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W HEN | WAS YOUNG, and it doesn’t really seem that long ago, | loved books of short stories. Short
stories could be read from start to finish in the kind of times| had available for reading—morning breek,
or after-lunch nap, or ontrains. They’d set up, they’d rall, and they’ d take you to anew world and
deliver you safely back to school or back homein half an hour or so.

Stories you read when you' re the right age never quite leave you. Y ou may forget who wrote them or



what the story was caled. Sometimesyou' |l forget precisely what happened, but if a story touchesyou it
will stay with you, haunting the placesin your mind that you rarely ever visit.

Horror stays with you hardest. If it bringsared chill to the back of your neck, if once the story isdone
you find yoursdlf closing the book dowly, for fear of disturbing something, and creeping away, thenit's
therefor therest of time. There wasastory | read when | was nine that ended with aroom covered with
snails. | think they were probably man-eating snails, and they were crawling dowly toward someoneto
egt him. | get the same creeps remembering it now that | did when | read it.

Fantasy getsinto your bones. There sacurvein aroad | sometimes pass, aview of avillage onrolling
green hills, and, behind it, huger, craggier, grayer hillsand, in the distance, mountains and migt, thet |
cannot see without remembering reading The Lord of the Rings. The book is somewhereinside me, and
that view bringsit to the surface.

And sciencefiction (although there s only alittle of that here, I’ m afraid) takes you acrossthe stars, and
into other times and minds. There s nothing like spending sometime ingde an dien head to remind us
how little divides us, person from person.

Short gories are tiny windows into other worlds and other minds and other dreams. They are journeys
you can maketo thefar Side of the universe and still be back intimefor dinner.

I”ve been writing short storiesfor dmost a quarter of a century now. In the beginning they were agreat
way to begin to learn my craft asawriter. The hardest thing to do as ayoung writer isto finish something,
and that waswhat | was|earning how to do. These days most of thethings| write are long—long comics
or long books or long films—and a short story, something that’ s finished and over in aweekend or a
week, is pure fun.

My favorite short story writers as aboy are, many of them, my favorite short story writers now. People
like Saki or Harlan Ellison, like John Callier or Ray Bradbury. Close-up conjurors, who, with just
twenty-six letters and ahandful of punctuation marks, could make you laugh and break your heart, dl ina
handful of pages.

There' s another good thing about a book of short stories: you don’t haveto like them dl. If there’ sone
you don't enjoy, well, there will be another one aong soon.

The storiesin here will take you from a hardboiled detective story about nursery rhyme charactersto a
group of people who like to eat things, from a poem about how to behaveif you find yoursdf in afairy
taleto astory about aboy who runsinto atroll beneath a bridge and the bargain they make. There' sa
story that will be part of my next children’ sbook, The Graveyard Book, about aboy who livesina
graveyard and is brought up by dead people, and there sastory that | wrote when | was avery young
writer caled “How to Sell the Ponti Bridge,” afantasy story inspired by aman named “Count” Victor
Lugtigwho redly did el the Eiffd Tower in much the same way (and who died in Alcatraz prison some
years later). There are acouple of dightly scary stories, and a couple of mostly funny ones, and abunch
of them that aren’t quite one thing or another, but | hope you' Il like them anyway.

When | was aboy, Ray Bradbury picked stories from his books of short stories he thought younger
readers might like, and he published them as R Isfor Rocket and S Isfor Space. Now | was doing the
same sort of thing, and | asked Ray if hed mind if | called thisbook M Isfor Magic. (Hedidn't.)

M isfor magic. All the letters are, if you put them together properly. Y ou can make magic with them, and
dreams, and, | hope, even afew surprises....

NEIL GAIMAN
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The Case of the Four and Twenty Blackbirds

| SAT IN MY OFFICE, nursing aglass of hooch and idly cleaning my automatic. Outsde therain fell
steadily, like it ssemsto do most of thetimein our fair city, whatever the tourist board says. Heck, |
didn’t care. I'm not on the tourist board. I'm a private dick, and one of the best, although you wouldn't
have known it; the office was crumbling, the rent was unpaid, and the hooch was my last.

Thingsaretough dl over.

Tocapitdl theonly client I'd had all week never showed up on the street corner where I’ d waited for
him. He said it was going to be abig job, but now I’ d never know: he kept a prior appointment in the
morgue.

So when the dame walked into my office | was sure my luck had changed for the better.
“What areyou sling, lady?’

She gave me alook that would have induced heavy breathing in a pumpkin, and which shot my heartbest
up to threefigures. She had long blonde hair and afigure that would have made Thomas Aquinasforget
hisvows. | forgot al mine about never taking cases from dames.

“What would you say to some of the green stuff?’ she asked in ahusky voice, getting straight to the
point.

“Continue, Sgter.” | didn’t want her to know how bad | needed the dough, so | held my hand in front of
my mouth; it doesn’'t hdp if aclient seesyou divate.

She opened her purse and flipped out a photograph. Glossy eight by ten. “Do you recognize that man?’
In my business you know who people are. “Y eah.”

“He' sdead.”

“I know that too, Sweetheart. It's old news. It was an accident.”

Her gaze went so icy you could have chipped it into cubes and cooled a cocktail withit. “My brother’s
death was no accident.”

| raised an eyebrow—you need alot of arcane skillsin my business—and said, “Y our brother, en?’
Funny, she hadn’t struck me as the type that had brothers.

“I'm JIl Dumpty.”
“So your brother was Humpty Dumpty?”
“And hedidn't fal off that wall, Mr. Horner. He was pushed.”

Interesting, if true. Dumpty had hisfinger in most of the crooked piesin town; | could think of five guys
who would have preferred to see him dead than aive without trying. Without trying too hard, anyway.

“Y ou seen the cops about this?’

“Nah. TheKing'sMen aren’t interested in anything to do with his desth. They say they did dl they could



dointrying to put him together again after thefdl.”
| leaned back in my chair.
“Sowhat’sit to you. Why do you need me?’

“| want you to find the killer, Mr. Horner. | want him brought to justice. | want him to fry like an egg.
Oh—and one other littlething,” she added lightly. “Before he died Humpty had asmall manilaenvelope
full of photographs he was meant to be sending me. Medica photos. I'm atrainee nurse, and | need them

to passmy finds”

| ingpected my nails, then looked up at her face, taking in ahandful of waist and severa curveson the
way up. Shewas alooker, although her cute nose was alittle on the shiny side. “I'll take the case.
Seventy-five aday and two hundred bonusfor results.”

She smiled; my stomach twisted around once and went into orbit. “Y ou get another two hundred if you
get me those photographs. | want to be anursereal bad.” Then she dropped three fifties on my desktop.

| let adevil-may-care grin play across my rugged face. “ Say, Sster, how about letting me take you out
for dinner?1 just came into some money.”

She gave an involuntary shiver of anticipation and muttered something about having athing about midgets,
50 | knew | was onto agood thing. Then she gave me alopsided smile that would have made Albert
Eingtein drop adecima point. “First find my brother’ skiller, Mr. Horner. And my photographs. Then we

canplay.”
She closed the door behind her. Maybeit was ill raining but | didn’t notice. | didn’t care.

There are parts of town the tourist board doesn’t mention. Parts of town where the police travel in threes
if they trave at dl. In my line of work you get to vist them more than is hedthy. Hedthy isnever.

Hewaswaiting for me outsde Luigi’s. | did up behind him, my rubber-soled shoes soundless on the
shiny wet sidewak.

“Hiya, Cock.”

He jumped and spun around; | found myself gazing up into the muzzle of a.45. “ Oh, Horner.” He put the
gun away. “Don’'t call me Cock. I'm Bernie Robin to you, short-stuff, and don't you forget it.”

“Cock Robin is good enough for me, Cock. Who killed Humpty Dumpty?’

He was a strange-looking bird, but you can’t be choosy in my profession. He was the best underworld
lead | had.

“Let’sseethe color of your money.”
| showed him afifty.

“Hell,” he muttered. “It’ s green. Why can’t they make puce or mauve money for achange?’ Hetook it
though. “ All I know isthat the Fat Man had hisfinger in alot of pies”
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“One of those pies had four and twenty blackbirdsin it.”
“Huh?’

“Do | haftagpdll it out for you?1...ughh—" He crumpled to the sdewalk, an arrow protruding from his
back. Cock Robin wasn't going to be doing any more chirping.

Sergeant O’ Grady |ooked down at the body, then he looked down at me. * Faith and begorrah, to be
aure” hesad. “If it isn't Little Jack Horner himsdlf.”

“I didn’'t kill Cock Robin, Sarge.”

“And | suppose that the call we got down at the station telling us you were going to be rubbing the late
Mr. Robin out—here, tonight—was just ahoax?’

“If I'mthekiller, where are my arrows?’ | thumbed open a pack of gum and started to chew. “It'sa
frame”

He puffed on his meerschaum and then put it away, and idly played acouple of phrases of the William
Tdl overture on his oboe. “Maybe. Maybe not. But you' re still a suspect. Don't leave town. And,
Horner...”

“Yeah?

“Dumpty’ s degth was an accident. That's what the coroner said. That' swhat | say. Drop the case.”
| thought about it. Then | thought of the money, and the girl. “No dice, Sarge.”

He shrugged. “I1t' syour funeral.” He said it like it probably would be.

| had afunny fedling he could beright.

“You'reout of your depth, Horner. Y ou're playing with the big boys. And it ain’t hedlthy.”

Fromwhat | could remember of my school days he was correct. Whenever | played with the big boys|
aways wound up having the stuffing beaten out of me. But how did O’ Grady—how could O’ Grady have
known that? Then | remembered something else.

O Grady was the one that used to beat me up the mogt.

It wastime for what we in the profession call legwork. | made afew discreet inquiries around town, but
found out nothing about Dumpty that | didn’t know aready.

Humpty Dumpty was abad egg. | remembered him when he was new in town, asmart young animal
trainer with anicelinein training mice to run up clocks. He went to the bad pretty fast though; gambling,
drink, women, it' sthe same story dl over. A bright young kid thinks that the streets of Nurseryland are
paved with gold, and by the time he finds out otherwise it's much too late.

Dumpty started off with extortion and robbery on asmall scale—he trained up ateam of spidersto scare



little girlsaway from their curds and whey, which he'd pick up and sdll on the black market. Then he
moved on to blackmail—the nastiest game. We crossed paths once, when | was hired by thisyoung
society kid—Ilet’s cal him Georgie Porgie—to recover some compromising snaps of him kissng the girls
and making them cry. | got the snaps, but | learned it wasn't hedthy to messwith the Fat Man. And |
don’t make the same mistakes twice. Hdll, in my line of work | can’t afford to make the same mistakes
once.

I’ satough world out there. | remember when Little Bo Peep first came to town. .. but you don't want to
hear my troubles. If you're not dead yet, you' ve got troubles of your own.

| checked out the newspaper files on Dumpty’ s death. One minute he was Sitting on awall, the next he
wasin pieces at the bottom. All the King’sHorses and al the King's Men were on the scene in minutes,
but he needed more than first aid. A medic named Foster was called—afriend of Dumpty’ sfrom his
Gloucester days—athough | don’t know of anything a doc can do when you' re dead.

Hang on a second—Dr. Foster!

| got that old feding you get in my line of work. Two little brain cells rub together the right way and in
seconds you' ve got a twenty-four-karat cerebral fire on your hands.

Y ou remember the client who didn’t show—the one I’ d waited for al day on the street corner? An
accidentd death. | hadn’t bothered to check it out—I can’t afford to waste time on clientswho aren't
going to pay for it.

Three deaths, it seemed. Not one.

| reached for the telephone and rang the police station. “ ThisisHorner,” | told the desk man. “Lemme
speak to Sergeant O’ Gradly.”

Therewas a crackling and he came on theline. * O’ Grady spesking.”
“It'sHorner.”

“Hi, Little Jack.” That wasjust like O’ Grady. He' d been kidding me about my size since we were kids
together. “ Y ou findly figured out that Dumpty’ s deeth was accidental ?’

“Nope. I'm now investigating three deaths. The Fat Man's, Bernie Robin's, and Dr. Foster’s.”
“Fogter the plastic surgeon? His death was an accident.”

“Sure. And your mother was married to your father.”

There was apause. “Horner, if you phoned me up just to talk dirty, I'm not amused.”

“Okay, wise guy. If Humpty Dumpty’ s desth was an accident and so was Dr. Foster’s, tell me just one
thing.
“Who killed Cock Robin?’ | don't ever get accused of having too much imagination, but there’ sone

thing I’ d swear to. | could hear him grinning over the phone ashe said: “Y ou did, Horner. And I'm
staking my badgeonit.”

Theline went dead.



My office was cold and londly, so | wandered down to Joe' s Bar for some companionship and adrink
or three.

Four and twenty blackbirds. A dead doctor. The Fat Man. Cock Robin... Heck, this case had more
holesin it than Swiss cheese and more loose ends than atorn string vest. And where did the juicy Miss
Dumpty comeinto it? Jack and Jill—we d make a great team. When thiswas al over perhaps we could
go off together to Loui€ slittle place on the hill, where no on€ sinterested in whether you got amarriage
license or not. The Pail of Water, that was the name of thejoint.

| called the bartender over. “Hey, Joe.”

“Yeah, Mr. Horner?” He was polishing a glass with arag that had seen better days asa shirt.

“Did you ever mest the Fat Man’ssister?”’

He scratched at hischeek. “Can't say as| did. Hissgter...huh? Hey—the Fat Man didn’'t have asister.”
“You sure of that?’

“Surel’m sure. It wasthe day my sister had her first kid—I told the Fat Man | was an uncle. He gave
methislook and says, ‘ Ain't no way I'll ever be an uncle, Joe. Got no sisters or brothers, nor no other
kinfolk neither.’”

If the mysterious Miss Dumpty wasn't hissster, who was she?

“Tel me, Joe. Didjaever see him in here with adame—about so high, shaped like this?” My hands
described a couple of parabolas. “Looks like a blonde love goddess.”

He shook his head. “Never saw him with any dames. Recently he was hanging around with some medical
guy, but the only thing he ever cared about was those crazy birds and animals of his.”

| took aswig of my drink. It nearly took the roof of my mouth off. “Animas?| thought he'd given al that
up.”

“Naw—couple weeks back he wasin here with awhole bunch of blackbirds he wastraining to sing
‘Waan't that adainty dish to set before mmm mmm.””

“Mmm mmm?’
“Yeah. | got noideawho.”

| put my drink down. A little of it spilt on the counter, and | watched it strip the paint. “ Thanks, Joe.
You'vebeenabig hdp.” | handed him aten-dollar bill. “For information recelved,” | said—adding,
“Don't spend it al a once.”

Inmy profession it's making little jokeslike that that keeps you sane.

| had one contact left. MaHubbard. | found apay phone and called her number.
“Old Mother Hubbard’ s Cupboard—Cake Shop and licensed Soup Kitchen.”

“It' sHorner, Ma.”



“Jack? It an't safefor meto talk to you.”

“For old time s sake, sweetheart. Y ou owe me afavor.” Some two-bit crooks had once knocked off the
Cupboard, leaving it bare. I’ d tracked them down and returned the cakes and soup.

“Okay. But | don't likeit.”

“Y ou know everything that goes on around here on the food front, Ma. What' s the significance of apie
with four and twenty trained blackbirdsin it?’

Shewhigtled long and low. “ Y ou redly don't know?’

“I wouldn't beasking you if | did.”

“Y ou should read the Court pages of the papers next time, sugar. Jeez. Y ou are out of your depth.”
“C'mon, Ma. Spill it.”

“It so happensthat that particular dish was set before the King afew weeks back.... Jack? Are you ill
there?’

“I'm gill here, maam,” | said quietly. “All of asudden alot of things are starting to make sense.” | put
down the phone.

It was beginning to look like Little Jack Horner had pulled out a plum from thispie.
It was raining, steady and cold. | phoned a cab.

Quarter of an hour later one lurched out of the darkness.

“You'relae”

“So complain to the tourist board.”

| climbed in the back, wound down the window, and lit acigarette.

And | went to see the Queen.

The door to the private part of the palace waslocked. It' sthe part that the public don’t get to see. But
I’ve never been public, and thelittle lock hardly dowed me up. The door to the private gpartments with
the big red heart on it was unlocked, so | knocked and walked straight in.

The Queen of Hearts was done, stlanding in front of the mirror, holding aplate of jam tarts with one
hand, powdering her nose with the other. She turned, saw me, and gasped, dropping the tarts.

“Hey, Queenie,” | said. “Or would you fed more comfortableif | caled you JiIl?’
Shewas till agood-looking dice of dame, even without the blonde wig.

“Get out of here!” she hissed.

“I don’'t think so, toots.” | sat down on the bed. “Let me spell afew things out for you.”

“Go ahead.” She reached behind her for aconcedled darm button. | let her pressit. I'd cut the wireson



my way in—in my profession there’ sno such thing as being too careful.
“Let me spel afew things out for you.”

“Youjus said that.”

“I'll tell thismy way, lady.”

| lit acigarette, and athin plume of blue smoke drifted heavenward, which waswhere was going if my
hunch waswrong. Still, I’ ve learned to trust hunches.

“Try thison for size. Dumpty—the Fat Man—wasn't your brother. He wasn't even your friend. In fact
he was blackmailing you. He knew about your nose.”

She turned whiter than a number of corpses |’ ve met in my timein the business. Her hand reached up
and cradled her freshly powdered nose.

“You see, I’ ve known the Fat Man for many years, and many years ago he had alucrative concernin
training animals and birdsto do certain unsavory things. And that got meto thinking.... | had aclient
recently who didn’t show, due to his having been stiffed first. Dr. Foster, of Gloucester, the plastic
surgeon. The officia version of his death wasthat he' d just sat too closeto afire and melted.

“But just suppose hewaskilled to stop him telling something that he knew. | put two and two together
and hit thejackpot. Let me reconstruct ascene for you: Y ou were out in the garden—probably hanging
out some clothes—when aong came one of Dumpty’ strained pie blackbirds and pecked off your nose.

“So there you were, standing in the garden, your hand in front of your face, when aong came the Fat
Man with an offer you couldn’t refuse. He could introduce you to a plastic surgeon who could fix you up
with anose as good as new, for aprice. And no one need ever know. Am | right so far?”

She nodded dumbly, then, finding her voice, muttered, “ Pretty much. But | ran back into the parlor after
the attack, to eat some bread and honey. That was where he found me.”

“Fair enough.” The color was starting to come back into her cheeks now. “So you had the operation
from Foster, and no one was going to be any the wiser. Until Dumpty told you that he had photos of the
op. You had to get rid of him. A couple of days later you were out walking in the palace grounds. There
was Humpty, stting on awall, hisback to you, gazing out into the distance. In afit of madness, you
pushed. And Humpty Dumpty had agrest fal.

“But now you werein big trouble. Nobody suspected you of his murder, but where were the
photographs? Foster didn’t have them, although he smelled arat and had to be disposed of—before he
could see me. But you didn’t know how much he' d told me, and you still didn’t have the sngpshots, so
you took me on to find out. And that was your mistake, sster.”

Her lower lip trembled, and my heart quivered. “Y ou won't turn mein, will you?’
“Siger, you tried to frame methis afternoon. | don't take kindly to that.”

With a shaking hand she started to unbutton the top button of her blouse. “ Perhaps we could cometo
some sort of arrangement”?’

| shook my head. “ Sorry, your mgjesty. Mrs. Horner’ slittle boy Jack was aways taught to keep his
hands off roydty. It'sapity, but that’show it is” To be onthe safe sdel looked away, which wasa
mistake. A cutelittleladies pistol wasin her hands and pointing at me before you could sing asong of



sixpence. The shooter may have been small, but | knew it packed enough of awallop to take me out of
the game permanently.

Thisdamewaslethd.

“Put that gun down, your mgesty.” Sergeant O’ Grady strolled through the bedroom door, his police
specid clutched in hishamlikefig.

“I’'m sorry | suspected you, Horner,” he said drily. “Y ou're lucky | did, though, sure and begorrah. | had
you tailed here and | overheard the whole thing.”

“Hi, Sarge, thanksfor stopping by. But | hadn’t finished my explanation. If you'll takeaseat I'll wrap it
up.”

He nodded brusquely, and sat down near the door. His gun hardly moved.

| got up from the bed and walked over to the Queen. “Y ou see, toots, what | didn’t tell you waswho did
have the snaps of your nose job. Humpty did, when you killed him.”

A charming frown crinkled her perfect brow. “1 don’t understand. ... | had the body searched.”

“Sure, afterward. But the first people to get to the Fat Man were the King's Men. The cops. And one of
them pocketed the envelope. When any fuss had died down the blackmail would have tarted again.
Only thistime you wouldn't have known who to kill. And | owe you an gpology.” | bent down to tie my
shoelaces.

“Why?

“| accused you of trying to frame methis afternoon. Y ou didn’t. That arrow was the property of aboy
who was the best archer in my school—I should have recognized that digtinctive fletching anywhere. Isn't
that right,” | said, turning back to the door, “* Sparrow’ O’ Grady?’

Under the guise of tying my shodlaces | had already palmed a couple of the Queen’sjam tarts, and,
flinging one of them upward, | neatly smashed the room’ sonly lightbulb.

It only delayed the shooting a few seconds, but afew secondswas all | needed, and as the Queen of
Hearts and Sergeant “ Sparrow” O’ Grady cheerfully shot each other to bits, | split.

In my business, you haveto look after number one.

Munching on ajam tart | walked out of the palace grounds and into the street. | paused by atrash can, to
try to burn the manila envelope of photographs | had pulled from O’ Grady’ s pocket as | walked past
him, but it was raining so hard they wouldn’t catch.

When | got back to my office | phoned the tourist board to complain. They said therain was good for
thefarmers, and | told them what they could do withiit.

They said that thingsaretough dl over.
Andl sad, “Yeah”

Troll Bridge

T HEY PULLED UPMOST of therailway tracksin the early sixties, when | wasthree or four. They
dashed the train servicesto ribbons. This meant that there was nowhere to go but London, and thelittle




town where | lived became the end of theline,

My earliest reliable memory: e ghteen months old, my mother away in hospita having my sister, and my
grandmother walking with me down to abridge, and lifting me up to watch the train below, panting and
steaming like ablack iron dragon.

Over the next few yearsthey lost thelast of the steam trains, and with them went the network of railways
that joined village to village, town to town.

| didn’t know that the trains were going. By the time | was seven they were athing of the past.

We lived in an old house on the outskirts of the town. The fields opposite were empty and falow. | used
to climb the fence and liein the shade of asmall bulrush patch, and reed; or if | were fegling more
adventurous I’ d explore the grounds of the empty manor beyond thefields. It had aweed-clogged
ornamental pond, with alow wooden bridge over it. | never saw any groundsmen or caretakersin my
forays through the gardens and woods, and | never attempted to enter the manor. That would have been
courting disaster, and, besides, it was amatter of faith for methat al empty old houses were haunted.

Itisnot that | was credulous, smply that | believed in dl things dark and dangerous. It was part of my
young creed that the night was full of ghosts and witches, hungry and flapping and dressed completdly in
black.

The converse held reassuringly true: daylight was safe. Daylight was dways safe.

A ritud: on thelast day of the summer school term, walking home from school, | would remove my shoes
and socks and, carrying them in my hands, walk down the stony flinty lane on pink and tender feet.
During the summer holiday | would put shoes on only under duress. | would revel in my freedom from
footwear until school term began once more in September.

When | was seven | discovered the path through the wood. It was summer, hot and bright, and |
wandered along way from home that day.

| was exploring. | went past the manor, its windows boarded up and blind, across the grounds, and
through some unfamiliar woods. | scrambled down asteep bank, and | found myself on ashady path that
was new to me and overgrown with trees; the light that penetrated the |eaves was stained green and gold,
and | thought | wasin fairyland.

A little stream trickled down the side of the path, teeming with tiny, transparent shrimps. | picked them up
and watched them jerk and spin on my fingertips. Then | put them back.

| wandered down the path. It was perfectly straight, and overgrown with short grass. From timeto time
would find these redlly terrific rocks: bubbly, melted things, brown and purple and black. If you held them
up to the light you could see every color of the rainbow. | was convinced that they had to be extremely
vauable, and stuffed my pocketswith them.

| walked and walked down the quiet golden-green corridor, and saw nobody.

| wasn't hungry or thirsty. | just wondered where the path was going. It traveled in astraight line, and
was perfectly flat. The path never changed, but the countryside around it did. At first | waswalking along
the bottom of aravine, grassy banks climbing steeply on each side of me. Later, the path was above
everything, and as| walked | could look down at the treetops below me, and the roofs of the occasional
distant houses. My path was dwaysflat and straight, and | walked aong it through valleys and plateaus,
valeysand plateaus. And eventualy, in one of the valleys, | cameto the bridge.



It was built of clean red brick, ahuge curving arch over the path. At the side of the bridge were stone
steps cut into the embankment, and, at the top of the steps, alittle wooden gate.

| was surprised to see any token of the existence of humanity on my path, which | was by now convinced
was anatura formation, like avolcano. And, with asense more of curiosity than anything ese (1 had,
after al, walked hundreds of miles, or so | was convinced, and might be anywhere), | climbed the stone
steps, and went through the gate.

| was nowhere,

The top of the bridge was paved with mud. On each side of it was a meadow. The meadow on my side
was awhestfield; the other field was just grass. There were the caked imprints of huge tractor wheelsin
the dried mud. | walked across the bridge to be sure: no trip-trap, my bare feet were soundless.

Nothing for miles; just fields and wheat and trees.

| picked astalk of whest, and pulled out the sweet grains, peding them between my fingers, chewing
them meditatively.

| realized then that | was getting hungry, and went back down the stairsto the abandoned railway track.
It wastime to go home. | was not |lost; all | needed to do was follow my path home once more.

Therewas atroll waiting for me, under the bridge.
“I'matrall,” he said. Then he paused, and added, more or |less as an afterthought, “Fol rol de ol rol.”

Hewas huge: his head brushed the top of the brick arch. He was more or lesstranducent: | could seethe
bricks and trees behind him, dimmed but not lost. Hewas al my nightmares given flesh. He had huge
strong teeth, and rending claws, and strong, hairy hands. His hair waslong, like one of my sister’slittle
plastic gonks, and his eyes bulged. He was naked, and his penis hung from the bush of gonk hair

between hislegs.

“I heard you, Jack,” he whispered, in avoice likethe wind. “1 heard you trip-trapping over my bridge.
And now I’m going to eat your life”

| was only seven, but it was daylight, and | do not remember being scared. It isgood for children to find
themsalves facing the dements of afairy tale—they are well-equipped to ded with these.

“Don't eat me” | said to thetroll. | waswearing astripy brown T-shirt and brown corduroy trousers.
My hair aso was brown, and | was missing afront tooth. | waslearning to whistle between my teeth, but
wasn't there yet.

“I’'m going to et your life, Jack,” said thetroll.

| stared thetroll in the face. “My big Sister is going to be coming down the path soon,” | lied, “and she's
far tastier than me. Eat her instead.”

Thetroll sniffed theair, and smiled. “You'redl done,” he said. “Ther€ s nothing €l se on the path.
Nothing a al.” Then heleaned down, and ran hisfingersover me: it felt like butterflies were brushing my
face—like the touch of ablind person. Then he snuffled hisfingers, and shook hishuge head. “ Y ou don’t
have abig sster. You've only ayounger ster, and she' s at her friend' stoday.”



“Canyoutell dl that from sme|?’ | asked, amazed.

“Trolls can smdl therainbows, trolls can smell the sars,” it whispered, sadly. “Trolls can smell the
dreams you dreamed before you were ever born. Come closeto meand I'll eat your life”

“I’ve got precious stonesin my pocket,” | told thetroll. “ Take them, not me. Look.” | showed him the
lavajewd rocks| had found earlier.

“Clinker,” said thetrall. “ The discarded refuse of steam trains. Of no valueto me.”

He opened his mouth wide. Sharp teeth. Breath that smelled of leaf mold and the underneaths of things.
“Eat. Now.”

He became more and more solid to me, more and more red; and the world outside became flatter,
began to fade.

“Wait.” | dug my feet into the damp earth benesth the bridge, wiggled my toes, held on tightly to the redl
world. | stared into hisbig eyes. “ Y ou don’'t want to eat my life. Not yet. I—I’m only seven. | haven't
lived at dl yet. There are books | haven't read yet. I’ ve never been on an airplane. | can’'t whistle
yet—not redly. Why don’t you let me go? When I’'m older and bigger and more of amed I'll come
back to you.”

Thetroll stared a me with eyeslike headlamps.

Then it nodded.

“When you come back, then,” it said. And it smiled.

| turned around and walked back down the silent straight path where the railway lines had once been.
After awhilel beganto run.

| pounded down the track in the green light, puffing and blowing, until | felt astabbing ache beneath my
rib cage, the pain of stitch; and, clutching my side, | sumbled home.

Thefields started to go, as| grew older. One by one, row by row, houses sprang up with roads named
after wildflowers and respectable authors. Our home—an aging, tattered Victorian house—was sold,
and torn down; new houses covered the garden.

They built houses everywhere.

| once got lost in the new housing estate that covered two meadows | had once known every inch of. |
didn’t mind too much that the fields were going, though. The old manor house was bought by a
multinationd, and the grounds became more houses.

It was eight years before | returned to the old railway line, and when | did, | was not aone.
| wasfifteen; I’ d changed schoolstwice in that time. Her name was Louise, and shewas my first love.

| loved her gray eyes, and her finelight brown hair, and her gawky way of walking (likeafawn just
learning to wak which sounds redlly dumb, for which | gpologize): | saw her chewing gum, when | was
thirteen, and | fell for her like asuicide from abridge.



The main trouble with being in love with Louise was that we were best friends, and we were both going
out with other people.

I’d never told her | loved her, or even that | fancied her. We were buddies.

I’d been at her house that evening: we sat in her room and played Rattus Norvegicus, thefirst Stranglers
LP. It was the beginning of punk, and everything seemed so exciting: the posshilities, in muscasin
everything e se, were endless. Eventually it wastime for me to go home, and she decided to accompany
me. We held hands, innocently, just pals, and we sirolled the ten-minute walk to my house.

The moon was bright, and the world was visible and colorless, and the night was warm.

We got to my house. Saw the lightsinside, and stood in the driveway, and talked about the band | was
garting. Wedidn'tgoin.

Then it was decided that I’d walk her home. So we walked back to her house.

She told me about the battles she was having with her younger sister, who was stealing her makeup and
perfume. Louise suspected that her sister was having sex with boys. Louise was avirgin. We both were.

We stood in the road outside her house, under the sodium-yellow streetlight, and we stared at each
other’sblack lipsand paeydlow faces.

We grinned a each other.

Then we just walked, picking quiet roads and empty paths. In one of the new housing etates, a path led
usinto the woodland, and we followed it.

The path was straight and dark, but the lights of distant houses shone like tars on the ground, and the
moon gave us enough light to see. Once we were scared, when something snuffled and snorted in front of
us. We pressed close, saw it was a badger, laughed and hugged and kept on walking.

We talked quiet nonsense about what we dreamed and wanted and thought.
And al thetime | wanted to kiss her and fedl her breasts, and hold her, and be held by her.

Findly | saw my chance. There was an old brick bridge over the path, and we stopped beneath it. |
pressed up againgt her. Her mouth opened against mine.

Then shewent cold and siff, and stopped moving.

“Helo,” sad thetroll.

| let go of Louise. It was dark beneath the bridge, but the shape of the troll filled the darkness.
“I froze her,” said thetroll, “so we can talk. Now: I’'m going to eet your life.”

My heart pounded, and | could fed mysdlf trembling.

“No.”

“You said you' d come back to me. And you have. Did you learn to whistle€?’

“yes”

“That’sgood. | never could whistle” It sniffed, and nodded. “I am pleased. Y ou have grown in life and



experience. Moreto eat. Morefor me.”

| grabbed Louise, ataut zombie, and pushed her forward. “Don’'t take me. | don’t want to die. Take her.
| bet she’ smuch tastier than me. And she’ stwo months older than | am. Why don’t you take her?’

Thetroll wasglent.

It sniffed Louise from toe to head, snuffling at her feet and crotch and breasts and hair.
Then it looked a me.

“She'san innocent,” it said. “You'renot. | don't want her. | want you.”

| walked to the opening of the bridge and stared up at the starsin the night.

“But there' sso much I’ ve never done,” | said, partly to mysdf. “I mean, I've never. Well, I’ ve never had
sex. And I’ ve never beento America. | haven't...” | paused. “I haven't done anything. Not yet.”

Thetroll sad nothing.

“I could come back to you. When I’m older.”

Thetroll said nothing.

“I will come back. Honest 1 will.”

“Come back to me?’ said Louise. “Why? Where are you going?’

| turned around. Thetroll had gone, and the girl | had thought | loved was standing in the shadows
beneath the bridge.

“We regoing home,” | told her. “Comeon.”
We walked back, and never said anything.

She went out with the drummer in the punk band | started, and, much later, married someone else. We
met once, on atrain, after shewas married, and she asked meif | remembered that night.

| said | did.

“I redly liked you, that night, Jack,” shetold me. “I thought you were going to kissme. | thought you
were going to ask me out. | would have said yes. If you had.”

“But | didn't.”
“No,” shesaid. “Youdidn't.” Her hair was cut very short. It didn’t suit her.

| never saw her again. The trim woman with the taut smile was not the girl | had loved, and talking to her
made me fed uncomfortable.

| moved to London, and then, some years later, | moved back again, but the town | returned to was not
the town | remembered: there were no fields, no farms, no little flint lanes; and | moved away as soon as
| could, to atiny village ten miles down the road.



| moved with my family—I was married by now, with atoddler—into an old house that had once, many
years before, been arailway gation. The tracks had been dug up, and the old couple who lived opposite
us used the ground where the tracks had been to grow vegetables.

| was getting older. Oneday | found agray hair; on another, | heard arecording of mysdlf talking, and |
redized | sounded just like my father.

| wasworking in London, doing A& R for one of the mgjor record companies. | was commuting into
London by train most days, coming back some evenings.

| had to keep asmadll flat in London; it's hard to commute when the bands you' re checking out don't
even stagger onto the stage until midnight. It aso meant that it wasfairly easy to get laid, if | wanted to,
which | did.

| thought that Eleanora—that was my wife'sname; | should have mentioned that before, |
suppose—didn’t know about the other women; but | got back from atwo-week jaunt to New Y ork one
winter’ sday, and when | arrived at the house it was empty and cold.

She had |eft aletter, not anote. Fifteen pages, negtly typed, and every word of it wastrue. Including the
PS, which read: Y ou redlly don’'t love me. And you never did.

| put on aheavy coat, and | left the house and just walked, stunned and dightly numb.

There was no snow on the ground, but there was ahard frogt, and the leaves crunched under my feet as|
waked. The trees were skeletal black against the harsh gray winter sky.

| walked down the side of the road. Cars passed me, traveling to and from London. Once | tripped on a
branch, haf hidden in ahegp of brown leaves, ripping my trousers, cutting my leg.

| reached the next village. Therewas ariver at right anglesto the road, and apath I’ d never seen before
besdeit, and | waked down the path, and stared at the partly frozen river. It gurgled and plashed and

sang.
The path led off through fields; it was straight and grassy.

| found arock, haf buried, on one side of the path. | picked it up, brushed off the mud. It was amelted
lump of purplish stuff, with astrange rainbow sheentoit. | put it into the pocket of my coat and held it in
my hand as| walked, its presence warm and reassuring.

The river meandered away acrossthefields, and | walked onin silence.

| had walked for an hour before | saw houses—new and small and square—on the embankment above
me

And then | saw the bridge, and | knew where | was: | was on the old railway path, and I’ d been coming
down it from the other direction.

There were graffiti painted on the side of the bridge: BARRY LOVES SUSAN and the omnipresent NF
of the Nationa Front.

| stood benesath the bridge in the red brick arch, stood among the ice-cream wrappers, and the crisp
packets, and watched my breath steam in the cold afternoon air.

The blood had dried into my trousers.



Cars passed over the bridge above me; | could hear aradio playing loudly in one of them.
“Hello?’ | said quietly, feding embarrassed, feding foolish. “Hello?’

There was no answer. The wind rustled the crisp packets and the leaves.

“I came back. | said | would. And | did. Hello?’

Slence

| began to cry then, supidly, silently, sobbing under the bridge.

A hand touched my face, and | looked up.

“I didn’t think you’ d come back,” said thetroll.

Hewas my height now, but otherwise unchanged. Hislong gonk hair was unkempt and had leavesiniit,
and hiseyeswerewide and lonely.

| shrugged, then wiped my face with the deeve of my coat. “I came back.”
Three kids passed above us on the bridge, shouting and running.
“I’'matroll,” whispered thetroll inasmall, scared voice. “Fol rol deal rol.”
Hewastrembling.

| held out my hand and took his huge clawed paw in mine. | smiled at him. “1t' sokay,” | told him.
“Honedtly. It' sokay.”

Thetroll nodded.

He pushed me to the ground, onto the leaves and the wrappers, and lowered himsdlf on top of me. Then
he raised his head, and opened his mouth, and ate my life with his strong sharp teeth.

When he was finished, the troll stood up and brushed himsalf down. He put his hand into the pocket of
his coat and pulled out abubbly, burnt lump of clinker rock.

Hehddit out to me.
“Thisisyours,” sad thetroll.

| looked at him: wearing my life comfortably, easly, asif he'd been wearing it for years. | took the clinker
from hishand, and sniffed it. | could smell the train from which it had fallen, so long ago. | gripped it
tightly in my hairy hand.

“Thank you,” | said.
“Good luck,” said thetrall.
“Yeah. Wdl. Youtoo.”

Thetroll grinned with my face.



It turned its back on me and began to walk back the way | had come, toward the village, back to the
empty house | had |eft that morning; and it whistled asit walked.

I’ve been here ever since. Hiding. Waiting. Part of the bridge.

| watch from the shadows as the people pass: walking their dogs, or talking, or doing the things that
people do. Sometimes people pause beneath my bridge, to stand, or piss, or makelove. And | watch
them, but say nothing; and they never see me.

Fol rol deal rol.

I’'m just going to stay here, in the darkness under the arch. | can hear you dl out there, trip-trapping,
trip-trapping over my bridge.

Ohyes, | can hear you.

But I’'m not coming out.

Don’t Ask Jack

N OBODY KNEW WHERE THE toy had come from, which great-grandparent or distant aunt had
owned it before it was given to the nursery.

It was abox, carved and painted in gold and red. It was undoubtedly attractive and, or so the grownups
maintained, quite valuable—perhaps even an antique. The latch, unfortunately, was rusted shut, and the
key had been logt, so the Jack could not be released from hisbox. Still, it was aremarkable box, heavy
and carved and giilt.

The children did not play with it. It sat at the bottom of the huge old wooden toy box, which was the
same Size and age as a pirate’ streasure chest, or S0 the children thought. The Jack-in-the-Box was
buried beneath dolls and trains, clowns and paper stars and old conjuring tricks, and crippled marionettes
with their stringsirrevocably tangled, with dressing-up clothes (here the tatters of along-ago wedding
dress, there ablack silk hat crusted with age and time) and costume jewelry, broken hoops and tops and
hobbyhorses. Under them all was Jack’ s box.

The children did not play with it. They whispered among themselves, donein the attic nursery. On gray
days when the wind howled about the house and rain rattled the dates and pattered down the eavesthey
told each other stories about Jack, athough they had never seen him. One claimed that Jack was an evil
wizard, placed in the box as punishment for crimestoo awful to describe; another (I am certain that it
must have been one of the girls) maintained that Jack’ s box was Pandora s box, and he had been placed
in the box as guardian to prevent the bad thingsinsde it from coming out once more. They would not
even touch the box, if they could help it, although when, as happened from time to time, an adult would
comment on the absence of that sweet old Jack-in-the-Box, and retrieve it from the chest, and placeitin
apodtion of honor on the mantel piece, then the children would pluck up their courage and, later, hideit
away once morein the darkness.

The children did not play with the Jack-in-the-Box. And when they grew up and left the great house, the
attic nursery was closed up and almost forgotten.

Almogt, but not entirely. For each of the children, separately, remembered walking aonein the moon's
bluelight, on hisor her own bare feet, up to the nursery. It was amost like deepwalking, feet soundless



on the wood of the stairs, on the threadbare nursery carpet. Remembered opening the treasure chest,
pawing through the dolls and the clothes and pulling out the box.

And then the child would touch the catch, and the lid would open, dow as a sunset, and the music would
begin to play, and Jack came out. Not with a pop and a bounce: he was no spring-heeled Jack. But
deliberatdly, intently, he would rise from the box and motion to the child to come closer, closer, and
amile

And therein the moonlight, he told them each things they could never quite remember, thingsthey were
never able entirely to forget.

The oldest boy died in the Great War. The youngest, after their parents died, inherited the house,
athough it was taken from him when he was found in the cellar one night with cloths and paraffin and
matches, trying to burn the great house to the ground. They took him to the madhouse, and perhaps heis
there ill.

The other children, who had once been girls and now were women, declined, each and every one, to
return to the house in which they had grown up; and the windows of the house were boarded up, and the
doorswere dl locked with huge iron keys, and the ssters visited it as often asthey visited their eldest
brother’ sgrave, or the sad thing that had once been their younger brother, which isto say, never.

Y ears have passed, and the girls are old women, and owls and bats have made their homesin the old
attic nursery; rats build their nests among the forgotten toys. The creatures gaze uncurioudly at the faded
prints on the wall, and stain the remnants of the carpet with their droppings.

And deep within the box within the box, Jack waits and smiles, holding his secrets. Heiswaiting for the
children. He can wait forever.

How to Sdall the Ponti Bridge

MY FAVORITE ROGUES CLUB istheoldest and till the most exclusivein al the Seven Worlds. It
was formed by aloose association of rogues, cheets, scoundrels, and confidence men dmost seventy
thousand years ago. It has been copied many timesin many places (there was one started quite recently,
within the last five hundred years at any rate, in the City of London), but none of the other clubs matches
the origind Rogues Club, inthe city of Lost Carnadine, for atmosphere. No other club has quite so
select amembership.

And the membership of the Lost Carnadine Rogues' Club is particularly sdlect. Y ou will understand the
kind of person who makesit to membership if | tell you that | mysalf have seen, walking or Sitting or
egting or talking, in its many rooms, such notables as Daraxius Lo (who sold the Kzem afrog-bat on a
holy day), Prottle (who sold the palace of the King of Vandariato the King of Vandaria), and the
sef-syled Lord Niff (who, | have heard it whispered, wasthe original inventor of the fox twigt, the cheet
that broke the bank at the Casino Grande). In addition, | have seen Rogues of interuniversal renown fall
to gain admittance to even discuss their membership with the secretary—on one memorable day | passed
afamousfinancier, in company with the head of the Hy-Brasail mafiaand a preeminent prime minister on
their way down the back stairs with the blackest of expressions upon their faces, having obvioudy been
told not even to think about returning. No, the oneswho make it into the Rogues Club are ahigh bunch.
| am sure that you will have heard of each of them. Not under those names, of course, but thetouch is
didinctive, isit not?



| mysdlf gained membership by means of abrilliant piece of creative scientific research, something that
revolutionized the thinking of awhole generation. It was my disdain for regular methodology and, as|
have said, creative research that gained me membership, and when | amin that part of the cosmos |
make a point of stopping off for an evening, taking in some sparkling conversation, drinking the club’s
fine wines, and basking in the presence of my mora equds.

It was late in the evening and the log fire was burning low in the grate, and a handful of us sat and drank
one of the fine dark wines of Spidireenin an acoveinthegreat hal. “ Of course,” one of my new friends
was saying, “there are some scams that no self-respecting rogue would ever touch, they are so old and
clasdessand tired. For example, sdlling atourist the Ponti Bridge.”

“It’ sthe same with Nelson’s Column, or the Eiffel Tower, or the Brooklyn Bridge, back on my
home-world,” | told them. “ Sad little con games, with as much class as a back-aley game of Find the
Lady. But look on the good side: Nobody who sold the Ponti Bridge would ever get membershipina
dublikethis”

“No?’ said aquiet voice from the corner of the room. “How strange. | do believe it wasthetime | sold
the Ponti Bridge that gained me membership inthisclub.” A tal gentleman, quite bad and most
exquisitely dressed, got up from the chair in which he had been sitting, and walked over to us. Hewas
spping the insde of animported rhdm fruit, and smiling, | think &t the effect that he had created. He
walked over to us, pulled up a cushion, and sat down. “1 don’t believe we' ve met,” he said.

My friendsintroduced themsalves (the gray-haired deft woman, Gloathis; the short, quiet dodger
Redcap) asdid I.

He smiled wider. “Y our fame precedes each of you. | am honored. Y ou may cal me Stoat.”

“Stoat?’ said Gloathis. “The only Stoat | ever heard of was the man who pulled the DeranaKite job, but
that was...what, over a hundred years ago. What am | thinking? Y ou adopted the name as atribute, |
presume.”

“You areawisewoman,” said Stoat. “ It would be impossible for me to be the same man.” He leaned
forward on his cushion. “Y ou were talking about the sale of the Ponti Bridge?’

“Indeed we were.”

“And you were dl of the opinion that selling the Ponti Bridgeis ameady scam, unworthy of amember of
this club? And perhaps you areright. Let us examine the ingredients of agood scam.” Heticked off the
points on the fingers of hisleft hand as he spoke. “Firgly, the scam must be credible. Secondly, it must
be smple—the more complex the more chance of error. Thirdly, when the sucker is stung he must be
stung in such away asto prevent him from ever turning to the law. Fourthly, the main-spring of any
elegant con is human greed and human vanity. Ladtly, it must involve trus—confidence, if you will.”

“Surdy,” ssid Gloathis

“So you are tdling me that the sale of the Ponti Bridge—or any other mgor landmark not yoursto
sdll—cannot have these characterigtics? Gentlemen. Lady. Let metell you my story.

“I had arrived in Ponti some years ago dmost penniless. | had but thirty gold crowns, and | needed a
million. Why?1 am afraid that is another story. | took stock of myself—I had the gold crowns and some
smart robes. | was fluent in the aristocratic Ponti didect, and | am, | pride mysdlf, quite brilliant. Still, |
could think of nothing that would bring me the kind of money | had to have in the time by which | needed
it. My mind, usudly teeming and coruscating with fine schemes, was a perfect blank. So, trugting to my



godsto bring meinspiration, | went on aguided tour of thecity....”

Ponti liesto the south and to the east, afree city and port at the foot of the Mountains of Dawn. Ponti isa
gprawling city, on either side of the Bay of Dawn, a beautiful natura harbor. Spanning the bay isthe
bridge, which was built of jewels, of mortar, and of magic nearly two thousand years ago. There were
jeerswhen it wasfirst planned and begun, for none credited that a structure dmost haf amile across
could ever be successfully completed, or would stand for long once erected, but the bridge was
completed, and the jeers turned to gasps of awe and civic pride. It spanned the Bay of Dawn, a perfect
sructure that flashed and shone and glinted in myriad rainbow colors beneath the noon sun.

The tour guide paused at thefoot of it. “ Asyou can see, ladies and gentlemen, if you will examine closdly,
the bridgeisbuilt entirely of precious ssones—rubies, diamonds, sapphires, emerads, chryolanths,
carbuncles, and such—and they are bound together with atransparent mortar which was crafted by the
twin sages Hrolgar and Hrylthfgur out of aprima magic. Thejewe s are dl resl—make no mistake about
that—and were gathered from al five corners of the world by Emmidus, King of Ponti at thetime.”

A smdll boy near the front of the group turned to his mother and announced loudly, “Wedid himin
school. He' s called Emmidus the Last, because there weren't any more after him. And they told us—"

Thetour guide interrupted smoothly. “ The young man is quite correct. King Emmidus bankrupted the
city-date obtaining the jewels, and thus set the scene for our current beneficent Ruling Enclaveto

appear.”

The smdl boy’ s mother was now twisting his ear, which cheered the tour guide up immensdly. “I’'m sure
you' ve heard that confidence tricksters are always trying to play touristsfor mugs by telling them that they
are representing the Ruling Enclave, and that as the owners of the bridge they are entitled to sdll it. They
get ahefty deposit, then scarper. To clarify matters,” he said, as he said five times each day, and he and
the tourists chuckled together, “the bridge is definitely not for sde.” 1t wasagood line. It dwaysgot a

laugh.

His party started to make itsway across the bridge. Only the small boy noticed that one of their number
had remained behind—atall man, quite bald. He stood at the foot of the bridge, lost in contemplation.
The boy wanted to point this out to everybody, but his ear hurt, and so he said nothing.

The man at the foot of the bridge smiled abruptly. “Not for sale, eh?” he said doud. Then he turned and
walked back to the city.

They were playing agame not unlike tenniswith large heavy-strung racquets and jeweled skullsfor bals.
The skullswere 0 satisfying in the way they thunked when hit cleanly, in theway they curved in great
looping parabolas across the marble court. The skulls had never sat on human necks; they had been
obtained, at great loss of life and significant expense, from ademon race in the highlands, and, afterward
jeweled (emeralds and sweet rubies set in alacy dlver filigree in the eye sockets and about the jawlbone)
in Carthus' s own workshops.

It was Carthus s serve.

He reached for the next skull in the pile and held it up to the light, marveling at the craftsmanship, in the
way that thejewels, when struck by the light at a certain angle, seemed to glow with an inner
luminescence. He could have told you the exact value and the probabl e provenance of each



jewe—perhaps the very mine from which it had been dug. The skullswere aso beautiful: bone the color
of milky mother-of-pearl, tranducent and fine. Each had cost him more than the value of the jewels set in
its eegant bony face. The demon race had now been hunted to the verge of extinction, and the skulls
were wel-nigh irreplacegble.

Helobbed the skull over the net. Aathiastruck it neatly back at him, forcing him to runto meet it (his
footsteps echoing on the cold marble floor) and—thunk—Hhit it back to her.

Shedmost reached it in time. Almost, but not quite: the skull eluded her racquet and fell toward the stone
floor and then, only an inch or so above the ground, it stopped, bobbing dightly, asif immersed inliquid
or amagnetic field.

It was magic, of course, and Carthus had paid most highly for it. He could afford to.
“My point, lady,” he called, bowing low.

Aathia—his partner in dl but love—said nothing. Her eyes glinted like chips of ice, or like the jewelsthat
were the only things she loved. Carthus and Aathia, jewel merchants. They made a strange pair.

There was adiscreet cough from behind Carthus. He turned to see awhite-tuniced dave holding a
parchment scroll. “Yes?’ said Carthus. He wiped the swesat from his face with the back of his hand.

“A message, lord. The man who left it said that it was urgent.”
Carthus grunted. “Who'sit from?’
“I have not opened it. | wastold it wasfor your eyes and the eyes of the Lady Aathia, and for no other.”

Carthus stared at the parchment scroll but made no moveto take it. He was abig man with afleshy face,
sandy receding hair, and aworried expression. His business rivals—and there were many, for Ponti had
become, over the years, the center of the wholesale jewel business—had learned that his expression held
no clueto hisinner fedings. In many casesit had cost them money to learn this.

“Takethe message, Carthus,” said Aathia, and when he did not, she walked around the net herself and
plucked the scroll from the dave sfingers. “Leave us”

The dave s bare feet were soundless on the chill marblefloor.

Aathiabroke the sedl with her deeve knife and unrolled the parchment. Her eyesflicked over it once,
fast, then again at adower pace. Shewhigtled. “Here...” Carthustook it and read it through.

“I— really don’'t know what to make of it,” he said in ahigh, petulant voice. With his racquet he rubbed
absentmindedly at the small crisscross scar on hisright cheek. The pendant that hung about his neck,
proclaiming him one of the High Council of the Ponti Jewel Merchants Guild, stuck briefly to his sweety
skin, and then siwung free. “What do you think, my flower?”

“I am not your ‘flower.””
“Of course not, lady.”

“Better, Carthus. We [l make ared citizen of you yet. Wdll, for agtart, the nameisobvioudy fase.
‘Glew Croall’ indeed! There are more men named Glew Croll in Ponti than there are diamondsin your
storehouses. The addressis obvioudy rented accommodation in the Undercliffs. There was no ring mark



onthewax sedl. It' sasif he has gone out of hisway to maintain anonymity.”

“Yes. | can seedl that. But what about this* business opportunity’ he talks about? And if it is, ashe
implies, Ruling Enclave business, why would it be carried on with the secrecy he requests?’

She shrugged. “The Ruling Enclave has never been averse to secrecy. And, reading between thelines, it
would appear that thereisagreat ded of wedth involved.”

Carthuswas sllent. He reached down to the skull pile, leaned hisracquet against it, and placed the scroll
besideit. He picked up alarge skull. He caressed it gently with his blunt, stubby fingers. “Y ou know,” he
said, asif gpeaking to the skull, “this could be my chance to get one up on the the rest of the bleederson
the Guild High Council. Dead-blood aristocratic half-wits.”

“There speaksthe son of adave,” said Aathia. “If it wasn't for my name you would never have made
council membership.”

“Shut up.” His expression was vaguely worried, which meant nothing &t dl. “I can show them. I’'m going
to show them. You'll see”

He hefted the Skull in hisright hand asiif testing the weight of it, reveling in and computing the value of the
bone, the jewds, the fine-worked silver. Then he spun around, suprisingly fast for one so big, and threw
the skull with al hismight a afar pillar, well beyond thefield of play. It seemed to hang in the air forever
and then, with apainful downess, it hit the pillar and smashed into athousand fragments. The
amogt-musicd tinkling soundsit made asit did so were very beautiful.

“I'll go and change and meet this Glew Crall then,” muttered Carthus. He walked out of the room,
carrying the scroll with him. Aathiastared a him as he left, then she clapped her hands, summoning a
daveto clear up the mess.

The cavesthat honeycomb the rock on the north sde of the Bay of Dawn, down into the bay, beneath
the bridge, are known as the Underdliffs. Carthustook his clothes off at the door, handing them to his
dave, and waked down the narrow stone steps. His flesh gave an involuntary shiver as he entered the
water (kept alittle below blood temperature in the aristocratic manner, but till chill after the heat of the
day), and he swam down the corridor into an anteroom. Reflected light glimmered acrossthe walls. On
the water floated four other men and two women. They lounged on large wooden floats, e egantly carved
into the shapes of waterbirds and fish.

Carthus swam over to an empty float—a dol phin—and hauled hisbulk up onto it. Like the other six he
wore nothing but the Jawders Guild High Council pendant. All the High Council members, bar one,
werethere.

“Where sthe president?’ he asked of no onein particular.

A skeletal woman with flawless white skin pointed to one of the inner rooms. Then she yawned and
twisted her body, arippling twigt, at the end of which she was off the float—hers was carved into the
shape of agiant swan—and into the water. Carthus envied and hated her: that twist had been one of the
twelve so-caled noble dives. He knew that, despite having practiced for years, he could not hopeto
emulate her.

“Effete bitch,” he muttered benegth his breeth. Still, it was reassuring to see other council members here.
Hewondered if any of them knew anything hedidn't.

There was a splashing behind him, and he turned. Wommet, the council president, was clutching



Carthus sfloat. They bowed to each other, then Wommet (asmall hunchback, whose ever so many
times great-grandfather had made his fortune finding for King Emmidus the jewel s that had bankrupted
Ponti, and had thus laid the foundations for the Ruling Enclave’ s two-thousand-yesar rule) said, “He will
speak to you next, Messire Carthus. Down the corridor on the l€eft. It sthe first room you cometo.”

The other council members, on their floats, looked at Carthus blankly. They were aristocrats of Ponti,
and so they hid their envy and their irritation that Carthus was going in before them, athough they did not
hideit aswell asthey thought they did; and, somewhere deep inside, Carthus smiled.

He suppressed the urge to ask the hunchback what this businesswas al about, and he dipped off his
float. The warmed seawater stung his eyes.

Theroom in which Grew Croll waited was up severa rock steps, and was dry and dark and smoky.
Onelamp burned fitfully on the table in the center of the room. There was arobe on the chair, and
Carthus dipped it on. A man stood in the shadows beyond the lamplight, but even in the murk Carthus
could seethat hewastall and completely bald.

“I bid you good day,” said a cultured voice.
“And on your house and kin aso,” responded Carthus.

“Sit down, St down. Asyou have undoubtedly inferred from the message | sent you, thisis Ruling
Enclave business. Now, before another word issaid, | must ask you to read and sign this oath of
secrecy. Take dl thetime you need.” He pushed a paper acrossthetable: it was a comprehensive oath,
pledging Carthusto secrecy about al matters discussed during their meeting on pain of the Ruling
Enclave' s“extreme digpleasure’—a polite euphemism for death. Carthusread it over twice. “It—itisn't

anythingillegd, isit?”

“Sir!” The cultured voice was offended. Carthus shrugged his great shoulders and signed. The paper was
taken from hisfingers and placed in atrunk at the far end of the hall. “Very good. We can get down to
business then. Something to drink? Smoke? Inhae? No?Very well.”

A pause.

“Asyou may have dready surmised, Glew Crall isnot my name. | am ajunior administrative member of
the Ruling Enclave.” (Carthus grunted, his suspicions confirmed, and he scratched hisear.) “Messire
Carthus, what do you know of the Bridge of Ponti?’

“Same aseveryone. Nationd landmark. Tourigt attraction. Very impressiveif you like that sort of thing.
Built of jewelsand magic. Jewelsaren't dl of the highest quality, dthough there' sarose diamond at the
summit as big asababy’ sfist, and reportedly flawless....”

“Very good. Have you heard the term ‘magica hdf-life 7’

Carthus hadn’t. Not that he could recall. “I’ ve heard theterm,” he said, “but I’m not amagician,
obvioudy, and...”

“A magicad hdf-life, messre, isthe nigromantic term for the length of time amagician, warlock, witch, or
whatever’ smagic lasts after hisor her desth. A smple hedge witch's conjurations and so on will often
vanish and be done with on the moment of her death. At the other end of the scale you have such
phenomena as the Sea Serpent Sea, in which the purely magica sea serpents il frolic and bask almost
nine thousand years after the execution of Cilimwai Lah, their cresator.”

“Right. That. Yes, | knew that.”



“Good. Then you will understand the import when | tell you that the haf-life of the Ponti
Bridge—according to the wisest of our natural philosophers—islittle more than two thousand years.
Soon, perhaps very soon, messire, it will begin to crumble and collapse.”

Thefat jewder gasped. “But that’ sterrible. If the news got around...” Hetrailed off, weighing up the
implications.

“Precisdy. There would be panic. Trouble. Unrest. The news cannot be alowed to lesk out until we are
ready, hence this secrecy.”

“I think I will havethat drink now, please,” said Carthus.

“Very wise.” The bad nobleman unstoppered a crysta flagon and poured clear blue wine into agoblet.
He passed it across the table and continued. “ Any jewe er—and there are only seven in Ponti and
perhaps two others el sawhere who could cope with the volume—who was permitted to demolish and
keep the materiads of the Ponti Bridge would regain whatever he paid for it in publicity alone, leaving
asdethevdue of thejewes. It ismy task to talk to the city’ s most prestigious wholesd e jewel ers about
this matter.

“The Ruling Enclave has anumber of concerns. Asyou canimagine, if the jewelswere dl released at
once in Ponti, they would soon be amost worthless. In exchange for entire ownership of the bridge, the
jeweler would have to undertake to build a structure beneath it, and as the bridge crumbleshe or she
would collect the jewds, and would undertake to sell no more than half a percent of them within the city
walls. You, asthe senior partner in Carthus and Aathia, are one of the people | have been appointed to
discuss this maiter with.”

Thejeweler shook his head. It seemed amost too good to be true—if he could get it. “ Anything €l se?”
he asked. His voice was casual. He sounded uninterested.

“I am but ahumble servant of the Enclave,” said the bald man. “They, for their part, will wishto makea
profit on this. Each of you will submit atender for the bridge, viamysdlf, to the Ruling Enclave. Thereis
to be no conferring among you jeweers. The Enclave will choose the best offer and then, in open and
forma sesson, the winner will be announced and then—and only then—uwiill the winner pay any money
into the city treasury. Most of thewinning bid, as | understand things, will go toward the building of
another bridge (out of sgnificantly more mundane materids, | suspect) and to paying for aferry for the
citizenswhilethereisno bridge.”

‘| see”

Thetall man stared at Carthus. To the jeweer it seemed asif those hard eyeswere boring into his soul.
“Y ou have exactly five daysto submit your tender, Carthus. Let mewarn you of two things. Firdly, if
thereisany indication of collaboration between any of you jewelers, you will earn the Enclave s extreme
displeasure. Secondly, if anybody finds out about the spell fatigue, then we will not waste timein finding
out which of you jewelers opened his mouth too wide and not too well. The High Council of the Ponti
Jewelers Guild will be replaced with another council, and your businesseswill be annexed by the
city—yperhapsto be offered as prizes in the next Autumn Games. Do | make my meaning plain?’

Carthus svoicewas grave in histhroat. “Yes.”
“Go then. Y our tender in five days, remember. Send another in.”

Carthus left theroom asif in adream, croaked “ He wants you now,” to the nearest High Council
member in the anteroom, and was relieved to find himsdf outside in the sunlight and the fresh air. Far



above him the jeweled heights of the Ponti Bridge stood, asthey had stood, glinting and twinkling and
shining down on the town, for the last two thousand years.

He squinted: Wasit hisimagination, or were the jewelsless bright, the structure less permanent, the
whole glorious bridge subtly less magnificent than before? Wasthe air of permanence that hung about the
bridge beginning to fade away?

Carthus began to calculate the value of the bridge in terms of jewd weight and volume. He wondered
how Aathiawould treat him if he presented her with the rose diamond from the summit; and the High
Council would not view him as anouveau riche upstart, not him, not if he was the man who bought the
Ponti Bridge.

Oh, they would al treat him better. There was no doubt of that.

One by one, the man who called himsdlf Glew Croll saw the jewel merchants. Each reacted in hisor her
own way—shock or laughter, sorrow or gloom—at the news of the spdll fatigue in the binding of the
Ponti Bridge. And, beneath the sneers or the dismay, each of them began to judge profits and baance
sheets, mentdly judge and guess possible tenders, activate spiesinrival jewelers houses.

Carthus himsdlf told no one anything, not even his beloved, unattainable Aathia. He locked himsdlf in his
study and wrote tenders, tore them up, wrote tenders once again. Therest of the jeweerswere smilarly
occupied.

The fire had burned out in the Rogues Club, leaving only afew red embersin abed of gray ash, and
dawn was painting the sky silver. Gloathis, Redcap, and | had listened to the man called Stoat al night. It
was at this point in his narrative that he leaned back on his cushion, and he grinned.

“So thereyou haveit, friends,” hesaid. “A perfect scam. En?’

| glanced at Gloathis and Redcap, and was relieved to see that they looked asblank as| felt.
“I’'msorry,” said Redcap. “I just don't see...”

“You don't see, en? And what about you, Gloathis? Do you see? Or are your eyes covered with mud?’

Gloathis|ooked serious. She said, “Wall...you obvioudy convinced them al that you were a
representative of the Ruling Enclave—and having them al meet in the anteroom was an inspired idea. But
| fail to seethe profitin thisfor you. Y ou' ve said that you need amillion, but none of them isgoing to pay
anything to you. They arewaiting for a public announcement that will never come, and then the chanceto
pay their money into the public treasury....”

“You think likeamug,” said Stoat. He looked at me and raised an eyebrow. | shook my head. “ And you
cdl yoursdf rogues.”

Redcap looked exasperated. “| just don't see the profit init! Y ou ve spent your thirty gold coinson
renting the offices and sending the messages. Y ou’ ve told them you' re working for the Enclave, and they
will pay everythingtothe Enclave....”

It was hearing Redcap spell it out that did it. | saw it al, and | understood, and as | understood | could
fed the laughter welling up insdeme. | tried to keep it inside, and the effort most choked me. “Oh,
priceless, priceess,” wasdl | could say for some moments. My friends stared at me, irritated. Stoat said
nothing, but he waited.



| got up, leaned in to Stoat, and whispered in his ear. He nodded once, and | began to chortle once
agan.
“At least one of you has some potential,” said Stoat. Then he stood up. He drew his robes around him

and swept off down the torch-lined corridors of the Lost Carnadine Rogues' Club, vanishing into the
shadows. | stared after him as heleft. The other two were looking at me.

“I don’'t understand,” said Redcap.
“What did hedo?’ begged Gloathis.

“Cdl yoursdlf rogues?’ | asked. “I worked it out for myself. Why can’'t you two smply...Oh, very well.
After the jewders|eft his office he let them stew for afew days, letting the tension build and build. Then,
secretly, he arranged to see each of the jewelers at different times and in different places—probably
lowlife taverns.

“And in each tavern he would greet the jeweler and point out the one thing that he—or they—had
overlooked. The tenders would be submitted to the Enclave through my friend. He could arrange for the
jewder he was talking to—Carthus, say—to put in the winning tender.

“For of course, he was open to bribery.”

Gloathis dapped her forehead. “I'm such an oaf! | should have seen it! He could easily haverakedina
million gold coins' worth of bribes from that lot. And oncethelast jewder paid him, he d vanish. The
jewders couldn’t complain—if the Enclave thought they’ d tried to bribe someone they thought to be an
Enclave officid, they’ d belucky to keep their right arms, let donetheir lives and businesses. What a
perfect con.”

And therewas slencein the Hal of the Lost Carnadine Rogues Club. We werelost in contempl ation of
the brilliance of the man who sold the Ponti Bridge.

October in the Chair

O CTOBER WASIN THE chair, so it was chilly that evening, and the leaves were red and orange and
tumbled from the trees that circled the grove. The twelve of them sat around a campfire roasting huge
sausages on sticks, which spat and crackled asthe fat dripped onto the burning applewood, and drinking
fresh gpple cider, tangy and tart in their mouths.

April took adainty bite from her sausage, which burst open as she bit into it, spilling hot juice down her
chin. “Beshrew and suck ordureonit,” she said.

Squat March, gtting next to her, laughed, low and dirty, and then pulled out a huge, filthy handkerchief.
“Hereyou go,” he said.

April wiped her chin. “Thanks,” she said. “ The cursed bag of innards burned me. I'll have ablister there
tomorrow.”

September yawned. *Y ou are such ahypochondriac,” he said, acrossthefire. “And such language.” He
had a pencil-thin mustache and was balding in the front, which made hisforehead seem high and wise.

“Lay off her,” said May. Her dark hair was cropped short against her skull, and she wore sensible boots.
She smoked asmadl brown cigarillo that smelled heavily of cloves. “ She' ssengtive.”

“Oh puhlease,” said September. “ Spare me.”



October, conscious of hisposition in the chair, sipped his apple cider, cleared histhroat, and said,
“Okay. Who wantsto begin?’ The chair he sat in was carved from one large block of oakwood, inlaid
with ash, with cedar, and with cherrywood. The other eeven sat on tree sumps equally spaced about the
small bonfire. The tree stumps had been worn smooth and comfortable by years of use.

“What about the minutes?” asked January. “We dways do minuteswhen I’'min the chair.”
“But you aren’t in the chair now, are you, dear?” said September, an e egant creature of mock solicitude.
“What about the minutes?’ repeated January. “Y ou can't ignore them.”

“Let thelittle buggerstake care of themsdves” said April, one hand running through her long blonde hair.
“And | think September should go first.”

September preened and nodded. “Ddlighted,” he said.

“Hey,” said February. “Hey-hey-hey-hey-hey-hey-hey. | didn’t hear the chairman ratify that. Nobody
gartstill October sayswho starts, and then nobody e se talks. Can we have maybe the tiniest semblance
of order here?” He peered at them, small, pale, dressed entirely in blues and grays.

“It'sfine,” said October. His beard was al colors, agrove of treesin autumn, deep brown and fire
orange and wine red, an untrimmed tangle across the lower haf of hisface. His cheeks were gpple red.
Helooked like afriend; like someone you had known al your life. * September can go firdt. Let’sjust get
itralling.”

September placed the end of his sausage into his mouth, chewed daintily, and drained his cider mug.
Then he stood up and bowed to the company and began to speak.

“Laurent DeLidewasthefinest chef inall of Sesttle, at least, Laurent Del_ide thought so, and the
Michelin stars on hisdoor confirmed him in his opinion. He was aremarkable chef, it istrue—his minced
lamb brioche had won severd awards; his smoked quail and white truffle ravioli had been described in
the Gastronome as ‘ the tenth wonder of theworld.” But it was hiswine cdlar...ah, hiswinecdlar...that
was his source of pride and his passion.

“I understand that. The last of the white grapes are harvested in me, and the bulk of the reds. | gppreciate
finewines, the aroma, the taste, the aftertaste aswell.

“Laurent DeLide bought hiswines at auctions, from private wine lovers, from reputable deders. he would
ingst on apedigree for each wine, for wine frauds are, das, too common, when the bottleis selling for
perhaps five, ten, a hundred thousand dollars, or pounds, or euros.

“The treasure—the jewel—the rarest of the rare and the ne plus ultraof histemperature-controlled wine
cellar was abottle of 1902 Chéteau Lefitte. It was on the wine list at one hundred and twenty thousand
dollars, dthough it was, in true terms, priceless, for it wasthe last bottle of itskind.”

“Excuseme,” said August politely. Hewasthe fattest of them dl, histhin hair combed in golden wigps
across hispink pate.

September glared down at his neighbor. “Y es?’

“Isthis the one where some rich dude buys the wine to go with the dinner, and the chef decides that the
dinner the rich dude ordered isn’t good enough for the wine, so he sends out a different dinner, and the



guy takes one mouthful, and he'sgot, like, somerare dlergy and he just dieslike that, and the wine never
getsdrunk after al?’

September said nothing. He looked agreat ded.

“Becauseif itis, you told it before. Y ears ago. Dumb story then. Dumb story now.” August smiled. His
pink cheeks shonein thefirelight.

September said, “Obvioudy pathos and culture are not to everyone' staste. Some people prefer their
barbecues and beer, and some of uslike—"

February said, “Well, | hateto say this, but he kind of does have apoint. It hasto be anew story.”

September raised an eyebrow and pursed hislips. “1I’m done,” he said abruptly. He sat down on his
sump.

They looked at one another acrossthefire, the months of the year.

June, hesitant and clean, raised her hand and said, “1 have one about aguard on the X-ray machines at
LaGuardia Airport, who could read al about people from the outlines of their luggage on the screen, and
one day she saw aluggage X-ray so beautiful that shefell in love with the person, and she had to figure
out which person in thelineit was, and she couldn’t, and she pined for months and months. And when
the person came through again she knew it thistime, and it was the man, and he was awizened old
Indian man and she was pretty and black and, like, twenty-five, and she knew it would never work out
and shelet him go, because she could also see from the shapes of his bags on the screen that he was
going to die soon.”

October sad, “Fair enough, young June. Tdll that one.”
June gtared at him, like aspooked animd. “1 just did,” she said.

October nodded. “ So you did,” he said, before any of the others could say anything. And then he said,
“Shdl we proceed to my story, then?’

February sniffed. “ Out of order there, big fella. The man in the chair only tells his story when the rest of
us are through. Can't go straight to the main event.”

May was placing adozen chestnuts on the grate above thefire, deploying them into patterns with her
tongs. “Let him tell hisstory if hewantsto,” she said. “God knowsit can't be worse than the one about
thewine. And | have thingsto be getting back to. Flowers don’'t bloom by themsdves. All in favor?’

“You'retaking thisto aforma vote?’ February said. “I cannot believethis. | cannot believethisis
happening.” He mopped his brow with a handful of tissues, which he pulled from hisdeeve.

Seven hands were raised. Four people kept their hands down—February, September, January, and July.
(“I don't have anything persona on this” said July apologeticaly. “It's purdly procedura. We shouldn’t
be setting precedents.”)

“It'ssettled then,” said October. “Isthere anything anyone would like to say before | begin?’

“Um. Yes. Sometimes,” said June, “sometimes| think somebody’ s watching us from the woods, and
then | look and thereisn’t anybody there. But | il think it.”

April said, “That' s because you're crazy.”



“Mm,” said September to everybody. “That’ sour April. She' s sensitive, but she' s il the cruelest.”

“Enough,” said October. He stretched in his chair. He cracked a cobnut with histeeth, pulled out the
kernd, and threw the fragments of shell into the fire, where they hissed and spat and popped, and he

began.

There was aboy, October said, who was miserable at home, although they did not beat him. He did not
fit wdl, not hisfamily, histown, nor even hislife. He had two brothers, who were twins, older than he
was, and who hurt him or ignored him, and were popular. They played football: some gamesonetwin
would score more and be the hero, and some games the other would. Their little brother did not play
footbdl. They had anamefor their brother. They called him the Runt.

They had caled him the Runt since he was ababy, and &t first their mother and father had chided them
forit.

Thetwinssaid, “But heisthe runt of the litter. Look at him. Look a us.” The boys were six when they
sad this. Their parents thought it was cute. A name like the Runt can be infectious, so pretty soon the
only person who called him Donald was his grandmother, when she telephoned him on his birthday, and
people who did not know him.

Now, perhaps because names have power, he was arunt: skinny and small and nervous. He had been
born with arunny nose, and it had not stopped running in adecade. At medltimes, if thetwinsliked the
food, they would stedl his; if they did not, they would contrive to place their food on his plate and he
would find himsdlf in trouble for leaving good food uneaten.

Their father never missed afootball game, and would buy an ice cream afterward for the twin who had
scored the most, and a consolation ice cream for the other twin, who hadn’t. Their mother described
hersdlf as a newspaperwoman, although she mostly sold advertising space and subscriptions: she had
gone back to work full-time once the twins were capable of taking care of themsealves.

The other kidsin the boy’ s class admired the twins. They had called him Donald for saverd weeksin first
grade, until the word trickled down that his brothers called him the Runt. Histeachersrarely cdled him
anything at dl, athough among themselves they could sometimes be heard to say that it was apity the
youngest Covay boy didn’t have the pluck or the imagination or the life of hisbrothers.

The Runt could not have told you when hefirst decided to run away, nor when his daydreams crossed
the border and became plans. By the time that he admitted to himself he wasleaving he had alarge
Tupperware container hidden beneath a plastic sheet behind the garage containing three Mars bars, two
Milky Ways, abag of nuts, asmal bag of licorice, aflashlight, several comics, an unopened packet of
beef jerky, and thirty-seven dollars, most of it in quarters. He did not like the taste of beef jerky, but he
had read that explorers had survived for weeks on nothing else; and it was when he put the packet of
beef jerky into the Tupperware box and pressed the lid down with a pop that he knew he was going to
haveto run away.

He had read books, newspapers, and magazines. He knew that if you ran away you sometimes met bad
people who did bad things to you; but he had also read fairy tales, so he knew that there were kind
people out there, Side by side with the monsters.

The Runt was athin ten-year-old, small, with arunny nose and ablank expression. If you wereto try and
pick him out of agroup of boys, you’ d be wrong. He d be the other one. Over at the sSide. The one your

eyedipped over.



All through September he put off leaving. It took aredlly bad Friday, during the course of which both of
his brothers sat on him (and the one who sat on his face broke wind and laughed uproarioudly), for him to
decide that whatever monsters were waiting out in the world would be bearable, perhaps even

preferable.

Saturday, his brothers were meant to be looking after him, but soon they went into town to seeagirl they
liked. The Runt went around the back of the garage and took the Tupperware container out from
benesth the plagtic sheeting. He took it up to his bedroom. He emptied his schoolbag onto his bed, filled
it with his candies and comics and quarters and the beef jerky. Hefilled an empty soda bottle with water.

The Runt walked into town and got on the bus. He rode west, ten-dollars-in-quarters worth of west, to
aplace hedidn’'t know, which he thought was a good start, then he got off the bus and walked. There
was no sidewak now, so when cars came past he would edge over into the ditch, to safety.

The sun was high. He was hungry, so he rummaged in his bag and pulled out aMars bar. After he ateit
he found he was thirsty, and he drank almost half of the water from his soda bottle before herealized he
was going to haveto ration it. He had thought that once he got out of the town he would see springs of
fresh water everywhere, but there were none to be found. There was ariver, though, that ran beneath a
wide bridge.

The Runt stopped halfway across the bridge to stare down at the brown water. He remembered
something he had been told in schooal: that, in the end, al rivers flowed into the sea. He had never beento
the seashore. He clambered down the bank and followed theriver. There was amuddy path along the
side of theriverbank, and an occasiona beer can or plastic snack packet to show that people had been
that way before, but he saw no one as he walked.

Hefinished hiswater.

Hewondered if they were looking for him yet. Heimagined police cars and helicopters and dogs, all
trying to find him. He would evade them. He would makeit to the sea.

Theriver ran over somerocks, and it splashed. He saw a blue heron, itswingswide, glide past him, and
he saw solitary end-of-season dragonflies, and sometimes small clusters of midges, enjoying the Indian
summer. The blue sky became dusk gray, and abat sivung down to snatch insects from the air. The Runt
wondered where he would deep that night.

Soon the path divided, and he took the branch that led away from theriver, hoping it would lead to a
house or to afarm with an empty barn. He walked for some time, as the dusk deepened, until at theend
of the path he found afarmhouse, half tumbled down and unpleasant looking. The Runt walked around it,
becoming increasingly certain as he waked that nothing could make him go insde, and then he climbed
over abroken fence to an abandoned pasture, and settled down to deep in thelong grass with his
schoolbag for hispillow.

Helay on hisback, fully dressed, staring up at the Sky. He was not in the dightest bit deepy.
“They'll be missng meby now,” hetold himsdlf. “They’ || beworried.”

Heimagined himsdlf coming homein afew years time. The ddight on hisfamily’ sfaces as he waked up
the path to home. Their welcome. Their love....

He woke some hours later, with the bright moonlight in his face. He could see the whole world—as
bright as day, likein the nursery rhyme, but pale and without colors. Above him, the moon wasfull, or
amost, and heimagined aface looking down a him, not unkindly, in the shadows and shapes of the



moon’ s surface.
A voice sad, “Where do you come from?’

He sat up, not scared, not yet, and looked around him. Trees. Long grass. “Where are you? | don’'t see
you.”

Something he had taken for a shadow moved, beside atree on the edge of the pasture, and he saw aboy
of hisown age.

“I"'m running away from home,” said the Runt.

“Whoa,” said the boy. “ That must have taken awholelot of guts.”
The Runt grinned with pride. He didn’t know what to say.
“Youwant towak ahit?’ said the boy.

“Sure,” said the Runt. He moved his schoolbag so it was next to the fence post, so he could awaysfind it
agan.

They waked down the dope, giving awide berth to the old farmhouse.
“Does anyone live there?’ asked the Runt.

“Not redly,” said the other boy. He had fair, fine hair that was dmost white in the moonlight. “ Some
peopletried along time back, but they didn’t likeit, and they left. Then other folk moved in. But nobody
livesthere now. What' s your name?’

“Dondd,” said the Runt. And then, “But they cdl me the Runt. What do they call you?’
Theboy hedtated. “Dearly,” he sad.

“That’ sacool name.”

Dearly said, “1 used to have another name, but | can’t read it anymore.”

They squeezed through ahuge iron gateway, rusted part open, part closed, and they werein thelittle
meadow at the bottom of the dope.

“Thisplaceiscoal,” said the Runt.

There were dozens of stones of dl szesin the smal meadow. Tal stones, bigger than either of the boys,
and small ones, just theright size for Sitting on. There were some broken stones. The Runt knew what
sort of aplacethiswas, but it did not scare him. It was aloved place.

“Who'sburied here?’ he asked.

“Mostly okay people,” said Dearly. “ There used to be atown over there. Past those trees. Then the
railroad came and they built astop in the next town over, and our town sort of dried up and fell in and
blew away. There’ s bushes and trees now, where the town was. Y ou can hidein the treesand go into
the old houses and jump out.”

The Runt said, “Arethey like that farmhouse up there? The houses?’ He didn’t want to go in them, if they
were.



“No,” sad Dearly. “Nobody goesin them, except for me. And some animals, sometimes. I’ m the only
kid around here.”

“I figured,” said the Runt.
“Maybe we can go down and play inthem,” said Dearly.
“That would be pretty cool,” said the Runt.

It was a perfect early October night: amost as warm as summer, and the harvest moon dominated the
sky. Y ou could see everything.

“Which one of theseisyours?’ asked the Runt.

Dearly straightened up proudly and took the Runt by the hand. He pulled him to an overgrown corner of
thefield. Thetwo boys pushed aside the long grass. The stone was set flat into the ground, and it had
dates carved into it from a hundred years before. Much of it wasworn away, but beneath the datesiit
was possible to make out the words

DEARLY DEPARTED WILL NEVER BE FORG
“Forgotten, I'd wager,” said Dearly.
“Yeah, that'swhat I’ d say too,” said the Runt.

They went out of the gate, down agully, and into what remained of the old town. Trees grew through
houses, and buildings had falen in on themsalves, but it wasn't scary. They played hide-and-seek. They
explored. Dearly showed the Runt some pretty cool places, including aone-room cottage that he said
was the oldest building in that whole part of the county. It wasin pretty good shape, too, considering
how old it was.

“I can see pretty good by moonlight,” said the Runt. “Eveninsde. | didn’t know that it was so easy.”
“Yeah,” said Dearly. “ And after awhile you get good at seeing even when there ain’t any moonlight.”
The Runt was envious.

“| got to go to the bathroom,” said the Runt. “Is there somewhere around here?’

Dearly thought for amoment. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I don’t do that stuff anymore. Therearea
few outhouses il standing, but they may not be safe. Best just to do it in the woods.”

“Likeabear,” said the Runt.

Hewalked out the back, into the woods that pushed up against the wall of the cottage, and went behind
atree. HE d never donethat before, in the open air. Hefdlt like awild anima. When he was done he
wiped himsdf off with fallen leaves. Then he went back out the front. Dearly was Sitting in apool of
moonlight, waiting for him.

“How did you die?" asked the Runt.
“I got sick,” said Dearly. “My maw cried and carried on something fierce. Then | died.”

“If | sayed herewith you,” said the Runt, “would | have to be dead, too?’



“Maybe,” sad Dearly. “Wdll, yeah. | guess”

“What'sit like? Being dead?”’

“I don't mind it,” admitted Dearly. “Worst thing is not having anyoneto play with.”

“But there must be lots of people up in that meadow,” said the Runt. “Don'’t they ever play with you?’

“Nope,” said Dearly. “Mostly, they deep. And even when they walk, they can’t be bothered to just go
and see stuff and do things. They can't be bothered with me. Y ou see that tree?”

It was a beech tree, its smooth gray bark cracked with age. It sat in what must once have been the town
sguare, ninety years before.

“Yesh,” said the Runt.

“Youwant to climb it?’

“It lookskind of high.”

“Itis. Red high. But it'sessy to climb. I'll show you.”

It was easy to climb. There were handholdsin the bark, and the boys went up the big beech like a couple
of monkeys or pirates or warriors. From the top of the tree one could see the whole world. The sky was
darting to lighten, just ahair, in the east.

Everything waited. The night was ending. The world was holding its breath, preparing to begin again.
“Thiswasthe best day | ever had,” said the Runt.

“Metoo,” said Dearly. “What you going to do now?’

“I don’t know,” said the Runt.

Heimagined himsdf going on acrosstheworld, dl the way to the sea. Heimagined himsalf growing up
and growing older, bringing himself up by his bootstraps. Somewhere in there he would become
fabuloudy wedthy. And then he would go back to the house with the twinsin it, and he would drive up to
their door in hiswonderful car, or perhaps he would turn up a afootbal game (in hisimagination the
twins had neither aged nor grown) and look down at them in akindly way. He would buy them al—the
twins, his parents—amed at the finest restaurant in the city, and they would tel him how badly they had
misunderstood him and mistreated him. They apologized and wept, and through it dl he said nothing. He
let their gpologies wash over him. And then he would give each of them agift, and afterward he would
leave their lives once more, thistime for good.

It was afine dream.

In redity, he knew, he would keep walking, and be found tomorrow or the day after that, and go home
and beyelled at, and everything would be the same as it ever was, and day after day, hour after hour until
the end of time he’ d till be the Runt, only now they’ d be mad at him for having dared to walk away.

“1 haveto go to bed soon,” said Dearly. He started to climb down the big beech tree.

Climbing down the tree was harder, the Runt found. Y ou couldn’t see where you were putting your feet
and had to fed around for somewhereto put them. Severa times he dipped and did, but Dearly went
down ahead of him and would say thingslike“A little to theright, now,” and they both madeit down just



fine

The sky continued to lighten, and the moon was fading, and it was harder to see. They clambered back
through the gully. Sometimes the Runt wasn't sure that Dearly wasthere at dl, but when he got to the
top, he saw the boy waiting for him.

They didn’'t say much asthey waked up to the meadow filled with stones. The Runt put hisarm over
Dearly’ s shoulder, and they waked in step up the hill.

“Wel,” said Dearly. “ Thanksfor coming over.”

“I had agood time,” said the Runt.

“Yegh,” sad Dearly. “Metoo.”

Down in the woods somewhere abird began to sing.

“If | wanted to stay—7?’ said the Runt, al in aburst. Then he stopped. | might never get another chance
to change it, thought the Runt. He' d never get to the sea. They’ d never let him.

Dearly didn’t say anything, not for along time. Theworld was gray. More birdsjoined thefird.
“I can'tdoit,” sad Dearly eventualy. “ But they might.”
“Who?

“Theonesinthere.” Thefair boy pointed up the dope to the tumbledown farmhouse with the jagged,
broken windows, silhouetted against the dawn. The gray light had not changed it.

The Runt shivered. “There s peoplein there?” he said. “I thought you said it was empty.”

“Itan't empty,” said Dearly. “| said nobody livesthere. Different things.” He looked up at the sky. “I got
to go now,” he added. He squeezed the Runt’ s hand. And then he just was't there any longer.

The Runt stood inthe little graveyard dl on hisown, listening to the birdsong on the morning air. Then he
made hisway up the hill. It was harder by himself.

He picked up his schoolbag from the place he had |ft it. He ate hislast Milky Way and stared at the
tumbledown building. The empty windows of the farmhouse were like eyes, watching him.

It was darker insde there. Darker than anything.

He pushed hisway through the weed-choked yard. The door to the farmhouse was mostly crumbled
away. He stopped at the doorway, hesitating, wondering if thiswaswise. He could smell damp, and rot,
and something € se underneath. He thought he heard something move, deep in the house, in the cdllar,
maybe, or the attic. A shuffle, maybe. Or ahop. It was hard to tell.

Eventudly, hewent indde.

Nobody said anything. October filled hiswooden mug with apple cider when he was done, and drained
it, and filled it again.

“Itwasadgory,” said December. “I'll say that for it.” He rubbed his pae blue eyeswith afist. Thefire



was amost out.

“What happened next?’ asked June nervoudy. “After he went into the house?”’

May, sitting next to her, put her hand on June' sarm. “ Better not to think about it,” she said.
“Anyone dsewant aturn?’ asked August. There was silence. “Then | think we re done.”
“That needsto be an officid motion,” pointed out February.

“All infavor?’ said October. Therewasachorusof “ayes” “All agangt?’ Silence. “Then | declarethis
mesting adjourned.”

They got up from thefireside, stretching and yawning, and walked away into the wood, in ones and twos
and threes, until only October and his neighbor remained.

“Your turn in the chair next time,” said October.

“I' know,” said November. He was pale and thin lipped. He helped October out of the wooden chair. “I
likeyour stories. Mine are dwaystoo dark.”

“I don’'t think so,” said October. “It'sjust that your nights are longer. And you aren’t aswarm.”
“Put it like that,” said November, “and | fed better. | suppose we can’t hep who we are.”

“That’ sthe spirit,” said his brother. And they touched hands as they walked away from the fire' sorange
embers, taking their storieswith them back into the dark.

For Ray Bradbury

Chivalry

M RS. WHITAKER FOUND THE Holy Grail; it was under afur coat.

Every Thursday afternoon Mrs. Whitaker walked down to the post office to collect her pension, even
though her legs were no longer what they were, and on the way back home she would stop in at the
Oxfam Shop and buy hersdlf alittle something.

The Oxfam Shop sold old clothes, knickknacks, oddments, bits and bobs, and large quantities of old
paperbacks, al of them donations: secondhand flotsam, often the house clearances of the dead. All the
profits went to charity.

The shop was staffed by volunteers. The volunteer on duty this afternoon was Marie, seventeen, dightly
overweight, and dressed in abaggy mauve jumper which looked like she had bought it from the shop.

Marie sat by thetill with acopy of Modern Woman magazine, filling out a“Revea Y our Hidden
Persondity” questionnaire. Every now and then, she' d flip to the back of the magazine and check the
relative points assgned to an A), B), or C) answer before making up her mind how she’ d respond to the
question.

Mrs. Whitaker puttered around the shop.

They till hadn’t sold the stuffed cobra, she noted. It had been there for six months now, gathering dust,
glass eyes gazing balefully at the clothes racks and the cabinet filled with chipped porcelain and chewed

toys.



Mrs. Whitaker patted its head as she went past.

She picked out acouple of Mills& Boon novels from a bookshelf—Her Thundering Soul and Her
Turbulent Heart, a shilling eech—and gave careful consideration to the empty bottle of Mateus Rosé with
adecorative lampshade on it before deciding sheredly didn't have anywhereto put it.

She moved arather threadbare fur coat, which smelled badly of mothballs. Undernesth it was awalking
stick and awater-stained copy of Romance and Legend of Chivalry by A. R. Hope Moncrieff, priced at
five pence. Next to the book, on its sde, wasthe Holy Grail. It had alittle round paper sticker on the
base, and written on it, in felt pen, was the price: 30p.

Mrs. Whitaker picked up the dusty silver goblet and appraised it through her thick spectacles.
“Thisisnice” shecdled to Marie.

Marie shrugged.

“It'd look nice on the mantelpiece.”

Marie shrugged again.

Mrs. Whitaker gave fifty penceto Marie, who gave her ten pence change and a brown paper bag to put
the books and the Holy Grail in. Then she went next door to the butcher’ s and bought herself anice
piece of liver. Then she went home.

Theinsde of the goblet was thickly coated with abrownish-red dust. Mrs. Whitaker washed it out with
great care, then left it to soak for an hour in warm water with a dash of vinegar added.

Then she polished it with metd polish until it gleamed, and she put it on the mantelpiecein her parlor,
whereit sat between asmal soulful chinabasset hound and a photograph of her late husband, Henry, on
the beach at Frintonin 1953.

She had been right: 1t did ook nice.

For dinner that evening she had the liver fried in breadcrumbs with onions. It was very nice.

The next morning was Friday; on dternate Fridays Mrs. Whitaker and Mrs. Greenberg would vidit each
other. Today it was Mrs. Greenberg' sturn to visit Mrs. Whitaker. They sat in the parlor and ate
macaroons and drank tea. Mrs. Whitaker took one sugar in her tea, but Mrs. Greenberg took
sweetener, which she aways carried in her handbag in asmall plastic container.

“That'snice” said Mrs. Greenberg, pointing to the Grail. “What isit?’

“It'sthe Holy Grail,” said Mrs. Whitaker. “It’ sthe cup that Jesus drunk out of at the Last Supper. Later,
at the Crucifixion, it caught His precious blood when the centurion’ s spear pierced Hisside.”

Mrs. Greenberg sniffed. She was small and Jewish and didn’t hold with unsanitary things. “1 wouldn’t
know about that,” she said, “but it’ svery nice. Our Myron got one just like that when he won the
swimming tournament, only it’ sgot hisname onthe sde.”

“Ishedtill with that nice girl? The hairdresser?’

“Bernice? Oh yes. They're thinking of getting engaged,” said Mrs. Greenberg.



“That'snice,” said Mrs. Whitaker. She took another macaroon.

Mrs. Greenberg baked her own macaroons and brought them over every aternate Friday: small sweet
light-brown biscuits with amonds on top.

They taked about Myron and Bernice, and Mrs. Whitaker’ s nephew Ronad (she had had no children),
and about their friend Mrs. Perkinswho wasin hospital with her hip, poor desar.

At midday Mrs. Greenberg went home, and Mrs. Whitaker made hersalf cheese on toast for lunch, and
after lunch Mrs. Whitaker took her pills: the white and the red and two little orange ones.

The doorbdll rang.

Mrs. Whitaker answered the door. It was ayoung man with shoulder-length hair so fair it was almost
white, wearing gleaming silver armor, with awhite surcoat.

“Hdlo,” hesad.

“Hello,” said Mrs. Whitaker.

“I'monaquest,” hesad.

“That'snice” said Mrs. Whitaker noncommitaly.

“Can| comein?’ heasked.

Mrs. Whitaker shook her head. “I’m sorry, | don't think so,” she said.
“I’'mon aquest for the Holy Grail,” theyoung man said. “Isit here?’

“Have you got any identification?” Mrs. Whitaker asked. She knew that it was unwiseto let unidentified
strangersinto your home when you were elderly and living on your own. Handbags get emptied, and
worse than that.

The young man went back down the garden path. His horse, ahuge gray charger, big asashire horsg, its
head high and its eyesintelligent, was tethered to Mrs. Whitaker’ s garden gate. The knight fumbled in the
saddlebag and returned with ascroll.

It was signed by Arthur, King of All Britons, and charged al persons of whatever rank or station to
know that here was Gaaad, Knight of the Table Round, and that he was on a Right High and Noble
Quest. Therewas adrawing of the young man below that. It wasn't abad likeness.

Mrs. Whitaker nodded. She had been expecting alittle card with a photograph on it, but thiswasfar
moreimpressve.

“| suppose you had better comein,” she said.
They went into her kitchen. She made Galaad a cup of tea, then she took him into the parlor.

Gaaad saw the Grail on her mantel piece, and dropped to one knee. He put down the teacup carefully on
the russet carpet. A shaft of light came through the net curtains and painted his awed face with golden
sunlight and turned his hair into asilver hao.

“Itistruly the Sangrail,” he said very quietly. He blinked his pae blue eyesthreetimes, very fagt, asif he
were blinking back tears.



He lowered hishead asif in Slent prayer.

Gaaad stood up again and turned to Mrs. Whitaker. “ Gracious lady, keeper of the Holy of Holies, let
me now depart this place with the Blessed Chdice, that my journeyings may be ended and my geas
fulfilled.”

“Sorry?’ said Mrs. Whitaker.

Gaaad walked over to her and took her old handsin his. “My quest isover,” hetold her. “ The Sangrail
isfindly within my reech.”

Mrs. Whitaker pursed her lips. “ Can you pick your teacup and saucer up, please?’ she said.
Galaad picked up histeacup apologeticaly.

“No. | don't think so,” said Mrs. Whitaker. “I rather like it there. It’ sjust right, between the dog and the
photograph of my Henry.”

“Isit gold you need? Isthat it? Lady, | can bring you gold....”
“No,” said Mrs. Whitaker. “1 don’t want any gold, thank you. I’'m smply not interested.”
She ushered Gaaad to the front door. “Nice to meet you,” she said.

His horse was leaning its head over her garden fence, nibbling her gladioli. Severa of the neighborhood
children were standing on the pavement, watching it.

Gdaad took some sugar lumps from the saddlebag, and showed the braver of the children how to feed
the horse, their hands held flat. The children giggled. One of the older girls stroked the horse’ snose.

Gdaad sivung himself up onto the horse in one fluid movement. Then the horse and the knight trotted off
down Hawthorne Crescent.

Mrs. Whitaker watched them until they were out of sight, then sighed and went back inside.
The weekend was qui€t.

On Saturday Mrs. Whitaker took the businto Maresfield to visit her nephew Ronald, hiswife, Euphonia,
and their daughters, Clarissaand Dillian. She took them acurrant cake she had baked hersdif.

On Sunday morning Mrs. Whitaker went to church. Her local church was St. James the Less, which was
alittle more“Don't think of thisas achurch, think of it as a place where like-minded friends hang out and
arejoyful” than Mrs. Whitaker felt entirdly comfortable with, but she liked the vicar, the Reverend
Bartholomew, when hewasn't actudly playing the guitar.

After the service, she thought about mentioning to him that she had the Holy Grail in her front parlor, but
decided againgt it.

On Monday morning Mrs. Whitaker was working in the back garden. She had asmall herb garden she
was extremely proud of: dill, vervain, mint, rosemary, thyme, and awild expanse of pardey. Shewas
down on her knees, wearing thick green gardening gloves, weeding, and picking out dugs and putting
theminaplagtic bag.

Mrs. Whitaker was very tenderhearted when it came to dugs. She would take them down to the back of
her garden, which bordered on the railway line, and throw them over the fence.



She cut some pardey for the sdlad. There was a cough behind her. Galaad stood there, tall and beautiful,
hisarmor glinting in the morning sun. In hisarms he held along package, wrapped in oiled leather.

“I'm back,” he said.

“Hello,” said Mrs. Whitaker. She stood up, rather dowly, and took off her gardening gloves. “Well,” she
sad, “now you're here, you might aswell make yourself useful.”

She gave him the plastic bag full of dugsand told him to tip the dugs out over the back of the fence.
Hedid.

Then they went into the kitchen.

“Tea? Or lemonade?’ she asked.

“Whatever you're having,” Gdaad said.

Mrs. Whitaker took ajug of her homemade lemonade from the fridge and sent Galaad outside to pick a
sprig of mint. She selected two tal glasses. She washed the mint carefully and put afew leavesin each
glass, then poured the lemonade.

“Isyour horse outside?’ she asked.
“Ohyes HisnameisGrizzd.”

“And you' ve come along way, | suppose.”
“A very long way.”

“I see” said Mrs. Whitaker. Shetook ablue plastic basin from under the sink and half filled it with water.
Gaaad took it out to Grizzdl. He waited while the horse drank and brought the empty basin back to Mrs.
Whitaker.

“Now,” shesaid, “| supposeyou're dtill after the Grail.”

“Aye, gtill do | seek the Sangrail,” he said. He picked up the leather package from the floor, put it down
on her tablecloth, and unwrapped it. “For it, | offer you this.”

It was asword, its blade dmost four feet long. There were words and symbols traced elegantly dong the
length of the blade. The hilt wasworked in silver and gold, and alarge jewe was set in the pommd.

“It' svery nice,” said Mrs. Whitaker doubtfully.

“This” said Gaaad, “isthe sword Bamung, forged by Wayland Smith in the dawn times. Itstwinis
Flamberge. Who wearsit is unconquerable in war, and invincible in battle. Who wearsit isincapable of a
cowardly act or anignoble one. Set inits pommed isthe sardonyx Bircone, which protectsits possessor
from poison dipped into wine or ae, and from the treachery of friends.”

Mrs. Whitaker peered at the sword. “It must be very sharp,” she said, after awhile.

“It candiceafdling hair intwain. Nay, it could dice asunbeam,” said Gadaad, proudly.
“Wall, then, maybe you ought to put it away,” said Mrs. Whitaker.

“Don’t you want it?" Galaad seemed di sappointed.



“No, thank you,” said Mrs. Whitaker. It occurred to her that her late husband, Henry, would have quite
liked it. He would have hung it on the wadll in his study next to the stuffed carp he had caught in Scotland,
and pointed it out to visitors.

Gdaad rewrapped the oiled leather around the sword Balmung and tied it up with white cord.
He sat there, disconsolate.

Mrs. Whitaker made him some cream cheese and cucumber sandwiches for the journey back and
wrapped them in greaseproof paper. She gave him an applefor Grizell. He seemed very pleased with
both gifts

She waved them both good-bye.

That afternoon she took the bus down to the hospital to see Mrs. Perkins, who was till in with her hip,
poor love. Mrs. Whitaker took her some homemade fruitcake, athough she had Ieft out the walnuts from
the recipe, because Mrs. Perkins s teeth weren't what they used to be.

Shewatched alittle televison that evening, and had an early night.

On Tuesday the postman called. Mrs. Whitaker was up in the boxroom at the top of the house, doing a
spot of tidying, and, taking each step dowly and carefully, she didn’'t make it downgairsintime. The
postman had |eft her amessage which said that he' d tried to ddliver a packet, but no one was home.

Mrs. Whitaker sighed.
She put the message into her handbag and went down to the post office.

The package was from her niece Shirdllein Sydney, Australia. It contained photographs of her husband,
Walace, and her two daughters, Dixie and Violet, and a conch shell packed in cotton wool.

Mrs. Whitaker had anumber of ornamenta shellsin her bedroom. Her favorite had aview of the
Bahamasdoneonit in enamel. It had been agift from her sister, Ethel, who had died in 1983.

She put the shell and the photographsin her shopping bag. Then, seeing that shewasin the area, she
stopped in at the Oxfam Shop on her way home.

“HulloMrs. W.,” said Marie.

Mrs. Whitaker stared at her. Marie was wearing lipstick (possibly not the best shade for her, nor
particularly expertly applied, but, thought Mrs. Whitaker, that would come with time) and arather smart
skirt. It was agreat improvement.

“Oh. Hdllo, dear,” said Mrs. Whitaker.

“Therewasaman in here last week, asking about that thing you bought. Thelittle metal cup thing. | told
him whereto find you. Y ou don’t mind, do you?’

“No, dear,” said Mrs. Whiteker. “He found me.”
“Hewasredly dreamy. Redly, redly dreamy,” sghed Mariewigfully. “1 could of gonefor him.

“And he had abig white horseand dl,” Marie concluded. She was standing up straighter aswell, Mrs.
Whitaker noted gpprovingly.



On the bookshelf Mrs. Whitaker found anew Mills & Boon novel—Her Mg estic Passon—although
she hadn'’t yet finished the two she had bought on her last vist.

She picked up the copy of Romance and Legend of Chivary and opened it. It smeled musty. EX
LIBRIS FISHER was nestly handwritten at the top of thefirst pagein red ink.

She put it down where she had found it.

When she got home, Galaad was waiting for her. He was giving the neighborhood children rideson
Grizdl’ s back, up and down the street.

“I'mglad you're here,” shesaid. “I’ ve got some casesthat need moving.”

She showed him up to the boxroom in the top of the house. He moved all the old suitcasesfor her, so
she could get to the cupboard at the back.

It was very dusty up there.
She kept him up there most of the afternoon, moving things around while she dusted.
Gadaad had a cut on his cheek, and he hed onearm alittle tiffly.

They taked alittle while she dusted and tidied. Mrs. Whitaker told him about her late husband, Henry;
and how thelifeinsurance had paid the house off; and how she had dl these things, but no oneredly to
leave them to, no one but Rondd redlly, and hiswife only liked modern things. She told him how she had
met Henry during the war, when he was in the ARP and she hadn’t closed the kitchen blackout curtains
al theway; and about the sixpenny dances they went to in the town; and how they’ d gone to London
when thewar had ended, and she’ d had her first drink of wine.

Gdaad told Mrs. Whitaker about his mother, Elaine, who was flighty and no better than she should have
been and something of awitch to boot; and his grandfather King Pelles, who was well-meaning athough
at best alittle vague; and of hisyouth in the Castle of Bliant on the Joyous Ide; and his father, whom he
knew as“Le Chevdier Md Fet,” who was more or less completely mad, and wasin redlity Lancelot du
Lac, greatest of knights, in disguise and bereft of hiswits; and of Galaad' s days asayoung squirein
Camdot.

At five 0’ clock Mrs. Whitaker surveyed the boxroom and decided that it met with her gpprovd; then she
opened the window so the room could air, and they went downstairs to the kitchen, where she put on the
kettle.

Gdaad sat down at the kitchen table.

He opened the leather purse a hiswaist and took out around white stone. It was about the size of a
cricket ball.

“My lady,” hesaid, “thisisfor you, an you give methe Sangrail.”

Mrs. Whitaker picked up the stone, which was heavier than it looked, and held it up to thelight. It was
milkily tranducent, and degp insdeit flecks of slver glittered and glinted in the late-afternoon sunlight. It
was warm to the touch.

Then, asshe hdld it, astrange fedling crept over her: Deep insde shefelt stillness and asort of peace.
Serenity, that wasthe word for it; shefelt serene.



Reluctantly she put the stone back on the table.
“It' svery nice” shesad.

“That isthe Philosopher’ s Stone, which our forefather Noah hung in the Ark to give light when therewas
no light; it can transform base metasinto gold; and it has certain other properties,” Galaad told her
proudly. “Andthat isn't al. Theré smore. Here.” From the leather bag he took an egg and handed it to
her.

It was the Sze of agoose egg and was a shiny black, mottled with scarlet and white. When Mrs.
Whitaker touched it, the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Her immediate impression was one of
incredible heat and freedom. She heard the crackling of distant fires, and for afraction of a second she
seemed to fed hersdf far above the world, swooping and diving on wings of flame.

She put the egg down on the table, next to the Philosopher’ s Stone.

“That isthe Egg of the Phoenix,” said Galaad. “From far Araby it comes. Oneday it will hatch out into
the Phoenix bird itsdf; and when itstime comes, the bird will build anest of flame, lay itsegg, and die, to
bereborninflamein alater age of theworld.”

“I thought that was what it was,” said Mrs. Whitaker.
“And, last of all, lady,” said Galaed, “| have brought you this.”

Hedrew it from his pouch, and gave it to her. It was an apple, apparently carved from asingle ruby, on
an amber stem.

A little nervoudy, she picked it up. It was soft to the touch—deceptively so: Her fingers bruised it, and
ruby-colored juice from the apple ran down Mrs. Whitaker’ s hand.

Thekitchen filled—amost imperceptibly, magicaly—uwith the smell of summer fruit, of raspberriesand
peaches and strawberries and red currants. Asif from agreat way away she heard distant voicesraised
insong and far music on thear.

“Itisone of the apples of the Hesperides,” said Galaad quietly. “One bite from it will hedl any illnessor
wound, no matter how deep; a second bite restores youth and beauty; and athird biteis said to grant
eternd life”

Mrs. Whitaker licked the sticky juice from her hand. It tasted like finewine.

There was amoment, then, when it al came back to he—how it wasto be young: to have afirm, dim
body that would do whatever she wanted it to do; to run down acountry lane for the smple unladylike
joy of running; to have men smile at her just because she was hersdlf and happy about it.

Mrs. Whitaker looked a Sir Galaad, most comely of al knights, sitting fair and noblein her smal kitchen.
She caught her bresth.
“Andthat’sal | have brought for you,” said Galaad. “ They weren't easy to get, either.”

Mrs. Whitaker put the ruby fruit down on her kitchen table. She looked at the Philosopher’ s Stone, and
the Egg of the Phoenix, and the Apple of Life.

Then she waked into her parlor and looked at the mantelpiece: at the little chinabasset hound, and the
Holy Grail, and the photograph of her late husband, Henry, shirtless, smiling and egting anice creamin



black and white dmost forty years away.

She went back into the kitchen. The kettle had begun to whistle. She poured alittle Steaming water into
the tegpot, swirled it around, and poured it out. Then she added two spoonfuls of tea and one for the pot
and poured in therest of the water. All thisshedid in sllence.

She turned to Galaad then, and she looked at him.

“Put that apple away,” shetold Galaad firmly. “Y ou shouldn’t offer things like that to old ladies. It isn’t
proper.”

She paused, then. “But I’ [l take the other two,” she continued, after amoment’ s thought. “They’ |l ook
nice on the mantelpiece. And two for one sfair, or | don’'t know wheat is.”

Gaaad beamed. He put the ruby appleinto hisleather pouch. Then he went down on one knee, and
kissed Mrs. Whitaker’ s hand.

“Stop that,” said Mrs. Whitaker. She poured them both cups of tea, after getting out the very best china,
which was only for specia occasions.

They st inslence, drinking their tea,
When they had finished their tea they went into the parlor.
Gdaad crossed himsdlf, and picked up the Grail.

Mrs. Whitaker arranged the Egg and the Stone where the Grail had been. The Egg kept tipping on one
Sde, and she propped it up againgt the little china dog.

“They do look very nice,” said Mrs. Whitaker.

“Yes,” agreed Galaad. “ They look very nice”

“Can | give you anything to eat before you go back?’ she asked.
He shook his head.

“Somefruitcake,” shesad. “Y ou may not think you want any now, but you'll be glad of it in afew hours
time. And you should probably usethe facilities. Now, give methat, and I’ [l wrap it up for you.”

Shedirected him to the small toilet at the end of the hall, and went into the kitchen, holding the Grail. She
had some old Christmas wrapping paper in the pantry, and she wrapped the Grail init, and tied the
package with twine. Then she cut alarge dice of fruitcake and put it in abrown paper bag, dong with a
bananaand adlice of processed cheesein siver fail.

Gdaad came back from the toilet. She gave him the paper bag, and the Holy Grail. Then she went up on
tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek.

“You' reaniceboy,” shesad. “Y ou take care of yourself.”

He hugged her, and she shooed him out of the kitchen, and out of the back door, and she shut the door
behind him. She poured hersalf another cup of tea, and cried quietly into a Kleenex, while the sound of
hoofbeats echoed down Hawthorne Crescent.

On Wednesday Mrs. Whitaker stayed in al day.



On Thursday she went down the post office to collect her pension. Then she stopped in at the Oxfam
Shop.

The woman on thetill was new to her. “Where s Marie?’ asked Mrs. Whitaker.

The woman on thetill, who had blue-rinsed gray hair and blue spectacles that went up into diamanté
points, shook her head and shrugged her shoulders. “ She went off with ayoung man,” shesaid. “Ona
horse. Tch. | ask you. I’m meant to be down in the Heathfield shop this afternoon. | had to get my
Johnny to run me up here, while we find someonedse.”

“Oh,” said Mrs. Whitaker. “Wéll, it’ snice that she' sfound hersdlf ayoung man.”

“Nicefor her, maybe,” said thelady on thetill, “but some of uswere meant to bein Hesthfield this
afternoon.”

On ashef near the back of the shop Mrs. Whitaker found atarnished old silver container with along
spout. It had been priced at sixty pence, according to the little paper label stuck to the side. It looked a
little like aflattened, €l ongated tegpot.

She picked out aMills & Boon nove she hadn’t read before. It was called Her Singular Love. She took
the book and the silver container up to the woman on thetill.

“Sixty-five pee, dear,” said the woman, picking up the silver object, staring at it. “ Funny old thing, isn't it?
Cameinthismorning.” It had writing carved dong the side in blocky old Chinese charactersand an
elegant arching handle. “ Some kind of oil can, | suppose.”

“No, it'snot an ail can,” said Mrs. Whitaker, who knew exactly what it was. “It'salamp.”
Therewasasmal metal finger ring, unornamented, tied to the handle of the lamp with brown twine.
“Actudly,” said Mrs. Whitaker, “on second thoughts, | think I'll just have the book.”

She paid her five pence for the novel, and put the lamp back where she had found it, in the back of the
shop. After dl, Mrs. Whitaker reflected, as she walked home, it wasn't asif she had anywhereto puit it.

ThePrice

T RAMPS AND VAGABONDS HAV E marks they make on gateposts and trees and doors, letting
others of their kind know alittle about the people who live at the houses and farms they pass on their
travels. | think cats must leave similar signs, how el seto explain the cats who turn up a our door through
the year, hungry and flea-ridden and abandoned?

Wetakethem in. We get rid of the fleas and the ticks, feed them, and take them to the vet. We pay for
them to get their shots, and, indignity upon indignity, we have them neutered or spayed.

And they stay with us, for afew months, or for ayear, or forever.

Mogt of them arrivein summer. Welivein the country, just the right distance out of town for the city
dwellersto abandon their cats near us.

We never seem to have more than eight cats, rarely have less than three. The cat population of my house
iscurrently asfollows:. Hermione and Pod, tabby and black respectively, the mad ssterswho livein my
attic office and do not mingle; Snowflake, the blue-eyed long-haired white cat, who lived wild in the
woods for years before she gave up her wild ways for soft sofas and beds; and, last but largest, Furball,



Snowflake's cushionlike calico long-haired daughter, orange and black and white, whom | discovered as
atiny kitten in our garage one day, strangled and almost dead, her head poked through an old badminton
net, and who surprised us al by not dying but instead growing up to be the best-natured cat | have ever
encountered.

And then there is the black cat. Who has no other name than the Black Cat and who turned up amost a
month ago. We did not redlize he was going to be living here at first: helooked too well fed to be astray,
too old and jaunty to have been abandoned. He looked like a smal panther, and he moved like a patch
of night.

Oneday, in the summer, he was lurking about our ramshackle porch: eight or nine yearsold, at aguess,
male, greenish-yellow of eye, very friendly, quite unperturbable. | assumed he belonged to aneighboring
farmer or household.

| went away for afew weeks, to finish writing abook, and when | came home he was till on our porch,
living in an old cat bed one of the children had found for him. He was, however, amost unrecognizable.
Patches of fur had gone, and there were deep scratches on hisgray skin. Thetip of one ear was chewed
away. There was a gash beneath one eye, adice gone from onelip. Helooked tired and thin.

Wetook the Black Cat to the vet, where we got him some antibiotics, which we fed him each night,
aong with soft cat food.

We wondered who he was fighting. Snowflake, our beautiful white near-feral queen? Raccoons? A
rat-tailed, fanged possum?

Each night the scratches would be worse—one night his sde would be chewed up; the next it would be
his underbelly, raked with claw marks and bloody to the touch.

When it got to that point, | took him down to the basement to recover beside the furnace and the piles of
boxes. He was surprisingly heavy, the Black Cat, and | picked him up and carried him down there, with

acat basket, and alitter box, and some food and water. | closed the door behind me. | had to wash the
blood from my handswhen | |eft the basement.

He stayed down there for four days. At first he seemed too weak to feed himsdlf: a cut beneath one eye
had rendered him amost one-eyed, and he limped and lolled weskly, thick yellow pus oozing from the
cutinhislip.

| went down there every morning and every night, and | fed him and gave him antibiotics, which | mixed
with his canned food, and | dabbed at the worst of the cuts, and spoke to him. He had diarrhea, and,
athough | changed hislitter daily, the basement stank evilly.

The four daysthat the Black Cat lived in the basement were abad four daysin my house: the baby
dipped in the bath and banged her head and might have drowned; | learned that aproject | had set my
heart on—adapting Hope Mirrlees snovel Lud-in-the-Mist for the BBC—was no longer going to
happen, and | realized that | did not have the energy to begin again from scratch, pitching it to other
networks or to other media; my daughter left for summer camp and immediately began to send homea
plethora of heart-tearing letters and cards, five or six each day, imploring usto bring her home; my son
had some kind of fight with hisbest friend, to the point that they were no longer on speaking terms; and,
returning home one night, my wife hit adeer that ran out in front of the car. The deer waskilled, the car
was | eft undriveable, and my wife sustained asmdl cut over one eye.



By the fourth day, the cat was prowling the basement, walking hatingly but impatiently between the
stacks of books and comics, the boxes of mail and cassettes, of pictures and of gifts and of stuff. He
mewed a meto let him out and, reluctantly, | did so.

He went back onto the porch and dept there for the rest of the day.

The next morning there were deep, new gashesin hisflanks, and clumps of black cat hair—his—covered
the wooden boards of the porch.

Lettersarrived that day from my daughter, teling usthat camp was going better and she thought she
could survive afew days, my son and hisfriend sorted out their problem, athough what the argument
was about—trading cards, computer games, Star Wars, or A Girl—I would never learn. The BBC
executive who had vetoed Lud-in-the-Mist was discovered to have been taking bribes (well,
“questionable loans’) from an independent production company and was sent home on permanent leave:
his successor, | was ddighted to learn when she faxed me, was the woman who had initidly proposed
the project to me before leaving the BBC.

| thought about returning the Black Cat to the basement, but decided againgt it. Instead, | resolved to try
and discover what kind of animal was coming to our house each night and from there to formulate aplan
of action—to trap it, perhaps.

For birthdays and at Christmas my family gives me gadgets and gizmos, pricy toyswhich excite my fancy
but, ultimately, rarely leave their boxes. Thereisafood dehydrator and an ectric carving knife, a
bread-making machine, and, last year’ s present, apair of see-in-the-dark binoculars. On Christmas Day
| had put the batteriesinto the binoculars and had walked about the basement in the dark, too impatient
eventowait until nightfal, stalking aflock of imaginary Starlings. (Y ou werewarned not to turnit onin
thelight: that would have damaged the binoculars and quite possibly your eyesaswell.) Afterward | had
put the device back into its box, and it sat there ill, in my office, beside the box of computer cablesand
forgotten bits and pieces.

Perhaps, | thought, if the creature—dog or cat or raccoon or what have you—were to see me sitting on
the porch, it would not come, so | took achair into the box and coatroom, little larger than a clos,
which overlooks the porch, and, when everyone in the house was adeep, | went out onto the porch and
bade the Black Cat good night.

That cat, my wife had said, when hefirst arrived, isaperson. And there was something very person-like
in hishuge leonineface: hisbroad black nose, his greenish-ydlow eyes, hisfanged but amiable mouth
(dtill leeking amber pusfrom theright lower lip).

| stroked his head, and scratched him benezath the chin, and wished himwell. Then | went inside and
turned off thelight on the porch.

| sat on my chair, in the darknessinsde the house with the see-in-the-dark binoculars on my lap. | had
switched the binoculars on, and atrickle of greenish light came from the eyepieces.

Time passed, in the darkness.

| experimented with looking at the darkness with the binoculars, learning to focus, to seetheworldin
shades of green. | found mysdlf horrified by the number of swarming insects| could seein the night air: it
was asif the night world were some kind of nightmarish soup, svimming with life. Then | lowered the
binoculars from my eyes and stared out at the rich blacks and blues of the night, empty and peaceful and
cadm.



Time passed. | struggled to keep awake, found myself profoundly missing cigarettes and coffee, my two
lost addictions. Either of them would have kept my eyes open. But before | had tumbled too far into the
world of deep and dreams, ayowl from the garden jerked me fully awake. | fumbled the binocularsto
my eyes, and was disappointed to see that it was merely Snowflake, the white cat, streaking acrossthe
front garden like a patch of greenish-white light. She vanished into the woodland to the left of the house
and was gone.

| was about to settle mysalf back down when it occurred to me to wonder what exactly had startled
Snowflake so, and | began scanning the middle distance with the binoculars, looking for a huge raccoon,
adog, or avicious possum. And there was indeed something coming down the driveway toward the
house. | could seeit through the binoculars, clear as day.

It wasthe Devil.

| had never seen the Devil before, and, although | had written about him in the past, if pressed would
have confessed that | had no belief in him, other than as an imaginary figure, tragic and Miltonian. The
figure coming up the driveway was not Milton’s Lucifer. It wasthe Devil.

My heart began to pound in my chest, to pound so hard that it hurt. | hoped it could not see me, that, ina
dark house, behind window glass, | was hidden.

Thefigureflickered and changed asit walked up the drive. One moment it was dark, bull-like,
Minotaurish, the next it was dim and female, and the next it was acat itsdf, ascarred, huge gray-green
wildcat, its face contorted with hate.

There are stepsthat lead up to my porch, four white wooden stepsin need of a coat of paint (I knew
they were white, dthough they were, like everything else, green through my binoculars). At the bottom of
the steps, the Devil stopped and called out something that | could not understand, three, perhaps four
wordsin awhining, howling language that must have been old and forgotten when Babylon was young;
and, athough | did not understand the words, | felt the hairs rise on the back of my head asit called.

And then | heard, muffled through the glass, but till audible, alow growl, achdlenge, and—dowly,
unsteadily—a black figure waked down the steps of the house, avay from me, toward the Devil. These
daysthe Black Cat no longer moved like a panther, instead he sscumbled and rocked, like asailor only
recently returned to land.

The Devil was awoman now. She said something soothing and gentle to the cat, in atongue that sounded
like French, and reached out ahand to him. He sank histeeth into her arm, and her lip curled, and she

Spat a him.

The woman glanced up a methen, and if | had doubted that she was the Devil before, | was certain of it
now: the woman's eyesflashed red fire at me, but you can see no red through the night-vision binoculars,
only shades of agreen. And the Devil saw me, through the window. It saw me. | am in no doubt about
that at all.

The Devil twisted and writhed, and now it was some kind of jackd, aflat-faced, huge-headed,
bullnecked creature, halfway between ahyena and adingo. There were maggots squirming in its mangy
fur, and it began to walk up the steps.

The Black Cat legpt upon it, and in seconds they became arolling, writhing thing, moving faster than my
eyescould follow.

All thisindlence.



And then alow roar—down the country road at the bottom of our drive, in the distance, lumbered a
late-night truck, its blazing headlights burning bright as green suns through the binoculars. | lowered them
from my eyes and saw only darkness, and the gentle yellow of headlights, and then the red of rear lights
asit vanished off again into the nowhere a al.

When | raised the binoculars once more, there was nothing to be seen. Only the Black Cat on the steps,
garing up into theair. | trained the binoculars up and saw something flying away—a vulture, perhaps, or
an eagle—and then it flew beyond the trees and was gone.

| went out onto the porch, and picked up the Black Cat, and stroked him, and said kind, soothing things
to him. He mewled piteously when | first gpproached him, but, after awhile, he went to deep on my lap,
and | put him into his basket, and went upstairs to my bed, to deep mysdf. There was dried blood on my
T-shirt and jeans, thefollowing morning.

That was aweek ago.

The thing that comesto my house does not come every night. But it comes most nights: we know it by
the wounds on the cat, and the pain | can seein those leonine eyes. He haslost the use of hisfront left
paw, and his right eye has closed for good.

| wonder what we did to deserve the Black Cat. | wonder who sent him. And, sdlfish and scared, |
wonder how much more he hasto give.

How to Talk to Girls at Parties
COMEON,” SAID VIC. “It'll begreat.”

“No, itwon't,” | said, dthough I'd lost thisfight hoursago, and | knew it.
“It'll bebrilliant,” said Vic, for the hundredth time. “Girld Girlg Girldl” He grinned with white teeth.

We both attended an dl-boys schoal in south London. While it would be alieto say that we had no
experience with girls—Vic seemed to have had many girlfriends, while | had kissed three of my sgter’s
friends—it would, | think, be perfectly true to say that we both chiefly spoke to, interacted with, and only
truly understood, other boys. Well, | did, anyway. It’'s hard to speak for someone else, and I’ ve not seen
Vicfor thirty years. I'm not sure that | would know wheat to say to him now if | did.

We were wa king the backstreets that used to twinein agrimy maze behind East Croydon station—a
friend had told Vic about a party, and Vic was determined to go whether | liked it or not, and | didn't.
But my parents were away that week at a conference, and | was Vic' sguest at hishouse, so | was
tralling dong besde him.

“It [l bethesame asit dwaysis” | said. “ After an hour you' Il be off somewhere snogging the prettiest girl
at the party, and I'll be in the kitchen listening to somebody’ s mum going on about politics or poetry or
something.”

“You just haveto tak to them,” hesaid. “1 think it's probably that road at the end here.” He gestured
cheerfully, swinging the bag with the bottleinit.

“Don’'t you know?’

“Alison gave medirections and | wrote them on abit of paper, but | |eft it on the hal table. S okay. | can
findit”



“How?" Hopewelled dowly up insde me,
“Wewak down theroad,” he said, asif speaking to anidiot child. “And welook for the party. Easy.”

| looked, but saw no party: just narrow houses with rusting cars or bikesin their concreted front gardens,
and the dusty glassfronts of newsagents, which smelled of aien spices and sold everything from birthday
cards and secondhand comics to the kind of magazines that were so pornographic that they were sold
aready sealed in plagtic bags. | had been there when Vic had dipped one of those magazines benegth his
swester, but the owner caught him on the pavement outside and made him give it back.

We reached the end of the road and turned into a narrow street of terraced houses. Everything looked
very gill and empty in the summer’ sevening. “It'sal right for you,” | said. “They fancy you. Y ou don't
actualy haveto talk to them.” It wastrue: one urchin grin from Vic and he could have his pick of the
room.

“Nah. S not likethat. You vejust got to talk.”

Thetimes| had kissed my siter’ sfriends | had not spoken to them. They had been around while my
sster was off doing something €l sawhere, and they had drifted into my orbit, and so | had kissed them. |
do not remember any talking. | did not know what to say to girls, and | told him so.

“They'rejust girls” said Vic. “They don’t come from another planet.”

Aswe followed the curve of the road around, my hopes that the party would prove unfindable began to
fade: alow pulsing noise, music muffled by walls and doors, could be heard from a house up aheed. It
was eight in the evening, not that early if you aren’t yet sixteen, and we weren't. Not quite.

| had parents who liked to know where | was, but | don’t think Vic's parents cared that much. He was
the youngest of five boys. That in itself seemed magicd to me: | merdly had two sigters, both younger
than | was, and | felt both unique and londly. | had wanted a brother asfar back as| could remember.
When | turned thirteen, | stopped wishing on faling stars or first stars, but back when | did, abrother
waswhat | had wished for.

We went up the garden path, crazy paving leading us past a hedge and a solitary rosebushto a
pebble-dashed facade. We rang the doorbell, and the door was opened by agirl. | could not have told
you how old she was, which was one of the things about girls | had begun to hate: when you start out as
kidsyou'rejust boys and girls, going through time at the same speed, and you're dl five, or seven, or
eleven, together. And then one day there' salurch and the girlsjust sort of sprint off into the future ahead
of you, and they know all about everything, and they have periods and breasts and makeup and God
only knew what else—for | certainly didn’t. The diagramsin biology textbooks were no substitute for
being, inavery red sense, young adults. And the girls of our age were.

Vicand | weren't young adults, and | was beginning to suspect that even when | started needing to shave
every day, instead of once every couple of weeks, | would still be way behind.

Thegirl sad, “Helo?’

Vicsad, “We refriends of Alison’s.” We had met Alison, dl freckles and orange hair and awicked
amile, in Hamburg, on a German exchange. The exchange organizers had sent some girlswith us, froma
locd girls schooal, to balance the sexes. The girls, our age, more or less, were raucous and funny, and
had more or less adult boyfriends with cars and jobs and motorbikes and—in the case of one girl with



crooked teeth and araccoon coat, who spoke to me about it sadly at the end of aparty in Hamburg, in,
of course, the kitchen—awife and kids.

“Sheisn't here” said thegirl a the door. “No Alison.”

“Not toworry,” said Vic, with an easy grin. “I’'m Vic. ThisisEnn.” A beet, and then the girl smiled back
at him. Vic had abottle of whitewinein aplastic bag, removed from his parents kitchen cabinet.
“Where should | put this, then?’

She stood out of the way, letting us enter. “ There sakitchen in the back,” she said. “Put it on the table
there, with the other bottles.” She had golden, wavy hair, and she was very beautiful. The hal wasdimin
thetwilight, but | could see that she was beautiful.

“What' syour name, then?’ said Vic.

Shetold him it was Stella, and he grinned his crooked white grin and told her that that had to be the
prettiest name he had ever heard. Smooth bastard. And what was worse was that he said it like he meant
it.

Vic headed back to drop off the wine in the kitchen, and | looked into the front room, wherethe music
was coming from. There were people dancing in there. Stellawalked in, and she started to dance,
swaying tothemusic dl done, and | watched her.

Thiswas during the early days of punk. On our own record players we would play the Adverts and the
Jam, the Stranglers and the Clash and the Sex Pistols. At other people’s parties you' d hear ELO or 10cc
or even Roxy Music. Maybe some Bowie, if you were lucky. During the German exchange, theonly LP
that we had all been able to agree on was Neil Y oung’'s Harvest, and his song “Heart of Gold” had
threaded through the trip like arefrain: | crossed the ocean for aheart of gold....

Themusic playing in that front room wasn't anything | recognized. It sounded abit like a German
electronic pop group called Kraftwerk, and abit like an LP I’ d been given for my last birthday, of
strange sounds made by the BBC Radiophonic Workshop. The music had a beet, though, and the
half-dozen girlsin that room were moving gently toit, athough | only looked at Stella. She shone.

Vic pushed past me, into the room. He was holding a can of lager. “ There’ s booze back in the kitchen,”
he told me. He wandered over to Stella and he began to talk to her. | couldn’t hear what they were
saying over themusic, but | knew that there was no room for mein that conversation.

| didn’t like beer, not back then. | went off to seeif there was something | wanted to drink. On the
kitchen table stood alarge bottle of Coca-Cola, and | poured mysdlf aplastic tumblerful, and | didn’t
dare say anything to the pair of girlswho were talking in the underlit kitchen. They were animated and
utterly lovely. Each of them had very black skin and glossy hair and movie star clothes, and their accents
wereforeign, and each of them was out of my league.

| wandered, Cokein hand.

The house was deeper than it looked, larger and more complex than the two-up two-down model | had
imagined. The rooms were underlit—I doubt there was abulb of more than 40 wattsin the building—and
each room | went into was inhabited: in my memory, inhabited only by girls. | did not go upgtairs.

A girl wasthe only occupant of the conservatory. Her hair was so fair it was white, and long, and
straight, and she sat at the glass-topped table, her hands clasped together, staring at the garden outside,
and the gathering dusk. She seemed wistful.



“Doyoumindif | St here?’ | asked, gesturing with my cup. She shook her head, and then followed it up
with ashrug, to indicate that it was al the sameto her. | sat down.

Vic waked past the conservatory door. Hewastaking to Stella, but helooked in a me, tting at the
table, wrapped in shyness and awkwardness, and he opened and closed his hand in aparody of a
gpesking mouth. Tak. Right.

“Areyou from around here?’ | asked the girl.

She shook her head. She wore alow-cut silvery top, and | tried not to stare at the swell of her breasts.
| sad, “What’' syour name?1’m Enn.”

“Wain'sWain,” she said, or something that sounded likeit. “1’m asecond.”

“Thet's, uh. That'sadifferent name.”

She fixed mewith huge, liquid eyes. “It indicates that my progenitor was also Wain, and that | am obliged
to report back to her. | may not breed.”

“Ah. Wdll. Bit eaxly for that anyway, isn't it?’

She unclasped her hands, raised them above the table, spread her fingers. “Y ou see?” Thelittlefinger on
her |eft hand was crooked, and it bifurcated at the top, splitting into two smaler fingertips. A minor
deformity. “When | was finished a decision was needed. Would | beretained, or diminated? | was
fortunate that the decision was with me. Now, | travel, while my more perfect Sstersremain at homein
gasis. They werefirsts. | am asecond.

“Soon | must return to Wain, and tell her dl | have seen. All my impressions of this place of yours.”

“I don't actudly livein Croydon,” | said. “1 don’'t comefrom here.” | wondered if she was American. |
had no ideawhat she was talking aboui.

“Asyou say,” sheagreed, “neither of us comesfrom here.” Shefolded her six-fingered |eft hand benesth
her right, asif tucking it out of sight. “I had expected it to be bigger, and cleaner, and more colorful. But
dill, itisajewd.”

Sheyawned, covered her mouth with her right hand, only for amoment, before putting it back on the
table again. “1 grow weary of thejourneying, and | wish sometimesthat it would end. On atreet in Rio,
a Carnivd, | saw them on abridge, golden and tall and insect-eyed and winged, and elated | dmost ran
to greet them, before | saw that they were only peoplein costumes. | said to Hola Calt, * Why do they try
so hard to look like us? and Hola Colt replied, ‘ Because they hate themselves, dl shades of pink and
brown, and so smdll.’ Itiswhat | experience, even me, and | am not grown. It islike aworld of children,
or of elves.” Then she smiled, and said, “It was agood thing they could not any of them see Hola Colt.”

“Um,” | said, “do you want to dance?’

She shook her head immediately. 1t isnot permitted,” she said. “1 can do nothing that might cause
damageto property. | anWain's”

“Would you like something to drink, then?’
“Water,” shesad.

| went back to the kitchen and poured myself another Coke, and filled a cup with water from the tap.



From the kitchen back to the hall, and from there into the conservatory, but now it was quite empty.

| wondered if the girl had goneto thetailet, and if she might change her mind about dancing later. |
walked back to the front room and stared in. The place wasfilling up. There were more girls dancing,
and severd lads| didn’'t know, who looked afew years older than me and Vic. Theladsand the girlsall
kept their distance, but Vic was holding Stella s hand as they danced, and when the song ended he put
an arm around her, casudly, amost proprietoridly, to make sure that nobody else cut in.

| wondered if the girl | had been talking to in the conservatory was now upstairs, as she did not appear to
be on the ground floor.

| walked into the living room, which was across the hal from the room where the people were dancing,
and | sat down on the sofa. There was agirl tting there already. She had dark hair, cut short and spiky,
and anervous manner.

Tak, | thought. “Um, thismug of water’ sgoing spare,” | told her, “if you want it?’

She nodded, and reached out her hand and took the mug extremely carefully, asif she were unused to
taking things, asif she could trust neither her vison nor her hands.

“I love being atourist,” she said, and smiled hesitantly. She had a gap between her two front teeth, and
she sipped the tap water asif she were an adult Sipping afine wine. “ The last tour, we went to sun, and
we swam in sunfire pools with the whales. We heard their histories and we shivered in the chill of the
outer places, then we swam deepward where the heat churned and comforted us.

“I wanted to go back. Thistime, | wanted it. There was so much | had not seen. Instead we cameto
world. Doyou likeit?’

“Likewhat?’
She gestured vaguely to the room—the sofa, the armchairs, the curtains, the unused gasfire.
“It'sdl right, | suppose.”

“I told them I did not wish to visit world,” she said. “ My parent-teacher was unimpressed. ‘Y ou will have
muchtolearn,” it told me. | said, ‘I could learn more in sun, again. Or in the degps. Jessa spun webs
between galaxies. | want to do that.’

“But there was no reasoning with it, and | came to world. Parent-teacher engulfed me, and | was here,
embodied in adecaying lump of meat hanging on aframe of calcium. Asl incarnated | felt things deep
ingde me, fluttering and pumping and squishing. It was my first experience with pushing air through the
mouth, vibrating the voca cordson theway, and | used it to tell parent-teacher that | wished that | would
die, which it acknowledged was the inevitable exit strategy from world.”

There were black worry beads wrapped around her wrist, and she fiddled with them as she spoke. “ But
knowledgeisthere, inthe mest,” she said, “and | am resolved to learn fromiit.”

We were sitting close at the center of the sofanow. | decided | should put an arm around her, but
casudly. | would extend my arm aong the back of the sofaand eventually sort of creep it down, dmost
imperceptibly, until it wastouching her. She said, “ The thing with the liquid in the eyes, when the world
blurs. Nobody told me, and | ill do not understand. | have touched the folds of the Whisper and pulsed
and flown with the tachyon swans, and | till do not understand.”

Shewas't the prettiest girl there, but she seemed nice enough, and shewas agirl, anyway. | let my arm



didedown alittle, tentatively, so that it made contact with her back, and she did not tell meto take it
avay.

Vic cdled to me then, from the doorway. He was standing with hisarm around Stella, protectively,
waving a me. | tried to let him know, by shaking my heed, that | was onto something, but he caled my
name and, reluctantly, | got up from the sofaand walked over to the door. “What?’

“Er. Look. The party,” said Vic apologeticdly. “1t’ s not the one | thought it was. I’ ve been talking to
Stellaand | figured it out. Well, she sort of explained it to me. We're at adifferent party.”

“Chrigt. Arewein trouble? Do we have to go?’

Stellashook her head. He leaned down and kissed her, gently, on the lips. “Y ou're just happy to have
me here, aren’t you darlin’?’

“Youknow | am,” shetold him.

Helooked from her back to me, and he smiled hiswhite smile: roguish, lovable, alittle bit Artful Dodger,
alittle bit wide-boy Prince Charming. “Don’t worry. They'redl tourists here anyway. It saforeign
exchange thing, innit? Like when we dl went to Germany.”

“Itis?”
“Enn. Y ou got to talk to them. And that means you got to listen to them, too. Y ou understand?’

“I did. | dready talked to a couple of them.”

“Y ou getting anywhere?’

“I wastill you caled meover.”

“Sorry about that. Look, | just wanted to fill you in. Right?’

And he patted my arm and he walked away with Stella. Then, together, the two of them went up the
dairs.

Understand me, dl the girls at that party, in the twilight, were lovely; they al had perfect faces but, more
important than that, they had whatever strangeness of proportion, of oddness or humanity it isthat makes
abeauty something more than a shop window dummy. Stellawas the most lovely of any of them, but she,
of course, was Vic's, and they were going upstairs together, and that was just how things would aways
be.

There were severa people now sitting on the sofa, talking to the gap-toothed girl. Someonetold ajoke,
and they dl laughed. | would have had to push my way in thereto St next to her again, and it didn’t look
like she was expecting me back or cared that | had gone, so | wandered out into the hdll. | glanced in a
the dancers, and found mysalf wondering where the music was coming from. | couldn’t see arecord
player or speakers.

From the hall | walked back to the kitchen.

Kitchens are good at parties. Y ou never need an excuse to be there, and, on the good side, at this party |
couldn’t see any signs of someone’ s mum. | ingpected the various bottles and cans on the kitchen table,
then | poured ahalf an inch of Pernod into the bottom of my plastic cup, which | filled to the top with
Coke. | dropped in a couple of ice cubes and took asip, relishing the sweet-shop tang of the drink.



“What' sthat you'redrinking?’ A girl’svoice.

“It'sPernod,” | told her. “It tastes like aniseed bdls, only it'sacoholic.” | didn't say that | only tried it
because I’ d heard someone in the crowd ask for aPernod on alive Velvet Underground LP.

“Can | have one?’ | poured another Pernod, topped it off with Coke, passed it to her. Her hair wasa
coppery auburn, and it tumbled around her head in ringlets. It's not a hairstyle you see much now, but
you saw it alot back then.

“What’ syour name?’ | asked.

“Triolet,” shesaid.

“Pretty name,” | told her, dthough | wasn't surethat it was. She was pretty, though.
“It saverseform,” shesaid proudly. “Likeme.”

“You'reapoem?’

She smiled, and looked down and away, perhaps bashfully. Her profile was amogt flat—a perfect
Grecian nosethat came down from her forehead in astraight line. We did Antigone in the school theeater
the previous year. | was the messenger who brings Creon the news of Antigone' s death. Wewore
half-masks that made uslook like that. | thought of that play, looking at her face, in the kitchen, and |
thought of Barry Smith’ s drawings of women in the Conan comics. five yearslater | would have thought
of the Pre-Raphadites, of Jane Morrisand Lizzie Sddall. But | was only fifteen then.

“You'reapoem?’ | repeated.

She chewed her lower lip. “If you want. | am apoem, or | am a pattern, or arace of people whose
world was swallowed by the sea.”

“Isn’'tit hard to be three things at the sametime?’
“What' syour name?’
13 Enn_”

“Soyouare Enn,” she said. “And you areamae. And you are abiped. Isit hard to be three things at the
sametime?’

“But they aren’t different things. | mean, they aren’t contradictory.” It wasaword | had read many times
but never said doud before that night, and | put the stressesin the wrong places. Contradictory.

She wore athin dress made of awhite, silky fabric. Her eyeswere a pale green, acolor that would now
make methink of tinted contact lenses; but thiswas thirty years ago; things were different then. |
remember wondering about Vic and Stella, upstairs. By now, | was sure that they were in one of the
bedrooms, and | envied Vic so much it amost hurt.

Still, I wastdking to thisgirl, even if we weretalking nonsense, even if her namewasn't redlly Triolet (my
generation had not been given hippie names: dl the Rainbows and the Sunshines and the Moons, they
were only six, seven, eight years old back then). She said, “We knew that it would soon be over, and so
we put it al into a poem, to tdl the universe who we were, and why we were here, and what we said and
did and thought and dreamed and yearned for. We wrapped our dreamsin words and patterned the
words so that they would live forever, unforgettable. Then we sent the poem as a pattern of flux, to wait



in the heart of astar, beaming out its message in pulses and bursts and fuzzes across the €l ectromagnetic
spectrum, until the time when, on worlds a thousand sun systems distant, the pattern would be decoded
and read, and it would become a poem once again.”

“And then what happened?’

She looked a mewith her green eyes, and it was asif she stared out a me from her own Antigone
half-mask; but asif her pale green eyes were just adifferent, deeper, part of the mask. “Y ou cannot hear
apoem without it changing you,” shetold me. “They heard it, and it colonized them. It inherited them and
it inhabited them, its rhythms becoming part of the way that they thought; itsimages permanently
transmuting their metaphors its verses, its outlook, its aspirations becoming their lives. Withina
generation their children would be born dready knowing the poem, and, sooner rather than later, asthese
things go, there were no more children born. There was no need for them, not any longer. Therewas
only apoem, which took flesh and walked and spread itself across the vastness of the known.”

| edged closer to her, so | could fed my leg pressing against hers. She seemed to welcomeit: she put her
hand on my arm, affectionately, and | felt asmile spreading across my face.

“There are places that we are welcomed,” said Triolet, “and places where we are regarded as a noxious
weed, or as adisease, something immediately to be quarantined and diminated. But where does
contagion end and art begin?’

“I don't know,” | said, still smiling. | could hear the unfamiliar music asit pulsed and scattered and
boomed in the front room.

She leaned into me then and—I suppose it was akiss.... | suppose. She pressed her lipsto my lips,
anyway, and then, satisfied, she pulled back, asif she had now marked me as her own.

“Would you like to hear it?” she asked, and | nodded, unsure what she was offering me, but certain that |
needed anything shewaswilling to give.

She began to whisper something in my ear. It' sthe strangest thing about poetry—you can tell it’s poetry,
even if you don't spesk the language. Y ou can hear Homer’ s Greek without understanding aword, and
you still know it’ s poetry. I" ve heard Polish poetry, and Inuit poetry, and | knew what it was without
knowing. Her whisper waslike that. | didn’t know the language, but her words washed through me,
perfect, and in my mind’ seye | saw towers of glass and diamond; and people with eyes of the palest
green; and, unstoppable, beneath every syllable, | could fed the relentless advance of the ocean.

Perhaps | kissed her properly. | don’t remember. | know | wanted to.

And then Vic was shaking me violently. “Comeon!” he was shouting. “ Quickly. Comeon!”

In my head | began to come back from athousand miles away.

“Idiot. Come on. Just get amove on,” he said, and he swore at me. Therewasfury in hisvoice.

For thefirst time that evening | recognized one of the songs being played in the front room. A sad
saxophonewail followed by a cascade of liquid chords, aman’ s voice singing cut-up lyrics about the
sons of the silent age. | wanted to stay and hear the song.

Shesad, “1 am not finished. Thereisyet more of me.”

“Sorry, love” said Vic, but hewas't smiling any longer. “ There Il be another time,” and he grabbed me
by the elbow and he twisted and pulled, forcing me from the room. | did not resist. | knew from



experience that Vic could beet the stuffing out of meif he got it into his head to do so. Hewouldn't do it
unless he was upset or angry, but he was angry now.

Out into the front hal. As Vic pulled open the door, | looked back one last time, over my shoulder,
hoping to see Triolet in the doorway to the kitchen, but she was not there. | saw Stella, though, at the top
of the stairs. She was staring down at Vic, and | saw her face.

Thisal happened thirty years ago. | have forgotten much, and | will forget more, and inthe end | will
forget everything; yet, if | have any certainty of life beyond death, it isal wrapped up not in psalmsor
hymns, but in thisonething done: | cannot believethat | will ever forget that moment, or forget the
expression on Sdla sface as she watched Vic hurrying away from her. Even in degth | shal remember
that.

Her clotheswerein disarray, and there was makeup smudged across her face, and her eyes—

Y ou wouldn't want to make auniverse angry. | bet an angry universewould look at you with eyeslike
that.

We ran then, me and Vic, away from the party and the tourists and the twilight, ran asif alightning ssorm
was on our hedls, amad helter-skelter dash down the confusion of streets, threading through the maze,
and we did not look back, and we did not stop until we could not breathe; and then we stopped and
panted, unable to run any longer. Wewerein pain. | held onto awal, and Vic threw up, hard and long,
into the guitter.

He wiped his mouth.
“Shewasn't a—" He stopped.
He shook his head.

Thenhesad, “You know...I think there sathing. When you' ve gone asfar asyou dare. And if you go
any further, you wouldn’'t be you anymore? Y ou' d be the person who' d done that? The places you just
can't go.... | think that happened to me tonight.”

| thought I knew what he was saying. “ Screw her, you mean?’ | said.

He rammed a knuckle hard against my temple, and twisted it violently. | wondered if | was going to have
to fight him—and lose—but after amoment he lowered his hand and moved away from me, making a
low, gulping noise.

| looked a him curioudly, and | redized that he was crying: hisface was scarlet; snot and tearsran down
his cheeks. Vic was sobbing in the street, as unsdlf-conscioudly and heartbreakingly asalittle boy. He
walked away from me then, shoulders heaving, and he hurried down the road so he wasin front of me
and | could no longer see hisface. | wondered what had occurred in that upstairs room to make him
behave like that, to scare him so, and | could not even begin to guess.

The dtreetlights came on, one by one; Vic ssumbled on ahead, while | trudged down the street behind him
in the dusk, my feet treading out the measure of apoem that, try as| might, | could not properly
remember and would never be able to repest.

Sunbird

T HEY WERE A RICH and arowdy bunch at the Epicurean Club in those days. They certainly knew



how to party. There werefive of them: There was Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy, big enough for three
men, who ate enough for four men and who drank enough for five. His great-grandfather had founded the
Epicurean Club with the proceeds of atontine, which he had taken grest pains, in the traditional manner,
to ensure that he had collected infull.

There was Professor Mandday, small and twitchy and gray as aghost (and perhaps he was a ghost;
stranger things have happened), who drank nothing but water and who ate doll portions from platesthe
sze of saucers. Still, you do not need the gusto for the gastronomy, and Mandalay aways got to the
heart of every dish placed in front of him.

Therewas VirginiaBoote, the food and restaurant critic, who had once been agreat beauty but was now
agrand and magnificent ruin, and who delighted in her ruination.

There was Jackie Newhouse, the descendant (on the |eft-handed route) of the great lover, gourmand,
violinigt, and duelist Giacomo Casanova. Jackie Newhouse had, like his notorious ancestor, both broken
his share of hearts and eaten his share of great dishes.

And there was Zebediah T. Crawcrustle, who was the only one of the Epicureans who was flat-out
broke: he shambled in unshaven from the street when they had their meetings, with haf abottle of rotgut
in abrown paper bag, hatless and coatless and, too often, partly shirtless, but he ate with more of an
appetite than any of them.

Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy was taking—

“We have eaten everything that can be eaten,” said Augustus Twoeathers McCoy, and there was regret
and glancing sorrow in hisvoice. “We have eaten vulture, mole, and fruit bat.”

Mandalay consulted his notebook. “Vulture tasted like rotten pheasant. Mole tasted like carrion dug.
Fruit bat tasted remarkably like sweet guineapig.”

“We have eaten kakapo, aye-aye, and giant panda—"
“Oh, that broiled pandasteak,” sighed Virginia Boote, her mouth watering at the memory.

“We have eaten several long-extinct species,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “We have eaten
flash-frozen mammoth and Patagonian giant doth.”

“If we had but gotten to the mammoth alittle faster,” sighed Jackie Newhouse. “1 could tell why the hairy
elephants went so fast, though, once people got ataste of them. | am aman of elegant pleasures, but
after only one bite, | found myself thinking only of Kansas City barbecue sauce and what theribson
those thingswould belike, if they were fresh.”

“Nothing wrong with being on ice for amillennium or two,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. He grinned.
Histeeth may have been crooked, but they were sharp and strong. “ Even so, for red taste you had to go
for honest-to-goodness mastodon every time. Mammoth was always what people settled for, when they
couldn’t get mastodon.”

“WEe ve eaten squid, and giant squid, and humongous squid,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy.

“WEe ve eaten lemmings and Tasmanian tigers. WEe' ve eaten bowerbird and ortolan and peacock. We ve
eaten the dolphin fish (which is not the mammal dolphin) and the giant seaturtle and the Sumatran rhino.
We ve eaten everything thereisto eat.”

“Nonsense. There are many hundreds of things we have not yet tasted,” said Professor Mandalay.
“Thousands, perhaps. Think of al the species of beetle there are, fill untasted.”



“Oh Mandy,” sghed VirginiaBoote. “When you' ve tasted one beetle, you' ve tasted them al. And we dl
tasted severa hundred species. At least the dung beetles had ared kick to them.”

“No,” said Jackie Newhouse, “that was the dung-bestle balls. The beetles themselves were singularly
unexceptiond. Still, | take your point. We have scaled the heights of gastronomy, we have plunged down
into the depths of gustation. We have become cosmonauits exploring undreamed of worlds of delectation
and gourmanderie.”

“True, true, true,” said Augustus TwoFesathers McCoy. “ There has been amesting of the Epicureans
every month for over ahundred and fifty years, in my father’ stime, and my grandfather’ stime, and my
great-grandfather’ stime, and now | fear that | must hang it up for there is nothing left that we, or our
predecessorsin the club, have not eaten.”

“I wish | had been herein the twenties” said VirginiaBoote, “when they legaly had Man on the menu.”

“Only after it had been eectrocuted,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “Haf-fried dready it was, dl char
and crackling. It left none of uswith ataste for long pig, save one who was dready that way inclined, and
he went out pretty soon after that anyway.”

“Oh, Crusty, why must you pretend that you were there?” asked Virginia Boote, with ayawn. “Anyone
can seeyou aren't that old. Y ou can’'t be more than sixty, even alowing for the ravages of time and the
gutter.”

“Oh, they ravage pretty good,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “But not as good as you’ d imagine.
Anyway there’ sahost of thingswe ve not eaten yet.”

“Nameone,” said Mandaay, his pencil poised precisely above his notebook.

“Well, there's Suntown Sunbird,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. And he grinned his crookedy grin at
them, with histeeth ragged but sharp.

“I’ve never heard of it,” said Jackie Newhouse. “Y ou’ re making it up.”
“I'veheard of it,” said Professor Mandaay, “ but in another context. And besides, it isimaginary.”

“Unicornsareimaginary,” said VirginiaBoote, “but, gosh, that unicorn flank tartare wastasty. A little bit
horsey, alittle bit goatish, and al the better for the capers and raw quail eggs.”

“There s something about the Sunbird in one of the minutes of the Epicurean Club from bygone years,”
said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “But what it was, | can no longer remember.”

“Did they say how it tasted?’ asked Virginia.

“I do not believe that they did,” said Augustus, with afrown. “I would need to inspect the bound
proceedings, of course.”

“Nah,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrudtle. “That’sonly in the charred volumes. You'll never find out about it
from there.”

Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy scratched his head. He redlly did have two feathers, which went through
the knot of black hair shot with silver at the back of his head, and the festhers had once been golden
athough by now they werelooking kind of ordinary and yellow and ragged. He had been given them



when he was aboy.

“Bestles,” said Professor Mandday. “1 once calculated that, if aman such as mysdf wereto eat Six
different species of beetle each day, it would take him more than twenty yearsto eet every beetle that has
been identified. And over that twenty years enough new species of beetle might have been discovered to
keep him eeting for another five years. And in those five years enough beetles might have been
discovered to keep him eating for another two and a half years, and so on, and so on. It isa paradox of
inexhaudtibility. | cal it Mandaay’ s Beetle. Y ou would have to enjoy eating beetles, though,” he added,
“or it would be avery bad thing indeed.”

“Nothing wrong with eating beetlesiif they’ re the right kind of beetle,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle.
“Right now, I’ ve got ahankering on mefor lightning bugs. There’ sakick from the glow of alightning bug
that might be just what | need.”

“While thelightning bug or firefly (Photinus pyrdis) ismore of abeetlethanitisaglowworm,” said
Mandalay, “it isby no stretch of theimagination edible.”

“They may not be edible,” said Crawcrudtle, “but they’ll get you into shape for the stuff that is. | think 1’1l
roast me some. Fireflies and habafiero peppers. Yum.”

Virginia Boote was an eminently practical woman. She said, “ Suppose we did want to eat Suntown
Sunbird. Where should we start looking for it?’

Zebediah T. Crawcrustle scratched the bristling seventh-day beard that was sprouting on his chin (it
never grew any longer than that; seventh-day beards never do). “If it was me,” hetold them, “I’d head
down to Suntown of anoon in midsummer, and I’ d find somewhere comfortable to st—Mustapha
Stroheim’ s coffeehouse, for example—and I’d wait for the Sunbird to come by. ThenI’d caich himin
the traditiona manner, and cook him in the traditiona manner aswell.”

“And what would the traditional manner of catching him be?” asked Jackie Newhouse.
“Why, the same way your famous ancestor poached quails and wood grouse,” said Crawcrustle.
“There snothing in Casanova s memoirs about poaching quail,” said Jackie Newhouse.

“Y our ancestor was abusy man,” said Crawcrustle. “He couldn’t be expected to write everything down.
But he poached agood quail nonetheless.”

“Dried corn and dried blueberries, soaked in whiskey,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “That's
how my folk dwaysdidit.”

“And that was how Casanovadidit,” said Crawcrustle, “athough he used barley grains mixed with
raisins, and he soaked the raisnsin brandy. He taught me himself.”

Jackie Newhouse ignored this statement. It was easy to ignore much that Zebediah T. Crawcrustle said.
Instead, Jackie Newhouse asked, “ And where is Mustapha Stroheim’ s coffeehouse in Suntown?’

“Why, whereit dwaysis, third lane after the old market in the Suntown digtrict, just before you reach the
old drainage ditch that was once anirrigation canal, and if you find yourself outside One-eye Khayam's
carpet shop you have gonetoo far,” began Crawcrustle. “But | see by the expressions of irritation upon
your faces that you were expecting aless succinct, less accurate description. Very well. It isin Suntown,
and Suntown isin Cairo, in Egypt, whereit dwaysis, or dmost aways.”

“And who will pay for an expedition to Suntown?’ asked Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “ And who will



be on this expedition? | ask the question athough | aready know the answer, and | do not likeit.”

“Why, you will pay for it, Augustus, and we will al come,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “Y ou can
deduct it from our Epicurean membership dues. And | shall bring my chef’ s gpron and my cooking
utengls”

Augustus knew that Crawcrustle had not paid his Epicurean Club membership in much too long atime,
but the Epicurean Club would cover him; Crawcrustle had been amember of the Epicureansin
Augustus sfather’ sday. He smply said, “And when shdl we leave?’

Crawcrustle fixed him with amad old eye and shook his head in disappointment. “Why, Augustus,” he
sad. “We re going to Suntown, to catch the Sunbird. When e se should we leave?’

“Sunday!” sang VirginiaBoote. “ Darlings, we Il leave on a Sunday!”

“There shopefor you yet, young lady,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “We shall leave Sunday indeed.
Three Sundays from now. And we shdl travel to Egypt. We shall spend severa days hunting and
trgpping the dusive Sunbird of Suntown, and, findly, we shdl ded withit in thetraditiona way.”

Professor Mandaay blinked asmdll gray blink. “But,” he said, “I am teaching a class on Monday. On
Mondays | teach mythology, on Tuesdays | teach tap dancing, and on Wednesdays, woodwork.”

“Get ateaching assistant to take your course, Mandalay, O Mandalay. On Monday you'll be hunting the
Sunbird,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrudtle. “ And how many other professors can say that?’

They went, one by one, to see Crawcrustle, in order to discussthe journey ahead of them, and to
announce their misgivings.

Zebediah T. Crawcrustle was aman of no fixed abode. Still, there were places he could be found, if you
were of amind to find him. In the early mornings he dept in the bus termina, where the benches were
comfortable and the transport police wereinclined to let him lie; in the hegt of the afternoonshe hungin
the park by the statues of long-forgotten generass, with the dipsos and the winos and the hopheads,
sharing their company and the contents of their bottles, and offering his opinion, which was, asthat of an
Epicurean, ways considered and aways respected, if not ways welcomed.

Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy sought out Crawcrustle in the park; he had with him his daughter,
Hollyberry NoFeathers McCoy. She was smdll, but she was sharp as a shark’ stooth.

“Youknow,” said Augudius, “thereis something very familiar about this.”

“About what?" asked Zebediah.

“All of this. The expedition to Egypt. The Sunbird. It ssemed to melike | heard about it before.”
Crawcrustle merely nodded. He was crunching something from abrown paper bag.

Augustus said, “I went to the bound annals of the Epicurean Club, and | looked it up. And there was
what | took to be areference to the Sunbird in the index for forty years ago, but | was unableto learn

anything more.”
“And why wasthat?’ asked Zebediah T. Crawcrustle, svallowing noisly.

Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy sighed. “1 found the rlevant pagein the annds,” he said, “but it was



burned away, and afterward there was some great confusion in the administration of the Epicurean Club.”

“Y ou' re eating lightning bugs from a paper bag,” said Hollyberry NoFeathers McCoy. “1 seen you doing
it”

“l amindeed, littlelady,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle.
“Do you remember the days of great confusion, Crawcrustle?’ asked Augustus.

“I doindeed,” said Crawcrustle. “And | remember you. Y ou were only the age that young Hollyberry is
now. But thereis aways confusion, Augustus, and then thereisno confusion. It isliketherising and the
Setting of thesun.”

Jackie Newhouse and Professor Mandalay found Crawcrustle that evening, behind the railroad tracks.
Hewasroasting something in atin can over asmal charcod fire.

“What are you roasting, Crawcrustle?” asked Jackie Newhouse.
“More charcod,” said Crawcrudtle. “ Cleans the blood, purifies the spirit.”

There was basswood and hickory, cut up into little chunks at the bottom of the can, al black and
smoking.

“And will you actualy eat this charcoal, Crawcrustle?” asked Professor Mandalay.

In response, Crawcrustle licked hisfingers and picked out alump of charcod from the can. It hissed and
fizzedinhisgrip.

“Afinetrick,” said Professor Mandalay. “ That' s how fire-eatersdoit, | believe.”

Crawcrustle popped the charcoal into his mouth and crunched it between hisragged old teeth. “Itis
indeed,” hesaid. “Itisindeed.”

Jackie Newhouse cleared histhroat. “ The truth of the matter is,” he said, “ Professor Mandalay and |
have degp misgivings about the journey that lies ahead.”

Zebediah merely crunched his charcod. “Not hot enough,” he said. He took a stick from the fire and
nibbled off the orange-hot tip of it. “ That’sgood,” he said.

“It sdl anilluson,” said Jackie Newhouse,
“Nothing of the sort,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle primly. “It' s prickly em.”

“I have extreme misgivings about dl this,” said Jackie Newhouse. “My ancestorsand | have afinely
tuned sense of persona preservation, onethat has often left us shivering on roofsand hiding in
rivers—one step away from the law, or from gentlemen with guns and legitimate grievances—and that
sense of self-preservation istelling me not to go to Suntown with you.”

“I am an academic,” said Professor Mandday, “and thus have no findly developed senses that would be
comprehens ble to anyone who has not ever needed to grade papers without actualy reading the blessed
things. Still, 1 find the whole thing remarkably suspicious. If this Sunbird is so tasty, why have | not heard
of it?’

“Y ou have, Mandy old fruit. You have,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle.



“And | am, in addition, an expert on geographica features from Tulsa, Oklahoma, to Timbuktu,”
continued Professor Mandday. “Y et | have never seen amention in any book of a place caled Suntown
inCairo.”

“Seen it mentioned? Why, you' ve taught it,” said Crawcrustle, and he doused alump of smoking
charcoa with hot pepper sauce before popping it in his mouth and chomping it down.

“I| don't believe you'reredly eating that,” said Jackie Newhouse. “But even being around thetrick of itis
making me uncomfortable. I think it istimethat | was dsawhere.”

And he left. Perhaps Professor Mandalay eft with him: that man was so gray and so ghostie it was
always atoss-up whether he was there or not.

VirginiaBoote tripped over Zebediah T. Crawcrustle while he rested in her doorway, in the smdl hours
of the morning. She was returning from arestaurant she had needed to review. She got out of ataxi,
tripped over Crawcrustle, and went sprawling. She landed nearby. “Whee!” she said. “ That was some
trip, wasn't it?’

“Indeed it was, Virginia,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “Y ou would not happen to have such athing as
abox of matches on you, would you?’

“I have abook of matches on me somewhere,” she said, and she began to rummagein her purse, which
wasvery large and very brown. “Hereyou are.”

Zebediah T. Crawcrustle was carrying abottle of purple methylated spirits, which he proceeded to pour
into aplastic cup.

“Meths?” said Virginia Boote. “ Somehow you never struck me as ameths drinker, Zebby.”

“Nor am|,” said Crawcrudtle. “Foul stuff. It rotsthe guts and spoilsthe taste buds. But | could not find
any lighter fluid at thistime of night.”

Helit amatch, then dipped it near the surface of the cup of spirits, which began to burn with aflickery
light. He ate the match. Then he gargled with the flaming liquid, and blew asheet of flameinto the Street,
incinerating asheet of newspaper asit blew by.

“Crugty,” said VirginiaBoote, “that’sagood way to get yoursdlf killed.”

Zebediah T. Crawcrustle grinned through black teeth. “I don't actudly drink it,” hetold her. “1 just gargle
and breathe it out.”

“You're playing with fire,” shewarned him.
“That’show | know I'm alive,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle.
Virginiasaid, “Oh, Zeb. | am excited. | am so excited. What do you think the Sunbird tastes like?’

“Richer than quail and moigter than turkey, fatter than ostrich and lusher than duck,” said Zebediah T.
Crawcrudtle. “Once eaten it s never forgotten.”

“We regoing to Egypt,” shesaid. “I’ve never been to Egypt.” Then she said, “ Do you have anywhere to
day thenight?’

He coughed, asmall cough that rattled around in hisold chest. “1’m getting too old to deep in doorways
and gutters” hesaid. “Still, | have my pride.”



“Wadl,” shesad, looking at the man, “you could deep on my sofa.”

“Itisnot that | am not grateful for the offer,” he said, * but there isabench in the bus station that has my
nameonit.”

And he pushed himself away from thewall and tottered majestically down the street.

Therereally was abench in the bus station that had his name on it. He had donated the bench to the bus
station back when he was flush, and his name was attached to the back of it, engraved upon asmal

brass plaque. Zebediah T. Crawcrustle was not ways poor. Sometimes he wasrich, but he had
difficulty in holding on to hiswedth, and whenever he had become wedlthy he discovered that the world
frowned on rich men eating in hobo jungles at the back of therailroad, or consorting with the winosin the
park, so he would fritter hiswealth away as best he could. There were dwayslittle bits of it here and
there that he had forgotten about, and sometimes he would forget that he did not like being rich, and then
he would set out again and seek hisfortune, and find it.

He had needed a shave for aweek, and the hairs of his seven-day beard were starting to come through
snow white.

They left for Egypt on a Sunday, the Epicureans. There werefive of them there, and Hollyberry
NoFeathers M cCoy waved good-bye to them at the airport. It was avery smdl airport, which ill
permitted waves good-bye.

“Good-bye, Father!” called Hollyberry NoFeathers McCoy.

Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy waved back at her asthey waked aong the asphalt to the little prop
plane, which would begin thefirgt leg of their journey.

“It ssemsto me,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy, “that | remember, dbeit dimly, aday likethis
long, long ago. | wasasmdl boy, in that memory, waving good-bye. | believeit wasthe last time | saw
my father, and | am struck once more with a sudden presentiment of doom.” He waved onelast time at
the smdll child at the other end of thefield, and she waved back a him.

“You waved just as enthusiastically back then,” agreed Zebediah T. Crawcrustle, “but | think she waves
with dightly more gplomb.”

It was true. Shedid.

They took asmall plane and then alarger plane, then asmaller plane, ablimp, agondola, atrain, a
hot-air balloon, and arented Jeep.

They rattled through Cairo in the Jeep. They passed the old market, and they turned off on the third lane
they cameto (if they had continued on they would have come to a drainage ditch that was once an
irrigation cand). Mustapha Stroneim himself was sitting outside in the street, perched on an derly
wicker chair. All of the tables and chairs were on the side of the street, and it was not a particularly wide
dreet.

“Welcome, my friends, to my kahwa,” said Mustapha Stroheim. “Kahwalis Egyptian for café or for
coffeehouse. Would you like tea? Or agame of dominoes?’

“Wewould like to be shown to our rooms,” said Jackie Newhouse.



“Not me,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “I’ll deep in the street. It swarm enough, and that doorstep
over therelooks mighty comfortable.”

“I'll have coffee, please,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy.
“Of course”
“Do you have water?’ asked Professor Mandalay.

“Who said that?" said Mustapha Stroheim. “ Oh, it was you, little gray man. My mistake. When | first
saw you | thought you were someone' s shadow.”

“I will have shay sokkar bosta,” said Virginia Boote, which isaglass of hot teawith the sugar on the side.
“And | will play backgammon with anyone who wishes to take me on. Thereé snot asoul in Cairo|
cannot beat a backgammon, if | can remember the rules.”

Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy was shown to his room. Professor Mandaay was shown to hisroom.
Jackie Newhouse was shown to hisroom. Thiswas not alengthy procedure; they were dl in the same
room, after al. There was another room in the back where Virginiawould deep, and athird room for
Mustgpha Stroneim and hisfamily.

“What' sthat you' re writing?’ asked Jackie Newhouse.

“It’ sthe procedures, anna's, and minutes of the Epicurean Club,” said Professor Mandaay. Hewas
writing in alarge leather-bound book with asmall black pen. “I have chronicled our journey here, and al
the thingsthat we have eaten on the way. | shall keep writing aswe eat the Sunbird, to record for
posterity al the tastes and textures, al the smellsand the juices.”

“Did Crawcrustle say how he was going to cook the Sunbird?’ asked Jackie Newhouse.

“Hedid,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “He saysthat hewill drain abeer can, soitisonly athird
full. And then he will add herbs and spicesto the beer can. He will stand the bird up on the can, with the
caninitsinner cavity, and placeit up on the barbecue to roast. He saysit isthe traditiona way.”

Jackie Newhouse sniffed. “It sounds suspicioudy modern to me.”
“Crawcrustle saysit isthe traditional method of cooking the Sunbird,” repeated Augustus.

“Indeed | did,” said Crawcrustle, coming up the stairs. It wasasmall building. The stairsweren’t thet far
away, and the walls were not thick ones. “ The oldest beer in the world is Egyptian beer, and they’ve
been cooking the Sunbird with it for over five thousand years now.”

“But the beer can isardatively modern invention,” said Professor Mandaay, asZebediah T.
Crawcrustle came through the door. Crawcrustle was holding a cup of Turkish coffee, black astar,
which steamed like a kettle and bubbled like atar pit.

“That coffeelooks pretty hot,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy.

Crawcrustle knocked back the cup, draining haf the contents. “Nah,” he said. “Not really. And the beer
canisn't redly that new an invention. We used to make them out of an amalgam of copper and tinin the
old days, sometimeswith alittle Slver in there, sometimes not. It depended on the smith, and what he had
to hand. Y ou needed something that would stand up to the hest. | seethat you are adl looking at me



doubtfully. Gentlemen, consider: of course the ancient Egyptians made beer cans, where else would they
have kept their beer?’

From outside the window, at the tablesin the street, came awailing, in many voices. Virginia Boote had
persuaded the locals to start playing backgammon for money, and she was cleaning them out. That
woman was a backgammon shark.

Out back of Mustapha Stroheim’ s coffeehouse there was a courtyard containing a broken-down old
barbecue, made of clay bricks and ahaf-melted metal grating, and an old wooden table. Crawcrustle
spent the next day rebuilding the barbecue and cleaningit, oiling down the metd grille.

“That doesn't look likeit's been used inforty years,” said Virginia Boote. Nobody would play
backgammon with her any longer, and her purse bulged with grubby piasters.

“Something likethat,” said Crawcrustle. “Maybe alittle more. Here, Ginnie, make yoursdlf useful. I've
written alist of things | need from the market. It's mostly herbs and spices and wood chips. Y ou can
take one of the children of Mustapha Stroheim to trandate for you.”

“My plessure, Crusty.”

The other three members of the Epicurean Club were occupying themsalvesin their own way. Jackie
Newhouse was making friends with many of the people of the area, who were attracted by his elegant
suitsand his kill at playing the violin. Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy went for long walks. Professor
Mandaay spent time trandating the hieroglyphics he had noticed were incised upon the clay bricksin the
barbecue. He said that afoolish man might believe that they proved the barbecue in Mustapha
Stroheim’ s backyard was once sacred to the Sun. “But |, who am an intdlligent man,” he said, 1 see
immediately that what has happened isthat bricks that were once, long ago, part of atemple, have, over
the millennia, been reused. | doubt that these people know the vaue of what they have here.”

“Oh, they know dl right,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “ And these bricks weren't part of any temple.
They’ ve been right here for five thousand years, since we built the barbecue. Before that we made do
with stones”

VirginiaBoote returned with afilled shopping basket. “Here,” she said. “ Red sandawood and patchouli,
vanillabeans, lavender twigs and sage and cinnamon leaves, whole nutmegs, garlic bulbs, cloves, and
rosemary: everything you wanted and more.”

Zebediah T. Crawcrustle grinned with delight. “ The Sunbird will be so happy,” hetold her.

He spent the afternoon preparing a barbecue sauce. He said it was only respectful, and besides, the
Sunbird’ sflesh was often dightly on the dry side.

The Epicureans spent that evening ditting at the wicker tablesin the street out front, while Mustapha
Stroheim and his family brought them tea and coffee and hot mint drinks. Zebediah T. Crawcrustle had
told the Epicureans that they would be having the Sunbird of Suntown for Sunday lunch, and that they
might wish to avoid food the night before, to ensure that they had an appetite.

“I have a presentiment of doom upon me,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy that night, in abed that
wasfar too smdl for him, before he dept. “And | fear it shall come to uswith barbecue sauce.”



They were dl so hungry the following morning. Zebediah T. Crawcrustle had acomedic apron on, with
the words KISS THE COOK written upon it in violently green letters. He had aready sprinkled the
brandy-soaked raisins and grain benegth the stunted avocado tree behind the house, and he was
arranging the scented woods, the herbs, and the spices on the bed of charcoal. Mustapha Stroheim and
hisfamily had goneto visit relatives on the other Sde of Cairo.

“Does anybody have amatch?’ Crawcrustle asked.

Jackie Newhouse pulled out a Zippo lighter, and passed it to Crawcrustle, who lit the dried cinnamon
leaves and dried laurdl leaves benegth the charcod. The smoke drifted up into the noon air.

“The cinnamon and sandawood smoke will bring the Sunbird,” said Crawcrustle.
“Bring it from where?’ asked Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy.
“From the Sun,” said Crawcrustle. “That’ swhere he degps.”

Professor Mandaay coughed discreetly. Hesad, “The Earth is, at its closest, ninety-one million miles
from the Sun. The fastest dive by abird ever recorded isthat of the peregrine falcon, at two hundred and
seventy-three miles per hour. Flying at that speed, from the Sun, it would take abird alittle over
thirty-eight yearsto reach us—if it could fly through the dark and cold and vacuum of space, of course.”

“Of course,” agreed Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. He shaded his eyes and squinted and looked upward.
“Hereit comes” hesad.

It looked dmost asif the bird was flying out of the sun; but that could not have been the case. Y ou could
not look directly at the noonday sun, after dl.

Firdt it was aslhouette, black againgt the sun and againgt the blue sky, then the sunlight caught its
feathers, and the watchers on the ground caught their breeth. Y ou have never seen anything like sunlight
on the Sunbird’ sfesthers, seeing something like that would take your breath away.

The Sunbird flapped its wide wings once, then it began to glide in ever-decreasing circlesin the air above
Mustapha Stroheim’ s coffeehouse.

The bird landed in the avocado tree. Its feathers were golden, and purple, and silver. It was smdler than
aturkey, larger than arooster, and had the long legs and high head of a heron, though its head was more
like the head of an eagle.

“Itisvery beautiful,” said VirginiaBoote. “Look at thetwo tal feathersonits head. Aren’t they lovely?’
“Itisindeed quite lovely,” said Professor Mandaay.
“Thereis something familiar about that bird' s heedfeathers,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy.

“We pluck the headfeathers before we roast the bird,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “It'stheway it's
adwaysdone.”

The Sunbird perched on abranch of the avocado tree, in apatch of sun. It seemed dmost asif it were
glowing, gently, inthe sunlight, asif its feathers were made of sunlight, iridescent with purples and greens
and golds. It preened itsdlf, extending one wing in the sunlight. It nibbled and stroked at the wing with its
beak until dl the featherswere in their correct position, and oiled. Then it extended the other wing, and
repeated the process. Findly, the bird emitted a contented chirrup, and flew the short distance from the
branch to the ground.



It strutted across the dried mud, peering from side to Side shortsightedly.
“Look!” said Jackie Newhouse. “It'sfound the grain.”

“It seemed dmost that it waslooking for it,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “ That it was expecting
the grain to be there.”

“That' swhere | dwaysleaveit,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle.

“It ssolovely,” said VirginiaBoote. “But now | seeit closer, | can seethat it's much older than |
thought. Itseyes are cloudy and itslegs are shaking. But it’ still lovely.”

“The Bennu bird isthe loveliest of birds,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle.

Virginia Boote spoke good restaurant Egyptian, but beyond that shewas all at sea. “What' saBennu
bird?’ she asked. “Isthat Egyptian for Sunbird?’

“The Bennu bird,” said Professor Mandalay, “roostsin the Perseatree. It hastwo feathersonits head. It
is sometimes represented as being like a heron, and sometimes like an eagle. Thereismore, but it istoo
unlikely to bear repegting.”

“It' seaten the grain and theraisind” exclamed Jackie Newhouse. “Now it's ssumbling drunkenly from
sSdeto sde—such mgesty, even inits drunkenness!”

Zebediah T. Crawcrustle walked over to the Sunbird, which, with a great effort of will, was staggering
back and forth on the mud benesth the avocado tree, not tripping over itslong legs. He stood directly in
front of the bird, and then, very dowly, he bowed to it. He bent like an extremely old man, dowly and
creakily, but till he bowed. And the Sunbird bowed back to him, then it toppled to the mud. Zebediah
T. Crawcrustle picked it up reverently, and placed it in hisarms, carrying it as one would carry achild,
and hetook it back to the plot of land behind Mustapha Stroheim'’ s coffeehouse, and the others followed
him.

First he plucked the two majestic headfeathers, and set them aside.

And then, without plucking the bird, he gutted it, and placed the guts on the smoking twigs. He put the
half-filled beer can indgde the body cavity, and placed the bird upon the barbecue.

“Sunbird cooksfast,” warned Crawcrustle. “ Get your platesready.”

The beers of the ancient Egyptians were flavored with cardamom and coriander, for the Egyptians had no
hops; their beerswere rich and flavorsome and thirst quenching. Y ou could build pyramids after drinking
that beer, and sometimes people did. On the barbecue the beer steamed the inside of the Sunbird,
keeping it moist. Asthe heat of the charcoa reached them, the feathers of the bird burned off, igniting
with aflash like amagnesium flare, so bright that the Epicureans were forced to avert their eyes.

The smell of roast fowl filled the air, richer than peacock, lusher than duck. The mouths of the assembled
Epicureans began to water. It seemed like it had been cooking for no time at all, but Zebediah lifted the
Sunbird from the charcod bed and put it on the table. Then, with acarving knife, hediced it up and
placed the steaming meat on the plates. He poured allittle barbecue sauce over each piece of mesat. He
placed the carcass directly onto the flames.

Each member of the Epicurean Club sat in the back of Mustapha Stroheim’ s coffeehouse, sat around an
elderly wooden table, and they ate with their fingers.



“Zebby, thisisamazing!” said VirginiaBoote, taking as she ate. “It metsin your mouth. It tasteslike
heaven.”

“It tastes like the sun,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy, putting hisfood away as only abig man can.
He had aleg in one hand, and some breast in the other. “It isthe finest thing | have ever eaten, and | do
not regret eating it, but | do believethat | shal miss my daughter.”

“Itisperfect,” said Jackie Newhouse. “It tastes like love and fine music. It tasteslike truth.”

Professor Mandalay was scribbling in the bound annds of the Epicurean Club. Hewas recording his
reaction to the mest of the bird, and recording the reactions of the other Epicureans, and trying not to
drip on the page while he wrote, for with the hand that was not writing he was holding awing, and,
fadtidioudy, he was nibbling the meset off it.

“Itisstrange,” said Jackie Newhouse, “for as| edt it, it gets hotter and hotter in my mouth and in my
somach.”

“Yup. It'll dothat. It’sbest to preparefor it ahead of time,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrudtle. “Eat cods
and flames and lightning bugs to get used to it. Otherwise it can be atrifle hard on the systlem.”

Zebediah T. Crawcrustle was eating the head of the bird, crunching its bones and beak in hismouth. As
he ate, the bones sparked small lightnings againgt histeeth. He just grinned and chewed the more.

The bones of the Sunbird’ s carcass burned orange on the barbecue, and then they began to burn white.
There was athick heat haze in the courtyard at the back of Mustapha Stroheim’ s coffeehouse, and in it
everything shimmered, asif the people around the table were seeing the world through water or adream.

“Itissogood!” said VirginiaBoote asshe ate. “It isthe best thing | have ever eaten. It tastes like my
youth. It tasteslike forever.” Shelicked her fingers, then picked up the last dice of mesat from her plate.
“The Sunbird of Suntown,” she said. “Doesit have another name?’

“It isthe Phoenix of Heliopolis,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrudtle. “It isthe bird that diesin ashes and flame,
and isborn again, generation after generation. It isthe Bennu bird, which flew acrossthe waterswhen al
was dark. Whenitstimeis comeit is burned on thefire of rare woods and spices and herbs, and in the
ashesit isreborn, time after time, world without end.”

“Firel” exclamed Professor Mandday. “It fedsasif my inddes are burning up!” He sipped hiswater, but
seemed no happier.

“My fingers,” said VirginiaBoote. “Look at my fingers.” She held them up. They were glowing insde, as
if lit withinner flames.

Now the air was so hot you could have baked an egginit.

There was aspark and a sputter. The two yellow feathersin Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy’ s hair went
up like sparklers. “ Crawcrustle,” said Jackie Newhouse, aflame, “answer metruly. How long have you
been eating the Phoenix?’

“A little over ten thousand years,” said Zebediah. “ Give or take afew thousand. It’ s not hard, once you
magter thetrick of it; it'sjust mastering thetrick of it that’s hard. But thisis the best Phoenix I’ ve ever
prepared. Or do | mean, ‘ Thisisthe best I’ ve ever cooked this Phoenix’ ?’

“Theyeard” sad VirginiaBoote. “ They are burning off you!”



“They do that,” admitted Zebediah. “ Y ou' ve got to get used to the hest, though, before you ezt it.
Otherwise you can just burn away.”

“Why did | not remember this?’ said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy, through the bright flames that
surrounded him. “Why did I not remember that this was how my father went, and hisfather before him,
that each of them went to Heliopolisto eat the Phoenix? And why do | only remember it now?’

“Because the years are burning off you,” said Professor Mandalay. He had closed the leather book as
soon as the page he had been writing on caught fire. The edges of the book were charred, but the rest of
the book would be fine. “When the years burn, the memories of those years come back.” He looked
more solid now, through the wavering burning air, and he was smiling. None of them had ever seen
Professor Mandaay smile before.

“Shdl we burn away to nothing?’ asked Virginia, now incandescent. “ Or shal we burn back to
childhood and burn back to ghosts and angels and then come forward again? It does not matter. Oh
Crugty, thisisal such fun!”

“Perhaps,” said Jackie Newhouse, through thefire, “there might have been alittle more vinegar in the
sauce. | fed amest like this could have dedlt with something more robust.” And then he was gone,
leaving only an afterimage.

“Chacun ason go(it,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle, which is French for “each to hisown taste,” and he
licked hisfingers and he shook hishead. “Best it' sever been,” he said, with enormous satisfaction.

“Good-bye, Crusty,” said Virginia. She put her flame-white hand out, and held his dark hand tightly for
one moment, or perhaps for two.

And then there was nothing in the courtyard back of Mustapha Stroheim’ s kahwa (or coffeehouse) in
Heliopolis (which was once the city of the Sun, and isnow a suburb of Cairo) but white ash, which blew
up in the momentary breeze, and settled like powdered sugar or like snow; and nobody there but a
young man with dark, dark hair and even, ivory-colored teeth, wearing an apron that said KISSTHE
COOK.

A tiny golden-purple bird stirred in the thick bed of ashes on top of the clay bricks, asif it were waking
for thefirst time. It made ahigh-pitched peep! and it looked directly into the sun, asan infant looks at a
parent. It Sretched itswings asif to dry them, and, eventually, when it was quite ready, it flew upward,
toward the sun, and nobody watched it leave but the young man in the courtyard.

There were two long golden fegthers at the young man’ sfeet, beneath the ash that had once been a
wooden table, and he gathered them up, and brushed the white ash from them and placed them,
reverently, insde his jacket. Then he removed his gpron, and he went upon hisway.

Hollyberry TwoFeathers McCoy isagrown woman, with children of her own. Thereare slver hairson
her head, in there with the black, benegth the golden feathersin the bun at the back. Y ou can see that
once the feathers must have looked pretty specia, but that would have been along time ago. Sheisthe
president of the Epicurean Club—arich and rowdy bunch—having inherited the position, many long
years ago, from her father.

| hear that the Epicureans are beginning to grumble once again. They are saying that they have eaten
everything.



(For HMG—abelated birthday present)

The Witch’s Headstone

T HERE WAS A WITCH buried at the edge of the graveyard; it was common knowledge. Bod had
been told to keep away from that corner of the world by Mrs. Owens asfar back as he could remember.

“Why?" he asked.

“’Tan't hedthy for aliving body,” said Mrs. Owens. “There sdamp down that end of things. It's
practically amarsh. You'll catch your death.”

Mr. Owens himsdlf was more evasive and lessimaginative. “It’snot agood place” was dl he said.

The graveyard proper ended at the bottom of the hill, beneath the old apple tree, with afence of
rust-brown iron railings, each topped with asmdll, rusting spearhead, but there was a wasteland beyond
that, amass of nettles and weeds, of brambles and autumnal rubbish, and Bod, who was a good boy, on
thewhole, and obedient, did not push between the railings, but he went down there and looked through.
He knew hewasn't being told the whole story, and it irritated him.

Bod went back up the hill, to the abandoned church in the middie of the graveyard, and he waited until it
got dark. Astwilight edged from gray to purple there was anoisein the spire, like afluttering of heavy
velvet, and Silas|eft hisresting place in the belfry and clambered headfirst down the spire.

“What'sin thefar corner of the graveyard,” asked Bod. “Past Harrison Westwood, Baker of this Parish,
and hiswives, Marion and Joan?’

“Why do you ask?’ said hisguardian, brushing the dust from hisblack suit with ivory fingers.
Bod shrugged. “ Just wondered.”

“It' sunconsecrated ground,” said Silas. “ Do you know what that means?’

“Not redly,” said Bod.

Silaswalked across the path without disturbing afalen leaf, and sat down on the stone bench, beside
Bod. “Therearethose,” he said in hissilken voice, “who believethat al land is sacred. That it is sacred
before we cometo it, and sacred after. But here, in your land, they bless the churches and the ground
they set asdeto bury peoplein, to makeit holy. But they leave land unconsecrated beside the sacred
ground, potter’ sfieldsto bury the criminals and the suicides or those who were not of the faith.”

“So the people buried in the ground on the other side of the fence are bad people?’

Silasraised one perfect eyebrow. “Mm? Oh, not at all. Let’s see, it’' sbeen awhile since I’ ve been down
that way. But | don’t remember anyone particularly evil. Remember, in days gone by you could be
hanged for stedling ashilling. And there are dways people who find their lives have become so
unsupportable they believe the best thing they could do would be to hasten their transition to another
plane of existence.”

“They kill themsalves, you mean?’ said Bod. He was about eight years old, wide-eyed and inquisitive,
and he was not stupid.



“Indeed.”
“Doesit work? Are they happier dead?’

Silas grinned so wide and sudden that he showed hisfangs. “ Sometimes. Mogtly, no. It' slike the people
who bedlievethey’ Il be happy if they go and live somewhere e se, but who learn it doesn’t work that way.
Wherever you go, you take yoursdlf with you. If you seewhat | mean.”

“Sort of,” said Bod.
Silas reached down and ruffled the boy’ s hair.
Bod said, “What about the witch?’

“Yes. Exactly,” said Silas. “ Suicides, criminals, and witches. Those who died unshriven.” He stood up, a
midnight shadow in thetwilight. “All thistalking,” he said, “and | have not even had my breskfast. While
you will belatefor lessons” In thetwilight of the graveyard there was aslent implosion, aflutter of velvet
darkness, and Silaswas gone.

The moon had begun to rise by the time Bod reached Mr. Pennyworth’ s mausoleum, and Thomes
Pennyworth (here he lyesin the certainty of the moft glorious refurrection) was aready waiting, and was
not in the best of moods.

“You arelate,” hesaid.
“Sorry, Mr. Pennyworth.”

Pennyworth tutted. The previous week Mr. Pennyworth had been teaching Bod about Elements and
Humors, and Bod had kept forgetting which was which. He was expecting atest, but instead Mr.
Pennyworth said, “1 think it istime to spend afew days on practica matters. Timeis passing, after al.”

“Isit?" asked Bod.

“| am afraid so, young Master Owens. Now, how isyour Fading?’

Bod had hoped he would not be asked that question.

“It' sdl right,” hesaid. “1 mean. Y ou know.”

“No, Master Owens. | do not know. Why do you not demonstrate for me?’

Bod' s heart sank. He took a deep breath, and did his best, squinching up his eyes and trying to fade
avay.

Mr. Pennyworth was not impressed.

“Pah. That' s not the kind of thing. Not the kind of thing at dl. Slipping and fading, boy, the way of the
dead. Sip through shadows. Fade from awareness. Try again.”

Bod tried harder.

“You'reas plain asthe nose on your face,” said Mr. Pennyworth. “And your nose is remarkably
obvious. Asistherest of your face, young man. As are you. For the sake of dl that is holy, empty your
mind. Now. Y ou are an empty aleyway. Y ou are avacant doorway. Y ou are nothing. Eyeswill not see
you. Mindswill not hold you. Where you are is nothing and nobody.”



Bod tried again. He closed his eyes and imagined himsdlf fading into the stained stonework of the
mausoleum wall, becoming a shadow on the night and nothing more. He sneezed.

“Dreadful,” said Mr. Pennyworth with asgh. “ Quite dreadful. | believe | shdl have aword with your
guardian about this.” He shook his head. “ So. The humors. List them.”

“Um. Sanguine. Choleric. Phlegmatic. And the other one. Um, Meanchalic, | think.”

And o it went, until it wastime for Grammar and Composition with Miss LetitiaBorrows, Spingter of
this Parish (Who Did No Harm to No Man dl the Dais of Her Life. Reader, Can You Say Lykewise?).
Bod liked Miss Borrows, and the coziness of her little crypt, and that she could al too easily beled off
the subject.

“They say ther€ sawitch in the uncons—unconsecrated ground,” he said.

“Yes, dear. But you don’t want to go over there.”

“Why not?’

Miss Borrows smiled the guileless smile of the dead. “They aren’t our sort of people,” she said.
“Butitisthegraveyard, isn'tit? 1 mean, I’'m alowed to go thereif | want to?’

“That,” said Miss Borrows, “would not be advissble.”

Bod was obedient but curious, and so, when lessons were done for the night, he walked past Harrison
Westwood, Baker, and family’ s memoria, abroken-headed angd, but did not climb down the hill to the
potter’ sfield. Instead he walked up the side of the hill to where a picnic somethirty years before had left
itsmark in the shape of alarge appletree.

There were some lessons that Bod had mastered. He had eaten abellyful of unripe apples, sour and
white-pipped, from the tree some years before, and had regretted it for days, his guts cramping and
painful while Mrs. Owenslectured him on what not to est. Now he waited until the appleswereripe
before eating them, and never ate more than two or three anight. He had finished the last of the apples
the week before, but he liked the apple tree as a place to think.

He edged up the trunk, to hisfavorite place in the crook of two branches, and looked down at the
potter’ sfield below him, abrambly patch of weeds and unmown grassin the moonlight. He wondered
whether the witch would be old and iron-toothed and travel in ahouse on chicken legs, or whether she
would be thin and sharp-nosed and carry a broomstick.

And then he was hungry. He wished he had not devoured al the gpples on the tree. That he had left just
one...

He glanced up, and thought he saw something. He looked once, looked twice to be certain. An apple,
red and ripe.

Bod prided himself on histree-climbing skills. He swung himsdlf up, branch by branch, and imagined he
was Silas swarming smoothly up asheer brick wall. The apple, the red of it dmost black in the moonlight,
hung just out of reach. Bod moved dowly forward aong the branch, until he was just below the apple.
Then he stretched up, and the tips of hisfingers touched the perfect apple.

He was never to tasteit.



A snap, loud as a hunter’ s gun, as the branch gave way beneath him.

A flash of pain woke him, sharp asice, the color of dow thunder, down in the weeds that summer’s
night.

The ground beneath him seemed relatively soft, and oddly warm. He pushed ahand down and felt
something like warm fur benesth him. He had landed on the grass pile, where the graveyard’ s gardener
threw the cuttings from the mower, and it had broken hisfdl. Still, therewasapain in hischest, and his
leg hurt asif he had landed on it first and twisted it.

Bod moaned.

“Hush-ayou-hush-a-boy,” said avoice from behind him. “Where did you come from? Dropping likea
thunderstone. What way isthat to carry on?’

“I wasinthe appletree,” said Bod.

“Ah. Let me seeyour leg. Broken likethetreg' slimb, I'll be bound.” Cool fingers prodded hisleft leg.
“Not broken. Twisted, yes, sprained perhaps. Y ou have the Devil’ s own luck, boy, faling into the
compost. ' Tan't the end of the world.”

“Oh, good,” said Bod. “Hurts, though.”

Heturned his head, looked up and behind him. She was older than him but not agrown-up, and she
looked neither friendly nor unfriendly. Wary, mostly. She had aface that wasintelligent and not even a
little bit beautiful.

“I'mBod,” he said.
“Theliveboy?’ she asked.
Bod nodded.

“I thought you must be,” she said. “We ve heard of you, even over here, in the potter’ sfield. What do
they cdl you?’

“Owens,” he said. “Nobody Owens. Bod, for short.”
“How-de-do, young Master Bod.”

Bod looked her up and down. She wore a plain white shift. Her hair was mousy and long, and there was
something of the goblinin her face—a sdeways hint of asmile that seemed to linger, no matter what the
rest of her face was doing.

“Wereyou asuicide?’ he asked. “Did you sted ashilling?’

“Never gole nuffink,” she said, “not even ahandkerchief. Anyway,” she said pertly, “the suicidesisl
over there, on the other side of that hawthorn, and the gallows birds are in the blackberry patch, both of
them. Onewas acoiner, t’ other a highwayman, or so he says, although if you ask me | doubt he was
more than acommon footpad and nightwalker.”

“Ah,” said Bod. Then, suspicion forming, tentatively, he said, “ They say awitchisburied here”



She nodded. “ Drownded and burnded and buried here without as much as a stone to mark the spot.”
“Y ou were drowned and burned?’

She sttled down on the hill of grass cuttings beside him, and held his throbbing leg with her chilly hands.
“They cometo my little cottage at dawn, before I’ m proper awake, and drags me out onto the green.
“You'reawitch!” they shouts, fat and fresh-scrubbed dl pink in the morning, like so many pigwiggins
scrubbed clean for market day. One by one they gets up beneath the sky and tells of milk gone sour and
horses gone lame, and finally Mistress Jemima gets up, the fattest, pinkest, best scrubbed of them all, and
tells how as Solomon Porritt now cuts her dead and instead hangs around the washhouse like awasp
about ahoneypot, and it'sal my magic, says she, that made him so and the poor young man must be
bespelled. So they strap me to the cucking stool and forcesit under the water of the duck pond, saying if
I’m awitch I'll neither drown nor care, but if | am not awitch I'll fed it. And Mistress Jemima sfather
givesthem each aslver groat to hold the stool down under the foul green water for along time, to seeif
I’d chokeonit.”

“And did you?’
“Oh yes. Got alungful of water. It done for me.”
“Oh,” said Bod. “Then you weren't awitch after dl.”

Thegirl fixed him with her beady ghost eyes and smiled alopsided smile. She till looked like agoblin,
but now she looked like a pretty goblin, and Bod didn't think she would have needed magic to attract
Solomon Porritt, not with asmilelike that. “What nonsense. Of course | wasawitch. They learned that
when they untied me from the cucking stool and stretched me on the green, nine parts dead and dl
covered with duckweed and stinking pond muck. | rolled my eyes back in my head, and | cursed each
and every one of them there on the village green that morning, that none of them would ever rest easily in
agrave. | was surprised at how eadily it came, the cursing. Like dancing it was, when your feet pick up
the steps of anew measure your ears have never heard and your head don’t know, and they danceit till
dawn.” She stood, and twirled, and kicked, and her bare feet flashed in the moonlight. “That was how |
cursed them, with my last gurgling pond-watery bresth. And then | expired. They burned my body on the
green until | was nothing but blackened charcoa, and they popped mein aholein the potter’ sfield
without so much as a headstone to mark my name,” and it was only then that she paused, and seemed,
for amoment, wistful.

“Areany of them buried in the graveyard, then?’ asked Bod.

“Not aone,” said thegirl, with atwinkle. “The Saturday after they drownded and toasted me, a carpet
was delivered to Master Porringer, dl the way from London Town, and it was afine carpet. But it turned
out therewas morein that carpet than strong wool and good weaving, for it carried the plaguein its
pattern, and by Monday five of them were coughing blood, and their skinswere gone as black as mine
when they hauled me from thefire. A week later and it had taken most of the village, and they threw the
bodies dl promiscuousin aplague pit they dug outside of the town, that they filled in after.”

“Was everyoneinthevillage killed?’
She shrugged. “ Everyone who watched me get drownded and burned. How’ s your leg now?’
“Better,” hesad. “Thanks”

Bod stood up dowly, and limped down from the grass pile. He leaned againgt theiron railings. “ So were
you dwaysawitch?” he asked. “I mean, before you cursed them al?’



“Asif it would take witchcraft,” she said with asniff, “to get Solomon Porritt mooning ’round my
cottage.”

Which, Bod thought, but did not say, was not actualy an answer to the question, not at al.

“What’ syour name?’ he asked.

“Got no headstone,” she said, turning down the corners of her mouth. “Might be anybody. Mightn't [?”
“But you must have aname.”

“LizaHempstock, if you please,” she said tartly. Then she said, “It’ s not that much to ask, isit?
Something to mark my grave. I’m just down there, see? With nothing but nettles to show where | rest.”
And shelooked so sad, just for amoment, that Bod wanted to hug her. And then it cameto him, and as
he squeezed between therailings of the fence. Hewould find Liza Hempstock a headstone, with her
name upon it. He would make her amile.

He turned to wave good-bye as he began to clamber up the hill, but she was dready gone.

There were broken lumps of other peopl€e' s stones and statuesin the graveyard, but, Bod knew, that
would have been entirely the wrong sort of thing to bring to the gray-eyed witch in the potter’ sfield. It
was going to take more than that. He decided not to tell anyone what he was planning, on the not entirely
unreasonable basis that they would have told him not to do it.

Over the next few days his mind filled with plans, each more complicated and extravagant than the last.
Mr. Pennyworth despaired.

“I do believe,” he announced, scratching his dusty mustache, “that you are getting, if anything, worse.

Y ou are not Fading. Y ou are obvious, boy. Y ou are difficult to miss. If you came to mein company with
apurplelion, agreen dephant, and a scarlet unicorn astride which was the King of England in hisroya
robes, | do believethat it isyou and you aone that people would stare at, dismissing the others as minor
irrdevancies.”

Bod smply stared a him, and said nothing. He was wondering whether there were specia shopsin the
places where the living people gathered that sold only headstones, and if so how he could go about
finding one, and Fading wasthe least of his problems.

Hetook advantage of Miss Borrow’ swillingness to be diverted from the subjects of grammar and
composition to the subject of anything else at al to ask her about money—how exactly it worked, how
one used it to get things one wanted. Bod had anumber of coins he had found over the years (he had
learned that the best place to find money wasto go, afterward, to wherever courting couples had used
the grass of the graveyard as a place to cuddle and snuggle and kiss and roll about. He would often find
metal coins on the ground, in the place where they had been), and he thought perhaps he could findly get
some use from them.

“How much would a headstone be?’ he asked Miss Borrows.

“Inmy time,” shetold him, “they were fifteen guineas. | do not know what they would be today. More, |
imagine. Much, much more.”

Bod had fifty-three pence. It would, he was quite certain, not be enough.



It had been four years, dmost hdf alifetime, since Bod had visited the Indigo Man’ stomb. But he il
remembered the way. He climbed to the top of the hill, until he was above the whole town, above even
the top of the apple tree, above even the steeple of the ruined church, up where the Frobisher vault stood
like arotten tooth. He dipped down into it, and down and down and till farther down, down to the tiny
stone steps cut into the center of the hill, and those he descended until he reached the stone chamber at
the base of the hill. It was dark in that tomb, dark as adeep mine, but Bod saw as the dead see and the
room gave up its secretsto him.

The Sleer was coiled around thewall of the barrow. It was as he remembered it, dl smoky tendrils and
hate and greed. Thistime, however, hewas not afraid of it.

FEAR ME, whispered the Sleer. FOR | GUARD THINGS PRECIOUS AND NEVER-LOST.
“| don't fear you,” said Bod. “Remember? And | need to take something away from here.”

NOTHING EVER LEAVES, camethe reply from the coiled thing in the darkness. THE KNIFE, THE
BROOCH, THE GOBLET. | GUARD THEM IN THE DARKNESS. | WAIT.

In the center of the room was adab of rock, and on it they lay: astone knife, abrooch, and agoblet.
“Pardon mefor asking,” said Bod, “but was thisyour grave?’

MASTER SETSUSHERE ON THE PLAIN TO GUARD, BURIESOUR SKULLSBENEATH
THIS STONE, LEAVES US HERE KNOWING WHAT WE HAVE TO DO. WE GUARDS THE
TREASURES UNTIL MASTER COMESBACK. “I expect that he' sforgotten al about you,” pointed
out Bod. “I’m sure he' sbeen dead himsdlf for ages.”

WE ARE THE SLEER. WE GUARD.

Bod wondered just how long ago you had to go back before the degpest tomb insgde the hill wason a
plain, and he knew it must have been an extremely long time ago. He could fed the Sleer winding its
waves of fear around him, like the tendrils of some carnivorous plant. He was beginning to fed cold, and
dow, asif he had been bitten in the heart by some arctic viper and it was starting to pump itsicy venom

through hisbody.

Hetook a step forward, so he was standing against the stone dab, and he reached down and closed his
fingers around the coldness of the brooch.

HISH! whispered the Seer. WE GUARDS THAT FOR THE MASTER.

“Hewon't mind,” said Bod. He took a step backward, walking toward the stone steps, avoiding the
desiccated remains of people and animas on thefloor.

The Sleer writhed angrily, twining around the tiny chamber like ghost smoke. Then it dowed. IT COMES
BACK, said the Sleer initstangled triple voice. ALWAY S COMES BACK.

Bod went up the stone stepsinsde the hill asfast as he could. At one point he imagined that there was
something coming after him, but when he broke out of the top, into the Frobisher vault, and he could
breathe the cool dawn air, nothing moved or followed.

Bod sat in the open air on the top of the hill and held the brooch. He thought it was al black, at firgt, but
then the sun rose, and he could see that the stone in the center of the black metal was aswirling red. It
wasthe size of arobin’segg, and Bod stared into the slone wondering if there were things moving in its
heart, his eyes and soul deep in the crimson world. If Bod had been smaler he would have wanted to put



it into hismouth.

The stonewas held in place by ablack meta clasp, by something that looked like claws, with something
else crawling around it. The something else looked amost snakelike, but it had too many heads. Bod
wondered if that was what the Sleer looked like, in the daylight.

He wandered down the hill, taking al the shortcuts he knew, through the ivy tangle that covered the
Bartleby family vault (and inside, the sound of the Bartlebies grumbling and readying for degp) and on
and over and through the railings and into the potter’ sfield.

Hecdled, “Lizal Lizal” and looked around.

“Good morrow, young lummox,” said Liza svoice. Bod could not see her, but there was an extra
shadow beneath the hawthorn tree, and, as he approached it, the shadow resolved itself into something
pearlescent and trand ucent in the early-morning light. Something girl-like. Something gray eyed. “I should
be decently deeping,” she said. “What kind of carrying-onisthis?’

“Y our headstone,” he said. “1 wanted to know what you want on it.”

“My name,” shesaid. “It must have my nameoniit, with abig E, for Elizabeth, like the old queen that
died when | was born, and a big haitch, for Hempstock. More than that | care not, for | did never master
my |etters”

“What about dates?” asked Bod.

“Willyum the Conker ten sixty-sx,” she sang, in the whisper of the dawn wind in the hawthorn bush. “A
big E if you please. And abig haitch.”

“Did you have ajob?’ asked Bod. “I mean, when you weren't being awitch?’

“| donelaundry,” said the dead girl, and then the morning sunlight flooded the wasteland, and Bod was
done.

It was nine in the morning, when al theworld is deeping. Bod was determined to stay awake. He was,
after all, on amisson. Hewas eight years old, and the world beyond the graveyard held no terrorsfor
him.

Clothes. He would need clothes. Hisusual dress, of agray winding sheet, was, he knew, quite wrong. It
was good in the graveyard, the same color as stone and as shadows. But if hewas going to dare the
world beyond the graveyard walls, he would need to blend in there.

There were some clothesin the crypt beneath the ruined church, but Bod did not want to go down to the
crypt, not even in daylight. While Bod was prepared to justify himsdlf to Master and Mistress Owens, he
was not about to explain himself to Silas; the very thought of those dark eyes angry, or worse il
disappointed, filled him with shame.

Therewasagardener’ shut at the far end of the graveyard, asmall green building that smelled like motor
oil and in which the old mower sat and rusted, unused, aong with an assortment of ancient garden tools.
The hut had been abandoned when the last gardener had retired, before Bod was born, and the task of
keeping the graveyard had been shared between the council (who sent in aman to cut the grass, once a
month from April to September) and local volunteers.

A huge padlock on the door protected the contents of the hut, but Bod had long ago discovered the
loose wooden board in the back. Sometimes he would go to the gardener’ s hut, and Sit, and think, when



he wanted to be by himsdf.

Aslong as he had been going to the hut there had been abrown workingman’ s jacket hanging on the
back of the door, forgotten or abandoned years before, dong with agreen-stained pair of gardening
jeans. The jeans were much too big for him, but he rolled up the cuffs until hisfeet showed, then he made
abdt out of brown garden twine, and tied it around his waist. There were boots in one corner, and he
tried putting them on, but they were so big and encrusted with mud and concrete that he could barely
shuffle them, and if he took a step, the boots remained on the floor of the shed. He pushed the jacket out
through the space in the loose board, squeezed himsdlf out, then put it on. If he rolled up the deeves, he
decided, it worked quite well. It had big pockets, and he thrust his hands into them, and felt quite the

dandy.

Bod walked down to the main gate of the graveyard, and looked out through the bars. A bus rattled past
in the street; there were cars there and noise and shops. Behind him, acool green shade, overgrown with
treesand ivy: home.

His heart pounding, Bod walked out into the world.

Abanazer Bolger had seen some odd typesin histime; if you owned a shop like Abanazer’s, you'd see
them too. The shop, in the warren of streetsin the Old Town—alittle bit antique shop, alittle bit junk
shop, alittle bit pawnbroker’ s (and not even Abanazer himsdlf was entirely certain which bit was
which)—brought odd types and strange people, some of them wanting to buy, some of them needing to
sl. Abanazer Bolger traded over the counter, buying and selling, and he did a better trade behind the
counter and in the back room, accepting objects that may not have been acquired entirely honestly, and
then quietly shifting them on. His business was an iceberg. Only the dusty little shop wasvishble on the
surface. Therest of it was underneath, and that was just how Abanazer Bolger wanted it.

Abanazer Bolger had thick spectacles and a permanent expression of mild distaste, asif he had just
redlized that the milk in histea had been on the turn and he could not get the sour taste of it out of his
mouth. The expression served him well when peopletried to sdll him things. “Honestly,” hewould tell
them, sour faced, “it’ snot redly worth anything at dll. I’ll give you what | can, though, asit has
sentimental value.” Y ou were lucky to get anything like what you thought you wanted from Abanazer

Bolger.

A businesslike Abanazer Bolger’ s brought in strange people, but the boy who camein that morning was
one of the strangest Abanazer could remember in alifetime of cheeating strange people out of their
vauables. He looked to be about seven years old, and dressed in his grandfather’ s clothes. He smelled
like ashed. Hisfeet were bare. Hishair was long and shaggy, and he looked extremely grave. His hands
were deep in the pockets of adusty brown jacket, but even with the hands out of sight, Abanazer could
see that something was clutched extremely tightly—yprotectively—in the boy’ s right hand.

“Excuseme,” sad the boy.

“Aye, aye, Sonny Jm,” said Abanazer Bolger warily. Kids, he thought. They’ ve nicked something, or
they'retrying to sl their toys. Whichever it was, he usudly said no. Buy stolen property from akid, and
next thing you knew you’ d have an enraged adult accusing you of having given little Johnnie or Matildaa
tenner for their wedding ring. More trouble than they was worth, kids.

“I need something for afriend of mine,” said the boy. “And | thought maybe you could buy something
I"'vegot.”



“I don’t buy stuff from kids,” said Abanazer Bolger flatly.

Bod took hishand out of his pocket and put the brooch down on the grimy counter top. Bolger glanced
a it, then he looked at it. He removed his spectacles. He took an eyepiece from the counter top and he
screwed it into hiseye. He turned on alittle light on the counter and examined the brooch through the
eyeglass. “ Snakestone?’ he said, to himsdlf, not to the boy. Then he took the eyepiece out, replaced his
glasses, and fixed the boy with a sour and suspicious|ook.

“Where did you get this?” Abanazer Bolger asked.

Bod said, “ Do you want to buy it?’

“You gtoleit. You've nicked thisfrom amuseum or somewhere, didn’t you?’

“No,” said Bod flatly. “ Are you going to buy it, or shal | go and find somebody who will?”

Abanazer Bolger’ s sour mood changed then. Suddenly he was dl affability. He smiled broadly. “I'm
sorry,” hesaid. “It' sjust you don’'t see many pieceslikethis. Not in ashop like this. Not outside of a
museum. But | would certainly likeit. Tell you what. Why don't we sit down over teaand biscuits—I’ve
got apacket of chocolate chip cookiesin the back room—and decide how much something likethisis
worth? Eh?”’

Bod wasrelieved that the man wasfindly being friendly. “1 need enough to buy astone,” hesaid. “A
headstone for afriend of mine. Well, she’ snot redly my friend. Just someone | know. | think she helped
make my leg better, you see.”

Abanazer Bolger, paying little attention to the boy’ s prattle, led him behind the counter, and opened the
door to the storeroom, awindowless little space every inch of which was crammed high with teetering
cardboard boxes, each filled with junk. There was asafe in there, in the corner, abig old one. There was
abox filled with violins, an accumulation of stuffed dead animals, chairs without seats, books and prints.

There wasasmall desk beside the door, and Abanazer Bolger pulled up the only chair, and sat down,
letting Bod stand. Abanazer rummaged in adrawer, in which Bod could see a hdf-empty bottle of
whiskey, and pulled out an almost-finished packet of chocolate chip cookies, and he offered oneto the
boy; he turned on the desk light, looked at the brooch again, the swirls of red and orange in the stone,
and he examined the black metal band that encircled it, suppressing alittle shiver at the expresson on the
heads of the snakethings. “Thisisold,” hesaid. “I1t's—" pricdess, he thought, “—jprobably not redly
worth much, but you never know.” Bod'sfacefell. Abanazer Bolger tried to look reassuring. “| just need
to be surethat it' s not stolen, though, before | can give you apenny. Did you take it from your mum'’s
dresser? Nick it from amuseum? Y ou can tel me. I’ll not get you into trouble. | just need to know.”

Bod shook his head. He munched on his cookie.
“Then wheredid you get it?’
Bod said nothing.

Abanazer Bolger did not want to put down the brooch, but he pushed it across the desk to the boy. “If
you can’'t tell me,” he said, “you’ d better take it back. There hasto be trust on both sides, after al. Nice
doing businesswith you. Sorry it couldn’t go any further.”

Bod looked worried. Then hesaid, “I found it in an old grave. But | can’'t say where.” And then he
stopped, because naked greed and excitement had replaced the friendliness on Abanazer Bolger’ sface.



“And thereé smorelike thisthere?’

Bod said, “If you don't want to buy it, I’ll find someone ese. Thank you for the biscuit.”
Bolger said, “You'rein ahurry, eh? Mum and Dad waiting for you, | expect?’

The boy shook his head, then wished he had nodded.

“Nobody waiting. Good.” Abanazer Bolger closed his hands around the brooch. “Now, you tel me
exactly where you found this. En?’

“| don't remember,” said Bod.

“Too latefor that,” said Abanazer Bolger. “ Suppose you have aserious think for abit about where it
came from. Then, when you' ve thought, we' |l have alittle chat, and you'll tell me.”

He got up, and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him. He locked it, with alarge meta
key.

He opened his hand, and looked at the brooch and smiled, hungrily.

There was ading from the bell above the shop door, to let him know someone had entered, and he
looked up guiltily, but there was nobody there. The door was dightly gar though, so Bolger pushed it
shut, and then for good measure, he turned around the sign in the window, so it said CLOSED. He
pushed the bolt shut. Didn’t want any busybodies turning up today.

The autumn day had turned from sunny to gray, and alight patter of rain ran down the grubby shop
window.

Abanazer Bolger picked up the telephone from the counter and pushed at the buttons with fingers that
barely shook.

“Paydirt, Tom,” he said. “Get over here, soon asyou can.”

Bod realized that he was trapped when he heard the lock turn in the door. He pulled on the door, but it
held fast. He felt stupid for having been lured ingde, foolish for not trusting hisfirst impulsesto get asfar
away from the sour-faced man as possible. He had broken dl the rules of the graveyard, and everything
had gone wrong. What would Silas say? Or the Owens? He could fed himsalf beginning to panic, and he
suppressed it, pushing the worry back down inside him. It would al be good. He knew that. Of course,
he needed to get out....

He examined the room he was trapped in. It waslittle more than a stcoreroom with adesk init. The only
entrance was the door.

He opened the desk drawer, finding nothing but small pots of paint (used for brightening up antiques) and
apaintbrush. Hewondered if he would be able to throw paint in the man’s face and blind him for long
enough to escape. He opened the top of a pot of paint and dipped in hisfinger.

“What're you doin’ 7’ asked avoice closeto hisear.

“Nothing,” said Bod, screwing the top on the paintpot and dropping it into one of the jacket’ s enormous
pockets.



LizaHempstock looked at him, unimpressed. “Why areyou in here?’ she asked. “And who'sthe old
bag of lard out there?’

“It' shisshop. | wastrying to sdl him something.”

“Why?

“None of your beeswax.”

She sniffed. “Wdl,” she said, “you should get on back to the graveyard.”
“I can't. HE' slocked mein.”

“Courseyou can. Just dip through the wall—"

He shook hishead. “1 can't. | can only do it at home because they gave me the freedom of the graveyard
when | wasababy.” He looked up at her, under the electric light. It was hard to see her properly, but
Bod had spent hislife talking to dead people. “ Anyway, what are you doing here? What are you doing
out from the graveyard? It’s daytime. And you're not like Silas. Y ou’ re meant to stay in the graveyard.”

Shesaid, “There srulesfor those in graveyards, but not for those aswas buried in unhalowed ground.
Nobody tells me what to do or whereto go.” She glared at the door. “I don’t like that man,” she said.
“I’'m going to see what he sdoing.”

A flicker, and Bod was aone in the room once more. He heard arumble of distant thunder..

In the cluttered darkness of Bolger’ s Antiquities, Abanazer Bolger looked up suspicioudy, certain that
someone was watching him, then redlized he was being foolish. “The boy’ slocked in theroom,” hetold
himsdf. “The front door’ slocked.” He was polishing the metal clasp surrounding the snakestone, as
gently and as carefully as an archaeologist on adig, taking off the black and reveding the glittering silver
benegthit.

He was beginning to regret calling Tom Hustings over, athough Hustings was big and good for scaring
people. He was a so beginning to regret that he was going to have to sdll the brooch when he was done.
It was specid. The moreit glittered, under thetiny light on his counter, the more he wanted it to be his,
and only his.

There was more where this came from, though. The boy would tell him. The boy would lead him to it.
Theboy...

And then an idea struck him. He put down the brooch reluctantly, and opened a drawer behind the
counter, taking out ametal biscuit tin filled with envelopes and cards and dips of paper.

Hereached in, and took out acard only dightly larger than abusiness card. It was black edged. There
was no name or address printed on it, though. Only one word, handwritten in the center in an ink that had
faded to brown: Jack.

On the back of the card, in pencil, Abanazer Bolger had written ingtructionsto himsdif, in histiny, precise
handwriting, as areminder, athough he would not have been likdly to forget the use of the card, how to
useit to summon the man Jack. No, not summon. Invite. Y ou did not summon people like him.

A knocking on the outer door of the shop.

Bolger tossed the card down onto the counter, and walked over to the door, peering out into the wet



afternoon.
“Hurry up,” cdled Tom Hustings. “It'smiserable out here. Dismd. I’ m getting soaked.”

Bolger unlocked the door and Tom Hustings pushed hisway in, hisraincoat and hair dripping. “What's
so important that you can't talk about it over the phone, then?’

“Our fortune,” said Abanazer Bolger, with his sour face. “ That’ swhat.”

Hustings took off hisraincoat and hung it on the back of the shop door. “What isit? Something good fell
off the back of alorry?’

“Treasure,” said Abanazer Bolger. “Two kinds.” Hetook his friend over to the counter, showed him the
brooch, under thelittlelight.

“I'sold, in'tit?’

“From pagan times,” said Abanazer. “ Before. From Druid times. Before the Romans came. It'scalled a
snakestone. Seen’ em in museums. |’ ve never seen metalwork like that, or one so fine. Must have

bel onged to aking. The lad who found it saysit come from agrave—think of abarrow filled with stuff
likethis”

“Might beworth doing it legit,” said Hustings thoughtfully. “ Declareit astreasure trove. They haveto pay
us market value for it, and we could make them nameit for us. The Hustings-Bolger Bequest.”

“Bolger-Hustings,” said Abanazer automaticaly. Then he said, “ There safew people | know of, people
with real money, would pay more than market value, if they could hold it asyou are—" for Tom Hustings
was fingering the brooch gently, like aman stroking akitten—*and there’ d be no questions asked.” He
reached out his hand and, reluctantly, Tom Hustings passed him the brooch.

“You said two kinds of treasure,” said Hustings. “What' st’ other?’

Abanazer Bolger picked up the black-edged card, held it out for hisfriend’ sinspection. “Do you know
what thisis?’

Hisfriend shook his head.

Abanazer put the card down on the counter. “ There' sa party islooking for another party.”
“ g7

“Theway | heard it,” said Abanazer Bolger, “the other party isaboy.”

“There sboys everywhere,” said Tom Hugtings. “ Running al around. Getting into trouble. | can’'t abide
them. So, there’ sa party looking for aparticular boy?’

“Thislad looksto be the right sort of age. He' s dressed—well, you'll see how he’ sdressed. And he
found this. It could be him.”

“Andif itishim?’

Abanazer Bolger picked up the card again, by the edge, and waved it back and forth dowly, asif running
the edge dong an imaginary flame. “Here comesacandleto light you to bed...” he began.

“...and here comes a chopper to chop off your head,” concluded Tom Hustings thoughtfully. “But ook



you. If you cal the man Jack, you lose the boy. And if you lose the boy, you lose the treasure.”

And the two men went back and forth on it, weighing the merits and disadvantages of reporting the boy
or of collecting the treasure, which had grown in their minds to a huge underground cavern filled with
precious things, and as they debated Abanazer pulled a bottle of doe gin from beneath the counter and
poured them both a generous tot, “to assist the cerebrations.”

Lizawas soon bored with their discussions, which went around and around like awhirligig, getting
nowhere, and so she went back into the storeroom, to find Bod standing in the middle of the room with
his eyestightly closed and hisfists clenched and hisface dl screwed up asif he had atoothache, amost
purple from holding his breeth.

“What you a-doin’ of now?’ she asked, unimpressed.

He opened hiseyes and relaxed. “Trying to Fade,” he said.
Lizasniffed. “Try again,” shesaid.

Hedid, holding his breath even longer thistime.

“Stop that,” shetold him, “or you'll pop.”

Bod took a deep breath and then sighed. “It doesn’'t work,” he said. “Maybe | could hit him with arock
and just run for it.” There wasn't arock, so he picked up a colored-glass paperweight, hefted it in his
hand, wondering if he could throw it hard enough to stop Abanazer Bolger in histracks.

“There€ stwo of them out there now,” said Liza. “And if the one don’t get you, t’ other one will. They say
they want to get you to show them where you got the brooch, and then dig up the grave and take the
treasure.” She did not tell him about the other discussionsthey were having, nor about the black-edged
card. She shook her head. “Why did you do something as stupid as this anyway? Y ou know the rules
about leaving the graveyard. Just asking for trouble, it was.”

Bod fdt very inggnificant, and very foolish. “I wanted to get you aheadstone,” he admitted inasmall
voice. “And | thought it would cost more money. So | was going to sall him the brooch, to buy you your
headstone.”

Shedidn't say anything.
“Areyou angry?’

She shook her head. “1t’ sthefirst nice thing anyone s done for mein five hundred years,” she said with a
hint of agoblin smile. “Why would | be angry?’ Then she said, “What do you do, when you try to
Fade?’

“What Mr. Pennyworth told me. ‘| am an empty doorway, | am avacant dley, | am nothing. Eyeswill
not see me, glances dip over me.” But it never works.”

“It' sbecauseyou'redive,” said Lizawith asniff. “There s stuff asworksfor us, the dead, who haveto
fight to be noticed at the best of times, that won't never work for you people.”

She hugged hersdlf tightly, moving her body back and forth, asif she was debating something. Then she
said, “It’ s because of meyou got into this.... Come here, Nobody Owens.”

Hetook a step toward her, in that tiny room, and she put her cold hand on hisforehead. It felt like awet



slk scaf againg hisskin.
“Now,” shesaid. “Perhaps| can do agood turn for you.”

And with that, she began to mutter to hersalf, mumbling words that Bod could not make out. Then she
said, clear and loud,

“Behole, be dust, be dream, bewind,
Be night, be dark, be wish, be mind,
Now dip, now dide, now move unseen,
Above, benegth, betwixt, between.”

Something huge touched him, brushed him from head to feet, and he shivered. His hair prickled, and his
skin was al gooseflesh. Something had changed. “What did you do?’ he asked.

“Just gived you aheping hand,” she said. “1 may be dead, but I’ m adead witch, remember. And we
don’'t forget.”

113 Bljt—”
“Hush up,” shesaid. “They’ re coming back.”

The key rattled in the storeroom lock. “Now then, chummy,” said avoice Bod had not heard clearly
before, “I'm surewe' re al going to be great friends,” and with that Tom Hustings pushed open the door.
Then he stood in the doorway 1ooking around, looking puzzled. He was abig, big man, with foxy-red
hair and a bottle-red nose. “Here. Abanazer? | thought you said hewasin here”

“I did,” said Bolger from behind him.
“Wdl, | can’'t see hide nor hair of him.”

Bolger’ sface appeared behind the ruddy man’ s and he peered into the room. “Hiding,” he said, staring
sraight at where Bod was standing. “No use hiding,” he announced loudly. “1 can see you there. Come
onout.”

The two men walked into the little room, and Bod stood stock-still between them and thought of Mr.
Pennyworth’slessons. He did not react, he did not move. He let the men’ s glances dide over him without
seeing him.

“Y ou'regoing to wish you' d come out when | called,” said Bolger, and he shut the door. “Right,” he said
to Tom Hustings. “ Y ou block the door, so he can’t get past.” And with that he walked around the room,
peering behind things, and bending awkwardly, to look beneath the desk. He walked straight past Bod
and opened the cupboard. “Now | see you!” he shouted. “ Come out!”

Lizagiggled.
“What wastha?’ asked Tom Hustings, Spinning around.
“I didn’t hear nothing,” said Abanazer Bolger.

Lizagiggled again. Then she put her lips together and blew, making anoise that began asawhistling and
then sounded like adistant wind. The dectric lightsin thelittle room flickered and buzzed. Then they



went out.
“Bloody fuses,” said Abanazer Bolger. “Comeon. Thisisawaste of time.”
The key clicked inthelock, and Lizaand Bod were left donein the room.

“He sgot away,” said Abanazer Bolger. Bod could hear him now, through the door. “Room like that.
Therewasn't anywhere he could have been hiding. We d' ve seen himif hewas.”

“The man Jack won't like that.”

“Who'sgoing totel him?’

A pause.

“Here. Tom Hustings. Where sthe brooch gone?’
“Mm?That? Here. | was keeping it safe.”

“Keeping it safe? In your pocket? Funny place to be keeping it safe, if you ask me. More like you were
planning to make off with it—like you was planning to keep my brooch for your own.”

“Y our brooch, Abanazer?Y our brooch? Our brooch, you mean.”
“Qurs, indeed. | don’t remember you being here when | got it from that boy.”

“That boy that you couldn’'t even keep safe for the man Jack, you mean? Can you imagine what he' [l do,
when he finds you had the boy he was|ooking for, and you let him go?’

“Probably not the same boy. Lots of boysin the world—wheat’ re the odds it was the one he was looking
for? Out the back door as soon as my back wasturned, I'll bet.” And then Abanazer Bolger said, ina
high, wheedling voice, “Don’t you worry about the man Jack, Tom Hustings. I’'m surethat it wasa
different boy. My old mind playing tricks. And we re amost out of doe gin—how would you fancy a
good Scotch? I’ ve whiskey in the back room. Y ou just wait here amoment.”

The storeroom door was unlocked, and Abanazer entered, holding awaking stick and a flashlight,
looking even more sour of face than before.

“If you'redill in here” he said in asour mutter, “don’t even think of making arunfor it. I’ ve caled the
police on you, that' swhat I've done.” A rummage in adrawer produced the half-filled bottle of whiskey,
and then atiny black bottle. Abanazer poured severa drops from the little bottle into the larger, then he
pocketed the tiny bottle. “My brooch, and mineaone,” he mouthed, and followed it with a barked, “ Just
coming, Tom!”

He glared around the dark room, staring past Bod, then he left the storeroom, carrying the whiskey in
front of him. He locked the door behind him.

“Hereyou go,” came Abanazer Bolger’ s voice through the door. “ Give us your glassthen, Tom. Nice
drop of Scotch, put hairs on your chest. Say when.”

Silence. “Chegp muck. Aren't you drinking?’

“That doegin’sgoneto my innards. Giveit aminute for my somach to sttle....” Then, “Here—Tom!



What have you done with my brooch?’
“Y our broochisit now?Whoa—I fed abit queasy...you put something in my drink, you little grub!”
“What if | did?1 could read on your face what you was planning, Tom Hugtings. Thief.”

And then there was shouting, and severd crashes, and loud bangs, asif heavy items of furniture were
being overturned. ..then sllence.

Lizasad, “Quickly now. Let’ s get you out of here.”
“But the door’ slocked.” He looked at her. “Isthere something you can do to get us out?’
“Me?| don't have any magicswill get you out of alocked room, boy.”

Bod crouched, and peered out through the keyhole. 1t was blocked; the key sat in the keyhole. Bod
thought, then he amiled momentarily, and it lit hisface like the flash of alightbulb. He pulled acrumpled
sheet of newspaper from a packing case, flattened it out as best he could, then pushed it underneath the
door, leaving only a corner on hisside of the doorway.

“What areyou playing at?’ asked Lizaimpatiently.

“I need something like apencil. Only thinner...” hesaid. “Herewe go.” And hetook athin paintbrush
from the top of the desk, and pushed the brushless end into the lock, jiggled it, and pushed some more.

There was amuffled clunk asthe key was pushed out, as it dropped from the lock onto the newspaper.
Bod pulled the paper back under the door, now with the key sitting onit.

Lizalaughed, delighted. “ That’ swit, young man,” she said. “That’ swisdom.”
Bod put the key in the lock, turned it, and pushed open the storeroom door.

There were two men on the floor in the middle of the crowded antique shop. Furniture had indeed fdlen;
the place was a chaos of wrecked clocks and chairs, and in the midst of it the bulk of Tom Hustingslay,
fdlen on the smdler figure of Abanazer Bolger. Neither of them was moving.

“Arethey dead?’ asked Bod.
“No such luck,” said Liza

On the floor beside the men was abrooch of glittering silver; a crimson-orange-banded stone, held in
place with claws and with snake heads, and the expression on the snake heads was one of triumph and
avarice and satisfaction.

Bod dropped the brooch into his pocket, where it sat beside the heavy glass paperweight, the paintbrush,
and thelittle pot of paint.

“Takethistoo,” said Liza.

Bod looked at the black-edged card with the word Jack handwritten on one side. It disturbed him. There
was something familiar about it, something that stirred old memories, something dangerous. “I don't want
it

“You can't leaveit herewith them,” said Liza. “ They were going to useit to hurt you.”



“I don't want it,” said Bod. “It'sbad. Burniit.”
“No!” Lizagasped. “Don’t do that. Y ou mustn’t do that.”

“Then!’ll giveitto Silas,” said Bod. And he put the little card into an envelope, so he had to touch it as
little as possible, and put the envel ope into the inside pocket of his old gardening jacket beside his heart.

Two hundred miles away, the man Jack woke from his deep, and sniffed the air. He walked downgtairs.

“What isit?’ asked his grandmother, stirring the contents of abig iron pot on the stove. “What’ sgot into
you now?’

“I don’'t know,” he said. * Something’ s happening. Something...interesting.” And then helicked hislips.
“Smedllstagty,” hesad. “Very tasty.”

Lightning illuminated the cobbled street.

Bod hurried through the rain through the Old Town, aways heading up the hill toward the graveyard. The
gray day had become an early night while he wasinsde the storeroom, and it came as no surpriseto him
when afamiliar shadow swirled beneath the streetlamps. Bod hesitated, and aflutter of night-black velvet
resolved itsdf into man-shape.

Slasstood in front of him, armsfolded. He strode forward impatiently.
“Wd|? hesad.
Bod said, “I’'m sorry, Silas”

“I"'m disgppointed in you, Bod,” Silas said, and he shook his head. 1’ ve been looking for you since |
woke. Y ou have the smdll of trouble al around you. And you know you' re not alowed to go out here,
into theliving world.”

“I know. I'm sorry.” Therewas rain on the boy’ sface, running down like tears.

“Firgt of dl, we need to get you back to safety.” Silas reached down and enfolded the living child inside
his cloak, and Bod fdlt the ground fal away beneath him.

“Slas” hesad.
Slasdid not answer.

“l wasabit scared,” hesaid. “But | knew you' d come and get meiif it got too bad. And Lizawasthere.
She helped alot.”

“Liza?’ Silas svoicewas sharp.

“The witch. From the potter’ sfield.”

“And you say she helped you?’

“Yes. She especidly helped mewith my Fading. | think | cando it now.”



Silasgrunted. “ Y ou can tel meal about it when we re home.” And Bod was quiet until they landed
beside the church. They went inside, into the empty hdl, asthe rain redoubled, splashing up from the
puddlesthat covered the ground.

Bod produced the envel ope containing the black-edged card. “Um,” he said. 1 thought you should have
this Well, Lizadid, redly.”

Silaslooked at it. Then he opened it, removed the card, stared at it, turned it over, and read Abanazer
Bolger’ s penciled note to himsdlf, in tiny handwriting, explaining the precise manner of use of the card.

“Tdl meeverything,” he said.

Bod told him everything he could remember about the day. And at the end, Silas shook hishead dowly,
thoughtfully.

“Am| introuble?’ asked Bod.

“Nobody Owens,” said Silas. “Y ou areindeed in trouble. However, | believe | shall leaveit to your
foster parents to administer whatever discipline and reproach they believe to be needed. In the meantime,
| need to ded with this”

The black-edged card vanished insde the velvet cloak, and then, in the manner of hiskind, Sllaswas
gone.

Bod pulled the jacket up over his head, and clambered up the dippery paths to the top of the hill, to the
Frobisher vault, and then he went down, and down, and till farther down.

He dropped the brooch beside the goblet and the knife.

“Hereyou go,” hesaid. “All polished up. Looking pretty.”

IT COMESBACK, whispered the Sleer, with satisfaction in its smoke-tendril voice. IT ALWAY S
COMESBACK.

The night had been long, but it was amost dawn.

Bod waswaking, deepily and alittle gingerly, past the smdl tomb of the wonderfully named Miss Liberty
Roach (What she spent islost, what she gave away remainswith her always. Reader, be charitable), past
thefind resting place of Harrison Westwood, Baker of this Parish, and hiswives, Marion and Joan, to
the potter’ sfield. Mr. and Mrs. Owens had died several hundred years before it had been decided that
beating children waswrong, and Mr. Owens had, regretfully, that night, done what he saw as his duty,
and Bod' s bottom stung like anything. Still, the look of worry on Mrs. Owens s face had hurt Bod worse
than any besating could have done.

He reached theiron railings that bounded the potter’ sfield, and dlipped between them.

“Hullo?” he cdlled. There was no answer. Not even an extra shadow in the hawthorn bush. “1 hopel
didn't get you into trouble too,” he said.

Nothing.

He had replaced the jeansin the gardener’ s hut—he was more comfortable in just hisgray winding
sheet—but he had kept the jacket. He liked having the pockets.



When he had gone to the shed to return the jeans, he had taken asmall hand scythe from the wall where
it hung, and with it he had attacked the nettle patch in the potter’ sfidd, sending the nettles flying, dashing
and gutting them till there was nothing but stinging stubble on the ground.

From his pocket he took the large glass paperweight, itsinsides amultitude of bright colors, dong with
the paintpot, and the paintbrush.

He dipped the brush into the paint and carefully painted, in brown paint, on the surface of the
paperweight, the letters

EH
and beneath them he wrote
Wedon't forget

It was dmost daylight. Bedtime, soon, and it would not be wise for him to be late to bed for sometimeto
come.

He put the paperweight down on the ground that had once been a nettle patch, placed it in the place that
he estimated her head would have been, and, pausing only to look at his handiwork for amoment, he
went through the railings and made hisway, rather less gingerly, back up the hill.

“Not bad,” said a pert voice from the potter’ sfield behind him. “Not bad at dl.”

But when he turned to look, there was nobody there.

| nstructions

Touch the wooden gate in thewall you never saw
before,

Say “pleass” before you open the latch,

go through,

walk down the path.

A red metd imp hangsfrom the

green-painted front door,

as aknocker,

do not touchiit; it will bite your fingers.

Walk through the house. Take nothing. Eat nothing.
However,

if any creaturetdlsyou that it hungers,

feedit.

If it tellsyou that it isdirty,



cleanit.
If it criesto you that it hurts,
if you can,

easeitspain.

From the back garden you will be able to see the wild
wood.

The deep well you walk past leads down to Winter's
redm;

thereis another land at the bottom of it.

If you turn around here,

you can walk back, safely;

you will lose no face. | will think no less of you.
Once through the garden you will bein the wood.
Thetreesare old. Eyes peer from the undergrowth.
Benesath atwisted oak sits an old woman.

She may ask for something;

giveitto her. She

will point theway to the castle. Insdeit

are three princesses.

Do not trust the youngest. Walk on.

In the clearing beyond the castle the

twelve months Sit about afire,

warming their feet, exchanging tales.

They may do favorsfor you, if you are polite.

Y ou may pick strawberriesin December’ sfrost.
Trust the wolves, but do not tell them

whereyou are going.

Theriver can be crossed by the ferry.



Theferryman will take you.

(Theanswer to hisquegtionisthis:

If he handsthe oar to his passenger, he

will befreeto leave the boat.

Only tell him thisfrom asafe distance))

If an eagle gives you afeather, keep it safe.
Remember: that giants deep too soundly; that
witches are often betrayed by their appetites,;
dragons have one soft spot, somewhere, dways,
hearts can be well hidden,

and you betray them with your tongue.

Do not bejedlous of your sgter:

know that diamonds and roses

are as uncomfortable when they tumble

from on€e'slips astoads and frogs:

colder, too, and sharper, and they cut.
Remember your name.

Do not lose hope—what you seek will be found.
Trust ghosts. Trust those that you have

helped to help you in their turn.

Trust dreams.

Trust your heart, and trust your story.

When you come back, return the way you came.
Favorswill be returned, debts be repaid.

Do not forget your manners.

Do not look back.

Ridethe wise eagle (you shdl not fall)

Ridethe slver fish (you will not drown)

Ridethegray walf (hold tightly to hisfur).



Thereisaworm &t the heart of the tower;
that iswhy it will not stand.

When you reach thelittle house, the
place your journey started,

you will recognizeit, dthough it will ssem
much smdler than you remember.

Walk up the path, and through the garden
gate you never saw before but once.

And then go home. Or make ahome.

Or redt.
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