "We'll consider any reasonable proposal."

	It shrugged. "What I'm after is your body to remodel you into a centaur. This young lady, anyway, I've never had a centaur with a green mane like that. But the question I'm asking myself: just how many of your bold and discriminating warriors are likely to come down here? Defeating you lot was good fun but pretty small time."

	I was about to speak, but it held up a curved claw. "None at all, you're about to say, unless you lot can escape through the Ninth Circle and show them how rugged and charming it is down here. Now, that Ninth Circle deepened out quite considerable these last five hundred years. You'll not get up the End Wall even if you get that far. Of course I don’t want to teach you your own business."

	Mary said: "If I follow you, the offer is of transport and specialised equipment for getting up the End Wall of Hell?"

	"And invulnerability," it added. "You fall off, we catch you."

	She struggled forward on her sofa to look across at me. "This is seriously tempting, Quail."

	Serious tempting was right. And possibly it could even deliver on its offer. Shonnagh would go down on this idea like jumping down over a bergschrund crevasse. But here it had made a mistake. For it was as if I had heard among the protected crags of England the sound of a piton-hammer. Magic climbing powers, yes indeed. And destroy the sport of climbing for ever… 

	In entering these negotiations, we had been like frightened climbers who abandon firm vertical rock for a patch of loose heather. I tried to get up – and found that the comfort of the sofa had betrayed me. Now she had me gripped between her thigh and shoulder, and her knee was over my own. I was trapped in her flesh as in a wet-snow avalanche.

	With my free hand I started to stroke the underside of her thigh. I hoped that the touch of a living human might seduce her into slackening her grasp. I said: "We also have in our group a powerful theological activist, one who has already broken out of the Eighth Circle."

	Beside the demon a telephone, stapled into the rock, rang.

	"What? I said I wasn't to be – oh. Oh, you can see the light of it. Yes, well I have already deployed... No, there isn't anything I can do about it now. About forty minutes. Right."

	The soft hand of the sofa crept under my skintights. I felt its roundness as it fumbled with my zip  fastener.

	The Big One slammed down the receiver, scowled at it for a moment, then turned. "I'm sorry, Humans," it said: "this is not as interesting as I had hoped, this custom of the negotiations." It made a small gesture with its tail, and three demons came round the sofa to seize my arms. I didn‘t struggle. Beside me, two others held Mary. They tied my wrists with rope that must have been alive, as it tightened when I strained against it.

	There was something pressed against my navel. Just before the demons had snatched me away, the sofa had placed some object inside my skintights.

	The Big One beckoned her captors to hold Mary in front of it. It looked up into her face and the heat of it made her cheeks glow. I allowed the hard object to find its way downward until it pressed against the top of my leg. "Where did they get you, human?" it asked Mary at last. But it picked up its demonbone genital-stand and went off down the hill without waiting for her answer.

	Maybe they had a cave that they could seal us into, but possibly they might simply shackle us to the bare rock. In that case I'd try to strike their shackle with a large stone, first one side and then on the other, until I had taken it out as you take out a piton. I worked the thing the sofa had given me around until I held it between my thighs; and since I could not walk with it in that position, I feigned unconsciousness and let the guards drag me along. We descended the hill for a short way until we came to the top of the steep back cliff.

	There was no shackle here, and no cave. A row of iron girders projected from the top of the cliff. They were the first worked metal I had seen since the bridge over the pitch-lake.

	The girders stuck out far into the darkness, and from the end of each of them hung a length of chain, and an iron bar. The iron bar was just wide enough for a person to sit on. And on the iron bar a naked man was sitting, hunched over, his eyes tightly closed, gripping the chain above him. As he turned slowly in the violet light, I saw that it was Professor Harcourt.

	 

	
Swing driven thing

	I said to Mary: "Shonnagh shared my climbing rope once. She'll rescue us."

	"Look further along."

	The bulk of Hill 60 shaded us the cliff face, and it took me a while to see that two more humans hung from the further girders. General Barshinova. Shonnagh. And in the shadows beyond them was Armbruster, the Christian porter. For a moment I thought that he was still wearing his skintights. But it was his bare skin, tattooed all over with the same Christian symbols he wore on his climbing outfit.

	Two demons held me while another stripped away my clothing with its claws, then used the weighted thong of its whip to draw the iron bar up next to the rock. A dreadful lurch, and I was swinging above the void like a dead climber dangling on the rope. When I opened my eyes, the cliff face was lurching towards me, and away again, and when I looked down there were jagged rocks for hundreds of metres below, and then only shadows; and far away, as the chain rotated, the distant gleam of ice.

	The thing the sofa had given me was now inside my cheek. I did not risk looking at it but it tasted like a lump of seaweed. I moved it into my armpit. Shonnagh said, "Quail, Mary; don't try to climb up the chain."

	The rockface rotated past me, and I was looking through darkness towards the distant ice, then the rockface again. I closed my eyes but that made it worse and I opened them again.  Shonnagh said: "They demonstrated it to us. In the chain above you, that section of what looks like plastic? It's rock. The same rock as the stone coffin. If you touch it, enzymes in your sweat will make it dissolve.

	"An extremely logical sort of prison," Barshinova said. "No bars, no walls."

	I am not afraid of heights. Not when my foot is on firm rock. Here, though, I was rotating two hundred metres above the gravel plain. Behind me the rockface slid away into darkness. I started to think about my fall from the claws of the flying-demon. And the rockface below, and how my body would be damaged when I hit against it, and then I would hit against it again. And again.

	I started to tremble. Soon, I would shake myself off the seat.

	"Swing, Quail. Swing!"

	It was Mary who called out to me. I swung with my legs; and a back-and-forth motion was less bad than mere rotation. I swung, and Mary swung and leant against the chain and though the air was thick and tugged her back, our toes touched and than our knees. At last I hooked my feet over Mary‘s bar and she lifted her legs over mine and pulled me towards her, and our two bars hung joined and not spinning while she rested her small chin on my hair and held me and the trembling stopped.

	 Suspended from two girders, we made a stable unit. I held her carefully, and the stitched wound in her side bled onto my leg – she must have pulled it open during our climb. We talked to each other a little, and to the others.

	Barshinova made us describe over again the bearing of the demon called and Big One. Was it, in fact, the ultimate leader?

	"Something rang it up while it was talking to us," Mary said. Her breath was warm on my shoulder. "It didn’t have to come through the switchboard."

	As her iron bar twisted towards us, Barshinova said: "You have misread, I think, the political situation here. Why is it that so small a party of demons was carrying the box?"

	"They pinched it from someone else," I suggested reluctantly; for I could feel Mary's bare skin against mine and it seemed to me that a fuller understanding of our situation was not going to make her less unhappy.

	"In that case," Barshinova insisted, "they would have opened the box and carried the thing under their tails. This is how I read the evolving situation. The original small group of demons was raiding into enemy territory; where, fortuitously, they gained possession of the stone box and its valuable contents. By chance, we in turn obtained custody of the stone box from them. Their superiors let us retain it, and this must be because we were carrying it the direction they wanted it to go."

	"Towards deeper Hell," Shonnagh said thoughtfully.

	"They thought a group of dead souls, as we appeared to be, would be less noticeable than themselves. However when we stopped on this hill..."

	"Then they had to attack us," said Shonnagh. "To get their box back."

	Over Mary's shoulder I scowled at her. This conversation was not doing Mary any good. Indeed, it wasn't doing me any good. But Shonnagh's instinct for a good interview survives the loss of her cameras.

	"Good," said Barshinova. "And so?"

	"And so in attacking us here on this hill, they attracted the attention of the ones they hoped to avoid."

	"Those ones being our friend The Big One." Barshinova twisted slowly on her chain: smoke swirled past her from somewhere far below, smoke that was shafted with blue where it rose above the shadow of the hill. "Now, the Big One's orders must be to seize the first lot of demons and whatever they may be carrying. I don't think the Big One's been told what's in the box or it wouldn't have risked such a very vigorous attack. The Big One exceeded its orders when it deployed dragons and other heavy weaponry, and I think it's going to be in trouble over that. In the meantime there‘s us. We aren't in its instructions and what's more we appear to be enemies of the first lot of demons. In which case we may just conceivably be friends of its superiors."

	"So it sticks us out here and waits for orders."

	She nodded across the gulf of air. "Exactly."

	"So where docs that leave us when the orders come through?" Shonnagh asked, carried away by her own interviewing style.

	"It leaves us enquiring diligently," Barshinova said. "Enquiring diligently into the possibility of escape."

	"Wait! I've got something here." I got Mary to clasp her hands around  my back. This left my own hands free to examine the object the sofa had given me.

	It was a piece of skin from the wing of a Hexapod, folded into a strip and then tightly rolled. I opened it and held it to the violet light from the sky. Threads of gut had been glued all over it. The bottom two centimetres of the pattern repeated the bottom.

	Mary bent her head against my chest. "What is it, Quail? writing?"

	Perhaps I laughed. I hope I may have done. "It's an artistic pattern," I told her. "It‘s a design for some wallpaper."

	For a while then we were all quiet. Mary rested her head on my shoulder. Behind her, I saw that the light above us was stronger, so that I could make out the four figures dangling along the clifftop: Shonnagh and Barshinova; Harcourt hunched and silent, the porter Armbruster with the martyrs and saints on his skin rotating gently like some dangling ornament. The light now came from within the strung-out clouds of smoke, which glowed luminous violet like lamps. And far above, something bright and shining dropped out of the cloud.

	Now as we swung, our great purple shadows flashed across the rockface below us. The violet, shining thing came closer. Half closing my eyes against the glare, I saw a shape almost like a rocket ship. But it was not any rocket: it was one of the tree-things from Barshinova's gulph. Six of the Hexapod demons flapped in the air around it: there must have been some sort of harness to let them carry it through the air.

	Barshinova was looking at the shining tree with an expression of delight. Mary's hands crept down my back. "Quail, are you frightened?"

	"Yes, I'm frightened."

	"Then I'm frightened too. Hold me, Quail."

	I hold her. And on the Arborlast, a human-like figure standing on the opened out nose of it like a stamen among stone petals. A figure shining like the sun, the stained and filthy robes flying like the wings of the storm. Somehow, she has persuaded the non-human creatures to share in her spectacular ending.

	It's Felicity," I say quietly. "She's – she's transformed."

	"It's a woman thing," Mary says in my ear. "You wouldn't understand." 

	"Try me," I say. 

	"Ah, well. This is how it's done. She had a clean one in her rucksack."

	Beyond Mary's shoulder, Harcourt twists on the sky like one of the Tibetan deities Felicity and I had seen projected onto the clouds of Everest. Mary lifts herself, and moves closer to me along my thighs. She clasps her legs behind my back. Her greenish hair presses like soft fingers against my cheek.

	"Quail," she says. "You want to do this?"

	"Yes, Mary. I want to do this. Yes! Oh, yes!"

	A demon guard stands on clifftop, looking down with a grin at our bodies tangled together. It won't be amused for very long… By my guess, we all have less than a minute to live. 

	Felicity wants us to spend that minute attaining enlightenment.

	Half a minute. Well, that's a lot longer than someone gets who's fallen off the Eiger.

	The stone tree is coming right towards us now, the white figure of Felicity at its tip like a statue. Mary lifts herself again, lowers herself onto me. Her hair is in front of my eyes like a spring meadow. Through Mary's hair I see something small and very black rise beyond the hill. A moment later comes the 'phut' of the charge that has fired it upwards. The iron bar is cold against the one truly ugly portion of my anatomy, then warm as her hand comes down and cups me. The thing the Arborlast had thrown up rises towards the top of its parabola. She tightens around me. And then I move, and she moves, in the way that are older than the cavern where we hang. The stone tree passes above our heads and our joined swing swoops backwards in the hot wind of its passing. And as my hot seed rises out of me the tree explodes beneath its capsule and the sky turns white and heat bounds off the cavern walls, and a great sound comes that shakes us on our perches like dust in the jaws of a god.

	 

	


Chapter 17

	So-called 'heroes' who carry out deeds of exploration and daring in the mountains are in fact weak not strong, driven by their own neurotic personalities. 

	Ruth Mallory 'You Don't Have to be Mad' 1925

	 

	She will need to accept her own death, but also the deaths of those around her. To become a truly great climber, she will have to cultivate certain moral defects.

	Li-Wan Scott 'The Way of Death' pb Thule Academy

	 

	After the arborlast

	In its very last seconds, the arborlast passed over the hilltop just above us.

	White fire rose like the sun from behind the hill and I saw that the whole top of Hill 60 has been sliced away. The fireball climbed up the sky, while still we held each other outside and in, her arms pressed against my back and my buttocks pressed into the cold iron bar. Beyond Mary's bare shoulder I saw the face of Harcourt who had been the supervising professor of what she once was; and the light shone on cavern walls fifty and a hundred kilometres away.

	Our perch leaped and bounded in the air, and the echo thundered in our ears. The ground-wave rippled up the cavern walls in a cloud of dust like a powder snow avalanche travelling uphill, and into the cloudbase. And still her clasped legs clenched and tightened across my back.

	Then wind came, and a river of stones flowed off the top surface of Hill 60 and spun away over our heads. Beyond, the fireball punched a hole in the cloud and I saw the roof of the cavern, five thousand metres up. High in the arch of it was the spider mark where the seed of the Arborlast, accelerated to escape velocity, had shot into the rock.

	Harcourt shouted, and pointed at the roof. But I looked downwards, past his dangling legs, and I saw in the last brilliance of the fireball a distant landscape of snow and black shadows, shadows that moved as the fireball rose; a long and distant valley and at the end of the valley a barrier wall, too far for me to guess its height but high, high; and it gleamed with green rock and wicked black ice.

	The fireball, grown to several kilometres, now winked out as its gasses dropped-below plasma temperature. The cloud-layer had moved up four thousand metres and formed itself into a single spinning smoke-ring around the cavern roof. Inward across the rock-ceiling came the ground-shock of the explosion, converging again after its two-hundred-kilometre run up the walls. As it shrank, the wave-ring strengthened; when it met itself, rock fountained downwards and a great gap appeared in the cavern roof.

	As the wind eased I heard what Harcourt was shouting. "Two minutes! The rocks, they'll be down here in two minutes!"

	I found, flattened out between my body and Mary's, the piece of sample wallpaper. It tore easily between my teeth. I wrapped half of it around each hand and pulled myself up the enzyme-stone rod onto the girder that supported us.

	The blast-wave had passed, and cold air flowed across my burnt back. The echoes of the explosion rolled around the chamber, the sound deepening as the dense air absorbed the higher overtones. Shonnagh called out to me, but my first duty was to our client. Fortunately, the dead demon on the hilltop was still clutching its whip. I threw the handle of it out to Mary on her swing. As I hauled her across to the clifftop, the first of the ceiling-rocks crashed somewhere below us.

	More rocks crashed nearby as the two of us lifted Professor Harcourt onto the hilltop. "Find a cave!" I told him.

	The top of Hill 60 had been swept clean by the blast-wave. By the time we had everyone on firm rock, Barshinova had found the perfect radiation shelter: a boulder as big as a house with a space beneath it where it had fallen across a fissure. I'm used to falling rocks; the radiation was what worried me. I set to work with Barshinova to block the remaining openings with loose stones.

	Shonnagh had found Harcourt's rucksack jammed below a boulder where the demons had stripped us. Only Harcourt had been captured with his rucksack, and even our ripped-off clothes were gone, swept off the ledge by the wind of the explosion.

	Inside the boulder hole Shonnagh had Harcourt's stove going. "It's sand rations," she apologised. "You can have them cold or you can have them stirred into hot water."

	"My God!" Harcourt shouted. "Who put all this stuff into my rucksack?" He had found the two small pots, Dante's inkwell and the one from the Gulph of the Simoniacs; and my Hexapod homescape from the fallen quarry. Then he came across the twisted human jawbone that I had taken from the pack of the fallen centaur at the foot of the Malebolga Wall.

	Shonnagh shrugged. "When you've lost everything, you keep what you‘ve got."

	The moving picture I'd picked from the filth of the Hexapod nest was still glowing. Its red light flickered around the cave like butterflies, alighting on a bare leg or shoulder. Mary's green hair gleamed at the back of the cave. After I'd checked our other client for injuries, I made a pillow for her out of the wallpaper samples.

	My fingers came away from her ribs wet with blood. "Your wound – why isn't it healing?"

	"It's the radiation from the Arborlast explosion," said Harcourt. "It‘s killed all the healing virus."

	"Don't worry," Mary said to me. And she laughed. "Did the Earth move for you too, Quail?" And a moment later she was asleep, her face turned up to the roof like a child's. Barshinova touched my elbow and led me to the mouth of the cave. "Radiation," she said. "Wicked stuff. We ought to block this a bit more, while we can."

	It was an air-burst," I pointed out. "Anyway, the dust won’t be down for days yet. This air's thick."

	She nodded. "There was something else. Take a look over there."

	"General, it's dark."

	"Take a look anyway."

	The rattling noise we'd been hearing was explained. Rocks as big as my fist were dropping out of the sky and clattering down around us. One rolled against my bare foot, and I leaped back. It was hot. "What the – let's rake some of them inside. They'll warm us, and maybe we can use them to cook with."

	"You don't understand anything," Harcourt complained from inside the cave. "Must I forever be explaining basic physics?"

	"Don't bother," said Shonnagh. "We're happy to think of it as magic."

	"It's still the rockfall out of the cavern roof. The stones are hot because they've lost their kinetic energy by friction with the air, and they're all the same size because the ones with the same terminal velocity are arriving together. The sand and gravel will be coming down for days." I looked at the hot stones I'd gathered. They were indeed all the same size.

	"Pity," said Shonnagh. "We could do with some magic right now."

	Barshinova led me around to the back of the boulder. "We're still alive." I nodded. "So what now? You're the climber."

	She wanted my knowledge and experience so she could present it as her own. But isn't that just what leaders do? "We can't get back out again, not with all the demons of Hell raised against us."

	She nodded. "What about the other way, down through the Ninth Circle?"

	"Can't be done. I had a look at the End Wall, I saw it when the arborlast went off. Rock and ice, all the way up. We'd need porters, and they're all lost now. Worse, we don't have any ice gear. No ice pegs, no burners, no crampons. We don't even have any clothes."

	"There's something I wanted to show you," Here eyes shone pink in the glow from the cavern ceiling. "Up at the top of the hill there."

	The stone sarcophagus had gone, together with the bit of the hill it had stood on. Where it had been, looking inwards towards the distant icefields, stood a single demon. It had its back to us. The hot stones fell around it but it ignored them, even when one of them rolled against its foot. Its tail was hooked over one elbow, its vital member over the other. Its head was bowed in thought.

	I said: "I'm going to sleep now, General. If anyone wants to kill me, they can do it in the morning."

	 

	
A chat with Phlogistofernes

	I don't know how much later it was when I woke, but the stones from the sky were now as small as grapes and no longer hot to touch. What had woken me was a sound from the doorway: the sound of a polite cough. "Excuse me," said the demon. "Do you mind if I come in?"

	"Take one step," said Shonnagh, standing behind the doorway, "and you get this ice-axe through your right ear. It's already killed a man." We'd lost our axes. She was actually holding the small greenish pot, the one glazed with Adolf Hitler's ashes.

	"Let it in if it wants to come," said Barshinova. "Truces and negotiations is warfare carried on by other means. If it wants to talk, I'll talk to it."

	"Quail and Lucy tried talking to the last one," Shonnagh pointed out.

	"The Lucy-Mary has the right idea," said Barshinova. "Just her timing was wrong."

	In the end we let it in for the sake of its body-heat on our bare skins. Shonnagh offered it sand-rations.

	"Thank you," said the demon, "I don’t eat. Not what you‘d call eat."

	Harcourt raised his head. "You devour dead souls," he said. "The dead souls are sustained by airborne bacteria which penetrate through areas of tissue-damage. This is why you have to torture them. At the bottom of the food-chain I'm inferring some simple sulphur-microbes feeding on geothermal heat."

	"Don't call it torture, please,“ said the demon. "It's farming."

	I reached into Harcourt's sack. "I call that torture," I said. I showed it the cogwheel we had found on the dead centaur, the cogwheel shaped out of a living human jaw.

	"Well..." said the demon. "Let's not discuss the semantics of food production just now, small slave. It's dreary work, whatever you call it. You have talked with the Big One. I know this because certain of those with smaller genitals than he report directly to me. I am Phlogistofernes."

	Now I saw it up close, I realised we'd met before. The trident-ended sex organ was pretty distinctive, and so was the trunk-like nose waving gently in front of it. This was the demon that had refrained from killing me, high on the arch of the Eighth Circle. "And by the way," I added, "I am a salaried mountain guide. Which isn't quite the same thing as a slave."

	Phlogistofernes ignored my comment. "You appear like dead souls and yet I think you are not."

	"Quite right," Shonnagh agreed. "We are dead souls with a difference. We are still alive. We came here to  study the lifeforms of this place. Including the deadforms, of course."

	The demon gazed around the cave with steely eyes, sniffing our air with its projecting proboscis. Our body tones blended together in the glow from the Hexapod postcard. Just Professor Harcourt had retrieved his Primavera nicks, and they glowed brilliant pink like sunset snow. "You people are quite nasty in your puny way. Not like those rabble of Hexapods. I did not expect you to move so easily on rock."

	And now I remembered my theory about this demon. "It's a matter of equipment," I explained. "It‘s a lot easier with the proper gear. Which Mistress Rourke here can supply."

	And I set off up Shonnagh‘s normal sales spiel, pointing out the virtues of self-winding reels, twimbles and contractile loops; snake-heads and strangling stones; whelpets, lingams and Tyrolean harness. I mentioned the new avalanche wing. Nor did I scruple to touch on items outwith the Alpine Club list: sky-lines, rock-cutters and reciprocating crampons.

	The demon's tail lay across the cave like a sleepy python, its end moving just enough to stir a little dust off the floor. "I don't follow you here, little slave. If I give these things to those whose organs are small, they will move around where they will, to my harm. If on the other hand I reserve them to myself, the ones with the small organs will think me less than them in that I need such crutches, no?"

	"But surely," Mary said,  "one with your mighty and triple-ended organ doesn't worry about the underlings. Or am I wrong?"

	"Well yes, your female slave does have a point there."

	"Not as big a point as your one," Mary said at once.

	The demon, as if accidentally, flicked its trident-ended organ so that it caught the red light of the Hexapod postcard. I noticed that it was using the piece of Mountain Shop microfilament as its penis strap. How frustrated Shonnagh must be at not getting a photo. "Now," it said, "I'm interested to know this. What gave you small-organ creatures the metaphorical if not actual balls to seize our valuable stone box from the Big One's raiding party?"

	"It was an accident," Shonnagh said. "Just an accident, we're very sorry about it. We had no idea what was in the box."

	"Ah, so now you do," the demon said. "Well that simplifies things." It leaned forward, its three-ended organ making great shadow streaks across the cave roof. "So it was without any malice at all that you humans interfered with the Big One's raiding party. Purely because you happened to be passing, you crushed thirteen handsome demons under some billions of tons of rock. And then, Instead of reporting in to receive the appropriate torments, the Big One foolishly tried to remedy the situation on its own. Using, of all things, an Arborlast. I can't imagine why it thought that was a good idea. Well, in due course it'll be explaining that to us itself."

	"Actually," began Shonnagh, "it was Felicity – " and then breaking off as Barshinova, who was closest to her, kicked her sharply in the ankle, " – Felicity who was the indentured convict, what I guess you might call a slave."

	I interrupted. "Phlogistofernes Sir, me and my fellow slave here have recently discovered the pleasures of sexual congress. You won't mind if we just slip out for a quick one?"

	"Oh, I'll come and watch. I've not seen two dead souls trying to reproduce."

	"There's a reason for that," I said. "We do this in private, is why. It's what's known as an intimate moment. Oh, and we aren't dead."

	The demon waggled its proboscis in a vague way. "It's up to your slavemaster here. I don't allow my slaves dalliance during working hours. But perhaps he wishes to breed from you two."

	Shonnagh said: "Quail, I don't think this is the – ouch!" Barshinova had kicked her again. "But yes, it's been a tiring morning for you both. And this is a brief interval – am I right, Phlogistofernes sir? – a brief respite before some torments to come?"

	I may have imagined, but I thought the tips of the demon's tall organ drooped in the dim light. "We are all in deep shit," it said. "And you not-dead souls can take that literally. For myself, out of respect for my genitals, I'm expecting something more imaginative."

	"You go out and dally," Shonnagh said. "Be careful of her wound, Quail."

	•••

	Out on the hilltop, it was cool like pre-dawn in the light seeping down from the Seventh Circle. Somewhere below, sounds came from the demons' camp. A little light gravel still fell from the cave ceiling, hissing like rain as it hit the ground. Around us the hilltop was swept bare by the arborlast explosion like the slabs below a glacier.

	"You're not much of a climber," I told her; "but even so you've got more sense than Shonnagh. What do you think? This Phlogistofernes has been watching us all along. From the Seventh Circle, anyway. And did you notice how it reacted to my sales pitch?"

	"I didn't see it react at all. Not with its nose, not with its tail, not with its triple-ended thingie."

	"That's the point. It was pretending it wasn't interested. But if it really hadn't been interested, it would've interrupted me and started talking about torments or something."

	"That's thee trouble with demons, you can't tell what they're thinking."

	"No, you can't," I agreed. "They're like people that way. Umm – Mary. Were you really impressed by that demon-thing's male organ? I mean, did you find it attractive?"

	She laughed. Then she looked at me, saw that I was serious. And she laughed a bit more. "Oh, Quail," she said. "And I thought I was the one only came into existence four days ago." She looked at me again. "But you're right, Quail. Time we took this conference in a new direction."

	•••

	"That was quick," Shonnagh said. Insensitive of her – she shouldn't have drawn the demon's attention to our absence. Well, insensitive in the normal Shonnagh way as well.

	I gave her a cold look. For the demon's benefit, I said: "it's hard to hold back. This woman is very much sexually attractive." Against my shoulder, I felt Mary holding back a laugh.

	"This is just the getting to know you session," the demon was saying, "before I start inflicting the torments. It's not personal, just that with the God's Bollocks gone, I'll shortly be undergoing torments myself. It always helps to have some diverting memories to dwell on."

	Mary caught my eye. "Well, Quail?"

	"Quite so. Enough of the sweet talk. Phlogistofernes, while you guys were trying to kill me I happened to notice a neat little bit of rhyolite down there. Time for your first proper climb."

	 

	
A climb with Phlogistofernes

	The rough grey rock stretched for 30 metres above us, cutting off half of the cavern roof. At its foot, some rounded boulders were just right for sitting to look up at the rockface. And we had a rope to climb with! Phlogistofernes had retrieved Shonnagh's prayer-streamer from the arch above the Gulph of the tax evaders. The rope had subsequently been adapted for demonic use. The demon had bribed one of the simoniacs in the Third Gulph to deconsecrate it.

	"Shonnagh," I said, "I don't see how we're going to fix the harness. Not with this great big thing in the way."

	"This great big enormous triple-ended thing," Mary said, wide-eyed. And gave me an elbow poke on the side where the demon couldn't see. Really, Mary was enjoying this penis envy thing a little too much.

	"Do it old style," Shonnagh suggested, "bowline knot around the waist. When your demon falls off, lower it quick and it won't suffocate much."

	The rhyolite was ridiculous. The pitch was steep enough – it even had a small overhang a third of the way up. But the compact volcanic rock was so rough you could put a foot on it anywhere, and it was covered in small, incut handholds. In less than a minute I was belayed at the top, ready for the demon Phlogistofernes to follow.

	The demon rushed at the pitch, almost too fast for me to take the rope in. I heard its claws scratching against the rock. Then it fell off.

	I'd used a simple body belay around my waist. It really is better to wear clothes for this sort of thing – well, Hell's air would sort the rope burns on my hands in a day or two. I let the demon dangle for a moment, then lowered it to the foot of the cliff.

	"Quail," Mary shouted up. "Quail, what were you thinking? This pitch is far too difficult for a beginner. It's really steep."

	The demon could fall off the rock and have another try. But not me, I realised. If I could introduce Phlogistofernes to the rock face, and get it right, then possibly, just possibly, Shonnagh's Underworld Expedition might avoid the assorted torments we had let ourselves in for. Never mind the deconsecrated prayer streamer. Metaphorically, I was climbing this situation without a rope. There wouldn't be any second tries.

	I thought back to the first climb I'd offered to Pheidippida the golden haired client. The easy sandstone route, right at the beginning of Hell. Somehow she had failed to be enticed into climbing. No natural talent, but even so, the guide does have to take some of the responsibility. Pheidippida had needed an even easier climb; and, perhaps, an even more soothing and sympathetic instructor.

	Brother Bertram, on the other hand, had enjoyed his first taste of the rockface. Bertram had been a person with high intelligence combined with low self esteem. Which made him the ideal pupil. I'd simply given him a little encouragement and let him work it out for himself.

	My guide's instinct told me I needed a different treatment here.

	"Nonsense, Mary," I called down. "This is an easy climb. Now, demon, Mary will climb it. Tie your rope on behind her."

	I gave Mary a bit too much rope, hoping she'd get the message. She climbed slowly, looking around for the holds and testing each one before stepping up. "Take in slack, Quail," she called up. Just how I'd wanted her to play it. But would this work? Would the demon be susceptible to the idea of going slowly and learning?

	She paused at the overhang, leaning out on her handholds to study the rock above. "Not fair," the demon called out. "You two are experts."

	"Mary, tell this demon how long you've been climbing."

	"My first climb was five sleep-times ago. But –"

	"But you're right, Demon. Mary is a natural climber, even though she isn't very good at it yet and has a nasty injury in her stomach. Keep your eye on her as she comes up, watch how she does it."

	The demon made a faint hissing sound, and its proboscis twitched like a worm that's been cut in half. "Demon," I said. "You have the most magnificent virile organ that I've seen in my life so far. But when it comes to climbing – "

	I could feel Mary's rope trembling in my fingers. Just above the overhang, she was silently giggling. I hoped Phlogistofernes had the same trouble with human body language as we were having with his. "When it comes to climbing," I went on, "your generative organ isn't going to help. Climbing needs intelligence, alertness and strong fingers."

	Mary had understood what I wanted her to do. She was climbing slowly and gracefully, perhaps overdoing the looking around and testing of the holds. And she was not using the upside-down pinch hold that came naturally to her but might not work for the demon. "A good bit of work there," I told her as she arrived at the top of the small cliff. "Climbing well roped together."

	"But Quail, this is an extremely easy bit of rock. Isn't it?"

	"I was speaking metaphorically." 

	She pinched her lips together as she looked at me. "Quail, is this going to work?"

	"We're about to find out. Okay, Demon! Now you try it again."

	It climbed more slowly this time. As it approached the overhang, all I could see was its tail, thrashing the air behind it. At the overhang, it fell off again.

	"Well, we tried, Mary," I said as I lowered the demon back to the ground. The new rope burns wouldn't matter. Not when we get our arms and legs pulled off.

	Then the demon shouted up to us. "Take in slack, slave Quail. This time I'm going to climb it."

	The rope came in quite slowly now. And it was placing its claws more carefully, I didn't hear them scratching on the rock. It disappeared under the overhang. Then I saw its scaly face looking up at me: good, it was leaning out on its handholds to look at the rockface above. One of its foreclaws came up onto the rock above the overhang; and then the second one. Neither of them seemed to have a handhold yet. And then its proboscis pointed straight towards me, as it raised both arms off the rockface, and leaned backwards into the air.

	"So, my little slaves. Did you say my mighty prick wasn't any use for climbing?"

	 

	
A commission from Phlogistofernes

	You come across an unclimbed mountainside – or, more likely, one where you've created that 'unclimbed' ethos by dropping the guidebook in a crevasse. You gaze at the gullies that divide it, the angles in the rock, the overhangs. And then your eye settles on a slanting fault-plane, the feature in the mess of mountainside that could just make sense of it all.

	And this, I was becoming aware, also happens in real life. "Why pinch the sacred Organ – "

	"So much smaller than your own one," Mary cut in. She just wasn't going to let go on that one.

	"Why pinch the Divine Genitals – unless you want to have it off with them?"

	We sat in a row, dangling our feet down the little rhyolite crag that we'd just climbed up. In the glow from the cavern ceiling, it was like the sunset end of any climbing day. Apart from none of us having any clothes on. And one of us having its genitals up above its head.

	"You deadlings can still surprise me. You never stop thinking about sex, do you? Those Sacred Doo-dahs had higher things on Their mind."

	Mary looked up as if to say something, but didn't.

	The demon leaned back against a boulder, allowing its organ to shrink until it was merely shoulder height. "A bit of chat, why not," it said. "You have shown me this thing of the climbing. Something for us all to look back on during the torments to come." 

	"The one called The Big One …" I said. "The Big One was offering support and rescue services for climbing the End Wall."

	"And you believed the Big One? How sweet. The Big One can barely haul its organ up the steps of its own throne. No four-limbed creature can get up the end wall of the glacier on its own feet. But the thing is, when it comes to the End Wall, the Hexapods can't do it either."

	Professor Harcourt leaned forward. He seemed less unhappy above the rocky drop than he would have been a couple of weeks ago. "We must be thousands of metres below ground level. The oxygen concentration?"

	"Quite so. Any deeper than this, they can't breathe, it burns them up."

	Shonnagh had been studying the rhyolite below us for more possible routes. But now she noticed that the conversation around her was offering possibilities of the commercial kind. "So," she said, "the idea would have been, you – we – kidnap the Genitals. Ransom them back to the Hexapods. Or, much better, go straight to the top? Sell them back to Him Upstairs. They were His genitals, after all."

	In the air below us, the demon's tail curled into a tight spiral. "What an idea. I am surprised that a creature with such negligible genitals of its own has the balls."

	"Um," said Shonnagh. "Sorry."

	"It would have been an excellent idea. Very dangerous. They, She or It hardly ever does anything you'd expect, you being a mere speck of demon-poo under the toe of Her mighty Intelligence and all that. Difficult to do business with. Have you read the Book of Job?"

	"No."

	"Don't. It's depressing."

	"So – we just tell the Hexapods that Him Upstairs has made a counter-offer…."

	The demon's tail curled another turn into its spiral. But then it unwound like a broken spring. It had remembered that the Genitals were lost to it.

	"We can still try," Shonnagh went on. "Him Up There doesn't know They've been destroyed. Any more than the hexapods do."

	"No, no," said Phlogistofernes. "We trade in dead souls up and down between here and the Other Place all the time. We must preserve our good faith. We haven't any use for Them, so just send Them back." 

	"You mean – across the Ninth and up the End Wall and out. Which you just said was impossible."

	The demon's tail had uncurled completely, and dangled down the rockface like a broken climbing rope. "it would have been the only option, get the Things out of our hands. I mean, look at the mess we're in now."

	Mary stood straight at the cliff top, looking very small against the darkness. Just as I was noticing the ugly bulge below her ribs where her wound was, she said: "The Divine Organs are not lost." 

	She exchanged a look with Shonnagh. Shonnagh said to the demon: "May I borrow this knife from your belt?"

	The demon followed her glance. It took in the freshly stitched wound below Mary's ribs. Its tail flicked sharply, but it said only: "Not that knife, it's poisoned. Here, use this one."

	I realised then what they meant to do. I stepped in front of Mary. And as on a rock-ridge your eye is finding the next belay-point and when your rope-partner falls you jump to it even though you didn't know you knew it was there, so, now, my hand found a sharp stone on the clifftop and picked it up.

	But Mary said: "No, Quail. If you want to help me, hold me by my head."

	So I held her head and turned my face to the rock while they cut into her again and a sudden blue glow lit the boulders around us. They took out the divine Sex Organs from inside Mary's flesh and wiped the blood off Them with the lid of Harcourt's rucksack.

	I could feel my heartbeat slowing down. A silence fell, silence that seemed to stretch for kilometres around us, out to the walls of the cavern. It was broken by the fluting voice from under the rucksack lid.

	"Golly, I'm so sorry Miss. I guess that was almost as uncomfortable for you as it was for me."

	The demon was the first to recover. "Tell me," it asked: "Have you had any use out of these?"

	"Should we have?"

	"It would have been interesting. So what do you require?"

	Harcourt looked at his guide. "Sleeping bags," said Shonnagh. "We have a stove and food from Harcourt's rucksack, but we shall want cooking pots. A shovel for digging snow-holes. Then there's climbing equipment: rope, ice-torches, ice-pitons, rock-pitons, crampons. Also snow-shoes or skis, slings, karabiners, descenders, cornice-grenades."

	Phlogistofernes held up a claw. "You must realise we do not work metal down here."

	"Hold it," I said. "What's going on?"

	Harcourt looked at me. "Mistress Rourke is agreeing, in exchange for material assistance, to convey the Divine Sex-Organ through the three sections of the Ninth Circle. Do you have any objection?"

	"Boots," I said. "You didn't mention those. We're going to need boots."

	"I don‘t know,“ said Phlogistofernes. "I've got the Blessed Things now. It would be so interesting to put the whole lot of you to the torment. Anyway, how can I trust you? We seldom deal with live dead souls. Faustus was the last one, and he tried to break his contract."

	"You were going to enter sales talks with Hexapods," Harcourt pointed out. "We are less untrustworthy than they."

	This wasn't the Harcourt I knew, this creature with black pools for eyes and a cold edge of thought, and I was reminded of a soft-snow cornice that breaks to show the rock inside it. Is this really what a couple of moderately difficult rock climbs can do to a person?

	"I shall need a compact from you," said the demon, "signed in blood in the usual way. I'll be put to the torture myself if I don't take the obvious precautions. I agree to afford you every material assistance. Et cetera, etcetera. It's a routine contract."

	"And what do we offer in return?" I asked.

	It turned its flat red eyes full upon me. "Your souls, of course. Just your immortal souls."

	•••

	From Harcourt's rucksack we had one helmet, and one helmet radio, and quite a lot of orange waymark dye. We also had the deconsecrated prayer streamer. But by the time we'd slept, the demon had procured for us a large pile of supplementary equipment.

	Shonnagh looked at it all in shocked silence.

	Rough jackets and leggings sewn out of poorly cured hexapod leather. Boots with soles made of sandstone. The additional climbing ropes made of sinew: those weren't too bad. But the ice-axes with shafts and heads of splintered bone were almost useless. And there was an awful lot of sand-rations.

	Funny, that. Whatever else you run out of, there's always plenty of sand rations.

	And then there were crampons. Crampons crafted with all the ingenuity of Hell  from jawbones, with the teeth secured in place with a glue of boiled bones.

	Mary saw the crampons, and even in the shadowy light her face went pale. "We're not using crampons like that. Those crampons can't you see! They were once people." She burst into tears. And I remembered the centaur called Pansy, tortured and mutilated just as these crampons had been tortured into their shapes.

	"Be sensible, Mary," Shonnagh said "Without ice-climbing gear, we're not going to get across the Ninth Circle. We won't get up that wall."

	"In that case, we won't get up the End Wall."

	I looked at Shonnagh, and Shonnagh looked at me. Mary was the client.

	To return, then, through all the eight Circles of Hell – past the circles of fire, and the Hexapods of the Dis Wall. But we wouldn't even set off. Instead we'd be bend and mutilated ourselves, as those crampons had been mutilated: we'd be centaurs in the stable of the demon Phlogistofernes.

	The End Wall, then? Eight thousand metres of ice and rock, with no climbing gear at all? It would, at least, be a worthwhile way to die.

	"Ropemaster Quail – " It was the Christian porter, Armbruster. Shonnagh waved him aside, but I saw that he was bending over his rucksack and showing us on it's lid the portrait of St Achille Ratti to console us as only the Pope who made the first ascent of K2 could do, but no, he was  undoing the buckles, he was opening the sack and drawing out two lumpy objects, two dark lumps with glints of metal along them.

	"Please forgive me, Ropemaster Quail, when you abandoned your Rhododendron gear, left it under a rock, I took the liberty of digging it up again. In case you – you know – you changed your mind."

	For a moment I was angry – would I betray the memory of Bofors Creetchie? But I looked at the nailed boots, and I remembered the crunch of them into firm show, the grip of a single bootnail on a tiny step cut into the ice. And I remembered something else. I went down the cliff edge above the back chimneys, and the little cave at the top of Pig-Iron's climb. And I retrieved Pit-Iron's steel headed ice axe, the one supposedly used at the murdering of Leon Trotsky.

	For the lead climber, at least, there was a set of woollen and linen clothing, whipcord breeches, proper nailed boots and an iceaxe. 

	•••

	Phlogistofernes' secretary, a crop-winged Hexapod, presented us with our copy of the pact, the blood we'd signed it in still trickling down the hexapod vellum. The pact that would deliver us to eternal torment if we failed to carry the divine Sex-Organ across the final Circle.

	There was a risk of attack from supporters of the Big One as well as from Hexapods and even dead souls, so Phlogistofernes brought some demons along as we crossed the last kilometre of broken ground before the descent to the icefields of the Ninth Circle. The demons had whips and flails: missile weapons were useless in this dense air. A few Hexapods formed a protective screen overhead. Prisoners from the recent battle, they had vowed themselves under torture to defect to Phlogistofernes: in Hell, contracts made under duress are normal business practice.

	As lead climber Barshinova had claimed my cashmere pullover and tweed overjacket out of Armbruster's rucksack. The consolation was how ridiculous she looked in the moleskin knee-breeches – but even that was bittersweet, as I myself had looked just as ridiculous. The hexapod leather of the rough jacket and leggings Phlogistofernes had provided for us slithered against my skin, and rustled unpleasantly as we walked. I looked back and saw the face of Hill 60 and Pig-Iron’s rock route, and beyond it the stump of the Arborlast standing in the plain. Down ahead of us, the ground opened yet another pit of darkness.

	I fell back to walk alongside Shonnagh. "Somewhere at the end of there, it's this End Wall. I caught sight of it while the arborlast was exploding. Shonnagh, it's huge. Bigger than the Alps, almost Himalayan. Rock and ice and avalanches. It looks a hell of a thing."

	"I guess we'll see when we get there."

	"Shonnagh, is Barshinova still the lead climber? With a Himalayan climb in front of us?"

	"Barshinova's a proven battle winner. Okay, she's not a climber. You'll  instruct her, I'm counting on you for that, Quail. But she's an army commander, she knows to manage an expedition."

	"But – "

	"You're the ropemaster, Quail. Now shut up, you're bad for morale."

	A few kilometres ahead a column of grey vapour rose out of the darkness. It spread along the cliffs below us, so that even with our remaining helmet and its image-intensifier we couldn't see down into the long valley at our feet.

	Our escort formed a half-circle against a cliff and raised a wall of stones. Phlogistofernes took a sand-glass out of its rucksack. "We wait here for one hour. There is something to show you. The Valley of the Shadow now runs diagonally across your path. You will do best, I think, to descend into it right here. The side walls steepen further along, and there are avalanches. The dead souls you will meet down there are interesting blokes, specially if you torture them up a bit. You'll find the politicals right underneath the End Wall."

	"You've been there?"

	"Not for a couple of thousand years. The deepening of Hell has made the air too thick. For you, not so bad, perhaps. This whole area is unstable. Earth's dense mantle rocks get through into the Cavern and they're what forms the End Wall."

	"What rock would that be?" I asked Harcourt.

	"The upper Mantle is formed of an iron-magnesium silicate called olivine. Have you climbed on such rock?"

	"There‘s some in Quebec. When it's not glassy-smooth it's good. Not a lot of friction but nice cracks."

	Below us, the cloud-sea stirred and moved like boiling porridge. The further end of it thinned to a huge, triangular darkness.

	"I think you‘re going to enjoy the End Wall," Phlogistofernes predicted. "We believe it's about eight kilometres high."

	"And Dante Alighieri climbed it?"

	The demon thought, resting its hooked chin over the point of its shoulder. "The whole setup was smaller then. And that Dante – a nice enough chap, but a poet you know. Prone to embellishments. As, for instance, the omnipotence of Him Upstairs."

	"God is not omnipotent, then?" Barshinova asked at once. "You may be aware Sir, us up in Gulph 2b, we're not at all convinced by this nonsense of the Circles and punishments. You'll notice that I myself have reallocated out of my designated Gulph."

	The demon snorted. "Omnipotence is not possible in logic. As, to devise the torment so harsh He Himself cannot withstand it."

	"Not to mention," added Shonnagh, "that He just lost His bat and balls."

	"Didn't lose us," the Genitals chirped from inside Mary's rucksack. "We lost Him. 'Cos he just wasn't much fun!"

	And then we saw why Phlogistofernes had kept us on the clifftop. Far away down the valley a light sprang out. Three Hexapods, already too deep in air to survive, were burning their own bodies to show us the End Wall.

	"You've got three minutes to observe the End Wall," Phlogistofernes said. "Maybe less. They're not very vigorous Hexapods, they didn't want to go down there and we had to knock them about a bit."

	"Two icefields," said Shonnagh quickly. "One near the top, shaped like a rat."

	"Shaped like a scorpion," I said.

	"A big central one, half-way down. You memorise the face above the Rat, General. Quail, between the two icefields."

	The sparks, kilometres away, drifted downwards. Then they went out, gone like individual souls into the vast emptiness that we atheists suppose awaits the dead.

	"Damn," said Shonnagh. "We should have some snow or something to draw diagrams in. Quail?"

	"First tell us what you saw, Shonnagh."

	Shonnagh spoke briskly into the helmet. "Like Phlogo told us, the slopes along the sides of the valley are loose snow. Very loose snow: I saw three avalanches before the lights went out. So Phlogo is right: we go up the Wall at the end of it. The lowest part of the wall is crossed by a slanting ridge  – or something. The ridge runs bottom right to top left, at its top end it dives into the left-hand avalanche-slope. This ridge must be separate from the main face: one of the hexapods fell into the gap behind it. Two seconds later it burnt out."

	"An avalanche-chute in there," I suggested.

	"Likely," Shonnagh agreed. "Now, suppose we follow that slant-ridge up from bottom right. Above it, the rock tends the other way, bottom left to top right. From the top end of the slant-ridge there are gullies running directly upwards, but we mustn't take them. They run into the blank wall left of the central Ice-field. Quail?"

	"Shonnagh," I said: "the section you gave me to memorise is two and a half kilometres high. That's the height of the north face of the Matterhorn."

	"Yes," said Shonnagh. "Yes, that‘s about right. Describe it. The helmet mike's on."

	"Between the Central Ice-field and the Scorpion one – "

	"The Rat," said Shonnagh.

	" – there's a cluster of smaller ice-fields. Maybe they all join up, maybe there's a way through them right up to the Scorpion. But we'd have a choice. A sort of ramp starts at the right-hand corner of the Central Ice-field and slants up to the right. It passes five hundred metres to right of the Scorpion before it runs out into the avalanche-wall."

	"That‘s a rock-ramp?" Shonnagh asked.

	I nodded.

	"Quail nods," she tells the helmet. "Slant-ridge: Central Icefield. Then straight up the little icefields or right up the Ramp. General?"

	The General said: "I didn't see anything like any rat. Or scorpion. Was this an ice feature or a rock feature?"

	"Oh dear," said Shonnagh. "Well, with any luck we shan't get that far."

	"The Scorpion's sting is on the left, bent above its back," Mary said. "Taking the thickness of my thumb at one arm's length as four hundred metres of the wall, ice-filled gullies join one hundred metres above the sting and run down into it. Take the second gully from the left. It is narrow and I believe I saw snow falling down inside it. Follow it for nine hundred metres, take the left fork, then the right fork in another two hundred metres. In another two hundred, fork right again: that‘s the right-hand one of three. This gully overhangs in two places. So does the top of the narrow one with the avalanche in it."

	"She's got Pheidippida's eyesight," said Professor Harcourt. "When I took Dippy into my team she was genetically the ideal research assistant."

	"How do you tell that?" Shonnagh asked. "About the overhangs?"

	"The ice reflected one of flares: but not until the hexapod person was below it."

	"Go on," Shonnagh urged.

	"There isn't much more. I saw a small patch of mist over the top of this gully. There are more couloirs above, the most promising one on the right. I'm afraid I couldn't trace a route any higher than the mist, but by there we are within fifteen hundred metres of the top."

	"Oh, great," I said. "Fifteen hundred metres. That‘s only the height of the Pillars of Fresnay. It‘s only the height of the Walker Spur."

	"Shut up," said Shonnagh. "Anyway, the Walker’s more than fifteen hundred."

	We went down into the sea of mist.
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Chapter 18

	I've worked behind some of the world's greatest mountaineers, and one thing I've learned from them is this. Courage doesn't mean not being afraid. Courage means keeping going anyway. And then getting killed.

	Pig-Iron Norgay ("Husband No. 4") 'To Hell with a Handcart' pb Shonnagh Mountain Shop/Aristotélēs

	 

	Inside the cloud a light snow was falling. Barshinova led the way down the scree slope. Once the cloud covered us, Harcourt opened his rucksack, and the blue light from the Divine Genitals reflected down off the mist onto the stony slope. At the edge of vision, a glow flickered like marsh gas: Shonnagh had dyed her hexapod-leather anorak with orange from Harcourt's sack, and it flashed among the boulders as the light of our single helmet caught it.

	"Okay," said Phlogistofernes, who seemed to be in a chatty mood. "We've been in touch with Him Upstairs. Once you get those Genitals back where they belong, we'll be seeing some improvements down here. That whole Purgatory concept, it's flawed. Those sinners belong to us. Fair exchange for those nasty little sex objects, gives me the creeps just to look at them."

	"Liar!" said the little voice from the rucksack. "You think we're gorgeous, and so we are!"

	"What about the Hexapods?" Shonnagh asked. "They'll be wanting these Things back."

	"Hee-hee," the high, fluting voice came from Harcourt's rucksack. "Everybody wants us! And we want everybody. isn't this fun?"

	"They think we're still discussing the ransom," the demon said. "The negotiations will be drawn out, and so possibly will be the negotiators, a bit of torment helps these things along. You'll see one or two, they'll want to watch what you're doing. But they'll be flying very high. The worst they can do is drop things on you."

	"Is this as far down as they get?" Harcourt asked. 

	"There is a trick they can do, he thing with sixes." I must have looked blank. "Hexapod. That's what it means. Gastropod, thing with a stomach for a foot. Arthropod, same thing Hexapod, thing with six limbs. They do everything in sixes, think in sixes. Hexapods. Six of them carrying one more. When the six burn up, the seventh can go on a bit further. Thing with sixes. But I really don't think you'll be bothered with Hexapods."

	The demon was right. Given the climbing ahead, worrying about anything else was a luxury.

	 I supported Mary down the slope, with the Christian porter Armbruster on the other side. She didn't say anything, but her re-opened wound wasn't being helped by this rough going.. Harcourt had the Divine Genitals in a small knapsack. At the front General Barshinova had a second rucksack, one that Phlogistofernes‘ demons had made up for us out of demonskin. She still carried the Trotsky ice-axe, the one which had been Pig-Iron's. I winced as she used it as a walking stick on the bare stones, bluntening the spike of it at every step.

	The demon was accompanying us to the edge of the ice "to say goodbye," as it put it, "in accordance with living-human traditions." In fact, of course, to see us trapped between the two avalanche walls where it would be difficult for us to try doubling back into the upper Circles. But he had not reckoned with the any expedition, even a simple hillwalk like this, builds a certain intimacy and friendliness. Friendliness and intimacy are good in themselves, but also a chance to dig out information. "There's something you haven't mentioned," I said. "In the guidebook, at the very far end of the glacier…"

	"Aha," said the voice that sounded like wind in the high cliffs. "Demon wasn't going to tell us, it was keeping its little surprise."

	The demon's tail snaked up, wrapped around the tips of its oversized penis. "If you've read your book, you already know. Satan, Prince or Princess of Darkness, various other titles. He or she's embedded in the ice, doesn't move about. You just keep to the side, is all."

	"Quail, does that make sense?" Shonnagh asked.

	I thought about it. "Dante got past without any trouble."

	Satan, Princess of Darkness, Etcetera, was another of the things I wasn't worrying about. Ahead of us lay a climb bigger than anything on Earth's surface, bigger than the Rupal Face of Nanga Parbat. What was I thinking? If Phlogistofernes was right, this thing was as big as two Himalayan hills.

	"I shall lead the difficult pitches myself," Barshinova stated. "Using the Trotsky axe."

	Mary's weight was heavy, and I could feel her blood seeping through the Hexapod leather. I was too tired to argue with Barshinova. Eight thousand metres of rock and ice – our party was far too small, a climb on this scale doesn't work in lightweight style. But I had been looking forward to getting my deathsign a decent distance up the climb. With Barshinova leading, no chance of that. Stumbling down loose rocks in the dark while supporting an injured climber, this is tedious at best: I diverted myself by imagining the expedition that should have been. Two sound climbers to open up the route – actually, Shonnagh had been a fine climber once, and I could climb as her second, I'd been doing not badly down here In Hell. Two more climbers to look after the clients. Six or eight competent porters, to bring the big loads up the fixed ropes behind us. But above all, no army commander, being brave where she doesn't understand the risks and over-cautious when she does and taking over the only usable iceaxe.

	Climbing to a forlorn hope is all very well. I know that one day my end will come on a mountain, and this looks like a damned good one. But in such circumstances you do want to be climbing in proper style. Also, as an Atheist I don't have a soul, but I'm still a bit worried at having sold it off.

	As we went down, it got colder. With every metre the light thickened. We slid on the loose stones in our awkward boots with their soles of sandstone. Now and then one of us fell over. "I say, you chaps," the Genitals remarked, "what larks! Whatever are you people going to do next?"

	The cloud was thinning above us, so I stuffed Them back in Harcourt's rucksack to hide the blue light from any flying hexapods.

	After two hours of descent the light was a violet glow, the colour the world must be to drowned sailors on the sea-bed. The scree gave way to patches of dirty snow which were easier for our feet in the darkness. We took out the bone ice-axes and I showed the others the ancient technique using the spike of the axe to stop a fall.

	The glacier of the damned

	At last the headlamp showed level, grey ice stretching away into the darkness. The demon bade us a florid farewell here. For a moment, as it headed uphill, the three tips of its genitals poked above the ground-mist: and then it was gone. If only we could lose Barshinova as easily… We scrambled over the boulders that choked the bergschrund – the great crevasse which separates moving ice from stationary mountain, much as the gap of ignorance that separates our human senses from the Universe of existing things.

	We six humans – five of us living if you include Mary-Lucy, one dead soul – assembled the stretcher and laid its bone runners down on the ice. I turned off the helmet lamp – "Dark adjusted eyes," I explained. "You see more with it off." Without replying, Barshinova took the helmet from my hand and switched it back on again.

	The valley floor was grey ice, broken only by the dead souls embedded in it like reeds growing out of a frozen pond. They were the first we had met since the scandal-mongers and hypocrites up in the Eighth Circle. According to the Guidebook, these ones were various categories of traitors. Their faces carried looks not so much of suffering as extreme boredom, and I thought of the dead climbers, centuries old, who sometimes emerge out of the glaciers of the Alps. We pressed forward among them, ignoring their cries and complaints; we did have our helmet camera but Shonnagh wanted to conserve its meme-chip.

	The ice was firm and rough. There was no alternation here of sunlight and frost to put a shine onto it. When we laid Mary on the stretcher it moved on its bone runners with a harsh rumbling sound. It must have been uncomfortable, but Mary didn't complain.

	Shonnagh halted and poked the ice with her bone iceaxe. "Crevasse," she warned. "Small one, but watch out anyway."

	The crevasse seemed to be no more than a metre deep. But the fact that it existed t all implied that this ice was in movement, an actual glacier. We shouted to General Barshinova, who had fallen a few steps behind, then slid Mary across it. We walked onwards, alert now for further crevasses as we moved out onto the ice. The moaning of the dead souls, here thigh-deep in the ice, made conversation impossible. We communicated by waving our bone iceaxes, and missed the convenience of helmet radios.

	At the centre of the ice valley we came out from under the cloud, and the light was a little stronger. We could see down the glacier to where it ran out into a lake about three kilometres away. The waters of this lake were boiling: its pillar of steam rose and spread into the layer of cloud below the warmer air of upper Hell. We stood for a while, the four of us and Mary on her stretcher, and looked down the glacier across the heads of the swaying dead; and there seemed to be a wind at the shore of that lake, but there was no wind, only the struggles of the dead caught in the ice which carried them towards the boiling water.

	The light was like the full moon through cloud and the noise of the embedded dead was hard to bear. We turned away from the hot lake and set our faces towards the great darkness at the glacier's head. The End Wall. As we came closer to it we saw the ice-blocks dangling on its face, and felt its cold air that crept towards us along the valley floor.

	Shonnagh stopped and turned round. She tried to write something with her axe in the ice but it was too hard. She put her mouth to my ear. I still couldn't hear, so she recorded her message into the single helmet. I put on the helmet, then passed it to Harcourt.

	"Where is the General?" Shonnagh had asked.

	Among the howls of the condemned it was difficult even to think. We worked out that Barshinova had not been with us when we paused to look down towards the lake. We left Mary with Professor Harcourt alongside a dead soul slightly taller than the rest with conspicuous fair hair. His face was just visible in the dim light; his eyes were pale like chips from the glacier. 

	I set our single helmet to register the dead blond's co-ordinates, and set off down the glacier. Once out of sight of the clients we let ourselves go, and ran down the firm ice. We would have enjoyed the chance to push along at full speed, but for the unpleasant company of the dead. As we went we splashed their shoulders with the orange dye to mark our path back.

	We reached the point where we had come down onto the glacier.

	"Don't understand it," shouted Shonnagh. "She should stand out in this crowd like a dog in a cornfield, they're all in the ice to their knees and she's not a short woman."

	"She had the headlamp;" and by moving my head around I spotted the weak light between the waving heads of the dead. We followed its beam to where she stood encased in ice among the thousands of other lost souls. Needless to say, she shone it in our eyes as we approached, but by moving a little sideways I could block the beam with one of her dead neighbours.

	The noise was halved here at the edge of the glacier and we could communicate quite comfortably by shouting. "I fell into a crevasse thing," she told us. "Why didn‘t you warn me?"

	"We did," I shouted. "Besides, it's a very small crevasse." Her legs must have somehow got jammed in the ice – she was only in it up to her knees.

	If she hadn't been wearing that headlamp, she would have spotted the crevasse. But with the light on, there was no way to distinguish it from all the other black shadows in the white glare. Barshinova had grown up in a time before our own, a time when a child could be still raised entirely ignorant of glacier technique. After a moment of hesitation she handed me Pig-Iron's Trotsky iceaxe, and I set to work on the ice around her legs.

	After half an hour Shonnagh drew me aside. "It isn't working," she said. "You're going to spoil the only good ice-axe. And that‘ll be the end of climbing the End Wall."

	"What are you saying?" Barshinova shouted. "Stand where I can hear you."

	One of the dead souls twisted to face her. "They say you've had it, comrade. They say they‘re not going to spoil their ice-axe for you."

	"You can't leave me here," the General cried. "I'm condemned to the Eighth Circle. These people don‘t have anything to do with me!"

	Shonnagh and I looked at one another; and then we both looked at Barshinova. She had the pale, puffy look of all the dead. Harcourt tells me this is caused, this look, by bacterial slime secreted by the healing virus. And she stood, like the others, in ice up to the thighs. it was no wonder that we had failed to find her among the other condemned.

	"You know what’s happened, General?" Shonnagh said. "You wanted to find out whether the judgement upon you was immutable? Well you were right, it wasn't. You've been re-assessed. Downwards. Don't take too long to react: I'm trying to conserve meme-chip on this camera."

	"What do you mean?"

	"Treachery, Mate," said the dead soul beside us, and smiled. " That's what we're here for. Philby, that's my name, Kim Philby. Sorry I can't reach to shake hands."

	"Treachery?"

	"It does seem to me," Shonnagh shouted , "that you betrayed your entire army to the demons up there in Malebolga. I speak, you understand, as no theologian. We'll leave you what food we can spare. It's up to you whether you share it with your neighbours here."

	"See that spur of rock?" said Philby. "In about ten thousand years the ice is going to take us around that spur. For half your food I shan‘t tell you what we'll see around that corner."

	We turned to leave – but after a few steps I came back. Barshinova had been, for a few moments on the bridges of the Eighth Circle, a fellow-climber. And there was one service I could perform. Philby and his close neighbours had their backs to the General. One at a time I bent them over from their knees and held each one down with a foot on its hair so that she could memorise their faces. She would not see them again until the ice around them melted in the boiling lake.

	Within a few steps Barshinova's shouts were lost among the wailing of the condemned.

	•••

	When we reached the place where we had left Mary and the Professor the stretcher was there, but not the people. The dead soul with blond hair who we'd used as a landmark gestured at us, and when we had noticed him, began to write with his fingernail in his own flesh.

	There were words there already: ILL TELL M DEAR – I wondered at the motivation that had made him tear his own skin for that unnecessary final word. For us, now, he wrote LASS OK GONE ON . He wrote this second message high on his stomach so that the blood from the earlier one did not trickle down and cover it. And new that I looked, others had written into their own skin.

	472 974 YEARS TO LAKE JEAN, I read; and

	BALBUS I WED LIVIA WHEN U DEAD

	IVE ICE CLUB LL BREAK YR LEGS BUT NOT YET

	And on one blonde man whose naked splendour was in no way impaired by the fact that he was quite dead: GOD LAUGHS AT U BILL E

	As I was reading, a pair of Hexapods flew over with flares. Though they were a thousand metres above us, the dead fell suddenly silent. The fair-haired one beside us at the stretcher looked up too, but then started to speak rapidly in a low voice. "She felt better, she said she'd rather walk than ride any more on that stretcher. They went on a wee bit, not to slow you down, her an her wee mannie." His voice fell soft on our ears like mist in a bleak glen. "You're not thinking of taking that lassie up that End Wall are ye now?"

	"What do you know of it?"

	"Leave her with me," he said. "It's a waste for a girl with good use left in her to die in the dark and the snow. I told all the young lasses they could come back to the Fort. Do you think my men enjoy such work? Hard dirty work it was in the glen that night, and the snow fleein' against our faces, and did we get any credit?"

	"Who are you anyway?"

	"Oh, I'm a very minor traitor from several centuries ago. Only here on a technicality."

	"What do you know of the End Wall?" I asked again.

	He shrugged. "There are folk in the ice up there, but most of what they tell us is lies."

	"Only five of us, now," Shonnagh said. "We're not going to get up that End Wall with only five, and two of us non-climbers. Even if Mary is on her feet again."

	"We have to try, Shonnagh. We saw it foreshortened. Maybe it's not as steep as it looked."

	I don‘t know why they make such a fuss about it," said the blond Scot, before the Hexapods passed out of sight and the dead started their noise again. "They was only MacDonalds."

	Higher up the valley the dead were deeper in the ice, until only their heads emerged like mossy boulders in a frozen stream. After a while, their faces were under the ice and we could hear each other again. I didn't want to wear down the nails of my boots, so I took them off and walked in my sandstone slippers over the scalps of the condemned where they emerged from the ice.

	Now we could hear the roar of avalanches on either side. As the glacier valley narrowed we wound between heaps of fallen snow. Heavy cloud lay along the top of the side slopes, and the snow fell down the clouded slopes, and must have been falling for ten thousand years. At the valley's head the clouds closed against the End Wall, and the Wall and the cloud together hung over the valley. I thought of the Eiger, in days when they had climbed it with equipment only slightly better than what we now carried and it had taken the life of every third man. That grey ice and dirty yellow rock must have hung over Grindelwald's clouded nights with the same invisible weight.

	Shonnagh looked up at the walls beside us. "Let me get the snags out of my new avalanche wing," she said, "and there's another way out of here. People think the wing‘s just for getting to the bottom of your rock-ridge. That's not right. Give it a few years and we’ll be climbing avalanche-slopes for their own sake. Not your generation of course Quail, but the young tigers, the Bofors Creetchie types. It'll open up the great Alpine gullies, stuff no one's been in for two hundred years."

	Two dark shadows on the ice were Mary and our client. We caught up with them, and pressed on without speaking to one another. We reached the end of the valley glacier, and we started up the slopes of boulders and ice blocks towards the foot of the End Wall.

	 

	
The End Wall of Hell

	Shonnagh: orange hexapod leather jacket!

	Eight thousand metres of ice and evil green rock. Nearly twice as high as the Rupal Face of Nanga Parbat. Five times as high as the Eigerwand.

	But in some ways not as nasty as the Eiger's North Face. The Eigerwand has storms that come up suddenly out of Alsace-Lorraine and put a coat of black ice over all the rocks. The Eigerwand has stonefall. On a summer afternoon the Second Icefield is more dangerous than a First World War battlefield. Night frost shifts the stones and daytime thaw sets them loose and we won't have that: I hadn't noticed any weather at all in Hell, just a light breeze and the cloud coming off the boiling lake.

	On the other hand the Eiger has only eight hundred metres of difficult rock. What we'd seen of our face had two or three thousand. The Eiger has a thousand metres of ice, none of it all that steep: the End Wall has six thousand metres of ice and if Mary was right some of it overhangs. And onto the Eiger the Sun does sometimes come at evening.

	The Sun will never shine on the End Wall.

	The high icefield that I had called the Scorpion was the key to the face. We couldn‘t climb the End Wall without setting our crampons into the Scorpion and then into the maze of icy couloirs whose entrance it guarded. But below the Scorpion hung five and a half vertical kilometres of rock and ice-gullies and the great Central Icefield, itself a thousand metres high.

	The End wall of Hell. A magnificent route: finer by far than the Eigerwand. Not climbable by our party – it would take a dozen good climbers to share the task of pushing up the line, to ferry loads, to lay and lift the fixed ropes, to dig the snowholes and draw out the maps and cook. But – a magnificent route.

	What had Shonnagh said, when we observed this from the head of the valley? This lowest part of the face was crossed from bottom right to top left by a slanty ridge. At its top, that ridge plunged into the loose snow of the left-hand avalanche-wall. Behind the ridge was some sort of trough or gully.

	A small guided party on a big face: it was a process we already knew, me and Shonnagh. We had climbed like that, back before Shonnagh opened her shop, before I moved into the Rhododendron tendency. And now we slipped back into it again. Together we climbed the first rope-length on the deconsecrated prayer-streamer, carrying small loads and letting Phlogistofernes' 200-metre abseil cord unroll behind us. We secured the loads and came back down the rope. Now with a full load, Shonnagh set off up the fixed rope, while I shepherded our client up it behind her. We left Harcourt at the top of the pitch during the heavy work with pulleys as we brought Mary up lashed to her stretcher.

	The third pitch of climbing brought us to a small, open gully filled with firm snow. We gave Harcourt the Trotsky ice-axe, and set him to work carving out a platform for the night. First, of course, I tied the precious ice-axe to his wrist with a short cord. And I took a moment to tell him why.

	A helicopter deposits you, naked, half way up the Eiger. You're allowed one piece of kit. Should it be a) helmet b) iceaxe c) boots d) underpants? The official answer is of course b) iceaxe. At the Ice-Garden long ago I'd been demoted to third on the rope for crossing them all out and writing in the actual answer, e) boltholer for carving the deathsign before your imminent death.

	We did have a boltholer, the one from Harcourt's rucksack retrieved from Hill 60. But for now, I felt encouraged. We were working smoothly together. We should reach the Slant-ridge – it was just above us now – and we might even move a respectable distance into the serious ground above it, before we needed to do our deathsigns.

	Mary was recovering now, and able to sit up on her stretcher. She and the Professor prepared the sand rations, while Shonnagh and I stared out into the darkness letting the tiredness flow down from our brains and out along our aching limbs. Mary rewound her wrappings of demon-dung, and we arranged our other client for the night, before we stretched out in our own sleeping bags. We hardly noticed the violent odour of the freshly cured Hexapod leather. For a few seconds I savoured the fact of being on a proper mountainside, with the night sky alongside instead of merely overhead. Then I slept.

	In the morning – or rather, in the continuing nighttime when the helmet alarm told us to wake up again – the demon-dung had been doing its work. Mary stood up unaided. "I could climb, I think. If you keep the pitches short." So we kept the pitches short, and lashed most of the climbing load to the stretcher, and moved upwards a bit faster than before.

	At the third rope-length of the day, something happened that changed things.

	The slow erosion of the glacier below us had exposed a magma chamber where the rocks had cooled more slowly. And over the rope length of that third pitch – just as a slippery syllogism may move from confusion, to a finger-grip of clarification, to sudden certainty – the glassy basalt rockface transformed, through dolerite, to a green-speckled gabbro, the best climbing of all.

	We moved sideways to leave the fixed rope clear for Shonnagh bringing up the loads. And I led our two clients out onto the chunky black rocks.

	Guiding has its responsibilities. One of them is to avoid the more amusing lines up the rockface in favour of the way that's easier to protect and within the skill of the clients. But on this green-speckled rock, even the easy line was pure pleasure: the handholds rounded and rough, the footholds gripping like sandpaper, the great airy darkness below our feet. After an energetic little chimney crack, I led out onto the open slabs, the holds small but incut and reassuring.

	I belayed at a comfortable, triangular niche where I could dangle my feet and watch Mary coming up behind me. It was almost as good as the climbing itself to watch her moving out of the chimney, stretching a little tentatively, her toes balancing on the small holds, her greenish hair hidden under a close-fitting brown skull-hat. Then she looked up, and it wasn't a skull-hat, and it wasn't Mary. It was Professor Harcourt.

	The Professor had picked up some skill in climbing. And something else. He should have picked up a great deal more, if I'd been doing my job. After I'd noticed Mary's revealing pinch-grip she had come on well. But I'd been neglecting our main client.

	I watched him as he climbed towards me. As a climber he wasn't a complete disaster after all. He chose the wrong holds. But having chosen, he went with them anyway, stepping up and pausing to look for the next one. He was standing out from the rock, rather than clutching at it in the way that spoils both the effectiveness of the footholds and also one's view of them.

	Then I thought about Pheidippida, and realised that in his dry, academical way, Harcourt had been missing his eager young research assistant. When Mary showed interest in his work – for there was something of Pheidippida in Mary still – I would not immediately hurry her away for some climbing practice.

	"You're not climbing as badly as you used to, Professor," I told him. "Try using just your toe on the small holds, see if that works better for you." And at the next step, I saw him poised confidently on the toe-holds. He reached calmly for the high handhold, realised it was too high, and quite correctly moved up to a less good, but higher, foothold.

	"This is delightful, is it not?" Harcourt said as he arrived on the stance. "The difference in the rock, it is very striking."

	I agreed. All climbing is enjoyable. But only a fool thinks all climbing is the same, when this rough, grippy gabbro exists in the mountains of the world.

	"… The crystallisation," he continued. "For the first time, here, one can actually see the crystal structure. The calcic plagioclase feldspar is particularly splendid, and of course the olivine itself. I'm so glad that you appreciate it too."

	I showed him how to hold the ropes, and allowed him to bring Mary up the pitch behind him. She looked a little surprised when she saw our other client handling her belay, and gave me a glance to make sure I approved. In fact, Harcourt, unskilled as he was, understood the function of the Italian hitch straight away. That's the advantage of using the ancient techniques rather than the self-gripping cam wedges which had been blown away in the explosion on Hill 60.

	On the next rope-length, we were back on the slippery basalt. We climbed up the shelves covered in rubble that should lead us onto the slanting ridge. We made Harcourt and Mary climb in front of us, for the risk here was not a fall, but a loose stone on the head.

	I arrived at one of these ledges to find Harcourt gazing back down the valley. My rope lay disregarded at his feet. He said: "The steam rises from the lake and forms the clouds along the valley walls. The water re-circulates by way of the glacier. But where does the heat go?"

	Twenty days later, the thermodynamics of the local weather was to give us all a nasty surprise. Just then I considered it as the least of our worries. But Mary said: "The latent heat will be radiated off the top of the cloud. It warms the air higher up."

	"You're saying that It can't conduct itself away into the side walls, because behind these walls is magma at eight hundred degrees."

	"You don't think it makes any sense?"

	"I'm thinking about it. Indeed it does make sense. Especially if you consider the boiling lake, which we may presume to be above a hole in the insulation layer."

	"Yes, you're right." 

	"Yes," Harcourt corrected her: "Yes, we're right." He turned towards me. "You think these matters are unimportant, Quail? You may be correct. Especially so given that some dead souls are following our trail along the Valley."

	I seized his shoulder. "What?"

	"I presume they are dead souls, given that the oxygen concentration down here is too high for demons. See them? They've stopped to talk to that blond Scottish person."

	"Sir Hector Campbell of the Lyon," I said. When you climb in Glen Coe, especially in winter, you come to feel that terrible night in 1692 has not yet ended, that the snow that fell on the faces of the dead MacDonalds is the same snow that blows down inside your own jacket.

	"Maybe Sir Hector won‘t betray our route," Mary suggested.

	At that moment I did feel dispirited, so that the gentle rocks around us suddenly looked almost too difficult to attempt. "It's his nature, isn't it. None of us is from Clan Campbell."

	So we're back to running for our lives. And not just our lies. There's also the contract we‘ve signed. It seemed like the only bargain at the time. But we're climbing for more than our lives now. We're climbing for our immortal souls. And you know what, if he gets them? Me, anyway. In between the torments, I'll be spending all eternity as Phlogistofernes' climbing instructor. Leading a beginner up easy rock, showing it how to do the hand-jam and the layback – for ever and ever. Or longer than that, if the demon's a slow learner.

	I tightened my sandstone boots and we climbed on, up gullies choked with glassy green scree and old snow. The dead souls following us climbed competently and fast: more and more often we saw them below as we crossed the ridges. We ascended a blind gully, and had to retreat. Those chasing us could see where we had gone, they wouldn't make the same mistake.

	The eight thousand metres of rock and ice above us no longer mattered. They'd catch us within an hour. We struck up a channel of green boulders held together with streamers of ice. We joined into a single rope and reached the snow-crest with our pursuers just two rope-lengths below. When I saw what lay beyond the crest of the ridge I must have started to laugh because Mary looked at me strangely.

	"We were finished anyway." I pointed across the ridge. "There was no need for this to us as well."

	"It looks unclimbable," she agreed. "But Quail: you've already taken us up places that looked unclimbable."

	The couloir behind the slant-ridge was scoured and polished. Even as we watched an avalanche slid down it, the block of cool air in front of it rammed like a fist into our faces. When the noise of it had died away, I pointed to the cliffs beyond. "This isn‘t rock; it‘s glass," I told her. "We've got up this first bit because it was a bit broken up. But from here on up, it's smooth. Glass. I've never seen anything like it."

	We sat in the snow to wait. Armbruster the porter arranged boulders along the top of the gully, but those following us had expected that. They split into three ropes and some stayed where they were while others climbed to either side to reach the crest of the slant-ridge below and above us. I started to kick steps up the crest of the ridge.

	"Where are you going?" Mary asked.

	"When our souls are in everlasting torment, we're going to regret every minute lost. I'm trying to get an extra thirty seconds of untormented existence."

	I heard the dead souls in the rocks just below and then their shouts as they saw Shonnagh and Professor Harcourt. Dislodged by the sound, another avalanche peeled off the valley wall; the snow far above wrinkled like a blanket and slid gently into the top of the slanting couloir. I pulled Mary down behind a boulder and looked back. The first of the dead souls was coming up through the cornice. It was a female, and a large one, and there was something familiar in the easy way she moved through the loose snow.

	I stood and shouted to Shonnagh. But the avalanche was coursing down beside us and it drowned my words.

	A man may be no climber and yet have a sort of personal courage when away from the rockface. Professor Harcourt, seeing the dead souls almost upon him, did something both rational and also rather brave. Something I should have foreseen. For there are things worse than dying on a mountainside. There's losing your immortal soul, for a start. There's also being taken alive, and dismembered into a centaur for a demon to show off in its stable.

	Harcourt turned to the side, and leapt into the avalanche.

	The snow hit him, and the Divine Genitals leaped up out of his hand like a blue flare. The dead soul leant and caught them one-handed. In front of Shonnagh she knelt in the snow, holding the thing she had caught towards her. "We failed you, Shonnagh," she said heavily. "We died. We died, and not even while climbing. Nevertheless, we ask you to take us back."

	I turned, and went back down the slope to them. It was Pig-Iron.

	On and on went the avalanche down the gully behind the slant-ridge. I saw Harcourt's head above the snow: and later, much further down, something black that could have been one of his boots.

	Harcourt hadn‘t even been a climber.

	Pig-Iron rose with dignity to greet me. "You're a good man, Quail. You've looked after my Trotsky ice-axe."
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Chapter 19

	Midway through the twentieth century, humanity discovered a new way of climbing ice. By tilting the point of the iceaxe downwards, it became the Zvodsky Pick, a tool for grabbing ice overhead. With two such axes and the front points of the crampons, steep or overhanging ice can be climbed in a way that is quick, easy and elegant. Named as 'front-pointing', the technique is now just called climbing.

	It was in 2201 the New Zealander Anaheraß Parata made the reverse discovery. By throwing away her downward pointed axe, she retrieved the noble art of cutting steps up steep ice.

	'Context for Climbers' (Yosemite University Press)

	 

	The Clear White Light

	The sun went down in the usual turmoil of turquoise and purple an hour ago. The woman is asleep; in these later days of her pregnancy she sleeps lightly, so I've learned to transcribe the helmet tapes by the starlight creeping in at the cave mouth. "The Light," says the voice of Pig-Iron. "I saw the Clear White Light. We all saw it." The helmet soundtrack has developed an irritating hiss. Its mental circuits need de-noising the man in Lhasa tells me but the equipment for this is no longer available.

	The helmet has a crack, now, that divides the name – 'Harcourt' – still clear across its front. The crack has been there since last week. Mary was wearing the helmet when a single stone came down out of the cliffs above our cave. Since then she refuses to put the helmet on at all, until I have finished transcribing all of its last tapes onto the Kashmiri paper. The crack makes the helmet, for me, more comfortable: Harcourt's head is surprisingly small.

	Pig-Iron‘s weeping comes through clearly, despite the hissing static. Pig-Iron weeps loud. "We all saw the Clear White Light," she repeats. "And none of us recognised it."

	My own voice: "At this stage you would still be sort of disembodied? In your post-death existence. But Pig, I thought you were all Marxists. I'm not a theologian, but that's the whatsit, the Bardo plane? The Buddhist afterlife."

	Pig-Iron sighs. Yes, my Quail. Even as Marxists we have failed. Later, though: later, I woke up in a place with ropes. Long, very long ropes they were Quail, running sideways, and hung down from them every metre the bodies of people. I could not see the floor of the place or the roof for the ropes and the people hanging. There may not have been a floor or a roof."

	"What sort of rope?" Shonnagh will want to know this.

	I was interviewing her – audio only – in a snowhole in the crest of the slant-ridge. Shonnagh was out with two of Pig-Iron's husbands, looking for any break that might lead us towards the Central Icefield a thousand metres above.

	"I was hanging from that rope by a hook through the roof of my mouth. I climbed up the rope straight away. I put my hook back on the rope so as not to hurt the dead people down below but others were not so careful, the hooks were coming down between the bodies like heavy rain, monsoon rain."

	"You hauled yourself along the rope?" She hadn't answered my question, but I'm not Shonnagh: I hadn't the heart to ask her again what the rope was made of.

	"It was like when we crossed that missing bit of that rock arch, up in the Eighth Circle. It was not easy to get around the other people on the rope. Some of them were rotting and falling to pieces. There was also demon dung falling from above, it piled on their shoulders, the least dead-looking ones were piled with dung from above."

	"Reversed necrosis," this from Mary. "The longer you're there, the less dead you get." She was taking notes of her own: Harcourt's legacy was to be added to. "So are all the afterlife myths to be taken as happening, all at once? Is there a Muslim paradise somewhere round her with 72 hard working virgins? And Valhalla as well?"

	"There were catwalks in the wall of the cave," Pig-Iron continues. "Narrow paths with stairways. And then I was drawn towards a lift shaft, just a tiny little one."

	"By some mysterious compulsion, you knew your way to go?"

	"There were labels on the wall. First Circle transport at the bottom of Stairwell Ninety."

	"Charon the Ferryman. It's in the Guidebook."

	"I don’t know about any Charon. It is a tunnel railway, big open trucks like yak-transporters. And after that, where we were before, the First Circle. We have a nice little village up there now, good crags. Nowhere closer than here for any ice and snow work, that's all."

	There's a pause in the interview here, as yet another avalanche rumbles down the couloir behind the tent. Great for atmosphere, but I've cut it out anyway. We're short of recording space on our single helmet.

	"And you came all the way down here," Mary said, "to help us on the End Wall? Right through Hell, from the First Circle?"

	Pig-Iron said: "Didn't Ropemaster Quail look after my Trotsky axe for me? Three of us didn't make it up Creetchie's flame-wall. Just too hard for porters really, that climb. But there's me and the husbands, and one or two more. Armbruster. Armbruster's quite good for a Christian. Your climb here is our future too, do you see? Once you register this route down here, Ropemaster Quail, there is going to be thousands down here to climb. And to climb, they need local porters, guides. And no damned forty per cent off the top to Lhasa."

	"But Pig – " Mary asked: "does this mean that you're condemned here for ever and ever?"

	She grinned. "Who can say? Our afterlives have Hells as well, but our ones have time limits. A few thousand years, a few million, and we are ready for rebirth as a fungal spore between the toes of an elderly yak."

	I grinned back at her. They may have failed as Marxists; but as Buddhists – not so bad. They'd had enough Bardo awareness to choose their next turn on the wheel of being. And what had they chosen? From the spiritual plane between the lifetimes they'd returned to this messed up and basically hopeless expedition with its broken ropemaster and led by Shonnagh who almost certainly wasn't ever going to pay them. Porters – I'll never understand them.

	Her and her husbands meant we now did have some chance of surviving this thing. More to the point, we'd be having a bit of fun while we were trying. "Okay, it's one for the theologians. Let's get on with this climb."

	 

	
A chat with Aleister Crowley

	A dozen climbers, I'd reckoned, for End Wall. Pig-Iron‘s worth two and not just in weight: and she‘d brought the four husbands and a couple of others. Not the dozen: but not far off it. I don't make love with porters but I could have made it with Pig-Iron right there in the snowhole, I didn't care if she was dead.

	We'd lost our client, but we did still have our immortal souls. And given the new contract with Phlogistofernes, we had now a new and different client – the blue Genitals of God.

	 We sent two porters down to see if any of Harcourt's gear could be retrieved from the avalanche-cone at the bottom of the couloir. "Bring up Professor Harcourt as well," I asked them. "Whatever bits of him you can find." We guides bring back the bodies, to stop claims that we abandoned the client.

	"Yes indeed," said Shonnagh. "Also, once he's frozen, he's a spare food supply." Shonnagh's emergency pack, with the cannibal recipes – I'd always taken that for Shonnagh's idea of a joke.

	Now I wasn't so sure.

	We spent the next day climbing the slant ridge. Because it slanted across the face, it wasn't steep, so we just moved up as a group together.

	On our right as we climbed was the couloir of ice and scraped rock that carried all the avalanches of the upper rockface. The rocks above the couloir were very different, smooth and steep with a green shine. The closer we got to the top end of the Slant-ridge, the more I worried. We passed a pair of gullies, each of them filled with grey ice, and broken with steeper rock steps. We wouldn't get far up that ice with our Improvised axes.

	The Slant-ridge levelled off. Two hundred metres ahead, it plunged into the loose, powdery s avalanche slope that was the left-hand boundary of the End Wall. On this scrap of level ground, a couple of dead souls stood waist-deep in the ice like little tree stumps. Mary needed to rest, so we slung her stretcher between the two of them.

	Here two more gullies ran directly up the face above us. These ones were wider and more open than the ones we'd already passed. The bottom of them, at least as far up as we could see, was firm snow. "Either of these gullies would go," Shonnagh said.

	But where would they go to?

	Shonnagh had seen all this from the other end of the valley, in the light thrown by the dying Hexapods. These two gullies ran up into blank rock a long way to left of the Central Icefield. There might be a way of traversing back to the right. But it'd be a long traverse.

	We stood and stared up at the huge rockface. Not because there was anything to see: it was all foreshortened, any ledges or icefields invisible from directly below, and then it faded into the darkness. But it was a useful blank surface while trying to remember our short glimpse from two days before.

	"This corpse is talking to me," Mary said from her stretcher. "It thinks you want to interview it."

	"Well, it'll have to be a pretty interesting corpse," said Shonnagh. "We've only got the one helmet and the meme-chip's nearly full already."

	"Oh, I'm interesting! I was the wickedest man alive!" said the dead soul. "And now I'm the wickedest man dead!"

	He might even have been right about that – our late companion Felicity X having been a woman.

	Stiffened with ice, the dead man's black beard waggled as he talked. "You will remember my words, carry them to the upper world." His speech tumbled over itself. "God is evil. Masturbation is terribly important. Ummm – do it, then screw it!"

	Shonnagh hesitated, then switched on the helmet audio. "I guess some of the kinky ones might be interested in this stuff. Your name?"

	"I told you, I am the evil one. The spawn of Satan. Moloch the big beetle."

	"Shonnagh," I said. "We can't hang around interviewing people. Or corpses, whatever."

	Mary said: "Aleister Crowley, 1875 to 1976. Quail, he's a mountaineer. Classic period, step-cutting and all that. You're soulmates."

	"A climber, really? So Pig-Iron over there, what's that she's got in her hand?"

	"It is an ice axe," Crowley said. "Quite a good one, Stubai workshop, slightly out of date, two inches too long in the shaft for serious work. We got better than that for Kanchenjunga, I can tell you. And that's a truly useless climbing rope which is just there for making sure everybody falls off at once. And that's a rather bloodstained rucksack. Who's the fellow you've got inside it?"

	"Okay, you're a climber. So which way up from here? Straight up these gullies and traverse across to the right? Or go back to the two ice-gullies lower down?"

	"I've watched you. You lot aren't capable of it either way. Supposing you were about six grades better at it than you actually are, the gullies lower down, the left hand one might offer you a goat's piss-dribble of a chance. It only overhangs a bit, and the handholds are boringly sound."

	"So," said Shonnagh, "Alastair Crowley, by your own admission wickedest man dead, you've been encased in this icefield for, what is it now, 234 years. What's your message to those climbing Kanchenjunga today?"

	Behind him the porters were silhouetted against the black void and the distant orange fires of the upper Circles. They muttered together: I guess they were discussing Crowley and his 1905 attempt on the upper world's third highest summit. Crowley said: "Is that thing switched on? I believed in the Devil, not God. I got half of it right, didn't I? How can you believe in a goat-shagging God that sets up the Universe in such a piddling rat-turd style it makes Him impossible to believe in? No wonder He hates me so much."

	"This is odd," Mary murmured. "This person is basically a blasphemer. He should be up in the Seventh Circle. That would be the desert above the Malebolga Wall."

	"God hates me too much for that! He's shoved me up right next to Satan. God hates me the mostest!"

	Pig-Iron was holding her ancient ice-axe by its point. "So, you were the mountaineer who led that very first attempt on Kanchenjunga, the climb of 1905?"

	"A foolish enterprise. There are more convenient ways of surrendering to Shiva bringer of death. And by the way, those crampons you're wearing are crap."

	Pig-Iron took two steps forward, and buried her axe in Crowley's left knee. Crowley screamed, maxing out the sound recording. Mary's stretcher jiggled as Pig-Iron tried to wrench her axe out of the dead man the stretcher was tied onto.

	"Stop, Pig-Iron!" I shouted. It was our only proper ice-axe and she was going to need it. Anyway, there was a more effective way… "You tell us you're here because God really, really hates you, right?"

	"Almost as much as I hate Her."

	For the benefit of the helmet record, Shonnagh explained: "Pig-Iron has been reminding Mr Crowley, in her very direct way, of the porters who died on Kanchenjunga. Four of them, I think? Caught in an avalanche?"

	"He stayed In his tent," Pig-Iron said. "He did not even attempt to rescue them."

	"It was their own fault. It just is not my style to go rescuing incompetent people when I might even end up dead myself. As I wrote to those idiots at the Alpine Club –"

	"Yes," I said, "and now you think you're in this important icewall because of your very special blasphemies and all that?" I spoke slowly for Shonnagh's recording. "This is the Ninth Circle, and it's for traitors. You're here for betraying your porters on Kanchenjunga, way back before you even started being wicked."

	Crowley frowned, and looked sideways into the darkness. Pig-Iron started slowly smiling. "Just routine administration, that is all you are," she told him. "Ninth Circle, shove him up there, just another small-time traitor. Him Upstairs never bothered looking at your documentation, doesn't even know who you are."

	 

	
No. 2 Husband Traverse Line

	We moved down the ridge so as not to listen to the old Alpinist's dreary obscenities. "Crowley's aim is to be evil," I said. "That's the whole point of him. We should assume he was lying about the route."

	"Or else," Mary suggested, "he's telling us the truth, on the assumption that we'll be assuming that he's lying?"

	"Our best plan is to ignore Crowley," Shonnagh said, "Just do what we were going to anyway. I looked at this bit, Quail, when we got our view along the valley. Didn't like the route going straight up from here. Too far left, there was no way of traversing across to the Central Icefield."

	"But even so, will we have been tricked into it by Crowley? More to the point, will the porters think we've been tricked into it by Crowley, and be demoralised whatever we decide to do?"

	"People who expect to fall off, fall off," Shonnagh agreed.

	Mary said: "And is this, in fact, Crowley's trick?"

	I nodded. So stupid – I should never have asked him for directions.

	"Better the wrong thing right now than the right one done too late." In all of 'How To Climb It!' this is the only quote that Shonnagh remembers. "We're going back down the ridge, and try those gullies running up to the right. Like Quail suggested."

	"But what are the porters going to say?"

	Behind us, the avalanches rattled by, one or two of them every hour. Looking outwards into the dark air, the wide white valley, with its unstable, snowy walls and grey ice glacier, led out to the high line of red light along the horizon, the glow from the outer circles of Hell now high above us.

	We soon found out what the porters were going to say. Very early, while the porters were eating their sand rations, Pig-Iron came on her own to talk to us. "You mean to follow the advice of the betrayer of porters? It has not occurred to you that he may be deceiving us?"

	As Shonnagh tried to explain the logical knots that Crowley has tied us in, Pig-Iron looked more and more unhappy. 

	Then Mary said: "But Crowley slipped up, didn't he? I mean, he asked us, who's that in the rucksack? Not what's that, or why those bloodstains. He may be bad, but he's not altogether clever."

	"You're saying, Mary …"

	"Yes! Professor Harcourt is still a viable climber. Lay him on the snow, put all the bits in the right places. And anyway," she continued, "how would the dead climber even know the best way up? The slope's far too steep for him to see."

	Pig-Iron said: "If we have recovered the client, my husbands will be pleased. And you are right about he dead climber."

	"Okay," Shonnagh said. "Back down the ridge, and up those gullies to the right. It's the way that looked right to me. And yes, that is the way that Crowley said. Just think, when it does turn out to be the best way through. How annoyed he's going to be."

	"He's going to be more annoyed than that," Pig-Iron said. "He's getting another moment with Leon Trotsky's ice-axe before we set off…"

	We observed the avalanches that swept down behind our ridge and persuaded ourselves we'd found a cycle to them, then crossed the couloir without loss of life. We bivouacked two hundred metres up the ice gully, below a huge boulder jammed between its walls. And after what must have been on the surface of the world two or three days, there we still were, trying to thread a route up to the Central Icefield.

	"There's gullies and gullies up there." Shonnagh's face was grey with fatigue. One sleeve of her anorak was ripped away, showing the now seamless join between the flesh and her scaled demon-claw hand. "We thought we'd got through over on the right-hand side but we hadn't."

	I nodded. “I‘ll try next, with the porter Armbruster. He'll be fine right up to his first fall."

	Shonnagh didn't ask what happened after Armbruster's first fall. On this loose ground, with pitons made of bone, our first fall would end our rock-climbing problems for ever.

	Shonnagh said: "Pig-Iron's number two husband did a fine traverse. Wasted, of course, without a camera. But it helps get us up the face which is the main thing. You'll see it when you get there."

	 •••

	Armbruster, the Christian among our porters,  is too good a climber to be a good porter. He has a habit of going off on his own and getting into difficulties and having to abandon his load. I'd been worried about Armbruster: to see the actual Christian afterlife, so much more vivid and real than anything he could have managed to stretch his beliefs over. I needn't have worried. Christians may believe in Hell – but only for other people.

	They're like the rest of us in that respect.

	Armbruster and I climbed three pitches up the gully taking turns in the lead – which saved time, the disadvantage being that every second pitch I was looking up at the infinitely caring face of St Achille Ratti embroidered on his rucksack. Stones embedded in the ice gave us the footholds we needed, and the shattered rock walls supplied some handholds as well. I was just beginning to enjoy myself when the gully dwindled into bare glassy rock. Orange marks left by Shonnagh showed where we had to traverse sideways into the next of the gullies. This one was even more shattered, and soon our fingers were bleeding from the sharp edges of the rocks.

	The gully ran up to an overhanging wall of black, glassy rock – it was, quite literally, a bottle neck. A splash of orange dye marked the line out across the wall on our left: the line created, according to Shonnagh, by Pig-Iron's Husband Number Two.

	The rockface was smooth and glassy, but a sloping faultline ledge did offer holds for the feet as I worked sideways along it. But then the rock steepened to vertical, and it seemed that I would be forced out of balance and topple backwards off the rock. Fortunately, just at this point, there is a square cut corner like the corner of a mountain hut. The corner edge ahead meant, at last, a positive hold for the left hand. Leaning back against that hold, I paused to think through the next move.

	As I stepped around the corner, the corner itself would no longer work as a handhold. By that time I would be already falling outwards, as I reached for the rescue hold that had to be there, unseen but just beyond.

	I rehearsed it in my mind. Pull forward, lose the corner grip, and reach forward for the unknown hold ahead, the hold which has to exist as Husband No. 2 has already climbed this and survived.

	I paused. Pig-Iron's Husband No.2 is not a climber.

	Pig-Iron's Husband No. 2 is a porter. A climber would make that confident move, risking it for the handhold that needs to be there. But a porter cannot be so carefree: a porter has responsibilities, needs to stay alive for the sake of the expedition. A porter, not a climber, had climbed this. Therefore, there was a way of climbing it without the use of a hypothetical handhold round the corner.

	It only took a moment to work out the answer. While still leaning away from the left-hand grip, I needed to insinuate my left leg ahead of me around the corner, at the same time bending the knee. This would make my body as a whole like a letter L, and bring my centre of gravity actually inside the solid rock. At which point my head could move around the corner, with the corner hold now useless, my right foot the only point of contact, and my left arm joining my leg as an advance counterbalance. 

	The providential handhold just around the corner was indeed not there. But the line of footholds continued, it was just a matter of transferring onto the left foot, now with the right arm and foot  as counterbalance behind me – before stepping forward, briefly out of balance until the corner now acted as a handhold for the right hand.

	Sometimes I think that porters should get their names on the list of First Ascensionists just the same as us Guides do.

	We climbed the new ice-gully. Where it petered out into glassy rocks, we descended. After several false lines, we traversed along a terrace of scree until a narrow stone-shoot led us down into our fourth shattered gully. We should, now, be directly underneath the great Central Icefield.

	Our gully narrowed to a funnel and passed under a huge chockstone boulder jammed high above our heads. Then it emerged into an amphitheatre of smooth, featureless rock. Around us, the grey iceglow was reflected green out of the rock. Armbruster said: "We could try the rock."

	"You'll have to lead it. Me, I only climb vertical holdless rock if it's not completely smooth."

	"When we came under the chockstone," Armbruster said, "out on the right, there was a ridge. I reckon the wind would catch that ridge. I reckon, with ice in the wind, that ridge won‘t be completely smooth."

	We went down to the chockstone, and pendulum-traversed out across smooth glass. A pendulum like that where you descend not vertically but on a slant on a rope held from above, leaning against the rope, and know that if your bootsoles slip you'll tumble across the face like spit on a lavafield and leave bits of yourself along sixty metres of rock – normally a passage like that would be worth a page in the guidebook. But Armbruster was annoyed at having missed out on leading Pig-Iron's Number Two Husband's traverse, and he skittered across muttering under his breath and didn't even tell me about the ridge when he reached it. I had to climb all the way across before I could see that the wind had indeed blasted it into furrows and caves, and better still had roughened it to the texture of friendly English gritstone. We left the rope across the traverse, and climbed the ridge without it; an hour later we reached the Central Icefield.

	•••

	I sent Armbruster down to fetch the others, and started to cut the bivouac shelf. The two of us could have climbed further, but in a large party it's important not to hog the lead.

	Before I'd finished hacking out the ice platform, Shonnagh and the rest of the party arrived. Pig-Iron with her antique ice-axe quickly extended my shelf and started enlarging it into a snowhole.  "Evil Aleister was right," Shonnagh said: "We're getting Professor Harcourt back. It was just a matter of putting all the bits of him in the one sack."

	Mary had the parts of our client spread out on the ice and weighting various parts with karabiners. "I'm measuring the contractive forces in the nerve-fibres," she explained. "Professor Harcourt, if he does re-assemble, will be wanting to know."

	Already, I was thinking about the 1000 metres of grey ice that now lay above us. The porters had brought some crampons they'd improvised out of the thorny shrubs of the Fourth Circle. They were as useful as I'd expected them to be – which in this hard, grey ice was, not useful at all. Thank goodness, then, for Armbruster, who had retrieved my nailed boots.

	Mary had dug a small platform a few metres across the slope. It was very badly dug, but I didn‘t tell her that. "That old ice-axe is surprisingly useful," she said. "The one that Pig-Iron has. Was it really used to murder Leon Trotsky?"

	"Ask Shonnagh how many genuine Leon Trotsky iceaxes he's sold. But the old design, it's not just great for murdering people with. Before the ice-burner, it was a lovely, sophisticated tool for climbing up ice." But this wasn't really the place for explaining the special pleasures of Rhododendron climbing. "How did you find the traverse line?" I asked her.

	She shook her head, and I wondered what her green broccoli hair would be like by daylight, and if I'd ever see it that way. She said: "I've dug this platform bigger than it needs to be."

	"That's right, you have. It only needs to be the size of your bivvy bag."

	"It's big enough for two even. Quail, would you share it with me?"

	Climbers should always bivouac separately. If an avalanche takes one of them, the other can try to dig them out. "Well, you see – " I explained. "Umm. Yes Mary. Yes, I'd like to share it with you." Ice slid away for hundreds of metres around us. We hung together from a single piton.

	Later, she said: "Falling in love with a mountaineer, Quail. It is not a good idea, is it?"

	"There's always liable to be a falling-off of one's affections." An old one, but new to her. "Plus, we tend not to be very nice people. Don‘t do that or I may fall off this ledge you made."

	"Quail... I am not asking you to make any promises."

	"Good, Because it‘d be very easy to make promises just now with no chance of ever having to fulfil them."

	She looked at me quietly. In the darkness beyond, the fading line of red that lit up her face was like the last moment after sunset. But Mary had never seen a sunset, and the glow is the fires of upper Hell.

	"What we've done is the easy bit and that was too difficult for us. The risks me and Armbruster are taking are good fun but they're not the sort of risks you can carry on taking for long. The ice in those top couloirs; you saw the overhangs. Not that we'll get that far."

	"We are going to get killed?"

	"Worse than that. We signed a piece of paper we shouldn't and Phlogistofernes is going to get our Spiritual Parts for mantelpiece ornaments. But what a climb! Even at the cost of everlasting torment it's almost worth it."

	"I'm not a climber," she reminded me.

	"Mary," I told her: "You're not a climber yet."

	The Divine Sex-Organ shed a warm blue glow over the bivouac. The porters muttered together, Mary slept against my chest. I projected the brief memory picture of the End Wall above us onto the darkness of my mind. Above this Central Icefield, I'd noted the Ramp running up to the right into the avalanche wall – but possibly too far to the right. The smaller icefields directly above us, possibly linked together, possibly leading up to the one we'd called the Scorpion.

	Gazing into the darkness, I worked over my mental image, working over it until it was as plain as the devil-images I'd seen – was it really only 40 days before? – with Felicity X, projected onto the clouds of Everest.

	•••

	Can that be a laugh, coming from the corner of the cave? The stone bench where she is reading through the sheets of brown Kashmiri paper. 

	It is a laugh. "Quail, our first night together. How sweet!"

	"Well yes, Mary," I say. I take her hand. I think – I hope – I'm a bit better at it now. Mary rests her head against my cheek, her hair which to me is no longer green or in any way resembles a leaf of the cabbage family but is just Mary's hair. And we –

	But while I may in our fifth month together be better at this now – when it comes to writing it, I do still find the sex scenes a bit awkward.

	 

	
The Central Icefield

	Taking turns with the Trotsky ice axe, we spent half a day enlarging the bivouac platform. Then we used the iceaxe to give Mary her first lesson in ice axe technique and step cutting. Every now and then Shonnagh turned towards a non-existent camera, caught herself, and scowled. A minute later she did it again.

	How lucky our two-week old client was! The same special privilege as orphans at the Thule Ice-Garden: right from the start, before any front-pointing and ice-burners, the noble art of cutting steps with the axe. People who haven't tried it think this ancient technique is easy and even unsporting – and how ironic it was that we'd carried the iceburners right to the rim of this last pit of hell, using them for cutting ropes and fending off demons and indeed everything but burning ice. And then lost them, just before the point on the climb where they were needed.

	Step-cutting is simple: but it is not easy. Yes, any indoor climber can hack great bucket steps. That indoor climber will get very tired, and only half way up her climb, and benighted. Not us, of course: we were in the night already. But 1000 metres of bucket steps would take us a fortnight. And during that fortnight of climbing someone was going to fall off the ice, because that's what happens on steep ice. True, there weren't any stones coming down to hit us. But a proper climber doesn't hang around waiting to see when the stonefall's going to start.

	There's a downcurved claw on the back of an ice burner, the  Zvodsky Pick. You stick that in above your head, and it stays. That's front-pointing, and it's as natural as crawling across the floor, just supposing the floor was actually a wall and also made of ice. But our only proper ice-axe was in the antique, Rhododendron style; and our improvised ones made of bone weren't strong enough for overhead use. The noble art of stepcutting it was going to be.

	Step cutting. It got every climber up every icefield from Balmat and Paccard on Mont Blanc through to George Mallory on Everest. A proper iceclimbing step is no bucket, but a single economical slash, a gentle peck at the ice.

	One thousand vertical metres – that was my guess, looking from the far end of the valley as the captured hexapods flared and died. Even with proper step-cutting, that thousand metres is going to be three days at least, with three overnight bivouacs on big flat platforms carved into the icefield.

	The steep ice starts straight away. I step up off the bivouac shelf into a piano-player world, where the senses are concentrated not in the fingertips but at the point of the Trotsky ice-axe, and in the edge nails of my boot – the boot retrieved for me by the porter Armbruster. In this world you move as if your bones are made of glass. And any worries you have, any ideas in your mind, they all just go away – all of them except one. The one worry of swaying sideways and a tangle of limbs and iceaxe and pain away off down the ice.

	At the top of the first ropelength, I carved a monster 10-centimetre platform big enough for both feet at once, and stopped to think through the logistics. The only anchors we had were the shards of the glassy rock, not much more than pointy pebbles. I'd brought up a couple of these, and now I tried to hammer one in with the head of my axe. The hard ice just shattered around it. So I carved a horizontal groove, like a freshly cut throat. I banged the stone shard into that quite easily. And when I gave it a tug, it came out again just as easily.

	I spat into the little groove I'd made. And yes, it froze. After that it just needed a larger quantity of liquid. I brought Shonnagh up on the rope, and let her test the rock-splinter. "Sorry about the yellow staining… Keep the airstill running, I'll need extra water."

	I was about to start the third runout when the fixed rope below me tightened, and the stone it was attached to slid out of its hole like a rotten tooth, then tumbled away down the slope. And I heard the worst sound a guide can hear: the grating noise of a person sliding away down hard ice.

	"It's Mary," Shonnagh said. She had started up too early, before the pee had time to freeze.

	It was 100 metres down to the foot of the icefield. By then she'd be going too fast to stop on the rocks below. She'd go straight over the cliff, and 2000 metres down to the glacier.

	The horrible grating noise stopped.

	Descending on ice steps is harder than going up them. I was the only one capable of going back down the small steps I'd made to fetch up another rope. It may have taken 20 minutes. It felt longer. Much longer. As I listened for the grinding noise again as whatever had snagged her on the ice slipped away, and then I would hear the grinding noise again, and I would stand in my steps and listen as her body bounced against the rocks below the icefield; and then listen to the silence after that.

	Slanting down across the grey ice, ice that dropped away into darkness, and the black rocks out of sight below, I cut steps, downwards, towards where I'd heard the sound. I thought I'd found her, but it was a rock. And then I realised it was her after all, hunched over the point of her ice-axe, the sharpened bone embedded a few millimetres into the icefield.

	I saw the pale disc as she raised her face towards me. "Why are you surprised? It was you that showed us how to stop with the ice axe."

	We'd been lucky. Proper spiked crampons would have snagged in the ice, tumbling her down the slope with no hope of stopping her fall. The almost useless thornbush crampons had saved her life.

	That, and actually watching when I showed them how to use the axe.

	•••

	The four days on the Central Icefield make a plain white space in my memory, like a page break between busy chapters, like a four-day airship journey above clouds before dropping to the confused world of Base Camp. The great grayish slope falls below into darkness, fades to black a rope-length above, A darker patch in the dark ice becomes an hour later a fang of rock, snow on top where I can  stamp out a step and rest for half a minute before turning up the grey ice again, up  into darkness with the cavern roof a pale tracery of grey seven kilometres above us. 

	In the darkness below me a blue dot is the bivouac shelf, lit up by the Divine Genitals. Outwards across the night air, a line of reddish brown is the fiery slopes of the upper circles. A quick scrape with the axe: knuckles on the ice and step forward; another quick scrape. Fifty steps up to the right; a three-stroke step to turn around; and fifty steps up to the left. Pig-Iron comes up the steps behind me, balancing against the slope with one of the improvised bone-shafted axes. We fix one of the stone pitons, and drop a rope into the darkness we've just come up through. Sometimes Shonnagh, in the darkness at the foot of the pitch, sends up a fresh supply of stone pitons. I hand over the Trotsky iceaxe, and Pig-Iron leads past me onto the next pitch.

	Scratch-scratch; step. Scratch-scratch; step.

	Does this sound boring? It is not boring at all. Each step is different – the hardness or crumble of the ice, the pebbles and small corpse fragments embedded within it, the slight variations in steepness. With every pitch, the feeling of the great white slope beneath us adds another twenty metres. By the end of the second day, the urge to lean in and clutch the ice is drumming in our heads, and there's an exhilaration in resisting that temptation and standing high in balance on the centimetre of scraped out ice.

	A thousand metres of clean ice, and not an iceburner hole in it anywhere. It was like dying and going to heaven - except, of course, for the detail that the dying is going to be happening afterwards. And at the end of the third day, the reddish glow of upper Hell is no longer in the distant air above us, but dropped to something like waist level.

	After 12 hours on the fourth day, the darkness thickens into solid rock. With a sigh, I step over the edge of the icefield into the security of the bergschrund crevasse of its top edge.

	•••

	I eased the stress out of my shoulders, and the gap between the ice and the black rock made us a bivouac that not  only was secure, but also felt secure, where we slowly separated our minds from the icefield stretching down into the grey air and down through grey into darkness. And with ice on one side, the rock wall on the other, it was even save to let ourselves forget that darkness alongside, to enclose ourselves in the cosy glow of the Genitals hanging from a piton above our sleeping bags.

	They seemed pleased to be out from the stuffy rucksack. "You getting on all right Quail? Need any technical advice, any tips?

	"I didn't know You were a climber."

	"Course We're a climber just a different way round. Some of us get up it some of us get it up, know what I mean? Listen, here's what the little lady –"

	I stuffed Them back in Harcourt's rucksack. The demon's picture postcard gives us all the light we need for coiling the ropes and setting up the snowhole.

	 •••

	We had climbed about one third of the face. Maybe less. Maybe a bit more. After our next sleep we would be climbing into the central part of the face, the section that I had memorised in the light cast by the dying hexapod. Directly above us now, there would be the maze of small ice-fields – possibly interconnected, possibly not. Or else, above but leading rightwards, the steep rock-ramp. Perhaps the wind would have caught those rocks and made them climbable. Equally possibly, not. From the top of the ramp, if we went up the ramp, back leftwards to the upper icefield, the Scorpion. Looking from the other end of the valley, ten days ago was it? I had seen no way back left. Maybe different when we got there. Straight up the small ice-fields, or out on the Ramp? Either way, we were pulled as a theologian is pulled through a maze of logic towards a single hard conclusion: the high icefield called the Scorpion. And from the tail of the Scorpion up into the ice-couloirs that steepened and overhung and at last just might release us onto whatever lay at the top of this great face.

	The small icefields, or the Ramp? While clients and porters slept Shonnagh and I agreed to try the icefields.

	We roped up in that dark grey light that never changed. Pig-Iron and I led up the icefields and the dark, ice-bottomed gullies between them. We cut small steps which Shonnagh enlarged as she came to them. Shonnagh carried the Genitals, Armbruster the client Harcourt in his rucksack of tattered demonskin. We had been on the End Wall for ten days now, as far as we could reckon. We were three and a half kilometres up the eight kilometre face – again as far as we could reckon. We had sand rations for nine more days. We probably had enough abseil hitches. We did have plenty of pointy-ended stones.

	Field after field of grey ice we climbed, sometimes descending a little but always finding a corridor among the rocks to lead from one small icefield to the next. We gazed into the ice at the embedded dead and they gazed back at us and sometimes when I urinated the warm stream would expose a hand or pert of a face. Once, an eye washed itself out of the ice between my boots. Shonnagh carried the Genitals strapped outside her rucksack so that the dead souls could worship Them, but if this eased their pain they didn't show it. Way back at the other end of the avalanche valley, that pale blue light would be showing Phlogistofernes that we were honouring our contract.

	 

	 

	
Trotsky meets his iceaxe

	For two days we climbed the small icefields and the rocky steps. We measured time by rope lengths and sand ration stops. Now and then we slept.

	 On the third day, I climbed with Pig-Iron to a small, dark icefield where the embedded dead souls had long, greasy hair and sunburned noses – later, Harcourt thought they were from the armies of Genghis Khan. In the rock wall here was a glassy boss, and on the upper side of this boss snow had settled, tailing up the rock. The streak was half a metre wide, and the snow it was made of had thawed away from the rock.

	Pig-Iron was too heavy. I'm half her weight: the snow strip might hold me. "Give me a tight rope."

	Leaning against the tension of the rope I stepped sideways onto the shallow strip of snow. The first steps I kicked went through to air. "Can you belay me from there?"

	"Ropemaster Quail, no," Pig-Iron said. "The rock is smooth glass, and the snow here is unstable."

	"We've tried everywhere else."

	"Ah," said Pig. "There's a firmer bit. I can do an ice-axe belay."

	I knew, we both knew, that her belay was purely psychological one.

	The nineteenth step collapsed under my foot. I tried to take my weight on the ice-axe, but its point slid on the glassy rock beneath. My foot slammed down into the step below. The step below held.

	I climbed on. The strip of snow narrowed and instead of making regular steps I kicked notches into the side of it. The strip narrowed further and the notches became toe-holds. And then the snow tailed away altogether as the rock steepened.

	A couple of metres above, as it faded into darkness, the rock seemed to ease back. Behind the curve of it there might be some firmer snow, even some ice. Or there might not. Another foothold broke away. Kicking a new one would chop the snow-streak in half. I gripped the streak between my knees and crawled up it as gently as a positivist philosopher easing past Bertrand Russell's teapot paradox.

	I had twenty centimetres to go, when the whole thing peeled away with the sound of a positive philosopher crunching against a contradiction. I jumped; I must have been trying for an extra few centimetres of achievement. My axe swung out hopelessly. With a long-drawn scream, I tumbled out into the black air.

	Except, the scream I was hearing was not my own. And I was still hanging against the glassy rocks, with one hand gripping the shaft of the ice axe. I realised that just before the scream, I'd heard a solid-sounding chunk somewhere above.

	This is not supposed to happen. The pick of a traditional iceaxe is designed for cutting steps in hard ice. It is wrongly angled for a downward pull.

	The scream that wasn't mine continued, piercing the dark air above me.

	I was facing outwards. Later I found in my memory, just after the abrupt chunk sound, a panorama of the Valley of the Shadow 5000 metres below, with the piles of snow heaped on either side and the steam from the lake glowing pink as it came above the valley walls and into the firelight; and the rows of dead souls like stubble on a chalky cornfield.

	I twisted to face the smooth rock. The iceaxe above me didn't come loose. I got my other hand onto the shaft. I climbed up the ice-axe, my feet slipping on the glassy rock.

	My pick hadn't struck into snow, but something much more effective. It had spiked itself into the eye socket of a dead soul embedded in the icefield.

	I twisted it loose. The screams died to a low moaning. The dead soul which had saved my life was a pallid European, with a few strands of dark hair and a little beard. The blood from its eye was congealing into the ice.

	"I‘m sorry," I shouted down to Pig-Iron, "You‘re going to miss this bit of climbing." I chipped a wide circle into the ice, widened it into a trench undercut to make a mushroom shape belay. The massive porter came up it the rope hand-over-hand. "There‘s blood around that bollard," she said. "Yours?"

	"There‘s dead souls in this ice. I already spiked this poor fellow here."

	By the time we'd hauled up our sacks the healing power of Hell had started to restore the damaged eye. The dead soul was following us with its remaining eye. When after a hundred years something happens, I guess you pay attention. "Excuse me," the dead person said in accented English: "What is it…  that object which you plunged into my skull bone?"

	"It's an ice-axe." I told it.

	"I've seen one of those before. I was killed with one of those."

	"Can it be?" Pig-Iron exclaimed. "The revisionist Leon Trotsky!"

	"It seemed a peculiar tool for killing a person with."

	Pig-Iron said: "But this is the very one! This is the actual ice-axe they used upon you!" And Leon Trotsky's own blood was now restored on the pick... Pig will be using only the adze from now on.

	"I did not recognise it. But then, I only caught a glimpse. They killed me rather quickly."

	Pig-Iron asked: "I wonder... would you mind signing it for me?" She was trembling. This was important, so I dug out one of Trotsky's arms, and handed him the boltholer from Harcourt's Emergency Pack. "Careful," I reminded him. He probably won‘t have used a boltholer before.

	Trotsky carved his name into the shaft of the axe. "If you wish," I added, "it will be appropriate for you to put your deathsign into the rock-wall beside you." But before I could explain, a powder-avalanche came down over his head and we lost sight of him. Just as well. He hadn't climbed the face himself, a deathsign wasn't really appropriate.

	I managed to grab the boltholer as he vanished under the snow. We'd be needing to carve some deathsigns ourselves.

	•••

	The Valley of the Shadow had fallen into darkness below. Now we could see across the darkness the watchfires burning in the Eighth Circle, and a black shape against the fires which was the Hill 60 with the top of it sliced away by the exploding Arborlast.

	"All this climbing," Shonnagh said: "and no-one’s ever going to see it." And she laughed, in a way that even I could tell was unconvincing.

	It takes time to feel the loss of a limb, or of a rope-companion. For Shonnagh her cameras were both, and more: they were her Platonic Ideal,  the thing of which Reality itself is just a flickering shadow. External reality had to reflect in her cameras if it was to exist at all. Even her interactions with the clients, with the porters, had been the interactions his cameras required of her. With her cameras Shonnagh hadn't lost her audience: he‘d lost herself.

	"If we do survive," I said, "We can write it up in the antique style, on pieces of paper. You know, a book."

	Shonnagh just snorted.

	Twelve pitches above Trotsky's Terrace we came onto an icefield that was so high and grey we named it Aeroplane Wing. The ice was shallower at this level, or the corpses were shallower in the ice. Most of them had a nose or ear or elbow sticking up into the air. And here, where the ice of Aeroplane Wing ran up into vertical green bottle-glass, we came to a stop.

	The porters saw that there was going to be no climbing for a while. They took out little pieces of bone and started to assemble them into prayer windmills. Shonnagh swore softly. "How far up is this Scorpion icefield?"

	"It can't be far. But we can't climb this, can we?"

	We worked in both directions along the top edge of the ice. The bottleglass curved away smooth and green and holdless. No more ice. No more climbing.

	"This has to be the main route," I said. "The Trotsky Terrace – a pitch like that can't just be a side line."

	"Quite so," Shonnagh agreed. "The Trotsky Terrace is the place where Quail discovered, all on his own, the overhead axe technique of the 1950s. Quail is the Yvon Zvodsky of our age."

	Thirteen days ago, at the far end of the Valley of the Shadow, we'd glimpsed this part of the face. Small icefields above the Central Icefield had linked a way up towards the higher icefield, the one we'd called the Scorpion. We had to be close below that Scorpion icefield now.

	But not close enough.

	There was still the alternative route. The slanting shelf we'd called the Ramp, from the top corner of the Central Icefield, running up and to the right. We'd seen that there was no way back across the face, across to the Scorpion icefield. But appearances can be deceptive.

	"We go back down now," Shonnagh said. "And we try the Ramp." Nobody said anything. Pig-Iron fixed the first descent rope, and flung it down into the darkness.

	 

	
Lead balloons

	For a whole day we roped down the icefields, and slept on the bivouac-shelves that I had cut with Pig-Iron into the top of the great Central Icefield four days before. During that bivouac something happened to cheer us up. Harcourt's head emerged from the rucksack, blinking in the grey light. Although he would not talk or climb, and would barely eat when we fed him, still it was good to have a live client among us again. Even the porters felt it, I think.

	At first the Ramp went well. Wind had frisked across this projecting rock and great hectares of it were pocked and blistered like the face of a Tibetan hermit. We climbed the ice-blasted areas, and when we came to the smooth places we traversed sideways until we could find climbable rock again.

	An eddy of the wind had cut a spherical cave out of the rock, like the holes that running water carves into glaciers. Mary and I curled into this hole like marmots. I woke to lights moving outside, and something so strange that my mind took it for ordinary and I would have stepped out to join the people walking around out there with their lanterns. But in disentangling myself from Mary I woke her. As she had never experienced anything so ordinary as a person carrying a lantern she was able to remind me that four thousand metres of air lay outside our little nest. Air, though, which wasn't empty, but contained strange objects. Small glass bowls with blue flames in them; things like open umbrellas but half black and half silver; sweet-smelling sponges; a grey metal sphere with a soldered seam down the side of it.

	"What do you think that one is?" I asked her.

	"It's a balloon," she said. "It seems to be made of lead."

	"A lead balloon? That's a joke, a contradiction in terms."

	"Not down here it is not," she said. "My guess, they're full of hot hydrogen."

	Something else drifted by, a set of three glass globes mounted one above the other and filled with bubbling yellow liquid. "See, Quail. That is Kipp's Apparatus. They are making sulphuric acid."

	"Who are?"

	She shrugged in the darkness "The yellow sponges may be the living intelligences. But it could be the lead balloons. From some planet where metals precipitate as rain, like they do in Earth's ocean trenches."

	Harcourt stirred in his rucksack. For the first time since his accident, he spoke. "Planet?" he asked. "You really think, planet?"

	"Well – perhaps from the envelope of a giant star. In which case they will find it very cold down here."

	"I find it very cold down here," I said. "A floating chemical engineer, what sin does that commit to get condemned into this Circle?"

	"To find out how it sins," she suggested, "find out how it reproduces."

	For a while the lights of the little floating chemists helped us as we climbed. Then a gust of wind carried them around a rock-buttress. We climbed the roughened rock of the Ramp by Genital-light. Where the rough rock ran out we abseiled diagonally into darkness like mystics plunging without hope or thought into the Dark Night of the Soul. At last we stood at the top of the Ramp and looked across and down and saw the Scorpion Icefield gleam in the light of the distant fires like a bloodshot dead eye.

	We saw it: but we couldn‘t reach it. Between the top of the Ramp and the icefield the rock curved in a vast funnel, and here the wind had not come. Half a kilometre of glass smooth as the inside of a bottle stood between us and the icefield we needed to reach, the key to the upper face.

	Seeing the floating chemists had aroused Professor Harcourt. He spoke again. "Glass flows, you know. This slope's going to end up flat."

	"How soon?"

	"A million years or so. Of course, the healing virus may not keep us alive that long."

	"At least the client's in good spirits," Shonnagh said. "Any more ideas?"

	"I feel strange," Harcourt said. "Did they find all the bits of me?"

	"I don't think so," Shonnagh told him.

	"This must be about the worst a client has ever been treated by any guide."

	"You've been brought up the best unclimbed ice-face in the known Universe," Shonnagh said. She was really annoyed at Harcourt's remark, we both were. Clients think that just because they've paid, they don't have to consider our feelings.

	•••

	Here at the top of the Ramp we lost Armbruster. Alone, he struck off into the tangled rockfields of the upper face.

	Even if he got through the overhangs, he would end up against the right-hand avalanche wall with nowhere to go. Nowhere but death and the Bardo sorting office and the rope hang-ways.

	"Did he take his load?" Shonnagh asked me.

	"No. No, he wouldn't do that. He's going to finish as a climber, not a porter."

	"If he had a camera along I could understand it," Shonnagh said.

	Armbruster's steps went up a vanishing couloir and onto dark rock. "We'll divide his load. That is, if we've anywhere to go."

	Mary interrupted in her soft voice. "Hill 60," she said. Once more the truncated hill was visible against the demons' fires.

	"Yes, Mary, that's Hill 60," Shonnagh. "You remember Hill 60, you remember you climbed the Pig-Iron Route with Quail here? You had fun climbing the Pig-Iron Route."

	"Could we see this much of it from that last icefield, the one where we got stopped?"

	Normally we would have had film from Aeroplane Wing to compare with. I thought about it. "Almost as much."

	"Take me back there."

	"To Hill 60?"

	"To the highest icefield. The one you called Aeroplane Wing."

	She was the client, more or less. And nobody had a better plan. We took her back. One day, as far as we could measure days, to abseil down the Ramp. Two to climb the icefields again. I didn‘t mind. I didn't care where I died. I wasn't bothered if I didn't die at all.

	The top of Aeroplane Wing hadn't changed. The noses still stuck out of the ice. The bottle-glass still curved up and out of sight, was still unclimbable.

	Mary said: "I want you to try this. Fix a lump of ice to a rope. Wet it, then throw it up the rock as far as you can."

	The rock wall curved up and out of sight. "It isn't going to stick up there," Shonnagh pointed out. "Even if it did stick, it won't be strong enough to climb up on."

	"It's not for climbing up. It's for looking at. If I tell you what you're looking for you'll find it whether it's there or not. I am the client, yes?"

	We threw snowballs for two days. On the third day, when we retrieved the snowball, we found human hair.

	Fifteen metres above us, just out of sight, there were some dead people embedded in some ice. The ice of the Scorpion Icefield.

	 

	


Chapter 20

	When daylight fades towards the night, there are two kinds of climbers. Some turn back, to reach the campground still alive. Others press on. We reach the summit. Just sometimes, like Mallory on Everest, we come back down again.

	But there's a third and better way. To reach the summit, and on its topmost rock to carve the deathsign.

	Li-Wan Scott 'The Way of Death' pb Thule Academy

	 

	There's no such thing as bad rock. Only bad climbers.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	Professor Harcourt asked me to carry him in his rucksack across to Shonnagh's bivouac. "Mistress Rourke," he said. "I have to thank you."

	"Do you?"

	"You trusted Mary or Lucy who was or is the former remnant of my research assistant. She didn't disclose what it was that she hoped to discover here, but you came."

	"You're the clients," Shonnagh said. "You can do any stupid thing you want."

	"All the same," Harcourt said: "I spoke hastily when I complained of my bad treatment. The floating chemists; just a glimpse of them is a research paper right there. I would like to give you a small gift from my rucksack. For anthropological studies, you know, it is still the simplest form of record. For the microscope, of course, one has a trained memory, but even so microbial interactions can be complex. You would be surprised how complex they can be.”

	"Quail, what's he on about?"

	"I think he's got a camera," I said.

	Shonnagh went completely still. She'd even stopped breathing.

	"Professor Harcourt,” I said, "have you got a camera?"

	"It's only quite a large one, you would have to mount it on your shoulder." He took it from his sack. "Here, Mistress Rourke. This is for you."

	Shonnagh cradled it. She had thought himself dead and now her own beating-heart had been given into her hands. "And an edit button as well," she said.

	"How regrettable it is that your film from the first eight Circles has been lost."

	"Oh," said Shonnagh. "I wouldn't lose that. It‘s right here in your rucksack." She took out the Hitler vase; the vase with Creetchie‘s ashes in it. "I knew Quail'd keep an eye on this for me." She dipped a finger into the ashes, and came out with a meme chip. "Who wants to see some great photography? Oh, but first we'll just run through this conversation again. 'Mistress Rourke,' you said: 'I want to thank you.'"

	So we did it all again: and then we grouped around the camera to watch ourselves on the five pitches of the Flattery Bridge back in Circle Eight. We all felt better after that.

	•••

	Now we knew that the Scorpion Icefield with its embedded dead was only fifteen metres above us, we did the obvious thing. We started to build. We cut back the top of the Aeroplane Wing, taking turns with the Trotsky iceaxe until our arms ached. The ice was so steep that we had to cut back five metres of the icefield to get a platform a metre wide. We made half-metre cubes of ice and cemented them with urine to make a staircase. Once we were back up level with the original top of the icefield, we used twenty-centimetre bricks. We tried to freeze our growing tower onto the rock wall behind but the rock was too smooth. In the end we trusted the slope of the cliff to stop us from tumbling outwards as we built.

	Mary was working on the tower with only the Genitals to give her light. It was a nuisance using the Genitals because the porters kept stopping to worship Them. However, They were the only light we had apart from the picture I'd taken from the Hexapod nest, which was too dim to work by. Shonnagh stood a few metres off to the side, filming the work.

	"Don't put one on the other," she instructed. "Lay them crossways."

	Mary ignored her. She placed a third on the two she had just done, and stepped up on them. "I can see the bottom edge of the icefield. Three metres. I'm coming down now, I'm out of urine."

	Half a day later we reached the icefield called Scorpion.

	We had two and a half kilometres of vertical height to go. Two thousand five hundred metres of what, in the distant glimpse we'd had 26 days before, had looked like the hardest climbing on the face.

	We had food for eight days.

	The Scorpion icefield

	The porters and clients dug sleeping platforms back into the ice while Shonnagh and I fixed ropes up the Scorpion. The next day we brought the clients up the icefield. Our client Professor Harcourt still couldn't walk on his own, and we didn't even have the sled with the bone runners that we'd used for Mary down on the glacier. So we dragged him on a rope sling, made slightly less uncomfortable with a demonskin jacket for padding.

	Even allowing for the toxic grey-brown light around us, Harcourt didn't look good. The skin of his face was a colour I hadn't seen, not on a person who was still alive. His breath smelled dead, like air from an ancient mine shaft, and his eyes were specked with black.

	The rope sling travois must have bruised him badly on the hard ice and the stones. But Harcourt's eyes behind their cloudy film had a spark in them, and at every pause he was murmuring notes into his helmet. Then I thought about how he had rescued his research assistant from the life-swamp in the Eighth Circle. And when what he'd pulled from the swamp turned out to be something other – someone or something not Pheidippida – he hadn't deceived himself, or us, hadn't tried to reshape a reality that must, to him, have been altogether unreasonable, hadn't wrapped his pain in small, bitter parcels to deal out to us around him; but turned, rather, to his notes and observations again.

	I had noticed, only, his incompetence on a rockface or on steep ice. I had looked at a weak climber and mistaken him – and me a guide – had seen in Harcourt, in my ignorance, a weak man.

	Pig-Iron and the husbands carved out yet another ice platform, while we climbed a rope length into the first of the ice couloirs above. This brought us to the first of the junctions that Mary had observed, all those days ago, from the other end of the glacier.

	The following day we climbed three more rope lengths, carving our bivouac platform in the narrow ice gully. The following day, we gained two more rope lengths.

	Three days of step-cutting, and we were five hundred metres above the Scorpion; and maybe 2000 metres of climbing still above us. As Shonnagh joined me, I pointed out the obvious. "We're going slower and slower. At this rate we'll come to a stop a thousand metres below the summit."

	"Except our food won't last that long." It had taken three days, and nearly half our food, and we hadn't reached the first and smallest of the ice-overhangs that Mary had spotted in these gullies. "It's our crampons," I said. "They're worn back to bare twigs again."

	"What do you think?"

	"Send Pig-Iron and the husbands down with empty rucksacks. Send them back to Phlogistofernes and fill up the sacks with fresh crampons. And ropes, at least two more ropes. And some more sand rations. Meanwhile we build a long-term ice palace. The clients can rest while we rope up the rest of the climb. We're going to have to siege this thing."

	"Ah, yes," said Shonnagh. "But have you thought about where all this ice comes from?"

	I thought about it. Ice comes from snow. "It hasn’t snowed all the time we've been on the face. Even the wind has dropped away."

	"We need to talk to Professor Harcourt about the weather," Shonnagh said.

	Our client was still travelling in his rucksack. But at the bivouac platform he was now able to stand on his own and look around him. "As we were coming along the glacier," he said, "I noted that the circulation of the air was clockwise. Which assuming we're still in the northern hemisphere suggests a descending air mass. At that time the valley itself was clouded, and it was snowing along the side walls, which tends to corroborate that inference. What happened after that? The wind?"

	During those next few days up the lower part of the face, Harcourt had been reassembling himself inside the rucksack. "I don't think there was any wind."

	"So the circulation ceased. Now, we observe, the wind is rising again, but this time it is from our right, which is to say anticlockwise. I believe that shortly it is going to start snowing at altitude."

	"In other words, up here?"

	Harcourt nodded.

	"When it snows here, it's going to do it properly." Shonnagh doesn't just look wise for the camera: she becomes wise for the camera.

	"So we don‘t wait up for more supplies. We push for the top?"

	"It's going to need a hard push," Shonnagh said.

	We abandoned everything except food, rope and ice-axes. We had food for two days, and  two thousand metres to climb. Maybe a bit less. Maybe a bit more. Maybe quite a lot more. We tied everyone on one rope; Shonnagh and I alternated the lead. If either of us fell the entire rope would unpeel from the face like a banana. On easier sections, where the rock-walls closed in to give an illusion of security, we let Husband Number Two take the lead. Pig-Iron carried Professor Harcourt in his rucksack.

	We climbed for four hours and rested for two to sleep, eat, and melt our drinking water, then climbed four more. And the first snow fluttered into the couloir like the small birds that bring messages of death.

	A porter turned round in his steps then. "Mistress Shonnagh," he said, "I hope you won't mind if I just stop here and die."

	"You're dead already," Shonnagh reminded him. And Pig-Iron beat him over the head with a karabiner until he agreed to go on. We ate the last of the chocolate from Harcourt's emergency pack and made another hundred metres, and then the snow was deep enough for us to take off our worn-out crampons and kick steps. Mary tied down the lid of her rucksack to keep the snow off the Divine Genitals, cutting off its blue light, but the firelight from the Eighth Circle was strong on our backs now, and if I turned round I could see over the broken ground the very tip of the rock-arch where, long, long ago, we had turned back the demons with the Tibetan prayer-rope. Then the clouds rolled across and we saw nothing but snow. Snow, and cloud, and the next person ahead on the rope, all in the dim brown light diffused from the distant fires.

	Once the unstable snow collapsed as the last two porters were crossing. But the snow above them held and the rope held and we moved on without commenting on the near-fatal accident. In the porters' cases, that would have been re-fatal, of course. Who knows, maybe second time around they'd get it right at the Clear White Light.

	We carried on moving four hours on and two hours off, right up to the first of the ice-overhangs.

	•••

	"Well now," said Shonnagh. "How do you climb overhanging ice without an ice-burner?"

	"You cut hand and footholds like letterboxes," I told her. "It's not often done these days. I haven't done it myself."

	"But you're the Rhododendron climber, no? The ice-axe man."

	So I did the ice-overhang, while the rest crouched in a row under the falling chips from my axe and got slowly covered over in snow. After that Shonnagh discovered that she had lied to us about having distributed the last of the chocolate.

	We plodded onwards in snow that was now knee-deep, Shonnagh leading, me at the back in a grey mist of fatigue wondering distantly why all this new snow wasn't avalanching down on top of us.

	Four hours later we found out.

	The second ice-overhang stood above us like the prow of a ship. A rusty ship: the ice was streaked blood-red. On each side of it the rock walls went up into the night. They were smooth as if worn by water and very black, and the prow of ice was jammed between them like a fallacy between the horns of a dilemma. I told Shonnagh that it would take me three days to cut up the ice.

	We didn't have food for three days. When malnutrition began to destroy the cells of our bodies then perhaps Hell's healing bacteria would repair them. We could scrape out a shelf in the snow and take turns with the single boltholer to carve out our deathsigns before an ice-fall or a blizzard tumbled our bodies into the black air and our souls flew screaming to Phlogistofernes.

	Shonnagh gathered the porters. They stood below us on steps in the snow, and flurries of snow whirled around their felted yak hair caps. Half seen through the cloudy darkness the ice prow hung over our heads, a gloomy but as yet unspecific future. Shonnagh told Pig-Iron that she was sending them back down the face. The porters hadn't contracted their souls to Phlogistofernes, and if they left straight away they might get down before the avalanches got too serious. They would take most of our rope, and three of our best stone ice-pitons for abseiling off. The four of us would continue on a single rope and try to get the Divine Genitals to the top of the face.

	"And the client?" asked Pig-Iron. "What about Professor Harcourt?"

	"He is one of the four." Further up the face, Shonnagh would craft some self-sacrificial death scene for poor Harcourt for the sake of the cameras.

	Pig-Iron nodded at her husbands. Shonnagh divided the sand-rations into two halves and Pig-Iron selected the share that the porters would take. And then she stamped up the couloir towards me.

	"Quail," she said: "Comrade. Have this." She held out the ice-axe, the ice-axe with Trotsky's autograph in the shaft.

	"Pig-Iron, you‘ll need it."

	"I'm already dead. Someone needs a decent axe up there. And Quail, in the expedition you are the real climber."

	"Me, Pig? Shonnagh's a better climber than me, even when the rules are Rhododendron."

	"Chief Guide Shonnagh can get up things that you cannot. But Quail, you are the better climber. Also, Shonnagh manufactures in her shop 500 fake Trotsky axes every year, she scarcely has a need for the real one."

	She was down-slope from me, but her head was level with my own. I leant forward and kissed her cheeks. "Pig-Iron," I said: "If I get out of here, I‘ll get that message to your sons. And I'll see that Shonnagh sends them your pay."

	"Oh, Chief Guide Shonnagh won't pay. But they've got them an ancestor with a well-placed deathsign and that counts for something."

	The porters left at once to use the steps we had just kicked before the snow filled them.

	Mary said: "Quail, why didn't the porters take Professor Harcourt down with them?"

	They had dug a snowhole for three: either Shonnagh or I would be at work on the ice-face above. It seemed very small without the porters, and upside-down in the wall a Turkish janissary with his beard flipped over one ear gazed into the blue light of the Genitals. I explained to Mary that the porters would not have agreed to take the client down with them.

	"But why not? The way down is already known and climbed. It's safest, surely."

	"Not many of them will get to the bottom," I told her. "We only gave them three pitons. Once those are gone, they can't abseil safely. They'll have to climb down, which is too slow and the avalanches will get them. Or they abseil dangerously off a rock-spike. Even the stone pitons aren't actually safe."

	Shonnagh came back then with ice-chips in her hair and Harcourt's camera perched like a pet raven on her shoulder. We crawled into the grey air to see what she had done. Her steps up into the darkness; a short ice-pitch; a trailing rope. It wasn't much.

	Mary looked at the grey ice. "Shonnagh:" she said: "I want to climb this."

	"Good for you. Bringing you up on your own feet will be just as quick as fixing a rope. And slightly less unsafe as well. Then Quail can bring up Professor Harcourt."

	"You don't understand. I want to lead it."

	Shonnagh looked at the ice, and then at her. Mary had been taking her share of routine tasks like cutting bivouac platforms. Muscle – I had felt it under my fingers – had replaced the curves.

	“We can belay you into rock at the back of this snowhole." Shonnagh said: "In fact, it'll film out quite romantic. You can do the first ten metres, up as far as the blackish bulge."

	It was cold, so we took her rope back into the snowhole. Shonnagh passed it to me and automatically I clipped it into my waistband. "I've marked it at twenty metres," she pointed out. "That's where it gets steep."

	I nodded. It was an odd situation: I was Mary's rope-companion but she was outside on the ice and didn't know it. Should I tell her, later, that she had been my leader and I her second on the rope? It is not common for a sexual affair to advance into an all-out climbing partnership and it doesn't always work out. Who you climb with is more important than who you sleep with, Li Wan told me long ago: nobody ever died of sex. Some climbers tie their lovers onto ropes and pull them up a crag and make them feel that a proper climbing relationship exists. Not me.

	I decided not to tell her that we had climbed together. Why spoil it?

	After ten metres of rope paid out there was a pause. She was at the top of Shonnagh's steps. I heard her axe and even felt it vibrating through the hard ice-walls of the cave. Never mind Shonnagh's twenty metres. I'd let her climb three more metres for Shonnagh's camera and then take over the lead.

	The Genitals shining from inside Shonnagh's rucksack gave enough light for handling the rope. The back of the snowhole was bare rock, with a good little hitch for my belay. When Mary fell she'd just slide down into the loose snow. It'd be easy to hold her. The side wall of the snowhole was the same tough ice that Mary was currently climbing. Its grey was streaked with red, almost rusty coloured in the blue light.

	"Some sort of iron mineral," Shonnagh said.

	Harcourt contradicted her straight away. "It's an algal bloom, so-called watermelon snow. Chlamydomonas nivalis, surprised you mountain men haven't come across it before."

	Then they started to quarrel over the food. Shonnagh wanted us to have half-rations for four days, followed by quarter-rations for another four, then one-eighth. Harcourt thought we would use the calories more efficiently by living on full rations until all the food was gone.

	"Four days?" I asked. "We have food for four days?"

	Shonnagh said: "The two piles I divided the food into were not equal. Pig-Iron chose the smaller one."

	We were silent for a minute. I thought about Pig-Iron, on the Bardo plan, seeking out the small doorway that would lead her back into the Hell of the Christians. And how, once dead, she had gathered her husbands and headed downhill towards the decent climbing. This meeting Shonnagh did not reconstruct on film. But we prose-form storytellers can reconstruct anything.

	One day I shall write about that epic descent of the dead porters through all the Circles of Hell.

	Snow blew into our cave, I poked it with one of our worn-down bone axes to make sure our air-hole didn‘t close up. I said: "I hope they get down as far as Husband Number Four's traverse line. I'd like to see his death-mark on that traverse line. Even if he is only a porter."

	As I paid out Mary's rope, I was thinking of the death-mark of my own that I had left on the side of Hill 60. The death-mark with its ostentatiously discreet lettering, the one that – luckily – had been destroyed during the battle. When that time came to me again I wished for the strength of character to do – as Li Wan had done on the Everest Upside-Down Route – a casual scrawl. I would piss on the wall of life and chalk my mark above.

	"Rust-stains," said Harcourt. "Mistress Rourke, you were nearer to it than you knew. Haemoglobin? It looks black, but that's because the light in here is blue. Have you tasted it?"

	Shonnagh ran a finger down the ice, and licked it. "Ugh, blood. Nasty. But nourishing, of course. Do you still have the wrapper from your Emergency Pack? We can try one of my cannibalistic recipes."

	"This could be Phlegethon, the river from the Seventh Circle," I said slowly. Mary's rope paid out another metre, she was still making progress. "The river of blood. It has to end up somewhere. Suppose it flows out over its own ice and freezes;" and I tried to imagine what that would mean for us at the top of the face.

	Supposing we were to get to the top of the face.

	I hadn't been watching. Mary's rope had run out way past the three-metre mark. Eight metres, ten even; and now it was slack as her head thrust through the soft snow of the entrance. "It's not solid up there," she said. "It's all Icicles. Does that make it easier?"

	"I‘m the one who's done the Scottish winter climbing," I said. "I'll go up."

	Mary had cut steps far beyond where I'd expected her to fall off, right onto the steeper ice: neat, elegant steps, with scrapes for the left hand overhead. As I climbed – the steps were small, even for me – I saw that the ice of the overhang was not the massive block it had looked like from below but convoluted and infolded, so that it was like a problem in logic that many different minds have worked on; a thing of complication in a small space, and I wriggled behind a curtain of ice and kicked it loose, and threaded behind a pillar of it so as to gain the protection of the rope. Ice splintered away into darkness, red in the distant fire-glow, then blue as it dropped through the light spilling out of the snow hole. I rested in a cave that was groined with ice, then punched my way out and nicked tiny steps up a rippled slab and put my arms around an icicle thicker than my waist and climbed it, and in my confused state the icicle became a seductive heresy that one may surmount only by embracing it totally. After that I climbed outwards again through columns of ice to the dark air and at last a bulge where I hung backwards, knocking great incurved handholds with the Trotsky axe. Over the bulge I climbed in cold water to my wrists, water that spread over the ice like the last wave on the beach and froze on the sleeves of my demonskin anorak. Higher, and the water was warmer and also deeper, with the falling snow vanishing as it touched the surface just as the souls of the damned disappear in an instant as they touch the ultimate chaos. At last I found a side-gully choked with fresh snow and was glad to get into it, away from the stench of the river and the decomposing ice beneath it.

	I tugged on the rope to mark the top of the pitch. One by one they climbed up the involuted ice, and the tepid, bloody river above it; and we hollowed a snowhole in the side gully, the air mild above the brown stench of the river.

	Fifteen hundred metres to go.

	•••

	So we set off into the final couloirs. We had climbed three-quarters of this monstrous face, and yet the small triangle still above us was the height of the North Face of the Eiger. We had now climbed six thousand metres of rock and ice, which is half again as high as the Rupal Face of Nanga Parbat, the tallest mountainside of Earth's surface. And how ironic that I, having abandoned the artificial contrivance of the Rhododendron tendency, had climbed the whole way in the purest Rhododendron style, without ice-burners, and with ice-axes and crampons made out of bones and twigs. Two things had been in our favour. We had climbed knowing that not just our lives but the perpetual and detailed anguish of our souls was in the balance; and we had climbed without the blizzard storms of the Himalaya or the Eiger.

	One of these advantages was now to be removed. While we had been engaged with the second of the ice-overhangs cloud had thickened around the top of the face and now the blizzard leapt on us like the despair that can destroy a lifetime of faith and leave the soul naked and shivering in the night. 

	For two days we struggled up the snow-filled couloirs, Shonnagh and I taking turns in the lead. Snow beat against us from below as often as from above. We could not see even the bottle-green rock-walls on either side.

	On the third day we finished the food.

	We thought that we had climbed half of the remaining fifteen hundred metres of the face. The angle was becoming less steep and it was only this that allowed us to continue climbing at all.

	So this is how it happens. Yes, we could climb for several days yet, sucking nourishment from the foul-tasting, bloody chips off our iceaxes. But in two more sleeps, or three, the important moment would come. How strangely things had worked out. Nobody could have dreamed that I, Quail – 14,706 in the world ratings, recently failed on Old South Face Route of Everest – would be carving my deathsign onto a route like this great End Wall of Hell. This route with its magnificent rockfaces and gravelled icefields, the effrontery of the Husband Number Two Traverse Line, the surprise arrival at the Scorpion, the sheer grandeur of the great icefields. And above all, its Rhododendron-Climbing certification, assuring that only the stylistically correct would be tying their rope end around the rock with my name on it.

	A few minutes after the fourth sleep period a blue light flashed past the entrance of the snowhole. Shonnagh, carrying the Divine Organ, had fallen. I braced myself against the floor of our cave but it collapsed below me and the whole couloir slid away with us in it. We were carried down the face for what seemed like many minutes. It was Mary who managed to dig herself out and rescue the rest of us. The avalanche had packed itself high into a narrowing of the couloir: when the clouds below us parted for a moment we saw dark icefields that were quite strange to us.

	On the sixth day, the mist cleared to a biting cold. Below us, a soft world of cloud stretched back above the Valley of the Shadow, its hollows tinged pink by the fires behind. As I was cutting steps up a gentle ice wall, the air behind me flared white, and my black shadow printed onto the snow in front of me. The shadow wavered, and moved upwards. I twisted round. Far out in the black air, something bright that hurt the eyes and fluttered, and then dropped into the cloud leaving me blinded and blinking.

	Hexapod flare. Phlogistofernes, still keeping an eye on his contract.

	On the seventh day – the fourth without food – the couloir we were climbing ended in a bulge of glass. We descended two hundred metres and tried a different channel. In the shelter of the snowhole I took off my boots and turned them over. Many of the nails had fallen out, and those that were left were worn down almost flat. Some of them were loose as well. My axe – Pig-Iron's axe – was still good. On the eighth day, the new couloir steepened. Worse, an avalanche had swept away the snow and left bare ice.

	The ice before me formed a vertical trough. By leaning backwards, my gloved hands pressing against the side walls, I could get the remaining nails of my boots to bite into the ice.

	I climbed in this way for about fifteen metres and then the last two nails under my right foot fell out. Below me Mary shouted something but a blast of wind carried her words away and I didn't try to answer for that same wind had torn a hole in the mist and I saw that above me the ice, with grey knobs sticking out of it, steepened still further and then, a hundred metres above my head, plunged between two featureless walls of the green, glassy rock.

	My hands against the ice on either side were getting cold.

	"Quail, come down!“

	Bending my knee inwards I could gain a grip with the nailless boot. I moved up a metre, and I must have made some remark, perhaps for Shonnagh's camera, because a dry voice at my ear said: "Now, Quail, that isn‘t a very sensible idea."

	To turn my head would dislodge me from the tiny footholds. I looked into the ice before me and saw the reflection of something that floated behind my shoulder. I took it for one of the floating chemical engineers, but no, it was something else, something that was at one moment no bigger than my hand and at another stretched back half-way through the caverns of Hell.

	"You don't think so?" I asked.

	"You hope perhaps that due to your adherence to mountaineering ethics you may be assigned after death into the First Circle or even to Purgatory. I have to tell you that your contract with Phlogistofernes is not to be evaded in that manner."

	My own face, reflected in the ice before me, was lit in pale, beautiful colours by the thing, whatever it was. "What's this anyway?" I asked bitterly. “A bailiff?"

	'"A contract of the sort you have agreed to," the creature informed me, "rips a small discontinuity across the moral continuum. Out of this discontinuity various entities are born, of which I am one. If you should die with your part of the contract still outstanding, I am tasked with consigning you to your fate. To my great regret, and yours as well. I therefore beg you to exert yourself." The thing glowed with its own pastel light. It had six small wings fluttering behind it. Two of the wings ended in tiny hands..

	A nail dropped out of my left bootsole and rolled down the slope. "I have a thought," said the Entity. "Berkeley has suggested that we are all ideas in the mind of God. Now you could induce Him perhaps to reconsider, to imagine you somewhere else. Perhaps on a small rockface of your choice, or in a well-equipped but intimate bordello on the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro. You do have something of His that He must be missing by now. It's just a thought."

	"Is there any way I can get rid of you?"

	"When the Contract discharges itself I shall spontaneously annihilate as the moral continuum relaxes into its natural topology. Why should you want me absent earlier? Think of me not as an enforcer, more as a facilitator. I am here to help you fulfil your contract, possibly."

	"I don't want your facilitation."

	The Entity twittered. "You are irrational thus to refuse my help. Irrational beings need help. My help. I shall enumerate the torments Phlogistofernes has in mind for your immortal parts. This may encourage you."

	"May I suggest," I grunted, "that you are a non-existent entity? Just light up this icefield, okay? Else I'll … conceptually… posit your non-existence."

	"That is neither effectual nor necessary. If indeed I can best aid your endeavours by remaining silent then I shall do that."

	I moved up a step, then another. The nail-less boot started to slip. The entity behind me remained pointedly silent. Sweating, I held my remaining bootnail against the very rim of the ice.

	I was finished.

	What saved me then was a voice out of the dark mist above. A human voice, a woman's voice. It was a voice that droning out of my helmet had talked me up my first steep ice. It was the voice itself, not what it said, that steadied me, the voice of the masterclass tape hitting me like a flashback.

	What the voice said was: "Dear Boy, I wonder if you have such a thing about you as a silken balaclava. I should dearly appreciate the loan of a silk balaclava."

	The speaker was Li Wan Scott, dead on Everest these thirteen years.

	 

	
The loan of a Balaclava

	Hearing Li Wan, I managed to scratch my way up another three metres to where her ancient head stuck out of the ice of the couloir. Condensing mist ran through her hair and dripped off her nose. I took a handheld at the back of her neck – her flesh was as cold as the ice around her. Back-handed, I cut a tiny platform for my toes.

	"Well, well," said Li Wan. "Such a fine natural line, I have been waiting... you cannot know how long ... for one to make the attempt. Who are you, Boy?"

	"Quail," I told her. "No second name. I know who you are Li Wan, I was a pupil of yours at the Thule Ice-Garden."

	"But yes. I remember you now. Quail. One of the young devils, we called you; a promising climber if you did not persist in using the thermal ice-axe. I see you have reformed yourself."

	"We lost our proper gear. And I'm not a young devil any more: we had one of those with us, but he's dead. Everybody uses thermal axes these days."

	"Don't tell me about all the wonderful new equipment," said the old Chinawoman. "It would only make me sad." And then, her teeth drawing together, she said: "Down there. I heard your boot-nails on the ice. You were about to come off, down there. I saved your life just then, didn't I? So how about something for me? Those silken balaclavas everybody wears. These thirteen years I've been thinking about one of those. That silk against my skin, just to keep the spindrift off my neck, is that a lot to ask? I'd like a green one."

	My wrist was too close to her yellow teeth. I cut myself a handhold and drew back. "This is the circle of the traitors. Who did you betray, Li Wan?"

	"You climb on Everest, do you? You know my deathsign?" I nodded. "My clients, I didn't show them the Fulton Traverse Line, and we died. That‘s all. You will keep the ice off my death-sign? Now, what about that balaclava?"

	"I told you, we lost all our gear. I might have a Shonnagh Mountain Shop bobble-hat."

	"You're still climbing with Shonnagh, are you? One of her orange things? No – I think not, dear boy. It might give Shonnagh the idea to film me. I'd hate to endorse any of her products."

	"It‘s lies. All lies. Don't listen to that peg-driver." A rough voice came down out of the mist.

	"Ignore that person," Li Wan said. "It is a common murderer, most annoying."

	"Who did he kill?"

	"Me, actually," Li said.

	"It was a mistake. I should have let you live and suffer the shame." I recognised the voice now. It was Dai Dagon, Li's porter on that fatal climb.

	"Dai Dagon," I cried. "It's me, Quail. Tell me what really happened on the South South-east Upside-Down Route."

	Beneath my hand, Li's neck shortened in what would have been a shrug if her shoulders hadn't been trapped in the ice. "I just ask that you don't put any of this nonsense on tape."

	Above us in the mist, Dai Dagon said: "Li Wan was going to take the clients out along the Fulton Traverse Line. Naturally, I was surprised and upset. I respected Li Wan as a great woman and a great mountaineer. I killed her to save her. Her death-sign: I cut that myself."

	I knew at once that this must be true. When the thing had been said – like a shape in the snow when someone has named it, "crevasse!" – cannot be seen as anything else – once stated, it was not to be denied. Li Wan could never have made so insipidly tasteful a deathsign.

	I did not have to ask how the porter Dai Dagon had contrived to execute his Guide. One tug on the rope would do it. I belayed my own rope around Li‘s neck and brought Mary up beside me. A few metres further up we came upon the head of the porter.

	I brushed away the loose snow that covered his head like a shroud. "And you, Dai Dagon: you look better than lest time I saw you." Last time I'd seen Dai Dagon he‘d been struck by the lightning and was dead.

	He was still dead, of course. "How does it happen that you too are condemned into the Hell of the traitors?"

	Dai made the same trapped shrug that I had earlier seen Li Wan do. "Li betrayed the Fulton Traverse Line and all mountaineers. Me I just betrayed the clients. It was me, wasn't it. I was the one that didn't show them the blessed Fulton Traverse Line: and all to save the name of that chalk-user down there."

	"I never used chalk!" said Li Wan.

	"Look, you're always on Everest Quail. Next time you're on the Upside-Down: just chip that deathsign off. Will you do that for me? I did it in a hurry and I'm not proud of it. Besides – that chalk-user doesn't deserve a deathsign.

	"You'll be wanting to know what‘s higher up this gully," he added. "Word does come down now and then, souls get broken out in avalanches. The next hundred metres should be quite climbable, though these groundlings describe anything steeper than a house roof as vertical. Above that, we don't hear anything at all."

	We soon discovered why no ice-trapped spirits fell from any further up. The couloir steepened and narrowed until we could touch the rock on either side. Then we came to the top of the ice, and the two rock walls clamped together over our heads.

	I went up to have a look. Back against one side, knees against the other, I edged out and even at one point downwards until I passed out from between the closing walls onto the face. Another of he hexapod flares burst into light far away behind me, and it fired green sparks out of the crystalline rock wall under my fingers. I closed my eyes until it died in the cloud-sea below. Just so do we close our eyes to the bright sparks of inspiration that distract us from the simple task of taking our next handhold on the hard rock of reality.

	And this particular rock was harder than most, glassy-hard; though the wind was cold and sharp around me it did not carry the harsh fly ash from the Eighth Circle that had etched the rock lower down. Yet the way up continued. The two walls curved together into a shallow groove. There was just enough angle between the sides for me to grip, a press-hold with either hand; and just enough grip for the feet to gain a purchase against the inward pressure from my two hands.

	There was just enough grip; and then there wasn't. The angle of the groove was slightly too open, the rock itself too smooth. Mary was five metres below me, with a sound chockstone belay. "Dammit," I said aloud. "You know who could have climbed this? Bofors Creetchie would have just glided up here. His chalk would give the little bit of friction."

	I gained an extra foot, but again my hand-grip slid away. And now my feet were slipping as well, caught on the single remaining boot nail. Was this it then, after all we had climbed? We were tired and weak, and the little nourishment we'd gained from the bloodstained ice of Phlegethon was poisoning us from inside. Had we pushed to our limit, had this fine climb finally got the better of us? This green chockstone, jammed between the gums of the glassy rock, above seven thousand metres of ice and avalanches and the glacier of the damned. Was this green chockstone the place, and a few hours from now the time, that would deliver us from this place of dead souls and darkness?

	There was one consolation. The glassy rock would carve to a great, if rather green, deathsign.

	Oddly, at this moment, it wasn't Mary I was thinking of, and not, not until a few moments later, even Bofors Creetchie, but of Brother Bertram. But no, not oddly at all. Bertram had prophesied my death here, here between the converging walls of obsidian rock. Or at least not prophesied but counter-prophesied.

	Only death shall release you from this place of death…

	I abseiled into the gully below. Shonnagh had just finished hauling the client in his padded harness. She had indeed placed one of her branded bobblehats on Li Wan's head and was taking publicity shots on Harcourt's camera. As they say down in Hell, it's part of the punishment.

	"Shonnagh, do you have the small greeny-yellow pot, the one with Bofors Creetchie's ashes?"

	"Quail, do you really think the spirit of Bofors Creetchie clipped to your harness will get you up this rock-pitch?"

	"Just do it, will you, Shonnagh?"

	I  passed my rope to Mary, and again confronted the smooth green rock with its shallow groove. Only death was going to release me from this place of death. That was what Brother Bertram told me.

	But Brother B didn't specify whose death. Death was going to release me: Bofors Creetchie's death. Creetchie with his chalk. I didn't have his chalk. But I did have Creetchie.

	I dipped my fingers into the yellow pot, and rubbed the ashes of Bofors Creetchie onto both hands. A minute later, and I'd climbed the final rock pitch of the End Wall of Hell.

	I climbed it, and the darkness behind me was full of the voices of the living entities born out of the demon contract, voices like chips of strange ores stirred in a cold furnace of wind. I belayed on a shard of stone from the cavern roof that had plunged into the ice. I brought Mary up. We left the rope down that final rockface and went on together up the ice. An icefield so wide that we could not see the sides of it: and the cries of the flying creatures were without echo, so that I decided that the rock walls of the gully must be a long way apart from each other now.

	The ice became less steep, and I left off step-cutting. We walked side by side, me in my worn-out boots, Mary in the remains of her thorntwig crampons. And now the ice face ahead seemed fuzzy with black and grey blotches impossible to focus on, so I that wondered if after all the time in the blizzard I was beginning to get snowblind. I reached forward with my iceaxe, couldn't feel the slope ahead, and suddenly I was falling forward.

	Before I had time to react, I was lying, on my face, in soft snow. We had arrived on level ground.

	We had been on the face, by clock time, for a month and a day.
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Chapter 21

	Climbing rocks and steep ice is not a metaphor for one's journey upwards through life. Climbing rocks and steep ice is life. Not uncommonly, it's death as well.

	George and Ruth Mallory 'How to Climb It!' 1932

	 

	Long is the way

	And hard, that out of Hell leads up to light.

	Milton: Paradise Lost

	 

	The Fall of the Alpine Club Tower

	The black had fallen out of the sky: swathes of soot lay across the mountains and they were losing a lot of snow. I ski-ed out across the pass and took the Lhasa shuttle. Down through the haze, in every valley the floodwaters gleamed. I watched the Himalaya pass below me, range after range: why are there so many more mountains than one can climb in one life? Perhaps there is something in this reincarnation after all. In the arrivals hall, they'd taken down the pictures of cheerful demons. Seems like the actual demons hadn't matched the theology.

	Then over to Geneva on the airship. Three days, it took.

	The Alpine Club's Tower, the one shaped like the top hundred metres of the Grépon, had fallen into the Old Town. I stood under the now horizontal Mummery Crack as the people of Geneva worked out the routes offered by the new orientation of the building. Five schoolgirls abseiled down into a giggling heap beside me. As the sun came up, through the gap where the AC Tower had been I saw Mont Blanc, 70 kilometres away. It was going to be another lovely day.

	I walked down the alley with the fish-shop and saw in Shonnagh's window a blue bagrobe with a bloodstained hole punched through the back. It had to be a fake: there's no way Shonnagh got that back out from the Seventh Circle.

	Shonnagh's customers went quiet when I came in. There was a long queue for our new 'What The Hell' guidebook, and I spotted the customer she'd called Zackie Bodewing, buying a Trotsky iceaxe. I climbed the Quietus Repro up to the office. Alongside Quietus, something big and black was under construction – the shop must be doing well if it was getting a new entry climb installed. "Shonnagh," I said: "I want some oxygen."

	Shonnagh smiled. "We're all getting older, are we? Now do we have a licence or do we get to pay the under-the-counter price?"

	"Damn you Shonnagh, I don't want the stuff for climbing. Someone's going to be born. For that, I need oxygen."

	"No permit," Shonnagh said sadly. "In that case, you pay. We don’t sell our principles cheaply, not in my shop."

	"Shonnagh, you've sold eighty five thousand of my End Wall route guide."

	"Ah. What with the general collapse of civilised government, the royalty system has kind of gone under the avalanche. How about this: you can have the oxygen and we‘ll forget about royalties."

	"Talking about royalties, I've been thinking about the full length climb story. 'Hole under Jerusalem', that's what we're calling it. Almost finished, as it happens, just about to start on the final chapter. However – I'm not sure your guidebook imprint is altogether the right place for it. Mary's been at it, it's getting kind of emotional. Also, you don't come out of it all that well."

	Shonnagh raised a hand in surrender and dialled up the oxygen gear. "No hard feelings?" she asked. "About what happened at the end with Bofors Creetchie?"

	"No hard feelings."

	"Good. On your way in you stole a computer simul of Creetchie."

	"Who, me?"

	"I don‘t want you publishing any simulated Creetchie material. Right?"

	"Wasn't me, Shonnagh. I'm finished with Creetchie now."

	The tube running up from the shop swelled and rippled: my oxygen thudded onto the counter in its plain green rucksack. For the first time Shonnagh looked uncertain. "Remember Professor Harcourt? He was in the other day, asking for your address. I told him you were holed up down there in Queen Maud Land, being very discreet, new routes I thought."

	"Who told you I was in the Antarctic?"

	"You have no secrets from the woman who supplies your gear."

	"Actually," I said, "I'm not in the Antarctic."

	"You wouldn't want the oxygen if you weren‘t somewhere high. The Andes now – you've knocked around there a bit." She laughed. "Remember Aconcagua Four?"

	I smiled – for presumably there was a hidden camera somewhere. "Not the Himalaya, too obvious," Shonnagh continued. "An iceaxe, too, he wanted. Rhododendron style, I ask you."

	"Clients," I said. "We'll never keep up, Shonnagh." And left, quickly. I hadn't meant to tell her about the baby.

	On the way out Bodewing asked me to autograph his new iceaxe. "What are you looking so pleased about?" he asked: "Didn‘t you hear the earthquake took the top hundred and forty metres off the Matterhorn?"

	"I‘ve got the computer simul," I said. "I‘ve got Bofors Creetchie."

	"Good," he said. "Let me have him after you."

	Drifts of snow lay in the streets of Geneva. In those days we weren't used to snow in August in Geneva. Down beside the water I found a violet-haired Welsh girl selling mountains out of a rucksack. She sold me a bootleg hologram of the End Wall of Hell. At the far end of the lake, August sun sparkled on ice. The Rhone Glacier was coming round the corner.

	I took the tube up to Scotland and climbed up and down the north face of Ben Nevis until I was sure no-one was following me. Then I came home and sat at my stone desk and picked up my pen.

	'Long is the way,' I wrote, 'and hard, that out of Hell climbs up to light.'

	 

	
Snowhole with legs in

	We were too exhausted to be glad. I waited for Mary, and we plodded onwards through the soggy snow. In a few steps the blizzard ended, suddenly, as if held back against an invisible wall. Ahead of us was a plain of dirty ice spotted with the heads of the condemned dead. Something like a pillar stood in the distance, or a stormcloud or – actually it was like the frightened place in your mind when beyond the sunlit ridge and the summit you'll be descending an avalanche slope in the dark.

	Something else – in the dirty snow at the top of the cliff face, a dead hexapod. Torn and ragged wings, singed along the edges. I needed to think about the hexapod. But I was too tired, we both were. We would have simply stretched out to sleep on the bare ice. But conveniently a half-choked crevasse offered us a shelter just by digging away some soft snow. The snow-hole had someone's lower body sticking down into it but we crawled in anyway.

	"Mary," I said: "We're climbing partners now. When you did that bit of the second ice-overhang: that was me at the other end of your rope."

	"I know," she said.

	"You knew?"

	"It was then that you started to treat me as a climber, Quail." She reached towards me, but –

	"These damned legs!"

	All through that night the legs of the condemned person kept us apart.

	We roused slightly as Shonnagh arrived with Harcourt. She enlarged the hole around us where we lay, but they didn't get around to clearing away the legs.

	We must have slept for ten or twelve hours. Shonnagh started the new day by taking off the boots she had been sleeping in. Her film shows us there in a row, lit by the Divine Genitals which Shonnagh has hung off the legs in the ceiling. Harcourt looks almost like an intact human being, though he has that puffy look that indicates Hell's healing pathology at work within his metabolism. Shonnagh didn't like her torn demonleather anorak and has dubbed herself in again in an artistic reconstruction of the battered but not beaten Mountain Shop anorak she ought to have been wearing.

	I look all right: the hunger suits me but the beard doesn't. Mary is hard and scowling and attractive. Between us, the legs stick down out of the ceiling. The legs look pale and interesting.

	Shonnagh has shot us in black-and-white in imitation of Mallory's 1924 Everest pictures. Also because in the blue Genital-light we actually look quite hideous.

	In spite of my five-day hunger, I’d woken in a good mood. An eight thousand metre first ascent! But – "These legs, " I said. "I could have sworn they had boots on. That's what the bruises in my ribs are telling me."

	Shonnagh got up. "I'll check the weather," she said. "Just supposing there is any." She wriggled awkwardly out of the narrow space.

	Harcourt said: "I believe they did have boots on when we got here. Shonnagh must have stolen them."

	"He wouldn't want out-of-date boots from some old former person – " I heard Shonnagh and her camera exclaiming over something outside so I went out to join them.

	We heard wind in the rocks of the End Wall below us but where we stood the air was still. We stood, and the entrance to the snow-hole was a stinking black hole at our feet. I looked at Shonnagh‘s feet; but she was wearing ordinary black mountain boots from her own shop. Harcourt had been wrong about the stolen boots.

	I turned towards the cliff edge to look for the dead hexapod that we'd passed. But – out over the cloud banks of the End Wall – three grey giants stood. The middle one had a rainbow halo round its head.

	I waved, and the giant with the halo waved back at me. They were our own shadows, thrown onto the shifting cloud that filled the hollow of the End Wall. Like the delusions of a false theology, the rainbow appeared to each of us around his own head.

	The rainbow was incomplete. It had just two stripes, one green and one blue. "The colours of a mercury vapour lamp," Harcourt said thoughtfully. We turned to see what light behind us was casting our shadows onto the cloud.

	Far across the plain the tower – if it was a tower – stood tall and black. It was difficult to make out the shape of it because of the dazzling light that blazed from what was, if it was man-shape, the forehead.

	"Let it not be," said Mary, "another of those Arborlasts."

	"My radiation detector was, of course, my dear research assistant Pheidippida," Harcourt said. "However, the dead souls embedded in the ice here do not show radiation damage." He turned to look at the corpse head behind us, the one belonging to the legs we'd been so intimate with during the night. He paused then, started to say something, then stopped sharply. And started to say something else. "Is – is that spotlight aimed at us, do you think? Do you know something, Ropemaster Quail? What does the Guidebook say?"

	I knew, of course I knew. It just took the client's question to bring my knowledge out from the dark cave where I'd been hiding it. I said: "This is the very furthest end of Hell, yes? What – who – inhabits the furthest end of Hell? But," I added, "the guidebook's quite clear, it, she or he is frozen in place, not mobile. I mean, we just have to walk round the side."

	Shonnagh narrowed her eyes against the glare. "So that is Satan, Rebel Angel, Prince of Hell, Etcetera. This is a significant moment, and not just for us, for all Humanity. Professor, just how much spare memory is there in this camera of yours?"

	"Wait," said the Professor. "There's a… I have a… "

	"Yes?" 

	Harcourt said: "My legs… There's some – ummm. Some specific ropemaster help I need from ropemaster Quail. If you're just going to take some pictures?"

	"Fine," Shonnagh said. "I can use Mary here for foreground interest." She was edging away, the camera that had been Harcourt's already on her shoulder.

	He beckoned me into the snowhole. "I hope you don't mind that I take you from your duties, Ropemaster. I didn't want to mention it in front of the others, I hope that was appropriate, I would not wish you to feel that I'm intruding on your emotional affairs. There is something which I feel that you ought to see."

	The scene that follows is, for me, distorted by certain emotions. I think I can say my account so far has been objective and impersonal, uncoloured by my personal attitudes and outlook. But at this point that ceases to be possible. So, to retain that objectivity, I transcribe here from Harcourt's helmet tape.

	Myself: "I was wanting some quiet time anyway, to write up my notes."

	Harcourt: "I have been looking through the film on this helmet… What is that? That is writing you are doing, isn't it?"

	He was correct. It was at this point that I started to believe that we might survive the expedition (as indeed has proved to be the case in so far as any human may be said to have survived these events). With the cameras telling Shonnagh's lies – or Shonnagh the camera's ones – a record, any record, of our climb might prove valuable. I did not then realise quite how valuable, nor did I guess the hardships of this craft of the journal, I who have written only technical route descriptions and guidebook entries. But what great ascent would we achieve if we knew beforehand the avalanches, the freezing bivouacs, the deaths of companions and of ourselves?

	There in the snowhole I had started to transcribe rough notes and my memories of the End Wall, onto the wallpaper sample from Hill 60. Yes, I know how to write, both keyboard and the even more ancient ink-marks on paper. In the Thule Ice-Gardens they taught us to write for the sake of our deathsigns.

	"Would you show me," says Harcourt; and then, "yes, it certainly is writing, I can read it quite clearly. Look, that is my name there, Harcourt. You're doing it by hand, with an inscription tool?"

	Quail: "You wanted to show me something? On Shonnagh's film?"

	"Yes, Quail, I do. If you wouldn't mind laying aside your writing implement. Here is where we climb the second stone arch in the Eighth Circle. The one above the Gulph of the flatterers and false councillors." (The crossing Harcourt is referring to is described in Chapter 8 of this book.)

	Quail: "Certainly I do. The first piece of decent rock-climbing we came across down here." His expression must have said something to me, as after a short pause I continue: "You didn't enjoy it? Really not? Not even that little overhang where –"

	Harcourt: "Here we are further up. Right at the top, indeed, where it had that gap in it, the manoeuvre you called dynamic Tyrolean?"

	This conversation, too, I transcribed a few hours later onto the living sofa's wallpaper; this was in another place, a place of stone steps and close-gathered crowd and a river of sewage over our feet. I have noted on the transcription that my indrawn breath was audible even on the helmet tape. Now I re-transcribe from the tattered strip of wallpaper onto the clean sheets of handmade Kashmir paper, each curved into the shape of my shoulderblades from their transport in my rucksack. As I do so I straighten the narrative line; here and there I even find an easier way through, for it is not always the first ascent that's the best route up the cliff.

	Now in our sunlit cave I ignore the flicker of our dying power-pack and run the helmet film again as I write. And, as I copy down from the rag of demonnskin that I heard myself gasp, I gasp again as the helmet displays again the rock like a grey frozen rainbow, and the gap in the rock. And again I see the woman Pheidippida, resembling Mary and yet not resembling her, as she pulls herself along the single strand of rope and her gold hair flaps like smoke in the wind.

	Quail, in the snowhole at the top of End Wall: "I thought I destroyed this film."

	Harcourt: "Mistress Rourke makes six copies of everything. There‘s even film of you destroying the film. Look further up, though. In the background. Behind … behind my research assistant."

	I move my head, first for the threedee viewer to remove the imaged head of Pheidippida from in front of the distant view; and then again, to shift a crack in the rock-wall of our cave home from behind it. (Then, watching in the snowhole with Harcourt, it had been an iceaxe-mark in the ceiling.) Watch: the smoke clears in a moment, and then I use the cutting-room zoom on it. Good film, this; the cameras are one of the better features of Shonnagh's helmets.

	The camera shows the cliff where Bertram the Prophet died. It how the cliff spotted with round caves, and the way the caves make a stitchbone pattern one-up one-down all the way along. 

	Myself: "Those are the footprints. It comes out very clear, doesn't it? The footprints of the Geryon-creature worn into the rock through thousands of years."

	"Millions," says Harcourt. "Millions of years. I spotted Homo habilis back in the River Styx. But now look along the top of the wall." The scene expands and I see that we are looking at the point of our descent. I can even see the break in the rock where the porter fell and was swallowed with his steel cable. A few demons are still on their way down, and with them one of the caged wheel-runners we had seen through the cameras during the fight on Hill 60.

	Harcourt speaks rapidly as if he wants to get this said before Shonnagh gets back into the snowhole. He sounds even as if he is sorry for me and this is strange since it is I who am the climber and he who has had to pay to come along. "Quail. You‘ve already realised it, no? You of all people."

	I lean back against the dead legs sticking down through the ceiling. We zoom in on the slabs at the top of the cliff. An orange speck turns into a scrawled mark. A demon is crawling across it. But then it's clear. An arrow, marking our descent route of the cliff. An arrow drawn in orange body dye.

	Harcourt: "You recall the prophesy, the first prophesy of the Tityus creature. Bofors Creetchie betrayed us to the demons."

	"That's his body-dye, certainly. But could have been Shonnagh, or Felicity. It could have been me."

	"Let us consider, Quail. Shonnagh, when she returns, we can accuse: but let us have our accusation sharpened to the point."

	"Obvious," I say. "Shonnagh is after a dramatic effect. This with the betrayal is one more complication, just in case things start getting boring."

	"Yes now. You have not studied the rules of literature. You are a climber, but no cameraman."

	“And you are? Ah – that bloke we met in the roof of the cavern?"

	"I talked to our friend Arry about various subjects. Literary criticism is just one of his fields of expertise. You will recall from our discussion in the cave that there should be a single Klimax to your Drama: it should then be followed only by the Anti-klimax or dénouement. Let us assume that our present adventure is about to draw to its close." (And it is, patient reader; it is.) "Then its chronicler will construct its Klimax around either the battle on Hill 60 or, alternatively, the ascent we have just achieved of this End Wall. Possibly, if he wished for a particularly baroque and extravagant work, he would use both." (And I have, suffering Reader: I have.) "Now, at that point on Geryon’s cliff we saw that the real rock-climbing lay before us. At such a point the chronicler would lay out a few minor adventures calculated to establish the personalities of his characters. Recall that Shonnagh wished to prevent your duel with Creetchie. Why? Because it was too early in her storyline for that. Further, there is the matter of dramatic irony. Shonnagh is not a sophisticated cameraperson. She would not have been able to resist dramatic irony."

	Myself: "Dramatic irony?"

	It does seem at this point that the Professor has forgotten his original reason for calling me into the snowhole. Is he being evasive? Or is it just that Harcourt is deeply interested in absolutely everything, even including theories of plot construction in Classical antiquity? The excellence of this transcription method, I'm coming to realise, this writing in books: such nuances of interpretation are dumped right back onto you, the reader. Good luck with it!

	Harcourt: "Shonnagh would have had you or myself say: 'Now the demons have gone away, I think we might just manage to make it.' And immediately, a demon pops its little, scaly head around a rock. Or, for that matter, a dead hexapod where no dead hexapod ought to be."

	This argument of Harcourt's carried little weight with me at the time. But now that I have become myself a chronicler I have found his hints to be worth much, and what merit there may be in this account – that you have even, patient Reader, travelled with me over so many rough bogs, such long and stony moraines – owes much to the good sense of Aristotle, as recalled by Professor Harcourt, laid out in helmet tape, recorded onto demonskin and then onto this good Kashmiri paper that I traded against my ice-burner in the market at Lhasa.

	•••

	For an hour, Shonnagh and Mary had been marching across the ice – ice which was studded with dead souls, so that it was difficult to see the ground because of the long shadow thrown behind each projecting head by the light from in front of them.

	They paused in the shadow of a larger boulder, about 500 metres away from the tower. Even at that distance, they bent their heads back to see it. In the violent light, its shadow below it made vast black shapes out across the plain. The black tower – was it a tower? It was not made of masonry but articulated out of bone and sinew. As they moved into the shadow, away from the glaring light, they saw spires and roofs of bones, like the skeleton of a Gothic cathedral, rising into dimness, and through between the bones the cavern ceiling, lit by that blue-green light. Winged creatures flocked around it, creatures with a single rotating wing that flickered like shadows, and even from half a kilometre away they could hear the patter of falling demon droppings, splashed down the bonework and piled against its base. At its crown, four arms – or were they claws? – curved upwards, casting four shadows on the cavern ceiling, four stripes of darkness in the turquoise pool of light above its head. And the creature moved: what might have been its heart groaned like wind among tall rocks; thick, grey milk dripped from its breasts and pooled in the curve of its pelvis. It stood erect, its pale legs each of them like the top pillar of the Grépon sunk down into the ice, and from between its legs a brown vapour rolled out along the ground.

	•••

	Myself: "So it comes down to Bofors Creetchie. Go on, accuse Creetchie. It doesn‘t matter that he's best climber you ever saw. He's dead. He can't answer back."

	Harcourt: "On the contrary."

	Myself: "He died in front of all of us, on a piece of rock that no other of us is worthy to set hand to. It's on that film."

	Harcourt: "He died, yes. And where do you think Shonnagh obtained those boots she's wearing?"

	It was at this point that the legs I was leaning on drew back and gave me a mighty kick in the kidneys. It didn't hurt as much as it might: the feet were bare. I had seen their boots – on Shonnagh's feet.

	Mountain Shop boots. Ordinary, black, Mountain Shop boots.

	 

	
The Earth moves (again)

	Ordinary black boots from the Shonnagh Mountain Shop. What Harcourt was telling me, in such an awkward way: I already knew it. Just supposing I let myself know it. "The head that goes with these feet. You didn't want to say anything in front of the others. Out on top of the snowhole, the dead souls, the heads above the ice…"

	"Ropemaster, I am distressed. Perhaps I should not have told you."

	"We'll go up and take a look, shall we?"

	The heads above the snowhole were rounded lumps of darkness in the grey light. But then, another of the hexapod flares burned into life, far out above the Valley of the Shadow, throwing long stripes of shadow behind each of the iced-up dead souls.

	And picking out one of them. One that was orange among the grey.

	A second flare lit up, giving each of the iced heads two separate shadows, a cross-hatching of dark lines across the ice. Each of those iced heads a dead soul, condemned here in the circle of the traitors. The orange-dyed head of Bofors Creetchie.

	A third flare, then; and Harcourt, beside me, gave a moan that was like the first moan of the blizzard before the snowstorm sweeps you off the mountain. "The sixes," he said, more to himself than me. "The demon even mentioned it, he must think me a very foolish person. Correct. I am a very foolish person."

	Bofors Creetchie – a traitor. My thoughts spiralled downwards, like a meltwater stream that plunges into the glacier. A traitor? But in that case, who… what… Another flare: four red, pale points of fire, drooping through the thick air. The cloud below them a wide patch of pink like a bloodstain on snow.

	"The thing with sixes. Remember, he said it to us? Each team of six carries one which rests. And then when they drop and burn, the resting ones form a new team."

	Out above the End Wall, the last of the hexapods flared and died.

	"Okay, Harcourt." This was, clearly, one anxious client, and I pulled my thoughts up out of the glacier and set them on their feet again. "Thing with sixes. So they start with thirty-six to drop to a single survivor."

	"They start with forty-nine," Harcourt said. "Forty-two carry seven, six of the seven carry one. The dead hexapod we saw: a practice run."

	"So forty-eight of them die on the way, burning up like that."

	"Or 342 for a four-stage carry. I think this was a four-stage carry."

	"All so that one can carry on alone?"

	Harcourt pointed upwards. A black shadow against the cavern roof. The single hexapod flapped towards us, like a dead leaf in the night. 

	•••

	"What's going on out there? We demand to know what's going on!"

	Mary says it was an accident. She'd got used to the weight of the rucksack, she'd forgotten she was still carrying the Genitals of God. That's what she says.

	"Oh hullo, little fellow. I guess this is a bit of a moment for You as well. Open it up, Mary, let's film Its reaction. No, don't say anything." The spotlight glare from the Satan thing was even stronger, so that the blue glow of the Genitals barely showed under the overhang of the rock.

	They didn't notice the black shadow in the air, sinking towards them like a dropped sleeping bag.

	Shonnagh clipped the camera to the lid of the rucksack. "So – your great adversary! How does it feel?"

	Shonnagh never got her reaction shot. There was a sound no louder than powder snow, and then the searchlight beam from the Satan tower came alive with flapping black membrane. Shonnagh says the sulphur smell was like being caught in a rockfall. She fell back, her demonskin jacket ripped across and blood welling from a slash across her shoulder.

	When she sat up, the air was still again. The searchlight beam had cut off, and the darkness was absolute. Mary heard her fumbling among the rocks where she lay, feeling the ground around her. But Mary already knew what had happened.

	"The rucksack," she said. "The rucksack with God's Genitals.

	"It's gone."

	•••

	When the beam of light from the Satan Tower winked out, everything went very quiet. As if the cavern, fifty and a hundred kilometres across, was holding its breath, waiting.

	"What have we done here?" said Harcourt. "Oh, what have we done? The demon had us for idiots, right enough. The two flares it dropped on the way up, it knew exactly when we got to the top. Sold us out to the Hexapods, of course."

	Our eyes were adjusting, and now we could see around us, what little there was to be seen. Above, the faint glow from the cavern ceiling. The pool of acid green light that was the Satan Tower, the crisscross of shadow radiating out from it like spiderweb, the same shadows, but paler, on the cavern ceiling far above it.

	I thought I saw the faint, blue glow from the Genitals in jerky motion through the air, jerky like a punctured airship. But always towards the centre of the spiderweb.

	"And the Hexapods? They've lost 343 of their own kind. Double that, if you're right about the trial run. What are the Hexapods after?"

	"Why else should they have seized the Genitals," Harcourt said. "Why else, If not to breed from Them?"

	•••

	The camera that the Professor had given to Shonnagh was programmed for basic self preservation. When the rucksack is snatched into the air, it tightens its grip and hangs on. Below it the ground moves in swings and jerks, far beyond what its image stabilisers can accommodate. Brown cones of demon dung, a jagged boulder fallen from the cavern ceiling two thousand metres above. A wall of pale bone, the leg of the Satan tower. And then ice, with its grey pebbles, approaching much too fast.

	The camera covers its lenses ready for impact. When it turns on its sound sensors again, the first thing it records is the fluting voice of the Genitals.

	"Blimy, mate! We're not going in there!"

	•••

	Fifty metres short of the Satan tower, the hexapod crashed in a puff of brown demon dung. Its wing fluttered for a moment, then was still.

	In the bottom of the bone tower, a black rectangle opened. Something came out, a figure in black, so that Mary didn't see its shape against the darkness but only the long shadow of it, leaping out from its feet as it moved through the green light and the darkness below the arches of bone.

	The bone door slammed and then the clanking of metal, the familiar sound of a mountain cablecar. A minute later, Mary saw the blue glow of the Genitals rising inside the structure, illuminating a cluster of cross-members, a pyramid lattice of white bonework, flying shadows among the bone. The clanking of the lift came to a stop, and pneumatic tubes whirred high above them.

	For long minutes it seemed that that whole of Hell around them fell silent. The moaning of the dead souls in the ice died away, the wind stopped, no pebble shifted on the grey ice.

	And then, far above them, the jaws of the bone giantess creaked open and a long howl poured out like a glacier stream that breaks out through the ice. From above the top of the tower pink light glowed: the scaffolding of bones was outlined and they could see the cables of tendon within the body of the tower, and the glittering creatures with wings that shuttled between its dangling organs. But the source of the rosy light was shaded from them by the great skull.

	All around them the single-winged demons whirred away, squawking and defecating. The light swelled to a flare that would have blinded them if they had not been shaded from it by the giant's skull, and for the second time they saw the distant walls of the cavern lit as if by the sun.

	The pink light died with a sound like a snowfield recrystallising under a hot afternoon. Milk jetted from between the ribs then, in two great waterfalls. Down around the curve of the skull and into the falling milk came thousands of sparkling things like flying fish or underwater insects. Things that drank, and flew, and were the seed of the final Hell; and only a few drops of that milk ever reached the ice below.

	For less than half a minute the milk poured, and then the seed of the great demon was away, fanning out into the cavern. Under the swarm as it flew the ice cracked and the rocks turned over and showed new sides to the air, and one of the winged things within the tower crashed beside their boulder, showering Mary with warm, black blood.

	On the Earth's surface those events were taking place that the Earth already knows. A comet with three tails appeared over the Vatican. Headless calves were born to cattle, yaks, camels and water buffalo: over eleven thousand have now been recorded. A spot shaped like a hand appeared on the face of the Sun. Men and women felt strange surges of panic and exhilaration. A volcano burst out of the sea two hundred kilometres north of Saipan Tinian in the western Pacific: in seventeen hours it was as high as Mont Blanc and still growing. (Four months later, as the lava cooled, Zackie Bodewing would achieve its first ascent.)

	The people of China saw the red glow in the East and rose against their Tibetan overlords. For five days they would hold control of the entire Annapurna sanctuary, allowing Chinese expeditions to reach the summit for the first time in 40 years. In Bhagalpur, Bihar, down-glacier and down-river from where we live, a girl-baby swallowed a two-metre python.

	 Cartographers were still quarrelling over a name for the new volcano as it became briefly the world‘s highest mountain before blowing its top three thousand metres into the stratosphere. The tsunami rounded Cape Horn and surged into the Atlantic. The polar ice-cap lifted and cracked apart, so that by late summer, icebergs were seen in the Bay of Biscay and off the California coast. Rio de Janeiro was flooded; a well-equipped but intimate little bordello on its outskirts was washed out to sea, staff and customers alike living on flying-fish for the next 10 weeks.

	A bizarre casualty was the rock-route called Pinnacle Ridge. The original, in the Welsh Dracocracy, rose over an ancient fault-line: most of the reproductions were in large cities and burnt during the riots. Afterwards, it was found that not one copy of this classic little climb had survived.

	Black ash from the volcano covered the southern hemisphere, then the whole of the sky. And then the demon-spawn began to hatch.

	•••

	A small, dark object fell out of the dim air – later they reckoned the rucksack had come from the gap between the tower's tibia and its fibula. In the silence they heard the sound of it through the air, the sound of a falling climber whose belay has failed. Then the camera deployed its parachute. They could see the blue glow through the demonskin, the Genitals were back inside it, drifting like a wounded bird through the shadows of the bone tower, down into a mound of demon dung.

	"Aren't we going to retrieve Them?" Mary said. "They're the client, is what Quail would say."

	Shonnagh just looked at her.

	"And also, Shonnagh – the camera? If it did the thing with the parachute – the camera must still be working…"

	They walked through the silence, across the grey ice. Mary pulled out the rucksack, tried to shake off some of the dry demon dung.

	The blue glow had faded to a dull violet. The voice came up weakly from the bottom of the sack. "Blimey, Mates: that was some woman. Or whatever."

	•••

	Inside the snowhole, the Professor and I were not aware of the events above our heads until the packed snow roof above us cracked across and opened to the darkness. Outside, the plateau was dotted with tiny flames where the hair of the trapped dead was alight. The crack had exposed a large part of Bofors Creetchie. I started to hack him free with Pig-Iron's ice-axe.

	After an hour or so, Shonnagh and Mary returned to pick up our client. As Shonnagh dressed the wound in her shoulder I explained to them that although Creetchie had been locked into the ice for betraying us to the demons, his treachery had neither intended harm nor achieved it. We had, on Geryon's cliff, been ready to abandon the expedition. Creetchie's betrayal had forced us to achieve the mountain experience of the century.

	"Is this right, Creetchie?" Shonnagh asked. "Mind how you answer: you're on camera."

	On the film, Creetchie's face is coming out of the ice like a million years of rock from a cloud.

	"If that's the way Quail wants it. Did you get film of my death? I took a lot of trouble placing those cameras."

	"Don't worry, Creetchie," said Shonnagh. "We've looked after your film."

	"Well come on, Shonnagh, dig me out, it's your duty to the mountaineering community. But don't let that woman near me, I don't like the way she handles her ice-axe."

	Mary touched my arm. "Quail, leave him. Just leave him here in the ice. He's not a good man. And he’s not alive."

	I brushed her aside: but gently, for we had climbed together. '"Mary, if you aren't sorry for him as a human being, consider that he's the finest climber that you‘ll ever meet. Anyway, this isn't even the real Creetchie, against whom one might have some justified complaint. This is a post-death entity farmed by the demons. It can't answer for what it didn't do."

	"I am not an entity," Creetchie said. "Are you climbing with that woman, Quail? She looks a bit like Pheidippida, doesn't she. But not such good hair. Pheidippida was a useless climber and that one doesn't look any better."

	"Creetchie, you know this. I climb with you."

	"So come and get me out of this ice."

	 

	
Exit shaft

	From the bone giantess it looked like a doorway set in the rock wall. But to get there, tired as we were, took a full day, and the opening when we reached it was big enough to fly the Lhasa shuttle through. Not that we had the Lhasa shuttle. We walked.

	A stream of foul water flowed out along the floor of the tunnel. Where it emerged it steamed in the cold air above the icefields, and the smell of it was horrible, even to us who had smeared ourselves with rotten dragon-egg on Hill 60 and not washed in forty days. We dropped our rucksacks a little aside from the entrance, and rested, and slept while our airstills extracted almost-clean water from the brown fog. We drank, and slept again while the water bottles refilled. Then we dipped our feet into the foul river and walked on into the tunnel.

	The stench of it was like pushing into a brown snowstorm, and the walls glowed with a decomposing fungal light. We passed along that high tunnel like delusions through the minds of dying philosophers: Shonnagh, Creetchie and Harcourt, Mary and me. Plus the Divine Genitals, resting up in Shonnagh's sack, casting Their faint blue glow onto the tunnel roof tens of metres above us. We did not speak and each of us stopped when he or she could walk no further and then stood and walked again.

	After half a day we came to where the cave widened around a sludgy pool. Here the foul water fell from above in drops and splatters, and brown slime splashed high up the side walls. The way out continued as a huge spiral staircase carved in rock around the pothole shaft above. We climbed for a day and slept, uncomfortably, on the steps. I woke suddenly. "Where is Creetchie?"

	Mary touched my arm. "Bofors Creetchie is dead, Quail."

	I shook her off. I knew Creetchie was dead.

	"It's all right, Mary," Shonnagh said. "Quail, the stairway's fallen in. About two hundred of the steps are missing. Creetchie‘s up ahead, soloing the wall of the shaft. He's on camera: you can watch him."

	From a few steps down the spiral the camera has a clear view up to where Creetchie climbs, orange against the darkness. The column of brown water at his back glittered in the light from our remaining helmet. The grace and elegance of Creetchie's movements was ravishing: even Harcourt's indifferent anthropology-camera could not hide it. Although I am too old to improve my technique in any real way I shouldered forward to the airshaft, to  climb behind him following his footholds.

	Creetchie had refused to drop a rope, which was reasonable as none of us was worthy to second him. But imitating his moves I was able to climb the pitch behind him and carry up the rope. Mary followed me up. As I took her rope in she was weeping: a reaction presumably to our escape from danger.

	The continuing stairway above was inhabited. Small, grey people scraped mildew from the side walls with bones. The people were dead, and incredibly dirty. Shonnagh stopped one to ask for food. When it saw her water-bottle its eyes came alive. It drank half a litre and fell at our feet.

	"Osmosis," said Harcourt. "Internal drowning. Leave it for the healing virus." The mildew it had gathered was its food, and so we ate it: our first food in seven days.

	"Amazing," said Shonnagh: "Hard to believe, but it's even worse than sand-rations."

	 We ate as much as we could stomach, then distilled water, drank, and ate a little more. As we continued upwards, tribes of dead souls lived on the wide steps. We worked out that their status and economy was dictated by the stream of foul water that flowed among them, banked in with their cold flesh. Bundles of mildew were passed up the stairway. At the top edge of each tribal group, these were bartered at an ever higher rate against the descending water.

	We moved with difficulty through this crowd, finding it easiest to walk with our feet in the water of the stream. We stopped to rest often, and to sleep three times: to gain the hospitality of the steps we showed them film of dead souls in worse suffering than their own. They especially enjoyed the Wood of the Suicides. And there on the cold stone steps, leaning against their cool flesh that reminded me of the sofa-woman on the summit of Hill 60, I continued to transcribe our helmet-tapes onto my pieces of torn wallpaper.

	On the fourth day the water became clearer, until we came to a spring where it gushed out from the carved mouth of an angel. Grey granite, the angel was, and its face twisted in nausea.

	We filled our  water bottles for whatever lay ahead. The next few hundred steps were the last with habitations of the damned. A few hundred more and we felt cooler air on our faces. We emerged through a narrow slit into a cavern which, from the acoustics, had to be hundreds of metres across.

	We were on a high part of the cavern floor. On two sides of us, from somewhere far below, came a dull roaring. It was very dark. I took out the Genitals, and by their glow saw frothed volcanic rock around my feet.

	"That's terrible, that sound from down the slope," Mary said, "the dead souls must be suffering horribly. Would you go and look?" But I'd found a small rock to lie down under.

	With the cave ceiling just a dim blackness somewhere far above, the open space was oppressive after the enclosure of the tunnels. But the place was big enough to generate a breeze, and with space to stretch out I slept almost comfortably. Until Mary woke me, her palm across my mouth.

	"Keep quiet, there's something else attacking us. Something new. Up at the cave roof, it's got little yellow lights.

	I moved her hand aside – her fingers were cold and stiff. I rolled carefully, to see upwards around my rock. "Ah," I said. "Well now.

	"Those would be the stars."

	She wouldn't believe me until she'd woken up Shonnagh as well.

	•••

	Once we'd seen the stars overhead, none of us wanted to go back to sleep. Because when we listened to it now, the roaring further down the slope became the gentle sounds of the sea. We headed downhill to find the shoreline. The air was clean, and cool, and smelled of wild flowers dried in the summer.

	Eastwards we could see shapes of mountains against the sky. Mountains meant people to climb on them, so we headed east along the shingle. After a while, the stars began to fade. And Shonnagh stopped suddenly. "Where's Mary?"

	We found her 100 metres behind, watching the incoming waves whose white caps were just starting to show against the darkness. "Mary, there's something you need to know. There's a great glowing thing, and it's going to be here really soon."

	"What glowing thing?" she asked. Her face was pale in the darkness.

	Oh, a nuclear powered ball of flame, a bit like the arborlast, you remember? Ummm – I haven't put that very well. You'll like it, Mary.

	"It's called the Sun."

	•••

	But the cloud of volcanic ash crawled across the stars, and the sun did not come. Only a grey light, and harsh dust falling onto our faces.

	"Lousy rock," said Creetchie. "Limestone all messed up with volcanics. We could be somewhere in the eastern Mediterranean. In which case we're in the radioactive zone from the new Suez Canal. There'll be sea-cliffs, I suppose."

	"Fancy a climb, Bofors?" Shonnagh asks.

	"I'll climb with Quail. Quail alone did not lose faith in my climbing skills."

	"And you, God's Genitals?" Mary asked, holding them so that blue light played upwards and made her face into a landscape neither of Hell nor of Heaven but of abstract shapes that were still altogether human. "What are You going to do now You‘re on Your own?"

	"We're going to fool around a bit," said the Genitals. “Play the field. It‘s a big World, they tell Us: the other Bits aren't going to get Us back in a hurry."

	Dramatic irony. The dark cloud split in half, and three white shapes came screaming down out of it. Shonnagh shot film from ground level, and caught Bofors Creetchie screaming back. His fists are raised against the sky and his black skintights melt in and out of the night.

	When we got up from where we had been thrown into the low scrub, they were three white dots over the distant sea. The Divine Genitals were gone.

	There was a faint smell of aviation fuel, and a single white feather had plunged into the ground so deeply that only the tip of it still showed. Mary was pale in the light of the head-torch. "His face," she said. "You saw his face?"

	Her hand that had held the Genitals was cut right across, but so finely that when Shonnagh pressed the two sides of the wound together it disappeared. "The pilot's face. Mary?" she asked.

	"Pilot? ‘There was no pilot. They were just – themselves."

	"They cut their power as they passed over," Harcourt said. "Otherwise we'd all be deaf."

	"Where‘s Creetchie?" I asked.

	Shonnagh saw the phosphorescence of a chlorella harvester and managed to raise it on the helmet radio. "Where's Bofors Creetchie?" I said again.

	Shonnagh brought her camera up very close to my face, and I knew he was going to tell me something bad. "He was here just now," I insisted. "Here – look in this camera. Here he is!"

	"Quail: those legs in the snowhole – Creetchie – I'll tell you something amusing. You're right, here's Bofors Creetchie right here on the film. But what if that was it, the film was all he was? What if he was just computer simulations? I mean, it was a bit of a stretch, him being right there in the snowhole, I'm surprised none of you twigged at the time."

	"But – Creetchie was there, I saw him. He led the climb up the exit shaft."

	“Self-knowledge, Quail. How would you react to a resurrected Bofors? Well, now you know. Also an interesting dramatic effect."

	"No, Shonnagh." said Mary. "To want to climb with someone who doesn't even exist – don't do that to him, Shonnagh."

	"It does seem like a very bad idea," Harcourt agreed.

	"Where's Creetchie?" I repeated. Shonnagh didn‘t say anything. She filmed us as we went slowly on along the shore.

	 

	


Chapter 22

	 

	Well, we knocked the bastard off!

	Edmund Hillary: South Col, Everest 1953

	 

	A letter from the Professor

	World University, Kavadartsi, MaKedonia

	July 2210

	Dearest Lucy/Mary/Jane

	Many thanks for your thoughtful commentary on Sludge Dynamics. I've incorporated your suggestions and the paper has now gone forward to J of Escha; they assure me that they will be publishing in the next few weeks. I have been asked to pass on to you that there's an hon. lectureship here at World whenever you should be ready to take it up, although I'm aware that your current and future responsibilities will preclude this for some little time to come!

	In all the fuss over the hexapods' occupation of north America, the good news is that Archaeology has been fully incorporated into the newly formed Dept of Eschatology. Which (as you will know, but I suspect our friend Quail may also be reading this missive!) is a previously obsolete branch of Theology dealing specifically with the four topics of Death, Judgment, Heaven and Hell. I'm having to 'mug up' on Heaven! The funding for the new department is, needless to say, fairly generous. I have been fortunate enough to be appointed as Senior Professor; and you will be receiving the formal offer of an Honorary Doctorate just as soon as they can ascertain your current address! Needless to say, I have not been able to help them out on that one…

	Now that the funding for the new Dept has come through, things have been moving most expeditiously, or (as our friend Mistress Shonnagh Rourke would say) a whole lot faster than that! We have laid a telephone cable (yes, copper wires, would you believe?) down into the First Circle, and I am in frequent communication with our acquaintance Aristoteles, or Aristotle as he is more popularly known. (He has turned down a Visiting Professorship as 'inappropriate to his status as Pre-eminent Philosopher of All Time'. This is a relief to the faculty board, as they were divided as to the propriety of a person who has been dead for quite so many millennia!) Arry (as he likes us to call him!) asks in particular to be remembered to our friend Quail. He is eager to see the forthcoming book, and asks me to remind Q. about the Unities of Place, of Time and of Action. A. strongly suggests that the entire narrative be set within the cave above the cavern ceiling (Quail will be aware of the location) where he met with Q. and myself. He emphasises that elements of the narrative outwith that 24-hour time frame may be introduced via messengers, reminiscences, prophesies etc – with my own departure through the cave floor as the dramatic conclusion.

	Mary, you may or may not carry memories of the Postulant Bertram Manticora, 'Bertie the Prophet', but I believe Quail may be interested to hear of him. Here it is very much a case of 'no news is good news'! A. has instigated a complete census of Gulph 4, the place dedicated to the false prophets, and Bertram is not to be found there. Very much in line with our expectations, insofar as Bertram was a prophet he proves to have been a genuine one. Arry does not believe Bertram is to be found within any of the Circles of Hell, but rather in the Purgatorio or even the Paradiso, either of which realms we have yet to penetrate. Similarly, A. has not been able to trace our late, memorable colleague Felicity the Terrorist. But that is unsurprising, given that the Department as yet has minimal access to the various Afterlives of the Zen Buddhist persuasion.

	You'll also be pleased to hear that the family and descendants of our sturdy companion Pig-Iron have received their compensation in full. Shonnagh writes a 'mean contract', and while it would be untrue to suggest that the Bursary gave in 'without a murmur', they were subject to a rather more forceful 'murmur' emanating from Public Relations. In the event, her daughter and sons were more concerned over the location of their mother's Deathsign. Given that Quail and yourself were the first ascensionists of record, your decision to name the climb on Hill 60 for Pig-Iron has been very much appreciated in the high valleys.

	Finally – and most excitingly of all! The tunnel under the Alps has remained open – it was, of course, built to military specification – and I have availed myself of it for several visits to, where else, Geneva! Where, as you may have heard, the Daemonides, the popularly named 'Erect' demons, have been seeking a place at the United Nations. Our acquaintance Phlogistofernes even applied to join the Alpine Club! What everyone in Geneva (well, everyone in the Shonnagh Mountain Shop) is asking themselves: where did he find his two nominations? I suspect that you may know something about that one, Quail? And I would hazard our friend Mistress Rourke might also have had a part to play... Once demons start climbing, it's a whole new market for Shonnagh.

	And the reason I was in Mistress Rourke's shop? Yes, I have enrolled in Shonnagh's Indoor Alpinism course, and am currently preparing to embark into the Intermediate Ice module. Don't worry, World U is paying – we're talking about future field trips here! Do not tell Q, as he will only laugh, but my distant ambition is that some day I may even repeat the great End Wall climb, in a more dignified fashion than being hauled up in a rucksack in a dismembered state!

	Before that, however – I believe the approach to your current residence carries the ice-climbing grade V? Shonnagh assures me that, given sufficient dedication, I may attain to such a grade on completion of just two more of her courses. These are strange and uniquely interesting times that we are living in. But my hope is, within a few short months, I may be able to visit you both in your cosy home! There to greet the new small person, pass on the printed copies of our joint research papers, and obtain my own signed copy of 'The Hole Under Jerusalem'!

	With very warmest regards to both of you

	your friend and colleague

	S Harcourt (Snr Prof.)

	 •••

	The teak box stands in the corner of the cave where even the finest spindrift snow never reaches. It now holds more than 600 sheets of the wheat-coloured Kashmiri paper. Mary stands behind me, resting her hand on my shoulder. She says: "Quail, you've done it. You must be a bit surprised."

	"It's not like a climb," I tell her. "You can't carve your deathsign half way up and then just fall off…"

	Spring has come to the glacier, and by mid-afternoon the ice is noisy with running water. Where mountains were fluted snow, the south faces are showing wide cliffs of biscuit coloured rock. "And I had help," I say. "I've learned a lot from Shonnagh's camerawork, whatever we think of her climbing she does know how to build a storyline. And you – you know: just climb it Quail, if you fall off so what? Yes," I say, pleased that I've pinned down the simile – "you've been my toprope. Plus, of course, I did get taught the dramatic unities by Aristotle himself."

	"So what about this, you call it, this framing narrative?" She's noticed my hand, still taking notes even as we're talking. "Your friend Aristotle won't approve of that."

	"I suspect that once Arry's caught up with postmodernism, we might see one or two updates to the Poetics.

	"Yes, but I mean, telling them the ending right back at the start of the book. The readers ought to be empathising about your hopeless empty life after you've lost Bofors Creetchie. They should be worrying about the prophesies and everybody ending up dead. And all the way through you're telling them, it's okay, we're going to end up in a cosy little cave with a charming companion who you aren't telling them who it is just yet."

	I put the pen into Dante's little terracotta inkwell and lean back against her and gaze out across the glacier. "It's like – it's like a climb that's already in the guidebook, and it's one of the easy grades like Very Difficult or Severe or maybe Very Severe. And you know you're not going to fall off, and you know you're going to get up it, and maybe the sun's shining. And you don't have to wonder how it's going to turn out, you just enjoy the situations, and the rock, and the footwork. Just savour it all."

	"Like that climb we did in England, the New Vest?"

	"The New West, yes. On Pillar Rock."

	"You're right," she says. "It was lovely, that climb. No – " seeing me reach for my pen again. "No, don't write it in as a flashback. You've written in a couple of climbing sequences, the trick is to leave them frustrated, leave them with a bit less than they want. And you've still got the big flashback to do, the Everest one for the end of the book. Shonnagh told me, by the way. Told me what you paid for the permit on that New West."

	"Well, we could have climbed one of the reproductions. But it was nice, wasn't it, being on that funny mountain, with those little white lamas with the short necks, and the sea in the distance, and the handholds climbed on by Samuel Taylor Wordsworth four hundred years ago. And we do have the money, everybody's buying the End Wall guidebook, Shonnagh's really pleased."

	"Yes," she says. "Yes, Quail, it was nice."

	"And this book – " I pat the little teak box, now heavy with its 600 sheets of beige paper – "she's doing a print run of forty million. Forty million! Going by what Shonnagh thinks, it's going to be almost like 'How To Climb It!'. I'm still worried about the title, though. 'The Hole Under Jerusalem' – are they going to get it, do you think?"

	"Too late to worry about that," she says. "The publicity's gone out and they've printed the cover and that's what it's called. Yes, I know you wanted to put an exclamation mark at the end. But you were wrong."

	The Mallorys tell us that a happy climber is a climber who isn't climbing hard enough. And they're right. But it also works the other way around. A climber who isn't climbing hard enough – that is a happy climber. Leading Mary up simple, non-lethal climbs like the New West – giving her the real-life toprope that she'd, metaphorically, been giving to me. Seeing the smile as she finds the foothold on the airy slab above the overhang. And never even thinking of correcting that upside-down pinch grip of hers…

	 

	
Epilogue: Everest

	Hillary and Tenzing hunch under their cylinders, padded, exhausted. And dead, like so many others in this account. I point out to Mary the words of Hillary, still there on the plinth but so eroded by the mocking comments carved into it with boltholers as to be illegible. The mockery is because of the oxygen. There are ascents that use historic equipment, as I did myself here on Everest only four months ago. For them you need a licence. Otherwise we have banned artificial oxygen from the mountains of Earth.

	A blizzard has wrecked the hotel: the corner of a backpack rocket sticks out of a snowdrift but no skiers have been here in the six weeks since the Saipan Tinian eruption. Along the southern horizon the cities of the Ganges are burning. Closer, though, the ice-pillars of Lhotse glitter in the sun, and the snow-ridge from our feet climbs into the sky like the Ontological Argument for the existence of God.

	"Come down here," I say. "There's somewhere I want you to see."

	We descend a hundred metres into a blind gully on the Tibetan side. Just as it ran out into the top of a precipice we traverse around a tiny buttress. The Fulton Traverse Line.

	We take the first of the rock-balconies, out across the face of the South-East Buttress. Melt-water drips past, catching the sunlight and re-colouring it as I, here, have re-coloured the whiteness of reality in the telling of it to you.

	"They are beautiful," Mary says. "You didn‘t tell me that your mountains were beautiful."

	Yes, my Readers: I climb with Mary now. I am ranked l6,995 in the world and creeping up a little: Even with the dreadful wound from Hill 60 now healed over, Mary is around 8,500,000. But – I've said it before – in climbing, skill is not everything. Style also counts: Mary will be a Rhododendron climber like me. Though there is this new avalanche wing...

	"You will not properly enjoy the climbing," I tell her, "until you learn fear. I shall teach you: since the demons dropped me, back in the Eighth Circle, I have fear enough for both."

	She holds my rope, and I lean out over the cliff. The terror I have felt since the Hexapods dropped me onto the rocks of Styx is less bad and I know that with time I shall be only as frightened as I ever was. We cross behind the serac-towers where trapped sunlight greens the ice, and, as evening falls, we climb a ridge of warm stone. Down on the Kangshung Glacier something has etched a green trail but I do not point this out.

	I say: "Shonnagh spoke to me. A climb called Pinnacle Ridge has been completely destroyed in the riots and earthquakes. Shonnagh will reconstruct it from the memories of all of us who ever climbed it. There's going to be the devil's own battle over copyright."

	We smile. "The Quietus repro‘s gone from the shop," I tell her. "And guess who's bought it?"

	"Since you're asking, it would have to be ... Professor Harcourt."

	"He wants it for his office. Shonnagh's first plan was to replace it with my Dis Wall climb, the interesting bit at the top getting up the sewer hole."

	"That's a compliment to your climb."

	"Not really – it's a way of promoting our book. But the full climb's much too big for the shop, and she had a better idea. She's moving the whole shop down into the Sixth Circle. The actual Lavatory Wall Climb itself will winnow out her undeserving customers."

	"The Hexapods are okay with that?"

	"Shonnagh may not be much of a climber, but she's a commercial genius. Hell doesn't have a currency – well, it does now. Shonnagh's currency is herself. She's assigned the Hexapods a 2.75% share in her own immortal soul."

	•••

	As the sun set over Nepal we dug a snowhole. We shed our windproof jackets and inflated our underclothing to full insulation mode – which made Mary look like a small, fluffy polar bear. We changed the hellslime dressing on the wound Shonnagh had cut into her where the Divine Genitals had been within her body. The wound was almost healed, without a scar. But for a while as I applied the new dressing the black stench of Hell filled our snowhole.

	As we ate our Tityus-flesh – the first consignment out of Shonnagh's new packaging plant – we watched the light die behind the white pyramid of Cho Oyu. Mary said: "Quail, there's something I need to tell you. About the baby."

	"Don't worry about it. You'll continue your climbing career. We'll raise the kid at altitude, give her good mountaineering lungs. When is she due?"

	"Six months still."

	"Then... it was on Hill 60. It was when we were hanging on the prison bars and the Arborlast went off. It was a surprise at the time, I'll tell you that. You were badly injured, too – you'd just had those Blue Bits sewn up inside you. It was seeing me being fondled by the living sofa, wasn't it?"

	Her smile was rather strained. "Think back a few hours earlier."

	"Well, that would be the climb at the back of Hill 60. Pig-Iron's route."

	"Quail, there was another reason. We had to deceive the demon, what it was called, Phlogistofernes. I hope you can understand that. You see – you are not the father."

	You don't quarrel with your climbing companion at seven thousand metres – not if either of you want to survive. But for a moment I didn't know if I did. "Was it Creetchie?" I asked.

	"Quail, think. I didn't even meet Creetchie until you and Shonnagh dug him out of the ice. And not even then, of course."

	Of course. Creetchie later, all right?

	Something flashed in the sky over Tibet. "Cheng-du breeding vats," I said. "The Chinese are fighting back." At a distance of two hundred kilometres, the mushroom cloud was a tiny black point among the white ones that were distant mountains. Two billion embryonic descendants of the Dalai Lama were specks in that cloud.

	"Should we get under some rocks? Like on Hill 60?"

	"The radiation won't touch us at this distance. The pulse will ruin our helmet radios, that's all. Was it Armbruster the porter, then? Surely not Harcourt."

	"Not Harcourt or Armbruster." So Pig-Iron had lent her a husband. As I said, you don't quarrel at seven thousand metres. Not if you want to survive.

	At dawn we worked on sideways around the second rock-balcony, and on across the wide Chungmyu Face. We met the South South-east Upside-Down Route here and descended it a little way to the death bivouac of Li Wan. It was not difficult to find the two ideograms of her deathsign, crisp as when they had been cut by the boltholer of the porter Dai Dagon.

	“Dai asked us to cut away the deathsign," Mary said.

	"And Li Wan asked us to protect it." Did we carve off the sign, or did we leave it? This, gentle Reader, you must discover for yourself. The Upside Down is a fine route and you will enjoy it. But do not attempt to trace the Fulton Traverse Line from the description given here. I have altered it at a couple of crucial places.

	We passed through the ice-caves. We crossed the intimate snowfield nestled in the top of the Northern Icefield. We came out onto the ridge somewhere above the North Col. For the first time in a hundred years, there was no broad track up to the summit.

	The summit restaurant complex was gone: there had been fighting here, too, but the recent snowfall had covered all that and the highest point of the Earth was as it had been in the millions of years before human climbers came here. The cloud of the previous day had thickened to an unbroken sea, as it had done on the day, just four months before, when I had met Felicity X on the South Face. Once again, only the Earth's highest peaks emerged: beside us Lhotse and the ice-edge of Nuptse; in the distance Makalu and Kanchenjunga.

	Around the summit of Everest the air was blue and thin as if the sunlight passing through it had refined away its material content and left something that was pure Spirit. At eight thousand eight hundred metres the cosmic ray density is a hundred times what it is at sea level and you are at the boundary between air and inter-stellar space. Behind Mary, the outline of Cho Oyu shimmered: something visible only by the displacement it made in the air was coming into being.

	"Shonnagh, Harcourt;" she said. "What happened, though, to Creetchie?"

	She knew: she just wanted to hear me say it. But I was saved from having to tell her by the thing in the air behind her which first became an indubitable something and then spoke. But I shall tell you, patient Reader, as briefly as I can. Yes, it has been a long climb and a stony zigzag path. But the sun is dipping towards the mountaintops, the lights of the hut beckon across glacier, indeed we're close enough now to sniff the outflow from the toilets.

	Many of you – all of you, probably – will have difficult ground ahead, in life as much as in your climbs and hillwalking. Tomorrow we must face together the bergschrund and the crag. But tonight our feet ache and the straps of the rucksack bite into our shoulders and we want to drink a little warmed-up wine and nibble some of the dried Geryon meat we bought from the Shonnagh Mountain Shop. And maybe, before you sleep, you'd like to clear up the matter of who the minor climber called Quail (l6,995 in the world, though expecting to move up in the next set of rankings) may be roping up with over his next mountaintops.

	The Bofors Creetchie that I'd followed up the exit shaft to the open air, that I'd followed by copying its movements? Yes, it was a simulation put together by Shonnagh. But where had it learned to climb? Later – once I was willing to listen to her again – Mary told me.

	Bofors Creetchie. Mary says that this account has too much mountain-climbing already, and though I cannot share her view – the fault, to me, of almost all existing literature is not enough rock-and ice-work – I shall summarise.

	The Andes, then. Raining, as usual. Creetchie.

	Bofors Creetchie.

	I'm climbing with Bofors Creetchie, ranked seventeen in the World.

	One porter with us, surly, speaks only Mandarin Chinese which I don't. (I read Chinese but don't speak it.)

	I discover Creetchie carving his deathsign into a lump of loose granite. Not his deathsign – my deathsign.

	"Bofors," I say: "Why are you going to kill me?"

	Creetchie says: "You saved my life on the duelling cliff of the Third Circle. You saved my life on camera. I could forgive you anything, but not that."

	I'm standing on loose rock: he can dislodge me with a push. "You're right," I say. "I'm sorry, Bofors."

	Creetchie raises his piton-hammer. The porter says, in Tibetan: "I'm filming this. It‘s on satellite. You don‘t know me: I am the daughter of Pig-Iron. Mary your friend has hired me to keep you protected, Quail."

	"Mary? What's she got to do with this?"

	There was no answer he could give me that I would believe – even now, I was willing to die but not to yield up my image of Bofors Creetchie whom I had saved twice with my own hands – once on rock, once out of Hell’s ice.

	But the porter shrugs and says that she doesn't know: and this, oddly, convinces me of her truth.

	•••

	Mary leans over my shoulder. "Silly," she says. "Do you still not understand that bit?" She clasps me from behind, her standing, me at my stone desk, and I feel her big against my back and there are cramps in my pen hand and the pen itself is worn to half its length. I have been writing for five months, these rocks and fires have taken longer for my pen to traverse than for my feet. The monsoon has glazed the rocks and piled the high snowfields and retreated again and Mary's time is very close.

	"Mary, Mary: if you keep interrupting we shall never finish."

	She takes the pen, dips it in Dante's inkwell and puts it between my fingers. "Go on," she says. "I want to see my porter explain it to you. It's clever, this bit."

	•••

	"Why," the daughter of Pig-Iron asks Creetchie, "were you condemned to the Circle of the traitors? Tell Quail now, this is a thing he needs to know."

	Creetchie looks from one to the other of us, wondering if he could kill us both; or if we were going to kill him. "Quail knows. I betrayed the party to demons to prevent Shonnagh from turning back."

	"Yes," I said to Pig-Iron's daughter. "And that was right, turning back was our plan right from the start. We were going to explore as far as the Sixth Circle, then return and write up the routes."

	"Had his intentions been as you say, they would have been merely egotistic and murderous. Seventh Circle, rather than Ninth."

	"Go on."

	"Creetchie is a climber. When he saw, from the Geryon cliff, the quality of the route you had engaged on, he wanted it for himself. This was Creetchie's scenario. Some way short of the hardest climbing the expedition was to fail, overwhelmed by demons. Creetchie alone was to struggle back to the surface. Bravely he would return, leading a second expedition.

	"The route, he could see, was good: it needed only your deathsigns on it to become great."

	Creetchie says: "There'd have been nothing like it since the Eiger."

	"It's true then, Creetchie?"

	"Of course it's true," says the daughter of Pig-Iron. "It's the same basic storyline he used on the Cho Oyu Pillar. What do you say, Quail? Do I shove him over the edge?"

	"No," I say regretfully. "He is rated seventeen in the World."

	"Then I suggest that you and I descend the route together."

	She holds up her ice-burner, a splendid thing bound in titanium and at least a hundred years old. "You see, I found my inheritance. The message you carried from my Mother on the mountain Hill 60 has reached me."

	We were afraid that Creetchie would drop stones on us as we descended, so we torched a hole and held his feet in it until the ice hardened around his ankles. It must have brought back memories: he screamed horribly as the ice froze.

	•••

	Life and literature: must they always be in conflict? Which do I want here: truth, or Art? I want Art, of course, but Mary wants truth. Perhaps she is right. Creetchie killed six on Cho Oyu to make literature and would have killed all of us for the sake of a story. As for Shonnagh ...

	For Shonnagh Film is Truth and what is unfilmed never happened at all. Which is how she did what she did to me with Creetchie. And we didn't find Creetchie in the ice at the top of the End Wall. At least we did, but the ice above the End Wall is where he stayed. The rest of him is only on film.

	That Creetchie, climbing up the broken staircase towards the exit from Hell. That Creetchie was a computer simul made by the edit button of Harcourt's battered old anthropology camera. Shonnagh wanted to see how I would react to a Creetchie suddenly back among us. She wanted to establish, artistically, that a climbing relationship is more than a merely sexual one – a point too obvious to need making, I'd have thought. Still, one mustn‘t interfere in other people's artistic judgement.

	Harcourt tried to warn me, that time in the snowhole. But somehow we ended up discussing Aristotle – though that was a help too, as it turns out. And Mary warned me, often. And the funny thing about it? Shonnagh generated her simulated Creetchie's climbing using motion capture. "And do you know where Shonnagh got the motion capture from? She copied it off you, Quail. The climbing you were being inspired by – was yourself."

	So – the bit I just told you, in the Andes, in the rain? Well, that's true too. As true, anyway, as most true things. The trouble was that I still wanted to climb with Bofors Creetchie the traitor. Even though I knew he was a traitor. Even though I knew he didn't exist. That's bad.

	At that point I hadn't realised who it was I really wanted to climb with.

	"Finish with Creetchie before you start with me," Mary advises. "On the shuttle, coming back from Geneva...

	•••

	That Welsh street girl in Geneva? She didn't just sell me the End Wall of Hell. Her stock also included a full simul of some generic Andes. Inside the lascivious packaging it was raining but I didn't blame the Welsh girl, it‘s getting hard to make a living in Geneva.

	The Creetchie story had started in the Andes, back on Aconcagua IV. It seemed right to end it there as well.

	Mary was waiting for me on the shuttle. There‘s a film studio on board. She was in the studio for a long time with the Creetchie simul and the Andes film. I sat next to the window and tried to see what the earthquakes had done to the Matterhorn but the glaciers had changed so much that I couldn't even find the mountain.

	Mary came out of the studio. She handed me the tiny memory-chip she had made. Bofors Creetchie in the Andes in the rain.

	"Well," she said: "We've knocked the bastard off."

	•••

	The air at the top of Everest is the closest we come on Earth to interstellar space and maybe the thing couldn‘t have materialised at any lesser altitude. It spoke.

	"Hullo, Mary," said the bright place in the air, and its voice came from all around us and from the snow under our feet.

	It bent the air so that through it and a hundred kilometres away Cho Oyu lifted her crags and danced as the mountains danced at the Day of Creation. I reached for my camera: but the electronics had been ruined by the pulse of last night's nuclear explosion.

	"Hullo there, Mary," it said. The fringes of it were like the fringes of the sun that you see only during an eclipse, and full of life and swirl so that I felt myself mere dead matter in its presence. It paused, as if trying to remember its script. "Full of Grace," it added. "Him Upstairs is with you, and also thanks you for harbouring His very special bit of Him. The girl child that you shall bear –"

	It seemed to notice me for the first time.

	" – who is this bloke you've got with you anyway?"

	•••

	Two border guards jumped us in the couloir as we descended.

	"Don't run," I told her. "They're good, these people."

	The uniforms were the same, but they didn't fit. The Chinese are smaller than the Tibetans had been.

	"Quail?"

	I nodded.

	"You‘re with the Shonnagh Mountain Shop. What about this Mountaineer’s Discount, then?"

	 

	T H E   E N D

	 

	 

	
A note on the climbs

	Mountaineers may have spotted the point at which my alternative reality divides off. In what we suppose to be the  real world, on 9 June 1924, George Mallory and Alexander Irvine did not return to the North Col from the summit of Everest. In Quail's world, they did.

	In 1999, Mallory's body was found high on Everest's north ridge. It is not known whether he had, or had not, reached Everest's summit. Technically he was capable of it. The crucial obstacle, the Second Step, was climbed by Conrad Anker in 2007 without the use of the notorious Chinese ladder. Anker was wearing crampons. Mallory, one of the most talented climbers of the 1920s, was wearing the heavy nailed boots of his time. This footwear, as worn and loved by Rhododendron-climber Quail, is better than crampons on snow-covered rocks. The Second Step has been assessed at 5.8 US grading; Mallory would have called it 'Very Severe but not Hard Very Severe'.

	The telling detail is the smoked-glass goggles which were discovered on Mallory's body in 1999. That the goggles were in his pocket suggests that when he fell he had been climbing in the night.

	Some climbers turn back from a much-desired summit to avoid benightment and likely death. But there are others who will continue, hoping for some slices of luck to aid them on the descent. Bofors Creetchie would be in that class, and possibly Quail as well. But few, if any, will turn back in the time interval after benightment is already inevitable but before reaching the summit. This leads me to believe that, on the balance of probabilities, Mallory and Irvine were indeed the first to climb Everest, 28 years before Ed Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing.

	And if, as Mallory slipped on a lump of black ice in the darkness, Irvine had been just alert enough to belay the rope over a convenient boulder, they would have returned safely to the North Col. Mallory, without his toes, would have discovered his long-suffering wife Ruth as a climbing partner, and together they would have written the best-selling, and indeed world-changing, 'How to Climb It!' The rest, as they say, is alternative history.

	Of the climbs described in this book, 'Quietus Direct' is a real route, though at E2 5c is one I have admired from ground level and passed onwards. It is on Stanage Edge, in England's Peak District, and was created by Joe Brown in 1954.

	The gritstone climb where Pheidippida has such difficulty in Chapter 2 is based on one at Stanage that I have climbed called 'Buttonhook Crack' (V. Diff). Well, I think that's what it's called – I can't find it in current guidebooks.

	'Ridge with a Hole in It', climbed by Quail and Brother Bertram, also in Chapter 2, is based on 'Thin Man's Ridge' (Hard Severe), a quartzite climb on the north side of Beinn Eighe, Torridon. It was climbed in fine style in 1971 by David Howard and Charlie Rose; I was third on the rope.

	Early in the 1960s my school was visited by a member of the 1953 Everest expedition – I think it may have been George Band – and his lantern slides went straight into the 'mountain-topography' module of my 12-year-old brain. So the general layout of Everest is correct, but all the routes there are fictitious – apart from the Fulton Traverse Line. This is based, not on a climb, but on a bit of fellwalking: the High Level Path to Pillar Rock, in England's Lake District.

	The Husband No. Two Traverse Line: yes, this is a real maneuver, on a real climb. The crag in question is the great Wren Library at Trinity College, Cambridge. A compound pillar at either end (on the side away from the river) has a basal pediment 30cm above the ground. The circuit of this (Severe) involves the 'Husband No. 2' balance move.

	The great End Wall itself is based, fairly obviously, on the Eiger. Thanks to Harrer's The White Spider, the Eiger's North Face slots into my mountain memory right beside the Khumbu icefall and the Western Cwm. I have looked down the North Face from the much easier Mittelegi Ridge along its top, but could never have attempted the route itself.

	Climbing elsewhere in the book is informed by two particular lower-graded but magnificent British climbs: the New West on Pillar Rock (V.Diff) and Cioch Nose on Sgurr a' Chaorachain (mild Severe). Both have that special quality of surprise: routes easier than they have any right to be, passing among overhangs by way of airy slabs with satisfying holds.
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