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Here There Be Happy Readers

"What asplendid, unusua and intriguing fantasy quest! Y ou've got awinner here.” —
Anne M cCaffrey

"I think The Unlikely Ones isgoing to be anew classic for generations of young people
tofdl inlovewith. | dready have."
—Marion Zimmer Bradley

"Beautiful . . . compelling; | got caught reading [ Pigs Don't Fly] late a night, and lost
deep, becauseit did what fiction seldom does: held my attention beyond deep.” —Piers
Anthony

"Summer isafully redized character . . . and there are generous dollops of humor to
balance the tenser moments." —Sarlog

"Ddightful!" —Kliatt

"A captivating fantasy, with alovable cast of characters” —VOYA
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The Beginning

The Thief in the Night

The cave itsdf was cosy enough as caves go: sandy floor, reasonably draught-proof, convenient
ledgesfor storing treasure, arain/dew pond just outside, a southerly aspect and an excellent landing strip
adjacent, but the occupant was definitely not at hisbest and the central heating in his belly not functioning
asit should. Granted he must have been dl of two hundred and fifty years old but that was merely a
youngling in dragon-years, measuring as he did aman-and-a-half (Western Hominid Standard) excluding
tall, and at his age he should have been flowing with fiery, red hedth.

Hewas not. He was blue, and that was not good. Dragons may be red, scarlet, crimson, vermilion,
rose-madder at apinch, purple, gold, silver, orange, yellow, even certain shades of green—~but not blue.

Helay in amuddled heap on the cave floor, not even bothering to arrange histail into one of the
regulation turns, hitches or knots, listlesdy turning over and over the pile of pebblesthat hesped the space
before him. Thedull, bluish-purple glow that emanated from his scaesilluminated only dimly the confines
of the cave but made mock-amethysts and sham-sapphires of the grey and white stones he sorted: a
semipreciousilluson. Nothing could transform them into aruby from a sacred temple of Ind, an emerad
from the rainforests of Amazonia; a diamond from the Great Desert, a sapphire from the Southern Seas
or agreat, glowing pearl from the oyster-mouth of the grey Northern River. And that was the trouble:
they were pebbles, nothing more, the insulting substitute left by The Thief . . .

For the three thousand two hundred and fifty-fifth time or so he went over in hismind that dreadful
day, some seven years ago, when he had sdlied forth al unsuspecting for the Y ear's Turn Feast. Over
the few years previoudy spent gold-and-silver-gathering in this retrospectively accursed, damp, boggy,
sunlessidand, he had made the cave his principa headquarters and had twice-yearly, shortest day and
longest, received histribute of roast mutton, pork or beef from the village below (after he had explained
that raw maidenswere not in hisline). He had good-humouredly tolerated the current yokel
dragon-dayer brandishing home-made spear, sword or some-such who ingsted on defending a symbolic
maiden staked out in front of hisfeast; he even retreated the regulation ten pacesin mock-submission
before ingsting on hisroast. He had flown forth that day secure in the knowledge that he need only wait
for the better weather of the equinox to return Home with the assorted extras of gold helm, breastplate,
mail, dishes, brooches, bowl, buckles and coin (there was too much silver to carry) and the glory of the
necessary jewels, and was urged on with a healthy hunger for hislast tribute. The sde of beef had, he
remembered, been dightly underdone, and he had had to barbecueit alittle himself to bring out that nice
charred flavour that added scrunch to bones and singe to fat. He remembered, too, that he had obligingly
restarted the damp, smoky fire on which hisrather unflattering effigy was regularly cremated, and had
even joined in the dancing and jollification that dways succeeded his surrogate demise, and o it had
been well after midnight when he had returned to the cave, replete, sticky and tired, to find—

The end of hisworld, and a heap of pebbles.



His quest had been specific: one each of ruby, emerad, diamond, sapphire and lastly, the pearl. And
any incidentals by way of gold or silver, of course. The ruby had been an easy snatch-and-grab, but the
emerald had required travel at the worst time of year over seas grey and wrinkled as an elephant's hide;
the diamond had proved troublesome and the sapphire fiendishly difficult, but one expected agradation
of difficulty in al quests, and he had been well within the hundred-year limit when the fresh-water oyster
had yielded the final treasure, his personal dragon-pearl beyond price, the largest and most perfect he
had ever seen, mistletoe-moon-coloured and perfectly cylindrical.

And now? And now he remembered asvividly as ever hisreturn to the furtive sweet-smell of excited
theft in the night, an unidentified shadow that left only a silhouette of the sorcery that had accompanied it.
He had roared out into the dark, hiswhole body twisting into an agonized coruscation of shining scales
whose thunderous passage through the gaps between the mountain and the hills had left arain of split
rocks and splintering shale cascading in ablack torrent to the valleys beneath. But there had been no
sght, no sound of the thing he sought, only the taint of athing that crawled, thet flew, that walked, that
ran; ashapeintangible, asniggering darknessthat fled faster than he could pursue and left no trail to
follow. And this—this Thief-without-a-name—had stolen hisjewds, hisquest, hisvery life, for he could
not return Home without those precious things. The gold was till there, true, but it was merely incidentd:
every dragon collected gold as achild might gather shellsfrom the shore, but the jewelswere specid.
They were the confirmation of his maturity, the price of histransition from Novice to Master-Dragon, and
without these proofs of his quest, the badges of his success, he was condemned to die. Oh, not asudden
execution, that perhaps he would have welcomed: rather an exile's dow withering, an embering and
ashing of the once-bright fires, ashrivelling of scaesfrom calcined bones, afossil's hardening in the
remorseless slt of the years. And if he attempted to return without his treasure there would be the turned
shoulder, the stifled snigger, the, initself, morta loss of face that would be degth in life. And he could not
bear that: better to die asuicide of wasting, cold and hunger on thiswretched Black Mountain far from
home; better to suffer the dow pangs of winter and starvation than to return disgraced.

For amoment histired brain flickered with pictures of his bright egg-brothersand ssters, a
remembrance of sky-soaring flight, of play among the circumscribed cloudlets of hisyouth; once again he
saw the heaven-turn of pagoda roof, heard the dissonant tonk of temple bells, felt the yellow sun of the
yellow peoplegild his scales, tasted fire in his mouth, smelt sandalwood and cedar, and dl at once he let
out such ahowl that for thefirst timein many, many moons the peasantsin the village some two miles
below heard him quite clearly; acry of such piercing despair thet it dunk under their ill-fitting doors like
the keening of hound condemned to out-kennel in the worst of wolf-pelt winters. And those hearing
crossed themsdlves, touched lucky charms, threw placatory offerings on the smoky fires, whichever
pleased whatever God, gods or Fate to which their superstition turned. Then they cursed the dragon,
near-forgotten in the years of sllence, and at the sametime were glad he till lived, for hewasther very
own living legend. They wished him gone and they wished him come, wished him dead and wished him
living, dl at one and the sametime, like dl disconcerting, uncomfortable, prestige-making
myths-come-dive that they could neither control nor explain.

But thistime the echoes of the dragon's despair went farther than the confines of thelittle village
beneath the Black Mountain. Something of it travelled, thinner and more attenuated the farther it went,
and eventualy reached an ear just waking from deep, an ear that had been seeking adiverson such as
this. The owner of the ear thought about it for a moment, weighed the pros and cons, and then bestirred
himsdlf to look for amiracle.

And found it, in the unlikeliest septet imaginable.. . .



The Gathering: One

The Unicorn and the Prince

He was bathing in arainbow, the rainbow made by the long fdl of waters, and the colours shonein
bands of coloured light across the white screen of hishide. Long mane and tail rippled like Silver seaweed
in the clear waters and the golden, spiraled horn flashed and sparkled in the light. Tender pink of belly
and gums assumed arosy glow, the long white lashes were spiky with water and the cloven hooves
stamped the spray with sheer enjoyment until it splintered into mist. He was a splendid cresture, at the
height of his powers, al white, pink and gold except for the dark, deep, beautiful eyeswhich held a
colour dl their own that none had been able to name, but that reminded some of the ky at night, others
of dark, new-turned earth, afew of the tender greening spring dipsof fir and pine.

Thefalsdropped hissing to foam about his hooves, the sun flickered and shone on the tumbling
waters, acrowd of gnats danced in crazy circles above the ripples, adragonfly, iridescent green and
purple, darted away to the tall reeds on the left; a silver fish clooped alazy arc downstream, not redly
caring that the mayfly were out of reach; kingfisher flashed blueto his nest in the bank and an otter drifted
by onits back, paws tucked up on its chest, creamy belly-fur warmed by the sun, ruddered tail lazily
deering. All wasright with the world, all was beautiful, al was high summer and yet, suddenly, like the
shadow of abird across the sun, black and fleeting, an dien fear touched the unicorn and he knew that
something unknown threatened hisworld.

Finging up his head, the droplets scattering like diamonds from histhick, floss-silk mane, he snuffed
the air through flaring nodtrils, the long, pointed earswith their furred innerslaid back against the small
delicate head. There was no strange sound or scent, yet till afedling lingered inthe air. As he stepped
from the stream, the waters flowed away from rounded shoulders and back to trickle into the plumed
fetlocks above the bifurcated hooves. A green-white shadow, he dipped into the forest, bending in and
out of the drowse-leafed trees, his hooves leaving no trace on the soft turf. Then, leaving the deciduous
fringesfor the quiet corridors of conifer, he heard it. A thin sound, acatch of music asplainly faery as
himsdlf, that stole like mist through the silent, bare trunks of the trees. Hurrying now, desperate at what he
would find, he brushed heedlesdy through the forest until he cameto the clearing where he had | eft his
prince, and the sudden sunlight shone upon a scene so unexpected, so bizarre, that he checked back
violently on his haunches, hooves skidding on the grass.

In the middle of the open space between the dark avenues of trees ayoung man, no more than
nineteen or twenty, was dancing. At firgt sight thiswas a beautiful thing to see: he moved so lightly, so
gracefully, hiswhole being responding inginctively to the musc—

The music? This appeared to come from aharp, played pleasantly by a pretty young girl seated on a
hummock on the opposite side of the glade, but the unicorn had the eyes of faery and what he saw struck
sudden fear to his heart. He saw the young maiden, assuredly, but she was merely an ephemerd outline,
adeceving frame for the evil thing that crouched within. A naked witch mouthed there, her wrinkled,
sagging body twisting and turning within the illusionary young body that covered it like asecond skin, her



face dight with malice as she watched her prey dance himself to death. Already, even asthe unicorn
watched helplesdly, the beautiful face of the prince aged somefive years, and the lithe, lissom figure
hesitated as it attempted atwisting legp into the air. But the music quickened, drove him on and on, and
the movements of his dancing body grew more and more frenzied as his proud countenance tautened and
paled.

The unicorn started forward, neighing his distress, and for amoment the music faltered and the young
prince stumbled and dowed, but then the tune grew louder and more insstent and he danced on, hisface
now turned imploringly to the great white anima, his arms extended in entreaty while hisbody and legs
turned and twisted to the infernal music. The unicorn reached his Side by tremendous effort of will, it
seemed, hisbody for the moment ashield from the witch, and the prince stopped dancing and laid his
trembling hands on the curling mane, whimpering, "Help me, hdp me!™ The great horned animal turned his
head to gaze deeply into the distressed blue eyes so near his own, at the sweat pouring down the
beautiful, ageing face, at the sweet mouth imploring hisaid, fdt the dim hand shaking asit clutched a his
mane and the young/old heart racing close to his, and bent his head to nuzzle the damp tangled-gold
curls

"Trust me" he bresthed. "1 love you more than life, you know thet . . ."

Heturned to face the witch. And the birds of the forest fdl slent, the small creatureswere ill, the
wind hald its breath and no cloud crossed the sun.

* * %

That very sun was declining behind the treeswhen at last the unicorn had to admit that he was
beaten. The witch and her music now lay in an enchanted bubble that no hoof could break, no charging
shoulder shift, no tooth pierce; he had blocked the tune effectively enough for awhile by throwing a
magic sound barrier round his beloved but the music had shifted, crept, sdled, turned about his shield
and the prince was now lying exhausted on the grass of the shadow-lengthening glade and the unicorn
dared not look into hisface for fear lest dl youth, al beauty had fled. Runnels of foam dripped from the
anima's muzzle, flecking his neck and forelegs and the greet head was lowered, the dark eyesfull of pain.
After awhilethe spira horn on hisforehead touched the ground in his exhaustion, sending asharp pain
through his body and jerking him fully upright once more. At once he knew what he must do. The magic
horn, that which confers enchantment upon al unicorns, wasirreplaceable; if it became damaged or
broken he was no longer immorta. But he knew there was no choice—for the love he bore was greater
than hisfear of death and he lowered his head once more, giving himsalf no time to weigh the chances,
and in that last moment before his magic horn pierced the bubble that encapsulated the witch and her
killing music he at last saw fear in her eyes.

The bubble burst with the noise of agreat crystd paace shattering around his ears, and the ringing
and clattering echoed the great pain that suffused his head, hiswhole body. He knelt on the grass, his
flanks heaving, agtink of singed flesh and horn in his nostrils, and knew without mirrored confirmation
that his proud golden horn was no more. He was nothing now, awhite horse with cloven hooves and no
magic, but at least his beloved was safe and young again and beautiful, and would weep tears to hedl the
broken place where the horn had been, and together they would flee this horror, and find akind of

peace—

Not s0. As he turned, he saw with dismay that the witch had escaped the destruction of her bubble
and stood, tall, dark-cloaked and menacing over the senseless body of his prince. Even asthe unicorn
started forward to chalenge her, the pain in his mutilated head receding to adull, bearable ache, he heard
her begin to chant aspell of such malevolence that he started back again, his greet eyeswide with
distress, redlizing too late that without the magic horn he was impotent. The darkening forest seemed to
closein againg the reddening sky as between him and the witch there appeared a deep pool: not of
water, but hard as diamonds and as clear, with theillusion of plantswaving in invisible currentsin its
depths. And there, at the very heart of it, resting on abed of pebbles, grey, blue and white, lay the
prince, eyes closed, legs and armsflung cardlesdy as though he dept on some feather bed.



Vainly the unicorn stamped and pawed at the unyielding surface of the magic pond, neighing his
distress. He turned once more to the witch and she answered his unspoken questions.

"Why? He refused me, that's why, even though | made mysdlf young and beautiful ashe: | wasnot to
know he was afreak, a creature-lover, was 1?7 and she spat. "But no, heis not dead, heliesin spelled
deep. And the only thing that can save him—" and she laughed shrilly, confident in her revenge"—isa
whole unicorn, who will sacrifice himsdf and hishorn to pierce that degp! And you—" she pointed
derisvely, "—you are hornless™

And her shrieks of laughter pursued him like demons as he fled despairing into the forest.

The Gathering: Two

The Knight and a Lady

Shewasthefarest lady he had ever seen: eyeslike sapphires, lips ruby-red, diamond-fair hair
flowing down her emerad-green dress, skin tranducent as pearl. Although the fire on which he had
toasted the rye-bread of his supper had burned low this jewel-creature seemed to carry her own light
and her voice was soft and caressing as she crossed the clearing towards him, her robes making the
faintest susurration in the long, dry grass.

"All done, fair knight?"

He rubbed his eyes, convinced he must be dreaming. Sure his eyes had been closed but a
moment—too short atime for degp—but what else in the world could this apparition be but a dream?
This one must come from atowered castle somewhere in Germanica; she should livein pillared hal on
the dopes of the Middle Sea; she would not have been out of place in ascreened harem in the Great
Desart; she could have come from anywhere beautiful, faraway, exatic: al he knew wasthat she did not
belong here, on the scrubby edges of this shabby forest hundreds of milesfrom the nearest towers, hdls
or harems,

He pinched himsdlf, haf-hesitating even ashe did so, for if thiswere indeed a dream, he would be
fool to wake just as everything seemed to be going so nicdly. The pinch hurt and she was ill there so she
must be redl, and indeed now she was standing amere foot or so away and her heady perfume flowed
out round him like abog mist, amiasma, near-papablein itsform. All a once he became conscious of
the deep in the corners of his eyes, histwo-day stubble, untrimmed moustache and crumpled clothes. All
else, sword, armour, purpose were instantly forgotten: shewasal that mattered.

"|—I—" he ssammered, for coherence was gone a 0.
"|—l—" she mocked, and laid her cool hand on hiswrist, whereit burnt like fire.

"L—Lady," he suttered then recalled, by atremendous effort of will it ssemed, the courtesesand
protocol demanded. Knights were aways respectful and courtly; ladies, in return, gracious and yielding.
The men were dlowed alittle flattery and boldness of the eye, plusalittle twirl or two of the moustache



and from the women one expected afluttering and dimpling, a casting-down of eyes and an implied
admiration. But of course at first one had to go through the preliminary ritua of polite verba
exchanges—How the hdll did it go? Ah, yes. ..

"Lady, | am at your service, and with my sword will gladly defend you from al perils and dangers of
thisnight." (When he had been amere squire there had been the usud ribadry with hisfellows asto the
true connotation of the"sword" and whether it was"night” or "knight.") "And if you will inform me of your
desre, |—"

"Tu," sheinterrupted. "Tu esmon seul desir .. ."

Somehow her use of the Frankish tongue made this al much more difficult. Although he could not
fault her courtly language, yet the words were in the wrong context: they were the words one would use
to one's affianced or groom, and this one looked neither virginal nor a bride.. . .

He found himsdlf trembling, hot desire running like Sege-fireinto the pit of hisloins. He gritted his
teeth: thismust be A Temptation, sent to test him; he had heard They sometimestook fleshly form, the
better to ensnare and seduce. Sadly, Goodness usualy came wrapped plain in everyday clothes and
required effort of adifferent kind: adragon dain (only nowadays there were none lft), the routing of wolf
or bear or somesuch. Anyway, Thisin front of him now, clad in shameessimportunity and little e se, was
not Good, so therefore must be Bad, coming as |t did in the middie of the night, that londly vulnerable
timewhen aman's strength is at an ebb and hisresolve at itsweakest. Still, if It were A Temptation, dl
one had to do was to summon up the required Formula, step smartly away, and ddliver the words with
clarity and fedling, and after amoment the temptation would disappear. Smple.

Pulling free of her hold he crossed himsdlf.

"Begone, Foul Fiend!" he said, in capitals, and crossed himsalf once more, to be on the safe side.
"For | Know You For What You Are. . ."

Initidly he could not have wished for amore gratifying result. She hissed and drew back, her silken
locks seeming to writhe like anest of blond snakes, but before he could even draw bregth for asigh of
relief that he had been right, everything was asit had been amoment since, only worse, for he found
himsdlf gazing, with alust hefound increasingly difficult to control, a along, perfectly formed leg, bareto
the thigh, and pointed, rosy-tipped breasts that spilled out like forbidden fruit, from a suddenly
diabalicdly disarranged dress. These delightsinvited a more intimate examination than the eye done
could give, caressing hand or tongue or both, and he had to concentrate very hard on knightly vows,
candled dtars (priapic, phallic candles; bare naked, unclothed crosses—No! dear Lord, no . . . ), hard,
penancing stone floors, the weight of mail, the chill of stedl at dawn (better . . .), chanting monkswith
tonsured heads, cold water and thin grud, hair-shirts and such, before his rising excitement cooled
aufficiently for him to be able to stand comfortably again. It did not help that instantly he wished to relieve
himsdlf.

Resolutely he drew his sword.

"Thou art an Evil Thing, awitch, and ere you suborn me further | shal set good Christian stedl to your
flesh..." It wasdl excdlent suff, learnt from The Knight's Manual, but unfortunately it ssemed to have
little effect onitsintended victim. The manua had not provided for laughter, for disdain, for aflying-off of
al clothes, for amoving forward until bare flesh was pressed skin-tight againgt his suddenly disarranged
wear. Neither had it dedlt with seeking hands that drew out arebdllious prick and caressed it unbearably
Sswedtly.

If that had been all, then he would have been lost indeed, but even Evil makes mistakes.

"Swyve me, soldier-boy," she said.

Instantly hisprick shrivelled like asdt-sprinkled dug and he felt as naked and cold asafowl plucked
living in asnowstorm. It wasthewordsthat did it. During hismilitary serviceit had been an dmost
universal and convenient phrase that was accepted in dl the stews and bordellos; it was used by the duts
on the quaysides, the wenchesin the hedge, the girls (and boys) of the back streets al over the world, the



preliminary to quick bargaining, the passing of coin, and even quicker release. It was a phrase become
meaningless with time that nevertheless came trippingly off the tongue, dliteratively used asit usudly was
with other words than "soldier": sailor, sweetheart, Sire, sugar, saucy, sheikh, sahib, sergeant, signor,
senorita. . . But alady would never say it, never, not even in extremis.

The court ladies he had known, in redity quite asrandy astheir sew-ssters, if not more so, wereall
brought up to use polite euphemisms. "Put the Devil in Hdll" was a popular one, as was " Shegth the
sword," and the lessflattering " Pop the coney down its burrow.” All these were perfectly acceptable, and
the very words gave the actions a superficid respectability, so that the lady could ask whether the Devil
found it warm enough yet, or the gentleman assure his partner that the scabbard was a perfect fit without
blush saining ether's cheek.

So, for the second time that night his proud prick took atumble, for the words had dampened his
ardour irretrievably. It was just like being asked to drink nectar from a piss-pot.

She sensed hiswithdrawal, and for an instant she seemed to him to flare and grow taller, then her
face crumpled, her bosom sagged and she spat in his face from blackened, broken teeth.

"Youwill pay for this, my fine gentleman, you will pay!"
Considerably frightened, but more scared to show the fear, he recdled the torn edges of hisdignity

and neatly sewed them straight with the classic line: "Do your wordt, foul hag: | am reedy for you!" And
perhaps he thought he was.

Stepping back, the once beautiful hair now agreasy grey thatch, she raised her left hand and pointed
theindex finger a him, the nail curved and blackened. She started to curse him, roundly and fluently.
Shrinking back in spite of himsalf he forgot to cross himsdlf: afterwards he wondered if it would have
made any difference; on baance he thought not.

"l hereby curseyou, and call thetreesthat stand and the stones that lie, the sun that rises and the
moon that sets, the wind that blows and the rain that fals, the sky above and the earth below, and all
creaturesthat walk, run, crawl, fly and swim betwixt and between to bear witnessto thesame. . ."

Asif in answer there was a sympathetic growl of thunder: it had been ahot, sultry day.

"l curse you waking, | curseyou deeping; | curse you standing, sitting, lying; | curse you by day, |
curseyou by night; I curse you spring, summer, autumn and winter; hot or cold, wet or dry .. ."

So far, so good: it was the Standard Formula, nothing specific, and easy enough to be lifted by abit
extrato the priest and afew penancesto the poor. The knight wondered if, after al, he was going to get
away withit.

"And my specia and irrevocable curseisthis. may your armour remain rusty, your weapons blunted,

your desires unfulfilled and your questions unanswered until you ask for the hand in marriage of the ugliest
cregturein theland!"

He started back, appdled, but before he could interrupt she went on: "May she not only be ugly, but
poor, twisted and deformed aswell! And may you betied to her for lifel" And shelaughed, shrilly,
exultantly. In ablind rage he snatched up his sword again from where it had falen during the cursing and
sprinted forward ready to run her through in hisanger, femae or no, but came bump! up against some
invishlewdl that sngpped off his sword some three inches from the hilt and bloodied his nose. He went
hurtling back asif he had been thrown in awrestle, to lie on hisback on the ground, his head ringing and
the broken sword blade embedded in the turf an inch from his|eft ear.

When hefindly roseto hisfeet, pale and winded, she had gone, leaving afoul, decaying stench that
made him gag and pinch his nogtrils. Gone, too, was his horse, probably miles awvay by now, to be
appropriated by some grateful peasant in the morning, who would have great difficulty in persuading a
fully trained warhorse to submit to the plough. He peered at his hegped armour; aready smal spots of
rus, like dried blood, were speckling and spreading on the bright metal.

Therewas only onething to do.



Fdling to hisknees he prayed: long, angrily andin vain.

The Gathering: Three-
Four- Five- Six- Seven

The Slaves of the Pebbles

One moment our little world was predictable, safe, ordinary: the next we were nearly immolated in a
welter of flame.

Predictable, safe, ordinary: | suppose those words could be mideading. Perhaps | should explain that
"predictable’ meant that we knew tomorrow would be as miserable as today; "safe’ meant housed and
tolerably fed without outsde interference, and that "ordinary” meant just that. It meant an existence we
had aways known, asfar back as faulty memory would take us; it meant a crouching, fearful,
nothing-being, prisoned, chained and subject to the whims of our mistress. She should have a capita
letter: Mistress. There. For that iswhat we caled her, the only name we knew, daves as we were, and
woe betide any who even thought of her with asmal "m" for she would know, or pretend she did, and
punish us, and we were so accustomed to her domination that we believed she could read dl our
thoughts, deesping and waking.

We? Us? There werefive of her creaturesin that smal hut on the edge of the forest. Slaves, | should
say. | wasthe only one ever let out of the hut, and that for necessaries aone—a sack of flour, tallow for
dips, herbs from the hedgerow—and then | was spat upon, ridiculed, even pelted with stones upon
occason by the superdtitious villagerswho called me her "Thing," her Familiar. Even those intermittent
forays were no freedom, for the scomach cramps hit me even worse when | was from her side, only
easing when | returned, so it was no wonder that people only saw me as ahumped, ugly, deformed thing.
| could not even speak properly, for the only tongue | heard was an occasional command, spells and the
words of my friends, the otherswho shared my thrall.

There was Corby, the great black crow, Puddy, the warty toad, Pisky the little golden fish and
kitten-cat Moglet, and though we conversed quite freely amongst ourselves when the Mistresswas out, it
was alanguage of squawks, hisses, spits, bubbles, and more thought-communication than human speech.
| told you | was held near my Migtress by stomach-cramps, and the others, in addition to cages, strings
and barswere held in the same fashion, by apain that increased by degrees of hurt the farther we were
from our jailer. The origins of al these hurts were concrete enough; smal pebbles or stonesthat clung to
our bodies asthough they were part of us. For me it was a sullen red stone that stuck to my navel likea
crab; for Corby it was a blue chip that stopped the stretch of his right wing; for Puddy a green rock on
his forehead that gave him headaches; for Moglet a crippling glass piece that was embedded in the soft
part of her left front pad and for poor Pisky agreat moon-coloured pebble that quite filled his starving,
round mouth. Why not pull them out? We had tried and al we had got was an intengification of the pain,
till it grew too excruciating to bear and we had to stop.



Perhaps the worst part was that we could not remember them being put there, nor coming to this
place nor, even, who we were. Y et there were tantdizing remembrances for usdl of another life of
freedom without pain, in another place, another time: yet so fleeting wasthisrecall to dl of us, swift asthe
space between puff and candle-out, that it was only when the flame dipped and wavered and bent alittle
before expiring that one remembered a swoop of wings, acool stone grotto, the rasp of another tongue
on onesfur, agnat at twilight and—another name, clash of swords, warm arms, crying . . . Wedl had
these moments, yet even as we snatched at memory, like a snowflake on the tongueit dissolved and all
form waslost. Some things we could remember, though: apparently Corby remembered usall coming,
except himsdlf; Puddy remembered me, Moglet and Pisky; | remembered the last two, but Moglet
remembered only Pisky, and he not even himsdlf. Theinterva between arrivas none could judge, so it
could have been seven hours, days, weeks, months, years between first and last. Neither did we know
why we were held thus, nor would Shetell us, and al questions were answered by laughter, blows or the
scorn of Slence. Seasons meant little to us, cabined aswe were, for we saw and felt little of sunshine or
gorm, light or dark, rain or warmth—the inside of the hut was aways cold, ameagre fire kept burning
and the one window shuttered fast, so that day or night, summer or winter were much the sameto us.
Sometimes birds whistled down the chimney or ahedgepig would pause on the doorstep when She was
out, but always these encounters were reported to Her on her return by her Creature-in-the-corner, the
broom that was her red familiar, and we were beaten for encouraging curiosity. Once, | remember, |
asked amartin resting on the thatch whether it was pring or autumn, and when she heard of thisfrom the
dy, crackling spy, she had it beat me senseless.

Y et this Broom-Cresture was not only violent towards us, for sometimes when the air, eveninsde,
was gticky and hot, and it was difficult to deep, She would take the thing into her arms and whisper to it
and push the smooth, knobbed end under her skirt and it would jerk and throb until she cried out in what
seemed pain and would thrugt it from her, itstip swollen into the thickness of aman'sfist and adl glistening
and wet with what looked like blood . . . But it was not red as she and we were. It was only a piece of
wood bound with dried stems and twigs and she had to use wordsto bring it aive, the same sort of
words she used to bring things into the hove, things that were shadows so thin you could put your hand
through them like smoke and yet which threw writhing coloured patterns on any surface they touched.
These apparitions floated and gestured and whispered in an obscene language only she could understand
and aways after they had gone she becameincreasingly short-tempered and restless, and sooner or later
would come the time when we would be caged and tied and she would begin the preparations for a
Shape-Change.

In some ways | looked forward to this, for it meant that | was et out to gather plants and herbsfor
her spdlls: mugwort and vaerian; comfrey and stinking hellebore; bryony and monkshood; oak gdlsand
liverwort; fly agaric and pennyroyd. All the ingredients She used | did not know, for she had othersin
bottles and jars and boxes | was not allowed to see, locked away by magic wordsin cupboards and a
chest. And of the mixing we saw little for She would go behind a curtained-off acove at the other end of
the hut when she was ready to begin. Then al we would know was the stink of dried, crushed and
powdered ingredientsin the smoke that rose from the blending of her concoctions, a stench that invaded
every corner, lending foul odoursto the dry bread we ate, the cold water we drank. We could hear a
little of the muttered spells and incantations that accompanied dl this and we were dlowed to see dl the
transformation: | think having an audience for this somehow fed her overweening vanity, even of smal
account as we were.

Shewould come out from the acove and stand in the middle of the hut, and gradudly her whole
appearance would change. First she would untwist her body and grow taller, then her greasy grey locks
would untangle and grow lighter or darker, straighten or curl as she desired. Even aswe watched she
took breasts that rose firm and round, instead of flapping around her waist like empty goat-skins, her
stomach flattened, her legs and arms grew shapely and hair-free; her skin whitened and discarded the
liverish brown spots, the crooked, dirty nails on fingers and toes became pink and the dry, split pouch at
her groin would rise, mounded with curling, moist hair. Lastly her face would take on the lineaments of a



beautiful woman: gone the warts, the beard, the moustache and come rosy cheeks, sparkling eyes, white
teeth and full, red lips. Then she would laugh and stretch her arms wide and her voice would come sweet
and rich as she cdlled from the air silks and fine linen to clothe her nakedness. Then she would beckon
Broom, her creature, and Sit astride, call on the roof to open and fly out into the dark.

But She would not forget us, oh no. The very last thing would be a spdll to bind usfaster than the
rope, cage, chains and barsthat aready held us. But once She had gone we would breathe freer and
gretch alittle and talk, and that is when we practised conversing without the usua constraints of her
presence, exchanged hopes and fears, ideas, what little we remembered of the past, and endless
gpeculation on theimmediate present. Tak of the future held small part in dl this, for | found that my
friends had very little conception of what it was, and | was afraid even to think about it.

Perhaps | should qudify "talk," for it was not the sort ordinary beings would recognize, let done
understand. When | had firgt arrived | had talked wildly in human speech to Corby and Puddy, and they
had understood nothing except the terror and distress, but in their different ways they had tried to soothe
and reassure and gradudly | had come to understand allittle of what they were trying to communicate,
and had tried to copy. It had become easier when Moglet and Pisky arrived later. Communication of the
smplest kind was usualy by noise; more complicated ideas were expressed by bodily postion,
movement, odour—in this| wasway behind the understanding, let aone the expressing—»but the most
refined, and to me eventualy the easiest to understand and adopt, was thought. A smple didogue
between Moglet and mysalf would use al these processes—

Moglet:—A loud, attention-seeking mew, on aparticular pitch that meant "I'm hungry!"

Me—"Mmmm?'

Moglet:—Body position tight, paws together: "And I've been waiting ages. . ."

Me—"Haveyou?'

Moglet:—A thought, like aray of light penetrating my mind, giving me amemory-picture of what
happened, cat's eyeleve, of course: "Breskfast was the last meal and that was only gruel and it wasa
long time ago when that dant of sun was over in the corner and the fly buzzed up thewal and | caught it
but Puddy ateit . . ."

Me—"Mmmm. . ."

Moglet.—L eft eye blinking twice. ™Y ou're not even ligening sraight!”

Me—"Youll havetowait..."

Moglet.—Eyes glancing Sdeways, to theright. "Don't want to wait."

Me— "Will asmdl piece of cheeserind do, for the moment?'

Moglet:—BIlink with both eyes, lids returning to hafway. "Yes™

Me—"Wasthat nice?'

Moglet:—Tail flat out behind, tip gently vibrating. "Very nice. . ."

Me— "What do you want now, then?"

Moglet:—Tail gently swished from sideto Side, right, left, right. "More, please. . ."

Of courseit wasnot dl aseasy asthis. Abgtract ideaslike "fear,” for instance, were most difficult to
express, for they did not use words for these, rather a thought-impression of what frightened them mosgt,
and it was essy to get an actual picture of our Mistress gpproaching the hut mixed up with animpression
of her doing so, which might gpproximate to, say, Corby'sideaof fear. None of this came naturaly to us.
it wasjust that we were thrown together in such close proximity that we formed a sort of dliance of
misery—and in some queer way | believe our burden of pebbles brought us and our understanding closer
together. And so gradudly | forgot my human speech and could barely mutter my requestsin the
marketplace: my mother tongue became dmost aforeign language.

Instead | would listen while Corby would tell of the grasping of diding ar under the fingertips of his



wings, or soaring heights and dizzy drops; then there was Puddy reminiscing of cool grottos, buzz of fly
and crawl of worm; Moglet haf-remembering awarm hearth and dishes of cream, a substance none had
tasted save Her, which sounded rich, thick and delicious; Pisky recalling the silk-dide of summer waters,
the bright shoaling of hiskin. While | held adream of an armoured warrior, afair lady and someone
snging—hut who wasto say that al these were not just imaginings, for none of us could recal aplace, a
time, nor indeed how or why.

These respites together were al too short and sometimes not worth Her absence, for twice latterly
she had returned in daylight and afoul temper, screaming e the air, thetimesand us. Thefirgt time she
had contented hersalf with kicking out at whoever had been nearest, joggling Corby's perch till he fell off
and emptying most of Pisky'swater till he gasped. But the second time was worse. Usually she returned
in the garb and looks in which she had departed, losing them only gradually, but thistime she dragged
hersdf back with the dawn in her accustomed evil form and there was adlitting to her eyesand a
davering to her mouth that boded ill. At first she had laughed shrilly and pointed at me.

"| thought of you, you ugly thing, when | cursed him! Yes, | tried to think of the worst fate | could for
the accursed fool, and then the thought came to burden him with the dirtiest, most hideous creature |
could imagine and you cameto mind, you filthy little obscenity! Twisted, monstrous,
revolting—Thing—that you are . . ." And | had shrunk back, for the venom in her voice frightened me
more than anything she had done before. "Y ed!" she had howled, "I cursed him, for he refused—" but she
suddenly snapped her mouth shut and seizing her Broom, proceeded to beat me so hard | could not help
but cry, despite my determination never to let her see how much she hurt me either physicaly or mentdly.
Then she seized Moglet and tried to throw her on thefire, but | snatched her back and hid her, mewing
pitifully, under my cloak. Thwarted, she kicked Puddy out of his crock and stamped down catching my
hand instead, for he had jumped into my pocket for protection. Poor Pisky was next, for she threw his
bow! againgt the wall whereit smashed and he lay hel pless and flapping on the mud floor till | stretched
forth my uninjured hand and popped him into the leather water-bucket, drawing that aso under my
cloak. Then came Corby: she snapped the fine chain that kept him to his perch and pulled and twisted at
his neck until he pecked her and spiralled down helplessto join the rest of the creatures huddled under
my cloak. Then she seemed to go mad, and though she now made no attempt to touch us herself, she
ghrieked a curse that made al the pebbles we were burdened with hurt as they never had before. And
then her Broom was beating and begating at my bowed head until theblood ran . . .

That seemed to cam her, the sight of my blood, for she called off her minion and | heard her whisper,
asthough to hersdlf: "No, no not yet: They must have aliving home, aliving body, or He will seek them
out . . . Hide, hide, my preciousones, till | find theformula. . ."

* % %

For awhile after that She had stayed at home and life had resumed its monotonous sameness, but |
never forgot that moment of utter terror when she had lost control and we had seemed to face extinction;
nor had | forgotten how my friends, for that iswhat they were, had al sought refuge under my cloak, as
though | were in some way respongble for them dl.

This action seemed to bind us all closer together in away we al secretly acknowledged but never
mentioned, which appeared to make our lives together easier and more hopeful in the days that followed.

And now came this day, the day that was going to change our livesirrevocably. The preceding night
She had |eft the hut just before moon-high, and the whole of the two days preceding had been taken up
with Shape-Changing. It was early autumn, for she had sent me out for afew heads of saffron which |
had found easily enough and then lingered awhile a the edge of the forest gazing down &t the village
below. Two-wheeled carts laden with the last of the hay and straw creaked down the muddy street;
children played with top and b, their happy squeals and shoutsloud in the till air; men trudged back
from the fields, mattocks on their shoulders from breaking up the earth ready for the winter sowings; a
woman beat out arag rug and farther off they were burning off stubble, for the smoke curled up thininto
my nogtrils and stretched them wide with the acrid, sad smell that isthe ending of the year. At last an



extra-sharp twinge in my stomach reminded me of my Mistressand | hastened back in the blue twilight,
snatching ahandful of blackberriesfrom abush as | went and eating each bleb separately to make them
last longer. | had been amost happy for amoment or two that afternoon, but there had been a cuff for
my tardiness and another for my betraying, juice-stained mouth and | had gone into the corner by thefire
and turned my faceto thewall. And so, in afit of the sulks, | missed that |ast change to beauty, with al its
preenings and posturings, which to the others at |east broke the monotony of their drab days. So once
heard her split the roof and disappear | was surprised as snow to find a beautiful lady return by the door
some two minutes later, to fling Broom at my head with the remark to it: "No point in taking you, after dl:
itsnot far. Therell be no point in the binding, either,” and with afew words she loosened theinvisbleties
we were bound with, like asoaking in warm water softens dried meat. Broom hustled up next to me and
rustled and chattered, so | moved away from my corner to join the others by the fire. Our Mistress
paused once more before she left by the conventiona door, swirling her long, purple gown: "I shal not be
late," shewarned. "So, quiet asmice and no tricks or | shall have you dl with the crampswhen | return . .

Shelooked very beautiful that night, with long brown hair the sheen of hazelnuts hanging down her
back and eyesthe colour of squirrel-fur. | wondered what it felt like to be beautiful.

It may seem strange that we never queried her Shape-Changing, nor questioned where shewent in
that guise, nor why, but it was so much apart of our livesthat we just accepted it, | suppose: | do not
remember puzzling over it—I wasjust glad that she was not there. Afterwards the reasons became
clearer, but a thetimewe dl took it asa sort of Holy Day, and relaxed. That night | rustled up some nice
bone broth | had hidden away and ate it with freshish bread, sharing it with Corby and Moglet, and
shaving adiver of new-dead moth and dipping it with agonizing patience round the moon-pebblein
Pisky's mouth, giving therest, wings and al, to Puddy. | was comfortably dozing, back against the angle
of the fireplace, when the door was flung open and she was back.

| could seethat thistime it was going to be different from any time before. She seemed to glow, to
expand, to fill the whole room with amusky odour of femininity that scared me. Her eyeswere
deep-puffed, satiated, and her lips full asawasp sting and red as new-killed mesat. There were scratches
on her bare arms and legs as though she had run through bramble and her gown hung open on her
breasts. But she seemed in asingular good humour and did not even ask whether we had behaved but
whirled about the room in her ruined dresslike thewind in apile of new-fdlen leaves.

"Now therewasaman!" She sighed and yawned. "A village yokd maybe, but hard asiron and full of
juices. .. Thistimetherewill beachild! And then you, my pets, will be superfluous. . ." We shrank
back, for even in the unaccustomed mellowness of her tone there was an implied threat, even though the
others could not clearly understand what she said. "I may decide however to keep you asyou arefor a
while, daves and servants, for Thing there at least is sometimes useful.” Sheran long, still-beautiful fingers
through her hair, for the magic had not yet dipped away. "And of course the babewill need anurse. . ."
Shemused. "l shdl haveto see. . ." and such was our awe of her that | believed in theimmediate
gppearance of some infant witch, asmaller verson of herself, and even peered into dl the corners when
onedid not immediately materidize. | told the others what she had said and we huddled round the
cheerlessfire, trembling at this new threst, but she did not gppear to notice and went into her alcove from
whence we could hear her chinking glass and pouring liquid. She came out at last and drained agreen,
smoking mixture with every indication of enjoyment, but as she set down the drinking-flagon a couple of
drops spilled on the oaken table and crackled and fizzed in the dark wood, leaving two shallow, smoking
depressions.

She, however, looked more beautiful than ever, and as soon as she had drunk her fill she went over
to her couch under the shuttered window. "I shal deep long during the next few months, Thing, and you
will have to keep the place tidy and provisioned. | want no disturbances, no undue noise, and | expect
the stock-pot full if ever | wake and am hungry." She reached beneath her pillow for some copper coins
and flung them to the floor, watching me scrabblein the dirt. " That should last till theturn of the year, if



you are careful. Buy the chegpest you can find, remember: | am not made of money. Gruel and boneswill
do finefor you," and she yawned and lay down on the couch. "I shal want you to go out &t first light in
the morning: there is one more mixture | have to complete. Bring me ten drops of blood from a boar;
three heads of feverfew and twelve seeds of honesty. Oh, and six fleas from a mae hedgepig not more
than six months old. Y ou may wake me when you return,” and with that, perfectly composed, she closed
her eyes, her beautiful lips parted, and she started to snore as she usualy did.

Welooked at one another, afraid of being vocal, concentrating on thought, but were too frightened,
too confused by the turn of eventsfor the refinements we had so carefully practised. All 1 had from
Corby was. "Oh Hdl! Hell! Witch brat—that's all we need!" Puddy said " Shit!" and nothing more, but he
was never aquick thinker. Moglet mewed that she was frightened and Pisky rushed round and round his
bowl, talking to himsdf backwards, the thoughts and sounds bubbling up in little pops through the gaps
between his stretched mouth and the moon-pebble. | tried calming thoughts for them al: grass, trees,
lakes, rivers, wind, sky, stars, dark, deep . . . And gradually they quietened and we settled into an
uneasy doze.

Asfird light pinched through the edges of the shutters | blew the embers of the fire into a blaze and
swung the gruel pot over the flames; it needed no sdlt, for as| mixed the oatmed and water the miserable
tears dripped from the end of my nose. | sensed changein theair and did not want it, for aways change
had been for the worse. My little friends stirred in their deep; Corby creaked and hunched hisfeathers,
Puddy glugged, hisydlow throat moving up and down; Moglet stretched and mewed in the stretch as
though her muscles hurt, but her eyes remained shut; Pisky'stail waved, once. In that quiet time, apart
from my slent tears, | suppose we were at peace.

| went out while the dew was gill on the grass and spiders webs hung with diamonds. | found the
pear| plates of honesty and harvested the black seeds, one from each pod; withering head of feverfew,
with its pungent leaves, grew near the hut; an obliging hedgepig curled from his coeat of leavesin the roots
of an oak, only too glad to lose afew fleas at hibernation time. | tickled his coarse, ticked fur stomach
and rolled him back into his hole with thanks, then set off for the village since wild pig were uncertain at
the best of times, even though now was acorn-harvest, and | should have better luck with one of the
domestic ones. A quick and relatively painless nick on the ear should do thetrick and | had a pocketful
of beechmast and acorns for sweeteners. in my experience one never took without giving, for that would
upset the bdancewe dl lived by. As| crept down the narrow path to the village | took care to keep well
out of sight, for as| said before the peasants mistrusted me as a representative of my Mistress and would
not hesitate to harm me if they could, especidly if | was not buying anything. | found a convenient sty and
struck abargain with the boar, for my time with the others had given me a primitive understanding of al
beast-talk and certainly enough to bribe apig. | nicked his ear neatly enough and dripped the blood into
thelittle glass phid | carried. The dropswere dow in coming for it wasacold morning and | fed the piga
few more acornsto keep him till.

Hewhiffled contentedly. "Mmm . . . make anice change, these do. What's your old woman been up
to then? They say as shesgonetoo far thistime. . ."

"How?' | questioned. Six drops; better make it seven.

"Seems as sherogered young Cerdic to degth last night. Sprang on him and tuckered him out in five
minutes. . . Mind you, these humans ain't got no stamina. Now [, | could tell you athing or two about
that . . ." and he rumbled away for amoment or two about servicing the sowsthey kept for him but |
waant ligening.

"He'sdead?' | remembered thelad, bonny and brawny in thefields at haying, from my lonely
spyings. Wasthat what my Mistress had meant, with al her talk of witch-babe? Had She taken
man-seed into her body and now hoped—~but she couldn't: she wastoo old. But then, her spellswere
strong. And was thiswhat had happened on those other times, when she had returned angry and
frustrated? Was this because her spells had not worked on those others, whoever they had been? My
mind wasin awhirl; why had sheto kill that handsome young man, especidly when he had obvioudy



pleasured her so well?"Dead, you say?" | repeated.

"Asfireawood. Seemsthey'redl cut up about it; say she'sgonetoo far thistime." Hisfanged mouth
nudged me, none too gently. "Got any more?"

"Of course." To retreat safely from these razor-backed horrors, a precarious domestication afew
generations back having donelittle for their manners, aways required adiplomatic withdrawd. | threw
down the rest of the mast and nuts and scuttled back over the fence.

"Where have they put him?"
"Huh? Oh, the dead 'un. Square. Theresamesting. All there. Comeagain . . ."

Stoppering and pocketing the phid, | crept cautioudy round the back of the housestill | could see,
between the washerwoman's and the whore's, that rectangle of trampled earth they called the Square.
Sure enough the place was crowded, and there wastalk | could not hear so, not daring to approach
directly, | made aleap for the thatch of the washerwoman's house, luckily only afew feet from the
ground at this point, and crept up among the straw till 1 could both hear and see without fear of
discovery. Glancing Sideways at the next roof | was glad | had chosen the one | was on, for the whore's
roof was dl rotten grey straw and loose with it; | could see an old nest or two and the roots of sear
vervain: it would not have held me for two breaths.

Below mewas alake of people, heads bobbing like floats, and an angry hum of voices, ahive
disturbed. In a pace in the centre was a bier, roughly fashioned from larch poles and skins and the body
of Cerdic lay disarranged upon it. His clothing was rough, homespun of course, but the young face held
an unworldly look of disillusion and, strangely enough, an air of peaceful exultation too, a oddswith the
rough, uncomprehending features of the villagers surrounding him. Thetalk confused me, for | was not
used to such ababble, but the gist was of witchcraft and revenge. They led forward ayoung woman,
pretty enough, and she cast hersalf down weeping by the bier, clasping the cardess dead hand of the
young man and carrying it to her mouth, kissing it feverishly, and sobbing the while in an uncontrolled
burst of emotion that made me hot al over.

| moved away, diding back down the thatch till my feet found the ground, and crept back home,
thoroughly bewildered and with a horrible feding that something nasty was abouit to fall on my head or
leap out and bite my ankles. Theair was very Hill, asif everything was holding its bresth, waiting, and |
found mysdlf glancing over my shoulder every few yards; | couldn't get back quick enough.

Back there, there where we al belonged, | tried to tell the otherswhat | had seen and heard but it
was only Corby and perhaps Puddy who understood. " Always like that when they turn the corner,” said
theformer. "Turn acorner and see Degth staring 'em in the face. Gets'em dl, one way and another.
Know it'slong past childbearing time but reckon atouch of magic might make the difference. Think they'll
renew themsalves. Seldom works, but I've heard tell of a deformed mippet born of an old witch. Nigh
unkillable, too. Pity She couldn't keep it off'n her own doorstep, though; sounds as though she's stirred
up ahornet's nest down there. Could mean trouble for usal . . ."

"Water," said Puddy. For amoment | thought he wanted a sprinkle from the water jar, but he
continued histhought a space later, aswas hiswont. It was sometimes alittleirritating waiting for atoad's
thoughts, although they were usualy worth having. "Don't likeit. That and fire. . ." He gppeared to
meditate. "Best thingsfor killing them off."

A hissfrom Moglet derted me as the Mistress yawned, stretched and rose from the bed in the
corner. She il looked remarkably young and beautiful, so much so that | forgot to duck as her ringed
hand dapped my cheek.

"Well, where are they? Thethings| sent you for?"

Humbly | offered my gatherings. She picked them over grudgingly, then took them over to the
acove, where we could hear her chopping and pounding and mixing during along afternoon, while we
huddled together, not sure what the next hourswould bring. Twice tried to tell her what | had heard and
seen in the village and twice she stopped me, the second time with ajar hurled across the room and a



threat that she would get Broom to beat meif | disturbed her further. "1 am not interested in what those
peasants do or think," shesaid, so | held my peace.

When it was dusk within and near enough outside | lighted atalow and stirred the omnipresent stew;
putting bowls by the fire to warm, | opened the earth-oven and took out the day's bread, standing it on
end to cool and tapping it to make sure it was cooked through, for the oven wasvery dow. | fed the
others surreptitioudy, with an eye to the dcove and ear to the mixings and anose pricked againgt the
unplessant aromas. When they were satisfied | gestured them back to their boxes, crocks and perches,
for al day we had been uncharacteristicaly freeto move and | did not want her reminded we were
compardively free.

"Supper isready, Midtress" | said timidly, but as she came from the alcove | saw with horror that her
beauty had faded by ten years while her smile showed that she had not consulted her mirror recently.
What had happened to the magic she was convinced would keep her young forever now she was
pregnant of awitch-child? And was she indeed? My eyeswent to her swelling belly: she seemed some
three or four months gone, and that in less than twenty-four hours.

"Ninedayd" she sad triumphantly, her eyesfollowing my gaze. "Ninedays, that isdl! And then you
will have anew Master, you miserableworm . . ." Her mood changed as she took the bowl and bread,
wdl over hdf of what | had cooked. "What do you mean by giving me these dops? My baby needs
good, red meat and fresh vegetables and fruit, and wine to strengthen his blood! Why did you not
prepare such?"

"But Midress" | fdtered, "you told me to—"

| got no further for her free hand shot out and gave me astinging dap. Holding my hand to my
reddened cheek | backed away.

"Go now, and fetch me arich pie from the village and aflagon of their best wine." Shereached into
one of her boxes and spilt coins, silver coins | had never seen, in astream onto the floor. Scrabbling to
obey | pocketed ten, twenty even. | knew my task would be difficult, or well-nigh impossible, at thistime
of the evening, for it was now dark and the villagers would equate me with the darkness and chase me
from their doors—but which wasworse, their vindictiveness or hers? And therewasthe dead man . . . |
hestated.

And even as| did so, everything began to happen at once.

There was athump, as some large object struck the door and a crash as stonesrattled against the
shutters. Starting back | whimpered with shock and fright, my hand till tingling, for it had been on the
latch when the door had vibrated under the blow. For along moment my mewlings were the only sound
in that confined space, then there was a voice outsde; ragged, scared, but still truculent.

"Come out, Witch! Come out and meet your accusers!”

For amoment the stilinessinsde was intensified. Then my Mistress hissed like a snake behind me
and, turning, | saw such alook of evil on her facethat even |, inured as| was, cowered flat in terror. But
her look was not for me, and her voice, when it came for those outside, was honey-sweet, though | could
see her hair and fingerswrithe like snakes.

"Who calls so late, and on what errand?’

"Y ou know who's here, and why!" came the answer. "Y ou knows what you've done, there were
those that oversaw. Time's cometo pay for it!"

She hissed again, but her voice was beguiling sill. "1 know not of what you spesk . . . Has someone
been hurt? Perhaps my medicines. . ." but even as she finished speaking she was muttering under her
breath spells | had never heard even the echo of before. All a once the pretence of beauty was gone and
her body resumed its usua hideosity—all except her belly. Her fine clothes dropped to the floor but her
stomach seemed to swell visibly—a smooth, rounded mockery in that ancient frame. She caressed it with
her fingers, still spell-making—the gnarled, dirty fingers were an obscenity againg the youthful mound she
touched.



"Grow, grow!" she muttered. "Grow, my manikin! | give you my strength, my lust for life—Make it
not nine days, nor even nine hours. . . Not five, not four, not even one! Less, lessl” and her voice
became louder with the repeated rhythms of some incantation in a strange tongue. "Help me, help me,
Magter, and he shdl beyours!”

Of asudden it grew deathly cold and afoul stench filled the hut. | crawled back to the fireplace
unregarded, to cower against the hearth where the fire now burned blue and hesatless. Outside the
clamour rose; more voices, more stones, and aflicker of flame blossomed behind the gapsin the shutters.
They werefiring the hut! Now there was a scrambling outside, another thump above our heads thistime,
and atearing at the thatch on the roof and an ominous chanting.

"Burnthewitch! Burn thewitch!"

The smdl of smokefilled my nogtrils. There was a crackling, aflaming of tinder-dry straw roofing and
the voices grew louder, achant to rival my Mistresss mouthings.
"To the stake, to the stake! Burn the murderess, the witch!™

But my Mistress continued her spells, louder now and even louder till | covered my ears and shut my
eyes, pressed back against the back wall of the hut asfar as possible from threat and danger. It was
cold; it was hot; flames shot up, smouldered down, till it al grew asregular as my pounding heartbeats
and | was afraid as | had never been.

And there my life might have ended, choked by smoke and charred by fire, but for one thing—

The Gathering: Three-
Four- Five- SIx- Seven

Death of a Witch

A mew.

A smadl frightened mew from asmal, helpless cat. All a once | stopped being so scared and
gathered Moglet in my arms, soothing and caressing as | had done so often in the lesser bad times. At the
sametime| felt Puddy climb onto my lap and heard Pisky bubbling in distress and Corby thumped down
from his perch, breaking histie, to flap around my feet.

"Get usout, for goodness sake!" he croaked. "You'll have usdl cinderd!™

Get us out, but how? For amoment or two my brain would not work, then Puddy nudged my knee.

"Back wall. Weak. Corby'sbesk . . ."

Of course! Corby had heard too and we both remembered where the stones had fallen avay from
the side of the fireplace last winter with the cracking of the Great Frost, and how we had repaired it with
atemporary amalgam of stones and mud. Tumbling the othersfrom me | took out my sharp knife and
tried to remember where our botched repairs had begun. Thereit was. | attacked it at once with the knife



and beside me Corby pecked away with his strong, yellow beak—both unheeding everything el se except
the desperate need for clean air, for outside, for life. | knew the villagers would not be on thisside, for
out there the ground dropped steeply away to the stinking ditch where we emptied the dops. Desperately
| chipped and scrabbled at the caked mud, my fingerstearing a stones, my nails breaking on flints, while
behind me the clamour grew louder. Glancing round for oneterrified moment | saw our Mistress outlined
by the flames from the burning hut, her belly grown monstrous and huge, her screams rending the air and
in the corner her familiar, Broom, with fire cregping towards the tangled heathers of itsfeet. Suddenly my
bruised and torn handsjerked forward into open air and without thought | picked up Puddy and thrust
him through the hole I had made, careless of where hefdll.

"Escape, quickly! | thought-shouted, then reached for little Moglet: "Run, my dear, run!” The hole
was only just big enough for Pisky's bowl and | reached through the gap and balanced it carefully
outsde. But that wasit: no way was the hole big enough for Corby, let done me; the otherswould
perhaps be dl right—Oh Hell, however | hurt the bird must be given his chance, too! "Keep pecking,
you great black gormlessthing!" | hissed, and together we renewed our attack on the crumblingwall. A
sudden blast of heat behind me redoubled my efforts and al a once the gap was large enough for meto
push the crow through, scraping his feathers againgt the stone unmercifully. “"Hop away, friend,” |
muttered, "and please push Pisky's crock down to the ditch; he may be able to find hisway down to the
gream. Help him, helpthe others. . ."

"Don't be so blasted silly!" came the hoarse croak from outside: "Come and do it yoursalf! Get
scraping: I'm not nursemaiding thislot. Weneed you . . ." And there was agurgle, amew, aglug lessthan
afoot away. They were waiting for me, they needed meto look after them! Perhaps without the incentive
of their respongbility | might have succumbed, let the now-choking smoke take my last bresth, but the
knowledge that | was needed gave me the spur that fear and exhaustion had blunted.

With the last of my strength, from the crouching position in which | found myself, | charged that hole
inthewadll; my head was through, one shoulder. Breathing the fresh air outside aided my efforts; |
twisted, scraped, shoved, tore and wriggled and with afinal heave fdl free of theinferno behind me, to lie
gasping on the steep bank outside, my head lower than my hedls, bruised, battered and exhausted,
smoke pouring from the gap behind me.

"Comeon then, Thing," they dl cried. "Come on; werenot free of her yet . . ."

* % %

We crept stedlthily to the edge of the wood, me carrying Pisky's crock, and hid behind agreat
bramble-patch. The hut was ringed by fire, except for the back part where we had escaped, and even
now flames ran around the corner to eat the dry grass at that sde. Not only ringed but crowned, for
hungry tongues of firelegpt like bearslicking for honey up among the thatch and dl around wasthe
choking smoke. The noise was indescribable: dthough we hid in comparative safety some hundred yards
from the hut, yet the clamour, both of shouting villagers and their barking dogs, the crack and crackle of
burning wood and the screaming of our Mistress seemed but afoot or two away. The men were
gathered in asemicircle about the hut, most armed with clubs, billhooks or scythes, but even aswe
watched they were retreating step by step from the heat of the fire, hands before their faces. And what of
my Mistress? Thoroughly sickened by the mad screaming we heard, | amost determined to go back and
try to get her out through the hole in the back wall, but Corby grabbed my deevein hisbesk.

"Wait! She'snot donefor yet . . ."

True enough: as we watched there was a sudden change to the quality of the flames. One moment
they were hot-tongued, roaring with insatiable desire, the next they were cool and pretty, green and blue,
burning with adelicate flame that decorated rather than consumed. The hut now looked asif it were
dressed for an autumn Maying, the scorched timbers and charred thatch hidden by the green leaves and
blue flowers of the flames, and as we watched the whole place blossomed as the thatch burst asunder.
The sudden flowering created a seed-pod burst asthe witch, our Mistress, black and ripe and full, thrust
from the roof, borne astride by her faithful Broom.



| picked up Pisky and with one accord we fled deeper into the forest as She swooped and shrieked
among the villagers who cowered and ran from her as though she were ahornet, stinged and deadly.
There was a path that twisted and turned away from the holocaust behind us, and at first the fluttering
Corby waswell ahead, with Moglet running behind, but before long they lagged back, crippled wing and
foot hampering, so | stopped, gathered Moglet in my arms with Pisky's crock dopping water over dl of
us, perched Corby on my shoulder, pocketed the tired Puddy and scuttled asfast as| could, not even
surewhy | was except that somehow we dl knew we had to get as far away as possible as quickly aswe
could. Thetreesgrew denser and | halted, out of bresth and lost, and in that moment they came again,
those terrible pains near the seating of our pebbles so that | cried out and doubled up. | heard Puddy's
moans and Moglet's mew, Corby's screech and Pisky's demented bubbles and redlized that we were il
interrible danger.

"Shewantsus," breathed Moglet. "Wantsus il . . "

"Watchit," said Corby. "She'snot going to let usescapeif shecan hepit. . "
"Help, help, hep!" bubbled Pisky.

"What can we do?" | was screwed up in agony. "Oh, thepain.. . ."

"Lake," said Puddy. "Head hurts. . . Left and down: hates water."

Hiswords stuck in my fuddled, paining brain: "Lake. . . hateswater . . ." Of course: clever toad. All
witches avoid water like the plague and the stretch of lake lay to our left: | could see aglint of water in
the direction Puddy had indicated. Gathering the others close once more, my stomach il contracting
with pain, | crashed heedlessy through the bushes towards the stretch of water, tumbling at last down the
steep bank to land us al splash! in the murky waters among the sear reeds and drowned twigs that
littered its edge.

Not for nothing was this called the Dead Water, for nothing grew on or in it except the nastiest
weeds. Even frogs, desperate for cool in the summer, eschewed itswater, while in spring the shalowest
puddle seemed preferable for their spawn. Long ago the lake had been fished-out and even restocking
had failed, for the villagers said it was cursed by the drowned souls of aparty of young men and women
who had gone out on araft for adare on Beltane's Eve countless years ago and never returned. The raft
had been found the following morning, caught in reeds at the edge, but of the dozen or so—the
superdtitious said thirteen—that had essayed the water there was no sign. Of course the villagers had
gone out and dragged the depths with hastily made rope nets but these yielded nothing, and oneintrepid
fellow who had ventured the depths at the end of aline had burst to the surface with tales of huge
snake-like leeches that had curled for him out of the watery dark and of aring of dead bodies silently
dancing among the tangled weeds of the deep, their white faces and open eyesfull of the horrors of the
drowned, and worms and bubbles rising from the open mouths that cried of devils and black magic.
Certain it was now that no one would venture out on this black smoothness and | had seen none but the
rash, unfearing wild pig ever drink from its waters when | had been out early for herbs.

Even now, stranded as we were among the shalows, me gtting in but two inches of water, Pisky
bubbling up in his crock, which was bobbing up and down where | had dropped it, | had al the others
clutched and clinging to my head and shoulders with beak, claw and damp feet rather than touch the
waters.

"Fick me up, pick meup!" panicked Pisky.
"Help!" moaned Moglet.
"Let'sup-an™-orf,” croaked Corby.

"Not hedthy," pondered Puddy.

All at once, of course.

| struggled to my feet, as much to escape their din as anything e se, but then looked down with horror
at the breeches| awayswore, on our Mistresssingtruction. | was damp from the waist down from



gtting in the water and on the wet leather fat blue-grey worms crawled with open mouths, burrowing
blindly for my naked skin. | struck out, brushing them back into the scummy water, only to fed them
immediately fasten on my bare ankles. Stumbling to the bank | lay back against the doping earth thrusting
with panic a the evil thingsthat <till clung and sucked at my skin. Unexpectedly | was helped by Corby
who fluttered from my shoulder and pecked at the dimy things with his beak, wiping them off into the
dudge asabird will clean hisbeak on atwig.

At last | wasfree and turned to struggle to the top of the bank when the pains struck us al again and
we screeched and tumbled back towards the water. Desperately | clung to agnarled tree root that jutted
out above the water, my feet frantically scrabbling for ahold on the greasy earth, Pisky's bowl jammed
under my chin, the others hanging on as best they could. Something made melook up and there agresat
bat-like shape blotted out the hazy light from awisp-clouded harvest moon that rocked unsteadily
through the trees, and with despair | realized that our Mistress had found us and was flying over our
hiding place on Broom.

"Shell get us” | screamed. "WEell never escapel”

Thistime | knew Shewould &t last kill us and then throw our bodiesinto the black waters of the lake,
and | could not think at dl, only fed asthe cramps clutched a me again and my terrified friends clawed
and clung till I could fed thetrickle of blood from torn shoulder-skin. | felt asudden rush of stinking air as
our Mistress swooped down on us and the smell of singed cloth overwhelmed even the stench of
scummy water: aburning fragment from somewhere had landed on my arm and there was a smoulder of
clothwhich | best at frantically as the witch migudged her landing and soared away to approach from an
easer angle.

| heard Puddy trying to say something, urgently for him, agonizingly dow for therest of usin those
few moments when everything—pain, fear, drowning, burning, desth—was rushing upon uslike agrest,
irresstible storm wind that will snap and crack even the most pliant treeinitsfury.

"Can't get us surrounded by water . . ." but even as| understood and acknowledged what he was
saying | knew | could not wade out into that lake of desolation and stand, hel pless, while my flesh was
sucked away from my bones by the unseen horrorsthat lurked beneath.

"Idand somewhere," came Corby's hoarse voice, stirring into a sort of incredulous hope. "If you
could wade out, Thing . . . Think it'sover thereto the left someways. . ."

| do not remember scrambling up the bank, scurrying through the thin belt of treesthat lined the
shore, searching ever for adarker shape on the waters, ducking automatically from the siwooping thing
that held off only because of the branchesthat hid usfrom full view. | do remember at last seeing adark
lump that rose from the water some hundred yards out and recal too the fear and pain that accompanied
my wild splashings through the shadows; | remember that at one stage the water sucked greedily at my
waig, a another my foot turned on atreacherous stone and dime rushed headlong into my open mouth,
but that at last my feet found dry ground and | staggered free of the clutching watersto fall to my knees,
shedding cat, bird, toad and fish's crock, and lie prone, crying my exhaustion.

Theidet on which wefound oursel ves was only a scratch of ground barely ten feet long and half that
wide with a stunted tree and a prickly bush for company: | looked back and the bank seemed an
immeasurable distance away. Had | really crossed that stretch of water? | shivered with wet and cold
and beside me Corby ruffled and rattled his feathers and Moglet tried to wipe hersdf dry against my
ankles, mercifully leech-free: | supposed my wild splashings and the speed of our progress had hindered
the creatures blind seekings. For the time being, too, we were witch-free, but a massy heap of clouds
raced up on the increasing wind that rattled the branches of the stunted tree above me and whispered in
the bush to my right, fluttering theivy that clung to the ground round our feet. | bent and straightened
Pisky's bowl which was dangeroudly tilted and heard him mutter and cough as he rushed around
backwards: "Horrid black stuff: chokes the lungs, black water does, not good for my gills. Oh, deary,
deary me! If my great-grandfather could seemenow . . ."

| put out my hand and stroked Moglet's damp fur. "Arewe dl right now?" she asked anxioudy,



purring alittle to reassure us both.
Corby and Pisky were converaing in low tones. "Notice them trees?" | heard the bird mutter.
"Andtheivy," said Puddy. "Should help."

"Wouldn't be abad ideato form aring, though," said Corby. "Can you remember any of that stuff?
Youknow . .."

"Alittle"
They turned to me.

"Best get into acircle and hold fast to each other: dip afinger in Fisky's bowl and touch hisfin and
toad here can do the same with atoe t'other side. Now, Thing dear, beforeit istoo late. . ."

Hastily we arranged ourselves: me with Moglet and Pisky on either side, Corby and Puddy opposite.
| did not question how or why for obvioudy these two knew something | did not.

"Now then, dl close your eyes and empty your minds,” said Corby urgently. "Let old Puddy and | do
the thinking here, for thisiswhat we knows. Go on, sharp about it! Listen to nothing save our words, our
thoughts. . ."

"And don't let go,” murmured Puddy. "Keepintouch. . ."

For amoment there was nothing as | knelt with closed eyes, listening to Corby muttering and Puddy
coming in now and again with asingleword, amogt like the priest and congregation | had heard
sometimes from outside the little church in the village. Then, asnow, | did not understand what was being
said, for it seemed to bein alanguage | had never heard, and yet in spite of this| felt asort of strength
flow back into my limbs and astring of hope seemed to circle between our points of contact; fingers,
claws, pawsand fins. | felt Pisky quieten under my touch and Moglet had ceased her trembling.

And then the pictures came into my mind.

A sunlit grove, whispering leaves, white berries, bearded faces with sad, dark eyes, aflashing knife
and with all these an ingtinctive knowledge of great secrets, of ancient ways, between the mutterings
something deeper and even more secret came from my left hand where Moglet's race-memory wandered
back to an even earlier time where the dominant figure was female and the secrets were held only by
women . .. On my right hand a golden sun, silk-embroidered cities, agreat wall that wound like a snake;
from somewhere el se there was arumble as the Sea-God stirred and cones of bright fire erupted on the
hillsdes bringing cliff and temple tumbling together; tal candles, aman kissng the cross-hilt of asword—

"Hold fast, hold fast to that which is grest, that which isgood,” came the message between us. "Keep
your eyesclosed, closed . . "

Perhapsif | had not been reminded they were shut | should not have opened them just to see—

"Shelscoming again!” | screamed, jumping up and breaking the circle, and the others scattered asthe
great bat-like figure swooped down on us again, howling imprecations, only to veer & the last moment to
avoid the tree, whose twisted branches defied alanding.

"A circleagain, you dumb idiots!" yelled Corby, but the spell was broken and we werein disarray, all
concentration gone, running hither and yon in the small space afforded uslike rats terrier-struck in apit.
Again and again the figure dived down on us and in the end we stopped trying to escape and cowered
between the prickly bush and the stunted tree clutching at anything to stop ourselves being scooped up
off theidand, up, up into her clutches.

Up? Or down? For suddenly it felt as though the idand had turned upside down and we now hung by
fingertip and claw from the strands of ivy asflieson aceling; | had Pisky'sbowl under my chest and so
great wastheillusion of being topsyturvy that | remembered being amazed that the water from his crock
did not pour al down my front.

But gill Shedid not land, could not reach us, and | glanced up, or down, | was not sure which, and
saw her hovering some twenty feet above, or below us, and | dmost did not recognize her. She had
grown incredibly old and ugly and was naked except for afew shreds and tatters that hung from her



shoulders. And her belly—her belly was ahuge, monstrous puffbal of growth that rocked and swelled in
front of her. Even as| watched in terrified fascination it seemed asthough it were being struck like a great
gong from within, a soundless blow that yet brought an answering scream from my Mistress.

"Itistime!" she ghrieked. "1 give birth to my son, my monster, who shdl ruleyou al! But | need
blood, blood for him to suck, blood to bring him dive, and | will haveit!" and she raised her arms and
chanted aspdl | remembered: the fire-bringing one, only thistime much stronger and more vindictive than
| had heard it when she had used it once or twice to relight our fire when the wood was too damp to do
anything but smoulder. Aswe gazed up at her we saw her body redden with reflected flameand |
glanced down to seeflickers and sparks among the falen leaves at my feet. Springing up | slamped
franticaly but dl the time the ground was growing hotter and the stones started to glow like the embers of
afire, even asatongue of flamelicked the trunk of the twisted tree and ran up into the brancheslike a
squirrel. Tearing off my cloak | flapped despairingly &t the flames, and beside me Puddy and Moglet
were legping up and down squedling at the pain from singed paws, Corby had fallen on his back, feathers
browning, and poor Pisky's bowl was steaming as he gasped away hislife on the surface.

Then something inside me snapped, and | behaved like a mad thing, for the dreadful painswere
twisting my gutsagain and | came outside mysdlf with pain and stood like a creature of no substance and
al substance and | was nothing and everything and had no power and al power. Stretching out my hands
| gathered the flamesinto them and cooled them and rolled them into aliving entity in my pams.
Throwing back my head | stood asfirm asapillar of stone upon the ground beneath and opening my
mouth | cursed the witch that hovered and swooped above us. Using no language and all language |
cursed her into Hell and eternal fire, | cursed the monster she bore and wished it non-born; | cursed them
living and dead and forbade earth, air or water to receive their bones. Then, gathering al my strength, |
took the bdl of fire that yet clung to my hands and flung it straight up into her face.

While | had been cursing her, she had dipped and wavered and | could see her shocked mouth and
suddenly wary eyes. But as soon asthe ball of fireleft my hands she swerved away on Broom and then
seemed to redouble her strength, as | collapsed like a pricked bubble on the stony ground, whimpering
for the painin my burnt hands. But at least the fire on the idand was out, and the stones once more
blessedly cool. The others clung to meand | felt Puddy spit into my burning pams and mutter something
and at once they were soothed.

"Good try," croaked Corby, "but I'm afraid she'scoming back . . ."

Weadl looked up at her then, waited for her to come down the inevitable last time, the time when we
would have no strength, no reserves | eft. We were al brave now, | think, for there comes atime when
death must be faced, and it is only the manner of the dying that matters. And as she rose to a greater
height the better to gain momentum, then turned and bore down on uslike ameteor, | felt strangely calm.

Like ameteor? With flames streaming out behind her? Even as| wondered, as| dared surmise, there
was a sudden mew of excitement from Moglet, Pisky stopped going backwards and | do not think |
heeded Corby's expletive or Puddy's awed croak. She had swerved her face and body from the ball of
fire| had thrown but it had landed on the tail of Broom, where the bunched heather and twigs were
aready tinder-dry and needed only that fina spark.

Down, down she came, either not knowing, or not caring in her madness that Broom was on fire, but
then it added its scream to hers: "Mistress, Mistress, | burn, | burn! Put me out, put me out!" And it
wavered in its course, bucked like an unbroken horse and twisted off course so that she passed us by yet
again, missing theidand by a hand's-breadth and soaring back into the blackness above. By now her
bearer wastruly on fireand | saw her lips move, one hand to belly, the other besting at the flames behind
her. She must have been reciting the Flame-Cooler spell, for | saw thefirefater, turn for amoment blue
and green and then steady, but at the same moment there was arip of lightning to the east and a crack of
thunder that momentarily deafened us, and | saw that her travail was beginning.

Desperately shetried to control her bearer, to quench the flames, to catch us, to give birth at one and
the sametime, but she could not do it and Broom in its insensate agony bore her away from usto the



centre of thelake, to try and quench itstailing flamesin the dark waters. Just as desperately she
screamed imprecations and best it with her figt, raigng it by sheer willpower. By now shewas éire also
and the tattered remnants of clothing flamed and sparked. Even from where we stood, mesmerized by
the dramathat had suddenly made us spectatorsinstead of victims, we could smell the sickening stench
of burning flesh. In spite of my fear, my misery, my hatred of the evil tyrant who had kept usthralsto her
pleasurefor so long, | could not help atremendous surge of pity: if then it had been within my power to
guench the flames, to end her misery, | think | would have done so.

But the Power was now Another's, a greater force than mine, with perhaps a greater pity aso, for at
that moment there came agreat fork of lightning that blinded uswith itslight and for amoment illuminated
the whole world in which we stood. The same fork split our Mistress from breastboneto groin and a
great gout of night-blackened blood ribboned into the air, and out from the gash emptied atwisting,
tumbling manikin with mortal face and body and the claws and wings of a bat. It mewled and screeched
and clawed at the air like afdling cat and its mother, our Mistress, stretched and grabbed at the hideous
creature with hungry arms and it turned and bit her and scratched and sucked at the black blood that ran
down her thighs and dripped, hissng, into thelake. It crawled up her legs and up to her breasts but,
scorning the empty, flapping dugs, reached up for her throat and fastened there, sucking the last of the
life-blood from scorched and blackened flesh. At last sheredlized just what she had spawned and best at
it with her fists: invain, for it clung now like alake-leech so that she, greasy hair now spitting and
bubbling with the flames, her Broom and her manikin were one, snking indivisible to destruction.

Inalast effort she pointed Broom at the sky and they shot up like some huge, rocketing pheasant,
but even as| thought they might escape another bolt of lightning struck them. For an instant time stood
dill, they hungin the air asthough pinned to the night, and then—and then they plummeted dowly down,
adying, screeching, moaning, blackened bundle. And the waters of the lake rose to greet them, to eat
them, to drown them, to exterminate them. There was afearsome hiss as the burning mass hit the water
which fountained into black fingers around them, fastened and drew them down, and then for amoment it
seemed as though aghostly ring of dancing figures ringed the yawning chasm that recelved them—

"Hang on lads," warned Corby. "And lasses. Here comestrouble. . ."

Huge waves, displaced by the falling bodies, were rearing and racing across the empty waters and
ingtinctively | clung to the stunted tree, Corby and Moglet in the branches above me, Pisky's crock in my
free hand, Pisky in my pocket. Then we were deluged with evil dime, weed and black water till | was
sure we would drown; there was amoment's respite as the wall of liquid surged past usto beat against
the banks and, frustrated, fall back so that we were subjected to the processin reverse. At last, choking
and gasping, my mouth and eyes were free, but then came an immense pulling and we al clung for dear
life as the waters rushed away from usto the centre of the lake, where it seemed a great whirlpool
sucked dl down into avortex.

For amoment the last of the waters swirled about our feet, and then came a great rumble like thunder
and | felt asthough the soles of my feet had been struck ablow that drove them up into my hipbones, just
like jumping off aroof in the dark, not knowing where the ground was. They stung with pain and
inginctively I lifted them off the ground as asecond jolt, dighter than the first, disturbed theidand.

Thendl wasquiet.

We shook ourselves, moved dl our legs, arms, wings, fins, joints and muscles to make sure they
worked and felt hagtily al over to make sure none of the leeches from the dark water were |eft behind.
Just as we were reassured there came a great wind that thrashed the branches of the trees on the bank
and buffeted us and tugged hair, fur and feathers the wrong way. On its hedls came therain: cold, hard,
freezing usin amoment. But as we gasped and chattered with the chill the quaity of the downpour
changed and it was soft and warm. The rain came down like atorrent and we stood beneath awaterfal,
and if we were wet before we were now drenched. But it was acleansing, gentlerain, washing away all
dirt, all grime, al fearsand tearsin its caress and even Moglet, who hated the wet, stood and steamed
and licked and steamed again, and | emptied Pisky's crock threetimes, until the water fdt like slk.



And then it stopped, as suddenly asit began, and the moon shone bright and swest, a curved lantern
high above us, and the stars pricked out one by one and, wet as we were, we collapsed where we stood
and dept like dead things until dawn.

The Gathering: Three-
Four- Five- Six- Seven

The Escape

We awoke to a beautiful morning, and adifferent world.

One by one we crept back to consciousness, stretched stiff joints, yawned, opened our eyes. And
al, without exception, let out some exclamation of surprise: in fact my initia avakening wasto an
uncharacteristicaly unladylike screech from Moglet.

"Spiced mice! Marooned . . "

Sitting up and surveying our position | was asingegant as Corby: " Cripes!" while Puddy was puffing
and panting and Pisky, who could see nothing at al except the sky, wasrushing around in circles
bubbling "Lemme see! Lemme see! Lemmedemmdemmesee. . "

| lifted him up automaticaly, tilting his crock and murmuring soothing thought-sounds. Slowly | stood
up and gazed at the scene around us. As| said before, it was a beautiful morning, the sun shining on the
colouring of the leaves; the breeze, what there was of it, was from the south, birds sang their thin autumn
songsand dl in dl the world seemed a promising place. The woods stood around us on the bank as
though there had been no storm of the night before, no rain; the idand was the same idand, the stunted
oak 4till holding itsleaves, the prickly bush discovered as a holly with clusters of berrieslightening to
crimson, and the dark, secret ivy ill clinging to the ground at our feet . . .

It was everything e se that was different.

Before we had been surrounded on all sides by black, thick, scummy water, now the idand on which
we stood was still an idand, but anidand on dry land. We were about ten feet above the dried-up bed of
alake which had disappeared in the night. The ground benesth our perch was hummaocky, pebbly,
undulating, bare, but it was not alake, not apond, not even apuddle: it wasdry, dry asabone. Wildly |
turned about. The bank was the same distance away, the bare expanse on which our idet ssood was
lake-size, but there was no water, no leeches, no nothing! | gazed down at the lake-bed: no scum, no
mud; | looked out over the bare expanse to the lake-middle: stones, sandy soil,
bones—bones?—bleached and bare, aheap of rocksin the middle like a sunken cairn, but till no lake,
no water . . .

Sowly | sat down again. "Wha—What happened?’
There was amoment's sllence, then Puddy delivered his opinion. "Earthquake.”



| looked at Corby.

"Theold lad may be right; summat happened, sure enough. Seemsthe land here rose and the lake
drained away when old Mistress went to perdition.”

| remembered the thump to the soles of my feet, the roaring noise, the vortex.

Pisky bubbled: "My great-great-great-grandmother told me of somesuch: when thereis greet evil the
land and the sea congpire to destroy it. Earthquakes can happen underseaaswell ason land and can
swalow wholecities. . ."

Moglet said: "And you caled out aspell, Thing; you said neither earth nor air nor water could receive

Her body . . "

"But my feeble curses couldn't have made any difference! Besides, | didn't redlize what | was saying
a thetime."

"Doesn't redly matter what did it," said Corby thoughtfully. "There was moren one thing on our side.
The ok, f'r ingtance: even has a sprig of mistletoe in the crook of that branch ... ."

"Holly andivy," said Moglet.

"What do you mean?' | asked. "And whereisthe water?' But they did not answer. | persisted.
"What do you mean, holly and ivy and oak and mistletoe? What's that got to do with it?"

Puddy tried to explain. "It'swhat one's used to: gods and suchlike. Forces. Good and evil."

| remembered him chanting with Corby and turned to Moglet. "Holly and ivy?*

"Older thingsin the world than we know, and sometimes they can be on your side. Sometimes. . ."

"Shewas abad 'un, right enough,” said Corby. "Bad through and through. And there was only one
place for her." He nodded to the sunken place in the middle of the once-lake. "Down under thereisfire
like you never did see before, dl running and boiling and bubbling like porridge, and that's where She
belongs, her and her manikin. Down there dl the bad things gets churned up and chewed-like, and then
sometimesthe old Earth getsindigestion, collywobbles, and burps or farts out the bad airs through them
volcanoes and those hot mud-holes what travellers spesk of "

"Geysars,” said Puddy.

| looked at them with new respect: what alot they knew! ™Y ou mean Shewon't ever come back?
Not ever?'

"Not never,” said Corby. "Just bits and pieces, sheisnow. 'Sides, plugholeis blocked with them
rocks, see?"

"Then. .. Then were—werefree?

"Asar—an' twiceashungry ..."

"Thenwhy . .." | suddenly felt terribly lonely. "Why does my stomach ill hurt?”

We gazed at one another. Moglet tested her paw, and lifted it hastily. Corby stretched hiswings: one
sdewent the full distance, not the other.

"Still got heavy head," said Puddy.

| shook Pisky's crock but could see the pearly pebble firmly fixed in his mouth. " So were not redly
freea dl," | sad dowly. "Her spell istill onus™

"Seems s0," said Corby. "Y et | would have thought—"

We were interrupted by awail from Moglet. "I'll never walk properly again! No mice, no birds. . ."
and she spat a Corby.

"Now then, now then," he said, backing away. "Y ou're not the only one, you know: Thing here has
gill got the cramps, and—"

"But not asbadly,” | said thoughtfully. "And at |east we're free of her. There must be away to bresk
thislast pell. Let methink . . ."



But it gppeared | was not much good at this; besides, while the others were being quiet to let me
concentrate they made afurther discovery about themsel ves which was dien to me, who had spent at
least part of my time out of doorswhen we lived with thewitch. Thefirst | knew of thisnew dement in
our liveswas when Moglet crawled up on my knee and hid her head away from the nice, fresh air in the
crook of my arm. A minute or two later she wasjoined by Puddy, who &t least apologized as he crept
into afold of my tattered cloak. Next Corby shuffled up close to me, on the pretence of looking for
woodlice under a stone, and Pisky started to swim backwards again.

"All right,” | sad. "Whet isit?"

"Outsde," said Puddy after a considerable pause, which the others were unwilling, it seemed, to
interrupt. "1t'sbig. Bit overwhelming.”

"Frightened of the open,” supplemented Moglet, sniffling alittle. "Not used to it, Thing dear—what
happenswhen it gets dark?"

"Long time since I've been out in the wide-open spaces, asyou might call 'em,” said Corby.
"Bit—well, different you know, if you've been used to a cage of sortsfor aslong as you can remember.

Theresrather alot of it, too, if you follows my meaning: sky and treesand ground . . . Sun'sabit bright,
too."

"Know whereyou areif thereésadtill crock or bowl," muttered Pisky. "All this moving about and
rocking back and forth and jiggling up and down and not abit of weed to soften the light—"

"Well, you miserablelot!” | cried, jJumping to my feet and scattering them like discarded toys. "Here
weadl are, free from—from Her, and al you can do isgrumble! Asfor al thistalk of being afraid of the
open air and not liking the sunshine and what happenswhen it gets dark and being jiggled back and
forth—"

"Up and down," said Pisky. "Up and down for jiggles. Back and forth for rocking. | should know!
Up and down gives you stomach-wobbles; back and forth makes you water-sick—"

"Oh shut up!" | was becoming exasperated, the more so because, at the moment, | could see no
further than the next five minutes, knew they were looking to me for guidance and hadn't the faintest idea
how to proceed. So | fell back on anger. "We're free, free, don't you redlize that? Surdly that means
something to you after al those years we spent shut up in that hellhole? All you wanted then wasto be
free and look at you now! Whingeing and crying because you've got what you wanted, but it's going to
take alittle getting used to! The powers-that-be give me patience! Whatever did | do to be saddled with
such abunch of—of stupid animaldl”

| had not meant to say that, and luckily for methey knew it, for even asthe bright tears blurred my
vison, making the trees on the bank dance up and down like unsteady puppets, | felt arub of fur around
my ankles and Pisky burped past his pebble.

"Don't blameyou," said Corby. "Big responsihility, changing onesway of life."

"Insecurity breeds uncertainty,” added Puddy.

"Oh, blast you dl," | said unsteadily. "'l loveyou dl, you know that . . . Right! First thing to do is get
off thisidand, then count up our assets and take a vote on what we do next. Well go back to the hut and
seeif thereisanything we can salvage, then well plan our next move. Any questions? No? Good.” And
aswe climbed down from theidet, with difficulty, | added: "Y ou're not lonein feding abit—afraid—of
the open, but don't forget most people have managed it dl their lives. It'sjust that we will take alittle
whileto adjust to it, that'sal."

| hoped that | wasright.

* k% %

Whatever | had thought to find at our former home | do not know—some food perhaps, clothes,
useful things like cooking pots—but my hopes were doomed to disappointment, for as we neared the
clearing where we had lived it was obvious that ether the villagers had been up al night or they had risen



at dawn, for they were there before us. Aswe crept down the track that led up to the lake we could hear
them shouting to one another and banging and clanking, and as we came nearer we did behind the big
bramble bush, Corby hopping off my shoulder, Puddy out of my pocket and Moglet from my armsand
Pisky's crock set with its mouth to the scene.

Through the thorned branches | could see our former home, or what was lft of it, and that was not
much. The hut had been mostly wattle and daub, built on the foundations of an earlier home, basically
stone, and the roof had been thatched. | had expected that the roof would have gone and probably much
of the upper walls, but what | had not expected was the total destruction that met my eyes. The peasants,
some twenty or so of them, mostly men but | counted some women too, were tearing down what
remained of the walls and scattering the stones about the clearing, stamping and chanting asthey did so,
wordsthat, half-heard, appeared to relate to their relief at the disappearance of the witch. It was possible
that they did not yet know of her desth. What was certain was that they would ensure She would not
return to her former home. | saw alarge crock of precious sat standing ready: they were even ready to
sow this on the ground which had held her, thus ensuring that no plant would grow there for the next ten
years, to beinfected with the evil she might have left behind.

"l wish | could hear what they are saying," | muttered. "Perhapsif we moved alittlecloser . . ."

"Not you!" said Corby sharply. "We don't know that they aren't fill on the lookout for you, and if
they catch you—" He made expressive gurglesin histhroat. "Don't forget they will think you and She one
and the same."

"I'll go," said Moglet. "I can cregp through the grass, and even if | don't understand human speech |
can tdl by the tone of voice whether they mean us harm.”

"Metoo," supplemented Puddy. "Won't notice old toad. Perhaps we can hear them think, too."
"Well, just be careful,”" warned Corby. "Toads and cats are known witch-familiars . . ."

They were back within ahaf hour or so and the tale they had to tell was disturbing. Apparently some
of the villagers had seen our Mistress soaring over the lake and then struck by lightning but were not sure
of her fate. The manikin had also been spotted, athough afew people thought it might be me, and that |
had falen to earth somewhere and wasin hiding. They were going to finish making the hut and its
environs unlivable-in, the priest was coming to pronounce ablessing or curse or somesuch, and then they
were going to look for me, just to make sure.

"Said they would burnyou," said Moglet. "All up, in abonfire”

Frightened and bewildered, for | had never harmed any of the villagersthat | knew of, | glanced
round &t the others. "What shall |—we—do?"

"Timefor agrategic withdrawal," said Corby.
"What's that?"
"Beat ahasty retreat. Come on, where's ahandy place to hidetill they've cooled off abit?'

Wefinaly climbed to a convenient perch in the old oak tree that stood at the junction of the path
from the lake to the remains of the hut, whereit joined another that | used to use down to the village.
From here we were hidden and could watch the comings and goings, and were an audience for the priest
when he came, incense and dl, to cleanse the witch's former abode from any lingering taint of evil. At
noon he came back down the path, accompanied by most of the villagers, and | wasjust going to climb
down after they passed for some nuts and berries at least, for we were dl starving, when a shouting arose
from the direction of the lake and ayoungster dashed past down the road that led to the village and was
stopped by two tardy peasants returning from the hut with the empty salt crock.

"Whoathere, lad,” said one of the men, neatly stopping the boy by dint of tripping him full-length.
"What be your hurry, now?'

"They've been up to thelake," he gasped, winded. "Found the bones of those drownded al that long
time ago and ol" witch's burnt-out stick and no water left, none at dl. I've to fetch the priest again and a



cart for the bones so'sthey get decent burid . . ."

"Well, get dong then,” muttered the other and aimed akick asthelad staggered to hisfeet again and
st off running. "Come on, Matt: I'veamind to see dl thisfor mesdf.”

And the two | eft the crock where it was and set off at afast pacefor the lake.

Again | was about to climb down and seek sustenance when Moglet growled "Wait!" and a moment
or two later it seemed the whole village streamed away below usin the direction of the lake; men and
women, some still with tools or potsin hand; children and babes-in-arms, the latter carried by their
sblings, the old and lame and fat on sticks and onein alitter. | even noted the village whore, dressing
hersdlf as she went, arguing with a sheepish fellow who was apparently unwilling to pay the full pricefor
an obvioudy interrupted session. Bringing up the rear, jouncing and rattling on the uneven track, camea
large cart driven by the miller and filled with hiswife and the priest, once again hung al about with
crosses and baubles and beads and robes and candles.

We waited for amoment or two longer when they had passed, until we heard shouts and
exclamations from the lakeside, then | jumped down and extricated the others, arranging them on my
person like averderer's gibbet, for that seemed the quickest way to travel.

"Wherenow?' | panted, for together they were no light weight.

Corby spokein my ear, clawsfirm on my shoulder. "Now, if'n they arelooking for you, wheresthe
last place they'd look?' And as| still did not understand he tweaked my hair. "Come on, Thing, where's
your brains? Where'sthe one place they ain't at, right now?"

"Ow! Thevillage?'
"Right! Best foot forward now, and seeif we can't make summeat of thisyet!"

* % %

Ten minuteslater we stood in an empty village square. Doors and windows swung open, piglets
rootled, atethered dog barked, chickens pecked at the dirt, but of people there wasno sign. | had never
had time to stand and admire the buildings before, for my visitsto the market had been short, sharp,
fear-filled: in and out as quickly as possible before someone threw astone, or worse. But our Mistresss
money had been good, and | was aways charged over the odds for even the scraps she had me buy.
Money! Suddenly | remembered: the money she had given me the night before—wasit only afew hours
past? It seemed like ayear!l—wasit till in my pocket? Franticaly | felt about. Yes! | drew them out into
my hand: three small gold pieces, three large Slver ones, Six copper coins.

"We'rerich!" | shouted. "L ook, Corby, Moglet: | can buy storesto takewithus. . ."

"Buy? Buy!" snorted Corby. "Why buy? There's no one about, things are here to take—and do keep
your voice down, Thing, there might just be someone il herel”

"But | can't just take things: that would be stedling, and then they really would be after usl™

"They're after us anyway, by al accounts, and you might aswell be hung for stedling as burnt for
summat you ain't done! Come on, don't they owe us something for al the hard words you had and the
shit they chucked after you? Well only take what's necessary: it'sfor the sake of usadl . . . Hurry, do!"

We needed food: asmall sack of flour, ajoint of fatty ham, a piece of cheese, haf-a-pound of sdt.
All thiswent into a sack, together with a cooking pan, alarge spoon and a couple of wooden dishes; |
had my sharp knife, dmost dagger-long, and flint and tinder, and | thought alength of fineropeand a
gmall trowel would comein useful. Needle and thread were necessaries, filched from someone's
workbasket. Anything else? Wdll, if | wereto look tidily inconspicuous | would need anew cloak,
preferably with ahood, my hose was adisgrace, and | had no shoes. | was tempted by yellow stockings
and ared jacket, but in the end settled for brown wool hose, sensible short boots, and a splendid cloak
that amost reached my ankles, with adeep hood, al in amixture of dyed green, brown and black
threads and thick astwo pennieslaid together. | think it belonged to the priest, for it lay just within the
church porch. | dso took alength of linen and apiece of legther, for | thought they might comein useful,



too.

Theonly trouble with stealing was that you got used to it with darming rapidity, and my greed nearly
had us caught. Puddy had just found the most useful thing yet, agreen glass bottle with afat belly, a
sensible corked top and threaded al about with anet of twine, idedl for carrying Pisky, and | entered the
shop where he had found it. It was full of jars, boxes, containers, bottles, chests and other parapherndia
and | set down everything | had gathered just to admire and then covet an utterly useless bowl with
decorétion of interlacing gold snakes on itsrim, when there was a squawk from Corby outside and
Moglet cameracing in, bad paw and all.

"Quick!" she mewed. "Some of them are coming back! Oh, Thing dear, please hurry!"

For amoment | panicked, then common sense reasserted itself. "How many?!

"Two—three. Old woman with gtick, girl, young man."

"That'll be Gammer Thatcher: shelives at the far end with her daughter and son-in-law.
Bad-tempered old soul: probably couldn't get to the lake fast enough to get a good view so pretended
sewasill .. ."

| had afew momentsto get mysdf ready. Rope round middlie with knife; sack full on my right
shoulder; Pisky transferred (only for ashort while | hoped) to carrying-bottle—not without protest—and
dung from my waist; Puddy in pocket, Corby on left shoulder, Moglet tucked in my jacket, new cloak
over dl.

"Ready?

A muffled: "Yes...Sposeso. .. Just don'tjiggleup and down . . . Headache. . ." and | stuck my
nose out of the doorway. All clear. Keeping to the sides of houses, scuttling behind the church, | soon left
the village behind and found mysdlf in unknown territory. Ahead was atrack leading through fields of
harvested grain, an orchard, a vegetable patch and ahead, low scrub melting into forest. A path led off to
the left acrossthe fidlds, another to the right, behind usthe track back to the village.

"Which way?" It may sound stupid, but provisioning and unaccustomed freedom had taken up dl my
thoughts. Where and why were new.

"Away from thevillage," suggested Corby sengibly.

"Under cover," added Puddy.

A donkey, tethered on common ground to our right, trotted over asfar as histether would alow, and
| more or less understood what he was trying to say.
"Want directions? Cut my rope, let me get at those thistles over yon, and I'll tell you whichway is

Three minutes later we left him chewing ecdtaticaly, safe in the knowledge that to the left was marsh
and, eventualy, seg; to theright the track led back to the lake; but straight ahead if we walked about two
miles, we cameto agreat ditch that marked the boundary between the lord of this demesne and the next,
and beyond that was forest for days. Once beyond the boundary none from this place could pursue.. . .

We took the middle road.



The Gathering: Three-
Four- Five- Six- Seven

The Fellowship of the Pebbles

Climbing up into atreeis normally fairly easy, climbing down the same. Sitting in atree and just
relaxing isafine way to enjoy onesdlf, while the world passes by beneath. Using the vantage-point of a
tree to spy out one's surroundings, or as an emergency escape routeis useful too, but | had never tried
degpinginone. All night . ..

Intheory itisavery good ideaif you are traveling light with no fixed ideawhere you will find yourself
at nightfal, and are too small a party to risk wolf, boar or robber by staying on the ground, and there are
no convenient caves, ricks or ruinsto provide shdter. Just find a nice, comfortable-looking tree with a
fork in the main branches for a deeping-place and lowest support not too far from the ground, hoist your
bel ongings up with arope and follow. Settle your bits and piecesin a convenient niche or crook, lean
back in comfort against the main trunk of the tree and spread your legs along a branch or even let them
dangle. Wrap your cloak about you and wriggle comfortable; tuck your hands around your body to keep
them warm, close your eyes, listen to the pleasant little rustles and chirps of the nightlife around you
and—

"Want to get down,” said Moglet. "Must . . . Y ou know."
"Ohdear . .. Can't you just do as Corby does? Over the edge?”
"Can't. It's. .. private. You wouldn't..."

"Maybe naot, but | saw to dl that before | came up herel™

Perhaps | should have said that all the necessary functions should be attended to before climbing the
tree. So, now compose yourself for deep, shut your eyes and—

Crash!!

"Bloody hdl!"

Peering down from the branches. "What on earth are you doing, Corby?"

"Wheat the bleedin’ hdl do you think I'm doing? Fell off, din't 1? Trying to get me baance on that
rotten branch, weren't I? Cracked, din't it? Well, what you waiting for? Not an effing squirrel am 17"

For the third time compose yourself for deep, listen to the pleasant night-sounds—

Screech!!!

| should also add that if there isthe dightest chance that a screech-owl might startle you out of your
wits, it is perhaps awise precaution to attach yoursalf securely to the trunk so that you do not fal out of it
yoursdf.

Onelast word on trees as deeping-places: they look much more comfortable than they redlly are,
and in some of them, especidly the more bendy and wavy ones, the actua motion when thereisawind



blowing can make toads and fish sick—if, of course, you areidiot enough to take them up therein the
first place.

We stood three nights of this, and could have made little more than six leagues progress during the
days, when | called aconference.

"Now, ligen!" | said. "We can't go on likethis. . ." | wasraggedy at the edges from lack of deep and
jumped and twitched a every sound, so had decided we would rest in the middle of the day and, leaving
Corby as notiona lookout, we had all settled under the shelter of a huge beech and dept for a couple of
hours. Then | had lit a cautious fire—our firs—and made thin pancakesto eat with adice of the fatty
ham. It tasted like the best food | had had for ages, and | had finished with ahandful of late brambles and
some just-ripe hazelnuts. Moglet had shared the ham and | had shovelled away at the earth under the
nearest heap of leavesto provide afeast of insects and worms for Corby and Puddy, and had as usua
coaxed adiver round Pisky's pebble. We werefed, alittle rested and warm and now, while daylight
chased fears away, would be the best time to pool our ideas and decide where we were going, why and
how. | knew animals found it difficult to concentrate, certainly on abstracts, for any length of time, so
decided to keep it assmple as possible.

"We have been on the road—all right, Moglet, through the forest and in the trees—for nearly four
days now; food is running short, we haven't had much deep and we haven't made much progress, either.
| reckon at this pace we might make ahundred miles by next new moon—if we survivethat long. And
we don't even know which way we're going, or why . . ." | glanced around at them, dl attention, for the
moment. "Now, let'sthink about this. Firstly: what was the most important thing we did four days ago?’

"Escaped from Her," suggested Moglet.

"Good! That waswhat was more important than anything else at thetime. And we did it: we
escaped! More by good luck and—" | glanced at Corby and Puddy, "—and afew charms than our own
kill, perhaps. That was step number one. What was most important next?"

"Getting you—and us, probably—away from those nasty minded villagers, | reckon,” said Corby.

"Right again. So we've managed two important things. we've gained our freedom, and we've kept
it—so far. But what is most important to us now?"

"Food," said Corby.

"Water," said Pisky.

"Shdlter," said Moglet.

"Safety," said Puddy.

"All short-time daily gods, yes" | said. "But what about the longer term?Why arewe all together like
this? What are we aiming for? What's stopping us, for instance, just splitting up and going our separate
ways and finding different homes or colonies or ponds or what?"

And it was the usud|ly feather-brained Puddy who got it right, rushing around his bowl in great
excitement, making wavelets splash againg the sdesin hisdesire to get it out.

"Wewant to get rid of the nasty pebbles so we can eat and stretch and fly and walk and not be
bad-tempered with headaches dl thetime," and he bumped his nose against the glassin the direction of
Puddy. "We aren't any of usredly freetill we do that. Not until | have apond of golden wives, Puddy
has alady toad and plenty of stonesto hide under, Corby can go off and swim through the air again, the
cat has cream and afire and can go hunting at nights and you, dear Thing, can wak upright and not have
crampsinyour bely . . . So, can | have some sand and anice plant in my bowl now 'cosI'm clever and it
takes agolden king-carp like meto tell you what you ought to know anyway, and | want the plant now
and how about another dice of that centipede or midge or whatever it was—"

| clapped my hands then, both to stop and applaud him. "What a clever king-carp! Yes, that isjust
what | meant. We are dl here and bel ong together because we have acommon aim: we want to get rid
of these hurting, disfiguring pebbles! They have been with us ever since we can remember—and that's



another thing: do any of you find you are recalling more about the time before?”

It was aregrettable digression for they al spent the next quarter hour telling me of brief flashes of
memory they had experienced. | had had these too: | could remember now sometimewhen | was
without my burden; apleasant villain the country, a brown-faced nurse, music from atinkling fountain—

"All right, dl right!" | clapped my handsagain. "So, for dl of us, part of our Mistressscurseis
wearing off. But not these burdens,” and | touched my stomach, Corby'swing, Moglet's paw, Puddy's
forehead and dipped my finger to Pisky's mouth. " So thisisastronger spdll, but one we must berid of if
we areto lead normd lives, as Pisky suggests.”

He stood on histall and waved hisfinsbut | interrupted quickly before he could remind usagain
about sand and plant.

"Now none of us can remember the stones being put in place, but that our Mistress set great store by
them there isno doubt. There is another thing, too: She was so frightened lest they be discovered that she
covered them all with adisguise of skin. Each of your pebbles, whether you can seethem or naot, is
hidden under a covering like abligter: thisis one of the things that makes me think they were stolen. What
ismore, | believe they were al stolen of a piece from the same person, for if you remember when we
were gpart from each other she would chastise us unmercifully, yet when you clustered under my cloak
she would not dare touch us hersalf but would order Broom to beat me. . ."

"Brave Thing," murmured Puddy.

"Saved usdl," said Moglet, and nuzzled against my hand.

"Nonsense," | said gruffly. "What | wastrying to get at was that once the stones were together within
us, near touching, they themsalves gave us some sort of protection. A sort of power, if you like. . ."

"The Fellowship of the Pebbles?" suggested Corby caudtically.

"Don't beslly! Andyet . .. Yes, perhaps even that. Thisiswhy we must stay together for our own
protection and seek the owner of these stones, for obvioudy they must be important to him. Or her. We
must find this mysterious person and ask them to take the pebbles back. They will know how to remove
them without hurting us." | hoped | wasright. "But where do we look? That's our real problem.”

They weredl slent for aminute or two.
"Can't befrom nearby," considered Puddy. "She'd never risk nearby.”

"How do we know the owner won't kill uswhen hefinds us, or we find him?' said Corby. "May
think we pinched the bloody things!”

"It'saposshbility,” | admitted. "But we shdl just have to explain. After dl, only anidiot would burden
themsdves with these things voluntarily, and might be even bigger idiotsto return them. | think that
whoever it iswill be so glad to have them back that he will reward rather than punish.”

"Could bean ogre," said Moglet nervoudy. "Or another witch. Or adragon.. . ."

But at this Corby, Puddy and mysdlf dl jeered: there weren't any dragons. They were just amyth, a
taeto frighten children.

"Now, concentrate: how do we go about looking for him, this pebble-owner?
Weweredlent again for awhile.
"Ask someone?’ said Moglet.

"But who?" said Corby. "Use your chump, feine. Most people wouldn't have any ideawhat we were
talking about.”

"Magician might know the answer,” said Puddy. "Or wise man. Or sage.”

"A goodidea," | said. "But how does one go about finding one? And how would we know we were
going in theright direction? | don't even know whether there are any magicians or wise men any more,
like Moglet's dragon—"

"My greet-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-greatgrandfather used to live in alake where



dragon-shadows floated over like kites at noonday," said Pisky unexpectedly. "All coloursthey were,
like jewels, and they sang songs like cymbals and temple-gongs. . ."

"But that must have been along, long time ago,” | said gently. "For each generation of king-carp lives
for agreat many years. No, | think we must try and find the owner of these stones. Somehow we must
decide on adirection and it must be the right one, then when we have done that we can worry about
food and trangport and the quickest way of getting there.

"Now, can any of you remember anything the Mistress ever said or hinted or implied that might give
us some ideawhere these came from?”

Weadl thought. | could recdl little except that She had aways seemed nervous that the pebbles
would be found; not by the villagers certainly, for she was aways contemptuous of them, and there were
only certain times when she would not let me, who carried one of the stonesin my navel for any to
discover, out of the hut on errands. In winter | had been glad not to go when the easterly wind howled
across the icy meadows, or when the wind veered northerly and flakes of snow or deet stung one's
cheeks; but sometimes when those same winds brought long, hot days, settled weather and even the far
distant smdll of the seas over whichiit had travelled—

But Corby wasthere before me. "There were times when she wouldn't et you out, Thing, even
though we were down on provisions, times when it seemed she tested the wind to seeif it blew too
strong from one direction, or near it. Then she kept usal close, even in the hottest weather, when all
within stank, as though she feared the scent would be carried downwind too far.”

"The east wind," said Puddy, "and the northeast. So, who looks for these pebbleslivesto the west,
or southwest. Thet isthe way we must go.”

It was so smple, now we came to consider it! And the very next pond we came to Pisky was given
his layer of sand, fresh water and alittle green plant with two snails on it for company. He was so proud
and happy that he was like ahousawife in spring, moving that plant busily from one sde of the bowl to
the other, until Moglet remarked that perhaps we should fit whedlsto it. The snalils, too, though of
somewhat limited intelligence, discovered something neither Fisky nor | had: the pebble would revolvein
the fish's mouth and therefore, with some reminding, they would make a paste of whatever | offered
Pisky, smear it on the pebble and revolve that segment into his mouth, which kept him going and was one
less chore to worry about.

From then on, perhaps because we had adefinite god in view, however vast and faraway wasthe
southwest, we made better progress and the weather held good for us. Now was the month of
L eaf-Change, so we hastened as well aswe could to besat the frosts of Leaf-Fall, splitting our deeping
into an hour or two at midday and pressing on well into dusk before seeking shelter and rising again at
dawn. | had crept into a couple of villages we passed, usudly at twilight when my appearance would
cause less comment, for more flour, cheese and eggs, and supplemented this diet with berries, roots and
nuts, and we were only hungry half thetime,

Then with the new moon the wegather changed and we ran into rain and wind, aroaring wind that
swung crazily from south to northwest and back again, and we were chased from the shelter of barn by
barking dogs, from warm rick by angry farmer. Corby was not too bad, Pisky of course couldn't care
less and Puddy was more or less comfortable, but Moglet and | were thoroughly wet and miserable and
shivered and growled and spat at oursalves and the othersimpartialy. My cloak was reasonably
weatherproof, but there came atime when it was so waterlogged and heavy that it would have been a
pleasure to throw it away, and one night when it was too wet to light afire and the flour and salt were
damp and the cheese mouldy, | just threw myself on the ground scattering sack and animals anywhere,
and sobbed my despair.

"Oh, | wish | weredead!"



The Gathering: Three-
Four- Five- Six- Seven

Mushroom-Eaters

“Now then, that'sno way for youngsterswith al their life afore them to be spesking! Just alittlerain it
isand isn't the earth glad, her being so thirsty after the suns of ripening? And the wind running freelikea
'prentice let out early . . . And can't you smell the salt of the seaand the pines and the black rocks and
the heather and curving downsthat he bringswith him?' The voice was high, light and ran onlikea
Stream over small stones.

At thefirst words | had sprung to my feet, knife at the ready, and of course dl my friends were now
clustered under my cloak, hampering any footwork | might need. But as the voice went on and on
soothingly, a hand holding aflickering lantern gppeared from beneath the stranger's cloak, was held
steady for amoment and then moved dowly up and down so we could see who was speaking.

A tdl, tal man, seeming dmogt astdl asatreein that flickering, smoky light, and asthin as a shadow
seen Sdeways. Clothes dl browns and greens, like the earth and the grass and the leaves, and then a
merry red cap atop an untidy cluster of black curls, al twisted and gnarled like the potbound roots of a
youngling tree. A face round and guildess asachild's, full red lipsand rosy cheeks, but skin tanned and
seamed like leather; apair of snapping black eyes, by turns bright and shy.

The figure bowed and set down a covered basket.

"Thomas Herrilees Trundleweed at your service, Missy. Commonly known as Mushroom Tom, by'r
leave. On account of my tasting 'em and treasuring ‘em, and gathering ‘em and sdlling ‘em, too. Out in all
weathers| am, best to find my little darlings and talk to ‘em and tickle 'em awake and pluck 'em and eat
‘em raw, or cooked in alittle butter, or added to a stew, or even dried at apinch . . . And whom may |
have the honour of addressing?"

Hisflow of talk was having its soothing effect on me, and apparently on the othersaswell: Moglet's
fur flattened again. "Seemsdl right, Thing dear . . ." Corby rearranged hisfeathers. "Hmmm . . . Harmless
enough, | reckon; still, keep ahand to that knife." Puddy snorted: "Mushrooms!” while Pisky rushed
round and round, didodging the disgusted snails. "My great-great-great-aunt on the paternd sidetold me
of the efficacious properties of fungi . . ."

All this communication took but a moment, then | bowed in return.

"My name—my nameis Thing, and these are my friends,” and | introduced them.

"Thing? A Thing isathing isa Thing—and theré's more to you than aname, I'll be bound, you and
your friends. . . Still, amerry meeting, masters and mistresses dl!" He hesitated amoment then amiled,
showing strong, long teeth rather like ahorse. "None of my businesswhy you aredl out inthewet ona

night like this, but Tom fancies company and has a pot bubbling and afire burning just alittle-ways
ahead. Perhaps you travellers would do me the honour to share both, and perhaps atae or two to



brighten the evening?'

It would have been churlish to refuse, but anyway | had the feding it would be al right, especidly as
Moglet needed no second invitation but was curling herself around his ankles, while Corby gave an
approving "Caw!" So we followed him down an amost invisibletrail to theright to find aruined cottage
with half itsroof sagging to make theinside like a cave, and the aromaof a stew, that smdlt like pigeon
and hare and onions and turnip and mushroom, hit me like ablow to my empty stomach. A fire burned
brightly in the old fireplace and atrickle of smoke rose from the holein the turved roof.

We crowded in and Tom let down aflap of hide to make us enclosed and cosy.
"There, now! That's something like, isn't it?" Without waiting for an answer he had my wet cloak
hanging over arail near thefire, stoked the fire with more peat and wood till it blazed high, tasted the

stew, brought forward abundle of heather for meto sit on and with awave of hishand invited usal to St
round thefire. "Now, who's hungry?"

Some half-hour later | leant back and licked my wooden platter clean. "Mmmm.. . . That wasthe
best medl I've ever tasted. Thanks!"

"Best till next time asyou're starving and cold! That's one of the best things about food: every
much-needed timeisthe best. Likelove. . ." He stared at thefire. "All warm and cosy, now?"

| glanced round at the others. Puddy had earlier found some disgusting scuttling thingsin a corner and
was nodding happily; Pisky burped round the remnants of the paste from the bread that had
accompanied the meal; Corby was perched on astack of logs, aready haf-adeep, and my little cat, her
creamy black-barred stomach astight as abarrel, was stretched out on the hearth, paws and eyes
dream-twitching.

"Seems s0," | said. "'l don't know how to thank you. We—or | a least—had come to the end of my
tether, | think. We al started out with such high hopes, but it's so dow, and winter's coming on and there
issofartogo—" | shut my mouth with asnap, redizing | had said too much.

But Tom didn't seem to notice, stretching behind him for aflask. "Perhapsyoull join mein alittle
nightcap? Very thing to settle the ssomach, soothe the nerves, disspate the ill-humours that a soaking may
bring and avert the chills: you don't want to be sneezing and coughing and shivering tomorrow, now do
you?"

It wasthe last that decided me. | didn't want to catch cold, and the liquid looked innocuous enough. |
had heard of drugs and suchlike, but if | were to watch him drink somefirst . . . | accepted thelittle horn
cup he offered, and pretended to sip.

Helaughed. "Nay, it's not poison, little Missy, and ‘twill do you no harm. See, I'll drink somefirst,”
and he swallowed hdf hiscup. | took acautious sip: it tasted of honey, sunshine and herbs and ran down
my throat like hot soup: unlike hot soup the warmth seemed to spread into my stomach, chest and limbs
till | felt warm to my toes. | took another sp: definitely more-ish.

"Nice" | murmured.

He topped up my cup. "Drink up, then: plenty more where that came from." Leaning forward he
gppeared to throw some dust onto the fire: immediately it flared up then died down again and now
appeared to shimmer like slk, all colours, red, blue, green, purple. . . Initsdepths | saw grest trees as
high ashills, hillsastal as mountains, and mountains touching the clouds. . . Little faces peeped out of
the corners, cheeky mischievous faces which thumbed their noses at me and giggled. A fiery snake coiled
itself into aknot and interlaced itsalf with another. Great molten riversran, earth shifted, winds blew, seas
came and went, sun and moon and stars ran together in amad dance.. . .

"And where did you say you were going?' said someone.

"To find the owner of the pebbles, somewhere in the southwest. But maybe first awise man, asage,
to show ustheright path.. . ."

"And where do you come from? And why? And how?" The voice seemed to come from thefireand



dreamily | answered it, dreamily | told the fire the whole story.

"Therenow,” said thefire. "Therenow . . . Finish your drink and lie down by me and rest till morning.
Theres nothing to fear and you are safe and your friends are safe and travelling will wait till later . . ."

| felt the spring of dried heather and bracken beneath me, a cloak over me, heard the rain pattering
harmless on the roof, had Moglet curled up against my chest and | was warm and full and safe and so, O
tired. ..

* * %

"You told him everything!" accused Moglet. "Every snglething!”

"All about the pebbles,”" added Corby. "And about the Mistress and Shape-Changing and her
menikin."

"And about trying to find someone to take this great lump out of my mouth so | can egt again

properly: I've never heard so much talk since my great-great-aunt on the maternal side came back
from—"

"And about |osing our memories and not knowing where we came from," added Puddy.

| had awoken some five minutes past. It was obvioudy well on into the morning, though no sun
shone; it was not raining either, though the air was damp. Beside me the fire was damped down, athin
wisp of smoke curling up with itsacrid, peaty smell. Swung over the firewasasmal pot, contents
smmering, and on arack above my small sacks of flour and sdt were drying.

"Did 17" | couldn't remember. | only knew that | felt rested as | had not in years, warm and
comfortable, and extraordinarily well-disposed to the world in generd.

"It wasthat drink that doneit,” said Corby. "L oosened your tongue something frightful!”

"My paterna grandfather's cousin twice removed—no, thrice times—told me sometimes men fdl into
the waters and drowned because of strong liquor,” added Pisky, unhelpfully | thought, seeing there was
nothing but hisbowl for meto fal into.

| took refuge in indignation. "Well you lot didn't try and stop me! Y ou were dl flat out and snoring
likepigs, as| remember . .. And, after dl, what harm did it do?"

"Why, noneat dl, noneat al," came avoice from the doorway. "Old Tom's got more than one secret
tucked away in hisnoddle, and no onethewiser.” And he camein, smelling of faling leaves and earth, in
his hands aflat basket of mushrooms. "Mind you, thereésnot dl of it | understood: ‘tisalong time since
you've used proper speech, aren't it, my flower?"

At hislast words something flashed into my mind and was gone again, as swift asablink. "Proper
peech?' | said. "And why did you cal meyour flower?"

"Manner of speaking,” he said easily, and bent over the pot to stir it. "Asto speechifying: well, |
understand alot of what the birds and the trees and the creatures says, being as|'velived here and
abouts many, many years, but though | reckon you can understand me well enough, some of your words
come out like aman with the runs, al anyhow and in ahurry. Now then, 'tis bresking-fast time." And he
held out his hand for my bowl. Thick gruel, nutty and sharp, with honey on mine, but none on Moglet's.
Corby had a strip of dried meat, Puddy found something to his satisfaction in the hearth, and asmal
gobbet of the same, squashed, satisfied both Pisky and the snails. | had a second helping.

When wewere dl satisfied, Tom squatted down on his hedls and tickled Moglet under her chin.
"Liketo come amushrooming, then? We've some six hours of daylight, and—"

"Weredly should get on,” | interrupted, getting to my feet. "Thank you dl the same.”

"—of those perhapstwo, two and ahdf will befine" hewent on, asthough | had not spoken. " Twill
rain heavy again tonight, but clear by midnight and wind'll veer southeast for aday or two's fine wesather.
S0, theré's no point in you a-setting off till the morrow, to get wet again. 'Sides, then | can put you on the
road to another night's shelter and alift partways, if'n | can get my basketsfull. So, how do you say you
help aman out for an hour or s0?"



| learnt alot in those two hours, about both mushrooms and fungi. | learnt to recognize the poisonous
ones, especidly the most dangerous of al, Death-Cap, deadly even to touch; | learnt that the
pretties—Red-Cap, Y elow-Bdly, Blue-Legs, Blood-Hose and Magpie, the latter little white starson
black—were harmless but tasted foul, but that some that |ooked disgusting, like the tattered Horn of
Plenty, the wavy-wild Chanterelle and the Oyster, the dull Cob and the Green-Nut, can al be cooked or
eaten raw. Tom a so gathered some he would not show me—"L ater, Flower, later" —and with Corby's
keen eyes and Puddy's ground-level view we had two baskets full before it started to spit with rain. We
must have covered at least four or five miles, but had circled and were within easy distance of the ruined
cottage, so did not get too wet. Moglet and Pisky, |eft behind at their own request, had obvioudly been
idling away the day in deep for they were both lively and hungry when we returned; | pointed Moglet to a
rather large and hairy spider with short legs—the sort that go plop! when they drop off ashelf—and told
her to cull it for Puddy and Pisky, but she pretended she couldn't seeit: | think she was frightened of
spiders. Tom set me to making oatcakes and getting agood blaze going, then fished around outside for a
crock containing fat. He produced alarge pan and some dices of smoked ham from aflank hung in the
rafters and fried these up with ahandful or two of mushrooms, including the raggedy Chanterelle we had
picked and before long the insidious good smells were making us droal.

| fetched ajug of water from a stream some two hundred yards away and we feasted like kings,
forcing meto say with agrin: Y ou wereright: every much-needed timeisbest! | shal know how to find
those mushrooms again and they will help our diet on—ontheway .. ."

"Mind you, most of those we saw today you'll only seein woods. atree-mixture, with some oak and
some birch thrownin, isbest.”

"Wadl, | supposewe shdl find plenty of woods: it's safer travel that way, rather than trying the roads.
.." | hesitated: | till couldn't remember, but the others had said—"I believe told you all about uslast
night?"

He chuckled. "A goodly tale, and one to keep old Tom a-thinking on cold, dark nights!"

"It wasn't just atale, it wastrue, all of it! At least, sothe otherssay,” | amended. "I don't redlly
remember what | said . . ."

"Didn't say as how it wasn't true, just said it wasthe kind of tale to keep aman awake at night and
wondering . . . You did say asyou were a-looking for the party as those—pebbles, asyou call
‘em—Dbelong to, and thinks your way might lie southwestish: wdll, | think asyou aretravelling in the right
direction. Asfor finding awise man or amagician to help you on your ways—well, there's plenty of
magic till left in thisold world and your direction isas good as any, especialy as| heard tell awhile back
that a venerable sage lived near the seathataways. . . But that, as| said, was awhile ago, when the land
wasfull of battle and surmise, and the beacons flared from down to hill—Why, what's the matter,
Fower?'

"Beacons,”" | murmured, feding strangely uncomfortable. "I seem to recall something about beacons.

"Memory isathing that can play strangetricks: it seemsyoursis buried degp and will only be dug up
piece by piece. Don't try too hard, ‘twill all comein good time."

| was slent for awhile, staring into the fire: ordinary pictures now. "How can we ever thank you?" |
said at last. "Not only have you housed and fed us, but taken us at our word and kept our confidence . .

"And who else would there be to tell, youngling? 'Sides, Tom's always kept his own counsdl
snce—Never mind.. . . You've al been good company, and worth your keep, for Tom getslonely,
ometimes™”

"Dovyoulive heredl thetime?'

"Here? Why, blessme, no! Tom has homesdl over the place: he has another ruined cot like this, an
abandoned charcod burner's place, ahollow tree six feet across, acavelet, even the corner of aderdlict



cell that once held an eremite—my homeis everywhere and nowhere! Meadowland, ditch and

hedgerow; pine forest, oak wood; hegth, fen and bog, wherever my little darlings grow! And they may be
found in the most unexpected places, too: hafway up atree, under aturd, in among the ashes of last
week's campfire. . . And they all have their uses, wet or dry, oh yes!”

And for amoment he looked dy and crafty and | did not like him so much—¥buit then, like sunin and
out of cloud, hewas hisnormd, jolly sdf again.

"And does he live off his mushrooms, you ask yourselves, and the answer isyes. he gathersthem and
he eats them and he markets them, too. Tom's patch isahundred miles al ways, give aleague or two,
and gtretches north to where the hills begin and south to the grest river; west to the farmlands and
eadt—why, east asfar as here, and lucky you are to find him thislate, for winter comes and he should be
working south now, to fetch up amoon or two hencein asnug little nest he knows."

"It sounds an interesting life," | ventured. "But don't you ever get . . . well, londy?"

For amoment his face darkened, shadowed, then again he laughed. "No, for | seethosel sl to
when | have aneed for company—and there, my friends, iswhere you can help me out. | havethree
baskets of mushrooms here, including those dried, which | would be obliged if you would ddliver on your
way tomorrow. Then | can stay here afurther two-three days and look for some old Tough-Trunks:
haven't seen any round here for a couple of years but they makes excdllent eating, and if | try a couple of
thelarger clearings there might be afew left. They likesabit of air and sun, see, but the shelter of the
treesto run to if'n they wants. Left moren aday or two 'twill betoo late, for they're coming to the end of
their season. Then, if I'm lucky, | can travel the way you go and pick up goodsin pay to see me on my
way. Thefolk I'll send you to will travel the next day to sdll in the town, for mushroomsis best fresh, and
so they'll carry you in comfort amile or ten nearer your god . . . How long ist since you laughed,
Fower?'

It seemed such an odd question, coming after al that talk of mushrooms, that | gaped.

"L aughed?”

"Aye, laughed. Rolled around on your belly and held your ribstill they ached, and howled with
merriment and joy? Laughed till tears ran from your eyes and your ears hurt?"

| could till only gape a him: | didn't know what he meant. The only laughter | had seen wasthe wild
cackling of our Mistress when something pleased her, and sometimes | had seen young men and girls
from thevillage laughing in thefidds at harvest, asthey chased each other in and out the stocks of corn,
teasing with chaff, dried milkweed or poppy-heads. . .

| didn't know what it wasto laugh.

| stretched my mouth as | had seen them do and gave an experimenta "Ho-ho-ho, Ha-ha-ha' as|
remembered the sound, but it didn't seem quiteright and certainly felt very slly. It had an unexpected
effect on Tom, too, for it sent him off into paroxysms of gigglesthat sounded strange coming from a
grown man.

"I don't believe you know how!" he accused, and giggled again.

"Can't remember,” | said crosdy. "What does it matter, anyway? I'm not missing anything.”

"Don't be too sure about that, then! All folks feels better after agood laugh: amost as good as
a—Never mind: you're too young. Liketo try some of Tom's magic?'

"Y ou can do magic?' | gasped.

"Oh, not your old spells and suchlike, only the magic what'sin my little friends here,” and he opened
his pouch and took out some more mushrooms, alarge red one with white spots on it and sometiny
brown oneswith alittle knob on top. "This one here, the big fellow, iswhat they cal theMagic
Mushroom. Why there are folks overseas who worship this one like agod on account of it givesthem

pleasant dreamsif they takeit in moderation, and killstheir enemiesfor them taken in larger amounts: |
reckon enough of ‘em died finding the right doses.. . . | ain't going to give you none of him ‘cosyou hasto



think of size and weight and age and tolerance to make the dose right for dreams and wrong for t'other,
but these little fellows—Fairies Tits when they're fresh and Mouse-Dugs dried—these fellows| can
measure out for you and give you nothing moren agood laugh or two. Not that they ain't bad when
taken too much, but I'll only giveyou atickle,

"Well?Y ou looks doubtful: then I'll take'em too, like the drink last night, but I'll take twice asmuch .

In the end he persuaded me, not so much from hiswords as from amutter from Puddy: " Seen 'em
before: not poison in small quantities. No more than the number of my toes, mind . . ."

And that is exactly the number he gave me, lightly cooked in the fat remaining in the pan-juices:
fourteen tiny little mushrooms. | tasted one: nothing specid. | waited till he had eaten half his—double my
quantity—before | started on the rest.

Then | waited for the laugh. Nothing.
He read my mind. "Oh, you hasto linger awhilefor themtowork . . ."
"How did you come to know so much about mushrooms?" | asked curioudy, while | waited.

That darkening of hisface again. He seemed to hesitate, then shovelled the rest of his mushroomsinto
his mouth and drank the pan juices. When helooked at me he was smiling.

"A tadefor atde, then? Tain't much, when al's said and done, not redly . . .

"Well, see, once Tom loved afair lady and they lived in afine housein atown many milesfrom here.
Now Tom had agood living then and they were both happy, this beautiful lady and he, and their
happiness was crowned when she told him there was achild on the way. And asisthe way with ladiesin
that condition she came to have strange tastes, wanting things out of season and difficult to come by. But
Tom, he kept her satisfied, going miles out of hisway for strawberriesin April and bramblesin June.
Then came atime, and she was near her lying-in, when of al things she wanted mushrooms, some of
those wood mushrooms that grow best near pines. And Tom knew where he had seen some, near to a
clump of fir trees, so off he went and picked them and rushed back and tossed them in apan and carried
themin to her on asiver platter, and she cried with joy when she saw them and kissed her Tom and
turned to scoop them to her mouth . . ."

He stopped, and | knew, oh | knew, what was to come next and tried to stop him, but he shook his
head.

"Better out than in, Flower . . .

"| should have known that smell: smelt of deep, smelt of death.” Now there was no third-person
Tom, itwashimsdf . . . "They was Destroying-Angd, al whitein ther purity, dl black in their intent, and
my lady died in agony and the child with her. After that | wasalittle mad, | think, for they shut meaway .

"But | had time to think, there in the darkness of soul, and when they finaly let me out and | found the
business sold and all moneysgone | didn't care: it was the mushroomsthat had taken frommedl | held
dear and by my own ignorance and | sworeto spend the rest of my life learning about the little devils until
| was dways one jump ahead and could fair say | had beaten them at their own game. And so | have.

"So, old Tom's a mushroom expert, you might say . . ."

"I'msorry,” | said.

"No need to be, no need. Tistime past, and if thereisonething | did learn then it wasto look to time
present . . .

"And, talking of the present: how do you fed?"
Now he cameto mention it, | was beginning to fed different, asif my sscomach had apleasart littlefire

chuckling away dl warmingdeit. Thefirelight seemed stronger too, making al colours brighter, but a
little fuzzy round the edges.



Nice. ..

Then it happened. Tom got up to throw more wood on thefire, dipped, and for amoment, trying to
regain his balance, sood on oneleg like aheron, lanky and ungainly, arms flapping like wings, and such a
comica look of surprise on hisfacethat | fdt alittle tickle of amusement jerking my tummy, then another
and another, till | waslike a pot waiting to boil, bottom al covered with bubbles. | couldn't helpit: | came
to the bail, dowly but surely. Snorts, spasms, gasps dl accompanied these completdy new fedingstill,
with apainfulnessthat only those who laugh out loud but seldom could appreciate, merriment rose to the
surface and, once there, wouldn't stop, and | was boiling away like a pot of forgotten water, sated by the
tears of laughter that coursed down my cheeks. At first | thought | was dying, for | could not laugh and
breathe and cry at the same time and got the hiccoughs, but in the end everything sorted itself out, except
that by that time my ribs ached and so did the bones at the back of my ears.

The trouble was that once started, | couldn't stop: Moglet's studied aversion and turned back and
Corby's offended stare only set me off worse than ever.

Tom poked mein theribs. hetoo was laughing fit to burst, hisarms hugging hisribs, kneesup to his
chin. "Tel—tdl me: why—why do you wesr that terribly tatty little flap of—of leather? Oh, dear me,
what with afringe of hair like ataggley pony and that flap of hide there's nothing but eyes like post-holes
to be seen—oh, dear mel—all across your face."

| giggled helplesdy. "'Cos—'cos | look like afright without! I've worn it ever Snce—ever sncel
could remember! Our Mistress made me, o | didn't frighten the villagersto degth! Got afacelike
a—like a cross between a pig and asnake without it . . . Oh, dear: how do you stop laughing? It hurts. .
" And | doubled up.

"How—how do you know what—what you look like, then?"

"Mistress showed me—in amirror of polished metd . . . Hal Hal Hal Y ou should have seen me!
Oh, dear, | shall dieif | don't stop this. . . Said | wastoo ugly to go abroad without amask, so |
made—tee-heel—this. Ho! Ho! And if any ask—He! Hel—I say | am marked bad with the 'pox!"

"Y ou don't mind looking like that, then?"

"Can't, can 1? Always have, spose. . . Oh, mercy, mercy! Stop making me laugh!™

"What with that mask and walking around doubled up with that—stone—in your ssomach, you
look—you look much like a hobgoblin!”

"A hob—hobgoblin? Oh dear, yes, | must do! How—how hilarious! What afright! Enough to scare
the children, and the old folk from the chimney-corner . . . He-he-he. . ."

And thuswas changed in my mind the hidden hurt of the day when our Mistress had found metrying
to gaze a my reflection in apail of water—just to see whether my fingers lied when they felt astraightish
little nose, awideish mouth and long lashes—and, muttering afew words, had shown me what a horror |
redly was, in that polished mirror of hers: jutting brow, little snake-like eyes downturned at the corners, a
crooked nose, squashed like apig's, uneven, jagged teeth, and adrooling, loose mouth. The whole face,
from brow down, was covered in skin-blemishes: blue scars, pocks and aweb of red like a spider's
which had spread up from the red pebblein my navel like the plague . . . After that | had begged a piece
of soft leather from her and hung it on athong threaded through the top over my nose and acrossthe rest
of my face.

And she had laughed even more when she had seenit.

But now it was | who was laughing, and far harder than she had ever done.

After that | fell suddenly adeep, exhausted by the strange thing called laughter, but the otherstold me
inthe morning that evenin my dreams | had been giggling happily, though when | awoke | could not
recdl asnglething.



The Gathering: One- Three-
Four- Five- Six- Seven

The White Horse

The last sight we had of that extraordinary man, Thomas Herrilees Trundleweed, was of him bowing
us exaggeratedly away, and then striking his head on a branch some seven feet up as he straightened, and
being showered thus with last night'sraindrops. | had smothered a giggle against the back of my hand,
remembering the release of the night before, but he was, by then, too far away to have heard anyway. |
was gtill not sure whether | redly liked him, in spite of his kindnesses, for he wastoo mercuria and fey to
understand completely, but | had to admit we had been very well treated and were now better off with a
route to follow for the next few miles, full somachs, dry clothes, fur and feathers, the promise of alift
partways, agrounding in the art of mushrooming—and in the case of the latter, afurther present.

That morning Tom had handed me asmall package of the dried Mouse-Dugs, as he cdled them,
enough for two adult dosings.

"Though | doubt if you'll find any other that hasn't laughed for sevenyears. . ." But when | had
queried the specific number seven he had just winked and tapped the side of hisnose. "It'sanumber, just
like any other, ain't it? 'Sides, old Tom listensto the trees and the birds, don't forget." And that wasall |
could get out of him, try as| would.

We made fair progress, dthough the village we were aiming for was agood ten miles avay, and
arrived soon after noon. Tom's contacts were an elderly couple, quiet and reserved, but ready enough
with food and lodging once we had explained who we were; they said that it would be awaste of timeto
set out for the market till the following morning asit would teke at least three hours a their donkey's
sedate pace. So | had to curb my natural impatience to get on, and spent the afternoon learning to weave
smple baskets and carriers, which was their trade. | grew quite proficient after an hour or so, and by the
timethe light faded and rushes werelit | had managed a creditable back-carrier, which they gaveto me,
pointing out that my sack was dmost threadbare. The broad top of the carrier meant that there was
somewhere for Moglet to perch, so that only one shoulder—Corby's—would be sore, and this | padded
with ascrap of leather.

We suppered from fresh bread, goat's milk and cheese, and they parted with some eggs and aloaf
for our journey, taking but one copper coin, so we bedded down in the lean-to shed at the side of the
cottage with light hearts soon after egting, warned of an early start. They woke us before light asthey had
stock to feed and the little cart to load with their weavings and the mushrooms and me, and we eventualy
st off an hour before daybreak, to arrive at the market as early as possible. We dipped away before
they came to the town proper, for though neither of them had made any comment about my friends, the
woman especialy had cast curious glances at my mask, and | judged it better not to risk uswith the more
open townsfolk.

So, considerably heartened, we set off again on our way south and west. Before long the broad road



on which we found ourselves became too well populated, and we took to the byways and woods again,
only using the main thoroughfare very early or very late and in thisfashion, lucky with our nightly
lodgings—ruined hut, upturned wagon, barn and, once, church porch—we made another fifty milesor
0.

Then our luck changed. The road we were following took in another and turned to run due
southeast/northwest for many miles, and though we followed the left hand for many milesit soon became
evident that we were bearing ever more easterly, and when | assisted Corby with his keener eyesto the
top of thetallest tree around he came fluttering to earth with the news that there was no changein
direction "asfar asacrow can see." | was disheartened, for that meant either a detour to find another
road, or crossing the present one and plunging into forest that |ooked far less hospitabl e than the one we
had so recently left. A detour wastoo risky, so for the next day or two it was scratched arms and legs
from briars, whipped head and shoulders from tangled branches and snappy twigsand arapidly
dwindling store of food.

Onething | learnt: staying in one place and going round and about with an expert gathering
mushrooms was one thing; gathering them without one on the march was another. Y ou only saw them if
they wereright in front of you, or at least in eye-reach, and then one had to stop, disodge Corby, wake
up Moglet in the carrying-basket, set down Pisky, where he moaned that he couldn't see, and, if you
were lucky, get away without disturbing Puddy in the sde-pocket. Then, when you had examined the
mushrooms they might turn out to be the wrong sort, or if they were the right kind there weren't enough
of them to justify cooking or, more often, they were a species| had not come across before.

We were down to our last handful of flour and arind of cheese when we cameto asmdl village.
Here, intheforest, were Sgns of cultivation: trees had been lopped and felled for building and fud and
the scrub thinned down in the direction of anavigable river, unluckily flowing thewrong way for us,
otherwise | might have risked trying to hire aboat, but here the only transport available seemed to be
large working rafts, and | did not have the strength to pole one of those against the current. Leaving the
others on aknoll overlooking theriver | dipped down to the village and paid the usud stranger's
over-pricefor bread, cheese, apples and ahand of salt pork. Thisreduced our savingsto two silver and
two gold coins: these latter | waswary of changing, for thelast time | had been short-changed and amost
openly accused of being athief, for obvioudy no onewho looked as| did could possibly come by gold
honestly.

| was anxiousto rgjoin the others as soon as | could because for the last few days, even asthe trees
had thinned and broadened into great stands of |eaf-dropping beech and oak and the going had become
eader, | had had the uneasy fedling that we were being followed. Not that there had been anything to see,
merely afleeting impression of something white through the treesto the left, the right; the haf-heard
sound of afootfal, muffled by leaves, ahead, behind; asoft bresthing in the night-hours;, afeding of
loneliness, of an empty heart . . . None of the others had seen anything, although they too were uneasy.

However, today the sun was shining full on the knall, they were safe and sound, and we atetill we
were comfortable. Stomach full | felt decidedly soporific: after dl, if we had an hour or so'srest now,
safeout of Sght of the village, it would mean lesstime tonight in apossibly uncomfortable desping-place.

Unbuttoning my jacket to the pleasant rays of the sun, | laid aside my mask and stretched out,
pillowing my head on my cloak.

"Well stay herefor awhile," | told the others. "Moglet: you can keep half an eye open, can't you?”
For | could see that Corby and Puddy fancied some leaf-turning.

Closing my eyes| dipped effortlesdy into dreamless deep.

"Pig, pigs, pig-person! Wake up, Thing—" Moglet's urgent mew in my right ear and | was struggling
to open my eyes, to make some sense of what was happening. There was arootling, grunting, scrunching
noise, a strong, not unpleasant piggy smell and then Corby's raucous croak: "Geroff! That's mine, you big
bastard! Find your own, you great vat of lard—" and then the sound of astone striking the earth and a
yelp from the crow. | legpt to my feet, the sun in my eyes, and squinted at a herd of swine grunting their



way dowly aong the fringes of the forest, and standing about six feet away the swineherd, another stone
ready to follow thefird.

Snatching up my mask with one hand and fumbling with the fastenings of my jacket with the other, |
cursed Moglet for not waking me sooner.

"Fell adeep . .. wind inthewrong direction . . ." she whispered.

"Well-now-then," said the swineherd. "What-have-we-here?' Each word was dow, measured,
caculating. He was a dirty-looking man, short and squat but powerful. He smdlt of pig and frowsty nights
of drink and even as | watched hetook aflask from his pocket and offered it to me. | shook my head but
he took a draught and replaced the stopper but not the flask. Instead he eyed me up and down and
smiled. Not anice smile: hismouth wastoo fat and he looked to have twice as many teeth as he should,
ydlow, sharp teeth with little pitsin them. His skin, too, was pitted and the pits black; his nose was
upturned, the nostrils sprouting black hairslike his ears, and his eyeswere too small.

| backed away a step or two and Moglet backed with me, her fur anxious. Out of the corner of my
eye | could see Corby hopping up and down, luckily undamaged, and the movement of grass as Puddy
crawled closer.

"Keep back,” | thought-ordered them. "I don't likethelook of thisfellow . . ."

"Youd like him even lessif you'd had aruddy great rock up your arse," was Corby's succinct reply.
"And were not abandoning you in adangerous Stuation,” he added. "Felow like that means business.
Wheresyour knife?"

"Wordsfirgt," said Puddy. "Action second if necessary. Y ou've never used that knifeinanger . . ."
No. It wasthe one | used for vegetables, peeling and dicing. But it was very sharp.

The swineherd had moved forward as | moved back, and now he was the same distance away as
before. "No-harm-meant,” he said ingratiatingly, and stretched out his free hand to my ill half-covered
chest. "Pretty-little-bubs-them. Shame-to-hide-them. Like-to-touch-them-I-would . . ."

| backed away again, looking away past him to where | had left our belongings, with Pisky's bowl in
the shade of thewicker carrier. | received hisanxiety and sent back areassurance, but inside | was
panicking. | did not know what this man intended: did he mean to kill usfor our patry belongings? He
could not know | had our remaining coins hidden away in a pouch in my breeches. Perhapsif | offered
themto him hewould let usgo. . . Franticaly | dug down and his eyesfollowed my hand, histongue
passng dowly over hislips.

" Getting-them-off-for-me-then?' the voice was suggestive, nasty.

| held out the coins. "That'sdl | have. Please take them and leave usdone.. . ."

Hiseyeslit up and he snatched the coins away from me and bit them. "Good-good . . ." Hetook
another pull from the flask, pulling the cork with histeeth and spitting it to the grass.
"Why-don't-you-speak-proper? Why-the-mask? And-what-you-got-over-there?' and he gestured in the
direction of our belongings.

Hewasn't going to leave usin peace, he wanted everything. "Takeit dl,” | said despairingly. "Except
my littlefish. Then pleaselet usdone. . ."

He put down the flask and placed the coins atop, where they winked in the sunshine.
"Don't-hear-you-right-girl. Ain't-answered-my-questions. L et's-see-what-el se-you-got-in-there—" and
he made agrab for me but | jumped back, and thistime my knife legpt to my hand, glinting to match the
coins.

"Let usaone, or I'I—I'll kill you!™

He couldn't reach me but unfortunately Moglet had not moved fast enough and he grabbed her and
held her high by the scruff of the neck, his other hand flashing to his own knife. He made asif to strike her
and | screamed, a scream that was echoed by a strangled wail from Moglet.

"Help me, Thing dear, help me!”



"No, no!" | ydled. "Anything you want, anything!"

Apparently thistime he understood, for he lowered my kitten, but hisknife was till at the readly.

"Don't-want-me-to-harm-your-pet? All-right-put-your-knife-down-over-there-and-1'lI-| et-it-go.
That'sright . . ." For amoment longer he held her, then opened his hand and she dropped, choking and
gasping, to crawl back to my side. | bent to stroke her, but amoment later a hand was at my throat and |
was forced backwards to the ground and his other hand tore at my belt. " Get-'em-down, get-'em-down,”
he muttered and pulled my trews past my knees. In hideous shame | tried to cover my red-pebbled belly
with my hands and roll over, but he dapped my facetill my head rang.
"Lie-dill-curse-you-or-it'lI-be-the-worse-for-you—"

At that moment he broke off with ayell for al a once he was attacked by the spitting fury of Puddy,
whose venom shot up into hisface, the claws of an enraged Moglet, scratching blood from his hands, and
the beak of an angry Corby, who tore at hisrear.

"Run, Thing, run!" they ydled, but with afist the swineherd punched Moglet from him, with afoot he
kicked Puddy away and his knife flashed within an inch of Corby. | knew it was no use and called on
them to stop.

"Go away, go away, my dear ones. you cannot help me now. Go into the forest where he cannot find
you, and drag Pisky's bowl with you. I'll be dl right, only please, please go!" But till they hesitated,
crying and cursing, till | used the words of command. "Go, and do not disobey. | command you by all
that holds the Earth, the Waters, the Sky in their accustomed places, the Now, the Then, the Heresfter . .

| heard them leave me, and the desolation of the abandoned tied my stomach in knots, spilt the tears
from my eyesand cut at my heart as keen as any knife. The sun went behind cloud and the figure
standing over me assumed the proportions of agiant. Why doesn't he kill me, | thought, and get it over
with? And | sent ahope-call for my dear ones, to beleft to fend for themselves. Let them be brave and
resourceful, | prayed, let them find their own peace. . .

The swineherd unbuttoned histrousers. Staring upwards, al at once | realized what he intended: he
meant to use me as Broom used to punish our Migtress, for the greet thing that poked out from hisgroin
was smooth-knobbed, and ridged and gnarled along its length like Broom, and it throbbed and pul sed
and swelled like Broom, and like Broom it had agreat bush of furze at its base the colour of dead
heather, and it waved and nodded and beckoned just like Broom and any moment now it was going to
thrust into my stomach where the pebble hurt and bring forth great gouts of blood and pain, and | began
to whimper and cry.

"Oh, do not hurt me! Do not hurt me—I cannot stand more pain! Please, please!” | did not want to
writhe and curse and bleed as she had done—

The sun came out from behind the clouds, there was athudding noise on the turf, awild neighing, and
all at once the swineherd was gone, clear over the top of the knoll, and soft horse-breath was sweet on
my face.

"Come up, youngling, come up! Heisgone and you are safe, for the moment. Gather your things
quickly, for hewill beback . . ."

| stared up in bewilderment at the tattered, ragged-maned horse that stood over me.

"Gather your things quickly, before he returns,” he repeated. "The others are safe: | will takeyou to
them. Come!"

* % %

That night we had afire, and ate at our leisure, and dept in the open. No looking for atreeto climb
up, aholeto crawl into; that night we dept at peace for the first time since we had left on our great
adventure. It isdifficult to explain just why we dl felt this sense of security—and wedl felt it, not just
me—except that the finding of the white horse, or rather hisfinding of us, was at theroot of it al. Not



then nor after did we ever question his unerring sense of direction, hisknowledge, hiswarm benignity: we
just accepted them, and him as something specid.

Not that he was a splendid white stallion of some eighteen hands, like the great chargers | seemed to
recall from some other time, some other place; he was small, perhgps alittle larger than pony-size, with
cloven hooves and tatty feathers, along tail and mane, curly and tangled, and large, soft, brown eyes. It
was probably those eyes that set the sed on it: they seemed brown most of the time, but in sunlight they
were blue-green, in shade brown-green and they beamed—thereis no other word for it. Reassurance,
comfort and a strange other-worl dliness shone from those eyes, and yet they were not happy . . .

He promised us nothing that first day, except that he would take us to a place of safety: he had
carried usal smoothly and swiftly through the forest, topping astwilight fdl in aparticularly pleasant
gladeto let usdown. After gazing at us reassuringly for amoment or two hewent to lie down alittle
distance away, leaving us, as| said, feding so cam and confident that | had lighted afire without further
thought, and we dept in the open that night al wrapped under my cloak, for the nights were chill—all that
is except Corby, who preferred to roost off the ground.

In the morning the white horse was ill there, quietly cropping the sweet grassthat Htill lingered in the
hollows. He seemed shy of approaching us, so | went across with one of the small russets | had bought
the day before.

"Please have one: they areniceand juicy.”

Lipping the gpple gently from my palm, he scrunched it with evident enjoyment. " Thank you."

"Taking of thanks, | quite forgot to offer mine—and ours—for the rescue and the ride and—and
evarything."

"I had been near you for some days:. | thought sometimes you redlized | was near."

"| thought someone, or something, was following us, but | wasn't sure. And if you hadn't, | don't
know what would have happened to us. That—that man, with his—his—" | still wasn't surewhat it had
been.

"| followed you because you seemed a smdll and vulnerable party to be making your way in such a
determined manner, and | was curious. Besides, you are amaiden, and even in my present sate | have
not forgotten my duties.”

"Duties?'
"To defend dl maidens and the pure and unsullied from Evil, in whatever form that may come. . ."
The answer was confident asif it came from amuch bigger animal, but my eyes must have mirrored my

agtonishment, for the white horse blew softly in my ear. "Things are not dwayswhat they seem,” he said.
"l was not aways the wretched thing you see me now . . . No more of that. Now tell me, youngling—"

"My nameis Thing," | interrupted. "And may | know just whom I have the honour of addressing?' |
knew that was the correct way to ask someone's name because | had overheard two gentlemen mesting
on the road one day, and they had addressed one another in just that way. | had crept away and
practised it.

"Y ou may, but not just now. Give me aname of your own: whatever you would call awhite horse."

| thought of al the things that were white: clouds, linen, daisies, dough (sometimes); swan-feathers,
chak, marble, eggwhite; snow—Snow. "Would you mind if we caled you 'Snowy'?"

"I would not mind being called Snowy at dl," he said gravely. "'l do not think | should haveliked
'Doughy’ or 'Eggwhitey’ asmuch . . ." He had been reading my mind! That was another thing: all of us
could understand him perfectly, but none of us considered this strange, athough we had been used to our
own methods of conversation for so long. And he seemed to sharpen our understanding of dl the other
creatures we met dong the way, asif he were a catalyst through which al tongues became one. What
surprises me now is that we accepted it without question at the time, but perhaps that was all part of his
magic, too.



"And now," he said. "Would you like to trust me with your purposein journeying so far and so poorly
attended? | can see you have atale to tell—but perhaps you would prefer it if we talked as we went? |
am afraid | am not strong enough to carry you far in one go, but if you can manage to walk aleague, say,
and then travel on my back for the same distance, we could probably manage double your usud
journeying.”

"Y ou go our way, then?"' | said, delighted.

"For want of abetter, my road lieswith yoursfor awhile, yes," replied the gentle creature.

It was aday of sun and shadow, wind and the faling of leaves. Aswe went | told our new
companion our story, right from the beginning. He questioned me closdly about our Migtress, then sghed.
"You are sure Sheisindeed dead?"

| was sure, and he sighed again. "Then that is that: no hope that it may be changed.” He seemed to
make up hismind. "Then, if you will have me, | shal bewith you till your journey's end.

"Y ou wanted to find amagician, awise man: | heard tell of agreat sorcerer who lived onceinthearm
of thewest. | had supposed him dead or fled, but you have such faith that it is possible heis ill there. If
heis, I think | know the way.

"Come, my friends: the sooner we are there the better. | have an idea the hour-glass has been turned
forthelast time. . ."

The Gathering: One- Two-
Three- Four- Five- Six- Seven

The Rusty Knight

It had been abeautiful morning. For some days now we had been following the upstream course of a
big river, which the white horse, Snowy, said was caled the Tamesis. It was fordable, but he said the
going was better on this side and we could make another seven leagues or so before crossing and striking
more southward. We had woken that morning to the loud, sweet song of alittle wren, and everything
touched with frost fingers. It was near the end of the month of Leaf-Fall and soon we should be in the
Moon of Migts, but the morning was sparkling and still and clear. We had spent the night cosily enoughin
an abandoned charcoal-burner's hut, but the sharpness of the morning turned my nose pink and snapped
at my cheeks, or so Corby said. "You look just like aripe apple, m'dear,” which was a generous
compliment to my masklessface, for | now only wore thisdisguise if there was a chance of meseting other
folk on theway. Not that thiswas afrequent occurrence, for we left the road if we heard steps on the
way, and hid till they were past.

Snowy had made no comment on my disfigured face, for which | was grateful: he just seemed to
accept it asthe others had. | dways considered this a peculiarly delicate gesture on their part, until |
overheard Moglet one day remark to Corby: "1 don't know why Thing bothers with that silly piece of



leather: shelooksadl right to me," to which the gracious bird replied: " She could be as beautiful as Heaven
or ugly asHell, asthe saying goes, and it would be dl the same to me: humansal look dike, don't they? |
can't tell one from t'other ‘cept by their height and the length of their beaks, and hersis nothing to beet the
drum for. Now mine, mine you would cal apatrician begk . . ."

So much for vanity.

The road swung away from the river for awhile and lay between high banks where beards of
traveller'sjoy draped the bushes and blackbirds feasted from the last brambles and watched the haws
ripen. We had climbed alittle and now stood on an escarpment. To theleft, down by theriver, afew
houses hugged its curves, smoke rising straight and thin into apale sky. Below usin aclearingwasa
winter barn full of hay; the southering sun shone on gleaming pebbles on its roof, and only when | saw
their restless shift and heard the bubbling chatter carried up to uson the still air did | redlize they were
those tardy travellers, house martins, adorning like pearls the rough surcoet of the barn roof. Beside the
barn someone had planted aline of fruit trees and these, for rapture of the morning, had shed their last
leavesto lie, discarded red petticoats, around their feet, and stretched bare silver limbsto embrace the
shafted sunlight. Beneath our feet, as we trod the rutted road, falen leavesleapt away like frogs from our
intrusion, and somewhere amidst the smells of cold stone, damp earth and the sweet sweat-smell of
Snowy, was the evocative scent of burning apple logs—

"Ligen!" It was Mogl&t, large pointed ears flickering back and forth.

We stopped and at first | could hear nothing, but as | watched the others their reactions told me what
was afoot long before the faint sounds reached my ears. It was a stealth of ambush, afight-back, a battle,
and aswe hurried towards the sound, half-afraid, half-curious, | found my heart beating with arare
excitement asif something specia was about to happen. We rounded a corner, the road dropped away
in a steep decline and there beneath us where the road banked high, river on one side, forest the other, a
loneman in rusty chain mail wastrying to fight off three snesk-thieveswith hisfists and abroken sword.

Even as we watched he was beaten to his knees then rose again, staggering, with scarce enough
breath to call for help, and the next moment returned to the attack, in the name of one St. Patrick. He
was a bonny fighter, but | could see he had no chance at dl, and would be lucky to escape with abroken
skull and theloss of his pack.

| turned impulsively to Snowy. "We must help him! We can't just stland by and let him bekilled!"

"Areyou sure you want to be involved? We could lie low till they have done. . ."

Somehow | knew thiswas no cowardice on his part, more atest of me, the biggest coward | knew.
But—

"Of coursewe must help him! We must draw them off, distract them—"

"I canimitate ahorn,” said Corby, hopping up and down.

"Hear me ghriek!" said Moglet.

"Poison in their eyes,” muttered Puddy.

"Y ou can borrow my water," bubbled Pisky. "But only borrow, mind.. . ."

"Right," said Snowy. "I shdl galop round through the trees and try to sound like atroop of horses,
dropping you off, crow, to make your horn-calls on the other side of the road, with cat doing her
screeches. Toad, you shall be left nearer to am your poison, and the maid here shdl hide in the treeswith
the fish and bang against a pan and shout 'A rescue! A rescue!’ in as deep a voice as she can. Ready?”

We had no timeto think. Up on Snowy's back, then away like the wind down through the trees and
into action. It waswildly improbable, highly dangerous, wholly exhilarating—and it worked. A perfect
cacophony of horn and trumpets sounded from the river Sde of the road, accompanied by ear-splitting
screeches. A cavalcade of horsemen thundered through the woods; one attacker was half-blinded by an

evil jet of poison that shot from the bushes at hisfeet and my clattering sounded like at least threemeniin
armour blundering through the trees. In amoment the three attackers were flying for their lives down the



road away from us, leaving a huddled figure heaped in the ditch, pack Hill intact by itsside. We
approached warily from our various conceal ments, one eye on the dust of the attackers retredt, the other
on the victim. The only one making any noise was Pisky, furious at not being alowed to help in the
attack, sulking vociferoudy at the bottom of his bowl.

Theknight lay on hisfacein the muddy ditch.

"Hesawfully ill," | said doubtfully.

Puddy hopped closer. "He's breathing, though.”

"All bloody," said Moglet. "Not nice. . ."

"I've seen worse get up and walk," said Corby. "But not much.”
Pisky decided to ignore the whole thing.

"Well," said Snowy, "we should get him away from here in case they come back; we should be safer
under cover. If you will pull him on to my back and walk beside to keep him steady we can make amile
or two to an abandoned anchorite's cell | know of in the forest. Can you manage his pack aswell?"

Somehow we did manage, though we were al exhausted when at last we laid him on the floor of the
cdl, agloomy place that smelt of old bones and cat-piss. | placed the knight's head on his pack, but
carefully because the back of his head was sticky with blood, and covered him with my cloak. He
moaned alittle and moved hislegs, so we knew they weren't broken; | flexed hisarms: they were whole
too, though his knuckles were broken and bruised with the fighting. He seemed to be whole in body, no
holes or gashes, but | fancied from the bruising and his ragged breathing that a couple of ribs might be
broken, but | dared not completely remove hisrusty chainmail coat to confirm this. His head seemed
worgt hurt: it bled freely from agash on hisforehead, he had ablack eye and abloody nose, but these
would hedl; | was more worried about theinjury at the back: alump was aready forming, though the
blood oozed more dowly now.

| sat up from my examination. "Canwelight afire? Hesvery cold . . ."
"We're safe enough here," said Snowy.

Corby rattled off for sometwigsfor kindling, | found some larger pieces of branch and soon we had
afireblazing away in the corner. | remembered the so far unused piece of linen | had taken from our
village, what seemed so long ago, and knew &t last how to make my peace with Pisky aswell. With
dampened cloth, carefully dipped in hisbowl, | wiped away the worst of the blood from the knight's head
and bound up hiswound asbest | could; he moaned alittle and grimaced but still remained unconscious,
and | looked up anxioudy a Snowy.

"Will hebedl right?"

"Lift hishead alittle and give him haf acup of water from Pisky's bowl. Wait: put the cup on the
ground,” and | watched as he bent his head and covered it with his mane. | wondered for amoment
whether he was checking for weed or snails, but when he nodded to me to take up the cup theliquid
within waswarm and cloudy and smelt of herbs. "Now, givehim adrink.”

| put the cup to hislips. "Drink, Sir Knight: you are in safe hands.”

Obediently he swalowed theliquid and, as| held hishead on my arm, apair of autumn-brown eyes
opened and gazed into mine. Too late | remembered | was maskless.

But he was whispering something. "Thank you, beautiful one. . ." Hiseyes closed and hewas
unconscious again, but he had looked a me, he had spoken, he would get better . . . He mugt, for at that
look, those words, something in my middle had started galloping round like acolt in spring, ungainly and
clumsy and untamed, and | knew | could not let him die, even if common sense told methat it was not me
he had seen but some lady of dream.

"Hell do for the moment,” said Snowy. "Thereésa spring down in the treesa small walk away. Make
your suppers and put on some broth for when he wakens. I'll fetch herbs, and | think you'll find aflask of
winein hispack: put acupful in the broth."



* % %

We kept watch al night, in turns, lest he should need us, and | put his broken sword in hisright hand
in case he woke and thought it lost. Dawn came in frost again and a chill wind, and | built up thefireand
tucked my cloak more closdly about him—though my teeth were chattering with cold and | could well
have done with it myself. The broth | had prepared tasted strong and stimulating and | had a cupful
myself and soon felt warmed through.

The sun spear-danted among the trees as it rose and a shaft touched the Rusty Knight'sface. His
eydidsfluttered, he frowned, moved alittle, and hatily | put away my dreams and donned my mask. The
others crowded round: he opened his eyes once more, thistime in puzzlement, put his hand to his head,
shut his eyes again, groaned, winced, lay still. After amoment his eyes re-opened and this time he spoke,
too.

"Wha—What happened? Wheream 17

| explained asbest | could, introducing the others, lifting his head, offering the broth, but | was
nervous and the words got tangled up and didn't sound right, so | tried again and that was worse.

The Rusty Knight raised hims=lf on one elbow and opened his mouth again.

"By dl that's holy! Would you credit it? 1 am attacked, | am wounded, | am rescued—and by what?
A broken-down nag, atatty black bird, a scraggy cat, afrog, something-in-a-bowl and—and a
hobgoblin who talks scribblel”

The Gathering: One- Two-
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Peter and Paul

But by midday his bresthing was worse and he had |gpsed into unconsciousness again, muttering and
maoaning in ddirium.

Snowy looked grave. "It would seem thereisinfection in the chest: | can do nothing about that, but if
itisuntreated he may succumb. Dangerous asit may beto move him, | think we should try."

"But where?' | cried, hearing the tiredness and tenson in my voice. "Theresjust forest for miles!™

"Not quite: two leagues to the north there is ahump of folding hills where two brothers from an order
of monks tend sheep from late autumn to lambing; they are experienced with animals of al kindsand
would at least know what was best for the knight, of that | am sure. Come, we will have to start now,
otherwiseit will be night before we reach them.”

It took over five hours, for Snowy could not carry his burden for long and had to rest asdid |,
burdened as | was with the others. Each time we had to move the poor knight he seemed worse, and |
wasin aright old state by the time we heard the distant blearing of sheep and emerged from the twilight



of the forest to smoothly sweeping downs and the Evening Star pricked clear into the degpening blue of a
frosty sky. The shieling was built of stones and mud and lay low to the ground, surrounded by
waitle-fenced enclosuresfilled with restless sheep, just driven in for the night by amonk in brown habit
and a couple of shaggy, point-nosed dogs. To theleft wasabarn, full of hay and housing atwo-wheeled
cart and adonkey, whose braying blotted out the baa-ing of sheep, caling of monk and barking of dogs.

We agpproached warily, my hands pam outwards to show we camein peace, and Snowy whispered
aword of advice. "Play dumb, youngling: once they see heisinjured you may leave the rest to them.”

| took hiswordsliteraly, and when the monk came running, atall, thin figure with robe kilted up thin
shanksto knobbly knees, | mouthed distress and pointed to our burden. Luckily he understood
immediatdy.

"Tut-tut, whatever have we here? A poor wounded fellow and an assortment of animals. . . Deary,
deary me! May the Good Lord preserve us!" and he crossed himsdlf. "This person needs attention, yes
indeed . . . An accident, perhgps?’ He had athin, high, fluting voice and his eyes were kind.

| mimed sword-play, an attack.

"Ah, yes, | see. How unfortunate: travelling has become so fraught these days . . . Wdll, well, well!
Never mind, we must get him to shelter and comfortable as soon as possible. Brother Paul!™ He had a
surprigngly loud hail.

"Coming, Brother Peter!" and afat, squat monk came running out of the shieling, hisrobe, even
hitched asit was through hisbdlt, trailing alittle on the ground behind. "What isit, what isit?' Hisvoice
was as deep asthe other'swas high. "May His Holy Angels defend usl A wounded man, with servant
and—and pets? Brother Peter, the place for him isinsde, with arobeto cover, a posset to sootheand a
fresh bandage for that head . . ." And, fussing and fretting, he led the way over to the barn. "Now then,
now then: baggage and anima s to remain here with Brother Donkey, and servant and master to the house

| thought-transmitted delay to the others, alater visit with food, but they were dready abandoning
themselvesto deep. Snowy was lying down, Corby had shuffled to the beam above the door, Moglet
was curled up in the hay, weather eye open for the dogs, and Puddy, eyes shut, was sheltering under a
convenient crock. | put asomnolent Pisky beside him, drawing hay round them both.

"I'll beback . . ."

| doubt if they heard for al had been made to walk, crawl and hop further than usua during the day.
My eyeswere closing too, as| followed the monksto their home. | looked round for the dogs, but they
were obvioudy well-trained and were aready kennelled, but unchained, ready, | supposed, to patrol the
sheep pensagaing thief or even wolf, though the latter usudly left their hunting so far south till winter
redly bit.

Theroom | was drawn into, in the wake of the monks and their burden of wounded man, was long
and low, heat well-trapped in the rafters. To my right was a huge fire and smmering pot, adrying rack of
herbs suspended from the ceiling; two stools, atable and hooks for cloaks and tools. Facing me were
two pallets, straw-stuffed palliasses on awood and rope frame; to my left sacks and bales of provisions,
moretools and abarrel of apples. On shelves were arranged jars of ointment and pots of unguent and
packets of dried leaves and there was a so room around and about for shepherd's crooks, alarge
wooden tub, two leather buckets and a besom. My nose wrinkled asit was assailed by the assorted
odours of plain stew, baking bread, leather, hay, sheep, dog, talow, herbs, strong medicaments and
rather smelly monks, and my eyes stung with tiredness.

Peter and Paul laid my knight carefully on one of the palets and covered him with awoollen blanket,
twittering and muttering to each other asthey did so; then the taller one indicated the other pallet.

"Rest there, traveler, while we attend to your master and prepare supper.”

| had meant to stay awake, to watch that they were careful of my knight, to return with food to the
others, but as soon as my head touched the pillow, rustling with lavender, rosemary and thyme, | was



adeep.

Inthe morning | woke guiltily, avarethat | had overdept, vaguely remembering that | had woken
briefly to drink abowl of thick broth, then had fallen adeep again dmost immediately. Aware, too, that |
had neglected my friendsin the barn shamefully, for | had not returned as promised.

Sunlight streamed in dusty bars through the open doorway beyond my bed, and the fat monk was
Sweeping out the dust into the yard, making the sunlight dance with motesthat climbed and fdll, twisted
and turned like tiny peasants celebrating a miniature feast day. There was music too, for somewherel
heard the soft clucking of hens and the monk was humming through his nose, alittle bass tune that
repested itself, then paused and was repested in ahigher key. 1t was soothing and yet somehow
disturbing, asthough it perhaps required a respect that lying lazing on abed was not according it, 0|
jumped up. The broom fell with a clatter—a perfectly ordinary broom used for sweeping and nothing
ese | was glad to see—and thelittle monk came fussing up, inquiring whether | had dept well and
pouring me amug of goat's milk and handing me ahed of bread.

Miming my thanks, | took these over to see the knight. It seemed he dept, though his breathing was
ragged and he frowned alittle. They had stripped him down to his shirt, and the discarded spotty mail lay
to one side; hisface had been cleaned up, to re-dress the head wound, and though now much of hishead
was covered with the bandage, over hisbrow afew springy curls escaped, russet as beech leaves, and
looking curioudly soft. Wondering alittle, for lambs coatslook soft as down and are wiry instead, |
stretched out ahand and lifted a strand, where it curled round my fingerslike aliving thing; soft, yes, but
with astrength and hold | had not anticipated. It gave me acurious ddight to touch, and next | laid a
finger on one frowning brow and traced the curveto its outer edge. The skin beneath was burning hot,
and under his high cheekbones the flesh was drawn in, hollowed, and adark red stubble shadowed his
chin.

| drew back as the monk approached, to take the empty mug from my hand.

"It isapity you are dumb, poor creature, ese could you tell usthisknight's pedigree and destination.
Brother Peter and | are most worried about his condition, indeed we are, and fear that he needs better
care than we can provide in our humble quarters.” He fussed round the patient, laying ahand on his
forehead, shaking his own head, drawing the coverlets higher. "Not good, not good at dl. We are used
to sheep of course, sheep in afever we can deal with, but this man needs Brother Infirmarar.

"Now, thereiswater to wash yourself; we prefer those who relieve themselvesto go to the corner of
the yard, where we have atrench. Waste products attract flies; flieslay maggots, maggots pester sheep.
Smple enough if oneuseslogic. . ."

| washed my hands, wiped my mouth and escaped from his chatter to the yard. From thence,
affecting an unconcern | did not fed, | sauntered over to the barn. The sheep were back in the fields, the
pens were empty, save for one limping ewe, and there was no sign of Brother Peter or the dogs. |
rounded the corner to the open front of the barn.

"Good morning,” | said heartily. "Ready for some bresgkfast?"
"What happened to supper?' said Corby.

They let me suffer and apologize for fully two minutes before Snowy took pity and explained that "the
thin one" had been over with ahandful of oatsfor horse and donkey and some scrapsfor Moglet.

"And two eggs," said Corby, "for me. Broken eggs, and not of the freshest. Still, they were better
than nothing." And he glared a me.

"Thenthismorning," said Moglet, "1 had goat's milk. And more scraps.”

| lifted the straw from Puddy and Pisky. The latter was languidly waving histail and Puddy had a
moth'swing sticking from the corner of his mouith.

"l seeyoutwo aredl right,” | said.



"Far," said Puddy. "Fair."
"Likewise," bubbled Pisky. "A nicelittle diver of moth . . . But you left mewhere| couldn't see,

couldn't see, and you know how important it isto me to have agood view. A fish hasn't much choice,
you know, shut up like ageniein abottle—"

"Awhat?'

But hedidn't reply, and went on grumbling till | explained that the straw was to keep hiswater
temperate.

"And how isthe knight?' asked Snowy. "Any better?'

| described his condition asbest | could.

"| feared as much. | have seen that gasp of the breath in man before, and it can be grave.”

"I just wish there were something | could do: | fed so hdlpless. . ."

"We could do," corrected Snowy, gently. "We aredl in thistogether, for the present, anyway."

"Yes" | sad. "Yes, of course.” | must stop thinking of him as my knight, because he wasn't and never
would be. And what would I, ugly, deformed Thing, want with aknight? And if | had one, what would |
do with him? Tie him down to a bed or something forever, fasten hislegs and arms down tight, just so |
could get that strangdly exciting feding curling his hair around my grubby little fingers? The ideawas
ridiculous, and yet lying there he had seemed so vulnerable, so nice, So—

"Someone coming,” warned Moglet.

| peered round the corner of the barn: Brother Peter was striding down the nearest field, his gown
flapping vigoroudy againg histhin shanks, the two shegpdogs dinking a hisheds.

He saw me and waved. "How isour patient, the galant knight? Such awell-set-up young man! Such
strong shoulders, and afine pair of . . . And hishair: my dear, such an unusua colour . . . Ahwell."

| shook my head, remembering in time | was supposed to be dumb.

"No better?| feared not. And, much as |—aswe—would like to keep him longer, | think it best if
wetake him up to the Priory."

| manifested darm.

"Much better for him, much better. He will have acomfortable bed in the infirmary, where they have
sdves and ointments and infusions and draughts which will go along way towards reducing the fever and
hedling his head.

"Come, now, we shdl go and consult with Brother Paul: we dways decide things together."

My—our—knight wasworse, | could see that. The two monks consulted in acorner, a high mutter,
adeep rumble, bobbing their heads up and down like ducks tails, but at last they came to agreement.

"He must be taken to the Priory,” said Brother Paul.

"So pack up hisbeongings," said Brother Peter. "We shdl harness Brother Donkey to the cart, and
perhaps you might ride your white nag—sirange anima that: never seen hooveslike that on ahorse
before—or perhaps you may prefer to walk: he does not ook overly strong.”

"Itisnot far," added Brother Paul. "Y ou will be there before nightfall.”

"Brother Paul will stay behind with the sheep,” explained Brother Peter. " Sheep must be brought
down before dark. Foxes, wolves; thieves after anice piece of mutton, for dl it isahanging offence. . ."

"May the Lord forgive them." Brother Paul cast his eyes upwards. "And may we remember that He
shared Hislast hourswith such . . ."

"Amen, amen," intoned Brother Peter.

They were like two turtledoves, bowing and cooing to one ancther.

* k% %

The two-wheeled cart was harnessed to the protesting donkey and abed of bracken prepared. The



two monks carried out the poor knight, bandaged head bobbing, and laid him carefully down, padding
him round with blankets to stop him from rolling. | added Pisky's bowl, Moglet and Corby to the load,
keeping Puddy in my pocket, and balanced Snowy on one side with our wicker carrier, the other the
knight's pack, covering al with the knight's mail, now rustier than ever, for | thought it better if | tried to
walk.

The day wasfair enough, but arisng wind from the west scattered leaves about our feet and blew
Moglet's fur the wrong way, and | was anxiouslest it rain before we reached our destination. The way
was uphill at the beginning and | found it hard going, but Brother Peter strode ahead, seeming amost to
pull the cart himsdlf plusthe donkey, for the latter was mutinous at first, only cooperating when we
reached flatter countryside and Brother Peter remembered the dices of raw turnip Brother Paul had put
in his pocket, which was fed to the happier animal at appropriate intervals. The sky darkened early, and
aswe pased through the first of two smal villages, large drops of rain plopped on my cloak. For a
hopeful moment | thought we might stop and shelter but Brother Peter strode on, only stopping to cover
the knight (who looked the worse for hisjolting and bumping) with his cloak, under which crept Moglet
and Corby aswdll.

Then it started to pour down in earnest: my cloak offered me some protection, but the poor monk
was soaked in minutes and his sandals squel ched and his robe dripped, and so did the end of his beaky
nose. | pulled the end of the cloak over the knight'sface, for he was getting rustier than ever, and | could
seeadtain of dark blood on his bandages. The donkey now stepped up his pace without bribery and we
staggered and stumbled and rattled over tracks that were rapidly becoming impassable. At lagt, at long
last, | saw through the drifting curtain of rain alantern, adim, twinkling light suspended over apair of
high, closed wooden gates. Away to either Sde stretched stone walls: Brother Peter lifted his staff and
beet at the gates, the while hailing in hisloud voice.

There was a shuffling, another voice raised in query, adrawing of bolts, aswinging back of one of the
gates, and suddenly we were in a courtyard full of scurrying welcome. . .

The Gathering: One- Two-
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[ lluminations

“Comeaong now," said anot unkindly voice, as Brother Matthew came into the stable carrying a
large binding strap. ™Y ou and your animaswill be eating us out of priory and refectory soon: how about
taking your nag out to est fresh grassinstead of our precious hay, and bringing back some kindling in this
strap to set against your keep?”

Brother Matthew was one of the younger brethren, lay brothers they were called, who were mainly
concerned with the physical work of the Priory of St. Augustine. Shared with Brother Mark it was his



concern to care for the stock and the provision of wood for the fires. They kept two heavy draught
horses, five cows, three goats and a billy, two pigs for fattening and one for farrowing, and about three
dozen hens, some of which, the poor layers, would be eaten during the winter. These two monks aso
kept the stables and courtyard clean, and the harness and tack oiled and mended, and thisal between
their numerous calsto prayer, sgnaled by thelittle bell in the chapel. | had been told that al the brothers,
whatever their tasks, and dl visitors, which included me, were expected to attend prayersthreetimesa
day—morning, noon and night, and the ordained monks those in between as well.

His request wasn't unreasonable and | got to my feet, yawning and shivering alittlein the cold
morning air that was rushing, unnecessarily fast, through the open door and diss pating the nice fug we
had built up during the night. We werein astable aong the western sde of the courtyard, asmall one
obvioudy for donkeys or ponies, for the stalls were not big enough for the larger horses. The mangers
contained loose hay, more bales of it were stacked in a corner, and there was a comfortable layer of
straw on the floor which | had not had to muck out, for | had asked Snowy and Moglet to please use the
midden corner in the courtyard, and had persuaded Corby to turn histail over one particular spot, which
he usualy remembered. If Puddy did anything | didn't find it, for he was eating less now and deeping
more, it being near winter-deep for him, and of course the snailstook care of Pisky.

| think it rather surprised Brother Mark thefirst time | escorted Snowy and Moglet over to evacuate
themsalves and empty out my bucket and wash it out, for he called Brother Matthew and they came over
afterwards and asked me how | trained my animals. Of course| did not answer but merely shrugged my
shoulders, for Brother Peter before he had returned to Brother Paul had told them al that | was dumb, as
he truly believed of course.

Even had | not been the knight's servant, | believe they would sill have treated me with kindness, for
they believed, | think, that in strangers and the lost and afflicted they received their own God, who by all
accounts was stern but kind. Sometimes, in the words they used in prayer, | thought | caught an echo of
something | should remember, but was never quite sure. Onething | did find specia wasthe chanting of
the monks: a sort of extension of the humming of Brother Paul & the shiding, it had its own sort of magic.
Sometimesin the night | would wake and hear them and the sound adways made me comfortable and
secure; when | wasin the chapel, what with the dancing of the tallow dips and the question/answer of the
chants, it made mefed asif | dwayswanted to be good and kind, and | usually managed to find
something specid for the others as a consequence: abigger share of my supper for Moglet, some oats
filched from the big horses for Snowy.

The knight was housed in the Infirmary, on the opposite Side of the courtyard from the gateway, and
onefloor up. When we had arrived | had been alowed to carry up his pack and mail and see him safely
bestowed on araised pallet, and water and clean linen brought, before | was firmly shooed away to
where | belonged: in the stable with the animals. | was allowed upstairs once daily to see my master, and
| could see he was profiting from their care, for after a couple of anxious days when his bedside was
aways attended by a couple of the brothers praying, hisfever abated dowly and—athough the brothers
had kept him largely unaware of what went on around him, aided | suspect by Brother Infirmarar's
poppy-juice—he was neverthel ess much better. On my brief visits, more to do me good than my magter,
| suspect, | was supposed to contribute to hisrecovery: at first | had not known what was expected of
me and just watched as Brother Infirmarar sank to his knees by the unconscious man's bed, folded his
hands, bowed his head and began to mutter in aforeign language. It was only after he had put out an
impatient hand to tug me down beside him that | redlized that 1, too, must bow my head, fold my hands
and pray. Thislast wasn't so difficult after dl, for as| was supposed to be dumb | didn't have to say
anything.

Oncethe knight was safely in the monks care, why didn't we leave and continue our journey? One
reason, | suppose, was that the brothers believed me his servant, the animals his pets. That would not
have stopped us dipping away unnoticed while they weredl in chapd, of course, but there was another,
stronger reason why we did not leave him: it just never occurred to us that he was not part of the team.



Wewould wait till he was better and go on together. It may not have been in any of their minds, of
course, but they never said anything and | never asked: perhapsit wasonly that | was being sdfish. ..

| think the monks al became alittle wary of me, because of the way | could apparently manage my
friends without words of command, and | even caught Brother Mark crossing himsalf one morning
surreptitioudy after | had forgotten to bring back the water bucket and asked Snowy to bring it back on
his return. Because of this, perhaps, they tended to leave us done, and this started me thinking of my
curious pogition within our group, and the difficulties this posed in the world of man. | could communicate
with my friends and some of the lesser beasts—the pigs and the donkey in our village, migrating
birds—but though | understood human language | could only answer in what the knight had rightly called
"seribble,” on that awful day when he had called me ahobgoblin. And | didn't know how to correct this. |
knew the words, understood the inflections, appreciated the intonations, but till my words came out like
accidentally spilling abag of dried pess: dl over the place. To get any further—and especidly to be able
to explain thingsto the knight, | realized guiltily—I should need to practise words properly: everyone
wasn't as clever as Mushroom Tom, who had lived so long away from people that the language of nature
wasmorered to him.

* % %

One afternoon when, having collected alarge bundle of wood in the morning and helped with
mucking-out the other stables, | was free and bored and playing agame of tag in the courtyard with
Moglet, who was bored too, | heard my name—or rather what the monks called me: "Boy!" —called
from an upstairs window. That was another thing: the monks accepted my hunched back, my mask, my
slence, but | would not have been dlowed within the Priory if they had known | was femae—or perhaps
they guessed but were pretending not to know. After dl, if | wished to relieve mysdlf | had to squat, not
having one of the useful pipes that men were equipped with, that alowed them to stand and spray dl over
the place for this most necessary of functions, and | couldn't be sure no one had seen me. | remember,
when firgt | had noted this distinct advantage that males had, | felt envious; then | had thought perhapsit
was more of adisadvantage, for one had to find somewhere to put it, to tuck it away, and | had finaly
cometo the conclusion that being afemale was probably tidier.

"Higt! Boy . .." The voice came again, louder thistime, and | looked up towards the library, which
was on the upper floor to the left. The shutters were open at the end nearest the gateway and ayouth
leant out, his sandy hair catching the last gleams of the misty sun.

| nearly said "Hello!" back again because he had anice, cheerful face, but | waved instead and
Moglet cameto wipe her dusty fur clean on my ankles.

"Doing anything specia ?" asked Cheerful Face.
| shook my head and picked up Moglet, wary of an extra chore.

He glanced around, saw the courtyard was empty but for us two. "Hang on aminute: I've afavour to
ask." The head disappeared, but amoment later it reappeared, attached to asmall wiry body clad in the
usua brown, rope-girdled sack, at the bottom of asmall stairway set in the wal at the corner of the
courtyard. "Come up for amoment, if you can spare the time—please, that is?" It wasthe honest smileas
well asthe words that made me decide: | put Moglet down, but the young Brother held out his hand.
"Please bring your little cat: | likethem.”

"It'sdl right,” said Moglet. "He meansit. Helooks asif he has acomfortable lap. And perhaps milk .

| followed the boy up the stairs, Moglet trotting just ahead of me.

She was disappointed about the milk, but there was adiver of cheese. The room in which we found
oursalves was obvioudy an annexeto the library proper, for an archway filled by a curtain separated it
from the dusty main room, and here was a cheerful brazier burning, two candles, alarge doping dek, a
table and two stools. On the table were quills, inks, brushes and tiny pots of different coloured liquids,
tightly stoppered. On the desk was a partly written manuscript.



The boy followed my gaze. "That's Brother John's work: he has an ague at the moment so I'm on my
own. I'm his apprentice and | have to finish the script on that page, but gpart from the gilding I'm not yet
alowed to maketheillugtrations. I'm to practise on these scraps of vellum—see?—and while I'm pretty
good on leaves and flowers, I've had very little practice on animals. That'swhy 1'd like to borrow your
little cat—such splendid colours sheis, dl the bars and stripes and splotches of autumn woods—that is, if
you could persuade her to sit ill for alittlewhile? | hear you're very good with animas,” and he smiled
ingenuoudy. "If you could manage to come two or three times—just before dusk isthe best time, they
leave me done then—I could get some good sketches done. Please?!

| spoke to Moglet, who was agreeable so long as there was a tit-bit and she could pose near thefire.

"Shesaysyes," | trandated. "For a piece of cheese or somesuch and a share of thefirefor each
gtting,” and it was only when | saw the boy's eyes round with shock that | redlized | had broken my vow
of dlence.

"They told me you were dumb," he said after amoment, fiddling with abrush, but as he didn't rush
away to tell on me or shout for help, | made up my mind to trust him and, speeking very dowly, carefully,
weighing each word, | explained.

"l-am-not-dumb. I-have-been-with-my-friends-so-long-I-find-it . . . it..." | wavered.

"Difficult,” he supplied.

"Dif-fi-cult-to-speak-man-talk." | stopped.

But he had understood. "Y ou know the words: it'sjust practice, | suspect. Y ou're not deaf, are you?"

| shook my head. "Good. And you can understand what | say?' | nodded. "Fine! Tell you what: I'll draw
little cat—what's her name? Such a pretty littlething . . ."

She bridled visibly, and thetip of her tail vibrated. "Niceman. . ."

"Moglet," | said.

"Moglet itis, then,” and he bent to tickle her just behind her ears. "And if you can tell her what |
would like her to do: stand, sit, lie down—you know—at the sametime as I'm drawing her, I'll teach you
to talk properly. How'sthat?'

| turned a somersault (easy with my humped back) and then had a sudden thought.
"Keep-it-a-secret?’

"Of course! Half thefun!™

Asit turned out, the fact that it took amost a month for our Rusty Knight to be anywhere near ready
to continue the journey was ablessing in disguise, for in those four weeks Brother Jude-the-Lessas he
was caled grew amazingly proficient a drawing cats, birds, toads and fish and my hands and feet (he
was ddlicate enough not to ask me to remove my mask once | had explained) and I—I found | could
speak human-talk. Not all at once, not every time, but day by day it grew easier to express mysdlf so that
others could understand. | suppose the mogt difficult wasthe radical switch from thought-picturesto
word-symbols to describe the same thing. Apart from the more primitive sounds that normally expressed
fear, pain, hate or desire, my animd friends usudly presented most of their thoughtsin visua gradations of
fur, feathers, scdes and so forth, in Sze and texture of touch, position of limbs and tall, attitude, flicker of
eyes and movement of whiskers, ears or mouth. Apart from that, when it was less amatter of immediate
communication than of thought, they sent vibrationsin the form of picturesinto ones mind, and | had
become adept at receiving messages from their various eye levels, even through the distortion that Pisky's
waterbound existence gave him.

At firg | thought the human way of expressing onesdf aclumsy and longwinded one, especidly as
people didn't dways say what they redly meant, but gradualy | became used toiit. | till sometimes got
the order of wordswrong, or missed out the, to me, unessential ones, but soon | found | could carry ona
reasonable conversation with Brother Jude (the Less). We were undisturbed at our lessons because |
would only creep back and forth by way of the side stair when the coast was clear, and at that timethe



monks were Stting down to bresk their daily fast before thefirst of the three evening prayer sessions.
Brother Jude, being alay brother, had amed in the middle of the day and a snack in the evening.

| still performed my daily tasks of taking Snowy out to graze—athough fresh grass was getting more
difficult to find—fetching water, helping clean out the stables and sweep the courtyard, and | paid my
daily vist to the Rusty Knight. By now the fever was gone, the gash on hisforehead had healed and he
was dl cleaned up and presentable. They had bandaged hisribs aswell and these, together with his
ragged breathing, appeared to be mending. He was often awake now when | went to visit him, but there
was ablank look in his eyes as though he were still dreaming and he obvioudy didn't recognize me, nor
could he yet answer coherently the questions Brother Infirmarar or his assistant put to him.

But oneday | had to face redlity.

That day he was awake when | paid my visit, and not only awake but sensible and he recognized me.

"Sit down," hesaid. "There, on that stool. No, bring it nearer. | don't want the whole world to hear
our conversation.”

We were chaperoned, but only by old Brother Timothy, who was deaf as ablue-eyed cat and spent
most of his days nodding away happily in acorner. Reluctantly | turned back to my inquisitor. Now that
he was better and cleaned up and tidy | saw him properly for thefirst time, and | am afraid | ignored his
first few words because | waslistening to the lilt of them rather than the meaning.

" ... remember it dl. The monks have told me how | was brought here, but why did you give them
the impression you were my servant?’

"l didn't: they just assumed it. They think | am dumb." Between thewords| was studying hisface.
Hishair curled as| remembered it, the colour dmost that dull red of hedgerow hips.

"How could you possibly be dumb, when | remember that torrent of words with which you
and—and your animas overwhelmed me? | do recal some animals?'

"Yes. They are my friends. We are travelling together.” He has abroad, high brow, | thought, and his
dark eyebrows are straight when he frowns and alovely curve when he doesn't—

"And where do you trave ?'

"To find the answersto our problems. . ." Heisvery pde till, and his cheeks hollow beneath the
bones. He hasavery firm chin—

Brother Timothy stirred from his stool and put afresh piece of peat on the brazier, nodding and
gmiling over a us.

Theknight lowered hisvoice. " Spesk softly, now . . . What problems have you?"

"Y ou see me: you caled me hobgaoblin, remember?' He had afirm mouth, too, under that curling
moustache, but it looked as though it would curve upwards and transform hisface if he smiled. "The
others are deformed too. We seek release from this bondage.”

"But surdly if you are deformed thereis no cure?"

"Not deformed by nature, by aspell.” His eyeswere brown like peaty water, yet clear and sparkling
too.

"A spel! Then—" The curtain at the end of the Infirmary opened and another of the brothers entered,
bearing a steaming bowl. "Quiet, now. I'll ask for you tomorrow, earlier maybe. Now, go!" | turned away
but his hand shot out and caught my wrist. "Do you really talk with your animals, asthe monks say? And
what isyour name?’

| nodded. "We do talk, and—and the only name | know is'Thing'. . ."
Suddenly he grinned: it made him look five years younger.
"Perhgpsyou aren't so daft after dll . . ."

| reported back to the others.



"We can go, then, now he's better?' said Corby.
"We could, | suppose,” | said dowly. "But | had hoped . . ."

"That hewouldjoin us," said Snowy softly. "I think—I think we should give him the choice. Y ou
would be better with an escort, my little wandering ones. Y ou will do well enough here for the time being

Thisleft me wondering how long the white horse would remain with usif the knight joined us. We il
had no firm destination, but that we were on the right path towards the owner of the pebbles | had no
doubt. Since the witch's death our pains and cramps had been better, and once we had headed in the
generd direction of the southwest they had eased even more. Pisky was ableto edt alittle more, Corby's
crippled wing siretched farther, Moglet's paw was | ess tender, Puddy complained less of headaches and
| was standing at least an inch more upright, with only a stab now and again, asif | were pulling at
dtitched lesther.

Out of, perhaps, agenerd feding of optimism and inner gratefulnessfor the knight'srecovery, |
offered to comb out the tanglesin Snowy'stail and mane. He was looking much deeker and fatter snce
we came to the Priory, and he seemed calmer and less sad, so | thought it would be niceif he had to
leave us sometime that he should do it looking tidy aswell. When | offered he seemed to be surprised,
and glanced round at histail asif expecting it to beimmaculate, then shook hishead ruefully.

"Y ou are reminding methat | have neglected mysdlf . . . If you please, youngling; | would deemita
favour." Hetended to talk like that, rather formally, but | supposed he had probably lived among courtly
people at onetime. A teasing thought about talking and speech touched my mind for amoment but was
gone before | could identify it, so | started on Snowy'stail: burrs, tangles, mud, nasty bitsand all. It took
therest of the evening, but by yawning-time it was deek, curled and oiled like even the best horsesin our
village had been—though they had been beribboned as well—for the feasts of Beltane or Lugnosa

"I'll do the rest tomorrow," | promised, as| blew out the lantern and settled to deep, my head on his
comforting flank, Moglet on my lap, Corby on hisbeam, Puddy and Pisky tucked up in their hay. My last
thought was of the morrow, and seeing my—our—Kknight again. . .

But when | findly reached the Infirmary it was to disgppointment. The knight was propped up in bed,
but the Prior was there on a courtesy visit with his chaplain, and | was only alowed to join dumbly in the
prayers before being dismissed. | did try to creep back later but Brother Matthew caught me and set me
to replaiting and lashing some frayed rope-ends, which was aboring task that took till supper, which |
always collected from the kitchen after six o'clock prayers. That evening, | remember, it was cold salt
pork and black bread and, for once, amug of de, which | found sour but warming. Because of the pork,
fatty from fingers, | had to go and rinse my hands at the well before starting on Snowy's mane with my
rather battered comb. | made him lie down and leant againgt hiswarm flank, pulling al the mane over to
my side. It had incredibly long, soft, silky hair and as | gradualy worked from withersto earsit began to
shinelikearippling curtain. | only had to cut out a couple of the really tangled bits, and he began to look
beautiful.

"Y ou should teke more care,” | said, as| reached hisears. "It wasashameto get it dl tangled like
that. Now, just your forelock—What'sthat?' For as| lifted the hair from hisforehead my hand touched a
knobbled lump in the centre and he started violently away, rising to his knees and giving alittle whinny of
pain. | patted his neck. "Poor old fellow! Did someone give you abad knock, then? I'll be gentle, |
promise. . ." But he pulled hishead away. "Comeon," | urged. "It won't hurt, | swear, and you look
S0—s0 beautiful now, amogt like afaery horse—"

Snowy roseto hisfeet, and dl a once he seemed to grow twice aslarge, and his hide shonelike
slver intheflickering lamplight.
"Oh wise young maid, wisefor al your tattered clothes and crouched back—you have discovered

what all others could not see. . ." He tossed back his forelock and stamped dainty cloven hooves on the
Straw. "See, maid; see, O wandering ones! See, and marve, for thisis probably the only time you will



witness such again!™

| stared at the jagged coil of gold on hisforehead, curled like ashell and rising perhaps an inch from
the bone.

"Trottersand swill!" | breathed, my reverencein direct contrast to the words. "A unicorn!”

At these words the others, hitherto in disarray because of our jumping up and down, crept closer and
gazed up a Snowy.

"A unicorn!" breathed Moglet. "Magic!"

"Should have known," muttered Corby. "Evening, Y our Gracefulness. . ."

"A unicorn without ahorn,” mused Puddy. "Unusud . . . Cloven hooves: obvious when you think
about it."

"Want-to-see, want-to-look; can't see athing down here. Want-to-see, want-to-look!" So | lifted
Pisky'sbowl to alevel with Snowy'shead. "Hmm . . . My grandfather's cousin mentioned unicorns, but |
don't see much more than awhite horse here.. . "

"Andthat isal | amnow," said Snowy quietly. "My precious horn is gone by the sorcery of a
witch—your Migtress, little maid. Y ou tell me sheis dead and so there is no hope for me but to travel
back to my once-kin and try to end my days, my now mortd days, in peace.”

"But how?" | asked. "Why? And can't you grow another?"

"The how and thewhy | will tell you another time, perhaps. Sufficeit for now to tell you that the spdll
isunbreskable, asfar as| know. Once, adrop of dragon's blood, fregly given, could reverse the spell,
but there are no dragons any more that | know of. | had hoped . . ." He hesitated.

"Yes?' | encouraged.

"| thought maybe awise man, amagician, could find asolution. There was one such, The Ancient,
who lived the way wetravel. But he must be dead ahundred yearssince. . . Then, when | heard your
story, knew you had been cursed by the same witch, | had thought that some way we were bound
together, might even find the answers—"

"Yes!" | dmogt shouted. "I am sure now there is someone, something that can help usal. Maybe not
the immediate answer right away, but at least an indication of our next move. . . Don't give up on us,
Snowy dear: we need you!

"Er . .. Should we cdl you something more formal now?"'

"Snowy will do,” and hisvoice was gentle. "My secret nameisnot for you, I'm afraid.”

"Well, Snowy then: where do your kin live?'

"Thelast | heard, they too were in the southwest, in the forests of the Old Land.”

"A double reason for coming our way! Please.. . ." For amoment the unicorn-without-a-horn laid his
cheek againgt mine.
"You are very convincing, littlemaid. Very well: 1 will stay with you al for aslong asyou need me. .

| redized afterwardsthat | should have been quicker to recognize our unicorn for something specid,
even if not for what he was, for of course there had been that question of words and language that had
been nagging me. | had become so used to only communicating with my friends, and they with me, that
we had dl forgotten that talk across different specieswas unusud; of course most birds could spesk with
one another, gull, owl or sparrow, but they did not communicate, except in the most superficid way, with
felines, reptiles and fish and the same gpplied to the others, and of course humanswere specid: it took a
long time to work out what they meant, even if you were one yoursdlf.

Wefive had amost evolved our own language and were so self-orientated that it had never occurred
to usto question how easy it had been to understand, and be understood by, the white horse. Of course,
coming across him in amoment of crisis had meant lessformality, but now that we had been formdly



introduced, asit were, | understood why we had dways felt so safe with him and why his mannersand
way of speaking sometimes sounded so ol d-fashioned: magic ones couldn't be expected to talk dang like
wedid.

* % %

Once again | waslooking forward to my meeting with the knight, for there was now lotsto tdl him,
but once again | was disappointed. For the second time it was other visitors, dumb attendance, lots of
prayer, but on the next day we had the Infirmary to ourselves and he once more indicated that | should
bring astool close in case someone came in unexpectedly.

"Now," he said purposefully. He was propped up againgt high pillows, had on aclean linen shift open
at the neck, and alittle bulge-ended cross rested on a chain around histhroat. "Now . . ." he began again,
perhaps unnerved by my intent gaze. His skin was ill pale but now there was afaint tinge of colour
under the high cheekbones and his moustache was jauntier, the ends not drooping towards the corners of
his mouth asit had before. No bandages now marred his head and a shaft of sun lit hisrusset curls.

"What areyou staring at?' He glared at me.

"You," | sad. "Very gratifying. Rather like picking up astone and finding it an egg. Areyou feding
better?' | had been practisng my words, and they were coming out beautifully, though perhaps not
exactly as planned: sometimes the thoughts better unsaid were coming out with the politenesses.

He had the sort of face that could scowl or smile, harden or become tender asif the expression had
never been used before—

"l want an explanation,” he said and folded hisarms. "Begin.”

"Where?'

"At the beginning of course, er . . . Thingummy jig."

| had anew name: | was ddlighted, and did not attempt to enlighten him.

"Right," | said. "Once upon atime there werefive of usliving withawitch . . ." It took sometimeto
tell it properly, but when | finished he was staring at me asif he could not believe hisears.

"Take off that mask, Thingumabob," he commanded.

| wriggled: another name! "No," | said.

"Oh—please, then?'

"No," | said again, and explained why.

He gazed at me broodingly. "Shame," hesaid a last. "Shame. . ."

"l don't mind," | said, which wasn't exactly the truth. "But | think | would rather have known al along
that | was ugly than have been surprised into it. Disconcerting, it was." That was agood word, and | said
it again to make sure it came out right a second time, and then explained to him how Brother Jude (the
L ess) had been teaching me to speak properly. He wasimpressed, | could tell, because he stroked his
moustache and under hishand | saw hislipstwitch alittle.

"And where do you go now?"

"To find the owner of the pebbles, of course: thisismine, see?' and | pulled up my jerkin.

"Put it away,” he said hurriedly, and went quite red. ™Y ou shouldn't—never mind."

"Y ou mean it'sa secret?'

"Very. Don't do that again.”

"But | just wanted to show—"

"All right! Enough . . . Just don't go—displaying—it like that again. Understand?’

| didn't, but | nodded wisdly. " Are you coming with us, then?"

"Withyou. ..?' Hewasplanly a aloss.

"Wdll, we came together, so we'd better leave the sameway, | suppose, or the monks will think it



rather funny.”
"Oh. Yes. Of course."

"But | didn't mean just the leaving bit, | meant about coming with usto find amagician fird. It's
obvious you are also under some spell or other too, with that rusty armour and broken sword—"

"Nonsense!" he shouted. Redlly shouted, so that | fell off the stool in surprise and ended up on the
floor. He glared at me again. "Nothing of the sort!"

The curtains at the end of the Infirmary parted and Brother Infirmarar camerushingin. "You caled,
Brother Knight, you called? Y ou are worse? Dearie, dearie me: too much excitement, | fear. Y our
servant must return to the stables, but before that we shall pray together, and then | will bleedyou . . ."

* % %

| reported back despondently to the others, but Snowy comforted me.

"Y ou did your best. Don't forget that we shdl be leaving together and he may well change hismind
onceweareontheroad. . ."

And so it was that, some five days later in the Moon of Frost, we seven were assembled at the gates
of the Priory. Snowy was|loaded with our gear and the knight's, the animasall in or on my wicker
carrier. Theknight and | were on foot. The Brothers came to wish us " God-speed,” and Brother Jude
(the Less) even gave me an affectionate hug, at which Brothers Matthew and Mark looked suitably
scandalized. We were provisioned for three days and | saw the knight hand over a suitable "donation” to
the Head Prior, for of course they would not charge for their charity to us. The size of the gift occasioned
much bowing of heads, folding of hands and the beginning of what looked like another prayer session,
but we didn't wait for the end because | nudged Snowy and we moved away, the knight following.

"Lookslike snow," said Corby, and ruffled hisfeathers against the cold.

The Gathering: One- Two-
Three- Four- Five- SIx- Seven

Crossroads

We had our first confrontation thet very evening.

We had walked due south from the Priory, because Snowy said there was a reasonable road some
couple of leagues away that was heading in the right direction. At first the knight strode ahead, scornful of
our dow pace, but after the third stop he made for us | could see he was il not as strong as he thought.
Heleant againgt atree, ostensibly being very patient and forbearing of our tardiness, but | could seethe
beads of sweat on hisforehead. Somehow | knew that his pridewasavery big thing in him, and if
necessary | should have to pretend sometimes to give him an excuse to indulge his weakness—

Another knight in another time, awoman feigning fatigue to hide his convaescent wound, an



uncomprehending child who could run forever—

| shook my head, and the vision faded.

"I'm sorry we're so dow,” | said. "But poor old Snowy isladen down and I've got much shorter legs
than you. It waskind of you to wait."

He shrugged. "Doesn't matter. But the days grow shorter: perhaps we should look for anight's
shelter soon.”

| snatched at his suggestion. " Snowy saysthereisaruined church some half-league away: most of the
walls are ganding and Puddy saysit will befine"

He scowled. "Which is Puddy, for God's sake? A toad! He says, the horse says. . . Never mind.
Lead on then, but it had better be there!™ and he gave Snowy agentle dap on the rump. | hoped he didn't
mind: | had forgotten to tell the knight he was magic.

The church had three walls I eft, but only ascrap of roofing, in the corner nearest where a desecrated
atar gill stood. The knight stood in the ruined nave and stared upwards to where atrefoil window,
framed in ill-green ivy, showed usthe last of areddening sun.

"Vandds" he muttered. "Barbarians.”

Again my mind gave asudden jump: soldiersin armour; horses, spears, swords, long hair, beards,
distant shouting; ahiding place—Gone.

"What isthereto eat?' demanded the knight, but did not wait for an answer, lifting his pack and my
baggage from Snowy's back. "How about afire, Thingummy, while | make thisfellow more comfortable.
.. and | crept to the roofed corner and Corby brought me sticks. The knight rubbed Snowy down with
awisp or two of dried grasses, then gave him ahandful of oats from the provisions sack. "Thereyou are,
old lad: there's fill grass between the stones, and a dew-pond over there.. . ."

We ate; cold lamb, rye bread and cheese, and shared aflagon of de. The empty jar would be useful
for water, in case we were away from asupply, so | packed it with our things: the knight had a proper
onein hispack, but just in case he decided—But | would not think about things like that.

Thefire burned brightly and we had no need of the lantern the Brothers had so thoughtfully provided.
"Thisiscosy," | said, throwing the rest of the crumbsto Corby and taking Moglet on my lap, where
she continued to clean lamb-fat from her whiskers. "'Find something to eat, Puddy?"

Histhroat moved up and down towards the roof of his mouth, which was atoad'sway of toothless
chewing. "Would you believe gnats? It's sheltered here: fine tomorrow, too."

| trandated the last bit to the knight, and added that Snowy had said we were free from danger for
thetimebeing.

"I don't believe dl that falderd about speaking with animads," said the knight, crosdy. "None of you
said aword just then: nobody even moved. | think you are just making it al up.”

Petiently | explained about thought-messages, about the niceties of body-communication, but
obvioudy my words were not enough.

"Proveit! Makethemdothings. . ."

"They'renot performing animald™

"l never said they werel" He was getting crosser by the minute: then he sighed and shook his head.
"Sorry, Thingummybob—Y ou must have some other name than that?*

| looked at the fire, and shrugged. "I've known no other, ever since | can remember.” | didn't want to
add that it wasjust "Thing," because | rather liked the way he added bitslike "ummy" and "ummybob" at
the end: it made it more persond between him and me. And nice.

There was anudge on my chest. "'If he wants some sort of proof,” sghed Moglet plaintively, "1 don't
mind chasing my tail, or something likethat . . ."

"Count mein," said Corby and Puddy and Pisky, one after the other, for | had been thinking to them



what the knight had been saying, even while we were talking, and that hadn't been easy.

"All right, Sir Knight," | said. "My friends have volunteered to prove that we do communicate. Firs,
heres Pisky. Y ou remember | told you about the pebbles we were burdened with? Well, hisisin his
mouth so he can't egt properly. See?' And | held up his bowl.

The knight peered closdly. "Won't it come out? No, you did say you'd tried. Poor fish: hewon't get
much bigger if he doesn't eat. Still, he's ahandsome fellow, though, and with abit more weight to him
would be ared beauty. Very imposing fins. . ."

"Shall | ask him to wave them for you? First one, then the other and then histail ?* | took his silence
for answer and rdlayed my request to Pisky, who performed histrick dowly and gracefully, ending with
two extralarge bubbles. "Thanks" | said. "Now, Puddy dear, forward. | shall ask him to turn around
three times and then croak," | added to the knight. Puddy rather ponderoudy executed this, and | tickled
him under his chin. "Puddy's pebble gives him headaches," | added. "It'sin his forehead, asyou can see.
But we have dl felt somewhat better since we started out on our quest. Now, Moglet: her pebbleisin
her pawv—show him, darling—and she can't put much weight onit, but | will ask her to walk backwards
three steps and then sit down. Will that do?" | glanced at the knight: his eyebrows were up somewhere
near hishairline.

"My turn," said Corby, asMoglet returned to my lap. "I'll do the mating-danceif you like."

"Corby's pebbleisin hiswing,” | explained, asthe crow creaked hisway through hisritua, ending
with a couple of beak-scrapes on the knight's right boot. " That's his burden: he can't fly any more.”

By now our audience was goggling. "All right," he said dowly. "I believe you have some hold over
these creatures. But how do | know thisisn't just something you've taught them, that they wouldn't do the
same each time?’

| Sghed: heredly was asceptic. "Well, then,” | said. "How about you deciding what you want
Snowy to do—if you don't mind, dear one? He's aunicorn, by the way, so he understands all speech,
evenyours. S0, just ask him yoursdlf what you want him to do.”

"Unicorns, punycorns,” said the knight. "Oh well, whereésthe harm? Here, horse: go over to the west
window and find me that piece of wood that's lying undernesth and bring it over herefor thefire..." He
obvioudy thought the whole thing was ajoke, but his expression when Snowy laid thewood at hisfeet
wasastudy. "All right,” hesaid at last. "If you're aunicorn, where's your horn?”

Snowy tossed his head, exposing the golden stump.

"Dont touchit, please," | warned. "It ill hurtshim . . ."

Then the knight did a strange thing: he got to his feet and bowed to the white horse. Taking his
broken sword from his pack, he offered it to Snowy, hilt first. "May my sword, broken or whole, never
harm thee or thy kind, O Wondrous One. | offer you my friendship, my respect, my trust . . ."

Snowy bowed hishead in return. "Peace, friend,” he said. "If | could mend your sword, Knight, |
would, but the spell under which you lieis stronger than I, no longer aunicorn, can bresk.”

| started to trandate to the knight, but saw he had understood the gist of Snowy's message.

"What spell?" | asked him.

He frowned and shook his head. (I wished he wouldn't frown so much: he would soon grow two little
lines between hiseyesif hewent on likethat.)

"No spdll. Misfortune, perhaps. Nothing dse. . . Timefor bed.”

But that night, and for awhile afterwards, he talked in his deep. During the next few days we made
fair progress, thanksto clear days and cloudy nights, which made the weather unseasonably warm. Our
Rusty Knight had obvioudy taken to heart our burdened plight, for he no longer strode ahead but suited
his pace to ours and we made at |east three leagues aday. He had money, apurse of silver coins, sowe
were never without food and severd times sheltered in villages at night instead of the open. At those
times| persuaded him | was happier in the stables with my friends, and everyone accepted me without



guestion as his servant.

In this fashion we made fifty milesor so and it was near The Turn of the Y ear when we had another
confrontation. Somehow, during dl those milestogether | had persuaded mysdlf that we would continue
to travel together, al seven of us, until we found someone to show us how to get rid of our burdens and
spdlls, so | was utterly unprepared when we came to the crossroads.

The road we had been following had been well used, judging by the ruts, whedl-tracks and potholes,
but on this particular day we came to another, much larger, going straight as a die north-south, and here
the knight stopped.

"Wel," hesaid. "It wasfun whileit lasted, but thisiswhere we part company.”

For amoment | did not understand. " Part company?' but even as| said thewords | redized what he
meant, and | felt asif someone had kicked me in the ssomach and then pulled out the stuffing.

"Y es. Part company. Our waysliein different directions henceforward." He tugged at his moustache.
"I never said | would go dl the way with you. Besides, | think your expedition isawaste of time. Y ou're
obvioudy hoping some miracle-man, like the fabled Arthur's Merlin, isSitting waiting for you, just longing
to wave his magic wand and solve dl your troubles.” He snorted. "Me, | have more commonplace idedls.
I'm going south to the nearest port to cross back to the Frankish lands, where | can easily find work asa
mercenary. A few spots of rust on my mail mean nothing: | can afford more armour anytime | choose,
and asfor swords—"

"A few spotsof rust!” | exploded, raging againgt his departure. "A few spots! Why, you are covered
with it from shoulder to thigh like—like a beech-hedge! And any other armour you buy will be covered
the sameway in five minutesflat! Y ou can't just get rid of awitch's curse by—by snapping your
fingers—" | stopped.

"And how," he said, hisvoice nasty, and the scowl more ferocious than ever, "just how do you know
about curses and spells and things? And your answer had better be good, or shall | believeyou arein
league with the Powers of Darkness yoursglf!"

| backed away. "You taked inyour deep . . ."

He flushed angrily. "And who says you should eavesdrop on aman in hismost private moments?
Besides, ‘twas but dream, no foundetion in fact—"

"Weal heard you," | interrupted. "No help for it. Y ou were shouting. All about awitch and a
spurning, and the curses she laid upon you because of it. The rusty armour and the bit about asking the
hand in marriage of the ugliest creeture in the land. And how it was your father's sword, and—"

"I've heard enough!™ he shouted, very red in the face now. "It'sall apack of lies, thelot of it, and |
won' stay to listen to aword more on the subject. Goodbye!" And he snatched his pack from Snowy's
back and flung it over his shoulder, before setting off at a determined pace southwards, towards where
the smoke of afair-sized village showed on the horizon.

| ran after him down the road, not thinking, just not wanting to lose him, hoppity-skip-jump down the
rutted way till | fell flat on my face, out of bresth and crying. With thelast of my strength | yelled out:
"And after we saved your lifel And learnt toloveyou . . ." That last bit hadn't meant to come out &t dll,
and | lay where | was and the rebellious tears seeped through my mask and dripped onto the road,
where they dried in an instant on the hard-baked clay.

A moment |ater there was a snuffle and Snowy nudged my shoulder. "Don't worry, dear one: | am
sure he will think better of it . . ."

"Hewon't!" | howled. "He'sapig, and an ungrateful wretch into the bargain!™

Moglet sat on my back and teased a my hair with her claws, but gently. "Come on, Thing dear, we
loveyou..."

"And will go onwith you whatever happens,” added Corby.
"Of course. Goeswithout saying," said Puddy, from the now lopsided basket on Snowy's back.



"My great-great cousin twice removed said constancy was gresatly to be admired,” declared Pisky.
"Don't make sdt-drops, Thing dear: my very condtitution shrinks from the thought of salt-drops. .. And
can you come and straighten me up? | don't want to lose my snails.”

| laughed through my tears. "Desr friends,” | said, "you areidiots, and | love you! Who cares about
Rusty Knights, anyway?' And we camped just across the road and | made an extra effort to givethem a
very specid midday medl, even scrabbling under leavesto find insects Puddy could share with Pisky and
letting Moglet and Corby have one of the pig's feet we had bought the day before. | drank the last of the
goat's milk and even doled out alittle fresh cheese to the others. By now it was darkening, and | gave
Snowy an gpple.

"Shdl wemoveon abit?"

He scrunched contentedly. "We can camp for the night right here. The night will be fine and we can
build afirewithout fear of passers-by: the road isempty of strangers.”

| did not redlly care for the thought of anight in so exposed a position, even with the lattice-shelter of
bare trees, but he had never been wrong, so | moved a bit further into the woods and soon had afine
blaze crackling up through the trees and spread my cloak among the falen leaves, ready to dig ashalow
pitif it grew too cold.

Perhaps because | was alittle lonely, in spite of the nearness of my friends, perhaps because,
athough safe, | felt far from home, wherever that was, perhaps just because, | took off my mask and
sang asmall song, alondly sort of song that came into my head from nowhere and ran down to my lips
and tongue. | sat gazing into the fire, seeing ruined castles, great pits of flame, towering mountains and
endlessforest, and | sang the song of the traveller far from home. It had no words, just arisng and faling
tune that could have rocked a babe to deep, but in my mind'seyel wasin agreen and pleasant land;
rolling meadows, gentle hills, smoke risng from alittle cottage set in the angle between seaand down. In
that home there were children, awoman waiting for—

| broke off suddenly as my tune was echoed by avoice from the road. Springing to my feet, my hand
snatched at my dagger, but Snowy murmured " Steady, now!" and through the trees came the Rusty
Knight.

Over hisshoulder, besides his pack, was dung asack of provisions, and these he dung to the

ground, before remarking: "Trying to set the forest on fire? | could see your blaze for miles. .. Well,
now: how arewe al?Had something to eat? If not, I've got—"

"Y ou've come back?' | interrupted, scarce believing, till poised dagger in hand.

"Wl ... Had athink about it, after | left you. Thought of what my mother might have said if she had
known | wasleaving you parcd of slliesto go forward on your own; thought about my duties as aknight
to protect those weaker than myself; thought about my Christian conscience, too. Came to the conclusion
| might aswell see you to wherever you're going, before | set off on my own travelsagain. So, herel am
agan, for thetime being at least—Whatever's the matter, Thingy?"

For | had legpt across the fire to embrace him in my enthusiasm, remembered in mid-legp | was till
carrying my dagger but not wearing my mask, leapt straight back again to rectify both errors, and then
jumped to his side once more, only to find that the idea of hugging him wasridiculous, S0 just stood there,
feding foolish.

"Welcome back," | said inadequately. "I say: how did you know my song?'

"Your song? | first heard that sung in some court or other abroad oh, years ago. It'sa Frankish tune;
| was going to ask you where you knew it from . . . I've forgotten most of the words, but it is something
about alady waiting in vain for her lover to come back from the wars. | remember the air, though: very
pretty."

| couldn't tell him how | knew it, because | didn't know, but there were more important thingsto
think about than a sad tune that teased at memory. He was back, he was coming with us, and the others
shuffled closer, Moglet even going so far asto twine round his ankles. He bent to stroke her.



"They dl say they're glad to see you back,” | said. | didn't interpret exactly: would he have been as
happy with Corby's"WEell, | suppose he's better than nothing: at least he has silver for food,” and
Puddy's "Tdl him not to shout dl thetime: gives me aheadachée'?

"Have you eaten, Rust—er, Sir Knight?' | asked.

He glanced & me quizzicdly. "If we are to become fellow-adventurers 'tisas well for you to know
my name, and wherel comefrom.. ."

His name was Connor Cieran O'Conndll of Hirland, and he was the younger son of achief. When his
father died, aswasthe custom, his lands and bel ongings had been divided equally among hiskinsmen,
and to Connor'slot had fallen abag of gold and hisfather's sword, so, landless, he had set off to seek his
fortune. He had travelled agresat dedl and had earned his knighthood in the Frankish lands, for some
"trifling service" ashe put it, to aDuke. Earlier thisyear he had travelled back to hishomeland, found his
brother dead, his mother remarried and an unwelcoming cousin the new chief. So he had decided to
make his way back to the Duke's court and seek employment in the endless wars that part of the world
produced.

"A man'slife)" hesaid, and scowled at me. "Still, there may have been something in what you were
saying about swords and rust and—and spells and things. I'll tell you someday. Buit for the present we
won't mention it again. Right?"

| nodded. "Dont worry," | said. "'l know it will turn out dl right; | fed it in my heart, Sir Connor.”

He smiled then, and hissmilewasdl | had known it would be.

"l wish | had your faith, little Thingummy, though | think it depends more on hope than experience.
And never mind the'Sir": cal me Conn.”

"Yes—Conn," | said shyly.

He glanced around at usdl, his eyes sparkling, and pushed up the edges of his moustache with his
finger. "A crippled cat, a creaky crow, atorpid toad, a miserable minnow, an unhorned unicorn and you
and me, Thingy: did you ever see amore unlikely combination for high adventure? Twould make the
angdsthemsaveslaughfittoweep . ..

"Come, my friends: supper and bed, before | change my mind and regret the very day you rescued
m"

But hewassmilingagain. . .

The Gathering

The Turning-point

It may have been the sunlight that awoke him, low enough now at midday on the shortest day to shine
momentarily on the neglected hegp of pebbles; it may have been his dreams, too intolerable to be longer
endured, concerned as they were with happier times, the search for his treasure—whatever it was, the



dragon jerked in his deep, coughed like one strangling, and opened his eyesto Sare out over the
snow-shrouded hills beyond his cave. He blinked once, twice, the narrow dits of pupil narrowing il
further, then their gaze shifted to the piled stones before him, and a great sigh moved the scaly flanks that
hung, mere skin upon bone now, behind the sharpened shoulders.

The sun prismed anicicle that hung from the mouth of the cave, and asingle drip of water plopped
onto the rock beneath. The dragon considered this for amoment, then hisforked tongue flickered out of
his mouth and he hissed. It took along timefor him to uncoil siff jointsand rise, and the sunlight had
shifted away from the mouth of the cave by the time he reached it. Stretching up, hisyellow fangs
snapped off theicicle at its base and then scrunched the ice between histeeth, swallowing the pieces
before they melted so that they rattled and chinked on their way down to his ssomach.

He burped uneasily, then suddenly sniffed the air like a surprised hound that scents hare when he
least expectsit. For amoment hiswhole body tensed, straining after the eusive hint of something dien,
then his brow wrinkled and he shook his head asif to clear it. Again he sniffed the clean, cold air, but the
trail had gone stale, cold.

He went back and lay down again, thistime not even glancing at his pebbles, but now his deep was
lighter, uneasier, and once or twice he rumbled and frowned and raised his head, as though the thing he
thought he might have sensed had | eft the faintest trace of itself behind, to tease at the edge of
consciousness with the merest shadow of hope. . .

* * %

Ki-yathe buzzard moved cramped pinions, one eye on the weather outside, the other warily
watching the now deeping dragon. He had sought shelter two days since during the blizzard, and had
perched on the pinnacle of rock just indgde the cave-mouth, stomach empty, onetail feather damaged.
Now that feather, groomed, smoothed, oiled, would carry him on afavourable wind, but he would have
to take care. A week ago he had strayed from his home territory, abold yearling mae, and the great
southwesterly had caught him foraging on the edge of the moor. A more experienced bird would have
sought shelter but he had thought, with his young defiance, that he was strong enough to ride out the
storm, to dip the winds under hiswings and rise above the worst of it, but the e ements had decided to
teach him alesson and had lifted him high, high on athermal, then tipped him sideways across the mouth
of the Great Western River and flung him helter-skelter to the teeth of the Black Hills, where he had spun
crazily from one down-draught to an up and vice-versa, until the wind had veered in anight, and dawn
had found him disorientated and dispossessed on the ledge of the dragon'slair.

At firgt, with the northering wind fetching a blizzard, he had not noticed that the inner side of the cave
was occupied, and when he had it seemed the heap of bones and scales was merely that: Now it was
different: nest-tales had included Dragons, Fire-drakes and Wyrmes, but thiswas hisfirst encounter with
one. Hewas not even sure this was a dragon: parent tales had described him as such, but with firein his
belly and flying, higher and faster than even his own kin. But thisthing looked near dead and itsfireswere
out: still, agood enough tale to carry to The Ancient, if he were not off on histravels again. Fair exchange
for adecent dinner . . . His ssomach contracted and he spread hiswings.

* * %

Fiveor so dayslater, living by rick and midden, tolerably full but defeated from straight flight by
adversewinds, he followed atrail of footprints through the new snow some quarter mile below. Thetrall
wound over the downsfor hdf-aleague, going in hisdirection, and lazily helet it lead him, switching off
the nagging pull and ignoring the pre-set markersfor awhile, till he saw the footprints halt in ahuddle of
creatures amile or so from avillage. Coasting down, for now he could fed afavourable veer inthewind
was imminent and see the build-up of high, scattered cloud to the west, which would mean agood six
hours clear flight, he dighted slently in atal pine somefifty yardsfrom the party. Two humans, aunicorn
if hisguesswasright, but in asorry, hornless sate, acrow, a. . . cat? something that looked amphibianin
abasket and abowl with atiddler init. The smaler human was holding the bowl and breathing oniit to
melt the thin coating of ice.



The crow glanced up. " Greetings, brother!" He had a crippled wing.

"Greetings. may thewind lift your wings and smooth your passing, your eyes never grow dim, nor
your beak or talonsless sharp.” It was the standard predator's greeting. "Whither away?'

"Southwest, to seek a sorcerer they say ill livesthere.”
"All of you?'

"All of us"

"A ques?'

"Something of thesort . . ."

"Travel wdl, brother: | shall be there before you," and he coasted up until he felt the familiar tickle of
wind dide round to hug his body and then he spread the fingers of hiswingsto grasp a theair, joyingin
the buoyancy, the waves that met and passed him, the crests that he rode as easily asagull on the
estuary.

He screamed hisname: "Ki-yal Ki-yal" that al should know him. Here was another tit-bit of news:
he should reach the old man in a couple of days. He screamed again.

But they would have alonger journey . . .

The Gathering

Hedged by Magic
It was along, hard journey and along, hard winter.

At theturning of the year | had thought we were over the worst of it, but with the lightening of the
days came a darkening of the weather. The Moon of Snows lived up to her name and by Inbolc, or
Candlemas as Conn cdlled it—amuch prettier name—we were till up to our earsin the white Stuff.
Wel, nearly. Well, Moglet was, and in the drifts Snowy wasin to his belly. Twice we were forced to
make long detours, once for unseasonable floods, and for two weeks we were holed up in one village,
snow to the lintels. Conn's money ran low and mine was finished and by the Moon of Waters we were
cold, hungry, tattered and snappy with each other. Puddy and Pisky fared better than the rest of us
because they went into half-hibernation, stirring only on warm days and requiring little or nothing to est.
Corby and Moglet were reasonably sheltered and not unfed but Conn, Snowy and | fared worse. Conn,
despite hislong legs, found the going hard and his mail, which hewore al the time now to lighten Snowy's
load, heavy and cumbersome, and he il did not have my belief in journey's end and the magician to
lessen hisburdens. Snowy, for dl he was aunicorn, abeit no longer magic, could still feel hunger, cold,
the weight of his burdens, and the frost struck cruelly at the poor, tender ssump of hishorn. And 1?1 felt |
was colder, tireder, hungrier than dl of them put together, and even the binding of my feet with rags, the
wrapping of sacking around my shoulders and chest and Conn's purchase of asquirrd-fur hood did little
to keep out the shiversthat chattered my teeth and rattled my bones.



We dmost quarrelled and parted company more than once, but now it was Snowy that kept us
together. Asthe weather gradually changed for the better he declared he could smell spring on the softer
winds from the south, and broke into atrot now and again, snuffling the breeze and discovering the new,
tender mosses and thin divers of fresh grass revealed by the thaw to persuade us. We crossed the downs
and cameto the high moors, and the lagt, hitter fling of awinter whose reign was nearly over. Below us
to our |eft lay agrey-green expanse that Conn said was the sea, but al we were concerned with was
struggling through bog, dough, bitter thicket and twisted, stunted wood. One night we spent crouched in
the lee of some towered stones on the flank of the moor and even Snowy stamped his hooves and
looked uneasy, and | dreamt of our Mistress and woke screaming till Conn clapped one hand over my
mouth and with the other stroked my back until I calmed.

Then, suddenly, things changed.

We came off the moor after five days, dipping and diding down a steep combeto avaley, and it
was asif the Moon of Birth had arrived three weeks early and spent her first few daysdl out, day and
night, to persuade us our sense of timing was al a-kilter and surprise us with her husbandry. On either
side of the narrow track that led deep between bank and wood, bracken was uncoiling in shy green
crooks, grass spiked in surprised clumps, colts-foot shocked with their bright heads, furred bramble
leaves were gently unfolding and everywhere birds sang. Rounding a corner to where a stream chattered
across stony hollows awillow was dready greeny-yelowing with dim leaves, bending to the water to
admireitsreflection, and downs-pastured lambs ran wag-tailed to their dams with dirty knees and black
faces asthey heard us approach. Somewhere high above usalark strove mightily with the heavens, and
other birds darted busily across our path, twigs, dead leaves, sheep'swool and dried grassin their beaks,
nest-building leaving them too busy to do anything but ignore our passing. A balmy breeze from the south
kissed usin greeting and Corby shook up al hisfeathers.

"Not bad," he said. "Not bad at al. Fedl likeadip in that puddie over there. Too much grease on
your feathers and you can't fluff 'emup at night .. ."

"Think I'll try awdk," said Moglet. "Sun'swarm. And adrink from the stream.”
Puddy emerged, looking rather saggy and crinkled. "May we stop? Definitely need somewater . . ."

Pisky swam to the top of hisbowl. "I fancy alittle dip, and perhaps a change of water. My
grandmother dwayssad. . ."

Conn and | watched them, and | kept an eye on Pisky in case the stream ran too strong, and re-filled
his bowl with fresh water and et it in the sunshine to warm.

"D'you know," said Conn, stretching upwardstill hisfingertips burnt red in the sunlight, "I think
they've theright idea. Mind if | wander off downstream and have adip? The winter's sweet is sicky on
my body like scum,”" and he ambled off down the road, whistling an experimental happiness.

| turned to Snowy. "A good idea: | could do with awash. How about you, dear one?"

"If you could set down the packsfor awhile. . ." | unloaded him and he pranced like ayearling to
the nearest patch of grass and rolled, histummy pink and his hooves tucked up closeto hisbody. |
wandered down till | found a pool then undressed, hesitating for adelightful moment of anticipation
before gasping into the water. It was freezing and exhilarating and glorious; putting on my old clothes
while was till damp was rather nasty, but | heard Conn returning and dared not shame him with my
ugly nekedness.

He came driding down the road, jerkin and mail over hisarm, hishair curled tight, dark red with the
water, and it gleaming in drops on his shoulders and running to the darker hairs on his chest, and asmile
on hisface ashe saw me. | fdt ajolt in my insides like someone had kicked me, but without the pain and
yet withit—

"Fish for dinner, Thingy dear!" and he held doft two slver trout. "And I'd never have caught them but
that the wash of my diveinto the water threw them up onto the bank, and they surrendered without a
fight . . . | had not realized how long your hair was; right down your back it isand black as Corby's



wing," and he flicked the damp fringe on my forehead as he passed and | was absurdly pleased, amost
as though he had told me | had turned pretty overnight, and | watched the muscles on his back and
shoulders as he broke up some dead branches for our fire, and longed to touch their hard knots. . . Then
laughed a my foolishness and went to gather up the others, fussing over them more than usua, stroking
and holding them.

Thefish were delicious and fed dl of us, one way and another, athough in truth they were but one
man's dinner, but | made oatcakes to go with them for Conn and myself, and we had the snow-fed
waters of the stream to wash them down. That night we found an old barn and dept warm and dry in the
last of the winter hay and woke early, for though none of ussaid so, | think we dl felt that the end of our
search was near. And as we walked that day it seemed that spring walked with us, or ran alittle ahead
and turned and beckoned so that we had no need to ask the way, and all our aches and pains were
smoothed away and we paced asif inadream. ..

And so we cameto the barrier.

"We can't get through there," said Conn, scratching his head. "Not without an axe or two," for our
way was blocked by atangle of briars and thorns well above man-height. "We shall haveto go round,”
and indeed the track we had been following branched off to the left and right as though there had never
been away through, though the barrier seemed to Stretch asfar asthe eye could see without a break.

"But that'stheway," | said, pointing ahead, as sure as eggs, though | could not have explained why.

"It can't be," said Conn. "Y ou must be wrong. There's nothing behind there, there can't be. . ."

"Thereis" | indgted. "I'm sure of it. Come on," and without thinking | walked forward straight
into—and through—the thorny mass, just asif it hadn't been there. Snowy followed by my side, the
others on his back, but when we found ourselves on the other side and | turned to look for Conn, | found
he had not followed us.

"Bother!" | said. "Conn?" Faintly, very faintly, | heard him cal back, asthough he were on the other
sde of ahouse, for the thorn hedge had closed behind us as though there had never been away through.
"| shall haveto go back for him," | said, and started forward, but thistime | merely scratiched my hands
and arms, for the thornswould not give way. | shook the branches franticaly, but try as| would they did
not shift, and al thetime I could hear Conn cdlling, cdling . . . Bursting into tears | tore and pulled at the
thicket till 1 was covered in scratches, but it was no good.

Rushing over to Snowy | clasped him round the neck. "Help me, dear one, help me!™

He breathed gently down my neck. "Thereis no way back, only forward. He can come to you, but
you cannot return to him. Y ou will have to use your mind, make him believe he can walk through, just as
wedid. .. Concentrate: call him to you."

"Cdl him?' But even as| questioned | knew what to do. Knedling down | heeled my pams over my
eyestill dl was blackness and dug my fingersinto my earstill al was silence and thought hard of Conn,
conjuring him up in my mind from feet to crown of head and then walking towards him in my mind, back
through the hedge, till | stood again by his sde and held out my hand.

"Come," | said. "Comewith me. Don't be afraid . . ."

But helooked at me asthough | were someone different.

"I cannot go through there: it issolid. Must befive or six feet thick."

"It'snot there," | said. "Not there. It'sanilluson . . . Close your eyes, take my hand, and believe!l”
And | took his hand and led him through theway | had come.

"What on earth—Areyou dl right, Thingy?"

| opened my eyes and they hurt with sunlight and | took my fingers from my ears and they rang, and
there was Conn coming across the grass towards us. | sumbled to my feet and hobbled towards him.

"I'mfine. .. Youdl right?'



"Think 0. . . Extraordinary thing: one moment | thought 1'd lost you al, and then therewasthis
gap—What isthis place?'

Wewere standing in aglade, full of sun and sound and smell. To our left was the hedge we had come
through, but already it seemed some distance away, and between it and us there were trees, some
blossoming, someinfull leaf, otherswith the tints of autumn and bearing scarlet and yellow fruit. Before
usameadow, full of daisies and buttercups and clover and blue, white and ydlow butterflies. Beyond
that waswhat | thought might be the sea, now sparkling and blue, with little white lines dancing towards
the shore. To theright were more trees, awood of conifer, al greensfrom black to yellow. Squirrelsran
up and down the trunks and aong the branches, nutsin their mouths, and tall fernsrustled as deer came
out from the shadows and sniffed the air and gazed at us, their furred ears swinging back and forth, their
tallswagging. Behind usalittle spring gushed out of the rock and ran away, disappearing into a shallow
pool. And by the spring was acave, and at the mouth of the cave lines of stratawhere martlet and martin
bubbled and chattered. And | could hear the sea and the trees and the birds and the bees and thewind in
the grass and smdll pine and ripe apples and clover and—

And on arock-seat in front of the cave, apparently adeep, sat the largest owl | had ever seen.
"Itsanilluson,” | said, but | wasn't quite sure.
"Not al of it," said Conn, plucking and scrunching arosy agpple from anearby tree.

Snowy was cropping the short, sweet grass and, reassured, | lifted down Puddy, who made for the
stones by the pond; next | put Moglet down, and she was off batting at butterfliesin ablink, but never
quite catching them. | carried Pisky over to the pond and submerged hiscrock. "There," | said. "1 think
itsdl right . .." Corby had not waited: turning over apile of leaves he had found some grubs, or what
looked like grubs.

"Have an apple,” said Conn, aready on his second, but | shook my head. At my feet the runners of a
srawberry were thick with tiny pointed, scarlet fruit which burst in my mouth in an explosion of ddight.

But thingswere just not right: they looked asthey should, fdlt asthey should, tasted and sounded as
they should, but wherein the world would you find a place that held al seasons as one? The promise of
spring blossom, the warmth of summer sunshine, the fulfilment of autumn's gpples, the consolation of
winter'sconifers. . . But it didn't fed bad, not asthough it were an enchantment to thrall usinto evil: there
must be an explanation.

| looked around me again for some sort of clue to these contradictions. My friends seemed to find
nothing strange in the situation: they were peaceful and happy enough for the moment. | supposed | was
meant to be too, but somehow | felt annoyed with whatever-it-was for presuming | could be so easily
lulled into compliant acceptance of the situation. For something to do | picked and ate another
srawberry, appreciating itstart sweetness, the gritting of pipsin my mouth. One got stuck between my
teeth, and | nudged it loose with my tongue; if anything were designed to convince onethat life was
normal apip between one'steeth wasthething . . .

| felt atickly feding between my shoulder blades and whirled round: the owl was shutting his eyes
agan.

"All right,” | sad. "Explain!”

But the bird remained silent, eyesfirmly shut, feathersfluffed, just aswe had first seen him. | was sure
now that | wasright so | marched up to where he was sitting in the bright sunshine on that throne-like
chair, and addressed him again. "I know you'refoxing,” | told him. "Tawnysdon't St out like that in the
sunshine a midday. And al therest of this" | waved my hand, "isjust too perfect. So, bird, tell me what
al thisisabout or I'll—I'll bresk your blasted neck!"

Therewas alittle slence. The others|eft off egting or playing and came up behind me, Pisky
swimming up the stream to where the spring gushed out, Corby wiping his feathers with his beak, Puddy
damp, Moglet with pollen on her flanks, Conn with an applecorein his hand, Snowy smdling of new
grass.



The owl opened one eye. "Just try it, that'sal: just try it!"

He closed the eye again. He had spoken so Conn and | could understand, man-speech, but even as|
registered this| redlized he had dso answered so the others could understand aswell, the different
sounds and attitudes echoing one behind the other with the fraction of a second between so that only |,
and most probably Snowy, would know thiswas some kind of magic. | shook my head: only oneway to
ded with this. I did the same thing, talked so they could al understand, but whereas the owl had talked to
eachintheir individual speech, | just used human speech and the specid language my friends used. It was
dill liketrying to do five thingsat once.

"I will, don't think | won't! We haven't travelled al thisway to find amagician, awise man, just to be
put off by apples and strawberries and—and things! Now then, | know thisisthe right place, so please
tell uswhere we may find your master?'

The owl opened hiseyes again, and now they were full open, considering. "What business have you
with The Ancient?"

"That'soursto say, to him. Tell your master we are here!” | sounded bold, but insde | was shaking.
For thelast few minutes—hours?—since we had arrived, ever since we had come across the thorny
hedgein fact, | had seemed to assume charge, and now | redlized how that was entirely against my
nature; with Conn and Snowy so much better qualified than I, the strain began to tell. So | repeated what
| had just said, but my voice was uncertain, to my earsanyway. "Tel himwerehere. . ."

The owl shifted on his perch. "Y ouretoo late."
"Too late?'
"Too-hoo late. By about two-hoo hundred years. . ."

"What do you mean?' But even as| spoke | could fed the frustration, the despair of having walked
so many, many milesfor nothing, and my stomach contracted asit used to when we were with the witch,
and it seemed the others were similarly affected, for | heard a curse from Corby, awail from Moglet and
sympathetic noises from the others, echoing my distress.

"Do you mean, by dl the saints, that we've come dl thisway for nothing?' began Conn angrily, and it
was only Snowy who said nothing, hislarge, dark eyes switching from meto the owl and back again.
Somehow this gave me confidence, and | looked hard &t the fluffy bird again. There was something
cloudy, undefined about the areabehind him, something not quiteright . . .

"Y ou say your master died—er, two hundred years ago? Can you provethis?' | spoke carefully,
politely.

"Why, of course! Comethisway," and he waved an inviting wing.

Conn had learnt enough about my friends by now to go back for Pisky's bowl without being asked,
and we dl followed the owl as heflew into the cave. Inddeit waslight, dry and airy, about twenty feet
long by ten or twelve wide; torches burned quietly in sconces and there was no need for the owl to
indicate arecess in the right-hand corner, for we could not have missed it.

Behind akind of crystal curtain hung a suit of clothes, enclosing askeleton. The clothes were ornate,
jewe-encrusted, richly embroidered; the skeleton was—a skeleton, with afew wisps of greying hair il
adhering to the skull. Though there can have been no wind behind that curtain, yet the whole thing
swayed, very gently, back and forth.

The owl waved hiswing again. "There you see the morta remains of my dearly beloved master,
trapped into aliving death by atreacherous maiden,” heintoned. "Here he wasted away, imprisoned by
the webs you see fastening hislegs and arms, enchanted by the power of awoman's wiles. For weeks he
endured, railing againgt hisfate, but at last he succumbed . . ." The owl wiped hiseye, visbly affected.
"With hislast bresth he forgave the errant maid who endaved him, and now hisremains are areminder to
mortal man that even the greatest may not be proof against female pulchritude and greed . . ."

It might have been a servant showing unexpected guests around a castle in the owner's absence, and



| didn't believe aword of it. Conn, on our travels, had sometimes beguiled us with folk tales and legends,
and among the latter | remembered various episodesin thelife of one Artorius, a Romano-Saxon king of
Wessex and hismagician friend Myrddin of Cymri—but even Conn sometimes mixed these taleswith
others about an Arthur Pendragon of the Old Lands and a shaman of Scotia caled Merlon—and
athough al these tales bore some smilarity and indeed did have a treacherous maiden in them,
sometimes it was the king who fell foul of her and other times the magician, so this hotch-potch of the
owl'swas obvioudy meant to beguile the superdtitious into connecting avery-present enchantment with
something that happened, or might have happened, two hundred years ago, and was obvioudy intended
to deter us from further inquiries, pack oursalves up and go away.

But I had no intention of going away; here we were and here we stayed until we got some of theright
answers, at least. | would haveto be careful, though, and play it just right.

"Thank you, O Guardian of the late-lamented One," | said, bowing to the owl. "May we how go
back outsde? | find this sad atmosphere somewhat oppressive, and | am sure my companions do aso,"
and | rushed back into the open, hoping for aglimpse of that shadowy something | thought | had
detected behind the owl. Nothing. Still . . .

"What the hell are you doing?' queried Conn, but | turned my back to the cave and gave him abig
wink.

"Trustme. . ." | turned to the owl, back once more on his perch on the stone. "May | question you a
little further before we gather up our belongings and take our leave of thisfair place?’

"But of course" said the owl, fluffing up hisfeathers and mallified, no doubt, by my obsequioustone.
"Pray proceed.”

"Y our master (rest his soul) has been dead—or in this state in which we found him—for two hundred
years, you said?'

"Alasyes, dmogt to the day. And many the pilgrims, like yoursalves, who have passed thisway to
marvel andtomourn . . ."

"Alack-a-day," | said, and bowed my head. "It istheworld'sloss. . . Men say he could have been
the greatest sorcerer and magician since the world began—"

"The greatest,” asserted the owl, nodding his head wisdly. "Indubitably.”
"Yet | quesionthis" | sad. "Tdl me—"

"Quedtion it?' said the owl in adifferent voice. | looked again: yes, | was not mistaken. Therewasa
sort of greyish, wavery background to the bird.

"Yes," | hurried on, for | was amost sure now: "for | have heard of other such who gave counsel and
comfort to the great ones of the land who were accounted |ess great than this Ancient One we cameto
seek, and then lived their dlotted span and passed away amid scenes of universal grief: they did not
succumb to morta wiles, they—"

"My master was grester far than these—these minor tricksters you speak of," said the owl, and he
was definitely becoming more ruffled. "My master is—was—the greatest sorcerer the world has ever
seen! Master of the Art of 1llusion, Traveler in Time, Licentiate of Language, Far-Seer . . . Why, hewas
aman so great that the kings of the world came to him on bended knee asking him to solve their
problems, work out their battle strategy, choose their companions, and would not rest until he had seen
them and given them the benefit of hisexperience. It'snot my fault if they didn't listen . . ."

| pretended not to hear thislast. "Y et he succumbed to a bronze-coin's-worth of tawdry femde," |
sad warmly. "Just like any other mae. No magician worth his sdt would even admit to—"

"Do you dareto question The Ancient?'

"Oh, | don't question hismortdity, hisfrallty: | do question, yes, whether he ever wasthe great
magician he clamed to be!™

"Not clamedtobe idl Er...was."



"No! For no magician as great asthat could possibly behave as vulnerably asyou say; no sorcerer
with his reputation could be so reduced by a mere woman—" | moved closer. "And no Magter of Illusion
worth anything could resist the temptation to try and con ordinary peopleinto believing he was dead and
gone, if only because he wastoo lazy to—"

"Lazy!" came an indignant voice. "I've never been accused of being lazy dl my lifel And | amthe
grestest!"

"Then stop mucking about, Ancient or whatever you cal yoursdf,” | said.
"Right! Youve asked for it," he said, and materiaized behind the owl.
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The Ancient

“You've asked for it!" repeated The Ancient crosdy, swatting at the owl, who fluttered onto his
shoulder and shut itseyes again. "I'm not used to visitors, don't want vigitors! Anyway, you've cometoo
soon—stop digging your clawsin, Hoowi!'—and I'm not ready . . ." and he went on grumbling and
grousing to himself, a seamed old man with nut-brown wrinkles, bright blue eyes, long white hair and a
longer tri-forked beard dyed yellow, red and blue. He wore alopsided paper crown that kept dipping to
one side, amothy green velvet cloak edged with tarnished gold braid, and what |ooked like arather
lived-in yellow-woally night robe. His feet were shoved in scuffed purple dippers; hisfingernalslooked
chewed, dthough what teeth he had were decidedly rocky. Hisvoice was high, nasd and singsong; not
lilting like Conn's. His nose was rather large and definitely hooked; his ears stuck out, and behind the one
that wasn't saving the paper crown was aquill pen; round his neck hung arope of blue glass beads.

"Doneweighing me up?"' he snapped, but | fancied the snap was as harmless as an old dog
threstening flies

| bowed: time for politeness and diplomacy. | had tried him very hard and he had let me, but |
thought that so far he was merely amusing himself, pretending wrath merely to see me crumple at hisfeet
inawe. My bow extended so far | could dmost bump my forehead with my knees, for thisman wasan
unknown quantity.

"Dear Sir," | began. "Am | correct in supposing that we have reached journey'send? That | am, in
fact, addressng The Ancient, amagician and sorcerer without pardlé, whose reputation reaches far
acrossthe land?'

"That's not what you said two minutesago . . ."

"Ah, but then you were playing games with us. | may have seemed presumptuous, but | assureyou it
was the presumption of desperation. We have come o far, and it has been such a hard journey, and we
areso—soinneed of your help . . ." My voice quavered: | couldn't helpit.

"Indeed, g, thelittle lassie speaks only the truth.” Conn's hand was on my shoulder. "She canbea



mite sharp-tongued perhaps, but this Thingummy has had one hell of alife and you have only to look at
her to know sheisredly as guildess asanewborn lamb. She—"

"I know, | know," said The Ancient. "You al are. Lambsto the daughter, al of you; except perhaps
the White One, and even he has been foolish enough to forget the rules of faery and lose his heart along
with hishorn . . . Never mind, never mind. Come, al of you: you are dl welcome. We shall eat, and then
we shdl tak." Helooked at me. "Here you, Florawho brought the Fauna," and he wheezed at some
joke only he could understand, although | felt asudden jolt of recognition | could not account for. "Go
back into the cave. On ashdf you will find oatcakes, butter, honey and aflagon of mead, a crock of
goat'smilk and some cheese. . ."

They werethere as he said, and of course the silly skeleton had gone, as had the crystd curtain.
Moglet had milk and cheese, Corby oatcakes and cheese, Puddy appeared to be devouring fireflies,
though there were dways as many again, but for Pisky there was something specid: the old man scooped
him up in hisbowl, and sprinkled something into the water.

"Here, Emperor of thefishes: my de-luxe mixture."

Thiskept Pisky quiet for at least ten minutes, then | saw him glance down at hisflanks, flirting histail,
standing on his head: "Emperor of the fishes, he called me. Did you ever! Emperor .. ."

Atlast | leant back, wiping my sticky mouth on the back of my hand: | wasfull. Any moreand |
should be uncomfortable. | looked round at the others. Snowy was lying down, legs tucked under.
Puddy had his eyes shut, which meant he was till chewing; he burped. Pisky was till. Corby groomed
his uninjured wing, oiling it evenly with his besk. Moglet waslicking her somach, with long, even strokes
that left sticky runnesonit. Conn was lying full-length on the grass, chinin hand, hisrusty armour a
discarded hegp in the shadows. It was atill, warm night, with just the faintest breath of amint-smelling
breeze to touch our faces, ruffle my hair. Somewhere abird still sang, sweet and low, and fireflies danced
among the trees. Perfect.

"Now then," said The Ancient. "Weshdl talk . . ."

* % %

| do not remember what tongue we spoke; | know we dl understood. One by one wetold The
Ancient who we were, how we met and why we were travelling together. It wasthus| learnt morefully
of Conn's encounter with our Mistress and alittle of what it had meant to Snowy, and lessand lessdid it
seem that our meetings were chance.

"S0, you are bound together, dl of you, by the unfortunate wiles of a powerful witch,” mused The
Ancient. Histhrone-like rock seat gave him an advantage, for sitting on it he wastaller than any of us
standing up, even Conn. "And so sheisdead . . . | find it hard to believe sheis gone, for shewasan
adversary worthy of even such as|, but she moved away to the east many, many years ago, so long that
| have forgotten her name. Strange, for once | could recall her with ease. . . You are sure sheis dead?’

We reassured him.

"One of the best Shape-Changers ever, too: | remember once. . . No matter.” He stroked his beard.
"Not at her best recently, | gather. However, good as shewas, | fancy | could give her arun for her
money. Watch thid"

And aswe gazed his edges grew blurred, then he disappeared completely, leaving in hisplace a
white rabbit washing itswhiskers. Then it wasn't arabbit but a hedgepig. Then arather foolish-looking
sheep. Then just ahead, looking rather like Tom Trundleweed. Then abrightly spinning ball. Then
nothing. Then The Ancient again.

He beamed at us. "How's that for Shape-Changing, then”?”

Conn gpplauded, clapping his hands, but | frowned. "That's not Shape-Changing!”
"Thenwhat isit, clever-sticks?' and he frowned, too.

"Illusion. Like your hedge. And alot more here, | shouldn't be surprised.”



"Youreafineoneto tak of illuson!" He had half-risen from his seat, and Conn put ahand on my
am.

"Now then, Thingummy dear," he muttered. "Y ou may beright and dl that, but the laws of
hospitality—"

| began to apologize, but The Ancient cut me short. " She'sright, you know, right in her own way.
Comes of spending her formative years with that old bitch of awitch What's-her-name. . . No, no
gpologies. I'm not atrue Shape-Changer, but | am an lllusionist and, though | say it mysdlf, the best!" He
failed to look modest. "One can't do everything, and | concentrated on what | did best. Worth
remembering that: forget what you want to do, find something you do better than anyone dse, evenif it's
only turd-throwing, and become undisputed champion: better achampion shit-shoveler than a
forty-second-rate turnip-carver . . . Wherewas|? Ah yes. Time-Traveller, too, and Master of
Languages and the Crystal Ball. Not very good at the last: lost theold ball . . . Some are good at one
thing, some at another. Never fancied the Resurrectionists, for example; thereisawaysapriceto pay for
immortdity, and sometimesit isfar harder to render than the common coin of morta clay. And who
knows what one might have to bear? Watching those one has loved pass into decay and die; perhaps
seeing al one believesin, had fought for, passinto disrepute. . .

"The enchanted may mourn, but they may not weep: that relief isthe only compensation for mortal
grief. My friend, the White One, knows that, do you not?' And he nodded at Snowy, who bowed his
head until | could see the maimed stump where his horn had been.

Without thinking | rose and went to his side and knelt down and kissed him. "Never mind, dear one,
The Ancient will help you find anew horn—you will, won't you?' | asked anxioudy. "Weve comeadl this
way . . . Forgive my rudeness and help them. Please?"

"Depends on what you want, doesn't it? | can't work miracles!”

"Sure and we don't ask for theimpossible, your Sagacity," said Conn earnestly, rising to hisfeet. "All
we seek isyour wisdom. Asyou said, it seemswe are dl enchanted by the samewitch, and I, for one,
will not believe that her spdlls cannot be broken.”

"Broken, perhaps not: bent alittleiswhat we seek. Never go at magic straight on, you'll only bruise
your hopes. Snesk round the edgesiif you can. It's like Roman law: or,” looking a Conn, "killing a boar,
if you like. Get round to the flank." He blew his nose on an orange scarf he pulled from his cloak. "Now
then, my White One, |et's begin with you: what do you wish for? Y ou know, of course, that it would take
far sronger powers than mine to undo theill to your enchanted prince? Only alife, fredly given, may
release him, and then only to a Between-World . . . So, if it is possible, you would wish your horn to be
restored?’

Snowy bowed hishead, and | thought | could seethe gleam of atear in hiseye. "Y es, then if—if dl
dsefals | shdl dill havetheright to rgoin my brethren in the west, and live out the rest of my lifewith
them.”

"Then | do have some hope for you; small hope, ‘tistrue, but one grain of salt on an egg is better than
none a al. Thewitch's curse was powerful enough, but there was more concentration on the boy than on
you, and | am fairly sure, from what you said, that she cut off the closing wordsthat stifle al hope.

"Y our horn, my friend, may be restored by one thing and one thing alone: afresh drop of dragon's
blood, fredy given!"

"But that isnot fair!" burst out Conn, coming over to Snowy'sside. "There are no dragons! They dl
died out—oh, hundreds of yearsago! Y ou're just saying something to comfort the poor old thing that
can't possibly cometrue, and that's the cruellest kind of hope—"

"Wait!!" thundered The Ancient, and for amoment, behind the doddery old man who rose unsteadily
from his seet, | caught aglimpse of another, atal stern-faced warrior wearing purple and blue and
carrying awand in hisright hand . . . Then the vison faded, but it was my turn to catch at Conn'sarm,
anxious not to offend.



"Yes, wait, my deer . . ."

"For, if | mistake me not, dl your problems resolve around the same end,” said the old man, dowly
resuming his seet, asif there had been no interruption. "Tell me now, Connor O'Conndll, asyou seem to
like the sound of your own voice. What isyour heart's desire?’

"My desire? Why sure and that's plain enough to see. My sword, my father's sword, is snapped in
two and needs to be made whole; my armour is rusted past polishing and | want it once more bright!”

"And then?'

"Then? Oh, | see. Well, then | would go off to Frankish lands or Germanicaand hire mysdlf out asa

mercenary, or maybe even seek adventure farther abroad. There is money to be made in service, you
know, and perhaps more as free-sword."

"No sttling-down, then?' The Ancient stroked his beard, the yellow bit on the right.

"Me? Not likely! Theresdl lifeto belived out there. No, worthy Sir, I'm just not the settling-down
kind!"

"Fity, pity," said The Ancient, "for part of thelifting of the witch's curse depended on your asking the
hand in marriage of the ugliest femaein theland, as| recal—and that part cannot be dtered, not in
essence, anyway."

Conn went bright red. "Asto that—if | ever find thisfemale, then 'tisto be hoped that for her sake
sheisrich; if sheis, then might | ask for her hand, for then shélll be so grateful shelll give me her dowry,
and I'll kiss her goodbye. And if she's not rich—why then shewon't get asked. And any that question my
right to travel thisworld in tarnished mail, then my sword—if | can get it reforged—will teachthem a
lesson they won't forget in ahurry!™ He looked very fierce and pushed up thetips of his moustache, then
spoilt the whole effect by gpologizing to Moglet for nearly treading on her tail.

"Y ou aso wished your sword whole again: that curse cannot be lifted save by the same magic the
White One seeks. In your case that sword, which bears magic runes not seen by mortal eye, can only be
welded together by flame from dragon'stongue, again fredy given.”

Conn gtarted up in protest, no doubt once again to point out that dragons were extinct, but The
Ancient waved him to silence, and | felt asudden surge of excitement, asif there was more to come.

Heturned to me. "And you: do you bdievein dragons?'

"I believe in them, yes of course, because everyone knows they existed once. My—the witch
sometimes used powdered dragon-bonesin her spdlls: the one to make different coloured flames, | think

The Ancient positively beamed. "Well, then?"

"ButSr..."

"y e

"l must confessto believing, like Conn, that they—they . . ."

"Well?' He scowled.

"Well, that they—are extinct.”

"Likewitchesand unicorns, | suppose. And magicians,” he added mdicioudy.
"Well, no..." | trailed off.

"Y ou see? Never take things like that for granted, youngster. Y ou, of al people, with your
upbringing, should know better! | daresay if you told the folk in—oh, say Sarum or Silchester of your life
with the witch, they would pelt you with refusefor lying." Heleant forward. "Now, leaving asde the
guestion of dragon/no dragon for the moment, why have you come on this quest? What isyour desire?"

"To get rid of my pebble," | said, on surer ground. "And so have the others,” and | nodded at Corby,
Puddy, Pisky and Moglet. "Y ou seewe dl want to be whole and unencumbered and free of pain again. |
want to be able to walk upright, Corby wantsto fly, Puddy wantsto be rid of his headaches, Pisky needs



to eat properly and little Moglet wants to run fast enough to catch mice. And to do thiswe must find the
person or thing who rightfully owns these pebbles and give them back; the witch stuck them fast but |
expect the rightful owner might have away to extract them. Oh, and we'd like our memories back, too," |
added.

"Don't want much, do you?' but he was smiling. "Right: Let's have alook at these famous pebbles. .

One by one we showed him our encumbrances, and he himsdlf picked up Pisky's bowl. Then, when
he had ingpected them dl, hedid avery strange thing.

Helaughed.

Helaughed till the rheumy tearsran down his cheeks, leaving rather dirty runnels, he laughed till he
wheezed and coughed and, speechless, pointed to his back and Conn kindly went and gave him a couple
of good thumps between his shoulder bladesto stop him choking. At last he sat up, wiped his eyes on the
orange scarf, blew his nose again, and took a swig from Pisky's bowl.

"Oh dear, oh dear," hesaid at ladt, till chuckling. "Oh dearie, dearieme. . ."

Welooked at one another, feding likeidiots, and it was Corby who voiced our fedings. "What we
done, then? Must be mighty foolish to make the Man o' Wisdom laugh asif we werethe villageidiot who
saw hisfacereflected in the pond, thought it were the moon, an' tried to pluck it out to stop it from
drowning—"

"No, no, my friend!" said The Ancient, trying to compose hisfeetures. "I'm not laughing a you: I'm
laughing with you, and for you, for | think | have solved the mystery!"

We dll began talking at once, but he raised hishand for slence.

"I'mgoing totdl you dl agtory," hesaid. "So settledown and listen . . "
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Dragon-Quest

So it wasthat the warm night closed around us like a cloak as we heard the tale of ayoung dragon
sent out on his Master-Quest. We heard of the gold he collected, of the brilliant jewels he snatched,
stole, retrieved, found; we heard how the last search, for his persona pearl, had led him to thisland, and
how he had stored histreasure high in acave in the Black Mountains, and one night had |eft it unguarded
to pay onelast vist to the villagers nearby who had feasted him regularly during hisyears of search. How
inthat last feagting ablack shadow, a greedy, grasping thing, crept to his cave and stole his hoard, fleeing
into theforests of the night where he could not find her. And how the dragon could not return to his
homeland without the jewels, and lay a-dying from grief and frustration in that same cave.

How thethief fled far, far away, asfar asthe winds would take her; how she had to hide the jewels,
possession of which, given the correct spells and formulae, would give her amastery of magic grester



than any ever known. How she had not hidden them from the dragon by burying them deep, lest they be
dug up; neither had she thrown them into the deeps, lest they be trawled to surface; nor had she hung
them from atree, lest they fal: rather had she fastened them safeinto living crestures snatched at random
from the highways and byways, asthey cameto hand. A netted crow, atoad pulled from under astone,
akitten taken from its doorstep, afish scooped from arich man's pond, a child taken under promise of
protection—

"It'sug!" | shouted, bobbing up and down like some crazy creature. "It'sud”

"Itsusis-usisus" bubbled Pisky. "Which havel got? What am 1? Tell me quick!”

"My headacheisajewd?' pondered Puddy.

"Criped" squawked Corby, peering under hiswing. "Bleeding 'él! A sgpphirefor asplint ... ."

"Don't want it," mewed Moglet. "Takeit away, Thing dear! Don't want adiamond . . ."

"I don't particularly want aruby navel either, my pet,” | said, after aquick peek to confirm, picking
her up and cuddling her. "But at least we now know what they are. And just think how costly that paw of
yoursisnow!"

Pisky was trying to squint at the bulge in his mouth. "What-is-it, what-colour, which-one? Quick!
Quick!"

The Ancient took pity on him. A moon-pearl, precious one. The dragon's specia stone. . ."

"I-knew-it-1-knew-it!"

Puddy had got his by aprocess of eimination. "An emerad? Hmmm . . . could beworse, | suppose.
Green is my favourite colour . . "

"Ruby, emerad, sgpphire, diamond, pearl,” | said, musing. "Isthat why we used to—still do—hurt?
The spdll she put on usto keep them hidden?'

"Yes," said The Ancient. "But the spdll worked againgt her inthe end. At firgt, individualy, she could
keep you inthrdl but later, collectively, and without redlizing it, you formed a bond between yoursaves
that was enforced by the holding of the jewds: if you like, the dragon's power was transformed into a
shield against harm, aslong asyou kept together, and neither the witch, nor anyone ese, could redly hurt
you. Especidly if you kept in physical contact with each other.”

| nodded. | could remember when she had had to set Broom to beating us because she dared not do
50 hersdlf; those times when we huddled together under my cloak.

"And s0 she never redly benefited from the jewels" said the old man. ™Y ou never gave her the
chance: by the time her knowledge was sufficient to use them you lot had adopted them for yoursdves. If
you hadn't that |ast experiment would have worked, and powers that should lie hidden would have
waked the Earth . . ."

| shivered: | could still remember with loathing that night on the idand when our world had nearly
cometoanend. ..

Conn had remained silent until now. "But—does that mean that there redlly isadragon till aive?
That somewhere, in those Black Mountains you spoke of, heiswaiting for Thingy and her friendsto
return hisjewe s?'

"I think he hasgiven up dl hope," said The Ancient, "but yes, heistill there” He glanced round at us
al. "Heisthe only onewho can rid you of your burdens, hisjewds; heisthe only oneto mend your
sword, Connor O'Connell, and grow your new horn, White One, with ablast of fire and adrop of blood.
Heis your only hope, my wandering ones. . ."

"l knew we all belonged together,” | said. "I knew it!"

* % %

Wetaked far into the night—at least the others did, for al too soon the excitement, the warm night,
my full somach, the earlier travelling and, most of dl, the knowledge that our quest had not beeninvain,



that there redlly was hopefor usal, however far away, induced in me the most complete and utter
weariness, and my eyes kept closing in spite of themsdves. Inthe end | fashioned my cloak into apillow
and lay down, an equally soporific Moglet tucked up to my chest. Aswe dropped off to degp Conn was
guestioning the magician on Time-and-Space Travelling, and | heard him ask what the other sde of the
moon looked like.

"Very disgppointing . . ."
And o | fell adegp to dream | travelled in asilver tube with windows open to the starsto where the
moon grinned away like ayellow cheese; and then | spun round to her backside to find—

"But supposing you could,” said Puddy. "Just how much would colour weigh?*

| drifted off again to find mysdlf trying to scrape colours from alesf, astone, ajewe and weigh the
differencesin little pots and pans on my fingers. . . But before | knew where | was| had taken al colour
from everything, and the whole world was white, white as snow; but whiteisa colour too, and | had to
catch each snowflake and take away the white, and wash the white from every fleece of every sheepin
the world, but Snowy was the only white thing that wouldn't play and ran off into the forest, but | could
gtill see him for now everything else was without colour, clear as glass, trangparent as crystd; and The
Ancient was an icicle, and then he melted and dripped al over me—

"Comeon children," hesad. "It'sstarting to rain. Y ou'll be better off ingde.”

And Conn picked me and Moglet up in one deepy hegp and carried usinto the cave and plonked us
down on ahesp of bracken and heather, covered with some soft, silky material, and we snuggled down
and | could smell thyme and rosemary. Someone covered me with my cloak, tucked it round snug, and
then someone else was singing, awordless song that ran and turned and curled back on itsdf like the
golden ring Connworeon hisfinger . . . Andthen| felt him lie down beside me, and his hand stroked my
hair, and the trees and the rocks began to sing too, and the wind and the waters, a song so heart-catching
and sad and beautiful that my eyeswerefull of tears, and yet | was smiling—

"Liebestod," said The Ancient, at least | think that iswhat he said. "But for you it will be Liebedied . .

| didn't understand the words but | did understand my fedlings, and | snuggled up to Conn's
breathing, deeping body and my heart sang with the music.

* % %

After breakfast the next morning—a hel ping of what looked like grudl but tasted of butter and nuts
and honey and ragpberries and milk—the magician led us outside into amorning sparkling with raindrops
and clean asriver-washed linen, but strangely the grass was dry when we seated ourselvesin asemicircle
infront of histhrone. Hoowi, the owl, was again perched on his shoulder, eyes shut, and he took up
Pisky's bowl into hislap. Although the birds sang, their songs were courtesy-muted, for The Ancient's
Voice was softer this morning as though he weretired, and indeed hisfirst words confirmed this.

"I have been awake most of the night, my friends, pondering your problems. That iswhy | have
convened this meeting. We agreed yesterday that you had all been called together for aspecial misson, a
quest to find the dragon. Y ou need him, but he aso needs you." He paused, and glanced at each one of
usinturn. "But perhapslast night you thought thiswould be easy. Find the Black Mountains, seek out the
dragon'slair, return the jewels, ask for adrop of blood and ablast of fire and Hey Presto! your problems
ared| solved.

"But it isnot as easy asthat, my friends. Of your actua meeting with the dragon, if indeed you reach
him, | will say nothing, for that istill in the resllms of conjecture. What | can say isthis: in order to reach
the dragon you have along and terrible journey ahead of you, one that will tax you al to the utmogt, and
may even find one or other of you tempted to give up, to leave the others and return; if that happens then
you are al doomed, for | must impress upon you that as the seven you are now you have a chance, but
even were there one less your chances of surviva would be halved. Thereisno easy way to your dragon,
understand that before you start. | can give you amap, sgnsto follow, but these will only be indications,



at best. What perils and dangers you may meet upon the way | cannot tell you: al | know isthat the
success of your venture depends upon you staying together, and that you must al agreeto go, or none.

"| can see by your expressions that you have no real idea of what | mean when | say "perilsand
dangers: believe me, your imaginations cannot encompass the terrors you might have to face—"

"But if we do stay together?' | interrupted.

"Then you have a better chance: thatisdl | can say. It isup to you." He was serious, and for the first
timel felt aqualm, ahesitation, and glancing at my friends | saw mirrored the same doubts.

"And if we don't go at all—if we decide to go back to—to wherever we came from?' | persisted.
"Then you will be crippled, dl of you, in oneway or another, for the rest of your lives."

"Then thereis no choice," said Conn. "And so the sooner we dl set off the better," and he half-rose
to hisfet.

"Wait!" thundered the magician, and Conn subsided, flushing. "That's better. | have not finished.”

"Sit down, shurrup, be agood boy and listen to granpa," muttered Corby sarcastically, but The
Ancient affected not to hear.

"Thereisanother thing," said he. "If you succeed in your quest and find the dragon, and if he takes
back the jewels, and if heyieldsadrop of blood and ablast of fire, if, | say . . . then what happens
afterwards?'

The question was rhetorica, but Moglet did not understand this.

"| can catch mice again,” she said brightly, happily.

But he was gentle with her. "Y es, kitten, you will be able to catch mice, and grow up properly to
have kittens of your own—>but a what cost? Y ou may not redlizeit but your life, and the life of the
others, has been in sugpension while you have worn the jewes, but once you lose your diamond then

timewill catch up with you. Y ou will be subject to your other eight lives and no longer immune, asyou
others have been also, to the diseases of mortdity.

"Also, don't forget, your lives have been so closaly woven together that you talk alanguage of your
own making, you work together, live, eat, deep, think together. Once the spell is broken you, cat, will
want to catch birds, eat fish and kill toads; you, crow, will kill toads too, and try for kittens and fish; toad
herewill befrightened of you dl, save thefish; and the fish will have none but enemies among you.

"And do not think that you ether, Thing-as-they-cal-you, will beimmune from this; you may not
havether killer indinct but, like them, you will forget how to talk their language and will gradualy grow
away from them, until even you cross your fingers when atoad crosses your path, shoo away crows and
net fish for supper—"

"Youarewrong!" | said, dmost crying. "'l shall dwayswant them, and never hurt them! We shdl
away's be together!"

"But will they want you," asked The Ancient quietly, "once they havetheir freedom and identity
returned to them? If not, why isit that only dog, horse, cattle, goat and sheep have been domesticated
and even these revert to the wild, given the chance? Do you not think that there must be some reason
why humans and wild animas dwell gpart?sit perhgpsthat they value their freedom, their individudity,
more than man's circumscribed domedticity? Isit not that they prefer the hazards of the wild, and only live
with man when they are caught, then tamed and chained by food and warmth?"

"| shall never desert Thing!" declared Moglet stoutly. "I shan't care whether she hasfood and fire or
not, my placeiswith her!”

"Of course. . . Indubitably . . . What would | do without her . . ." came from the others, and | turned
to the magician.

"Y ou see? They don't believe we shdl change!™

"Not now," said The Ancient heavily. "Not now. But therewill comeatime. . . So, you areall



determined to go?'

"Just amoment,” said Conn. ™Y ou have told Thingmajig and her friendsjust what might bein storefor
them if we find the dragon: what of me and Snowy here? What unexpected changesin personaity have
you in store for us?' Hewas angry, sarcastic.

"You," said The Ancient, "you and my friend here, the White One, might just do the impossible:
impossible, that is, for such adedicated knight asyoursdlf . . ."

"And what'sthat?'

"Y ou might changeyour minds. . ."

"About what, pray?' And | saw Snowy shake his head.

"What Lifeisdl about . . ."

"Never!"

"Neverisalongtime. .. Ah me, I'm getting old: another clitch.”

"What'saclitch?' | asked, trying not to let the thought of losing Conn and Snowy at theend of it dl, if
ever we got to the beginning, upset me too much.

"A clitch?' He sniggered. "It'slike It dwaysrains beforeit pours or 'Every cloud hasasilver
lining—you know, the sort of hackneyed phrase everyone says over and over again until it becomes
boring and predictable and—and aclitch. Cliché," he amended.

Although | had heard neither phrase before, | tried to look wise. "Comme: Toujours lapolitesse,’ ou
‘chacun ason godt'," | suggested, then was shocked when | realized | didn't know where the words had
comefrom, let done what they meant.

"Exactly,” he sad, glancing at me sharply from under thatchy brows. "Exactement, ptite. . . Couldn't
have put it better mysdif .. ."

Conn looked asif he was going to say something, but didnt.

"Well," said The Ancient. "It'smidday: supposing we meet again at supper, and you can tell me what
you have dl decided. Think about it carefully, mind, and don't forget what | told you." But he Sighed: it
must have been clear to him even then that none of us beieved hisdire predictions.

* % %

Weall spent the intervening hours characterigtically, | suppose.

Snowy disappeared into the wood and every now and again | saw his shadow flickering among the
trees. Conn went to alittle knoll, got out his broken sword and, holding it up before him hilt uppermos,
prayed with his eyes open, face to the Sky. Pisky spent the time rearranging his bowl to hisliking, pulling
the weed thisway and that, nudging the poor snailsall over the place. Corby went into acorner by
himself, walking about in circles and muttering. Puddy found another corner and sat quiet, looking as
though his head were aching. Moglet chased a butterfly or two, then washed herself from earsto toe and
tail, then went and sharpened the claws on her good paw. And 1?1, | regret to say, did none of these
useful, congtructive things. Instead, | crept closer till | could see Conn's profile, then lay back in thelong
grass and watched the clouds pass, then rolled over on my stomach to regard the busy ants scurrying to
and fro. | listened to the ascending lark, smelt the cowdips, stroked Moglet and ate wild raspberries.
And fdll adegp and dreamt of nothing—

Conn shook my shoulder. " Suppertime, Thingumabob . . . Made up your mind?"

Weadl had, as| found out when we rejoined the others. We were determined to set out on this
perilous venture, keep together and risk whatever came.

The Ancient heard us out, Conn the spokesman.

"Then dl | can do, my friends, isto prepare you for your journey as best | can—and wish you luck.
Youll needit. . ."

* % %



| was dreaming, along, dow, wordless, placeless dream, and there were people | knew but could
not know, and then someone was pulling me awvay and | was rushing faster and faster until the wind
howled in my ears with the speed of my passing, and | was being pulled upwardsto aholein the celling,
and then | bumped my head and fdll back with athud and—

"Wake up, child!" said The Ancient. "The others are amost ready, and you'll want abiteto eat
before you set off."

| ssumbled out into amist that curled round my feet like an attenuated cat. Everything looked unredl,
amost asthough | were still dreaming, or had missed out on aday somewhere. | rubbed my eyesand
Conn was busy loading up Snowy and the others were waiting, more or less patiently, for their turn. A
hand appeared a my elbow: ahunk of bread with adice of cheese tucked insgde. A mug of goat's milk
followed and | munched and drank, then moved forward to help the others.

Besides the meagre provisions we had brought with us there were flour and salt, apples, cheese and
alargejar of honey, and the water-bottle was fresh-filled from the spring. Poor Snowy looked very
laden, so | took Moglet in my arms and Puddy in my pocket and, to my surprise, Conn put Corby on his
shoulder and strung Pisky's bowl round hiswaist.

Catching my look, he grinned. "WEell swap later! Besides, aswe egt the provisonsthe old
horse—sorry, unicorn—uwill find his burden that much lighter.”

The Ancient wasin his best today: a purple robe sawn with slver starsand his beard in three shades
of blue, dthough his conicd hat with acrescent moon on itstip was crooked and threatened to dip over
his ears, protruding though they were. In his hand was aroll of soft leather.

"Your map," he announced. He unfolded it and we stared at squiggles, arrows, letters: it didn't look
likeamepat dl.

| pointed to some humps and bumps. "What are those?!

"What do they look like?" sngpped the magician. "Hills, mountains, that's what!"

"And the squiggles?'

"Rivers, greams. . ."

"The dotty places?' At least the forests were shown by recognizable trees.

"Waste land: moors, heeths, bogs. . ."

"The draightish lines?'

"Roads. Such asthey are. Roman mostly: the straight ones are, anyway. Probably a bit out of date. .

Conn put hisfinger on the middle of the map, on athing that looked like a cross between astar and a
Spider. "What'sthis?'

"A compass. north, south, east, west—"

"I've seen something like that before," said Conn. "Only they didn't call it acompass. amagic needle,
| think. I was hitching atrip cross-channel on a Skandia galley—and damned uncomfortable it was too,
full of great swesty fellows splashing everyone with their oars—and they had thislittle diver of meta
suspended in astone bowl of ail. They reckoned they could find their way in dark, fog, storm because
the thin end of the meta pointed aways north, whichever way they turned. The captain said he had it
from atrader from the east, in exchange for abale of furs. Swore he had the best of the bargain, too."

"Thereyou are, then!”

"But weve no piece of metal,” | said. "And if we areto go in any specid direction . . . And what's
that, round the edge?’ | looked closer. "That says'ENE," or something: I've never heard of that word . .

"It'sinitids," said The Ancient impatiently. "East-north-east: those | etters are your direction-finders.
And you have got amagic needle, of sorts: the White One knows one way from t'other, and cometo



that so does the raggedy bird."
"Roughly," said Corby, looking dightly offended at the adjective. "Asthe crow flies, of course. . ."

"There are sometiny circlesmarked aswell," said Conn, peering closdly. "Thereisone on itsown,
and there's three together, and four—"

"Those are your markers,” and the old man looked at each of usin turn. "And you haveto go their
way. One, then two, then three and so on up to seven. They are dl standing stones, some
higgledy-piggledy, some sraight, somein circles. Y ou go by thedirections | have marked in the margin:
thereisthe letter one, and adirection. Follow that and you cometo the first stone, then letter number two
and itsdirection et cetera”

"'Sounds smple enough,” said Conn, but he was frowning.

"Itissmple just follow your noses. And the directions, of course," he added hadtily. "Now: are you
al ready?'

"Thank you," | said, "from dl of us. For the hospitaity and the help and the food and—and
everything."

He pinched my cheek, not hard, but | could fed it through my mask just the same. "Think nothing of
it, Flower: it has been vastly amusing, so far. | was out of practice. . ."

| didn't quite understand what he meant. " Shall we see you again?’

"Very likdy, if you follow the ingructions and remember what | said about staying together. Don't
look so gloomy: you will have your sunny daystoo, you know . . . Now, see that wood over there? Well
that's agood enough marker for your first direction, east by south. That's your way. Goodbye, and good
luck..."

Themist had thinned, and s0 had hisvoice: it sounded now like an echo.

We had al been straining our eyesto the wood, answered " Goodbye," and then turned to wave, but
he had gone. So had the glade, the cave, the stream. We were standing on the highest point of a bleak
moor in the burning-off of asummer mist that rolled away from our feet asrapidly as Brother
Jude-the-Less's manuscripts rolled up across the table if they weren't weighted down. Nearby was what
might once have been aring of stones, but there was nothing el se recognizable for miles: even the wood
was a hdf-day'swalk. It was asif something had picked us up from somewhere and dumped us down
again nowhere.

"Wel, I'll be. . . blest!" said Conn, scratching his head. "However did he manage that?

But nobody had an answer. There wastheilluson-bit, which I thought might help, but even | was
uneasy about this. If | explored it too deep | should have to explain how it was we seemed to have only
been with the magician acouple of days, reaching himin early spring, while now we were standing in
countryside that was—

"High summer," said Moglet. "How nice. Didn't know we'd been theresolong . . ."

There: where was there? What about al the anachronisms of season? The strange deep that had
fadlen so easily on usdl, ablanket of time-consuming dream so that one woke unsure whether one still
dept? | should have pinched mysdlf, but didn't, I don't know why.

Weadl felt the same, | could seethat, but no one wanted to talk about it: abit like suspecting there
might be awasp in the preserve, but hoping it will fly out of the window before you haveto disturbit.

It was Snowy who pulled ustogether. "The wood isindeed east by south, and that isour first
direction, isit not? Come, my friends, thisquest isfor al, and better to start at once than to question too
much. We are together, that is what matters. Friend Corby, do you confirm the direction?”

Corby shuffled on Conn's shoulder. "Asthe crow flies, unicorn, asthe crow flies. Not that crows
dlusfly graight, mind . . ."



The Binding: Unicorn

The Castle of Fair Delights

And so we went south by east and past the wood, and on to a different mark as we passed through
it. The going was easy, the foods of the wayside plentiful, and both Conn and | found we had more
money than we thought in our pockets, so it was easy to keep usdl provisioned. It was amost
dream-like, that progression, from the high heathlands to the downs, the plain to the valleys. everywhere
they were bringing in thefirst cutting of hay, and the air wasfull of the sun-warmed smell of the drying
grasses, the honey-heavy perfume of may, the bruise of wild garlic. Lambs, calts, caves, kidswere
younglings now, no longer babes, and the birds were feeding their second brood; sweet cicely
pollen-powdered my knees, keck-pardey my hips, angelicamy shoulders; corn-poppies, Demeter's
bane, bled a my feet and elder laced my hair, and al day and every day the sun walked with us. There
may have been dayswhen it was cold or cloudy or it rained, but in truth | do not remember.

It was, therefore, something of a shock to al of uswhen we were brought aboruptly back to the
redlization of our quest by finding the first stlanding stone. Bare, ragged as a sore tooth, twice man-height,
it sood aone on the crest of alittle hill and pointed with afternoon’s shadow finger to the valey beneath,
avaley ringed by forest and bearing initsmidst afair castle, towered and beflagged. The building lay in
greensward; at the front awide driveway led to the massive doors of the courtyard and at the back was
what looked like ajousting-yard. From the four corners of the main building where little wooden towers
rose like siege-toys, fluttered pennants, banners, flagsin stripes of yellow and gold, seeming to beckon us
down to this place that might have been painted onto the landscape one moment since, a scene from
somelegendary tale. Indeed | blinked twice, to make sureit wasredly there, and it was only on the
second blink that | saw something | had missed before: the crescent-shaped lake that lay to the left of the
castle. Even at this distance it was dark and deep and till, ablack scar on the green.

"Ah!" exclamed Conn. "And isn't that asight to gladden the heart? There we shdl surely find awarm
welcome and hospitaity of thefinest if I'm not mistaken, Thingummy. And asthe finger of the stone
points that way and the direction on the map saysthe same. . . Wdll, then?’

| frowned. For no reason | felt shivery.

"If itssofair..." said Puddy.

"And we're supposed to face great danger?' supplemented Moglet.

"What the hell'swrong with it?" added Corby. "Must be something we can't see from here.”

"My great-great-great-grandfather was fond of remarking that the prettiest flies often hid the sharpest
barb," contributed Pisky, helpfully.

"Oh, come on now! Y ou're just abunch of confirmed pessmists!” exploded Conn. "Y ou see
something nice and welcoming and al you want to do isrun away fromiit, just becauseit is pleasant! That
old magician did say that the sun would sometimes shine on our endeavours, didn't he? Wel it is, and
down thereisacastleasfar asany I've seen, and I'm longing to Sit at a table bearing venison pasties and



beef and oyster pies and drink a decent Frankish burgundy. And when I've eaten and drunk | should like
to be shown to achamber containing a man-sized bed laid with red linen sheets and pull abear-pelt over
my toes—not lie out under the starsitching with hay-ticks and walked over by hedgepigsl Down thereis
civilization and that's where I'm going, and you can come or not, asyou pleasel” Hetugged at Snowy's
bridle. "Wdl?'

"ItisasThe Ancient said," hereplied crypticdly. "Thisisthe way we must go."

"Told you," exulted Conn. "Now, are you others coming or not?"

He knew we would, if only because we remembered what the old magician had said about the
importance of keeping together, and indeed, as we descended the gentle path that led to the fringe of
woods surrounding the castle, we al began to wonder—us pessmidts, that is—what foundation, if any,
our fears were grounded upon, for the day was fair and the sun indeed shone, and little fluffy clouds
deliberately either missed it or ese hid it for amoment only, just to remind us how beautiful it beamed
uncovered; bees fed on deep trumpets of creaming honeysuckle, grasshoppers made araspy music and
above uslarks climbed to their pinnacle of song—

Then we descended to the wood.

Thetrees closed in, the sun was a sullen greenish glow; there were no flowersfor the bees, no grass
for the grasshoppers and no bird sang. Silence, and only our footsteps on the loamy track that led,
straight and true, through the heart of thetrees. | felt asthough | werein abowl of slence, as confining as
Pisky's crock; drowning, oppressed unbearably by the lack of sound. Conn had stopped whistling the
merry tune he had had on hislipsamoment since and even the echoes had fled without memory. Weal
trod softly, asif someterrible thing lurked adeep in the shadows, only waiting a snapped twig to waken
to attack.

It was Moglet who voiced our fears: "Why no birds? Where are al the creatures who should be
here? Arethey dl frightened of something?'

| could not have answered, but luckily there was no need for at that moment a half-dozen
men-at-arms appeared on the path before us, clad in blue and yellow, spears a the dope, and at their
head a knight, mounted on ablack palfrey. He was elderly, moustached and bearded, and his hand was
held up and open in the universa gesture of greeting.

"Peece, friends," he called, and we hated. At that moment | had Corby on my shoulder, Moglet in
my arms, Puddy in my pocket, head out, and Pisky's bowl dangling from my elbow, and | could fed their
united suspicion asthey turned to the stranger.

Conn and | confirmed his gesture of greeting, and he dismounted, waving back the men-at-armsto
stand easy.

"Greetings. name's Egerton de Ruys. Glad to welcome you, Sir Knight," and he strode forward to
clasp armswith Conn. He had anasd, pinched sort of voice and clipped hiswords off short; one eye
socket was empty: aretired knight, if | was not mistaken. ™Y ou and y'r servant very welcome, by'r Lady!
Saw you from the west tower, don't y'’know, and m'niece, the Lady Adiora, sent meto beg you to take
advantage of our hospitality in the Castle of Fair Delights and sojourn awhile. Be glad of y'r company.”

"Well, and that's gracious enough,” said Conn. "Hesr that, you disbelievers?' But seeing that he was
apparently talking to a broken-down pony, a hunched servant carrying a scrawny crow, afrightened
kitten and asmdll fish, he pinched hislipstogether and stroked his moustache, trying to look nonchalant.
It was evident that the time spent in our exclusive company had made him forget that, to anyone else,
talking to animals and a mere servant like that would be considered eccentric, to say the least.

"Sir Egerton: your servant,” he said formally, and introduced himsdlf. "My—my servant and | would
be glad to accept your hospitdity . . ." and he turned and scowled at us, asif daring usto contradict.

So we came through that last fringe of wood, slent sill savefor thejingling of harnesson Sir
Egerton's horse, the plod-plod of the men-at-arms and the thudding of my heart.



The track broadened as we | eft the trees, and as we approached it | was better able to admire the
grandeur of the castle. The bottom storey-and-a-haf was built of stone, perhapsfifty or so years ago
and, | guessed, founded on an earlier structure, Roman perhaps. The upper storey-and-a-half was
completed in wood, as were the four towers, the whole gilded and pierced and painted in blue and gold
and decorated with carved and sculpted figures of knights, ladies and mythica beasts with three heads or
adozen feet, and there were many little narrow windows, like surprised eyes. A bit draughty in winter, |
thought. However, it was difficult to remember snow and ice on so pleasant a day, though paradoxically
it certainly seemed cooler down here in the valley. Once more for no reason | shivered, and glanced
Sdeways at the lake: it should have sparkled with sunshine and glinted in the breeze that cracked and
snapped the pennons and flags atop the towers, but instead it lay dark and ill, dead, and | felt the others
shift and press closer as we passed through the heavy wooden gatesinto the courtyard. Thiswas paved
with white cobbles, and to left and right were stables and sheds, and servantsin ascurry: one boy'stask,
| noticed, seemed to be solely that of picking up any stray leaf, straw, or other piece of rubbish that might
mar the otherwise pristine gpproach. | hoped Snowy wouldn't disgrace us by rdlieving himsdlf, because
that would obvioudy have meant shovels, buckets and mops amost before he had finished.

The stable to which we were assigned was, again, dmost too clean and, apart from two palfreys,
clear of horses. Sir Egerton indicated the end stall, away from the other mounts.

"Can put your—er, nag, here, don't y'know. The other creatures—er, pets?'

"Er...yes" sad Conn, hisswift glance at us coloured by his suddenly luxurious surroundingsto the
extent that we obvioudy appeared to him suddenly exactly aswe were: dirty and disreputable. "And
my—my servant, e—Thingummy . . ."

"Well," said Sir Egerton, rubbing at the white whiskers on his chin. ""Can see you have problems, yes
indeed. Never can remember their names mesdlf! Liketo leave the animals here, and you and your er,
servant can be housed within? M'niece don't care much for cats, or birds come to that, and that fish don't
look big enough for egting.”

| was frowning dreadfully a Conn, but he affected not to notice. "Why, of course, of coursel Just
leave the—the animas comfortable, Thingy, and follow me."

Making sure there was fresh fodder and water for Snowy and stowing the othersin the manger, |
wiped my grubby handsineffectively on my jacket. "I'll be back," | said shortly. "Just spy out the land.”

"Dont likethisplace," waled Moglet.

"Neither do|," said Corby. "Summat wrong somewheres. . ."
Puddy hunched up. "Don't belong.”

Pisky was at the very bottom of his bowl and said nothing.

| turned to Snowy. "Keep an eye on them, dear one.”

He shook hishead. "I agree with the crow. Listen hard when you arein that place, watch closdy. All
istoo fair, too clean. And guard the Rusty One: we don't want to lose him.”

"Loshim?'

"Areyou coming?' said Conn, poking his head round the door. "For goodness sake! Leave those
animdsaonefor amoment, can't you?"

So, itwasjudt "animas’ they were, wasit? For amoment | dmost hated him.

But only for amoment, for as soon as we entered the castle proper | wastraitor too to my friends,
and had eyes and thought only for the delights that surrounded us. We entered from the courtyard
through apillared portico raised, surprisngly, only acouple of feet from the white cobbles, unlike most
castlesin which the ground floor was used for stores and the main floor was reached by outside steps.
this place was obvioudy not built for Sege.

There were no windowsin the great hdl in which we found oursaves, but large oil lamps hung from
the high celling in chains and a cheerful fire burned in a huge fireplace opposite the doors. another



innovation, for most hearths were il in the centre. The walls were hung with fine fabrics and tapestries,
and along table stretched the length of the room, with the usua dais at the end for the gentry. Thefloor,
again unusualy, was not covered with rushes but laid bare a very fine and detailed mosaic of ahunting
scene. It must have predated the present building by a couple of centuries at least and some pieces were
missing, otherstrod pae of colour, but at one end avery convincing stag fled its pursuers, antlerslaid
back acrossits shoulders, one terrified eye glancing back at the pursuing hounds, while a the other end a
huntsman wound his horn and another notched his bow.

"Ah, my weary travellers, you are welcome!" Down amarble staircase behind the pictured hunters
floated avision. Even to my inexperienced eyes shewasavery lovely lady, clad in aclinging robe of
blue, fair hair bound and twisted in bands of gold, dippers of the same colour on her feet. Her gown had
along train that whispered over the patterned floor as she moved towards us, hands outstretched to
Conn, no eyesfor me, and on her fingers and dim wrists more bands of gold. A Golden Lady with hair to
match, and eyes as blue as her gown.

And now Sir Egerton wasintroducing them but to my eyes they needed none such, for her hands
werein Conn's and his eyeslocked to hers asif they would never et go. She was near astal ashe and
dim asawand, and as she talked and smiled and nodded her little pointed teeth shone and her pink
tongue flickered over her lips and they had no eyesfor any but each other.

| suddenly felt very smal and mean and hunched and dirty and would have given anything not to have
seen these two together, to be back with the others, outside, free .. . . And even as| thought this| felt the
ground benesth my feet groan and move and cry so that | almost stumbled, but even as| looked around,
terrified, | saw that no one ese had noticed anything out of theway. Thereit wasagain! A voiceless
moaning, awordless fear, an empty desolation that beat at the soles of my feet until | felt asthough the
wholefloor moved, and in theflicker and sway of the oil-lamps the stag |ooked more terrified than ever;
his eye shut and opened, his muzzle dripped foam and the hounds bayed their blood-lust—

| dropped to the ground, staggering at the shift in the floor, my eyes shut, my hands over my earsto
stop that awful sound—

But Conn was shaking me. "Whatever's the matter, Thingy? Areyou dl right? Then for heaven's sake
stand up and behave yoursdlf! Whatever will the Lady Adiorathink of you? Comenow .. ." and he
raised me and pushed mein the direction of the lady, but | would not look at her, and hung my head and
shuffled my feet.

"But how clever of you, my dear Sir Connor!" she exclaimed, and | detected adight lisp. "How
amusing: ahunchiel Doesit do tricks? Tumble? And it wears amask—it must be perfectly hideous! Do
let mesee. . ." and she stretched out her hand, but with a curioudy protective gesture Conn drew me
agang him.

"No creature for laughter or amusement, my Lady," he said quietly. "Merely a poor unfortunate that
cannot help either the shape or the looks the dear Lord saw fit to burden it with. And it isunder my
protection, as are the other creatures| travel with—"

But immediately shewasdl smiles, dl contrition for her thoughtlessness, as she cameto lay her hand
on hisarm.

She aso trod on my foot, quite hard.

"But of course, Sir Connor! | did not mean to make fun of your servant or your playthings. Tisjust
that 1, too, have an interest in finding—employment—for like unfortunates. Y ou will seethem tonight . . .
And now, if you will follow me?' She gathered the train of her gown. "'l declare! 1t isso good to seea
fresh facel Sometimes| fed | shdl die with boredom in this out-of-the-way prison.. . ."

And shetook hishand, as naturally asif they had known each other years, and led him towards the
garway and thefirg floor, metrailing miserably and awkwardly behind.

* % %

The room we were to share was octagon-shaped, in one of the towers overlooking the back of the



castle. This part was built of wood, in the Moorish pattern, Conn told me, and the tall, leather-curtained
windows looked out over the enclosed courtyard behind, curioudy bare of ornamentation except for tubs
of bay and myrtle, and with an open end enclosed by tall, pointed stakes of wood, with agateway setin,
firmly latched and bolted. Around the two sides were pavilions, set some ten feet from the ground, but
therewas no indication what it was used for: on closer acquaintance it was far too small for jousting or
tourney. As| stared down at its emptiness, again | felt that desolation that | had experienced below,
though all seemed fair on the surface.

"Did you ever see such abed!" exulted Conn, and | turned back from the window to see him
stretched out full length on amassive couch set on a platform, hung around with curtains and spread with
clean linen and plump cushions and agreet coverlet of wolf-skins. "Heré's luxury, then!”

"Just what you wanted," | said. "Except it'swolf and not bear."

"One's aswarm as the other, and there's only one thing wanting to make it perfect,” and he winked at
the ceiling, but did not elaborate. "Tdl you what, Thingumgjig: | reckon weve cat-fallen on our feet here,
and no mistake! My nose tells me dinner's on the way, and did you see Milady? Have you ever seen
anyone more beautiful ?*

"No," | said truthfully, for though our Mistress had been more lovely till in some of her
Shape-Changes, that had been magic and not painted prettiness like the Lady Adiora. "Conn .. ."

"Mmmm?'

"Did you notice anything—odd—downgtairs? | mean asort of feding, astrangenessin theair, asort
of—wadll, unhappiness?’

"Not athing, Thingy, not athing!" Heleant up on his ebow. "Wasthat why you came over al
unnecessary?'

| nodded. "I just—felt something. Queer. Nagty . . ."

Heleant back again, obvioudy bored with my imaginings. "Well, theré's nothing nasty here, | assure
you. Just good living, abeautiful lady, and—"

"And" wasaservant, attired in the castle blue and yellow, scratching at the door with aflagon of wine
and aRoman glass, green and fragile. One glass.

Connfilled and raised it. "Here's to adventure, Thingy: may al quests be as promising! Oh, look here,
the servant must not have been told you werewith me. . . A sip from mine: come now, no need to sulk!"

| wasn't sulking, far from it, but | supposeit must have looked that way. Obediently | spped from the
other side of the goblet: it was sweet and heady. | watched Conn help himself to another glass.

"Y ou haven't eaten yet.”
"No hurry, no hurry!"

But by the time other servants brought hot water and cloths and filled the tub in the corner, | had
practicaly to undresshim. A lot of water went on the floor while he splashed and sang, amournful ditty
of great emotion and little tune, and | had to help him into the clean linen, hose and embroidered surcoat
that the Lady Adiorahad thoughtfully provided, both to please her eye and put him morefirmly in her
debt, | had no doubt.

He spailt the whole effect by fdling adeep, fully clothed, on top of the bed, waking up crumpled and
cross when agreat dinner-gong sounded below some haf-hour later. | had taken advantage of his
unconsciousness to use the cooling water for abath mysdf, and felt immensely better and enormoudy
hungry when he woke, and trotted down to the hal quite happily at his heds, teling mysdf that my earlier
unease was merely engendered by fatigue, an empty ssomach and an overactive imagination.

Thistime there was noise enough to drown any haf-imagined sounds from beneath my feet and food
enough to ease the ssomach-cramps—which strangely enough had re-occurred quite sharply sincewe
cameto the castle—and entertainment to feast the eye aswell. Though | was seated well below the st |
had agood view of Conn and the Lady Adiora. She had him on her right hand, Sir Egerton on her |eft,



and | could seethey were dl enjoying themselves. The food was excellent—there was even the venison
Conn had craved—and | stuffed mysdlf on pig and truffles and roast duck till | had no room |eft for the
other dozen or so dishes. So | relaxed, pleasantly full of rich food, and listened to the conversation on
ether Sde.

My companions were inferior servants of the other gentlemen who attended the feast—there were no
ladies save our hostess—and, athough they ignored me except for anod of courtesy and alook of
disdain at my shabby wear, they chattered quite freely amongst themsalves, and once | had done pigging
| listened more carefully. What | heard disturbed me. There were six knightsin attendance on the top
table, four of whom were staying at the castle, the other two neighbours. They were dl well attired,
handsome, and of an age or younger than Conn, but once | realized what their servants were saying |
observed them more closdly.

The conversation | overheard went something likethis:
Servant One: "Y ours doesn't look too chuffed . . ."

Servant Two: "Y ours neither." (Belch) "What do you expect? Stranger appears and knockstheir
noses together!"

Servant One: "Y ours had had it anyway. Six weeks. . ."

Servant Two: "So what? Y ourstook longer, but ook at hiseyes! Doubt if helll carry those
saddle-bags round much longer."

Servant Three, from acrossthe table, picking at histeeth: "What gets meis how she doesit! Cool as
the lake and twice as deep.”

Servant Two: "Cool? By'r Lady, she's no more cool than this stew! Randiest whore | ever seen.”

Servant Three: "Anyway, this one's no better than his slamina, and by the looks of him hel'stravelled
hard already—"

Servant One: "Nothing to the road he hasto ride!”

The others sniggered, then one of them glanced at me and winked his companionsto silence, and
after that | turned to their masters with more awareness. | saw pinched faces under the handsome
exteriors: hollow eyes, nervous fingers crumbling unregarded bread, sidelong glances; tongueslicking lips,
but not of gravy; ahand too ready to stray to knife or dagger; damp pams, palor, greed—and all
directed to where Conn sat, blissfully ignorant, picking at a capon with idle fingers, his gaze dways
toward the sparkling Adiora, looking more beautiful than ever in amidnight-blue dress sewn with slver
thread, her hair unbound save for asilver fillet round her brow. In spite of thelook of bemused happiness
on Conn'sface, and the sight of his moustache once more eevated in eagerness, | felt uneasy: it seemed
the lady'sinterest had antagonized just about everyone except Sir Egerton, who was dozing happily.

All at once | wanted to be back on the quest again together, in spite of my present ease and comfort;
| wanted the sweet horsey smdll of Snowy's flank to snuggle up to; | wanted Corby's caustic comments,
Puddy's good sense, Moglet's soft fur, even Pisky's endless reminiscences, tangled as anest of grass
snakes. . . | wanted Conn back with us, dusty, irritable sometimes, gentle always—

Oh heavens! Hours ago | had promised to go back and report to the others, and by now they must
be starving! Pretending | was till hungry | helped mysdlf to aplate of the beef and oyster stew, then
dipped away from the table unnoticed and found my way back to the stables. | expected the usud wails
and moans about hunger and promises not kept, but they were remarkably quiet. It appeared Puddy had
caught a couple of fat bluebottles and had shared shreds with Pisky, so it was only Moglet and Corby for
stew. | thought of telling them about Conn'sinfatuation, about the strange sounds | thought | had heard,
but decided it would be foolish: everything would probably be different in the morning, and after all we
should be on our way again in aday or so. In the meanwhile, | was missing the promised entertainment at
the feast, so after ten restless moments | announced | was going back insde.

Thenintheir eyes, dl five pairs of them, | saw the knowledge of my neglect and guilt lent an angry



and spiteful spark to my tongue.

"No reason why | shouldn't go and enjoy myself oncein awhile! Everyone but me seemsto have fun,
getsto eat at atable like the gentry, sometimesjoinsin pleasant conversation, exchanges gossip, hasa
change of company every now and again! Everyone but me, it seems, finds themselves among their own
kind! And what have | got? The promise of asmdly stable and aload of hel plessanimas™ And,
thoroughly frightened a my reaction, guilty a my outburst and lonely as hell without either my friends or
Conn, | went back to the feast, to be faced by athoroughly distasteful entertainment | would have done
well tomiss.

This conssted of "performances,” if you could cal them that, by dwarves, manikins, cripplesand
deformed animds. | found it very easy to imagine mysdlf and the othersin their place, and it seemed
worsewhen | saw Conn, hisflushed face and sparkling eyestelling only too well their story of too much
food and wine, applaud and laugh as heartily asthe rest at some poor creature with but one eyein the
centre of itsforehead and no arms, doing awretchedly inept tumbling act which ended with it faling into
the hearth and setting up a bewildered howl asitshair caught fire. | felt even sicker when they put an
emaciated dog with only three legsinto asack with agiant rat: | did not wait for the outcome but ran out
to the coolness of the courtyard and was sick on their nice, clean cobbles.

After that | wastoo ashamed to return either to the others or the feast, so crept away to the shadows
of agde-stair and up to our chamber, and there lay down by the fire and sniffled myself to deep.

* * %

| must have dept heavily, for when | awoke the bed in the shadows was already occupied. Still
feding dightly sick and with anasty tastein my mouth, | blinked deepily at the fire, which someone had
replenished for it was now legping and dancing like those wretched creatures downgtairs, throwing
shadows crooked enough to give one the frights. And it was not only the flames that made the shadows
caper on thewall, for somehow there was a different shadow-play from the bed. The firdight shone
ruddily on Conn'sred hair, his eyes, shining bright, and over histhin, white body. But not only Conn: the
Lady Adiorahung over him, and her hands and legs and teeth were busy on him, holding, twisting, biting,
clutching, pulling, tearing until | heard him groan asif in pain and jumped to my feet despite my thumping
head and scuttled over to the bedside.

"Stopit!" | cried shrilly to the lady, who was clad only in her golden hair. Y ou're hurting him!" And |
drew my dagger, prepared to drive her away by force, for he now lay gasping asin afever, with her
stting across hisloins and raking his chest with her pointed fingernailstill the blood darkened his skin like
doe-juice on apigeon's breast. But he only gazed at me with unseeing eyes and groaned the more and
sheleant across and struck me on the cheek.

"Don't you dare interfere, you dirty little hunchie! Y ou're—you're no better than those othersin the
dungeons. you should never have been dlowed insde! Now, get out! Out, | say, or it will betheworse
for you!" And she spat at me so hard that the gobbet stuck to my mask and | had to wipe it away with
the back of my hand.

Sowly | shesthed my dagger and |ooked again at Conn, whose eyes and hands were on the lady's
breasts.

"Er. .. it doesn't understand, my beautiful.” He turned for amoment to give me an apologetic smile.
"Do asshe says, therésagood, er . . . Thingummy."

"And don't come back!" she hissed.

"But—but she's hurting you!" | fatered, but at that they both gave such asnigger that | started back,
and then suddenly knew what they were doing.

| understood all at once about our Mistress and her Shape-Changes and the sticky head of Broom;
about the swineherd who had threstened me with that great thing sticking out in front; al about what it
meant to be afemae; most of dl what the parts of Conn's body were for, and hers—and mine, and it
was asif someone had flung me naked from the warm into a bank of snow, so that | gasped with shock



and disbelief and ran to the curtained doorway and fought my way through the thick folds and stumbled
tear-blinded down the steep stairs, my shadow running hunched before me from the flaming cressetsin

thewall, until | fell down the last few stepsto lie, sStunned, on the patterned marble mosaic of the empty
hall.

It wasthe cold that brought meto: | suppose | must have lain there no more than afew minutes, yet
inthat timeit seemed everything had changed. The oil lamps still guttered in their chains, the dampened
firedill suttered and lisped in thefireplace, but the air wasfilled with an echo like agreat gong and the
mosai ¢ beneath me sweated with fear. | managed to raise myself to my hands and knees, and from where
| crouched | could see the glazed eye of the great stag, running away from me, hear the best of his
terrified heart, the thud of his hooves, the harsh rasp of his breathing and wiped afleck of bloodstained
foam from my hand. And then | was running with him, crashing heedless through the undergrowth,
cardess of stinging bramble and whipping branch, and the ground sprang away from beneath my feet and
the knot of fear in my stomach grew into aphysica pain that made me cry out, but till the pursuers came
onand at last | turned to face them and an arrow hissed through the singing air and thudded into my
breast and | was bleeding, dying, dead—

"Come back, come away, dear one!l” All a once | heard my friends calling me, and with a great
effort | dragged myself back to redlity, staggered to my feet and hunched my way to the great oaken
doorsthat led to the courtyard, struggled with bolts and latches strangely heavy and tiff, flung mysdlf
through the gap that offered and stumbled down the shallow steps and across the cobbled yard to the
safety of the stable, where Snowy took my arms around his neck, Moglet caressed my ankles, Corby
brushed his sound wing across my face, Puddy hummed gently and Pisky sang me a bubbly song.

"I'm sorry, so sorry!" | sobbed. "And so afraid!"

"We know," whispered Snowy, "but you are safe now . . ." and he let me cry out my tears and
remorse and wipe my eyes on hissilky mane. When | was comforted enough they asked me what had
happened, and firgt | told them about Conn and the lady and then of the fear and sorrow that | had
experienced inthe hdll.

They ligtened attentively, but it was Corby who summed up our problem, in hisown inimitable way.

"So he'stemporarily not one of us," he said dowly. "And there's something nasty under the
floorboards. . ."

The Binding: Unicorn

The Terror under the Floor

After agood night's deep we went over it dl again, and | had to endure once more my memories of
Conn and the lady, but my friends ingtinctively made it easy for me, and once again it was Corby's good
sense that made it bearable.

"Timeyou grew up anyway, Thing dear, and my guessisthat it was only athing of theflesh and



nothing to worry about in the long run. Sometimes with humans, | understand, it isabit like eating: wasn't
it the Rusty Knight himsdlf that said hewastired of plain fare and craved venison? Fair enough, but adiet
of venison day and night will make you liverish, and before long you're back to bread and cheese and de,
the stuff that keeps you going most of your life.

"o, let it be: hell return to plain fare soon enough . . "

After | wasreconciled to al this—superficidly at leesst—there was il the wonderment of redlizing
where men and women fitted into each other like mortice and tenon, their bodies tongued and grooved
and dovetailed likefair furniture. But | had not thought that this coupling could be athing of such violence,
of criesand tearings, of hurt and passion. Still, it wasinteresting, just the same, and | thought about it at
intervasfor quite sometime. Theonly surething in dl this cogitating wasthat abody such asmine, al
humps and crookedness, would need avery fine carpenter indeed to marry the parts to another.

Of the strange noisesin the hall, the fedlings of terror and despair, Snowy at least was positive
something should be done. The trouble was, we did not know whether there was anything actualy
underneath the floor, as | suspected, though when | went back later and stamped, quietly, | reported
back that there seemed to be an echo of sorts beneath my feet.

"Soundslikeacdlar,” said Puddy. "Or adungeon.”

Something tickled at the back of my mind: hadn't the Lady Adiora said something about a dungeon?
But my thoughts were going back farther than that.

"The castle seems to have been built on the foundations of alarge Roman villa" | said dowly. "And if
| remember—if | recall—someone must have told me that those old villas had great storerooms
underneath, and lots of pipesand channelsfor a hot-water warming system; sometimesthese cdllars
extended even beyond the foundations of the house itsdlf if there wasn't aready supply of water
adjacent—"

"Thelake!" said Corby. "But they don't useit now: go ahaf-milefor fresh water from ariver through
on the other side of the woods. Heard one of the nags grumbling 'bout doing the journey threetimesa
day or more when there's company.”

"Water in that lake looks dead,” said Puddy. "Can't have been divefor years.”

"We must take alook," said Snowy. "All that you have said, Thing, makes me believe that thereis
something gravely amiss here. A larger amount of fodder than is necessary for the beasts hereis collected
daily, and some of it carried outside the castle walls. Asfar as| remember there are no outer stables, nor
any cattlegrazing . . . | think, friends, it istime we took some exercise.”

So it wasthat | rode out of the stable, Moglet and Puddy inside my jacket, Pisky's bowl dung round
my waist and Corby wobbling on my shoulder, to ask the soldiers on duty that the main gate be opened.

We were greeted by a shout of laughter. "Call that thing ahorse?' guffawed one of the gate-guards.
"And asfor that tetty bird . . . Any morein thetravelling circus?'

| frowned most dreadfully, and | could hear Corby grinding his beak, but Snowy behaved just like
the clown they believed him: ssumbled alittle, flicked his ears back and forth, swished histail and gave
me some good advicein the midst of dl thisaswell.

"Go easy, Thing dear: every human likesto laugh, and the more they despise us the more ready they
will beto disregard us as athreat to whatever they are hiding. Play as silly as me, therésagood girl.
And, wise crow, fal off your perch and try and look ridiculous, if youcan . . ."

So we found ourselves outside the gate, with agood ded of chaffing on the guard's part, and a secret
ragein my breast. | turned Snowy's head eagerly towards the Side of the castle nearest the lake, but quite
unexpectedly he stopped suddenly and lowered his head and | did gracefully down his neck to land on
theturf in aheap. | got to my feet, pilling cats and toads and fish dl over the place.

"What on earth did you do that for?' | demanded furioudy, but even as| asked | heard the sound of
laughter carried from the gateway, and turned to seethem all still watching us.



"That was the reason,” said Snowy. "So, today we shal not go near the lake, but shdl rather ride
innocently through the forest for awhile. Get up again, Thing: | promise none of thiswill be wasted."

So that day we rode the perimeter of the castle, but some hundred yards hidden in the forest. We
found neither bird nor beast to disturb its stillness, but we did find another exit. We had origindly
approached the castle from the east, joining the woodland ride that approached it from the south; but
running near north there was another ride that ended on aknoll looking over a swift-running river, which
was obvioudy where the household water was collected each day. Beyond thiswas awooden bridge, a
smdll village on the other bank, and thick forest. We followed the ride back towards the castle, and
found that we emerged some quarter mile from the strange enclosed space at the back of the building,
and even aswe watched from the shelter of the treeswe could see that the pavilionsinside were being
enlarged and painted, and at one time someone opened the bolted wooden gates and we could see the
grave within being meticuloudy raked into formal patterns and the tubs of shrubs being moved to the
Sdes.

Snowy sighed, and | could fed him shiver beneath me. "I think we are dmost too late: tomorrow and
the day after it will rain, and then | think they will leaveit till thefull moon . .. We havefive days.
Tomorrow we shdl haveto risk going by the lake. It istoo soon, | fear, but it isarisk we shal haveto
takeif we areto freethem.”

"Them?" | echoed, but he only shook his head, and carried us swiftly back through the rest of the
semicircle of forest.

The next morning we were out again, but thistime attracted far |ess attention from the guards, as
Snowy had predicted. Again as he had promised the sky was overcast and alittle warning wind rattled
the flags on their poles, then died away.

| had attended supper again the previous night in the great hal, and had had to face once again the
sight of Conn, utterly besotted, eyes only for the Lady Adiora. Upgtairs there had been castle servants
who shouldered me out of the way when the bathing-water was produced, and there were othersto air
his new clothes—russet and green, fine wool and silk—and make up the bed, so | waslargely redundant
asfar as| could see. We had only exchanged a couple of words, when he had fallen over mein his hurry
to bathe and change and then, as | had apologized for being in the way, he had looked at mewith an air
of puzzlement asif he did not recognize me, and had merely asked, after amoment, if my room were
comfortable. | had said yes, of course | had, for it was obvious that he had forgotten about the rest of us,
or at least put usto the back of hismind for the time being. So | had not reminded him | had been
banished to the stables, had not told him our fear of what the dungeons held, and most of al had not let
him know how | hated the Lady Adiorafor steding him away and despised him for letting her. Indl this,
of course, | was forgetting Corby's wise words, but solecisms and bandities, however true they may be
to the objective eye, areno use a dl to onewho is subjectively green with jedousy dl over like an unripe
apple, even if that one has absolutely norighttobe. . .

S0, as| said, we went out that next morning to spy out the land on the lakeward side of the castle. |
dismounted on the other side of aclump of sear and withered reeds and tipped Puddy and Pisky into the
watersto see what life there was, if any, and Moglet was detailed to work her way around the edge,
keeping asfar as possible out of sight. Corby was set as lookout and Snowy wasto crop amlessy
towards the castle and an interesting-looking dark, gullied gateway set in the castlewall. | wasthe
digraction: if | thought anyone was watching | behaved like the villageidiot, capering around and turning
somersaults and picking daisesfor achain.

We agreed a sun-time, which | reckoned would be near enough an hour, and it must have been near
midday when we met again, casualy enough, behind the clump of reeds. Pisky and Puddy werelast a
the rendezvous and | had to haul them both out of the water, gasping and distressed, all too ready to blurt
out their joint discoveries.

"It'sal dark and lifeless and choking and black with dime and mud and there are no fish—"

"Water's stagnant, been like that along time. Once connected to the castle. Long pipe, blocked up



with mud. Tried to get down it but failed.”
"Pipeisal choked up with clay and dead bones and gravel—"
"Could be cleared. Water leve is above pipe-mouth.”

"—and nagty, smdlly, stinking water. A hand beneath the water and you can't seeafinin front of you.
No water-bugs, no snails, no red bottom-worms even, no nothing . . ."

"There's something like aduice gate above that pipe,” said Moglet unexpectedly. "I've seen
something like that before: the wood is sound, but it looks asthough it hasn't been used for many years,
and would need agood greasing before it would shift. Therest of the lakeside is barren, and thereis very
little cover.”

"The Romans water system worked something likethat,” | said, till wondering how | knew. "Water
from an outside source ran through pipes that were heated in cavities under the house. A—a hypocaust .

"Well," said Snowy. "I've been cropping grasstill I'm swollen-bellied, but | ftill can't seeaway into
the dungeons, or whatever they are, to find what | know isthere. There is nothing but that barred gate to
%II

"That pipe runsright beneath the grass and through that gate,” said Corby. "The grassisadifferent
colour. Dug years ago, but you can adwaystell."

"But the water can't get through,” | objected. "Moglet and Puddy and Pisky said so. It can't have
anything to do with floods or things drowning—"

""Ware strangers!” hissed Corby, and we all ducked down behind the reeds except Snowy, who was
too big.

From the front of the castle came haf-a-dozen or so stable-hands carrying sacks and fodder and as
we watched they moved, bowed with the weights, to the dark gateway in the wall. One man took out a
large key and unlocked it and they passed inside—and out from that unlocked gate flowed such a
miasma of fear and despair that it crawled as palpable as afog to where we lay hidden, and such
overwheming sorrow struck my heart that | beat my hands against invisible bars and sobbed out my
prisonment.

"Shut up, Thing!" warned Corby. "They're coming out again.”
And as we watched the stable-servants emerged with baskets of ordure and cast them into the

cesspit beyond the lake and rapidly infilled with fresh earth, but asthey did so Moglet and Snowy sniffed
thewind.

"Hare, coney?"
"Bear? Wild pony, certanly.”

IIBWIH
"We must get in there somehow,” said Snowy urgently. "My nose tells me that there are dozens of
animdsin there, and we till don't know why!™

The idea seemed ridiculousto me. Why keep animalsimprisoned underground? If one wanted mest
one either grazed cattle or hunted, that was part of life. Why keep them fed and watered underground,
when it was so much cheaper to let them roam free? Deer and boar were plentiful, at least outsde this
forest, and so were the smaller game. Everywhere ese but here: was that the answer? Was that why they
stored them? But what of the absence of any kind of life: no birds, no hedgepigs, no mice, no rats? And
the overwheming fear that overlaid al? But why, why? There must beasmple explanation . . . A feast
and afair, that wasit! They had some deer, boar and hare for the feast, ready for easy daughter when
the time wasripe. And the others were for the usud tainted entertainment this place seemed to afford.
The smell of badger that Moglet had detected in the droppings must mean that one comer of that
enclosed space they had been tidying and gravelling yesterday would be reserved for baiting, and the



bear must be atame one, trained for dancing. The wild ponies? Those | supposed would befor the lady's
horsebreakersto show off their arts. If the general standards of entertainment in this place were anything
to go by, thiswas an improvement: better than the stupid torturing pleasure they usualy seemed to take
with strange, twisted thingslikeme. . .

"No," said Snowy, who had obvioudy been reading my thoughts. "No, there are too many, dear
child, and their fear hasinfected dl theland around. It is more than mere sport or entertainment.”

"Thenwhat?'
"l am not sure. Not yet . . . But one of usmust get in thereto find out.”
It started to rain, quite heavily. One of the men carrying over more hay looked up and saw us.

"Hey you: Crookback! Yes, you. .. Bring that nag of yours over here and make him useful,
otherwise well dl get soaked.”

| would have refused, but Snowy spoke urgently. "Thisisjust the chance we have been waiting for!
Takemeover . . ."

"You're not abeast of burden at the beck of anyone!"
"Don't argue, for once. Just do as| say."

So | |€eft the others sheltering as best they could and led Snowy over. ™Y ou want to borrow the
pony?" | asked, sounding, and looking too, | suppose, like a hafwit.

The stable-hand grabbed Snowy's bridle and thwacked his rump. "C'mon, you bag-of-bones!"

| watched him load up, noted Snowy's meek head hanging down, saw him led down adight inclineto
the mouth of atunnd that revealed itself now | was nearer to the barred gate, then made my way back to
the others.

Puddy and Pisky werefine, reveling in the warm summer rain, which was coming down faster now,
but Moglet made awild legp at me, burrowing under my jacket and proceeding to soak us both, and
Corby, nothing loath, tried to huddle under my cloak. We made our way back to the castle, more or less
together, and | stowed away the others, for | could not know how long Snowy would be. Then, asluck
would haveit, | ran sraight into Conn and the Lady Adiora.

We had obvioudy missed their riding out, for they were now returning wet with rain, Conn mounted
on abeautiful strawberry-roan Apparisoned with red velvet, both now dark with rain. | rushed over to
clutch a hisbridle but he looked down at me asthough | were astranger, al the while listening to the
lady's prattle.

" ... but because of the weather we had better postponeit. My weathermen say it should clear up
by New Moon, so probably four days hence. Y ou will have to practise your archery, meanwhile—What
isthat dirty creature doing?' In adifferent voice. | wasfranticaly pulling at Conn'sbridleto try to gain his
attention. "Send it away! That part of your lifeisgone, my love, but if you il have afondnessfor the
cregture | will find it work in thekitchens. . ."

Conn pulled away from me. "Not now, not now," he said. "Later, Thingy, later . . ."

| spat on the ground as they passed, but the angry tears were not far from my eyes, and when | went
into the castle that night | was denied the table and pushed towards the kitchens, where a greasy scullion
grabbed me and made me turn one of the spitswhile he dipped hisfingersin the gravy and lay back at his
ease, and every time| tried to escape he pulled me back by my ear, cackling with laughter at my
discomfort.

| wasworried, for Snowy had not returned by the time | went over to the castle, and each minute
dragged interminably. When | finally escaped the rain had stopped and the summer stars were shining
faintly, and low clouds obscured the moon. | had only had beans and bread for supper and water to
wash them down, but managed to salvage a beef-rib bone from under the nose of agreat hound and,
dusted down, it would be more than adequate for Corby and Moglet. | hoped Puddy had managed to
find one of his unmentionables during the day, and Pisky could have adiver of the bef.



But when | reached the stable dl this planning was forgotten, for there was Snowy, head drooping,
flanks heaving, trembling asthough in anicy blast. The bone went flying as| rushed forward, and | will
givethe otherstheir due, that bone was not touched until we had heard Snowy's story.

At first | thought his distress was due to ill-treatment and abuse, and | ran my hands over hishide, his
joints and tendons, looked to see he had water and fodder, but al was asit should be. And then, though
he had volunteered nothing, | redlized that the aura of near-pa pable suffering that emanated from him
was an exhaugtion of the spirit that has had to suffer mentd ill-treatment asred asif it had been beaten or
garved, and | put my arms around his neck and leant my head againgt hisjaw.

"Tell me—tdll us—dear one, what has happened, what you saw that was so dreadful . . ." And ashe
told usit was asif we were there and could see through his eyes, hear through hisears, smell it and taste
itand fed it.

As he had approached the open gate in the wall agrest stench of animal came from it, and out of the
dark, yawning mouth of the tunnel abelch of fear, raw and undigested, that had made him stopin his
tracks, and the men had used awhip to urge him on, jesting that he could smell the wolves and was afraid
hewould be turned into their dinner.

And wolvesthere were, penned next to the great dusty bear and her yearling cub: three grey, dinking
animals, eyes ditted sharp astheir teeth. And next to the wolves two large badgers, dmost as big asthe
haf-dozen wild boar, both these pig-like animasfull still of rage and lust for killing, wasting their strength
on futile rushes againgt the bars as the men gpproached, the badgers claws rattling impotently against the
metd, the boars tusksringing asthey clashed with their prison. And opposite these fierce creatures were
the grass-eaters, the proud stag with histhree terrified hinds, the wild ponies, mountain goats, hares,
coneys—and their keepersrattled the bars and taunted them as they threw them their food, gave them
their water, telling them how their days, hours, minutes were numbered.

"Four days from tomorrow you've got, my fine creatures, and then you'll be so much skin for the
buzzards Midsummer Night will be perpetua night for you al! And not from each other, oh no! Twill be
thefinelords and ladies as will lead the massacre, and them getting points each for the onesthey kill. Not
so many for the bears, 'cos they're a bigger target, though more difficult to finish off, but big points for the
hares, ‘costhey're smaler and move faster. Roast venison dl round from you, my fine fellow and your
dames, only oneswe can't eat are the pesky wolves and rancid badgers, but they'll do for bait for the
next lot of meet-eaters. Ah yes, roll on the Midsummer-Night massacre!™

And so, Snowy told us, big-eyed with wonder and horror, he had had to cam all those beasts, tell
them what they needed and hoped for.

"And what was that?" | asked, knowing what the answer would be even as| asked the question.
"Why, that we would rescue them dl, of course,” he said.



The Binding: Unicorn

Midsummer Madness

And, looking at the faith shining from those strange brown-grey-green eyes| amost believed we
could, even as| asked the hopeless: "But—how?"'

So hetold us.

In essence the plan was to open the exit gates beyond the daughter-yard and guide the anima s away
from the castle to the ride leading through the woods to the bridge across the river that marked the
boundary between this petty tenure and another. The plan entailed opening well oiled gates, the control of
panic among the animals and dowest onesto go first, and aso adistraction at the castle end to divert
those attending the Madness. Snowy promised to organize the animals and keep them from panic, if the
rest of us could ensure the opening of the gates and the distraction.

"There" he said. "How about it?"

Weall agreed enthusiagtically, caught in the euphoria of the moment, but it was the common-sensical
Puddy who brought us back to redlity.

"A goodidea," he said, with his sometimes maddening downess, "but what would digtract the lords
and ladies enough not to send their servants chasing the beasts? And how would we escape afterwards?
And what of the Rusty Knight? Remember, The Ancient indgsted that we had al to keep together, and
thisisonly thefirst of our trids. By dl accounts he has eschewed hisloydties aready.”

Conn! Oh, dear Gods, | had forgotten him aready!

No, | had not forgotten, that was not the right way to think of it. He wasin my thoughts day and
night, and | was made both fiercely jedl ous and desperately miserable by his defection to the beautiful
Adiora, but he had assumed the proportion of adream, not to be confused with the day-to-day redlities
of eating and drinking, deep, discoveries, plansfor the escape of the animds. | cursed mysdlf for my
forgetfulness of his placein the generd scheme of thingsas | gazed blankly at the others.

"Thing-dear will think of something,” said Snowy comfortably, and such wasthe assurancein his
voicethat a that moment | truly believed | would, and put the problem temporarily from my mind.

But there was till the question of adistraction, and it was Corby who suggested fire. "Top half of this
placeisdl wood, and would make amerry blaze. . ." and so | volunteered the next day to scout around
on the upper floors and try to find a convenient corner to set combustible materia. For the escape
afterwards Snowy promised that we would not be left behind. Pisky asked why the animals couldn't be
let out now, please, but Snowy confirmed that there were guards on duty day and night around the castle,
and escape before massacre-day would be impossible.

We settled down for the night, curiosity alayed by Snowy's story and adefinite plan of action to

follow, but perhaps because of thisthe stimulation of thought made us restless, bog-eyed degpers when
at last dawn broke on another grey, dripping day.



The stable-servants "borrowed” Snowy again, and | asked him specificaly to look out for and
question the prisoned animals as to the whereabouts of a particular item | thought might bein the
dungeons; Conn and the lady went out riding again, accompanied only by two discreet grooms, and |
shut my mind to reclaiming him for thetime being. By dint of dodging servants on occasion and behaving
asif | beonged on others, | managed to gain access to the upper floors of the castle. Thefirst floor
consisted of bedchamber after bedchamber, amagnificent solar and asmall library, but the next floor
with its jutting towers was more hopeful. Those rooms facing to the front of the castle were dl occupied,
but of the others overlooking the back Conn wasin one and the last was full of empty chests, discarded
pallets, hangingsin need of repair and tattered tapestries. these were dl dry, and would give off agood
smoulder-smokeif lit.

All this reconnoitring took time, and | till had not had a chance to speak to Conn aone by thetime
therest of us gathered in the stable after supper. | had managed abowl of scrapsfor the others, having
been relegated to the kitchens again, and also auseful pocketful of fat Strips, ided for sarting afire. | had
also checked the gates out of the daughter-yard: these had been opened again today, and while | noted
the ease with which the bolts did back, | aso saw that it took two men to swing them open, largely
because the ground doped dightly upwards at thispoint. A careful removal of accumulated sonesand
debriswas all that was needed, and | saw how | could play anidiot and build mudpies at this point, and
also lay out acouple of arrow-pointers the way the animals wereto go.

Snowy was able to confirm what | had suspected, that a pipe, now blocked with debris, led into the
upper part of the dungeon and thence into adisused cistern, cracked and perforated.

"That must be the pipethat leadsto thelake," | said eagerly. "Which animd is nearest?"

"Luckily for usit isthe badgers; their cage holds both pipe and cistern. | have asked them to clear
away what rubble they can and pile it under the pipe. Some of the smaller coneys are going to squeeze
through their barsto help. Now it's up to you lot at the lake end. Have you spied out the escape route?”

"Tomorrow," | promised.

* % %

The next day was the penultimate one before the intended killings, and therewas alot to do. The
most important thing, of course, was to investigate the escape route, but my idea about the underground
pipe, which had started merely as a secondary diversion, now assumed grester importance in my mind,
for if it succeeded it would mean no more"games' like these could be played at the castle ever again: fire
from above, water from below . . .

But | was thinking ahead too fast: back to the first priority. That morning | begged aride on one of
the water-carts, Corby paying for our passage by playing counting tricks with stones, to my dictation:
Pisky, Puddy and Moglet | kept hidden under my cloak. As soon asthe cart stopped at the river and
they started to fill the water-skins | excused myself, saying | would walk back. There was awooden
bridge acrossthe river and | strolled across, to be accosted by a deepy bridge-keeper on the other side,
who demanded a copper coin before | could proceed to the village, five huts and atavern.

"Lord Ric'sdemesne," yawned the bridge-keeper. "Naught to look at for miles. Forest clear through
for fiveleagues a least, then the Hall. Looks of you, you wouldn't want to try it without amount.”

"Where doestheriver comefrom?' | ventured.

"Gawd knows! Somewheresto the west. Now, you coming or going?'

"Going," | sad, and went.

So far, so good. A bridge guarded by one man, aforest north for miles, ariver flowing east/west: the
animals had agood chance if they got thisfar; it was to be hoped that there were meadows or clearings
for the coneys and haresfarther up the riverbank.

Now for the duiceinthelake. Luckily I got alift back with alater water-cart because the pebblein
my stomach was pulling again—no, not a pebble, the dragon'sruby: | kept forgetting. It was midday



when we reached the scummy waterside, and | asked Pisky to swim down asfar as he could to
determine the construction of the duice, and Puddy to hop down the pipe to see how far in it was
blocked; | set Corby to find likely pieces of wood in case we had to lever up the duice, and sat back on
the bank for five minutes rest, Moglet on my lap.

After amoment or two she became restless. "Why can't | do something?' she demanded. "Everyone
eseisbeingimportant . . ."

"l wasjust coming to that,” | said carefully. "I couldn't manage without you, Moglet dear. We need a
sentinel, awatcher, and | can't bein two placesat once." | wasimprovising rapidly, my thoughtsin
careful man-speech so she wouldn't understand. ™Y ou were just what | had in mind; would you go behind
that clump of dried grasses, keep an eye on the comings and goings at the castle, and watch the
tunnel-gate aswel?'

Pisky reported back, choking, that the nether end of the duice was deep in mud, but that the
mechanism seemed simple enough; the only bar to raising it seemed to be ablock of iron placed
crossways across the whed that had to be turned north/south to engage a number of teeth that governed
the height. Puddy said that, asfar as he could judge, the tunnel, gpart from silt, was clear up to withina
foot of thewalls of the castle: the echo of his splashes changed in quality with the weight of thewalls
above him. We cdled it aday after | had leant over asfar as| dared to try turning the whedl, and had
falenin. The whed needed greasing and | needed a bath.

That night | told an exhausted Snowy what we had found out. He nodded.

"The badgers have worked hard al day, and they say thereisonly afoot or so more of debristo
move; they reckon they are right under the castle walls now. But the last bit will be the hardest: there are
rocks and hard-packed earth in there."

"How deep isthe water in the pipe?’ | asked Puddy.
"Inchesonly. Thedlt piled up at the lakeward end iswhat holds the water back. Once the pipeis

clear it will run straight down to the dungeon, provided the digging beasts get it clear. Pressure of water
will take dl beforeit—the last Six inches, anyway."

| instructed Snowy to have the badgers excavate through asfar asthey dared, leaving an airway of
about three inches at the top; the pipe's diameter was at least two feet, but we didn't want anyone
excavating so far that they leaked the plot. On the other hand, if | could wind up the duicegate just alittle,
at least we would know if our plan might work.

"Isit level, or doesit dope down towards the castle—the pipe, | mean?' | asked Puddy.
"Sopesdown. Only gradualy. Exit is somefoot or two lower than the lake end.”

"Bother!" | said, thinking rapidly. "That means someonewill have to come back for us, Snowy dear,
after you have led the others out. Can you find someone el se to lead them down to the river?”

" am the only one who speaks dl their languages. Perhaps | could send back a couple of the ponies.
.." hehegitated. "Isal this necessary, my dear?’

"Yes" | sad. "Very necessary. The mgority of the animas may well escape thistime, but what about
the next ones? And the next? We want to make certain, don't we, that it never happens again, and if we
flood the dungeonsit will take them along time—a very long time—to dredge it out again. Perhaps
never, asthelakeison ahigher leve than the castle. Then maybe they will give up this sort of thing
forever. | hope 0. . . Send us back whatever help you can, for there will be all five of us—"

"And what about the Rusty Knight?*' asked Snowy.

* % %

What indeed about the Rusty Knight? About Conn, the redhaired wanderer who had captured my
heart . . . | had not seen him, except fleetingly, since the night we arrived. And when | had tried to speak
to him it would seem he had forgotten al about us, for his eyeswere only for the Lady Adiorain dl her
seductive beauty. For amoment or two | felt sorry for myself, lying deepless on the straw in the stable,



while he—while heluxuriated in silks and linen, but then the straw pricked a my spine and with that
discomfort camethe redlization that | hadn't done much, hadn't done anything in fact, to wrest him from
hisdiversion. | had crept away like awhipped dave on the lady's bidding and had sobbed from the hurt
his carelessness of me had engendered, but had | gone back upstairs and tried to win him back to us next
morning? No. Had | fought for what | wanted, even though it might be impossible? No. Had | reasoned
with him, bribed him, suborned him, warned him? No. Had | reminded him of the quest we were bound
upon, of The Ancient'swords, of the dragon? No. Had | rebelled, fought, poisoned, stabbed? No.. . .

Infact | was acoward, that wasthe truth, as soft as Moglet who now lay across my chest, sdes
gently heaving, needing the reassurance of my body for her tentative purr. But then Moglet had me, and |
had—? Them, of course, Snowy, Corby, Puddy, Pisky and my little cat. We were interdependent.
Independent, too, by very virtue of our differences. But Conn?He and | should have been closer, for we
were humans; but then he was aman, and men were different, it seemed. They had al sorts of privileges
and greeds and lugts of their own, which they were alowed to indulge quite fredly, it seemed, but didn't
they too have such fundamentd qudities asloydty, for instance? Couldn't he, even for the short timethe
quest might take, leave his pleasures for another time?

| realized, of course, that he did not see the Lady Adioraquite aswedid. To him shewasalovely
body, aluxury, adream to be indulged. To us she was a shalow, heartless queen who exploited the fears
and vulnerabilities of helplessanimasfor her own pleasures and satiation, much as she was using Conn—

| sat up suddenly, disturbing a protesting Moglet. Of course! Just as she had to have this midsummer
madness of amassacre to satiate her lust for cruelty, so dso did she have to have this succession of men
to satisfy her other lusts; not only Conn, but also those other knights with pale faces and jeal ous eyes
who had stared at him on that first night. And Conn would become a cast-off, just like the rest of them,
S0 soon as afresh male appeared! Now | understood the mutterings of the servants, the angry |ooks of
the desiccated knights. She was the spider, they theflies, to be seduced and devoured, sucked dry and
discarded as and when she pleased.

And poor Conn believed she was the love of hislife, true and tender and everlasting! But how could
| possibly dislllusion him, show him he was only one of many? And how, most important of al, persuade
him to leave her the day after tomorrow? How make him understand what she was, hisimpermanencein
her life? Make him redlize about the massacre, her part init? 1 didn't know, | just didn't know. And there
was 0 littletime. ...

* * %

Therewaslesstimethan | had bargained for. That next morning there was more hustle and bustle
than usua and | caught at a servant'sdeeve.

"What goeson?"

"Her Ladyship's weathermen have been at it again, that'swhat! They say dl's changing, and that if we

leave the entertainment till tomorrow ‘twill be wet. So, ‘tistonight, an hour after sundown, and there's
lights and tapers and rushes to set—don't bother me, I've enough to do!”

| rushed back to Snowy. "It'stoday, tonight, at twilight! Well never be ready!"

"The animals must betold,” worried Snowy. "And if it isto be tonight they won't bother feeding them.
| wondered why | had not been sent for . . ."

"But you must get in there, they won't know what to expect! If we ever manageit . . . There's Corby
to stake out, the duice to make operable, and—oh Gods! Conn . .." And | ran my fingers through my
tangled hair in desperation.

"Stop panicking,” said Snowy gently. "All will be done. Just tell me when you expect everything to be
ready ..."

Hadtily revisng practicaly everything | set gpproximeate times, my mind racing ahead with gatesto
clear, dried rushes and fat to add to fuel, Conn . . . oh dear! And the problem of everyone being
prepared to escape.



"Just beready a the end of the lake nearest where dl will be moving,” said Snowy. " Someone will
pick you up. It may not be me, but you will be rescued, | promise. Now, your only rea problemisto
persuade the Rusty One to cooperate.”

"But you—how will you get in to tell the other animals?’

"That isthe easiest part! Go over now and tell the head-groom—that sharp-faced fellow in the
striped yellow breeches—that your master has donated me to the entertainment. Go on: do as| say!"

"But—but that means. . ."

"That | shal bethereto lead them to freedom, yes. Go, child: do asyou aretold. It'sour only
chance."

| wanted to say no, no! We can escape, we can |leave the other animalsto their fate, we seven can
get away, but knew it would be no use, knew that our unicorn would never agree. To him those logt,
frightened animals down there in the dark were just asimportant as we were and that wasright, | knew,
but the miserable cowardly bit of me would not admit it. | knew that those prisoners were just as
important to the world asthe king in his castle, the knightsin their armour, the maidensin their towers,
and | wished there was something, someone, who would look kindly on our enterprisejust for the sake
of dl thelost and frightened and persecuted ones who could not help themselves. Conn prayed regularly:
perhaps | should too. | shut my eyesand tried to think of aforce, a power, a stream of goodness, pity,
love

"Please, please help us” | prayed. "Help usto free those animals, help usto ensure it doesn't happen
again. Help meto help poor Conn, help meto take care of them all; keep ustogether and safe. . "

| should have liked to record that | felt an enormous force sweep through me in answer, making me
fed ten feet tal, full of courage and capable of deding with anything, but | regret to say that dl | felt was
Moglet'sclavsinmy right ankle.

"Bregkfag?'

* % %

After that | wastoo busy to think of anything, except the searing compunction | felt asthey led
Snowy away.

They had laughed at my offer at first. "What, that decrepit old bag o' bones?' they had jeered. "Don't
you know we don't take jades? Down there we have the pick of the fields and forests—what, an old
hack like that?" Then: "But perhaps, being white and so dow an'’ dl, hed be an easier target for some of
the less-practised ladies. . . All right, then, well take him."

And then, before | had time to think how desperately easily al this could go wrong, it was off to the
kitchensto stedl ail, tallow and fat-scraps, and racing upstairs to secrete it behind the other materials for
Corby'sfire. And back down again for some dried rushes. . . Then over to the lake. The waters had
risen with therain of the last couple of daysand | had to grope for the lever that worked the duice: it
would still not budge further, but | had brought sometallow to greaseit later. Then over to the wooden
gates, and afrantic clearing of any dirt and stones that might impede their easy opening: no one took
much notice. They were too busy with last-minute raking of the gravel, the fixing of tallow-dips, the
hanging of slks and flagsto the pavilions. Then | |ft the othersin the stable while | attempted the task |
had secretly been putting off till the last moment, the most difficult oneof dl . . .

Hafway up the steep, twisting stairsto Conn'sroom | hesitated. It was well into the morning:
suppose he was due to go riding with Lady Adiora? Suppose he was with her now? Or perhaps with the
other knights and newly arrived guestsin the solar? Perhgps with Sir Egerton in thelibrary? | redized |
was trying to put more obstaclesin my own way, and that maybe | could put it off till later: it was no use,
procrastination would just make it worse. | should have to search until 1 found him and hope it would not
betoo long.

But | need not have worried. Pushing aside the curtain to his room, still not sure what to say, how to



persuade him to leave with us, | found him stretched out on the bed, till apparently in the blue-and-silver
garb he had worn to last night's banquet and certainly with the day before's stubble on hischin, and a
sae, perfumed air about him. Helay flat on his back, hisarmsfolded on hisbreast, his toes pointed
down for dl theworld like aknight laid out for hisburying. If it hadn't been for the frown and the open
eyes| might well have believed him dead.

Going over to the bed | laid my hand hesitantly on hisarm, still not sure of what | was going to say.
"Conn?Areyou dl right?'

Hedidn't move, not even hiseyes: it was asif hewerein atrance. Then—"Thingy?"'

"Yes"

"Haven't seen you for days—weeks." Sowly hiseyes swiveled round to meet mine. "Yes, I'mdl
right. I think . . . Where have you been?

| forebore to remind him how | had been thrown out. "Oh—around. Y ou know . . ."

"Mmmm. What's been happening?'

"Nothing much. What about you?'

"Thesame." Hesdghed. "Er . . . I've been thinking . . ."

v

"I had dmost forgotten, in this—this Castle of Delights, that we were supposed to be on a quest.
Cameto melast night. Wasn't degping. You know . . ."

| nodded. "I know. Restless.. . ." Keep up the pretence, especidly as| knew how awkward he felt
by the staccato sentences, just as he had been when hefirst met us, before he had become used to us
and spoke with that lovely, running lilt | remembered so well.

Then, to my horror, my utter embarrassment, my downfal, he suddenly started to cry. Not noisy
sobs, his head in his hands, but the dow, hopeless, unable-to-stop kind of tearsthat trickled from the
corner of hiseyes and ran down to his ears, leaving little snail-tracks glistening in the space between.

"Conn! Oh Conn, don't! My dear, don't cry!" and | reached forward, quite without thinking, and held
hishands, my heart burgting. "What isit? Who has hurt you?"

He released one hand, but only to wipe away the emotion, then sniffed, blew hisnose on the linen
sheet, and drew me down to Sit on the edge of the bed beside him. Propping himself on one elbow he
regarded me steadily. "Thingummy, I've been afool!"

| agreed wholeheartedly, but inside. "No," | said. "Of course you haven't! Whatever makes you think
such adlly thing?'

"Don't deny it, you know | have!" Luckily hewent straight on without expecting any more protests,
because | am sure a second time around he might have noticed my ingncerity. "I've been acomplete
idiot! | fancied myself ayouth again and tried to behave like one, when | should have remembered | am
nearly thir—"

| put my hand over hismouth. "Age doesn't matter,” | told him firmly. "Just how you fed . . . Er, were
you talking of the Lady Adiora?" | knew he was, but guessed it would be easier for himiif | pretended |
hadn't noticed hisinfatuation. | wasright, for immediately he loosed atorrent of words, conveying his
hopel ess adoration, her surprising reciprocation, hisforgetfulness of aught ese—and then camethe
interesting hit. | think he had temporarily forgotten thet I, the deformed, ugly little Thing, with potentialy
no knowledge of Lifewith acapita L, would, or should, be unable to understand what he was saying.

"—and | thought it was only because it wasthefirst timefor ages, you know, when one getstoo
keyed up and can't perform. Like drinking too much wine, when the intent is there but you can't raisea
thing. But she seemed to be satisfied enough when | found myself in a permanent ate of arousd, but
getting nowhere. | tried, dear God! how | tried, but | just couldn't come off! It wasdl right for her, me
with a permanent hard-on, but | got nothing from it except frustration and asore prick . . ."



| understood enough now to anticipate his next remark.

"Then | remembered that old witch, cursing mein theforest, dl that long time ago. She said—"

"That your desireswould remain unfulfilled until you asked the ugliest woman in theworld to marry
you!"

He sat sraight up on the bed and glared a me, his brow athick, uncompromising and unbroken line
across hisforehead. "How the hell—!"

"Y ou talked in your deep. When you were sick after that ambush. And you told The Ancient too,
remember?’

He subsided, but not for long. "Wel, I'm damn well not going to ask any femde to marry me, ugly or
no! Sod that for agame. . . No, if I'm to get no satisfaction, I'll put the temptations out of the way from
now onwards. Pity, never fancied cdlibacy. Still, could shave my head and become amonk, | suppose. .
" The grim lines were smoothing themsdlves out from hisface.

"The Ancient said that some spells could be broken if one sneaked up on them, took them by
surprise, went in by the sde entrance,” | reminded him, though how thiswould apply in hiscase | could
not imagine. "He aso said that if we completed this quest and returned the dragon's jewels our troubles
would be solved. Remember?' Not exactly how he had put it, but ill . ..

"Just what | wasthinking first thing thismorning,” he said, more cheerfully. "I reckon we should be
going back to theroad in aday or two—"

"No!" I cried. "A day or two will betoo late—" and for the next quarter hour, half hour, | tried to
explain to him what was happening, what we had planned to do.

It was no use: he utterly refused to believe me.

"But that would be like—like the Slaughter of the Innocents! No hunter would trap animals like that
and wipe them all out without a chance of escape. It's—it'sjust not done, that sort of thing!"

"But it will be done, just like that, unlesswe carry out our plan!”

"Rubbish, Thingumgig! Now you'reletting your imagination run away with you—"

"Comewith me!" and | haf-pulled, haf-dragged him from the bed. The lancet windows overlooked
the yard at the back. " See? They have everything ready!"

"But for what? Lady Adiora said there wasto be an outdoor entertainment, that wasadl . . ."

"Then why al those bows and spears stacked over there? And the carts outside the walls, waiting to
carry off the dead animals? And the sand and sawdust in those leather buckets to cover up the blood,
lest theladiesfed squeamish?

"Conn, wake up! Believe me. . ."
He still shook his head, but there were frown lines between his eyes. "No, you must bewrong . . ."

| could fed thetears of anger and frustration seeping through my mask. "Well, if you don't believeit,
hard luck, that'sdl! Well manage without you: you can stay with your—your precious Adiora
and—and—and never ‘come-off,' asfar asI'm concerned!” and | turned and stumbled away towards
the door. Hisbundle of clothes, the ones he had travelled in, werein ahegp in the corner: we still had his
mail in the stable. | glanced back. He was staring down from the window and hisfingers were tapping
restlessy on the sll. Gathering up the bundle of clothes| fled downgtairs. Perhaps he would come.
Perhaps. . .

The otherswere restless for action after being cooped up, and | hastily packed up al our gear and
humped it and them over to the |akeside, then went back to beg some scrapsfor ameal, coming away
with some bread and cheese, a ham-bone destined originally for the stockpot and a half-empty jar of
honey. That would have to do, but | remembered to fill the water-bottle from one of the river-water
buckets.

It may seem strange that no one grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and asked what the hell | was



doing and where | was going, but everyone was, thankfully, far too busy preparing for the evening's
fedtivities. In the kitchens the spits were turning with fowl and game and pork, bread and piesfilled the
ovens and the tables were aready laden with sweetmeats and glazed confections, but | wastoo busy and
gpprehensiveto fed hungry. Guests were dtill arriving, and aready the wineskins were being broached,
and more decorations were being carried through to the hall.

| crept back to the others, wondering what poor Snowy was feding at this moment, far beneath usin
the darkness. They could not help but hear some of the preparation and, perhaps because of this, my
stomach began to stretch and pull in sympathy with the trapped ones. | would not have had our unicorn's
courage, | knew that.

The others had sengbly hidden in the reeds with our gear, and we ate frugdly, not knowing when
food would come our way again, so | saved alittle of everything and packed it with therest. Then |
stripped off, for asmuch as | hated theidea | knew | should have to climb down into that scummy water
and clear away dl the debris| could from round the duicegate.

The water was cold as death and smelt of rotting corpses, and | was gagging as| came up for a
breath of fresh air.

"It'simpossible! | can't shiftit!"

"Let metakealook," said Puddy, diving nestly into the stinking water. He came up filthy, and looking
grave. "Gives me aworse headache than ever, down there," he said. "Therés agreet pile of st on both
sides of the gate. Goes down two or three feet at least. Have to be scooped away.”

"What with?' | said despairingly, for looking round there was nothing to scoop with, no container of
any sort except Pisky's bowl—

"No!" sad thelittlefish. "Not never! Not my bowl . . ."

| was not even conscious of having transmitted the thought, but quickly reassured him. "No, no, my
pet, not your bowl. I'll—I'll just haveto dig it away with my hands and throw it up on the bank.”

"Ther€'s the cooking-pot,” said Corby dowly, "or, better ill: thisl" and he stalked over to Conn's
pack and tapped sharply on the hidden shape of his conica helmet. | drew it out, rust-spotted and
dented—it couldn't look worse. A littlemud . . .

For two hours| struggled with the dimy muck that squelched between my toes, choked my nostrils
and layered my body with its evil-samelling dime, and | was hat, dirty and exhausted when Puddy finally
took another diveto seeif it was clear. Hisreport was optimistic.

"Y ou've shifted dl that was blocking it. Now try the lever—gently, mind. We don't want the water
through yet."

| put my weight on thelever: nothing. | tried, again and again, and at last, to my gratification, fdt the
wholething gtir, quiver under my hand, and shift dl of an inch to the next ratchet. Puddy went down
agan.

"It'smoving. Jaws are locked and the whedl engaged with the teeth. Don't move it any morefor a
moment,” and he disappeared again. Five minutes later he regppeared gasping for breath. "Water's
trickling down the pipe. Three inches of debrisonly holding it back at the other end. Badgers did agood
job. Can hear theanimals."

"And Showy?" | cried. "Ishedl right?'

"Sorry. Forgot. Get my breath back and—"

"Oh, no! | can't let you go back!"

"My fault for not checking." And back he went, and thistime he was so much longer that my nails
were digging into my palms by the time his head emerged plop! from the water and he swvam, very tired,
to the bank.

| stroked his back and his belly and used some of the water from Pisky's bowl, eagerly offered, to
wipe his eyes and mouth, then puffed alittle of my air into hislungs. "Areyou dl right? Y oure avery



bravetoad . . ."

He perked up alittle, but his skin was still pale and bloodless. | sngpped my hand fast round a
passing damsdlfly and stuffed it in his mouth. His throat worked up and down, an aosurd wing sticking
out of the corner of hisjaw, but &t last he swallowed, breathed more easily, and squatted down
comfortably.

"1 went right through, down the tunnel, over the barrier and into the dungeon. Snowy sensed | was
coming and was there to meet me. Place stinks: haven't cleaned it out this morning, of course, but neither
have they fed or watered them and they are al hungry and thirsty and it is stifling hot. But Snowy has
kept them in stout heart, and he shineslike alight in the darkness—"

"A light?" | questioned, momentarily distracted.
"Why, yes: the slver light, like star-glow, that shinesfrom him al thetime. Y ou must have noticed it?"

"But | hadn't. The others had, of course, and it was strangely humbling to remember that | was
merely ahuman being, and because of that missed so many things these animalstook for granted, likea
unicorn'slight . . .

"| fear, though," added Puddy, "that hislight grows dimmer, for heis near exhausted, | think. He says
be sure to wait by the north side of the lake. Oh, and try your best to persuade the Rusty One. | think
that wasdl," and he shut his eyes and went promptly to deep, after the most sustained bout of
communication | had ever heard him make, abelt the words had taken an agonizing ten minutesto
emerge. It fdt that long, anyway.

A horn sounded from the battlements behind us; it was about the sixth hour after noon, and awarning
that the banquet was about to begin. | hid Moglet, Puddy and Pisky in the reeds asbest | could and piled
our belongings nearby where they would be reedily ble. Tucking Corby under my arm | scuttled
back to the castle and was only just in time, for the gates were being shut asthe last of the guests, a
straggler knight, clattered into the courtyard.

| was pushed roughly out of theway for al the stables, including the one we had used, werefull, and
ostlers and grooms had no time for someone underfoot. So | made my way past them and into the Great
Hall, where the noise and bustle were, if possible, worse. Creeping round the wall | went to the kitchens,
and my only problem there was not to be grabbed to hold, baste, cut, drain, chop, pour, dice or wipe
anything as the whole place wasfull of the reek of burning fat, peopl€'s feet and elbows, temperamenta
shouts and greasy tiles, but no one noticed as | did past and made for alittle-used staircase that wound
up to the unused tower. Luckily the torches were aready burning in their sconces, and there was one
near enough to the room we had chosen for it to be easy enough for Corby to climb onto the stoal |
dragged out for him and pull it from its fastenings when the time came. | hid him behind a pile of heaped
hangings, gave him ahug and my blessing.

"And mind, as soon asyou seemewave. . ." Thetal window gave an excdlent view of theyard and
the double gates. "Are you sure you will beal right coming down?'

He eyed the drop. "Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” he said gloomily. "Just you take care, Thing
dear: we couldn't manage without you."

Just for amoment | had asickening redlization of how inadequate | was, of how easly things could
gtill go wrong; of how we seven were so separate, that should be together; how futile this venture redly
was—but luckily it was only a momentary pang, however sharp, for there was still so much to do, and
doubts such as these had no place with action.

| went to seeif Conn wasin hisroom, but he had gone down with the others to the banquet. It was
lucky, though, that | had checked hisroom for there, lying beside the bed, was his broken sword, so that
meant ajourney back to the lakeside, over the wall by the pigsties, where the others greeted me:
nervous, on edge, and definitdy scratchy. | reassured them, feding far from confident mysdlf, then made
my way back to the castle, having to knock at the postern for admittance and receiving a cuff for bringing
the porter out while he wasrelaxing with deand apie.



| aimed at the banquet, where the air made my eyes smart with its smoke of candles, talow, fat and
incense. Conn was at the top table but he was only picking at hisfood, and the Lady Adiorawasfully
engaged with ayoung knight on her left whom | had not seen before, though | noticed she kept a
proprietary hand on Conn'swrist the while. Taking advantage of shadows and the distracting screech of
pipes and the patter of drums from atroupe of musiciansin the centre of the hadl, | Sdled up to thetable
nearest the main doors and scrabbled on hands and knees up on to the platform of the top table. Luckily
digtraction was provided by ajuggler, in competition with the music, tossing brightly coloured wooden
balsintheair, who lost hisrhythm and hisfooting when he tripped over one of the bone-gnawing
hounds.

| crept up to Conn's Side in the ensuing merriment and plucked at his deeve.

"What the devil—Oh, it'syou, Thingy."

"Yesitsme" | said, unnecessarily. "Were dl ready. Don't forget: Snowy isgoing to lead the animas
out and acrossto theriver. Therest of uswill wait for you at the north end of the lake. I've got al your

gear. Oh, and don't worry if the castle catchesfire: it'sdl part of the plan,” and | didn't give himtimeto
question, but did back the way | had come.

Now for thereal business of the evening. Climbing out over the castlewadlsagain, | made my way to
the gates at the far end of the daughter-yard. It was till light, athough there were dark clouds massing to
the west and the sun was glimmering through them like alantern through strips of cloth, yellow light
flashing intermittently. The air was heavy and close, and it was not only fear that made me swest as|
crawled round to my position. The boltsin the gates appeared well oiled, the gates themselves were free
of obstruction, but | had not bargained for the two-wheeled carts that were aready drawn up at one
Sde, for the carcasses | supposed.

There were three drivers, playing five-stonesin the lee of one of the carts, and | had to retreat swiftly
in case they saw me. Thiswas an added and unforeseen danger: would they stride forward and stop me
opening the gates? | crouched behind the near wall, biting my nails, thinking furioudy, but the more|
thought the more my mind chased itsdlf in circles, likeawaspinajar. And as| thought, conjectured,
despaired, the answer came from another source. A serving-man poked his head over thewall and
waved hishand at the men cheerfully.

"Theresde at the Side-gate. Cook's in agood mood. But you've to save acouple of hares and the
smallest of the hinds—on the Sde, you understand. His cousin's brother will pick ‘'emup later . . ." And
he tapped his nose and winked.

The drivers understood well enough; with aglance at each other they hobbled their horses and amost
ran in the direction of the Sde-gate, one remarking to the other: "Well enough: there's coneys and to
spare, 0 they said, and the wife fancies a badger-skin mantle. Pity they don't hold these do's moren
twiceayear .. ."

Creeping forwards | went over to the carts. the grazing horses glanced a me incurioudy and went on
with their feeding, and | had not their language so could not explain that | wished them to pursue apolicy
of non-cooperation: instead, with my knife | cut through the leather strips that hobbled them and prayed
that they would gdlop their cartsto the four winds once the animas were running.

And even as | moved back to the shelter of the gate, and the advantage of a knot-hole in the wood
that afforded medl but aminima viewpoint of what was going on, the fine lords and ladies came out
from their feasting and took their placesin the bright pavilions. The sky was more overcast than ever to
the west and great clouds, castled and battlemented now, reared high and threatening, yet seeming not to
move at al, and over everything was asickly, greenish light, lurid and yet speaking of dark to come. The
air was bresthless and tasted of wet iron.

The audience, the murderers, were dressed in gay colours, the ladiesin blues, yellows and reds, with
fillets set with rough-cut stones on their brows, the gentlemen sported browns, purples and greensand al
voiceswere high and shrill, light and laughing, and the liveliest and most beautiful of them al wasthe Lady



Adiora. One could amost believe she had eaten magic mushroom to see her, dl laughter and glinting
teeth and tossing hair and swaying body. By her Sde, as she led him to the most resplendent pavilion,
Conn looked dull and heavy and uneasy, and | could tell he had eaten little and drunk lessfor once, his
eyesthe only dive things about him, darting anxious glancesfrom sdeto side.

| watched him carefully, for on him, on his reactions to what was about to happen, depended al our
perilous venture. If he understood, soon enough, how depraved the Lady Adioraand her guests were,
then he might be able to escape with us and the Seven would be together again; if, on the other hand he
could not see how wrong it was to herd somefifty or sixty animasinto an enclosure from which they
could not possibly escape and proceed to make a sport of their daughter, then he was lost to usindeed,
aswewereto him. No quest, no return of the jewelsto thedragon . . .

A trumpet sounded. A herald, clad in the castle's colours of blue and yellow, advanced to the centre
of the courtyard, and the knights and ladies settled themselvesto listen with a great shushing of skirtsand
creek of leather, jangling of ornaments and clashing of ceremonid mail.

"My Lady Adiora, Sir Egerton, brave knights, fair ladies, esquires, gentlemen and franklins: this night
will seethe culmination of our pleasures, an entertainment especialy designed by our hostessto
determine the best archer amongst her guests. Shortly there will be released below you in theyard
various ferocious beasts and creatures of the wild" (affected screams from the ladies) "some large and
some smdl. The Lady wishes meto emphasizethat in no way are you in any danger from these animdls,
ladies, for the pavilions have been placed too high for even the tallest to reach.

"Y ou will each receive abow and arrows—" the servants were distributing these as he spoke "—and
each set of Sx arrowsis notched or fletched in adifferent manner so asto be readily identifiable. After
the—er, destruction of the game, scoreswill be added up for each hit. The highest number will win this
jewelled casket, donated by the Lady Adiora. If severa arrows hit the same animal, then that blow which
would be deemed most fata will be thewinner.

"May the best marksman win!" and the herald stepped back and out of the way as four servants went
to the wooden doorsthat led down to the dungeons, ready to fling them open on command.

Thisthen wasit. | glanced at Conn, and saw him expostul ating with hishostess, hisbow lax in his
hand, and sheignoring him for the young knight | had seen earlier; but | could wait no longer. | was not
aware of even breathing as| raised my hand clear and glanced up at the northwest tower; | had to strain
my eyesfor the night was now drawing in fast and my gaze had become accustomed to the glare of
torchlight in the yard, but | managed to make out Corby perched on thelintel of the narrow window, and
saw him flap hiswing in answer to my gesture and disappear indde.

Then Lady Adioramust have given some signd, for at that moment, with agrinding of boltsand a
creaking of hinges as cages were opened, the prisoning doors to the dungeons were thrown wideand I,
liketherest of the audience, peered down into the blackness beyond, nose wrinkling againgt the stench.
Already my hand was reaching for the bolts on the outs de gates when something moved back therein
the darkness, and two dozen arrows were notched to two dozen bows as we al waited for the prey to
pour out, defenceless, into the brightly lighted arena—

But what did emerge was not at al what any of us had expected.



The Binding: Unicorn

The Running

Out of the darkness trotted a dainty white horse, trim and neat, mane curled, tail flowing, and onits
back was a hare, an ordinary brown hare.

Fingers relaxed on bowstrings, arrows drooped and were unnotched and a buzz of speculation ran
round the audience. The white pony, in whom | scarcely recognized atransformed Snowy, knelt on one
knee and bowed, his companion nodding on his back, paws stretched forward to prevent him diding
over thewithers. Then Snowy executed afew light dancing steps, first to the left, then to theright, so that
he zigzagged across the yard and in doing so gpproached the pavilion where the Lady Adiorawas sitting,
abemused expression on her face. | distinctly saw him say something to Conn, who backed away with
an unreadable expresson on hisface, then he was approaching the gate where | was hidden.

"All well, Thing dear? This nonsense will go on for aminute or two longer, but when | kick my hedls
againg the gates, open them asfast asyou can—" and he was gone, trotting like awhite fire around and
around the yard, faster and faster, now and again bucking and kicking up his hedls, whilst the hare,
descended from his back, was punching the air in the centre, turning somersaults, legping in the air and
twigting like afalls-riding sdlmon and now the audience were gpplauding and the bows and arrows were
being laid aside, one by one. And now Snowy went faster till, until the wind of his passing streamed and
extinguished the torchlight, and he seemed like a continuous incandescent circle. The hare bounded higher
and higher and if one closed on€e's eyes the images spread right over the darkness and were till there
when they opened again. All at once they stopped and with an aimighty kick Snowy opened one of the
gates, neighed shrilly, and caled forward the other animaswaiting a the entrance to the yard.
Immediately | pulled back on the other gate and even as| did so abrown flood poured acrossthe gravel.
Coneys and hares, two badgers, a bear and her cub poured out of the gate and raced towards the
woods and theriver, led by the hare who had performed with Snowy.

The surprise lasted long enough among the audience for me to glance up at the northwestern tower in
timeto see ablack, spirdling, flapping shape launch itsdf down the sSide of the building, bounce off the
roof benesth and catapult out of sight to the ground. From the window it had left curled alazy puff of
smoke. . . Dear, good Corby! | hoped he had landed safely, then stopped thinking as the horses with the
carrion carts at last took off acrossthe gateway. | had to somersault out of the way and then was
narrowly missed by a squealing of swinewho rushed out &t the sametime, eyesred, teeth fearsome
under curled lips. In their midst ran Snowy, and as he passed me he called: "Thelake, thelake!" and |
suddenly redlized just what | should be doing. | risked one last, despairing ook for Conn, but he seemed
to have disappeared in amelee of shouting knights, screaming ladies, floundering servants and the tossing
antlers of agreat stag. One or two of the guests had drawn their bows and | heard a sudden cry asan
animal was hit. Another arrow thudded into the open gate at my side, acouple of servantsran over to try
and close the gates, asnarling wolf legpt and | fled.

Scuttling along asfast as| could | reached the lakeside to see alick of flame and then another



reflected from itsblack surface. | looked up at the tower: smoke was now thick and oily, fed well by the
rancid fat | had poured over the rubbish earlier. A freshening wind from the west pushed the tongues of
flame towards the roof between the northwest and northeast turrets. A cry of "Firel™ and | ran back
towards the castle to the point where | had seen Corby fall. | found atill, black shape on the grass.
Sobbing with fear | reached forward and gathered him into my arms, feding with asudden stab of relief
the strong heart beating warm and fast benesth the draggled feathers.

He opened one eye. "Hullo, Thing: sorry to be anuisance, but | still fed abit groggy. Knocked
myself out, | did, when | tried aglide—forgot al about the blasted old wing, didn't 1? Sorry and al that . .
" and hiseye closed. It opened again. "How'sit going, then?"

| ran back to the lakeside, to find the others huddled expectantly beside the baggage, laid Corby on
Conn's pack, with gtrict ingtructions to the others to ook after him, then went round to the duicegate.
Grabbing the lever | heaved with al my strength: nothing. | heaved again, crying out with the painin my
stomach as the muscles of lifting fought with the cramps from the red stone, that contracted asthe others
expanded. At last there was movement beneath: a grudging, durring sound, and the lever moved alittle
and | heard the rush of water seeking itslower level in the pipe. Eagerly, in spite of the pain, | strained at
the lever again and with acrack! the handle broke off in my hand and | tumbled back onto the bank, the
loose wooden lever sailing over my head to land on the grass behind me.

| crawled back to the duice; the water was still running, but even as| listened | could hear the suck
of mud and stones againgt the gate. Despairingly | shook the wooden structure, but the water had dowed
to atrickle now, and there was the sound of running footsteps behind me. | turned to see three or four of
the castle servants making for the near side of the lake, leather bucketsin their hands.

Therewas only onething for it: | dived into the stinking water, my hands scrabbling at the tonesthat
choked the partialy opened duice. Lungs bursting | tugged and pulled upward at the gate, but it wouldn't
shift. | roseto the surface gasping and blowing, to be greeted by ahand on the scruff of my neck hauling
me out onto the bank to liein a haf-drowned heap.

"Out of theway, stupid child! Thisisman'swork," said Conn, and he dived into the water just asthe
servants with the buckets arrived.

| wasin apanic, and instead of redlizing that three or four buckets of dopped-out water could not
possbly hdt thefire that was now amost enveloping the whole of the wooden upper structure of the
cadtle! logt dl reason, and flung mysdlf at the servants, knocking the bucket out of one's hand and
doubling another over with abutt to the stomach, then ran back to look anxioudy at the turmoil of water
that swirled where Conn had disappeared.

His head emerged, black with mud, hiseyeslike eggwhitesin adirty frying pan, hismouth opening
briefly. "Bloody thing'swell and truly stuck—" then he disgppeared again. | felt ahand on my shoulder
and turned to see one of the servants, dagger upraised, but even as | ducked beneath hisarm agrey
shape snapped at his heds. He sivung with hisknife and kicked out at the same time and the cabling wolf
yelped as his shoulder was laid open and spun and collapsed as the boot caught his head. Instantly |
straddled hisinert body and snatched up Conn's broken sword, which lay where he must have dropped
it.

"Don't dare touch him!"

The servant circled warily, dagger glinting in the lurid light that heralded storm; he feinted but | stood
gtill, the hilt of Conn's sword to my stomach, both my handsto it, the jagged end of it about two feet from
my body. Two of the other servants came running to his aid, the other went back to the castle
presumably for more support, but help for me was at hand. Two other wolves, full adults, adog and a
bitch, hackles raised, had cometo look for their cub and now snarled at my side. The young cubling
struggled to hisfeet, shaking his head, obvioudy not too badly hurt. Even so, we were outmatched, for
each of the servants was armed. | do not know how it would have ended but there was a sudden
tremendous flash of lightning, a crack of thunder and then aroar that shook the ground as the duicegate
at last opened fully and atorrent of water plunged down the pipe towards the dungeons.



That was not dl: afigure, back-lit by another flash of blue sheet-lightning, appeared to legp from the
disappearing waters, as black in itsdf asthe clouds now racing in from the west, its mouth and eyes white
gashesinthe dark, and it howled like adevil from hell. What it actualy said was. "Thank Chrigt that's
over! | thought | would choke. . ." but it came out like: "Worraworra-worral™ To aman the servants
flung down their wegpons and fled convinced, | am sure, that some black demon had drunk the lake dry
and, appetite undaked, had now risen to devour them. Watching them run | laughed weakly and
collapsed, shouting: "Weve doneit! Weve doneit! Oh bravo, Conn!"

"Bravo, maybe," said my Rusty Knight, looking more like atal, thin hobgoblin than awarrior, "but
how the hell do we get out of here? And what in the name of goodness are you doing with awolf in your
ams?'

For | was soothing the young cub, afraid he was concussed still, and the two adults were anxioudy
nuzzling and licking hisinjured shoulder. But even as Conn spoke, the answer to hisfirg question camein
the form of two mountain ponies, who galloped up, manestossing nervoudy at sght of the wolves. They
patently offered themselves as mounts, though we had not their language: out of the corner of my eyel
saw afurther detachment of men appear beneath the castle walls, thistime armed with swords and
staves. With them was aknight, fighting to control a panic-stricken horse that screeched with fear as
burning sparks from the building floated down on its quarters, sngeing itstail.

"Up!" said Conn briefly, tossng me onto the back of the first pony and handing me a frightened
Moglet, (inside-jacket-at-once), a pocketed Puddy and Pisky's bowl. Corby was recovered enough to
ride on my shoulder and Conn snatched his sword from my hand and mounted the other curvetting pony,
the packs sat before him. "Right: go!" he shouted and dug his heglsinto his mount, which careered off in
the direction of the wood, mine following, the wolves bringing up the rear, the youngster recovered
enough to run, albat with alimp.

Wefled acrossthe field to the white blur that was Snowy, guarding, encouraging and shepherding at
the entrance to the ride in the woods that led to theriver and safety. | glanced quickly back at the castle:
all the upper part was well ablaze by now, and, as| watched, one of the towers, the southeastern,
swayed and collgpsed into the cobbled courtyard behind. The daughter-yard was till full of people
milling around, and even now the stragglers among the animals were making their dow way to safety: a
couple of bewildered coneys, adisorientated boar, a hind heavy with young, the last glancing anxioudy
behind her to where her stag, hornsflailing, hooves striking out, was discouraging those few who essayed
to follow the escaping animals, though few among the former audience could till believe that thisflight
and fire and flood was part of a planned entertainment.

My heart lurched for the stag when | saw his reason for lingering: an older hind lay twitching in her
death throes, an arrow in her throat. | dipped from my pony's back and ran over to Snowy, indicating the
gag. "Cdl himin, dear one! Sheisdead, hislady, but he has ancther in calf to carefor and thisone." |
nodded at ayounger hind who trembled indecisvely just insde the wood.

Snowy nodded. "Just wait for the coneys—they are smdller, but just as precious,” and amoment
later he called out shrilly. Reluctantly the great stag, atwelve-pointer red, still angry and sad at the death
of one of hiswives, joined the other hind and the onein calf, sngpping a two arrows gicking in his
shoulder asif they were of no more consequence than buzzing flies. | dipped over and pulled them out as
gently as| could.

"Come," said Snowy, "to theriver. Thereisnothing left for ushere. . ."

We were lucky that no humansfollowed until daybresk, for some of the animals, good for short runs,
were paw-weary and fur-dulled by the time they reached theriver. The swine had passed their lower
brethren and crossed the bridge first, without aword of thanks;, most of the hares, too, were over by the
time we stragglersreached it. Thefive or six housesin the village on the other Sde were dl barred tight
shut—I should think the vision of al those animal's charging across must have been too much for them.
Even the bridge-keeper was missng.

The she-bear had waited with her cub to thank Snowy: she, too, had arrowsin her hide but nothing



serious for her coat was thick, and we removed the barbs before the animals dipped into the river, noses
making arrowheads in the flowing water asthey swam quietly upstream to a place they called Mabryn,
bare hillsto the northwest. The ponieswho had carried Conn and me clattered across the bridge, al wild
again; the shuffling badgers, tireder | should think than the rest of us put together, rattled their claws,
snuffled and shuffled off bandy-legged into the undergrowth, and the great Sag—so like the mosaic on
the floor of the Great Hall we had |left—bowed his head to usand led off histwo surviving hinds.

It was the poor bewildered coneys who needed most help, and in the end we had to go back and
find the last ones, weary and disorientated. | aso ended up carrying onelittle doe in my arms acrossthe
bridge, but luckily on the other sde we found awise old buck who had come to investigate the
commotion, and agreed to lead the survivorsto awarren some two miles away, by easy stages.

As| watched them leave usit was sad to think that these animals, united in purpose so short awhile
ago, were reverting again to hunters and hunted, without more than a breath's pause. A cold nose
touched my hand and | started back asthree great grey shapes fawned at my feet, pushed at the back of
my knees, nudged my thighs.

"They give you thanksfor the cub,” said Snowy. "They wish meto say that they and theirs are yours
to command until the debt ispaid.”

"Ask them—ask them then not to hunt those who were their companions,” | said, thinking of thetired
coneys. | glanced down doubtfully at the pointed muzzles, the swelling cheeks, the danting yellow eyes,
and smelt the bresth of mest-ester that curled up through the sharp teeth and the grinning, foam-flecked
jaws. "That will repay, and more."

"They promise," said Snowy. "But they will travel acouple of leagues before they kill anyway, to lose
thetral."

"Cdll it quits, then," | said, and knelt to embrace each of them. Thistime the words came plainto me.

"Thereisill adebt to pay,” said the bitch softly. "One day, when your need is grest, one will come.
.." and they melted into the trees like shadows.

Dawn was breaking. | looked a Conn. "Y ou're filthy!"

"Seen yoursdf?'

"Theriver isclean and flows quiet on thissde," said Snowy. "Go wash, children.”

Asl luxuriated in the clear, sharply cool water, washing the ooze and dime of the lake, the swest of
flight and the smuts of burning from my aching body, conscious of Conn, ashadow to my left, doing the
same, | glanced up and saw a buzzard whedling lazily against asky the colour of daisy-peta tips.

"Ki-ya, ki-ya, ki-ya," he caled.

Snowy on the bank above neighed oncein answer. "He saysthe castleisin ruins: they are coming to
seek for succour thisside. . . Sir Rusty Knight, if you push quite hard on the bridge-piling to your left—"

The piling collapsed, its weakness no doubt exacerbated by the unusua amount of traffic it had had
during the night, and the whole structure did gracefully into the river, to drift away down the current even
asthethud of hooves announced the arrival of the advance-guard from the castle. There were shouts,
curses, Conn leant over to pull mefrom thewater. Hurriedly | donned clothes and mask, grateful to
redlize that he had been too busy bridge-pushing to see | had been barefaced.

We st off along the riverbank towardstherising sun, but | don't remember much of the next
half-hour or s0; | was sotired that | could not even fed dation when Conn swung me up in hisarmsto
carry me after | had stumbled and fallen for the second or third time.

Later, ashelaid me down in the shelter of treesto deep, my head on amossy bank, and had assured
methat, yes, the otherswere al right, | heard something that sounded strange after al those terrible days
at the castle. Momentarily | forgot al about how tired | was and sat up, clutching a hisarm.

"Ligten, Conn, oh ligten! All the birdsin theworld are Ssnging!"”



TheBinding: Toad

The Treesthat Walked

And after thet al the birdsin the world did indeed sing for usday and night, for awhile a least.
Although we found the stones we sought quite soon and followed the line of the second one, it was many
recuperating days later before we happened on the next test. Meanwhile, | found we all seemed to be
drifting into adream-like state, not noticing the world about us. Towns and villages, feudsand
dissensions, forestsand rivers, dl drifted past like avison, and the most detached of al was mysdlf, who
probably should have been the most impressionable after my long yearsincarcerated with the witch. But
now only our quest seemed redl, therest grey and apart . . .

When our next adventure came it was over dmost before we redlized, in aflash of fire: like paying
one's penny in advance for the entertainment and then finding the performance over before one had had a
chanceto lay one's cloak upon the ground to appreciate the entertainment.

Only thiswas not entertaining . . .

The country we travelled turned upwards, and before long we were in the high down where wind
twisted our clothes and pulled our hair and puffed from behind boulders and blew up our trews. Grey
rock stuck up through ling and bracken like knees and elbows through tattered clothes and birds did
sdewaysin thewind. Villages werefew and far between and the people startled and shy at our
approach; not because they saw in usany thredt, | think, it wasjust that vistorswererare.

Perhaps because of this the hospitality was greater when they granted it. One night, aweek or so
after we had escaped from the castle, we had been regarded at first with suspicion followed by tolerance,
then given pallets and marrowbones, hare-stew, goat's milk cheese and bread, and were invited to Sit
round the host's fire for music with pipe and tabor. No one a any time thought it strange of usto be
travelling with an assortment of animals, and al expected a story, a song, atuneto pay the way rather
than the few coinswe had to offer. That night Conn told atae, | sang alullaby | remembered from
somewhere, Corby picked out achosen stone or two and everyone was cosy and warm when one of the
host's friends—for we were an entertainment in oursel ves, and the whol e village expected to be invited to
meet us, that was clear—asked our destination.

But when we pointed north and east he crossed himsdif.

"Not the way of the Tree-People?’

"Tree-People?’ questioned Conn.

"Yes. Those that walk the forests and devour travellers. . "

"Wak theforests. .. 7'

"We never goes that way now. Time was there was safe passage through the heathland to the
northeast. Time was trade came through the hills. But then they came. . ."

"Come, now, Tod," said our host uneasily. "That's talk, no more. None here's seen them—"



"Ever travellers come from that way?' said Tod. "No. Ever travelers go that way and come back to
tell? No. Ever anyone from round here go that way?No . . ."

| took anervous sip of my meed. "But we are bound that way . . ."

"Then more fool you," said Tod. "Morefool you . . ." Around that fire others seemed to agree, for
there were shaking heads, spittingsinto the embers, afurtive crossng of hands, pointing of two fingers,
sghings, groans. ..

"Oh come now," said Conn. "What solid proof have you? Travellers do not return the same way if
they quest aswe do; visitors do not come that way for probably thereis an easier route. And if you listen
to old wives taes here no wonder none of you ventures further!™

| looked at him with admiration. Since our time at the castle he seemed in some subtle way to have
grown into hisyears. No more did he think of this as some careless expedition to be endured, now he
was as dedicated asthe rest of us; no longer was he just my dearest Rusty Knight, he was a thinking,
caring man. But not once had | referred to the things he had confessed to me at the castle, nor had | ever
mentioned the faithless Lady Adiora, much as my bitter tongue had wished it. For | knew, degp downin
that submerged part of me that wastotally female, that a man sets great store by his pride and that only a
nagging wife or afool would remind him of hisfal from sense, and then be lucky not to have adammed
door and empty chair to remind them of their fally.

And | was neither wife nor nag—but would have wished for the choice.

The men round thefire stirred uneasily, glanced everywhere but at each other, then ashort, stout man
spoke up.

"Weve been up there. Found askellington. Flesh cleaned clear off . . ."

"Up where?' asked Conn sharply.

The man shrugged. "Anywheres. Near the trees. Doesn't matter: they can walk. Come out of the
night..."

| shivered. "What come?'

"Knobby peoples. Root peoples. Tree peoples. . . Folks say asthey are trees. Eating trees. . ."

"Eating trees?’ | tried to keep the panic from my voice.

Conn put hishand on my arm, and his brown eyes were warm and kind.

"Folktdes, Thingummy, folktales. Part of the night and the entertainment. Worry nat, little one: they
shan't touch you. Trust Conn.. . ."

Oh, how | loved him! How that carelesstouch tingled my whole body, far stronger in that moment
than the cramps that bound my stomach. Through the eyes and touch of imagination for one breathless
ingant | allowed mysdlf the indulgence of my mouth touching his under the soft moustache, and flesh met
fleshinagtab of loving—

"Doesn't sound dl faery-taeto me," said Corby, considering.

"Don't want to go!" said Moglet, stirring uneasily on my lap.

"No smokewithout fire," said Puddy gloomily from my pocket.

"My gresat-great-grandfather once said that sometreesate avillage," offered Pisky, helpfully.

"Oh, shut up!" | said crosdy, annoyed with mysdlf for relaying both the conversation and my fearsto
them. "That's the way we have to go, so that'sthat! No, Pisky, not another word, or I'll—I'll move your
snaild" Thiswasadirethreat indeed, as Pisky felt threatened if any but he rearranged his bowl, which he
did whenever hewas bored. | felt mean as soon as| had said it, because in spite of the brave words |
knew | wasthe most cowardly of them al.

No onein the room had understood our exchange of course, except possibly Conn, but the villagers
looked tolerantly enough on someone who shook and twitched, breathed heavily, blinked, grunted and
sniffed dl of asudden for no gpparent reason. | saw one of them lean over and poke Connintheribs.



"That lad of yourn . . . 7" and he tapped hisforehead. "Never mind: that sort's usualy good with
horses. Rubbed that old nag of yours down atreat earlier . . ."

Conn winked at me and rubbed the back of his hand over his mouth to hide the smile-twitch.

* * %

Two days later we had climbed even higher, into an area of twisting tracks, moorland turning purple
and bracken browning; of startled flocks of plump brown birds who broke cover dmost from beneath
our feet; of keen windsthat hissed through the dried grasses; of solitary treesleaning away from the blast;
of hunting creaturesthat dipped dy and secret from our path; of the water tumbling icy from no source
we could see; no people, no habitations, no woods. . .

Of that | think we were most glad, although no one wasidiot enough to refer to the talk in the village.
That would have been inviting Fate, or the gods, or whatever. No woods, that is, until the third day,
when the land broke into deep combes where the north-flowing streams had bedded into the rock. Then
there were trees. spindly rowans clinging for their livesto cracked rocks with only a pocketful of earth to
offer; pines twisted beyond recognition, oaks |eaf-shredded, ivy twisted and gnarled, ash dready almost
keylessinthe Moon of Plenty . . .

We breathed easier. Nothing had come to threaten us, nothing had answered the description the
villagers had given us of knobbly Tree-People, of devouring trees, and that night we campedina
convenient hollow, ariverlet to our left, heath and afew scattered pines on its banks, asmall copseto
our right. It had been wet al day, with that fine, penetrating rain that looks like mist and isas good asa
bath you don't want. Welit no fire, for luckily the night was suddenly warm and we had oatcakes,
cheese, abottle of wine and honey. After our meal we drowsed in the hollow, unwilling to unpack and
stlefor the night and too lazy to move for the moment, while the few summer stars pricked into the
deepening sky, acurlew caled on its homeward flight and directly above us abuzzard swung his
dreaming circles. He must have awonderful view, | thought dozily. Miles and miles, from the village we
had |eft to the edge of the uplands further north, and who knew what from side to side, and dl thewhile
he could even see amouse bend the grasses, ahare's ear prick the bracken, abeetle on arock, afishin
thestream . . .

Suddenly he caled: high, weird, lonely, awarning perhaps: "Ki-ya, ki-ya, ki-ya. .." and | saw
Snowy fling up his dreaming head and warnings buzzed in my ears.

| sat up. Nothing had happened, nothing had changed. The others ill lay where they were and Conn
was chewing ablade of grass, hiseyes closed. Dusk had crept down like an interloper to the bank of the
stream, stretching towards the rocks, trying for entry. The treesto our right seemed to have movedin
with the darkening to be nearer company, and the treesto our left had their feet in the water and were
already starting to cross—

| could not put my fearsinto words. Instead, as| glanced behind me at the oaks, the ash, theivy,
then before me at the pines, the birch, the rowan—the hair on my head stirred.

"C—C—Conn," | whispered shakily. "S—S—Snowy . . . Thetrees. Oh, look at thetrees. .. !"

Instantly al were awake and Snowy neighed once, shrilly, and started to circle us asfast as he could.
It was no use; now | could actually see the trees moving, hear the rustle and squeak of leaf and branch,
fed the earth tear benesth the protesting roots. Snowy's circle grew smaller as| roseto my feet, Conn at

my side, and gathered the othersinto my arms. Now we could see gnarled roots stretch forth their
questing feet, branches reach and curl, leaves glint and flash like eyes.

| was turned to stone. | could not move, could not speak, only whimper, seeing with despair the futile
stump of Conn's sword waving and jabbing at the threet.

"Help us, dear Lord, help us. . ." It was my voice, but the words came from nowhere.
Then came another voice.
"Fire, Thing, fire! That iswhat they fear!"



With an astonishment quite separate from my terror | recognized the voice of Puddy, no longer dow
and ponderous but sharp and decisive. Fire? Of course. Fire eats wood. With stiff fingers| fumbled for
flint and tinder, but fear and adamp day would not produce even thetiniest spark. More urgently |
chipped and struck: desperate, the tears ran down my cheeks and | prayed again and again: "Please,
help ud"

The strong voice came again. "Thereis more than one kind of fire. Remember the words, remember
what She used to say! Fireto set them back, to drive them away—the words, Thing, the words!"

| put my hands on Puddy and through my fingers| recaled theright spell as he put it on my tongue.
The words, sharp and harsh, poured forth and instantly we were ringed by blue flame that licked and spat
likeagrass-fire. Immediately, or so it seemed, the crowding trees drew back and | saw clearly the evil,
knotted, earthy brown faces, the squat bodies, the bulbous eyes, the yellow teeth, the pale tongues like
the underside of dugs—

| seized arotted branch and dipped it in the fire and ran with my torch at the nearest tree: therewasa
dgh, a hiss, atearing sound and the ring melted, the trees dissolved into the night and we were done once
more—

Without another word we picked up our belongings and fled.

The Binding: Cat

Under the Mountain

Once more we werein thelowlands, in pleasant undul ating countryside and heading due north. By
unspoken consent the ordeal of the walking trees was forgotten, but once, in aquiet moment, | spoke of
it to Conn.

"Did we see—what we thought we saw? Did those trees walk? Did they have grinning mouths and
fingersliketwigs?Or .. ."

"Or," said Conn. "Most probably. If we hadn't al been frightened out of our witswe would have
seen an old army trick, | reckon.”

"Trick?'

"Mmmm. | saw something likeit oncein Scotia, and again in the Low Lands—only then they used
reeds.” | wriggled impatiently and he ruffled my hair. "Patience, child! When | saw it in Scotiait wasan
ambush, sort of. There were these savage highlanders sitting round their campfires—oh, perhapsa
hundred, two hundred—and the besieging force was less than haf that, and their only advantagelay in
surprise. So they cut down arowan or two and some gorse bushes—have you ever tried to cut into a
gorse bush in the daylight, let done when it's pitch black? Bloody prickles everywhere. . . Asl was
saying, they had some dozen fellows move these, bit by bit, nearer to the enemy, and the otherslined up
behind in the shadows. They were into the camp before the defenders realized they were there.”



"And the reeds?’

"Same ideg, only thistime the reeds were protection aswell. A thick wall of reeds, green ones, the
sort that arrows bounce off . . . There were more of them that time, so the odds were even. We lost.
Andran.

"Y ou were with the attackers the first time?' | said, remembering what he had said about
gorse-prickles.

"And the defenders the second. | reckon that's what the Tree-People do. An outlaw band with
perhaps an old campaigner like me among them, preying on unsuspecting travellers. Probably been
watching usfor days"

"You'renot old," | said absently, trying to reconcile what | thought | had seen with what Conn had
just said. But hisreaction to my remark was entirely unexpected. Histhin, warm, pae-freckled hand
closed over my grubby paws.

"That's nice: no, | suppose I'm not redly, not by actud years. It's just that time sometimes seemsto
bedipping by . . ." Herdeased my handswith asigh.

| looked at him compassionately. So my Rusty Knight was afraid of growing old. Men took alot of
understanding, | thought. One part of them is grown-up, brave, lustful, full of confidence, and the other,
as| had also seen at the castle, is till little boy, needing encouragement and reassurance.

"You should try being me," | said, as cheerfully as| could. "I don't even know how oldl am.. . ."

"And ugly to boot," he said softly. "Never mind, Thingummybob, | loveyou . .." He patted my head
askindly and absent-mindedly as alord would pat one of his hounds. And he couldn't, even now, get my
nameright! If it wasmy name. . . | wasglad, then, for the mask, for it hid and soaked up the stupid tears
of frustration and disgppointment hiswell-meant words engendered. But what right, | told myself
furioudy, did I haveto be either?| had made the mistake of falling in love, and cripples should never
make the error of doing that, especidly if they areaso ugly. If | had known how it would hurt, thislove,
then | should never haveindulgedinit.

And yet | didn't want to let it go, to deny it, for it made me diveinaway | had never known. |
tingled from top to toe. | felt beautiful inside, as beautiful asthe Lady Adiora. Love made me aware of
Conn'sfrudtrations and anxieties, made me willing to sacrifice dl | was, anything | had, for hiswellbeing.
And, in an obscure way, it made me understand and love my animd friends even more.

| sensed now why Pisky talked like an ever-running stream, knew why Moglet was near asgreat a
coward as | was mysdlf, acknowledged the downess of Puddy—except for the other night—and
understood Corby's coarse carelessness. | was aso starting to comprehend—obut the fringes only,
because he was magic—what our beloved Snowy had loved and lost, and how hislove was different,
somehow stronger than lifeitsaf. And as| redlized this, agreat calm and peace stole over me.

* % %

It rained, and it rained and it rained. Non-stop. For three nights and three days, and it was just our
luck that we were between villages and had to seek shelter every night where we could. Thefirst night it
was in adeserted barn by a crumbling cottage, the second in the open and the third—

"A cavel" cdled Corby. "Just past the three stones—are those the ones we're looking for?”

For the last five miles or so we had encountered gently rising ground, and had begun to hear our own
footsteps beneath us, each step with the faint echo of adrum. Snowy lowered each hoof with increasing
suspicion.

"Underground caves," he said. "Deep ones, at that. With dl this water about we shdl haveto be
caeful.”

So when Corby hopped into the cave ahead of us, giving a hollow and thankful caw! as he arrived,
Snowy was the only oneto hesitate, but he could do little but follow when we dl rushed in to celebrate
our shelter. My flint and tinder was dry enough from the oiled pouch | now carrieditin, and | soon had a



lusty fire going where the floor fell steeply from the entrance towards alarge passageway we had had no
chance yet of exploring. The cave had obvioudy been used before. There were two piles of kindling,
somelogs and pest in adry corner, although it was clear that the usage was not recent, for boulders had
rolled down from the cave entrance, partially blocking the passageway, and the store of wood was
amogt rotted through.

It all made afine blaze, however, and | soon had our last strips of pork fat spitting from skewers
above, curling and browning with asmell that made my mouth water. | still carried cheese and some
rather stale oatcakes and had picked wild raspberries earlier, so we made afine supper and afterwards
lay lazily around thefire, listening to the rain outside, while the smoke rose up in awavering pillar and
flattened itself againgt the roof of the cave.

"Funny,” | said. "D'you think the bats don't like our smoke?”
"What bats?' said Conn lazily.

| sat up. "Wdll, the caveisabit smdly, isn't it—"

"But dry—"

"But dry. And there are fresh bat-droppings around and bat-ledges up there, but no bats. And they
wouldn't beflying in thiswesther. Perhaps they've gone off down the passage.. . ."

"No bats," repeated Moglet, from my lap. "No bats; no rats, no batsbut acat . . ."
Of course Pisky took that up. "No bats, but acat; no dish, but afishwithawish..."
"A crow that can't go, and so full of woe. . ."

"A toad with anode, who bears aload on the road—"

"Quiet!" said Snowy sharply. | thought for an ingtant that he was annoyed with the game, that he
didn't want one of them to cometo the bit of the "unicorn with no horn"—I had aready thought of
rhyming "Knight" with "blight"—but aswe stopped | could hegr it too.

A queer, rumbly, shifting sound. A runnel of water dithered past my toe, and then another. | looked
up at the mouth of the cave, somethree or four feet higher than the place where we sat, and more muddy
water was pouring over the lip. The sounds of movement intengfied; smal stones clattered over into the
cave—hut they werefdling from above! | scrambled to my feet with Conn, even as a shape flitted past
my ears, then another and another, flittering and piping, wide mouths agape on needle teeth, earslike
open leather purses. | couldn't tell what they were trying to communicate, athough the shrill sounds
overrode the dull rumble that seemed al around us, but Snowy understood well enough. With awild cdll
he had us al gathering up our belongingsin ascrambling haste. One moment Conn was loaded with
everything, then | was, then Snowy and Moglet and Corby and Puddy and Pisky were passed from one
to other of uslike afirst lesson in juggling but eventual ly—and thistook but one bat-sweep round the
cave—Conn had the baggage ba anced on Snowy, Corby on one wrist and Pisky's bowl dangling from
the other, and | had Moglet insde my jacket and Puddy in my pocket.

The bats cries grew more urgent and the rumbling louder: | felt thefloor shift and sway under my feet
and clutched at Snowy's mane.

"What do we do? Where do we go?’

"The batswill show us. Take abrand from the fire—nay, better two, oneto light from the other, and
some kindling. But hurry, dear one, thereislittletime!™

| snatched a glowing branch, whereupon it snapped and sparked about my feet. | drew adeep
breath; we were together, don't panic, nothing can harm usif we're together . . . | picked up aconvenient
bundle of kindling and thrust it into my jacket, where a protesting Moglet fought with the twigs. Selecting
carefully | picked out alarge gnarled branch and then another. Thrusting thetip of thefirgt into thefirel
soon had the tip ablaze and swung it round the cave: the bats were siweeping and squeaking round a jut
of rock to the left. Ahead of uswas the unexplored passage we had noticed earlier and Conn was
scrambling towards that.



"No!" cdled Snowy. "Not that way, Rusty Knight: it'sadead end, they say!"

"Bth—"

There was alouder roar than before and by the light of my improvised torch we swung round to face
the entrance of the cave. It was collapsing before our eyes. Where before there had been aclear, jagged
outlinewith thefdl of rain hanging like a curtain behind astone arch, now the outlines were blurring
before our eyes. The arch was changing shape, becoming rounder, lowering, cracking and the
rain-curtain became afal of stonesthat blotted out the last dim shapes we had seen before. But that was

not all: the curtain now started to dide towards us, faster and fagter, asif somewind had bellowed out
behind an arras.

"Follow the bats: it's our only chance!” cried Snowy.

| thrust my burning branch into Conn's hand, grabbed his belt and he jinked behind the rock: so there
was another passage. The bats flew ahead into the cold darkness and | followed Conn'sfirst hesitating
steps. | turned my head for Snowy but even as hefollowed | saw theriver of durry engulf our firewith a
despairing hiss, and then all was black except for the flickering torch. The floor of the passage was
painfully sharp with stones as we hobbled aong. Of a sudden Conn's belt was jerked from my grasp.
Thetorch went out and | could hear nothing but the great roar of stones behind, felt agreet, stuffy blast
of ar buffet my ears and screamed as| fdll helplesdy into darkness—

The Binding: Cat

Stalagmites and Stalactites

It was cold. | was lying on bare rock, there was no light, my head hurt. The end of the world? Not
quite. A raspy tongue was scraping my chin under the mask with anxious zed. There was aterrible
cursnginmy right ear.

"Caw! Blind me—why can't someone strike alight? Black asaraven'sarmpitin here.. . ."

But therewaslight, of asort. A dim white shape stood where | thought my legs should be, if only |
could think and see straight.

Snowy bent his head and snuffed gently. "All right, Thing dear?'Y ou will have aheadachefor a
while—you bumped your head. But we're safe, for thetimebeing . . "

"No worse than my headache," said a muffled voice from my pocket, and | felt Puddy squeeze
himsdf out. "How goesit, fish?"

"Wel," said some extremely angry little bubbles. "I'm not broken, but a lot of water has dopped out,
thanksto nobody in particular, and one of my snailsismissng.”

"Herésyour snal," said Corby soothingly, "and a couple of nice new round pebbles.” | heard three
little plops. "And a—oh, no: it'sabone. . . Sorry."

"What sort of bone?' | sat up incautioudly, to be rewarded with apain that begt like a drum behind



my eyes.

"Only alittle'un. Rat, mouse; bat perhaps. . ."

There was a shuffling behind me and Conn's groping hand closed on my shoulder. " Sorry about that,
Thingy dear: there was adrop at the end of the passage. No bones broken?"

"l don't think s0," | said crosdy. "Where—where are we?'

Snowy shifted his hooves. "Under the mountain . . . Have you your flint and tinder safe?’

| felt in my pocket. "Y es, but—"

"What happened to the torch you carried?’

| groped. "Here. . ."

"Right. Y ou have kindling somewhere about you, too; | saw you pick it up. Let's have somelight,
shdl we?'

Given something to do, | felt better, and even more so when Snowy bent his head and touched the
stub of hishornto my head. | heard his soft moan even as my pain lessened, and | reached forward to
push himasde.

"Don't, oh dont! | can bear it. Don't hurt yoursdlf . . ."

"Weare one, child, dl of us. All painisto be shared, adl troubles; dl endeavour, dl joys..." | feltan
immense comfort, as though my mother had kissed me better, my nurse taken me on her lap, my father
laid his hand upon my head. It was another of those eusive flashes of what | could not even call memory,
and gone as swift as kingfisher-flash.

I it the kindling—hirch-bark, maoss, twigs—and took from their friendliness abranch-tip of fire. Asit
flared | stood up, dl aches and pains miraculoudy gone, and held it out to Conn.

"Hold it high—let'sseewherewe are. . . Oh, oh!" | gasped in awe as Conn held up the torch. It
flared and dipped and crackled and shoneitsflickering light upon towers, castles, trees, mountains, cliffs,
frozen waterfals, avalanches—all shimmering likeice and moon-glow. "What—what are they? So
beautiful . . ."

"Stone castles," said Corby admiringly. "Cliffs, snow-dides. .. Caw .. ."

"Stadactites and stdagmites,” said Conn, and he whistled through histeeth. *Magnificent! I've seen the
likein Frankish lands, but nothingsogrand . . ."

Aswe good there, admiring, | heard afaint tinkling sound asfirst one greet icicle and then another
dripped into the silence. Moglet wrapped hersdlf round my ankles.

"Too big,” shesaid. | knew what she meant, and some of her unconscious, unspoken fear formed my
next words.

"Which is—istheway out?' and even as| spoke the torch in Conn's hand flared and sputtered and |
redlized how little fuel we had |€ft.

Then came Snowy's comfort. "There are severa openings on the other side of the cavern. To save
fue we shdl go without light, travelling around the perimeter and exploring each passageway aswe come
toit.

"| shall gofird as, to some extent, | can seein the dark. Thing dear can come next, holding to my
tail—but try not to pull it—and the knight shdl bring up the rear. We shdl not travel too fast, and if |
come across any obstacles | shal try and warn you in plenty of time. Toad and cat with Thing, crow and
fishwiththeknight . . . It will take sometime, but we have that to spare. Now, get ready, and remember
to bring what wood we have left and any kindling. Easy doesit!"

| don't know about the others but | kept my eyes closed, pretending to mysdlf that it was only agame
and that if | opened them there would be light. Puddy was quiet in my pocket, but | could fedd Moglet
trembling againgt my chest. Snowy'stail was soft and silky and comforting to hold and Conn's hand warm
on my shoulder. It seemed we stumbled, tripped, wandered for hours; sometimes we climbed over



rocks, sometimes squeezed round or ducked under; sometimes there was open space and nothing
tangible save the last step and the next. If we paused for even an instant, the silence clawed back into our
consciousness as papable as the ever-present dark. But there was dways the tinkle-drip of water,
sometimes nearby, sometimes seeming miles away, by its very randomness making the black slencedl
the more terrifying—the drip of melting snow in an immense and deserted forest, the crack of iceon a
hollow lake, achild crying in a deserted house—

By now my mouth was dry, my brain in avacuum, my senseslike little sea-anemone tentacles, scared
of touch or bruise. Some of the passages Snowy didn't even bother with, asif he knew at once they were
dead ends; others we traversed for ahundred steps or so until they narrowed impossibly. | lost count:
wasthisthefifth or twenty-fifth way we had gone? And al the while an uncooked lump ashig asa
cottage loaf, doughy and indigestible, was rising, ever so dowly, from my stomach to my throat, so that
when the squeaking began dl my tensons, dl my fears, erupted in asmal shrill scream.

"Quiet, child!" said Snowy gternly. The perspiration ran through my fingersinto histail and Conn's
fingers gripped my shoulder so fiercely in answer to my terror that | could not help but cry out again.
"Quiet; the bats are back!™

The bats! | had forgotten them, athough it was they who had led us the right way after the deluge of
water, mud and stones had destroyed our first refuge. | felt a sudden rush of air as myriad wings brushed
my mask, stirred my hair, and alanguage | did not understand touched the high pitches of my hearing.
Apparently Conn noticed nothing, neither did Puddy or Pisky, but Corby put his head on one sideto
listen and Moglet poked her head from under my jacket.

"What do they say?"' | asked.

"That the way out isthree openingsto theright: we were nearly there," said Snowy comfortingly.
"Best foot forward!"

We squeezed into a narrower passage than most we had tried, but even | beneath closed lids could
fed the gradud differencein the qudity of thelight, and risked ungluing gummy lids. We found oursaves
now inasmdler cavethan thelast. Therewaslight but no magic castles of rock, no everlasting dripping.
Ahead was arift or chasm, and beyond it the cave mouth and the setting sun sending bars of rose-colour
across the floor. We had been entombed for nearly twenty-four hours. No wonder | was suddenly
ravenous!

Over the chasm stretched anatura bridge of stone, wide enough for two to cross aoreast. | started
towardsit eagerly, only to be hated by abuffet of bat-wings and ahundred shrill voices, and Conn's
voice, harsh and incredulous.

"Look! Sweet Jesus, Mary and Joseph! Look to theright, Thing!" He had got my nameright at last
but | did not heed it.

Acrossthe chasm, stretched from sideto sidein eight equally spaced strands, was an enormous web.
Even aswe watched, aspider, asthick in body as a L ugnosamoon and as black and hairy asthe Devil
himself, legsjointed and hooked like some grotesgue toy, ran across to the centre of the web and halted,
multifaceted eyes glaring and mouth moving like thejaws of awalf. | did not need Snowy'swordsto
know we were beyond hope.

"The bats say that she stops al who would cross: see the corpses parcelled among the strands? They
have tried to break through but fall helplessto the glue on the web. Thereisno way out for any of us,
none, unless we can bring the spider to destruction . . ."



The Binding: Cat

Web of Despair

It was Conn's fighting Hirlandish temper that brought meto my senses. With acry of rage he had
charged the web, only to be repulsed by atwang! of impenetrable strands, asticky front and a menacing
clatter of joints from the spider. Conn collgpsed on the ground by my side, such acomica look of
frustrated fury on hisfacethat | forgot my worries and patted his shoulder.

"Youdl right?"

"All right! All right?1'll kill the bastard, sureand | will! Just let me take my sword toits evil body and
I'l—" but then he stopped and of course remembered that his weapon wasin pieces. "Ah, wouldn't you
believeit then! Just when | needed it . . ." He put his hands to his head and tugged at the unruly curls. All
of asudden he had shed ten years and was again an edgy, temperamenta |ad, the brogue tripping from
histongue like adashed wineskin. "Ah, ‘tisterrible, terrible! How in the world can we get past that—that
black bag of air?' He sprang to his feet and began to pace the ten feet or so of rock in front of the
chasm. " See, the bugger has stuck its net to the rock; there, there and there," and he pointed to thick
suckersthat anchored the strands. "And two at this side, one the other and two at the top—eight
together, by the saintdl™

Between the thick strands glistening with an evil, tarry glue that clung to whatever touched, were finer
srandsthat glowed with agreyish light of their own. These were pearled with sticky dropletsand
clogged with pitiful little bat-parcels, some il feebly struggling in the last rays of the setting sun that
danted through the seemingly unattainable mouth of the cave. Freedom! So near, so frudtratingly near!
Were we, t00, to end like those bats, waiting to be sucked to the bone, then discarded into the torrent of
water we could hear echoing in the chasm far below the web? Or would we choose rather to drown in
those depths, so far beneath the open sky, the woods, the fields we were used to? Or would we huddle
here, cowards dl, and dowly starve to death?

"Time for supper,” said Snowy. "What have you got in the pack, Thing dear?’

Not much: half aflagon of water, some ends of ham, rinds of cheese, honey. We ate what we could,
bunched close together and shivering now, for the sun had gone down. Conn doubled his cloak to Sit
upon, for the rock struck chill, and Snowy lay down behind us so that my cloak would do as acoveral.
Beyond us and the web the cave mouth was pricked with stars and a near-full moon swung into view, her
pale light too high to penetrate the gloom of the cave. A couple of desperately hungry bats dared the
web; one pulled back at the last moment, the other, with a high-pitched scream, became entangled and a
moment later apair of pincer-like jaws fastened on the poor, furry body. Poisoned venom quickly did its
work and the stunned bat was rolled and twisted into an obscene shroud. The dry rustling and shaking of
the web ceased, and the only sign of the terror that lurked there was a hooked claw that crossed the
risng moon, abar snister on the gold.

| leant back against Snowy. "What can we do?How . . ."



"We must think," he said. "Consider, assess. There must beaway . . . But now deep, my friends,
deep. Often in dreams the answer comes. Seep .. "
And cold, ill hungry, | dozed off, the comfort of astrangdly silent Conn's shoulder my pillow.

* * %

"I'mthinking,” said Moglet.

After breaking our fast—a bad joke, this, on what we had left—M oglet had washed her face and
perched on an outcrop of rock some discreet ten yards from the web. With inscrutable eyes she had
watched the loathsome spider take two bat-parcels and suck them dry, then spit the bonesto the torrent
bel ow. She had watched the giant insect wipe its jawswith arattle of forelegs and, satiated, settle back in
the middle of the web, to watch us.

Therest of us, excluding Snowy who said nothing, had spent some two hoursin fruitless argument
and discussion, first one and then the other putting forward wild schemesthat could cometo nothing. The
only ideathat had seemed remotely feasible, that of Pisky'sto dare the torrent below, had been dashed
by one quick look, awary eye on the spider the while. If we managed to missthe ledges and projections
on the way down and avoided being dashed to pieces on the rocks that reared up like fangs, we should
surdly perishin the swirling black waters that disgppeared into agaping hole in the rock to heaven knew
where.

Twice Conn had tried to get near the bridge of stone that spanned the chasm and twice had been
threatened by animmediately aert spider who had run down the web to meet him, jaws clashing. It even
pursued him on to the rock floor of the cave the second time, to be driven back by some stones| flung in
desperation. After thiswe were exhausted, and it was only then | had noticed and questioned the
non-participating Moglet.

A carelessretort sprang to my lips on her reply, engendered perhaps by frustration, but Snowy blew
softly down the back of my neck before | could say anything.

"It is perhaps her turn," he murmured softly, which | did not understand. " Gather close, dl of you, and
send your thoughtsto her aid. Close your eyes and empty your minds of al except that which will help
her thoughts. Concentrate on cunning, wisdom, energy and, above dl, freedom. Now, my dears, now . .

So we did. Huddled together, hungry, thirsty, cold and in despair, we nevertheless freed our minds
and sent them over to where Moglet sat, alittle recelving statue.

At last she gtirred. She had been sitting bolt upright, large ears forward, eyes apparently unblinking.
But now she performed along, dow stretch, arching her rump inthe air, tail arelaxed loop, front legs
stretched out, claws a-scrape against the rock, ears back, head doped down between her front paws,
jawsamogt at right anglesin an exaggerated yawn. Theritua done, shesidlied over to us.

"Wel?' | asked, aware that the sun outside was &t its zenith, aware of time trickling away like water
through carelessly cupped hands.

"Stones," said Moglet. "Lots of them. A big pile. Asheavy asyou canthrow . . ." And, exasperating
anima as she could sometimes be, shefolded her front pads underneath her and promptly went to deep.

Stonesit was then, gathered in the half-gloom by Conn and myself, pecked from ledges by Corby,
hoofed from their hiding places by Snowy, until there must have been two hundred of them of al shapes
andszes.

Moglet opened her eyes and considered. " That should be enough . . . Now then, Sir Rusty Knight, |
want you to cut two strips from your cloak, about half aman-hand thick and a hand-and-a-half wide—"

"From my good leather cloak?Y ou must be joking!" expostulated Conn.

"Doasshesays" sad Snowy quietly.

Surprised into compliance, Conn did as he wastold and laid the tanned strips by the stones. "Now
what?"



"Now," said my kitten, thoughtfully flexing her paws, "now | shal haveto ask our white friend hereto
do some interpreting to the bats: don't speak their squeak mysdlf, but | gather hedoes. . ."

Quickly she explained what she wanted, and while we were till exchanging glances wondering
whether it would work, the bats had swarmed down and picked up, four to each strip, the pieces of
leather. For aminute or two they practised flying in formation, athing they were obvioudy not used to,
the gtripsfdling from their grasp twice, luckily onto the rocks close by. Then they were ready, hovering
above uswith strange clicks and twitters.

"Right!" said Moglet. "Thing dear and Conn, will you please throw stones as hard as you can at the
web in the bottom right-hand corner, there where the web has been darned; the small strands, not the
thick ones. As soon as you have made a hole, start to make another, till at the bottom, but thistime on
the left-hand side.” She turned to Snowy. "Tell the batsto go as soon as| say 'Ready!" "

Conn and | started flinging the stones: his aim was much better than mine. Some of the missleswent
through the fine meshes, clattering across to the cave mouth. Many of mine dropped soundlessly into the
water-filled chasm, but before long we had a szable hole in the right side of the web. As soon asthefirst
stone struck, the spider was down to investigate, throwing out fast streamersto try and plug the holeswe
made. The stones themsalves seemed to havelittle effect on it, bouncing off the tough carapace like
pebbles off armour, but its anger at our attempted destruction of itstrap was plain to see, for, even while
knitting up the severed strands, it chattered and snapped itsjaws.

| heard Moglet's "Ready!" to Snowy and would have stopped to watch the bats but for his hissed
warning.

"Keep going: do not let your eyes stray!™

By now each stone was getting heavier and heavier, and as we switched to the left Side of the web,
Conn wasthrowing at least three to my one; in the end | was chucking them underarm, scarce able to see
their direction for the sweat that ran down inside my mask and threatened to blind me. | thought | could
do no more, but suddenly there was aloud twang! from above and the whole web dropped about six
feet. With the speed of light the spider turned and ran up one of the central struts towards the roof. At
last | could ook up to see what the bats had been doing. The leather flaps had been wrapped round two
of the central struts and, thus protected from the gluey stickiness, the bats had been able to bite
completely through one strand so that the web hung now only from seven supportsinstead of eight. The
other four bats had not fared so well: the second top main strut had not parted, and even asthey tried to
escape, one poor bat was caught in snapping jaws. No refinements thistime: the spider crunched it with
one bite and then spat it out to spiral down, back broken, into the torrent below.

Then the great insect went back to the repair of itsweb. Spreading itsalf on the surface of the rock
abovethe break, it clung safe with the four back legs while holding the saevered end initsfront claws,
dribbling some foul 0ozing messon it and then drawing up the longer end to meet the shorter and binding
al together with some kind of thread it teased from its belly.

"Now," said Moglet, her eyes green with concentration. "Take your sharp little knife, Thing dear, and
apiece of leather to protect you from the stickiness, and saw through the | eft-hand bottom strut. You, Sir
Conn, do the same for the upper right-hand one: you are the only onetall enough to reach, and your
broken sword has a nice sawy edge. Don't worry: the spider cannot bein three places at once and I'll
ask Snowy to get the bats to tackle the bottom strut on the right at the same time. That will account for
four more struts; oneis aready through and the other nearly, | think. That leaves two, the extreme left
one near the bridge and the one nearest usin the middle. Sir Conn, before you start please make aloop
round that one—yes, more leather, please—and attach it by our ropein Thing's pack to Snowy. He may
not be ableto freeit, but at least the shaking will give the creature pause.” | marvelled a my incisive,
logical, quick-thinking kitten; never would | have believed her capable of five minutes sustained thought,
let done the drive and determination she had shown thusfar. She gave aquick lick to each front paw. "
shdl give each warning if the spider changes direction: off you go!"

An hour later we weretotaly exhausted, and the spider must have been too. The bats had gnawed



through one more strand, Conn had cut through another and so had 1, but al Snowy'sweight had not
shifted the bottom one. We had |ost two more bats, but now the web was |ooking decidedly the worse
for wear. Great holes marred it where the stones had gone through and the insect had only managed
temporary repairs. Now, not counting thefirst strut the bats had failed to sever, four had been cut
through and temporarily repaired, but did not look as though they would bear any weight until the tarry
substance that anchored them had had time to set. And time was something none of us had to spare.

Moglet till burned with energy. Her eyeswere hugein the early twilight, for the sun had sulked
behind cloud since midday. None of us had had time to think of food but | would have given amost
anything for adrink, and looking round at the others | knew they felt the same. For two pins| would
have drunk Pisky dry and watched envioudy as Moglet lapped aquick haf-inch, with permission of
course.

"Thirsty work," she remarked, fagtidioudy pawing the top clear of weed and snails. "Now: one last
go! Conn, take the last right-hand strand and bats the left. Thing dear, sharpen that knife of yours once
more, for the strand in the middle here isthe strongest—"

The right-hand strand parted. Conn ran to my side and together we sawed away at the middle one.
The last left-hand strand suddenly snapped |oose from the wall above the bridge and the bats screeched
above our heads as the maddened spider came rushing down towards us. The bats suddenly flew ina
cluster at her eyes so that she could not see, and at last with a strange thrumming noise our strand broke.
The others, the mended ones, sucked gtickily away from their supports and now the whole web hung
suspended by onesingleline.

The black creature retreated to the middle of her ruined web, hairy legs waving, jaws snapping, eyes
darting from side to Sde judging which repair to make next. Then, crouching back, it gathered itslegsto
spring—

"A torch, Thing, atorch!" caled Snowy urgently.

With aspeed | had not thought my tired body possessed | grabbed what kindling we had left, bound
it with the cord from Conn's cloak to a piece of wood and struck tinder and flint. Inamoment | had a
blazing torch that illuminated the whole cave even as the spider legpt from the web to the rock before me.
Waving thetorch | advanced.

"Back, back you thing of darkness and deceit! Back, | say—" and | flung thefiery brand straight at
itseyes.

With a screaming hissit leapt back for the web, which rocked crazily at the impact. Therewasa
crack! like awhiplash and thelast strand parted. For an instant web and spider seemed to hang
suspended, then with arush both fell down into the chasm. The torch followed, and as we rushed
forward for amoment it lit up the shattered body of the monstrous creature—arms and legs broken and
askew, al smothered by the broken web. Then the foaming waters closed over it and spun it away into
the endlessrivers below the mountain . . .



TheBinding: Crow

The Great White Worm

Outsde, in the clean, cool evening air, it was raining again. But now none of uswould have
exchanged the downpour for the deceptive shelter of those accursed caves. Asfor me, | opened my
mouth and | et the blessed water bounce off my tongue; | even sucked the ends of my hair for the
precious drops. In spite of being drenched Moglet stood stiff-legged and tail-high asif she had just
routed a pack of marauding toms from the backyard, revelling in our admiration and affection. Asfor the
bats, they swarmed away in agreat cloud, despite the rain, only to return in twos and threesto drop
small fragments of food. | didn't fancy theidea myself but Corby, Pisky, Puddy and Moglet were
delighted. It was the bats way of saying thank you.

After awhile common sense reasserted itself; | was pretty wet but Conn wasin aworse plight. His
cloak now, with al the pieces hacked from it and the cord missing, was more like a tatty head-cape, and
he was drenched and shivering.

"Skin is supposed to be watertight," he grumbled, "but I'll swear thiswater is leaking through to my
bones. . . Theré'savillage of sortsdown inthevalley: | can see smoke. Shall we?”

Above our heads the last escort of bats swooped in farewdl, and somewhere abuzzard caled its
lonely: "Ki-ya, ki-ya, ki-ya. . ."

An hour later | was dozy with heat, more-or-less dry and had a stomach full of athick, meaty stew.
The last piece of bread il firmly clasped to my chest, | fell adeegp on the rushes.

* * %

Wefound the four stonesthe very next day, on the edge of the uplands north of the village, and
consulted The Ancient's map.

"North from here, due north," said Conn. "That should be easy enough. Even | know north. Well,
that's three adventures past us and we're still al in one piece. Allonz, mez enfants! Fourtogo. . ."

"What'sthat?' | asked. The words sounded familiar.
"What? Oh, alonz et cetera? The Frankish wordsfor |et's get going,” he said condescendingly.

But | knew, even as he spoke | had heard them before—somewhere. Another of those tantdizing
glimpses of another life.

"Don't you mean: 'En avant, mez braves? " | suggested, and was rewarded by a startled look from
those brown eyes, but he said nothing further.

The moors and forests through which our way led were bare, for the most part, of human life, but the
cooler, crisp air did not deter an abundance of wild life. Hares, foxes, stoats, weasdl's, badger, desr,
squirrel, marten; eagle, merlin, finch, tit; and the purple heath and heather, crisp, curling bracken and
colourful butterflies, dingy moths and laden bees. Here | found, in the endless quest for berries and roots,
two plants | had never come across before; one, with sticky-pad leaves, trapped small insects much as



Puddy did with histongue, and the other, looking deceptively like alarge violet, had fleshy leaveswhich
performed much the same function. Pisky declared the brownish water we replenished him with as"a
nice change"; Moglet managed, even with her damaged paw, to find volesand mice. At timesvolesin
particular were dmost too easy to catch, running away from uslike abrown wave in the long grasses.
Indeed Moglet became rather blase about her new-found prowess, and shared her meals with Corby, so
they both grew deeker and better groomed. Snowy, too, enjoyed the change in diet. Now | only had to
provide for Conn and mysdf and we rdlied mainly on what | could cull, for we had no bows, arrows or
spearsfor hunting, and did not stay long enough in any one place to set snares.

We made good progress, only having to detour once when a stagnant bog barred our way, a
question mark to safety with its green dime lying quiet on ominoudy inviting open stretches, midges
dancing their one-day life above. The main impediment to any enjoyment wasthe rain that seemed to fall
more plentifully on these bleak uplands, so perhapsit waswith asense of rdlief that we found the ground
doping away beneath our feet and that one day the rising sun showed us cliffs and the sea.

Again that nagging sense of athing known and should-be-remembered tugged a my mind. The sdty
smdll, the crash and roar of the waves, the endless shift of great waters, all these | had seen before,
somewhere, sometime. Only the steep, black, boulder-shod cliffs were different; the ones| thought |
remembered were—white? Cream? Gentler, with sandy beaches, not these pebble- and
rock-encumbered stretches. A summer house by the seg, collected shells, sea-bright pebbles that faded
without the lap of water, the grit of sand between teeth and toes, the salt-harsh cry of gulls—

The great gulls wheeled and broke before us, screamed awel come, and for two daysthey
accompanied us as we traversed the edge of those dark and frowning cliffs, unableto find away down.
On thethird day we came to asmall river, which afforded access to the beach below. It flowed gently
between restraining banks to alarge bay, some three miles across at the widest part but narrowing at its
mouth to about fifty feet, enclosed by sharply rising cliffs. Here the sea frothed and seethed, eager to
burst its bottleneck as the tide receded. The beach around the wishbone-shaped bay was broken with
tumbled rocks and boulders but inland the terrain was smooth and low, until it rose behind to the moors
we had |€eft. Inthat fair and gentle valey lay a prosperous-looking village, more asmall town, with houses
on either Sde of the river and boats drawn up tidily on the shelving banks.

For awhile as we descended to the beach, | became aware of a curious shifting movement among
the rocks, and thought | could hear a strange mixture of sounds: keening, grunting, shuffling, splashing.
The smell waslessindigtinct: afishy, anima smell, but it was Corby's keen eyes, perched ashe was on
Conn's shoulder, that recognized dl thisfor what it was.

"Caw! People of the Sea—ruddy millions of 'em!"

Almogt at the same moment came Conn'svoice. "Sedls! A great colony of seals! But rather late, |
should havethought . . ."

Even aswe adjusted to the sight, aboy of ten or twelve, clad in rough homespun and barel egged,
rose from behind a clump of gorseto our right and stood regarding us wide-eyed.

"Hullo," said Conn.

The boy's eyes opened wider than ever, asif he thought us incapable of ordinary speech. "Beyou
they travellerswhat are spoke of and expected?” It came out in arush and in an accent strange to me and
hard to follow. "If you be, then | bids you welcome, masters both, and ask that you follow meto't chief's
house," and he set off forthwith down anarrow track leading to the village, with many a scared,
backward look. | amost expected him to cross hisfingers againgt the Evil Eye.

We looked at one another.

"Wearetravdlers," said Conn. "But asto being expected—Or spoken of, come to that—"
"Strange talestrave with thewind,” said Snowy. "And, like smoke, they change shapein passng.”
"Well," | said, "we can only find out if they mean us by going down and asking."



" 'What am |7 asthe worm said to the blackbird," contributed Corby, gloomily. "Oh, well, don't say
asl didntwanyou. . ."

So we followed the boy, who kept pausing for usto catch up, asif afraid of losing us, but at the same
time he kept hisdistance, asif afraid of what we might do if we cametoo close. We passed severd huts
and the people there a so regarded us with akind of wary fascination. The town waswell laid out, with
straight streets swept clear of rubbish, animastethered or penned and folk decently dressed. Most of the
people weretal and dim, many with fair hair, the men moustached and bearded, some with tattoos on
their aams and fingers. Aswewalked | glanced over my shoulder: we were being followed. Men,
women, children, dl had put aside what they were doing and were pacing behind us. At another timethis
might have seemed menacing, but in spite of the numbers| was avare most of dl of curiosity, and most
began to wonder whether we had al grown two heads, though the others looked norma enough to me.

After what seemed avery long walk, we reached a bluff overlooking the river and what | supposed
to be the chief's house. It was along, low building, the wooden supports curioudy carved with serpentine
figures picked out in red and blue, the shapes outlined with rows of white shells. We reached the
entrance, preceded by a couple of townspeople obvioudy cometo forewarn of our presence; no
leather-hinged door, no curtained flap awaited us, instead two painted pand s that fitted into well-grooved
wood top and bottom and now did apart to reveal adark, smoky interior. | thought it avery good idea
for adoor and was busy examining the mechanics when someone nudged me forward and | found mysdlf
ingde, adjusting my eyesto the gloom.

Wooden pillars down each side supported a steeply pitched thatched roof; behind these were
stacked trestles and stools. In a central stone fireplace, raised some three feet from the ground,
smouldered a pest fire, smoke wisping up through a square exit in the thatch. At the far end were
curtained recesses, no doubt for deeping and stores. Light was provided by stands holding small basins
of strong-smelling ail with wicks floating ingde, although iron sconces were set in the pillars should
stronger illumination be needed.

Besdethefire stood ataler man than the rest, with white hair that curled to his shoulders, wearing
blue woollen trews and afine cloak to match, fastened by a cord drawn through ornamented bronze
rings; on hisright side hung a short, bright sword and his arms were bracel eted above the elbow by
golden snakes. By hisside stood atall, dark lady with plaited grey hair and the same strong features as
her husband, and behind them lurked three tall boys and agirl, by the mark of their featurestheir children.

"Welcome, travellersal,” said the chief. He, too, used that strangely accented speech—they clipped
the hard sounds short and drew out the soft ones—but he spoke, majestic and dow, so that it was easier
to understand him than the boy earlier. "We have much to talk of, you and I. My nameis Ragnar. My
wife, Gunnhilde, and | welcome you to our house and our town of Skarrbrae. Y ou must rest yourselves
and eat. When the sunislow we shdl spegk again.”

He clapped his hands and hot water and towels were brought. Conn and | retired to separate
recesses, where | luxuriated in a clean body once again. When we emerged, stools and awooden trestle
were set in front of uswith great wooden bowls of somefishy broth, strips of dried fish and a coarse
bread. There were dso bowls of goat's milk and arefreshing herba brew, inwhich | thought | detected
camomile and feverfew. Snowy and the others were not neglected either, and while | wondered a why
(to them) a pony was alowed within doors, agresat pile of hay was set in front of him; Corby was given
fish-guts, Moglet the same with goat's milk, and | crumbled a paste of bread into Pisky's bowl. Puddy
stayed quiet in my pocket after asnorted: "Fish!" | wasn't worried, asinsects had been plentiful during
our journey.

Stuffed full, we were led to a pile of rushes on which were spread fur rugs, and, perhaps because of
thefood, or the gloom, or smply because we were dry and warm and welcome, we al dozed off for a
couple of hours. When | awoke, torches were being lit in the sconces along the pillars and Puddy was
stting three inches away from my nose, awing and aleg of somelarge insect sticking out of the corner of
his mouth. Histhroat moved up and down decisively. As| watched the bits disappeared, and he burped.



"Disguding!" | said.
"Each to hisown," said Puddy. "Anyway, | didn't think you would like it marching down the back of
your neck . . ." and he crawled back into my pocket, where | could fed him hiccoughing quietly.

"Servesyouright,” | said.
Corby came up and looked me in the eye—one of histo both mine. "Does one crap inside or out?"

| roseto my feet. "Those who wish to crap,” | said carefully, "crap, to use your expression, outside.”
| looked down a my pocket. "And those who crap in my pockets, or sick-up because they're too
greedy, get their mouths fastened together for aweek!"

"Want to. . . the other,” said Moglet. So did I, so we dl went outside for five minutes.

When we returned, Ragnar and hiswife were waiting for us and invited usto join them round the
replenished fire. Everyone el se had disappeared, and | judged the serious part of the business was about
to start.

Ragnar nodded at us. ™Y ou may wonder," he began, "why it isthat you are looked-for: but perhaps
you know?"'

| glanced at Conn, who shook his head. "No, we do not know how it isthat you expected us,” he
said dowly, choosing hiswords carefully. "We are on ajourney that means much to us but, | should have
thought, littleto others. Y et are we grateful for your welcome and hospitdity, and if our appearancein
your part of the country meansthat my friendsand | can help you in any way, then | think | speak for us
al when | say wewill do our best." He glanced round at us al, receiving our agreement. "But may | ask
why you need us particularly and how you knew that we should come—if, indeed, it is us you expected?'
He sounded doubtful.

Gunnhilde took up some embroidery. "It isacombination of aneed and alegend. Theneed | shdll
cometo later, but | assureyou it isvery redl." Her husband nodded gravely. "First, thelegend. Our
people have lived here for many generations. They say that folk from the northern lands were wrecked
on this coast during agreat storm; the survivors scrambled ashore and settled among the fisherfolk who
dready lived here, in avillage much smaler than you seeit now. The marriage of different peoplesand
variant skills brought both peace and prosperity to this part of the country; we had the seafor fishing, our
friendswho visited us every year—"

| looked at Snowy: the seals? He nodded.

"—sweet water from theriver, good earth for crops and the uplands and forests for hunting and
timber. For many years we prospered—I speak of atime before | was born, you understand—but a
wise man, ashaman aswe cal them, who once lived and died here warned of atime when the seashould
bail, the fish flee and our friends come no moreto visit us. Then, it was ataefor children but even so his
words were remembered, for who knows what the gods have in store? My mother's mother told me of
the prophecieswhen | was achild and | remembered. But unlike some prophecy it was not al doom:
there was apromise of deliverance so." She glanced at her husband. "Y ou tell them, for you know the
wordsaswell asl."

"Indeed | do, for it wasataeto fright children into the dark imaginings of the night. Welearnt it asit
wastold, in verse, so that no meaning should belost by later mis-telling or exaggeration. It goesthus,”
and he straightened his back and delivered the linesin adeep, sonorous voice. | didn't think much of
them asverse; they didn't even rhyme, but some of the words started with the same letters, soit had a
kind of hypnotic beet to it, wrapped up as it was in symbolism and metaphor.

"And in that time the token of theterror shdl bethus:

The people of the sea shall come: and bring forth their young that year;
And the young that year shall be great: and their melody music the meadows.
But for jealousy of their joy: evil shall bring forth evil €en greater



And the sea shall boil: and bring forth a beast to despoil.

Men shall starve and women too: and children cry from hunger,

And the sea-people and people of the sea: shall keen and cower,

While the great White Wyrme: shall devour the dead and despoil the sea. . ."

He paused. "If it were only that, then we should be lost indeed, for that which was prophesied has
indeed come to pass—more of that later. But the prophecy speaks of adeliverance, and thisiswherel
believe you were sent to help us." He cleared histhroat.

"But this shall last only so long: then from the south shall come the seven;
A wight on a white horse: holding for help in hisarms

The moon and stars for measure: and the stars shall be green as grass
Blue asa babe's eye: red asrust and clear asriver running.

And the seven shall strive: and the White Wyrme shall wither.

And behold! all shall be: as before and better.

Then the people of the sea and the sea-people: shall gift and guard them,
For they go with the gods. and shall take the road west with weal . . .

" S0, that iswhy we have looked for you, for now isthe time of our grestest need, and in your
company there would seem to be at least part of the promise of our deliverance. A man on awhite horse,
that is clear enough, but the prophecy foretold of seven. | count but Sx—"

"Seven," | said, and plonked Puddy on afree stoal.

There was amoment's silence and then Gunnhilde laughed and put aside her sewing.
"Sevenitis, seven. We are lucky husband, for in them the prophecy does come true!™
| wriggled on my seet. "But the bit about the moon and stars?”

Ragnar frowned. "That | cannot see, but there must be an answer . . ." He glanced at hiswife but she
was staring at Puddy and then picked up Pisky's bowl.

"Green as grass. the moon,” and she threw back her head and laughed. "Under our noses, husband,

other riddlesto beread, | fancy . . . And you and you and you," she pointed to me, Corby, Moglet,
"must hold the other 'stars? "

| lifted Corby'swing and Moglet's paw and pointed to my stomach. "And thereisanother tale. But it
hasn't been written yet, ‘cosit isnt finished.”
"Theriddleisread,” said Gunnhilde. "Husband, cal them to prepare afeast!”

Amidst the bustle, the uproar, the feasting, the smiles, | caught amutter from Corby. "First part's
eagy, dl feasting and fal-lals and what-a-pretty-bird: I've an ideathe second part will be more difficult . .

It was not until the morrow that we realized just what we had let oursdvesin for, but that evening it
wasindeed dl "feadting and fa-las’ for it was obvious the townsfolk were sure we were the answer to all
their prayers. We ate and drank our fill and were entertained by their songs and dances until the small
hours. It wasn't till all was quiet that | began to wonder what was in store for us. Then | remembered the
verses and fell adegp uneasily wondering about boiling seas and great white worms which, together with
the cheese | had eaten earlier, engendered weird and disturbing dreams. Twice | wokein acold swest,
only to be soothed to deep again by the gentle breathing of my companions and asort of mournful lullaby
that seemed to come in time with the distant rush and suck of the sea.

The next morning Ragnar, with abouit fifty interested townspeople in tow, took us down to the beach,
and there, restlesdy milling and turning, were about two to three hundred sedls. They were of al agesand
szes, mae, femae and pups, and seemed to have little fear of humans, allowing usto walk amongst them



on the rocks and the greyish-black sand. They became excited when they saw Snowy and gave soft
hooting sounds and groansand | redlized they were telling him something, recognizing that he was one
who would understand. There were more of them bobbing about in the bay, seeming to stand on their
back-flippersin the water eyeing us with curiosity. Some porpoised up and down, showing off, others
with mouthfuls of seaweed were tossng their heads from sde to Side, threshing the water, exactly likea
housewife begting clothes on stonesin ariver—another way of drawing attention to themselves, |
supposed. All seemed jolly, agathering of wild animas grown tame and choosing to livein close
proximity with man, but there was an unease, arestlessness, afrustration that communicated itself as
surely asthe ever-moving sea.

Conn questioned Ragnar on their lameness. "Arethey dwayslike this?’

"Not always, but at the moment they have no choice; they are restless because they know the time
has long passed this year when they should be at sea. Supplies of food are running low, both for them
and us, though we have given them what we could." He paused. "Y ou see, we have an arrangement with
them; oh, nothing that has ever been written down by us nor agreed with them: one cannot speak with
animds”

| opened my mouth, but Snowy nudged me, and | closed it again.

"Theway it worksisthis: every year the sedls are alowed to come to our beaches and have their
pups, and then they mate again. During that time we leave them unmolested. Then, when autumn and
winter comeswe go forth to hunt them, mainly for their skins, for that isour only surplusfor trading. By
then they are out at sea, and it is an even battle between man and beast. Even then, we do not hunt
indiscriminately; each spring the pups are counted. Of these athird will not survivetherr first year, from
natural causes. We only cull ahdf of the number of adults of the number remaining, the population is kept
more or less congtant. There are enough pelts for us and enough fish for both man and beast.”

| looked at Ragnar with new respect: alittle different from Lady Adiora's method.

The tide was retresting now, making anoise on the pebbles like someone clearing their throat and
then spitting. Ragnar waved to the townsfolk not to follow us further.

"Weshdl go ondone," he said. Alone? Where? Echoes of last night's dreams made my heart beat
fagter. "Of course there may belittleto see: if the creature has esten recently he may not show himsdlf.
But if we stay quiet and tempt him alittle, then perhaps—" He beckoned to one of the men, who ran
back to one of the huts and regppeared with some strips of dried goat's mest. "Ah, yes. thisshould do it."

With the chief leading we made our way round the bay to the southernmost tip, climbing steadily dl
the way and passing through asmdl flock of horned sheep, dmost indistinguishable from their
goat-brothers, so unlike the low-dung fatties Brothers Peter and Paul tended: till, | supposed the
brothers sheep would have been hard put to it to find sustenance on these harsher uplands, while
Ragnar's sheep looked fit and well on their poor diet. More evidence of how careful husbandry had
made this such a progperous place. | supposed The Ancient would have adlitch” for dl this: "Difficult to
tell sheep from goats when both wear horns'?

At last we stood on the edge of the cliff, the breeze from the searuffling Moglet's fur and snatching at
my mask. The seafoamed and raced beneath us and some twenty feet away was the opposite cliff,
crowned by an immense dab of rock that reared precariousy over the edge with what looked to melike
adangeroustilt.

"The Look-Out Stone," said Ragnar. " The highest point around. We use it for spying out shod's of
fish, for posting abeacon if anyoneis overdue and, of course, for spotting the forerunners of the
sed-cowsin April. But thereisasuggestion for building atower on this side instead: that rock can sway
dangeroudy in ahigh wind and we're not sure how firmly it'sanchored.” He Sghed. "It seemswe can
havelittle use for ether till the Wyrmeis destroyed. When the seals whel ped this year we had promise of
good hunting, for there were more than usual and we only took the born-dead or injured as we dways
do. Then the Wyrme came, and they could not escape. They lost about twenty cows and pups, before



the males arrived looking for them. They only got in by dint of numbers, amad rush on ahigh tide. But
now of course the beast knows where they are and also knows amass exit will leave the pups behind.
The cowswill not risk the pups and the bullswill not leave the cows. . ." Hesighed again. "And it is not
only them, it isusaso. We havetried to take to the boats and carry on our fishing but the Wyrme
overturns them and anyone who swimsisimmediate prey. We are trapped and the seals are trapped!
Thisiswhy we welcomed you, knowing that, through you, the second part of the prophecy would come
to pass." And he began to recite.

"And the seven shdl strive: and the White Wyrme shall wither.
And behold! dl shal be: as before and better.”

"Doesn't he know any nice cheerful little ditties?' muttered Corby. "Anyway, he's missed out thet bit
about the road west. And gifts. . . Fat chance! Looks asif we are trapped astight asthe rest. After al
that mumbo jumbo can you see 'em saying 'Bye-bye, thanksfor trying and dl that? No, we ain't going
north, south or esdt, let done west—"

"Well, then," said Snowy, "put your tongue back in its beak, where it belongs, and use your eyes and
your cunning brain to seeif you can come up with asolution! It could be your turn, you know."

Thereit was: "turns' again. Moglet'sturn, Corby'sturn—

"Watch," said Ragnar, who of course had heard none of this by-play. "Down there, in that wide cleft
in the base of the opposite cliff wherethe water iscamer . . . That'swhere he rests and watches and
waits." And with that he tossed a strip of goat's-flesh out asfar as he could.

Nothing. We watched the meat sink dowly in the clear water beyond where the tide was racing out,
until it touched bottom some twenty feet down. Ragnar took another strip of flesh; | was dtill gazing at the
first and the water appeared to be cloudier, as though something had stirred the grey-black sand. Ragnar
flung the second piece.

A gull, ayearling with less sense than it should have, flung itsalf seawardsin adive after the mest;
they touched water together and for amoment | believed the bird had won, but there was aboiling
beneath us, agreat rearing and with the speed of my thought bright blood sprayed between great sharp
teeth, teeth like a hundred bone needles, and the blood became the darker colour of the seaand there
was awhite, grey-tipped feather floating and nothing more. . .

Thear wasfilled with the screaming of seabirds: gulls, guillemots, tern, asthey rose from crevicesin
the cliff upwards from the sea, and the harsh cries of raven, crow and cormorant who banked and
whesled from their perches on the rearing rocks. Bird mingled with bird, and screamed with fright and
mourned with despair and watched the feather asit dipped, alone and broken, away with the ebbing tide.
Black and white, grey and grey, and the birds calling and Corby answering and trying to fly from my arms
on onewing only, and me clagping him tight to save him from further harm, and the sonein my belly
hurting—

And then Snowy cdled, loud and clear. What had been sensdless flight settled into a pattern, rising
and falling like the midsummer dance of gnats over apond, and the voices softened and fdll quiet. Corby
ceased struggling and lay quiet too, except to say in asmal voice: "Those are my brothers—if only |
could fly!" I could do nothing save stroke his untidy feathersin sympathy.

Conn nudged me. "Did you ever see anything so fearsome, Thingumgjig?"

Down there, some five feet below the surface, its body undulating with the unseen currents, wasa
great white worm-like creature. Despite the distortion of the water | could see quite clearly; | supposeit
was not atrue white, more a grey-tan colour but the green water gave it luminescence. At first, horror
made it ahundred feet long and twenty wide at the least, but when sense reasserted itsdlf | supposeit
must have been about eighteen to twenty feet in length, including aflat, splayed, scooping tail. It was
segmented, but the shell seemed to be soft, judging by the ease with which it arched and bent its spine;
there were two vestigial suckers on the foremost segment behind the head, and double gills like fringed
curtains. The head itself wasthe most frightening of dl: it looked much as an ed's but the eyes were



positioned much closer on the top of its head and the mouth was wider and set, asfar as| could see,
with atriple row of the fearsome, needle-sharp teeth.

| shivered. "Do you—" | said, "do you think it isthe only one of its kind—or—or could there be
others?’

"Wadl," said Conn. "The sght of that little monster does bring to mind atale | heard once, told by one
who had returned from seas on the other side of the world. He said it had been narrated to him (and |
cannot vouch for its veracity, mind, though one of hislonger tales about a great grey beast like amountain
with an extraarm in the middle of itshead | do know to betrue, for my friend Fitzalan had seen such)
but, as| was saying, thistraveller had been told that in a seaaswarm as new milk, a seaman had fallen
overboard and by chance bobbed up again where alucky rope had saved him. But he had come aboard
quite mad, babbling of agreat forest of worms such asthis one, waving benesth many fathomslike afield
of sun-white grain. All thought him touched and suspected a knock on the head had addled his brains,
but heinssted and it was al written down by the captainin hislog."

Ragnar had been paying keen attention to this story and nodded his head. "The water you spoke of
was warm; hereabouts, even in winter, thereis awarm current that brings the fish in close to our bay.
Maybe such aworm as you speak of could have lost its way and followed such?

It dl sounded highly unlikely to me, but hereit was and here were we, and | was not |ooking forward
to closer acquaintance. Neither were the others, to judge by the careful way they avoided looking at us
and each other. Therewas not even a"Lemme see! Lemme see better . . ." from Pisky.

Ragnar brought us back sharply to the task in hand. "Well now, you have seen our monster: you can
see our problem. | redlize you will haveto think about this, so | will leave you to confer.”

"A conference was just what | had in mind," said Conn, as easy asif he were discussing the westher,
and looking Ragnar straight in the eye. "Of course, you redlize that degp magic such aswe shall haveto
usetakesawhileto conjure. . ."

We watched the chief out of sght.
| turned to Conn admiringly. "Y ou were great! Just what idea have you got?'

"Not aone, not aonein theworld, Thingummy, but | thought we needed a breether. That fellow is
not going to let us out of hissight until hislittle miracle-workers have got rid of that—that creature down
there, and | thought we could talk more freely amongst ourselves. Now then, who's got an idea?’

No one, it seemed. | glanced desperately round our circle.

"We cannot dig it out,” said Snowy. "Nor lead it away."

"Hre'sno good,” said Puddy gloomily.

"We can't spikeit or claw it or carveit up,”" said Moglet.

"Can't darveit either,” said Pisky, from the bottom of hisbowl.

Which left little. | could think of nothing, save drinking the seadry, and even | knew better than to
make that sort of suggestion.

Eventually, aware of an uncharacteristic Slence, we al looked at the culprit. We looked so hard that
Corby started shifting from claw to claw and muttering to himself.

"Wdl?' | sad.

"WEell, nothing! Just don't expect me to come out pat with the solution. Still . . ."

| think we dl shuffled forward a pace.

"Still .. ." he continued, musingly, "there's something a-tapping from the insde of the shell. Probably
asaddled astherest of the eggsin the nest, but you never know . .. Tell you what: dl right if we go into
one of those huddles, like what we used to? Y ou know, when we al held beaks and claws and things
under Thing dear's cloak, in the good old days of Her Ladyship? Alwaysfelt it concentrated my mind
wonderfully .. ."



It was stuffy and warm under my cloak and | was only too conscious of how silly we must have
looked as we wriggled together, until | heard Snowy's thoughts through the thick folds and felt Conn's
hand on my shoulder.

"ldeas, idess," they seemed to say. "Think, think; concentrate, concentrate. Give Corby your minds,
your help. . ."

Deliberately | tried to make my mind go blank, but still a series of pictures flashed across my mind,
likethe glint of sunlight on metal, seen along way off. Cliffs; movement of green water; arock; birds,
flocks of birds; pecking beaks; the sky turning over—

"Got it!" cried Corby. "Leastways. . ."

| flung back the cloak and we dl blinked in the midday sun.

"Gorrem-nidea," said Corby. "A possibility, anyways. Beaks out: can fed the sun. Now to chip away
therest of theshdll . . ." | redlized that what | had thought foreign language and complicated imagery
merely meant that he had gone back to his nestling days. "Can't say for certain . . . Still covered with egg
yolk a the moment. But, it might work . . ."

"What?"' cried Conn in exasperation.

"Not in words. Not at the moment. Lot of thinkingtodo. . ."

"How can we help?' asked Snowy, practical asaways.

Corby glanced up, but his gaze was abstracted. "Hmmm? Help? Oh—yes, you might at that. | need
to get around this bay to the other side. Over by the big rock. Perhaps, if you wouldn't mind like, you
could givemealift. . ."

And s, for the rest of the afternoon, asthe rest of us watched and wondered, Snowy or Conn
carried him round the bay, back and forth the three miles or so that separated one headland from the
other. Each time he reached the other side he was met by an increasing number of birds, many of them
crows asragged as himsdlf. They al seemed to crowd and confer around the base of the great |ookout
rock that reared up across from us, but no one said anything specific, athough Conn looked thoughtful
when he came back with Corby the third time, and Snowy was obvioudy in on the secret too. For secret
it was: Corby refused to discuss hisideawith therest of us, afraid, perhaps, that he might look afoal if it
didn't work.

The only clue came from Moglet, who a one stage remarked frivoloudy that it might savetimeif we
ran acat's cradle between the two headlands, and Corby looked at her so sharply that | thought we were
on to something. Unfortunately, | didn't know what.

His behaviour later that day when we returned to the town, aso had us puzzled. Hefirst asked Pisky
if he could practise dropping pebblesin hisbowl, and met an indignant refusa when thefirst one narrowly
missed one of the snails. Then he asked Conn to fill him aleather bucket with searwater and by dusk was
gl picking stones from the beach and dropping them in the water until the container wasfull, then was
asking Conn to empty them out and repeating the process until it was too dark to see.

If we were mydtified, so were the townsfolk, and in the end Ragnar himself came down to watch.

"Thisisobvioudy powerful magic,” he observed, but | could see one hand was stroking his beard
and hewasfrowning.

"Yes" said Conn. "And it works better, it does, if the whole world is not breathing down our necks.
Some things are meant to be secret, you know."

And, aseveryone retreated precipitately, it was only | who caught hisirreverent wink.

Later that night, Corby adegp before any by the smouldering fire, | tried Conn again.

"Can't you tel us?'

"Tdl youwhat?'

"What's this business with the pebbles? Why did you ask Ragnar tonight about the weather and the



times of thetidesand so on?"
He pinched my cheek through the mask, but his eyes were dancing.

"TisCorby'ssecret, 0t is, and it'sfor himto tell. Go to deep, Thingy, and perhagpsyoull learn al in
themorning." And he ruffled my hair with an intimate caressing gesture that sufficiently banished deep. If
it had only been the puzzle over Corby's scheme for ridding the town of the White Wyrme | might have
dropped off eventually, but what does one do when one tingles and throbs and glows from nose to toes?
It wasn't as though he had meant it as something more than the pat he would give Snowy's flank, the
tickle behind Moglet's ear or under Puddy's chin—My stupid, vulnerable inside made me want to make
more of it, to kid mysdlf that he had a specid feding for me, that he even looked beneeth the hunched
back, the mask, the hidden ugly face, and saw someoneto love. | knew aso that it was no good for me,
for us, to think thisway. Ever snce we had rescued him from that ditch, so many moons away, | had
loved him. And athough the adventures we had undergone had bred an easy, superficid comradeship
that sometimes helped me forget my hopelesslove, it was a times|like these when | [ay unable to deep;
at dawn when we woke to anew day; at evening when the night cloaked our familiar forms, when we
were nearest in joint endeavour and when we were farthest, like the time when he had concelved his
passon for the Lady Adiora—it wasat al thesetimesthat | held fast in my heart, knowing, hoping,
despairing, redizing, the love | knew would never give me peace.

| looked over to where helay, long and relaxed on the cushions, one hand flung over hisheed, the
other curled close to his body, breathing gently in adeep deep. If | had dared, | would have leant over
and kissed his curving mouth—

"Do stop fidgeting!" said Moglet deepily. "Got atummy-ache?!

The Binding: Crow

The Sea-People and the People of the Sea

“What amarvelousideal” | sad, for Corby had a last outlined his plan.

"But surely we can't manage it on our own? Can't we get the townsfolk to help?

"That'sthe general idea," said Conn. "Corby thinks his friends, the other birds, can do agreat ded,
but we need some strong men or women, and we've got to get it dl exactly right, the timing and
everything."

"Then," said Snowy, "aswe are supposed to be magic, it were surely best to seethat al those details
are worked out beforehand. If we ask for aid too early they may doubt our powers and perhaps realize
that eventually ordinary brains such astheirs could have worked out such a solution—not to detract in
any way from your achievement, Crow dear—s0 we shdl give them a hint, but no more.

"Now," he continued, "there arethe tides. At low on the dack, | think you said? Then thereisthe
guestion of light: that from the sunisbest. Dawn, or perhaps noon when the sun strikes sword-straight



into the flesh of the water. Thetimingswe shall leaveto your discreet inquiries, Sir Knight. Corby will
coordinate the birds so that they work from dawn till dusk, and the people shdl be told that the headland
isout of bounds—it would make senseto tell them that we are drawing amagic circle round the besst, or
somesuch. | shal accompany the crow and aso arrange for the decoy, which is most important, and
keep the people of the seafrom trying any more suicida attempts to escape.

"Which leaves you, Thing dear, and Moglet, Puddy and Pisky. Asyou redize, we shdl need two
ropes, and at a pinch could manage by binding those available, but | should prefer entirely new ones, so |
want you to explain that we need one rope one hundred feet long, with nine strands worked into nine
twists—seven or eight would do, of course, but nine isamagic number and that they'll understand—and
the other eighty feet long, twists and strands three and three (more magic), and anet the same, to
measure three by nine. That should convince them they are being alowed on the fringes of our 'magic,’
but just to add verismilitude | want you to cast spellson the making, dl of you, in full view of everyone.
Not real ones, of course, any mumbo jumbo will do. And don't let them know what the ropes arefor; let
them believe, if you like, that they are to bind the beast when we have captured it. Anything: I'll leaveit to
you..."

* % %

It appeared the tides were gpproaching the midpoint between negp and flood, which meant we were
inthe Moon of Harvest, and the most favourable time—dack a midday and ideally asunny day—would
occur in seven days. Seven, amagic number, too . . . Thismade it easier to explain to Ragnar and
Gunnhilde about the "magic” ropes. They fully appreciated the sgnificance of numbers (thisiswhy we
made the ropes ninety-nine and eighty-one feet respectively, to fit in with theillusion), but it did not give
Corby and hisfriends much time.

Moglet, Puddy, Pisky and | were so busy supervising and spelling the ropes, we saw little of what the
others were doing, though of course we al compared progress at night. Corby said little, beyond
moaning that his beak hurt, and indeed he looked more ragged and unkempt than ever. Conn said little
ether, but ate (and drank) more than he had for some time, declaring that " opportunity makes gluttons of
usdl"; Snowy was obvioudy tired, too, and we had little to report, for ropemaking is, even with "magic”
rope, avery boring business. That is, until it getssnarled up . ..

Ever tried inventing convincing spell-words? Especiadly adifferent one for every foot of
one-hundred-and-eighty feet of rope and anet? At firg it'seasy: you say thingslike
" Shamma-damma-namma-a-do-ma’ which doesn't mean anything, asfar as| know—|eastwaysit may in
another language, but it didn't have any effect on the rope—and then you get bored and think you are
clever to say things backwards (I was very proud of "Der-obots-ra-et" and " Sra-etot-der-ob™). But
eventually | became so "derob,” both backwards and forwards, that | started to say anything. It wason
thethird day, after the net and the shorter rope were completed, | was haf adeep and yawning and
gabbled thefirst thing that came into my head—

"Er...Thing dear,” said Moglet. "Did you mean to do that?'

| thought it had gone quiet. | opened my eyes. Everyone but us had falen adeep where they were;
ganding, Sitting; upright, leaning; working, idle. Fast adeep. Just like that.

"What did | say?'

"The ingtant turned-to-stone-where-they-stand one," said Pisky, rushing round excitedly. "Isn't it
peaceful? None of that nasty dust flying around . . . When are you going to wake them up?”’

| hadn't the faintest idea. | redlized with horror that | had used, al unknowing, one of the Witch's
spells. Not one | had ever heard her use, but one | must have read from her books when she was
absent—and now, how on earth did | unsay something | hadn't known I'd said in the first place? | went
colddl over.

"Puddy ..."

Hisdow, quiet thinking reassured me. "Not to worry; no harm done. 'Tisaweak spell anyway, and



needs but a break in the conjunction. Saw Her try to use it once, but She only had me and abowl of
water; need acat or somesuch aswell. Y ou, me, Moglet and the fish's bowl make afilled triangle. Now,
if wemoveafraction..."

Of coursethefirgt timewe al moved the same way so the conjunction stayed the same, with Pisky's
bowl the centra point, but we got it right the second time. | looked around fearfully, but al the folk were
taking up their tasks asif there had been no break. My heart pounded sickeningly for afull five minutes
and | wasvery careful after that. Not that it did us any harm in thelong run, rather the reverse, for whilst
the deepers were not aware that anything untoward had happened, otherstoo far away to hear the spell
had seen what had occurred, and we were treated with an added respect and awe after that.

The seventh day dawned misty and damp. It mugt, it must be sunny at midday! The night before,
Conn had told part of Corby's plan to Ragnar, who had promised to find the seven times seven
volunteers to man the rope and do the pushing. And that was dl of the plan he had outlined, on Snowy's
advice. The headlands had been out-of-bounds for the last week, and athough the increased activity of
the birds, whedling and crying, must have been someindication that something speciad was going on, no
one questioned us—epecialy after my unfortunate dip—though | could see they were muttering
amongst themsalves. | had had awful ssomach-cramps after the spelling, incidentally, amost as though by
remembering the witch's spellsin my unconscious | was aso subconscioudy caling up the pain
associated with Her.

"The sun will show itsface before midday," said Snowy, asif he had read our thoughts. "Come, you
laggards: today istheday . . ." and so after a hurried breakfast of oatcakes, cheese and goat's milk we
et off for the headland.

Conn and Snowy and Corby carried the beautifully coiled new ropes—wall, the first two did, and
Corby supervised—over to thefar cliff. | left the others on the near clifftop and made my way to the
narrow strip of beach below. From where | stood | could see Conn passing the longer rope around the
base of the black dice of the lookout rock and tying it off in acomplicated knot. Once he nearly dipped
on the bird-droppings which whitened the surrounding stones, but eventualy the rope wastied to
Snowy's satisfaction. Then they made their way down to the beach opposite and | could see them
bending over something else on the stones, but knew | must wait. There was asplash! the other end, then
nothing for what seemed ages. As| was beginning to think everything had gone wrong, around head with
tearful brown eyes popped up in the shallows nearby and alarge sed dragged itself up the beach to my
feet.

Round its neck were the two ropes. Swiftly | stroked the sedl's head, surprised to find how warm the
skin over the skull was, then unlooped the ropes. It—I think it was a he—grunted, a soft moan, its eyes
shining. | patted itshead again. "Well done. . ."

| attached the shorter rope to the netting left on the beach with the tie Snowy had taught me, and
helped the sedl into hisnet-ding. "1 think you are very brave," | said, and stroked him again.

Then it was up to my side of the clifftop again, hauling both ends of rope with me and paying it off as
| went, puffing and panting with the effort. The longer piece, taut now across to the opposite headland, |
tied to a pre-chosen rock, and the other | anchored under a stone nearer to the cliff-face.

| waved to Conn and Snowy. All st.

| gazed down into the dark, green sea, till half-hidden by wisps of morning migt that clung to the
columns of the cliffs and wreathed the rocks. | was haf-convinced | could see the shape of the White
Wyrme, distorted by the water, lurking under the shelf of rock that wasits favourite resting-place. . .

The sun brightened, the last wisps of mist blew away like smoke from acamp fire, the tide drew
softer and softer away from the cliffs until the pebbles and rocks shone like jasper before catching the
drying dullness of sun and breeze.

Behind me| heard the people who were to haul on the rope, twenty-eight of them; across on the
other headland | watched Ragnar lead the other twenty-one behind the L ook-Out Stone: | hoped



someone had got their calculations right. There were onlookerstoo; | noticed the boy who had led us
into the town on that first day gtting on hisfather's shoulder for a better look. Below us, in the bay, the
people of the sea seethed like tadpolesin adrying rut, venturing ever nearer the mouth between the
headlands.

Conn came up behind me, breathless. "Dear God, and isn't it ahaul around that bay? Snowy says
that when the sun strikes that submerged rock—there—it will betime. I'd better get the haulers briefed.”

| watched the sun creep round, fascinated by the finger of light that probed—so dowly when
watched, two inches at atime if you took your eyes avay—deep into the waters below. About five
minutes before time | glanced back at Conn who had his contingent holding the longer rope, just off the
taut, ready between nervousfingers. Too late | wished we had had timeto have arehearsd, had a
tug-of-war to test the ropes, had—

Connwas at my sde again, thistime taking the end of the second ropein his hand and thrugting it into
mine. "Christ! | near forgot—Y ou'll have to help mewith this, Thing dear!" | was s0 astonished | grasped
the rope without further thought. He had got my nameright again . . . "Belay it now, round that rock,
therésagood girl, and when | say 'Pull!’ do it as though your life depended oniit!"

Two inchesof sunlighttogo. . .

Below me one after another of the bull seals and a couple of the cows were venturing amost to the
gap between the cliffs, and then seeming to think better of their effort were plunging back into the bay
with agreat dapping of the water with finsand tail.

"Oh, Conn!" | said despairingly. "It'stoo soon! Tell them—tell them to go back! They'll bekilled. . ."

"Never worry," said a concentrating Conn. " Snowy has briefed them; they know what they are doing.
Just girring up alittleinterest . . ." Ashe gpoke a greyish-white shape stirred under the ledge on the far
gde of the rocks and the White Wynne's monstrous head and six feet of his body cameinto view.

"A minute, aminute! Oh, dear Lord!" Conn muttered from beside me, hislean body coiled with
tenson. "Now, my friend, now!"

Asif in answer to hisfierce vehemence, asolitary sed swam into view beneath us, seeming to test the
water, the tide, the creatureitsdf. A foolish, young seal that behaved as though it had never heard of
danger . . . Sow, hesitantly, it paddied right through the gap in the cliffs, and the very tide itsalf stood till

And the sun, the sun, shining clear and true through the dack water, touched the specia rock benesth
us and the sedl swam straight out into the sea, right into the sudden uprush of teeth from the monster
below and Conn cried: "Pull! Pull, you bastards" even as there was a shrill neigh from Snowy and dl the
birdsin the world rose in the air screaming and Conn's hands closed over mine as we hauled desperately
on the shorter rope and the weight below amost pulled my arms from their sockets and—

There was acrack! and groan from across the water and | watched amost unbelieving asthe
pinnacle of rock, the Look-Out Stone, shivered alittle, leaned, hung for amoment a an impossible angle,
and then toppled with at first maddening downess and then faster and faster towards the water benegath.

"Leave gotherope!" yeled Conn to the haulers behind him. "Dropiit, if you vaueyour lived™” They
let go just intime for the depth the rock had to plunge wasfar greater than itslength of ninety-ninefet. |
watched the end snake and whip over the edge of the cliff. There was an dmighty greet splash benegth us
and then a high-pitched whistling sound. Conn belayed the taut rope we held around arock and rushed
forwards, grabbing my hand.

Through the mist of till-faling spray, the cloud of screaming birds, we peered into the weaters
beneath. The great black stone had fallen true, just as had been planned. The mongter, the great White
Wyrme, lay pinned beneath its biting edge, its back broken, astrange whistling noise coming from
between its wicked teeth. A great cheer rose from the townsfolk and those with usran back to join the
others, al streaming back to the bay to launch anything seaworthy, mostly skin and wood boats for
inshore and bank fishing. The people were armed with spears and short, stabbing swords, and these they



waved inthe air asthey took to the water.

| went forward to check on our sedl-lure, the animal we had hauled up with such desperate haste in
his netting hammock. | saw him wriggle free, but as he dived the ten feet or so back into the seal could
see agash on his shoulder, atorn flipper.

The people in their boats were racing across the bay, the bows throwing up steep little waves. The
first boats were reckless, came too close, too soon, and one was overturned by athrash of the dying
beast's scooped tail and another's side was stove-in by the till-letha jaws. But soon there were too
many of them and the water oozed with a greenish-white murk as the spears and swords rose and fell;
thrusting, tearing, gouging out great clumps of flesh until | had to turn away, sickened with the Sght.

Snowy, atriumphant Corby on his back, nuzzled my shoulder. "The creature is dead: he can fedl
nothing. . ."

Conn nodded soberly, watching the carnage beneath. "'Tis often that way, after long fear and
frudtration; al a man'stensions build up, and unless one takes the lid off the pot—" He shivered, and a
haunted look came into his eyes and was gone, so quickly | dmost believed | had imagined it.

"Come on, now!" said the irrepressible Corby. "Wheres dl the feasting and fal-lds, then?"

* % %

The following morning we stood once more on the headland. The feasting was over, the songs sung,
the thanks given, the gifts received. On Snowy's back, besides two panniersfull of food and some herb
wine, was a fresh-cured sed skin, soft and supple, ready to make into mitts, dippers, leggings, whatever
we chose. Conn sported anew cloak, aslike the old as made no difference, and our pockets were lined
with silver. We were waiting for the great procession, the release of the seals—the people of the sea, and
the townsfolk—the sea-people. It had been arranged that at midday, tide-dack, both animals and men
would venture beyond the cliffs, past the mutilated body of the Wyrme, now fast disappearing down the
throats of the constant sea birds, and out, out into the limitless sea. From then on, after thislast day of
amnesty, man and sedl would revert to their naturd roles, hunters and hunted. Until the spring, and the
coming of the sedl-cows. . .

| shivered alittle as my hand crept to the soft hide on Snowy's back: perhapsthis skin had come
from some autumn killing like the ones that would start soon. | didn't want to think about it, for | had a
secret, asecret only Snowy and | and one other shared. For last night . . .

Last night either the feasting had been too rich or my deep had been too light, but suddenly, in the
dark hour before dawn, | had awoken, all my senseskeen, aware of far musicin my ears. | sat up inthe
warm darkness of the hall. There it was again, quite unmistakable. Four notesin adescending scae, as
though a child stepped down a great staircase, then an upward note as though he had gone back, up a
missed step, and then down again to the ground on the last note, and al in a sadness of sound like
innocence logt.

The melody was repeated, and | saw the shadow of our unicorn push aside the hangings from the
shrouded doorway and disappear into the night. | tiptoed after him—none of the others, even Moglet of
the bat-ears, had heard me go.

| followed Snowy down to the beach, his unshod hooves making no sound on the shingle, my
stumbling progress plain enough to my ears and his, though he had not turned his head. There, beached
on the pebbles, was the source of the song, our brave young sedl-lure, his eyes swimming in the light of
the half-moon, singing asong of londliness and present pain. Snowy bent to the torn side, theinjured
flipper and | felt ashudder of power passfrom him.

"There, my friend,” hesaid. "It will hedl. Itisheded. . ."

| joined them, and in that dream, haf-dream, | looked at the young, roya sedl and thanked him again,
and the scar on hisside and therip in hisflippers shone white and hedled. And it seemed to methat he

asked whether | would liketo try hisworld and that | agreed, and stripped off my clothes and mask and
stepped into the waves and that they were as warm and smooth as new-drawn milk. And | put my arms



about hisneck, or so it seemed, and with Snowy's blessing we did into the flooding bay, and the sea
closed round uslike thefinest slk cloth, and there was the taste of salt in my mouth and the waves did
over my back with the gentlest of caresses,

The sedl's body undulated like the weeds that waved in dark streamers from the rocks. When we
reached the inlet, | felt the sudden great surge of the ocean and | held on tight, breathed deeply and then
wewerein hisworld, into the sudden cold beyond the cliffs, and the water sang and bubbled in my ears
and lifted mefrom his back until only my armsheld meto his curving, twisting body, and | knew what it
wasto fly inwater and walk in water and livein water . . .

"You helped us," he said. "And because of that we shdl sing to you when you cometo your home by
thewater. Lisenfor us. . ."
* % %

Now, aswe al watched from the headland, the tide from the bay started to flow out from the beach.
First camethe seds, the people of the sea; the maes, the females, the younglings, surging out to meet
their natural eement, the sea; and after came the sea-people, the townsfolk and fishermen, singing and
shouting and brandishing their spears, paddles flashing in the sun. And leading them my sedl, breasting
proudly the breakersthat led to hisfreedom of the sess.

My eyes prickled with tears.

Over our headsthe sea birds and the cliff birds screamed their victory, told of the long hours spent
chipping away at the base of the grest, lost Look-Out Rock and above them alone buzzard spirdled, his
cdl logt inthe clamour.

"Shall we go?' said Conn. "They wont missusnow . . ."

The Binding: Knight

TheHoly Terrier of Argamundness

The ruined fortified wal ran just the way we wanted to go, judging by our next marker: thefive
fingers of rock indicating northwest-by-north that we found on the edge of the moor above the town of
the sea-people.

The shortening days were sunny and dry and bramble and hazel yielded arich harvest. Brimstone
(first and last in every year), tortoiseshell and peacock fluttered in ditch and hedge, some of the trees
were goldening towards their fall and sheep fleeces were thickening. Folk were hospitable, for harvest
wasin, and for atime there would be an abundance of fruits and grain, and cattle- and pig-sdting was
gtill someway off while there was still stubble for the former and an abundance of acornsfor the latter.
Thatch was being replaced, wood chopped, peat stacked, preservesjarred, honey collected, grain
threshed and stored; everywhere was bustle, harmony, plenty, and we ourselves werein fine fettle,
exchanging shelter and food in the main just for atale or two, asong, some of Corby's “tricks," but for



the most part we just walked the wall, content with our own company and aware that we had in some
way "turned acorner.”

Conn had shown us The Ancient's map and with charcoa had traced the way we had come so far.
"See, 'tisthe four sides of a septagon we have done already: over hafway, and not a bone broken!™

"Yes" | objected, "but it hastaken us at least three monthsto get thisfar: at thisrate we will beinto
the Moon of Fogs at least before we finish. And who knows what €lse we have to face? Snowy got us
and the animals out of that prison of acastle, Puddy reminded me of that fire-spell before we got eaten
by tree-roots, Moglet thought of away to get rid of that spider before we and the bats starved to degath,
and back there Corby and hisfriends chucked half amountain at a sea-monster but—" | stopped. | had
suddenly remembered what Snowy had said about it being someoné's "turn,” and thought flashed past
thought; Snowy, Puddy, Moglet, Corby: they had dl had their turns. Which left . . . ?Me, Connand
Pisky. "Oh dear!" | said.

Snowy gave me asympathetic look. "They were not adl as bad as each other.”

"Bad enough!” | said gloomily, and spent the next couple of days in fruitless speculation on who
would be the next one to save his comrades, and would it be difficult and long-drawn out or just plain
scary? And would whoever-it-was prove equa to the task? (I meant me, of course.)

But the sun continued to shine by day, and when there were no hamlets we snugged down on colder
nightsin the remains of stables, dormitories and officers quartersadong thewal. We built fires against the
ghogtsthat still marched those ramparts and stewed hare and wild fowl and vegetables, drank wineif we
were lucky and water if we were not. Soon | forgot my cares and exulted in the peace and
companionship and stared north up the steep decline from whence the blue-painted savages had
challenged the ordered life and discipline of the Romans. | found asandd, thongs broken, the haft of a
sword, burnt grain scattered among broken shards, a pin without its set-stone, haf ahelmet . . .

"Weturn here" said Conn. "Away from thewall, if we are to keep our direction.” To the north the
hillswere starting to crowd down, though il blue with distance. We were on a plateau, but from now on
the way was down, the dopes thickly wooded. It was a clear, pleasant day, but ahead lamb's-fleece
cloud banked high on the horizon. "L eaf-Change will be with us soon, and the way lies through the
woods. Corby, your eyes are best." He took him on his shoulder. "Is that the sea?'

| squinted through my lashes as he asked the question, but could only make out a haze, a deepening
of colour, aglint of sun.

"Two rivers," said Corby dowly. "Smal 'un and abigger. Second one's got awide estuary. Tide's
out: plenty of sand.”

"That's our way," said Snowy. "We could follow the river from its source, but it would be easier to
cut down through the woods and join it nearer the mouth . . . What do you say?

With the westher changing there was only one answer: we took our bearings and plunged into the
forest. The way was difficult, for these woods were old as time and scarce of habitation, and fallen timber
and thick undergrowth pestered our way, but | found plenty of mushroom and fungi to supplement our
diet, though none of the Magic ones or the Fairies Tits Tom Trundleweed had shown me. | remembered
| till had alittle packet of the dried onesin my pack, never used. | checked: they were ill there,
perhaps a bit squashed and crumbly, but better not to throw them away, just in case.

We descended to theriver plain, and here the land had been cleared and farmers and smallholders
raised sheep and afew cattle on the sparse, thin grass and fished the banks of the river for salmon and
trout. Smdll, stunted trees bent their backs away from the westerly winds and the fleeced sky brought
rain and an uneasy haf-gaethat gusted and died an instant before it was born. At last the river
broadened into awide estuary wheretheriver Rippam, asit was caled, ran fast and wide over great
ribbed flats of sand, birds flocked and ran at low tide among the shrimped pools and worm-casts, and
the heron flapped dow homewith dab and edl inits craw.

We stayed in afisherman's cottage the night of the Big Storm and lucky it was we found shelter, for



the forest and fields of Argamundness, asit was called, were soon roaring with an equinoctid tideand a
following gale that had waves |egping twenty feet high over the artificid barriers erected yearsago in the
little hamlet of Lethum in which we found oursalves.

We had crossed a precarious log roadway over the marsh; the earth and sand packed between the
logs were seeping away, and more than once we found places where the logs themselves had
disappeared. So it waswith asense of relief that we found the little hamlet tucked away on sand dunes,
some twenty feet above the usud tide-level, and protected by an artificial barrier about ten feet high of
smooth pebbles, glistening grey, pink and white under the ondaught of the waters. There were dso the
dunes of sand, bound by spiky marram grass, themsalves anatura barrier to the west and north. The
hamlet was a poor one, the only livelihood being the fishing that depended so much onwind and tide.
Their sturdy boats, broad in the beam, could go out in al but the fiercest weather, and they had netsfine
enough for shrimp and tough enough for plaice and dab, which hung pungently from the rafters of the
cottages whose shuttered windows faced away from the prevailing westerlies.

Lethum was so poor, it did not even have an inn and the speech of itsinhabitants reflected their
isolation, being thick and sprinkled with a patois we could not understand. However, our coin they did
recognize, and we fed well on fish stew, crabbed apples and goat's milk, and were provided with sacking
pallets againgt the wall of one of the larger cottages. There was no problem with bringing Snowy inside
either, for our host'sfew scrawny hens, a pig and a patient donkey were obvioudy used to sharing his
gpace. It waswarm, if fuggy, and | was more than accustomed to anima smells, so deeping would have
been no problem but for the violent wind.

Suddenly it was upon us, battering and hammering at doors and windows, skirling the rushes on the
floor, puffing the smoke from the pest firein our faces, and ripping great chunks of thatch from the roof,
netted and weighted as it was. The mud-and-stone cottage seemed to crouch down upon itsalf, shrinking
into the earth with ears back and eyes closed, a hare in the swirling, shifting dunes. Sand was
everywhere; it gritted our teeth, rubbed the sore placesin our skin, spun into little shifting castles on the
floor. The whole world roared and bellowed and screamed and shouted outside like a huge army of
barbarians come to pillage and destroy.

| found mysdlf huddled in a heap on the floor, handsto my ears and eyestight shut. | only realized |
was moaning with fear when Conn took me by the shoulders and shook me.

"Pull yourself together: look at the otherd™

| sat up, till shuddering. Snowy was fine, reassuring our host's animals with his mere presence, but
poor Moglet was plastered like adying spider againgt thefar wall, eyesrolling in terror; Corby had his
head under hiswing in acorner and his feathers were twitching; Pisky had dived right to the bottom of his
bowl! and hidden his head under the weed; Puddy's throat was gulping up and down in distressand his
eyes bulged more than ever. Our host crouched in a corner and was muttering, whether prayers, charms
or incantations | could not tell.

| looked up at Conn; his eyeswere troubled, and he moved as restlesdy as a penned horse who has
been used to the plain, but he showed none of the panic of the others. | took courage from his brown
eyes, hisfirm chin, the chdlengein hisdim taut body.

"Well," | said, risng atrifle unsteadily to my feet. "It'sgoing to be at least morning before thisthing
blowsitsaf out, and | don't fedl like degp. Come, you lot, closer to me so | don't have to shout, and welll
think of agameto pass away thetime." And | staggered over to Moglet and prised her claws from the
mud wall, picked up Puddy and put him in my pocket, then made my way to Corby's sde and indicated
that he should join us by Pisky's bowl. Once there we went into our familiar huddle, al of them under the
shelter of my cloak, and there we played "Going to Market" which Pisky won, having one of those
retentive memories that remembers every detail, relevant or no; Corby was runner-up. Then we played it
again, with the same result, for by now another sound had added itsdlf to the din outside, and we were dl
trying our hardest to shut it out—

Thesea



The wind had been bad enough, but now there was the regular beat and fall of waves upon the
barricade outside; on the mutable bank of pebbles, on the shifting sand dunes, and with every moment
the thrusting, sucking roar came nearer and nearer. | glanced from under my cloak at our host: he was on
hisknees. | looked over at Snowy: he, too, was listening, poised on his hooves asif for flight. | opened
my mouth to say something, | will never know what, and then Conn's arm was about my shoulders and
his smile stopped my mouth.

"Tisonly thetide, Thingy dear. Twill soon be full, and then back it will goagain . .. Can | join your
game?’

Instantly everything wasdl right again, or very nearly. He must have been asanxious, if not actualy
asdfraid, aswewere, but al he was concerned with was our fear, our anxiety, and in so doing, in
forgetting himsdlf, he gave us dl a courage we had not known we possessed. Suddenly al would be
bearable, just so long as we were together. Even death, for surdly the frightening part of that is not what
comes after but the loneliness of dying, the actuality of leaving the world on one's own. But if we held one
another tight and didn't let go, it would surely only be alittle jump, like legping down stepsin one's dream
and awaking with asudden jolt into reality. And | supposed that Death must be as greet aredlity asLife.
It must be, for everything, everyone, had once been aive, and would al be dead. So, if it happened to
everyone, to everything, it could be no worse than Life, for everyone could manage that, one way or
another. And, athough Life could be difficult, at least it was never so bad that one wanted to leaveit.
Andyet . .. ?Snowy?Had he not spoken of despair, of alonging so grest it was a Death-Wish? If so,
the Death was to be desired, for if Snowy knew it would bring him release from whatever tortured him,
then surdy—

"Tidesontheturn," said Conn. "And the wind has outrun itsdlf. It'stiring . . ."

From the cracksin the shutters facing east came the first grey, sandy light of morning, and hiswords
were true; the sound of the tide, once advancing so ferocioudy, was now retreating, but with a sullen roar
that spoke of victory lost. The wind still buffeted the cottage but the impetus had gone.

| was suddenly tired, sotired, and | sank down upon the floor, the others huddled to mein like
fashion, and now the seabecame alullaby. | felt Conn stretch out beside me, sensed Snowy's relaxation
and | dept. Wedl dept.

It waswell into daylight when we awoke, to agrudging bowl of oatmeal and milk, seasoned by sand,
and arind of cheese. The hamlet had suffered badly. Two roofs were blown clean away and the sand
dunes, under the driving force of wind and sea, had changed their shape, creeping towards the huts,
half-burying the one nearest the shore. Two boats were also [ost; one, its sides smashed, had been flung
high up the strand to lean crazily againgt a de-roofed cottage. And sand wasin everything: gritty,
pervasive, yidding like water and asimpossible to shift, for it ran through one's hand and off shovelslike
liquid, only twice as heavy.

The pebble dyke wasin most need of urgent repair; parts of it were entirely washed avay wherethe
sea had breached, and al in al it seemed some two or three feet lower. The villagers were working
frantically for thetide was a the dack and they had barely six hoursto patch things up before high. We
offered to help, but even | could see that an inexperienced knight—anovice a building dykes, that
is—however willing, and asmall hunched femae would be of more hindrance than help, so we left our
host an overpayment of two silver pieces and set off again.

| could see Snowy becoming anxious, for we were running out of land. Ahead of usthe deepening
river channel was starting to curve acrossto theright, directly in our path, and ahead there was nothing
but an uneasy ocean. Waking was difficult, for though the sand was firm enough the retreating water had
ridged it into tight brown waves some two inches high and it was hillocked with sandworm casts so that |
stumbled and stubbed my toes and cursed. The wind had shifted north and though it had lessened
consderably it was strong enough il to skim the sand from the shifting dunesto our right and send it
wraithing across the firmer beach to redden our legs and arms and grit our teeth. Above our heads
tattered, yellow-eyed gulls screamed and did, tip-winged, into the currents of air and beyond the river



mouth we could still hear the sullen roar of surf. Our way was further hampered now by the detritus of
the receded tide: uprooted trees and bushes, the carcases of drowned sheep, logs, bales of soaking
straw and even abroken chair. One of the Lethum boats was aso stranded, its stern shattered. Little
brown crabs ran in and out of its broken ribs.

Moglet's ears pricked from the shelter of my jacket. "Listen! A dog barking .. ."

"Out here?' | said increduloudy. "Don't be daft! There's nothing out here but seaand sand and wind
and gulls—" But then | heard it too, ahigh yapping that seemed to come from our left. We peered
through the clouds of sand that swirled round us and saw asky-ring of gullscircling dowly about a
sandbank.

"There's someone out there," said Conn. "Come on!"

We came upon an extraordinary sight. On asand bar, some hundred feet long and half aswide, a
tal, thin man was sitting on an upturned fishing boat, reading, histhin hair blowing in hiseyesand ascadm
and unperturbed asif the tide was not aready sneaking in behind him, fast and stealthy, scummy skirts
brushing the sand to hide its hurrying feet. Between the man and us was a bubbling race of water,
widening by inches every minute, and at the man's feet was the source of the barking: asmall, dock-tailed
mongre terrier, white, brown and black. He wasracing in circles, yelling his head off and now and again
tugging a the voluminous skirts of the unheeding reader’s habit.

We glanced at one another, then Conn hailed the stranded man. "Ahoy, therel™

The reaction was not what we had expected; the tall man merely looked up, regarded us, raised his
hand in greeting, then fell to reading again, just asif dl in the world was perfect and he were not
threatened by imminent immersion, or worse.

But thelittle dog was different. Even aswe stared in stupefaction at his master's gpparently careess
attitudeto life, the anima had thrown himsdf into the channd that lay between us and was paddling
vdiantly in our direction. The race of theincoming tide inevitably carried him off to our left and he was
struggling to reach our position, but Conn moved aong the water's edge and, wading out, grabbed him
by the scruff of the neck and bore him to safety, gasping and choking with the salt water.

Conn set him down. "Now then . . ." he said uncertainly. "Good doggie—"

"Bloody good doggie, nuffin!" hiccoughed the anima and, probably thanksto Snowy's
mind-interpretation we could understand everything he said. "Bleeding sat-water—gets up yer nosg, it
does. .. Wait abit, me hearties.. . ." He sneezed and coughed and hacked and shook himsdlf inamist of
droplets. "That's better!" He glanced at usal in turn, brown eyes keen and calculating. "Well, not exactly
the Imperial Guard, are you then? Not even therearguard . . . Still, he saysyou are the ddiverers, more
like the unlikely ones, you look to me, but you never cantell . . . What's the scheme, then?'E can't swim,
youknow . . ."

"Scheme?' we echoed.

"Yus. How're you getting 'im orf, then?'

"Getting him off?' We must have sounded like the chorusto aplay.

"Orf! Orf!! C'mon then, get the grey stuff workin'!" He redly was worse than Corby, who could be
difficult enough to understand sometimes. But then, | reminded myself, upbringing and privilege had alot
to do with it; he was obvioudy a Deprived Dog.

"l can't swim," said Conn. " Can you, Thingummybob?'

"|—I don'tthink so. . ."

"But | can," said Snowy. "Leastways, unicorns can and horses can—I've never tried it. But | guess
now'sthetime. . . Conn, can you hang on to my tail and wave your legs up and down? Thing dear, you
can ride on my back with the others as safe as possible. The water will be cold, but don't be frightened.”

We got there, but it wasn't easy. Moglet screamed every time she got splashed, Pisky grumbled and
choked on the odd drop of salt water and said it was making his snails curl up, Corby rattled his pinions



and flapped awet wing in my face and Puddy made amistake and shot out a jet of evil-smeling liquid
into my pocket, from the wrong end. And me? | wasterrified, of course, cold and wet, and hung on to
Snowy'smaneasif it werealifdine. It felt so strange to know there was no firm ground benesth his
hooves, to know we were at the mercy of the tide, the waves, the water. And it was so cold, that tidal
seq, the waters coming sweeping in from the deeps ready to freeze your legs, your arms, your ssomach;
pulling you gently, insstently, inexorably intheway it would go .. . . | tried to remember my sedl-friend,
and how natural he had found it, and | felt alittle better.

We landed on the edge of the sandbank, upriver where the tide had carried usin spite of Snowy's
strong swimming legs, and walked back, shivering, to where the man in thelong robe was il Stting. He
raised his eyes from the page he was reading, still gpparently oblivious of the encroaching waters that
were creeping up behind his back.

"My friends: welcome!" He closed the book, leaving hisfinger asamarker. "1 see you have met my
companion." And he nodded at the dog, who was shaking himsdlf again, wetting us even more. "Now, |
am ready when you are. | do not, at this moment in time, see exactly how you will transport myself and
my precious cargo—" He indicated with awave of hisfine, long-fingered hand aleather-wrapped bundie
at hisfeet, "—across yon turbulent waste," (the ever-encroaching tide) "but asthe Good L ord has sent
you to my ad, I am confident in our safe passage.” He drew the skirts of his habit abosent-mindedly from
an early wave, which retreated asif stung. "We havenot long, | surmise. . ."

"| gather you need transport for yourself, the dog and—and those books, to dry land," said Conn,
politely, but breathing hard. "It has proved ahard task to reach you; perhapsif you left behind those
legt—"

"And the books," said the other, firmly. | glanced up at hisface; thin, ascetic, with deceptively mild,
pale-blue eyes. A strong nose, thin-lipped mouth, long chin, large ears, amost nonexistent eyebrows, a
large Adam's apple, unshaven chin whose hairs were whiter than the thin wisps that floated about his
head. Pointy fingers, pale-skinned, the index finger of hisleft hand off at the second joint—not arecent
injury—ridged fingernails, long eegant feet in much-mended sandds, with uncut toenalsthat either
curved yelow round the toes or were broken off in jagged points. He smelt quite strongly, too.

"Y ou will be doing the Lord'swork, my son . . ." And he sketched avague crossin theair, in Conn's
direction.

| saw Conn bow and cross himsdlf, and knew we were al now committed to getting this strange man
and his cargo acrossto dry land, and Conn's next words confirmed this. "Any particular part you are
bound for, Father?'

"The brothers at Whalley; my associates at Lindisfarne have lent their precious Gospelsfor the
copying, and | have other rélics, scrolls and records to convey to our order on the Holy I1de.” He shifted
his now decidedly wet feet again. "1 should be obliged, Sir Knight, if we could proceed as soon as
possible. The written word does not take kindly to immersion in salt water, and dthough | protected
them aswel as | could during the voyage across some two days since, and this morning on our trip from
Martin'sMere, | fear that the Sea of Gailee and the Sea of Hirland have littlein common. | did indeed try
the Lord's commandment: 'Peace, be still!" but | fear | was presumptuous, and later said severa 'Pater
Nogters to atone for this. However, the weather is now lessinclement, and by thissign | seethat He has
gracioudy forgivenme. . ."

| hadn't aclue what to do next, but luckily that magic cross-in-the-air had worked amiracle on
Conn. Mationing the tall monk to stand he upended the boat on which the man had been sitting and
scratched his head. The craft was small, bluff-bowed, wooden, and two of the wooden planksin the
bows were split. The rest was sound enough, but the mast was missing, snapped off some two feet from
its stepping. Conn scratched his head.

It began to rain, quite hard.
"Right!" said the Rusty Knight. "The sealskin from the pack, Thingy, and therope. . . Thanks." And



inamoment it seemed he had dit the skin athird, two thirds, and the larger piece was wrapped round the
bows of the boat, secured by twine, and the smaller effectualy parcelled the books, including the one that
was being read. The rope was attached to the ssump of mast and aloop at the other end was placed
round Snowy's neck. "Now, Father, if you will sit well back in the stern—the back of the boat—with
the—er, books on your lap, my horse will tow you through the flood, letting the tide take us with it until
we hit asandbank or firmer ground. Right, Snowy?'

"What abaht me, then?' asked the dog. "Bloody swim again, isit? And how do we know our white
friend can manage?' He jerked his head at Snowy. "Beggin' your pardon I'm sure, Y our Worship, and
appearances are deceptive, so they say, but you look fair knackered dready, if you'll pardon the
expresson,” and he sniggered to himself at the pun.

"Appearances,” said Snowy mildly, "are, as you remarked, sometimes deceptive. Asyou should
know," and he shot aglance full of such sharp intent a the dog that if it had had eyebrowsto raiseit
would have done so.

"l see" said themongrel softly. "l see. . ." and when Conn lifted him into the boat by his master's feet
he made no further protest at the water dopping around his paws but settled down quietly. On hisface,
as helooked at Snowy, was much the same expression that Conn had worn when the monk had crossed
himsdlf.

With little ceremony Conn put Moglet and Puddy on the monk's Igp, bade him hold Pisky's bowl safe
and perched Corby high on the bows. By now water was doshing round my calves, insdiousy nudging
at melikeadog, turning in little currents about my ankles, and any minute now it would rear up and butt
me behind my knees. | dared not |ook at the increasing expanse of water that separated us from the
nearest land. My breakfast rose to the back of my throat in sheer terror and | had to swallow back on
the bitter bile.

"Ready?" asked Conn.
| nodded. "Any time," | squeaked, wishing | had kept it to the nod.
"Right, then—"

"It'sraining,” said the monk gently. "If you could just tuck the end of the wrapping more securely
round the books. . ."

Grimly Conn re-wragpped the parcel. "All right now?"

The monk nodded, then rose to hisfeet in the now gently rocking boat and raised hisright hand,
upsetting practically everything in the process. "I think ablessng—"

"St down!" said Conn savagely. "And stay there. . ."

Luckily it was easier than | had expected, for the tide was stronger now and soon Snowy found the
main current. We moved steadily upstream, Conn and | clinging to the sides, the better to tip up the
suspect bows, gently kicking our legs up and down as Snowy directed. | felt better thistime, partly
because the exercise warmed me up; indeed | |et go of the boat a couple of times, just to seewhat it felt
like, and paddled with my hands. | even turned over on to my back and let the seasing in my earsthe
way it had with my friend the seal, and my body unfolded in the water like seaweed and stretched itsdlf,
crooked back forgotten, and | floated, alog beneath the racing clouds—

"Thingy!" yelled Conn. "Y ou're getting lost!" and in afrantic panic that forgot sedl and swvimming and
turned my body awkward and deformed again | threshed my way back to the safety of the gunwhae, my
throat and mouth full of choking, saty weter.

Welanded safely on aspit of land some miles upstream, where the river narrowed and curved to
meet the opposite bank. Conn beached the boat, retrieved the rope and offloaded everything and
everyone. | noticed how exhausted Snowy looked and dipped a comforting arm around his neck.
"Another haf-mile and it's shore and supper,” | said. "You weregrest . . ." He nuzzled my neck, and |
was awarein myself of an aching tiredness and the pain of cold limbs.



| looked round at the others: all present and correct, if aswet, cold and tired as me. All but our
passenger; he seemed invigorated by the cold, revitaized by the water, and now flung hisarmsinthe ar
and began invoking his Lord. Conn sank to his knees and bowed his head; | thought | had better do
likewise, and let the foreign-sounding words flow over my head like awarm, drying wind.

Behind us, in the fervency of prayer, the boat dipped off the bank and rocked on its way upstream,
with two thirds of the sedskin.. . .

"| shdl travel to my brothersat Friarsgate first," said our travelling monk. "Will you not go with me
part of theway?' He was addressing Conn, who shook his head.

"Thank you, but our way now lies—" he glanced a Snowy, "—southeast." There was the faintest
interrogative lift to hisvoice.

"Six gonesliehaf amile south,” said Snowy.

"So we shdl bid you farewell and safe journey,” added Conn. He helped the monk arrange his pack
of books—till wrapped in the other third of our seal skin—comfortably on his shoulders. "God speed
you..."

"Hewill, Hewill," said the monk fervently. "He has my project in his care, for He sent you to my
succour . . "

| wished fervently at that moment that He, whoever He was, had thought to ask usfirg, for | could
not remember ever having felt so damp and cold.

The monk hitched up his robe through his belt. "Goodbye, then, goodbye!" and he strode off towards
the dunes behind us, wet robe flapping about his knees. "Ask for meif ever you cometo Lindisfarne. Or
theHoly Ide. Or . . . Name's Cuthbert."

Thelittle dog still sat where hewas; at last he stirred, had a good hoof of hisleft ear and shook out
some sat water. "Oh, well," he sighed, and rose to hisfeet. "Better see the old boy doesn't turn left at
Priorstown. Thanks, you lot . . . Still say youre unlikely.”

"Why don't you travel with us?' | asked. "Y ou're welcome, you know . . ."

"He knows," said the dog, nodding at Snowy. "He knows as how the old boy would be hopelesdy
lost without aguide. Sort of thing I've got to do, somehow. Sorry for the old bugger, redly: head inthe
clouds, feet anywhere. . . Oh, well," and he sighed again.

| pulled out apiece of dried fish from the pack. "Here."

"Tal" Heswdlowed it. "Can't live on fresh air like some people | could mention. Likesmenosh, |
does." He burped fishily. "Don't worry; I'll get him where he wantsto go. Keep him snug for the winter,
then back to the bloody bogs come spring.” He scratched again. "Gawd! Anyonéd think dl that bleeding
water would have drowned the perishersl Well, benny-bloody-dickerty, you lot!" And he was away,
jaunty docked tail and ears erect, trotting off in the steps of his master.

"Thereare santsand saints,” said Snowy crypticaly.

"Will hebedl right?' | asked, and didn't need to specify whom | meant.

"Of course," said Snowy. "They both serve the same Magter, don't they? Heisagood guide: he
found us" Hetwitched hisears. "The unlikely ones: | rather likethat . . ."

"Comeon!" caled Conn, by now well ahead. "I can see the stones, asyou said. So we're on the right
road . . . Got any dry wood, Thingummy? | fancy ahot drink of something-or-other . . ."

Slinging the others dl over me asbest | could | followed Snowy's sure steps, while above our heads
astorm-driven buzzard or kite or whatever fled our path south.



The Binding: Fish

The Facein the Water

Pisky's adventure, when it came, was over in aflash of fins.

But there were many days of travel before he had his moment of glory, and al through the preceding
misty mornings and sharp nights of Leaf-Fal | was wondering, on and off, whether it would be histurn or
mine. Each day was so beautiful and smelt so of the poignancy of decay asthe world wended itsway to
thelong deep of winter, that often | would forget and run to catch afalling leaf, or gather finger-staining
dewberriesfor their sharp-sweet explosion of taste. The last flowers were a patchwork of butterflies and
moths, and martlets gathered in soft twittering lines on bending sprays of hawthorn, their gaze south. Bees
fed heavy and wasps found falen fruit before | did, angry coloursawarning. Squirrelsraced the treetops,
younglings not yet the russet of their parents, and chattered angrily as we plundered the nuts they would
have hoarded and forgotten. We heard wild pig crashing in the undergrowth in their search for acorn and
truffle, and at night their little prickly brothers wandered sharp-nosed and blind amidst our deeping
bodies, rootling for dugs and snails. At night, too, the dog-fox barked histerritory and once, far away,
we heard the howl of wolf. Rutting stags roared and clashed their antlers, owls ghosted through the
twilight to screech threet to every tiny creature that cowered within range, and mushroom and fungi
uncurled and swelled between dawn and dusk so that we trod a cushion of them, marvelling at the
shelvings and bloatings that shawled and blanketed the trees with deep, livid coloursin contrast with the
other, more muted colours of autumn.

Then came storms that shook the trees, bent the brittling grass, drove the clouds so fast they seemed
not to know whether to drop their rain or carry it on to another market. On such aday asthis| found
two martlets and three fledglings locked fast in a cot where the door had dammed shut and the latch
falen. We were seeking shelter oursalves and | wasfirst to the hut—probably some
charcoa-burner's—and wrenched open the door. Immediately | was swathed with wings, and even
without Snowy's interpreting presence | could understand what they said.

"Thank you, human, thank you: it islate, and we must fly. The children arefat, but little practised in
flight. Wehad hoped .. . ."

| listened to their soft trilling and stretched my arms wide so they might light on them. "Fear nat,
travellers, thewind isfrom the west and will carry you dl highinitsarmsto safety. Fly now, and fear not

"Wego, wego. .. And are grateful that you came. We and ours shdl bring summer to your eaves
when we return, and your home shall beblessed . . "

And they were gone, the youngsters alittle unsteady at first then, escorted tenderly by their parents,
flying higher and higher till they were mere specksin the air and turning southeast—

"Gawd! Wish | could stretch my wings like that!" muttered Corby who had joined me, striding and
hopping through the undergrowth.



"Youwill, youwill!" | promised, bending down to stroke the ruffled feathers. "Not long now . . ."

But in spite of my optimism—had we not, after al, covered some hundreds of leaguesin our quest
and taken awhole summer and much of the autumn to do it?—the end of our travels, expected now in
every turn of the road for there were only two adventuresto go, still seemed asfar away as growing up:
the nearer, thefarther. Inthe end even | grew impatient, feding that if it were my "turn” next | should
welcomeit; anything would be better than this endlesswalking. Not that the way was unpleasant; rivers
to follow, streamsto cross, blue hillsto our right, the valesto our left, woods full of the russet, yellow and
browns of Leaf-Fall—but there was a sense of urgency in the air that sharpened and quickened with the
first frosts and the great skeins of geese that passed swiftly overhead, the way we were going but so
much faster!

We ae well enough from wood, river, coppice and field, for the earth gave forth in plenty that year.
With our fast-dwindling stock of silver we paused at town and village as seldom as we could, but we
exchanged anight or two for the nuts and mushrooms we gathered on the way and luckily did not fall foul
of foresters or verderers, for great lords seemed few and far between. The robin began his song again
and once more we heard the large voice of the wren and the twitter of sparrow, long silent over the
summer.

Then we came to the meres, the pools, the lakes—and, in particular, one lake. We had managed, so
far, to keep our direction by sdestepping, cornering, splashing straight through the shalower pools, but
now we were faced by alake whose ends, to right and left, seemed boundless. It was amisty, moist day
and the sun shone faint asamoon through aveil of gauzy cloud. Ahead of usthe water lay Hill,
unnaturaly gill, its grey waters scarce rippling though al the while acold sleam rose from it and the
reflected sun floated like ablob of yellow fat on its surface. Reeds stood up from the fringes some ten
feet distant but they were winter-dying back to their roots and bent in dry hoopsto their images, until the
edges of the lake seemed looped with them. Ahead, perhaps some haf-mile distant, hanging as though
suspended above the surface, were trees, land; an idand? The farther shore? There was no way of
tdling.

Conn chucked astone into the water, asfar out asit would go. Therewas adull cloop! asthough a
lazy fish rose for sport instead of food, and aripple or two ran in faint-hearted circles but disappeared
before they reached the shore, asif the water werethick asall.

"Hmmm..." hesad. "A dead lake. Not very inspiring.”
"Dead?' said Pisky'sinquiring bubbles. "Lemme seg, lemme see. . "
| tilted hisbowl nearer the weter. "There. . ."

He said something surprising. 'l want to try the water!" He had never said anything like this before,
had never ventured willingly outside hisbowl except a The Ancient's, and for amoment | hesitated,
amost asthough | was afraid that oncein he would belost.

"Don't beslly, Thing dear,” he said, reading my thoughts. "1 only want aquick look. Besides, my
scaesitch. My great-aunt on my mother's Side dways said thet if one's scalesfdt itchy it was either a
change in the weether or mites"

"Mites?'

"Tickly thingsthet bite like the fleas you humans and animas have. Now, lemme see!”

Obediently I lowered hisbowl to the ill lake and tipped it until he had ingress and egress. He
hestated for amoment and | saw a convulsve shudder run through hislittle frame, then dowly he moved
from the shelter of hisweed and | saw what | had feared, a golden-orange shape dim and fater ashe
moved out into the deeper water. Almost, Sretching out my hand, | betrayed histrust, distressfully trying
to catch him back before | lost sight, but Snowy nudged mewith hisnosein time.

"He knows what he does, Thing dear: havefath! And patience. . ."

It neverthel ess seemed an age before the orange blur moved back to his bowl again, very



thoughtfully. "I don't know, | just don't know . . . Never seen or felt water like that before. Soft, soft as
the robes of a courtesan, the robes they used to trail in the Great Pond at Chaykung . . . Misty on top,
but there are clear pools. Bottom's thick mud and tangled roots. Difficult to swim in; dows you down, it
does, but it's breathable, just. Nothing living that | can see, but | fedl that thereis something, or
someone, down there. . . Curious. Whatever it isis not unwelcoming, therésjust akind of . . .
nothingness. No feding, nothing positive. Doesn't operate on any levd that | recognize.

"Wouldn't doto fdl in the deeper bits, Thingy .. ."
"Asif | would!"

"Theré'sasort of boat here," called Conn and, sure enough, there was a broad-bottomed craft lying
hidden under the bank some hundred yards further up. It was built of some tough, greyish wood and
looked very old, but when | tried it with my dagger it seemed sound enough. Theflat planking indde was
amost covered by adrifting of last year'sleaves. A long paddle lay amidships, obvioudly for steering and
propelling the boat through aring in the stern.

"Some sort of ferryboat?' | ventured. "Isit safe?!

"Seems s0," said Conn, jumping down into the bows. He stamped around for aminute or two, but
gpart from the quiet ripples that spread in the water there was no other disturbance, hardly even a
lowering of the boat'slevel from hisweight. Jumping back on the bank he leant forward and pulled in the
broad stern. "Well, the only way isacross, and it seemsthere'sland of sortsover there. .. Shdl werisk
it?'

"Asyou say, it'stheonly way," said Snowy. "However, | don't like the fed of thisplaceand | shall be
glad when we're across.” He stepped ddlicately onto the boards and lay down, his hooves tucked close.
Somewhere abird cried mournfully, but there was no other sound save the duggish lap of water. | went
up to the bows carrying Pisky, and the others settled themsalves beside Snowy. Conn pushed the boat
away from the bank and legpt in after, stepping the steering-paddie.

It was an eerie passage, no sound save the creak and swish of the paddle, Conn's heavy breathing
and the"sss' of the water past our bows. No onefdt like talking: it was dmost as though we held our
breath for fear of waking something. | looked back at the bank we had |eft but already it was
disappearing in mist. The land ahead looked no nearer, athough the treeswe could see held adark and
menacing aspect.

We were perhaps some three-quarters of the way across when, glancing down, | became aware of a
difference in the qudity of the water. Where before it had had athickness, an opacity that made it ook
likeliquid iron, now this seemed to be drifting away, like heavy clouds clearing arainwashed sky. If it had
been redl sky then al one would have seen would be an infinite blue, but in the depths there seemed to be
tantalizing glimpses of another world, aworld in which there were trees, fields, mountainsand valeys, an
image so immediate and redl that | glanced up, expecting to seeit was merely areflection. But no: the
mist seemed thicker and, more disturbing, my companions appeared somehow different too;
discontented, distorted, disturbingly dien, likethe timewhen | had laughingly viewed them through a
piece of broken green Roman glass on our journey. Suddenly they al seemed strangersand | turned from
them in discomfort to look again a my prettier picturesin the water.

They had changed aso. Where there had been vague landscapes, viewed from a distance, now |
could seeflowersin thefields, birdsin thetrees. | leant closer and someone spoke behind me; irritated, |
turned back and saw Conn mouthing at me, but he was speaking as though he had amouthful of rags,
and hisface and figure were as grey asthe mist. Impatiently | turned back. There were other words,
other voices still squeaking in my earsbut | covered them and leant closer to the water, the better to
appreciate the bright colours, the beautiful picturesthat were such acontrast to the grim, grey redlity
above.

Now there were animals and people down there, too. Horses ran through the meadow, manes and
tallsflowing in the breeze; fair knights armed and helmed were practising swordplay; hounds were on the



scent, their bright tongues lalling; birds, fishes, deer, dl living in colours livelier than the day. It waslike
some great new-woven tapestry, but atapestry that moved and lived and breathed. And there, right in
themiddle of it dl, was alady, abeautiful dark-haired lady who siretched her arms out to me and smiled
asmilethat | remembered from times past. Surely my mother must have had asmile likethat? | cried out
to the pretty lady and she leant up to take my hand and | clasped hersin both of mine and was drawn
down, down into the overwhel ming brightness benesath.

Thewaters sang in my earsand | waswarm as an infant enshawled. Thelady, so like my mother
must have been, drew me into her arms and rocked me back and forth and the knights smiled and
nodded and clashed their weapons, the horses threw back their heads and neighed and the hounds bayed
awecome, thelr tailswaving like weedsin astream—

"Weedsin astream! Weedsin astream!” came alittle voicein my ears, asinsgstent and annoying as
the zinging of agnat. "Rocksin apool! Bonesinabog! Illuson, illuson and death! Come away, Thing
dear, dearest dear, before you drown in adream, before your lungs burst and the Creature nibbles your
flesh from your bonesin akiss of degth and arrangesyou in her gallery likethe others.. . . Look! Look,
andsee..."

And | looked, and | saw. AsPisky swam to and fro in front of my eyes| had to shift my focusand
the lady's green gaze no longer held mine. Her arms were about me still, caressing and stroking and
soothing and | was aware of her smiling, scarlet mouth and the questing teeth—

The knights were bones, the horses were bones, the hounds were bones. Their hair, their manes,
their tailswaved in the gentle current and they were prisoned by their feet, their hooves, their legsto the
floor of the lake to dance and prance and bounce to the Creature's whim. And were long dead and Its
playthings, as were the rocks and stones and weeds that made Its landscapes. | saw, too, that It had no
heart, no evil intent even, just an overweening curiosity. And that curiosity drew me closer, closer, and |
saw that It had drawn from me my own thoughtsto create theillusons | had seen, and that It had no redl
form of Itsown, just the locking arms and the open mouth and the teeth, that sought me and my blood
and my breeth and my being.

All a once could not breathe and alittle orange-gold fish with apearl in his mouth swam between
the teeth that threatened me and down the throat that waited and the Creature choked and gasped and
convulsed and spat and loosed Its hold and | shot to the surface and was grabbed and hauled into the
boat and dl | could think about was alittle fish and the sight of him disappearing down that gaping
throat—

"Thing, darling, areyou dl right? Christ Almighty, she's near drowned!" came Conn's distracted,
loving voice and even with my tortured lungs and rasping throat | recognized that he had used my right
namefor athird timewhile| lay on the bottom boards of the boat, heedless, soaking, abandoned to
decency and decorum, and spewed up the foul, cloudy water, murmuring between the violent retchings
that Pisky had saved me.

"No thanksto your abominable gullibility! came alittle bubbling voice in my ear, and there was my
rescuer, legping back into hisbowl no worsefor wear. "How anyonein their right mind could mistake an
gpparition like that for thered thing | do not know! My grandmother's cousin, twice removed, was once
suborned by one such but her disgrace was never mentioned. By my fins and scales—"

"Pisky youreadarlin' and ahero, and if you weren't in that bow! I'd pick you up and kissyou, thet |
would!" declared Conn, and leaving the paddle he stepped forward to cradle my helpless, revolting body
inhisams. "l shdl never be ableto thank you . . . But unlesswe get this child to dry land and the water
pumped out of her—"

With a sudden jolt—just as| waswarming to his utterly unexpected embrace and revelling in both
my escape and the sweetness of breath in my lungs and wondering at the supreme courage of Pisky's
rescue—the boat grounded on dry land and promptly broke up in pieces. | was shoved and trampled on
as the others struggled with me and the baggage over rocks and boulders. Once there | was subjected to
further indignity as Conn rolled me over on to my face and proceeded to pressthe air out of my lungs



with theflat of hishand. | consequently threw up the contents of my stomach onto the ground, near
choking with vomit and froth, my mask tangled in my mouth.

Just before | died from his ministrations Snowy luckily told him to stop and | was hauled round to Sit
upright, still gasping for air and shivering uncontrollgbly.

"Stay with her," ordered Conn to Moglet, Corby, Puddy and Pisky. "The unicorn and | will search
for wood to make afire before she perishes from cold.”

"Wanna-come-with-you!" demanded Pisky, and, such was the aura of his recent success, Conn
picked him up without demur and carried him off.

| staggered to my feet, | wanted to ask questions about the Creature in the water, about the bones
and the hair and the pictures—but at that moment | looked up and saw the shadow of the seven stones
and my adventure began . . .

The Binding: Thing

The Last Giants and Ogres

Except for the seat of my breeches which was till damp against the stonefloor, at least now | was
dry and warm for the fire was very hot. Not that | was exactly next toiit: | lay bound and trussed like a
recacitrant chicken againgt the woven fence that formed the outer wall of the cave-house. Thewind
whistled past my ears and outside | could hear the gale that roared and tore at the last remains of the
treesintheforedt. It was night, for we—me, Moglet and Corby—had been carried here for many miles
aong twisting, curling paths after our capture.

Prisoners. | had never been physically tied up beforeand | didn't likeit, not one bit. | closed my
eyes, looked back on what had happened, wondered if it could have been different.

Conn, Snowy and Pisky had gone to find wood to build afire and dry me out—so it had been my
fault from the beginning. | had started to ask Moglet, Corby and Puddy a question—what question? It
had dl gone now, was not important any longer—and then had come that sudden crash, acry from
Conn, an unintdligible whinny from Snowy and the awful, hair-raising howl—

| had run, we had run, away from the lakeside, sumbling and cursing over the twisted tree-roots,
tearing our way through the shoulder-high ferns, pushing through thicket and briar, and dl the while the
wild threshing and howling grew louder until—until we came to the clearing, the net and the pit.

Atfirst | thought | had been carried away by the Night-Mare, and fought againgt the redlity | saw,
even shutting my eyestight and throwing my armswide in an effort to trangport myself to another dream
or even, please the gods! to awake sweating on some pallet, somewhereelse. . .

But no; it wasred, and it was horrible,

In front of me, almost at my feet, opened a pit, dark and deep, and the broken branches that had
hidden it tipped, crazy and broken, laced with man-high ferns, to the bottom some ten or twelve feet



bel ow, where Conn and Snowy were milling about, pulling at the branches which did down on top of
them. Conn's anxious eyes lifted to mine, then | saw him glance over his shoulder towards the other Side
of the pit. | followed his gaze and recoiled in horror. There, illuminated by branch torches, sputtering with
some oily foulness, stood half-a-dozen giants! Ogres. Trolls. . . ten feet high, more perhaps, covered
with shaggy hair, their clothing afew skins. Barefooted, tangle-locked, with long yellow teeth, flat noses
and greset craggy brows overhanging small, dark, red-rimmed eyes. Legs bowed with the weight of their
bodies, hands with hairy backs grasping clubs, a spear, a—

"Thing, look out!" yelled Conn, but even as | turned | was meshed in a cregper net, borne down by
heavy bodies, smothered in the sharp tang of earth and leaves. | could not breathe, Moglet was nowhere,
Puddy was missing, Corby was flapping on hisback at my side; wewereal panicking, panicking, and
we shouldn't panic, we should—

| felt athump on the side of my head, there were bright lights. . . then darkness.

* % %

| awoke to the redlization that we were being carried in akind of ding between two poles. My lungs
were not fully recovered from the water, my head hurt, but even greater was the pain from
creeper-fastened wrists and ankles. Worst of all was the terror of not knowing how or where, the
disappearance of my friends, the awe-ingpiring figures of my captors—Not knowing, not understanding
what oneisfacing isfar more terrible than facing the most tremendous ca culable odds; the Tree-People
had been worse than the Great Spider or the White Wyrme.

"Heart up, Thing!" came ahoarse croak above my head. "At least you're right-way up!" | glanced
through tears at the ragged bundle trussed to the pole above me. Corby, poor dear Corby, was hanging
by his bound legs, wing flapping, beak agape, eyesroalling. "Not asbad asit looks," he thought quietly at
me. "Lesst I've got a better view . . ."

"Where are Puddy and Moglet?" | thought back urgently at him.

"Former jumped out of your pocket way back; latter istied in abundle at your feet.”
"Thing! Corby! | can't seg, I'm frightened—"

"Hush dear!" | tried to quiet her audiblewails. "It1l bedl right, | promise. Just lie dtill."

There were only three of usleft. Somehow we had to escape, find out what had happened to the
others. But supposing there were no others? Supposing the frightful creatures that captured us had killed
them? Supposing, even now, that my beloved Conn was lying somewhere with his head smashed in by
one of those vicious clubs, the bright blood shaming his russet hair, hisfierce brown eyes saring up at a
darkening sky he could not see? And dear, gentle Snowy? And silly, voluble last-minute courageous
Pisky, and stolid, dependable Puddy? Had the one been gobbled in one bite, the other crushed in
careless passing beneath some primeva foot? | sobbed again, but not for mysdif.

| suppose it must have been some haf-hour later, and quite dark, when we arrived at the cave. We
were untied from the carrying poles and carried roughly over stones, past awicker fence, into the prison
in which we now found oursalves. | had looked round it so many times during the last
minutes—hours?—that | knew it by heart.

High-ceilinged with, as| have said, awicker or wattle fence behind my back protecting about one
half of the perimeter. The other haf was the stone face of the cave, which extended back into the hillsde
about thirty feet, in aroughly semicircular shape. At the far end, in the shadows, was a deep ledge, about
twelve feet wide and the same deep, and about two feet off the floor, on which was a pile of skinsand
three toothless and white-haired creatures with hanging dugs (though men or women | could not tell),
who mumbled and waved and shrieked with laughter as the fire was replenished.

Thissamefirewas built high in the middle of the cave, fed by large pieces of green wood which
snapped and spat and twisted in sappy fury, belching great clouds of choking smoke up to the blackened
roof. Every now and again alurid flame leapt like anew-drawn sword to be as quickly spitting-shesthed
in the scabbard of the dark logs, bejewelled by oozing black resin, beforeit had time to do more than



stab twice, thrice at the darkness.

The torches had been extinguished as soon as we arrived, to conserve them | supposed, and were
now stacked upright againgt the left-hand wall, together with clubs, spears and queerly shaped stone
axes, wood-hafted and bound with twine. On the right-hand wall were hung more skins over a stack of
roughly chopped wood. Behind this were heaped crudely fashioned pottery bowls and platters, and then
apen containing five or six skinny goats. These were nannies, al of them, who looked asif they had not
seen ahilly for years. There were no younglings. Thefloor of the cave was stony, dung-ridden, running
with filth; no attempt had been made to sweep away the ordure, both human and animal, and the stench
fought an even battle with the smoke.

And the giants, the ogres, the trolls, whatever they were? The flames threw their shadows flickering
on the cave wall. They were the creatures of legend: threatening, huge, terrible—until one looked at the
substance rather than the shadow. Six of them, that was all, not counting those elders on the ledge at the
back. About four feet tall, perhaps alittle more; covered with reddish hair and bandy-legged, with low
foreheads, jutting chins and wide noses. The youngest | suppose was about fourteen, a boy; two women
inther twenties; three men, ranging from early twentiesto late thirties: and al of them weak, rickety, with
missing teeth, sores on their bodies, arthritic joints. No children, either; where were their youngsters, their
promise of afuture?

The wood caught suddenly and flared its banners to the roof, and there, silent, vibrant, moving with
thefirdight, awhole host of creatures was reveaed, chased by hunterswielding spearsand clubs. A giant
gtriped cat bared its fangs, incisors reaching beneath the chin; deer with mighty horns raced acrossthe
plains, hoovesflying; acreature such as Conn had talked of, tail both ends, al coated in reddish hair like
ashaggy goat, impaed aman with its yellow tusks as the spearsin its hide maddened it past bearing. The
man's mouth was open forever on asilent scream. Other men, defiant, puny, armed only with spears,
managed to herd, pit, snare al these creaturesin amagnificent display of primeva bravery and guile.
Grest fish opened their toothed mouthsto engulf; huge lizards flicked their tongues; birds with strange,
barbed wings, or ones hooked and spread like bats, flew shrieking from arain of arrows, and still the
hunters advanced, striking, stabbing, flaying, destroying—

They were sketches only, in browns, whites, blacks, greys, ochres, but the sudden firelight made
them live and die in glorious movement on the walls of the cave. In a sudden pitying moment, quite
divorced from my immediate terror, | could see how these few stunted survivorswould spend their last
years, drawing their pride, their comfort from the splendid, fierce deeds of their forefathers, those who
dead athousand years had yet ensured their present existence on earth.

My imagination when we were trapped in the pit had given our captorstwicetheir height, three times
their ferocity but they still outnumbered us, small, weak and diseased asthey were; inthisand in one
other fact, lay their squalid strength. They had an overwhelming need that our combined strength could
not overcome. They were hungry.

Not only hungry: starving.

| knew this because of their staring bones pushing at the skin asif mad to break out; | knew this
because of the thin streams of sdivathat ran between their bared and gappy teeth; | knew this because
the fire had been built higher, higher; | knew this because of the water now boiling in the misshapen pot at
the side of thefire. | knew it because | could see the skewers ready to be thrust into the heart of the
flames; | knew it because of the animals they had prepared to thrust on those same bone skewers. |
knew it because the first of those creatures was my darling Moglet, trussed up in abundle on theend of a
stick, paws together, jaws bared in agony, her pitiful wails haf-drowned by the roaring of the flames. |
knew it because my friend Corby was hanging by hislegs, the next to go, his beak half-open, hiseyes
closed. | knew it because they had poked and pinched me, licked the salt from my face and hands with
eager tongues, made to tear out my hair, pinched my legsuntil theblood ran. . .

Tearsran helplessly from my eyesand | could see nothing now between the swollen lids except a
merciful blur. Then, oh then! something moved under my bound hands, something dry, warty, breathing



fadt.
"Puddy? Oh, Puddy!!"
"Courage," sad the toad, puffing asthmaticaly. "I come from the others—"
"They aredl right? Oh, dear one, say they aredl right!"
"Yes, yes They will bedl right, giventime. . ."
"Giventime...?'
"To get out of thet pit."
"But how—7?"
"It isnot that deep. When | |eft them they were pulling down branchesto raisethelevel. Then Sir

Knight will climb out over the unicorn's back and throw down more foliage until he isableto scramble
out. My feet . . . Thewebs aredl stretchy.”

| wasfilled with ingtant contrition. "Poor Puddy! Isit very far, then?"

He moved under my hands. "The way your captors took 'tis two, three miles, but straight up—toads
can climb, you know—it'smuch less. But Snowy will find away." Hisflankswere still heaving. "Let me
seewhat's happening . . ." Hemoved out to get a better view. "Yegodd ‘Tisaswell thefishiswith the
others, esewould he boil!"

Someone picked up the stick on which Moglet's trussed figure swung and pointed it towards the
crackling fire. | heard her anguished cry, saw thefireturnto lick at the fur, and then something suddenly
clicked in my mind, like fivestones on astonefloor. | found mysdlf remembering.

"Firecold, flames die, heat go, nowarmth . . ." but not in those words, in another language, an older
onefull of spitsand clicks and grunts and as old asthe earth. Words | had learnt long ago in another life,
in another time than the feared one with our Mistress. Words older even than the creatures painted on the
walls; words, not words, sounds only that came with the dawning of time when earth and air and fire and
water were till one and four, and apart and together, divisble and indivisble, and Man crouched among
the animals and was part of them and Woman wasthe God . . .

The fire burned blue and cold and died. The painted creatures on the walls faded and disappeared,
and anice crept into the cave. The giants, the ogres, the trolls became small and helpless and frightened
and | stepped from my bonds and went to the middle of the cave and gathered the cat to me smoothing
the charred fur until it was new, and took the plucked bird from histies and the feathers grew again under
my hand. And | sood in the ashes of the fire and the strength flowed up through the soles of my feet, until
my fingertipstingled with the strength of it and | stood straight and tall and unblemished and nursed the
cregturesin my arms until they, too, were whole—

"Thing, darlin’, oh, Thing! Areyou dl right, then?' And Conn wasthere, taking me and Moglet and
Corby in hisarms, while the creatures cowered in the farthest corner of the cave. Suddenly | was myself
and glad of hishuman comfort, and fell in love again with the strength of hisarms.

Snowy was holding the troll-men back, dancing on his hooves and neighing, striking out at their
dowly recovering bodies.

"Come, my children, come: magic lastsonly so long!”

Magic, | wondered, magic? For what | had been, what | had done, seemed of a sudden in another
life, far away, and now there was only bewilderment as | glanced down at my chafed wrigts. In my arms
was a purring M oglet—the purr of relief rather than content—and a once-more deek Corby. Puddy
nudged my toe and Pisky was bubbling away in his bowl dangling from Conn'swrig, telling of dark pits
and torches and spears, of great scrambles of wood and a swinging forest, of travel sicknessand alack
of water. | looked up a Conn's smiling eyes, his shining white teeth and curling moustache, his
sweat-dampened hair and thanked the gods, and his God too, for our preservation.

"Come!" caled Snowy again. "'l cannot hold them back any longer!" and indeed the troll-men from
the corner were stedling forth again. The youngest seized aspear and hurled it in our direction, but luckily



it missed. Conn tucked Moglet inside my jacket and Puddy in my pocket, picked up Corby and resettled
Pisky, then grabbed my wrist and hurried us out of the cave, sumbling and swearing under his breath.

"Whichway?'
"Follow your noses and then bear right . . ."

| heard scuffles behind me, howls of rage as Snowy carried on arearguard action, then we were
plunging helter-skelter through bush, thicket and wood, branches whipping our faces and shoulders,
stones dipping under our feet and briars and nettles tearing and stinging. Pursuit was not far behind and
the thump of feet mixed with the bearing of my heart. We had been running downhill but at |ast the
ground levelled out and we were splashing amnongst reeds, mud sucking at our feet. Now Snowy went
ahead for we were in a quaking bog and heetlessfires started at our steps, evil little voices sang in our
earsand would have led us astray. All the while the stink of bubbling decay wasin our nogtrils, but Conn
followed the white glimmer that was our unicorn and dragged mein hiswake.

| ssumbled and swayed from sheer exhaustion and did not even heed Moglet's panicky claws on my
chest. At last the ground was firmer beneath our feet and the air smelt sweet and clean once more. We
were on rising ground and the wind swung behind us, but it was chill, so that for al my exertions|
shivered.

"Arewe ssfe?'

"The men from the cave would not dare the bog," came Snowy's comforting voice. "Yes, weare
nearly there. Just up thisdope and you will see. . "

| was not sure | could makeit. My legs no longer seemed part of me, my feet were numb, my arms
locked rigid around a protesting Moglet. There seemed to be aring of stones—had | seen them
before?—then some sort of prickly barrier, ahedge, | could hear abuzzard cdling—

And firdight, gentle and warm, afamiliar voice, hands taking Puddy and Moglet, adrink of fireand
ice, abed—

The Binding: Magician

Past, Present, Future

| opened my eyesto sun shining through the narrow opening to the cave. | waswarm, | was
refreshed with deep, | was hungry. The cave! Which ca—

"Easy now, lambkin,” said The Ancient, and pressed me back gently againgt the pillows. "Time
enough to talk, to question. Here's oatmeal and cream and cheese. Break your fast at your ease. The
othersaretaking theair."

"BU—"

"Food firg, butslater. Sufficient that you are safe, well, and finished with journeyings for thetime
being. Now, edt: there's apitcher of spring water by your elbow, and if you want to wash there's a bowl



of warm water by the fire and privacy and cloths behind that curtain. Oh, and the usua offices are where
they were before. . ."

A wren was burgting his heart with sweet song when | at last hurried out to join the others. Conn was
lying back in the sunshine, hisjerkin unlaced and the dark red hairs on his chest glinting in the light; Corby
was preening, Moglet chasing after ascarlet leaf on its breeze-helped progress across the grass, not
redly interested, but it was something to do; Puddy had his eyes shut, arevolting remnant of legsand
wings sticking out of the left Sde of his mouth; Pisky's bowl wasin thelittle pool nearby and he was
housekeegping hisweed and the snails, and making little flicking jumpsin the air to rid himsdf of even the
suspicion of parasites, Snowy, ungainly for once, pink bely intheair, tail and mane atangle, wasralling in
the lush grass under the gpple trees, where there was the usua bewildering mixture of blossom and ripe
apple. | looked for The Ancient: he was walking some distance away on arisein the ground.

"Better now, Thingummyjig?' asked Conn, sretching lazily.

"Comeand play,” said Moglet.

"Could you just pull my third tail-festher straight?" asked Corby. "No, fromtheleft . .. Your left—"

"Nicemorning,” said Puddy, stickily.

"Just look how clear thewater is," said Pisky. "'l doubt if my grandfather, or even his, ever bathed in
such asthis. And some nice new pebbles, too . . ."

No answers here and it was answers | wanted, so after politely attending to the others | walked up to
the hillock where The Ancient was standing, apparently lost in thought. He had one of his more absurd
hats on this morning, green, with awhite bobble that kept falling in hiseyes, and yelow ribbons hanging
from the back.

He greeted me effusvely, perhapstoo effusively, spreading an imaginary cloak on the ground and
inviting meto st down.

"A beautiful morning, isit not? Y ou rested well, | hope?' Receiving no answer, he plucked at his
beard, neatly plaited and tied off inaknot. "Y ou are wdll, | suppose? Noill effects?’ He looked at me
again, then shuffled in his purple dippers, the oneswith pointy toes. "No harm done, no harm done—and
you completed the quest. Admirably, | might sasy—Go away!" he shouted, flapping hisarmsat alarge
buzzard importuning the air afew feet above his head. "Come back later . . . Pestiferous nuisance. Now,
where were we?"

| shaded my eyes and looked up &t the bird. " Perhaps you should give him hisreward now," |
suggested. "After dl, he worked for it."

"Worked for it?" spluttered The Ancient, then turned the splutter into afit of coughing.

"Well, hekept an eyeon usdl theway," | said, and plucking astem of grass, pulled at the delicate
inner core and nibbled it gently. "Go on: | can wait."

The Ancient flustered and puffed, but eventually called down the bird who aighted on his
outstretched arm, wings altilt and yellow eyeswary a me.

Without concern | roseto my feet and stretched out my hand to the restless pinions and the
surprisngly soft and warm breast-feathers. "Well done, Kiya." (I knew ingtinctively the bird's name.) “I'll
vouch that you were there, dl thetime. .. What hashe," and | nodded at The Ancient, "promised you?"

"Leave off!" said the old man, his beard coming untied asif it had alife of its own and curling up on
ether sdeof hisfacelikelamb'sfleece. "I'll ded withthis. .. Now then bird, what was to be your
reward?"

"Y ou know well," said the handsome buzzard, fluffing hisfeathers, and | was surprised | could
understand. "'For awatching brief—aweek only you said, and nothing of the distances, the time-shift, the
abominable weather—you said you would find me—"

"Ah, yes" said The Ancient hagtily. "Now | remember . . . Wdll, then: fly some seven leagues
west-by-south—you'll have to correct with this wind—turn due south by the cross at |sca—now the



new-fangled Escancastre, | believe—then another two leagues. Bear west again till you cometo theold
highway bearing roughly north-south. Two miles further on there is a sudden switch to east-west and
there you will find asoutherly track. Half amile on thereisabartonin avaley, astream running
east-west on its southern border: can't missit, the placeisfull of sheep. In awood just northeast of the
barton—Totley, it's caled—you will find a degper wood, triangular in shape, and there you will
find—what | promised you. She has" and he glanced at meto seeif | waslistening and, as | was,
lowered hisvoice. | did not redizetill afterwards that he was speaking bird-talk, but it didn't seemto
make much difference: | ill understood. "She has," he repeated to the bird, "been blown from oversea
by that last southeasterly and is not used to us as yet. Wantsto return to the mountains of Hispania. . .
But doubtless you will be able to persuade her to stay. Tdl her . . ." and he bent forward to whisper in
Kiyas hidden ear. "That should do it!" And he tossed the buzzard in the air and it rode the wind,
baancing ddlicately from wingtip to wingtip, before taking an updraught and diding away out of sight
abovethe conifersto my right.

"Now then," said The Ancient, flicking alump of bird-dropping from hisaready liberdly marked blue
gown. "Now then—where were we? Ah, yes. Y ou were about to thank me for my hospitality and ask
about the next stage in—"

"Sit down," | interrupted, resesting myself and patting the turf besde me. "And explain. Please?'

But he remained standing, drawing the edges of his cloak together and becoming very tdl dl of a
sudden.

"And don't,”" | said, "fly off into another dimension or something: weve had enough of thet for thetime
being . . . Just think of me asyour equd, for the moment, and, as such, wanting answvers."

"Towhat?' But hedid sit down, rather heavily it'strue, and at adiscreet distance. "What to?"

| crossed my legs, comfortably, and selected another blade of grass. "Lotsof things. . . Firgtly, how
long hasthis quest taken us? The truth, mind!™

He regarded me under bushy eyebrows like the thatch of an ill-kept house. "Why—nhow long do you
think it took?"

| recognized the ploy, but went along with it for thetime being. "Wéll, the others obvioudy think it
took at least Sx months—"

ll&?l
"So why ismy hair no longer? So why are my clothes no tattier? So why did we conveniently lose al

those things on the way, like the sealskin, that could have proved we actually went anywhere? So why
did Kiyadtill havethe feathers of ayearling? So—"

"All right, al right, al right!" yelled The Ancient. "All right . . . | can see you have been talking to that
blasted unicorn—"

"Not aword! So, you do admit—"

"l admit nothing! So there. . ." and he grabbed a stalk of grass, just like me, and stuck it in the corner
of hismouth. "Just proveit, that'sal! Proveit!"

"So there is something to prove, then?"
"| didn't say so—"

"Youdid"

"Didnt!"

"Did!"

“Not!"

| lay back and laughed. "For an Ancient you are behaving more like aNew—no, listen!" For he had
half-risen and hisfacewas dl red. "I didn't mean to be rude, you know | didn't. But isn't it timewe
stopped being childish and sarted talking like—like adults?" Like human beings, | had been going to say,



but | wasn't sure of hisclam tothis. | rolled over onto my stomach. "I admit | am being presumptuous,
but there are certain questions | should like—more, | think | deserve—answersto. Straightforward
answers. Agreed?’

"Agreed," camethe rather sulky answer, but a sharp glance from under the bushy eyebrows
accompanied it. "Shakeon it?'

"Good!" | offered my hand, all unsuspecting. A moment later an dmighty shock ran through my
fingersand pam and up my arm into my shoulder and | was knocked sideways by a sudden strike of
power that left me numb. | had not anticipated he would use anything like that: so far it had been a
low-dice board game but now he had thrown a double and | was no match for this.

"Thanks," | said, rubbing my ill-tingling arm. "All right, you're the boss. My strengths have been
accidental, yours are calculated. Truce?'

For thefirgt time he smiled, and nodded hishead. "Y ou are an endearing child, Flower . . . | must
admit you have caled upon powersthat | would have thought impossible. Still, aflower may hold athorn
..." and he chuckled, shaking his head, and somewhere bellsrang.

"You," | said, "have had ever so much more practice. . . Perhaps, then, because of what | did
accidentally, you will accept that | have aright to some truthful answers? No more evasions? No
more—" | rubbed my arm "—games?'

He nodded and his beard replaited itsdlf, even to the knot. "No more games.”

| studied him; at last we were on equa terms, but only perhaps because he had won earlier. "Right.
Last thingsfird: in that cave. . . The Power. Where did it come from? How did | manageto useit? And
was it bad or good?"

"Backwards answer: neither good nor evil. Just there.”

"Explan!”

He considered for amoment, chinin hands. "Under and over and about and through this old world of
oursthere flow sources of Power, asaimless as streams and rivers. As| said, they are neither good nor
bad, they arejust there. Clever magicians and wise men and shamans know where and when and
sometimes how, but how you knew how to useit, | just don't know."

"But the gods—God—whatever; are they, It, good or bad, or just people like oursalves? Or forces
and powersin their own right? And how many are there of them?" | was bewildered.

"| think—but | do not know, child, I do not know—that there must be a Supreme Being, above dl
others, who wishesfor us, for the world as we know it, our good. There are also Forces, name them |
cannot, who wish to take all Power for themselves: riches, domination, everlasting life. And they have
forgotten the welfare of ordinary people. Just see you use whatever powers you find in the proper way.
Thereisgood, there is bad: make sure you choose aright!”

| wanted to ask whether it would make the dightest difference what | did, but then, stedling into my
heart as soft asamouse a dusk, came the answer; atentative sureness that quietened my fears and gave
me breath where before there had been none. It was a sureness outside of myself, borne on the gentle
touch of breeze on my cheek, the fed of the crisscross of grass under my hand, the sad smell of autumn,
the sweset cdl of the wren, the taste of doubt in my mouth—

"I will try," | said smply. It did not matter whether one used the prayer of the peasant or of the
enlightened, the supplications of the Christian or the infidel, like smoke they would find their outlet, their
god. The only thing one had to remember was that one's reach had to be towards this god, this good,
and that prayer was the way—not for onesdlf, for al.

| smiled a The Ancient. "Thank you. | feel much better." | noticed him shuffle himsdlf together, asif
he had just got out of atight corner and was now about to obliterate himsalf from further questions. "But
there are other things. . ."

He glowered at me. "What things?'



"Time" | sad. "Time. .. Wha istime?"

"Time? Time. . . issomething man invented to table the night and the day. To explain the good times
and the bad. To excuse the wrinklesin the skin. To count the falling of the leaves; to guard againgt the
sudden sun—to know how long to boil anegg .. . ."

"And our time?' | prompted. " Our time? The days, the weeks, the months we spent on our quest?
Why did it take Sx months by our caculations and nothing by yours?'

"How did—?No, you have answered that question. All right. Time wasinvented by man: you
understand that?"

| nodded. "Minutes, hours, days—yes. But not the concept in full.” | hesitated. "We arrived with you
inlate winter, left on asummer's day when it seemed we had been with you but aweek, and arrive back
in late winter again apparently not one day older. Some of our travelling seemed to take weeks, some
days. Some of the placeswe visited looked asif they existed now, others had a strangeness we could not
account for—"

"Youtravdled," sad The Ancient, "intime. Asyou know it."

"Bxplant”

"Think of atapestry. It perhaps shows a court scene, acountry scene, a hunt; someone has
embroidered part of it only. At the Sdes are the sillks that wait to be sawn, the future. Those dready in
the picture are the past. The threads now on the needle are the present. All there, al a the sametime, yet
not dl in the picture. Not yet. But the picture can be added to at any time without changing the essentials.
It will still beacourt scene, ahunt . . . And even if the tapestry iscomplete, or onethinksit is, asthe
hangings shift and sway in adraught and a candle brightens one fold and then another, one can imagine it
isonly thelighted corner that isimportant.” He leant forward and cupped my masked facein hishands.
"S0, you found yourselvesfirst in one part of time and then another.” He wagged his beard. "And don't
ask how | got you there and back, because amagician never gives away al his secrets. Sufficeit to say
that | had the power—" He laughed, and released me. "No, the knowledge to do it. And you didn't
change anything: Time-Travellers are observers. Oh, you robbed the Tree-People of amed, released
some trgpped animals, helped atraveler on hisway, but you didn't change history; you can only do that
inthe now, when it isyour hand guiding the needle.”

| roseto my feet. | did not fully comprehend, but the image of the tapestry stayed in my mind. So
timewas avadt picture, never finished, that one could stitch onesdlf into a any point . . .

"l don't really understand,” | said.

Helaughed, and roseto hisfeet dso. "Sometimes| fed | don't either, if that's any consolation!”
Together we waked back down the little hill towards the others, but dowly.
"Snowy? He understands dl this?'

"Better than you or |, for heisimmorta.”

"Can theimmorta never die?"

"No one can kill them, unlessitisther choiceto die

Wewaked onin silence for amoment.

"Was it necessary for usto go thelong way round?' | asked.

"Thelong way?'

"Yes. Making us suffer dl that long journey, making us believeit took solong . . ."

"Maybe it was not necessary. But think how much you al would have missed, how much dl those
adventures and travelling together taught you of each other and of yourselved”

"We might have been killed, any or dl of us—"

"Not while you five held the jewels and the dragon was till dive in the Now. Y ou were
indestructible.”



"And Snowy? And Conn?"
"As| said, unicorns areimmortd, with or without ther horns."
"And Conn?"'

"Ah, wdl ..." For thefirst time helooked guilty. "Wéll, | must admit that there | took a chance. But
then . . ." He reached out and squeezed my hand, regaining his composure. "But then . . ." Hewinked
and tapped hisnose, "I knew you would look after him, you see. . ."

| frowned. "Asfar as| can recal hetook care of himsdf, and all of ustoo, intheend. And it was
rather presumptuous of you to supposethat |—"

"Loved him?'

| went dl hot under my mask. "That has nothing—"

"BEverything!"

"—todowithit! It wasonly in the beginning—"

"TheLady Adiora?'

"—that he fdtered. In the end he was looking after everyone.”

"Exactiy!"

"Exactly whet?'

"Y our tests came when you were ready for them, not before. The first was Snowy, asyou cal him,
to point theway."

"I noticel waslast .. ."

"S0? It wasrather agrand finale, wasn't it?'

* % %

We stayed in that enchanted place for aweek, alowing even for The Ancient's erratic sense of time,
grew deek and mended our gear and healed the last bruises the quest had engendered. And though it
was winter away from this place, where we were the sun shone by day and the old man's owl
too-whitted usto deep at night, cosy in the cave. | was given anew comb by the magician and it did
wondersfor my tangles and for Snowy's mane and tail. | sharpened my little dagger on the honing-stone
by the cave entrancetill it was as sharp as a dragon's tooth. Conn looked over his spotty armour and
pronounced it "no worse." Pisky's bowl was cleaned to his satisfaction, Corby's plumage once more lay
straight, Puddy had anice rest and declared his headaches much better, | played with Moglet with twine,
leaf and nut till she grew tired, and The Ancient gppeared in adifferent robe and headgear every day.

| didn't tell the others about the Time-Trave hit: it had confused me enough without my having to
explainitto anyonedse.

On the seventh day | found The Ancient on his hands and knees with ameasuring stick at midday,
frowning & the shadow it cast.

"Onemoreday," hesaid.

"And?

"Thenit'son your travels again. The dragon still waits, or had you forgotten?”

No, | had not forgotten. | had just hoped against hope that perhaps we would have had alittle longer



The Binding: All

Journey to the Black Mountains

It was near the shortest day. Away from the shelter of The Ancient's hide away we found how much
the wesather had changed in the world outside. In spite of our thickest clothes we shivered in the chill
wind that whined down from the northeast and huddled closer as he led us across moorland, past the
stone circle where | now recognized we had started and ended our quest, and northwards towards the
sea. Acrossthe tumbled grey water of the straits one could see the farther shore, massed and woody on
its lower dopes and soaring upward to bare scree and the distance-shrouded mountains, their tops
capped like the magician himsalf with fanciful shapes, in their case of snow. It was both an awesome and
an awe-inspiring sight and | was not the only one who drew back and trembled, for Moglet cuddled
closer in my arms, Corby blinked and Conn whistled.

"Not easy, not easy at al! How do we get across, Sir Magician?"

For answer The Ancient leant among the reeds that bordered the little estuary in which we found
ourselves and pulled on arope. Sowly, slently, anarrow boat, half aman wide but the length of three
and more, nosed itsway to the bank. It was painted black but on the bows, on either side, were
depicted great danted eyesin some luminous, silvery substance, watching us from the beaked prow of
the boat with acalculating sare.

Silently we boarded, slently The Ancient leant back to fend us off, and silently but for the dap of
waves at the bow, we headed for the farther shore. There were no oars, no rudder, no sails and yet none
of usthought to question our effortless progress. The Ancient stood in the prow, hatless for once, the
wind blowing hiswhite locks into strange patterns behind. It seemed that with hisright hand he guided the
passage of the boat and with the |eft gathered the waters behind to aid its progress. But ill no one said
anything and we moved asif in adream on those dark waters, agreat stillnessdl around us.

| do not know whether it was minutes or hours we were upon that ghostly passage, but it waswith a
sense of thankful awakening that | felt the bows of the craft ground upon the farther shore and my feet
once more trod upon dry land. If al this had been magic, then | felt more comfortable without. | glanced
back at the boat as we crunched up the shingle and the luminescent eyes stared back a me.

Wefound ourselvesin abarren land. Thetreeswerein their winter deep, only showing they il
breathed by the melted circles of frost benegth their branches; they were heavy with years and twisted by
wind, and the moss and lichen that licked their roots and dithered down their northern sides only survived
by grudging assent. There were no animds, no birds except a couple of gullswho came screaming down
to see whether we had any scraps, but we had nothing to spare from our packs, for The Ancient had
warned usthat our journey would take over aweek with no unnecessary stops. He was to come with us,
partways as he said, to set us on theright path, and for the next few days, always cold, dways hungry,
wefollowed histall and tirdessfigure ever higher among the folds of high hill that confronted us.

It was hard going, and even more so because of the hurt our burdens of the dragon's stones gave us.



The nearer we cameto him, gtill amythica ideato me, the more we were reminded of the jewelswe had
carried so long, though of late they had seemed lighter and easier to bear. Now we were assailed by
pains as strong as those that had hindered us while we were still prisoners of our Witch-Mistress. Puddy
complained daylong, night-long, of headaches and hid his eyes from the winter sunin my or Conn's
pocket. Pisky was dways hungry, in spite of the hibernation-cold and rushed around his bowl seemingly
lightheaded and losing weight at an alarming rate. Corby dragged hisinjured wing, lost his cheery banter
and grumbled al thetime. Moglet could not even put her damaged paw to the ground and had to be
carried ingde my jacket. And me? The stomach-cramps became worse, | was more doubled-up than
ever. Only Conn and Snowy—and, of course, The Ancient—seemed unaffected. Snowy had the
restoration of hishorn to think about and was impatient—as far asthat most patient of creatures could
be—of our necessarily dow progress, Conn was cheerful, for now it seemed he was nearing the end of
his quest to mend his broken sword and go adventuring again. So, added to my burden of physica pain
was an extra heartache. Seeing how optimistic Conn was becoming, | could not but redize that while his
mended sword would mean escape for him once moreto foreign lands, for meit would mean lossand an
eternd worry asto hiswell-being; | cried alittle, but under my mask, and any who saw reckoned it was
the hurt of the stone | carried.

It grew colder, and the land became ever more barren save for the occasiona green valey sheltering
sheep and afew shepherds houses, and they had little enough to spare for unexpected travellers. Our
burdens became heavier even as our packs of food grew lighter, or so it seemed, and in the end Snowy,
who aone seemed to thrive on the sparse herbage and icy streams, carried me aswell as the remains of
our food. The Ancient, too, another member of the Faery kingdom, or near-kin to it, seemed to stride
faster, eat less and grow younger as the days passed and the hills grew tdler.

We rested up at night, but although the days now gave but some seven hours of travelling light we
made good progress. Ever nearer, glimpsed but fleetingly at first but now more menacing, loomed the
cone-shaped Black Mountain. Tantdizingly far, ominoudy neer, it wasthefirst thing we looked for at
dawning, thelast thing at night. At first it had looked smooth, amost like a child's brick placed among the
rougher stones of the other mountains, but aswe drew nearer we could see the cliffs, gullies, crevasses
that marred its surface. Corby sworethat he, with his keen eyesight, could even see the cave, high up on
the southern dopes, but | don't think any of us believed him. At last the mountain towered above dl its
fellows, dark, forbidding, looking virtualy unclimbable, and that was the day that the magician led us
through a high pass, chilly with the grey-sky threat of snow, into abowl of green grassright by the
mountain's root.

Here we were sheltered somewhat from the wind and here we found aso amoderate-sized village,
some twenty houses and huts, a meeting-house and even the ruin of aonce-fortified manor. The priest
that had occupied the little chapel—big enough to hold two dozen, no more—had died three years back
and had not been replaced, but | noticed aram's horn twisted with berries and fresh winter-ivy under the
half-hidden shrine that held arudely carved wooden figure that could have been either male or femae, so
religion of some sort il held their superdtitions.

Wewerewed comein thevillage, dbet shyly, for travellersin thishigh valey were few and far
between and we were more unusual than most; but over a supper of mutton broth, barley and rye-bread
welearnt at first hand that our fabled dragon did indeed exi<t, and had last been seenin the valley some
years back. He could be heard at certain times of the year when the wind wasin the right direction,
roaring in great desolation from his cave. No, no one had dared the mountain in pursuit but yes, they
were sure hewas il there, though it was six months back since last Michaelmas or Samain that any had
heard him. Y es, once he had been aregular—and welcome—visitor, but since that |ast feasting some
years ago—as far away in time as young Gruffydd here had years—he had not visited them. No, he
never did them harm, but had entered pleasantly enough into the spirit of the jollificationsthey had hddin
his honour, and it was not many who could boast of adragon on their doorstep. No, not large, but again
not smal. Y es, fire and smoke, but not too much damage. And were we really come to seek him out?



"Soyou see," said The Ancient, when we were at last done, with the doubtful luxury of asmoky fire
that seemed afraid of stlanding tall and puffing its smoke through the opening of the meeting-housein
which we had been lodged, instead creeping aong the floor and curling up among the smelly sheegpskins
we were to use for our bedding, "I wasn't telling stories. Y our dragon is up there, on that mountain,
waiting for thereturn of hisjewds™

"But no one's seen or heard of him for an awful long time," said Conn. "And if, asthey say, hesnot
been down here to feast for some seven years or more, how do we know he's ill dive?!

"Wedon't," said The Ancient, "but | think heis. Y our stones il hurt, my children, don't they? Well,
if hewere dead, they would fal away from your bodieslike dust, but you have al complained of greater
hurt as we approached this mountain, have you not? And | can feed—and | think your unicorn can,
too—a sense of latent power, a drawing-forward towards some central point . . ."

"Heisdill there" said Snowy. "But only just. Thefiresburnlow . . ."

"Then the sooner you climb that mountain the better!™

"That sounds," | said, "asif you are not coming too."

"Right. I'mnot. Thisisyour quest. | am only your guide. . ."

We gazed at one another. Somehow this old man—older in years, but with the single-mindedness
and determination of one much younger—had kept usal together without our giving much thought to
what would happen next. We had dl conveniently forgotten that he was only coming part of the way with
us and now, faced with the redlity of hisdeparture, | think we al felt rather like that boat we had ridden
in, rudderless, sailless, oarless, without the guiding force.

Conn cleared histhroat. "And just how—er, hmmm, sorry; how will we know theright route?’

"Y ou have guides: Corby's eyes and Snowy's good sense. They will show theway."

"And you?Y ou will wait for us? Watch us go?"' | thought perhaps he fdlt too tired to go further and
didn't want to admit it.

But there was aflash of fire from those usualy mild eyes. "And why should I? Think you that you are
the only creatures on earth who have atask to fulfil? That you are the Only Ones because you are the
Unlikely Ones?' He frowned, those thick eyebrows coming down over the windows of hiseyeslike
snow-laden eaves. "Y ou are not. But if you come through this—if, | say—I shal seeyou again. That is
ai"

"But | thought—I thought it would be easy oncewe. . ." fatered poor Moglet.

His gaze softened. "Easier than your spider, my kitten, perhaps. But it will demand agreat dedl of
physicd effort. And you will be cold, very cold. . ."

"But it will beworth it, won't it?' she pergsted. "For then we shdl al lose our burdens and be whole
again and able to run down the mountain and play!"

Heamiled. "If that iswhat you choose. . ."

"Hang on," said Corby. "Of course that's what we choose. Isn't that what we came dl thisway for?
To lose these wretched encumbrances!™ And he flapped his burdened wing.

"Maybe that iswhat you wanted when you started. But perhaps you will not be of the same mind
noW—"

"Of coursewe arel" said Puddy. "Anything to rest thisweary head of mine. . ."

"And | want to eat again,” said Pisky. "Properly. A feast. Tak right, instead of with a mouthful of

pebble. If my parents could see me now they would think | was last year'slaying instead of . . . whenever
itwas" hefinished lamdly.
Conn glanced at usdl. "I think you have your answer, Magician. | for one came on this journey for

one reason, and one reason only: to mend my father's sword so that once again | can hold up my head
and fight with the best!"



"And thearmour?' said The Ancient, dyly.

"Oh, that! Well—I can buy fresh armour easy enough,” but he scowled, obvioudy annoyed a being
reminded of something he had patently forgotten.

"And before you ask it," added Snowy softly, "yes, | want my horn back, more than anything, and al
that has happened will be worth just that. But | think, my friend, you were about to question our motives.
and | confessmine are not as clear as| thought. | believed | had made up my mind—but | am not sure,
notsure. . ."

| could not understand why The Ancient was sowing doubt in our minds, and making even the
aways-dependable Snowy have second thoughts!

"Look herel" | said, rising to my feet. "No one has asked me! | am determined to see thisthing
through to the finish as | want more than anything, whatever the cost, to rid mysdf of thisaccursed
burden and walk straight!™

"Well done, Thingy!" applauded Conn. "Weredl behind you—"

But The Ancient had caught at my words—and | suspect that he had chosen them for me even as|
spoke. | sat down again sharply. "Whatever the cost? Whatever-the-cost? Whatever ?' Hisvoice, heavy
and pregnant with meaning, filled the sudden silence until there was no room for further thought. "Think,
oh think, my children of what | warned you, so long ago! Y ou have forgotten, | believe, what | said . . ."

Y es, we had.

"l said then, and | repest it most solemnly now: whatever we gain in thislife must be paid for—"
"But we are about to give something back that we never asked for in thefirst place—"
Heglared a me. "Did | say different? So—you offer back your burdens, in return for what?'

"Freedom from pain,” | suggested. "A straight back, mended wing, whole paw, open mouth, clear
head—"

"And do you not think that these lso must be paid for?" he thundered, rising to hisfeet and towering
above us, hisrobe drawn close about him. For abreathlessinstant | caught a glimpse once more of a
younger, sterner warrior, hemed and dour-faced. "How can you have the presumption to imagine that life
will then become abed of mosses, free from trouble? The unicorn here has admitted that perhaps his
motives have dtered: can you be sure that you will not change aso? All of you?"

"All right,” | said, and stood up again. "Remind us. Tell usagain of the cost we shall bear, that once
before we said we could discount. Tell uswhat we have to lose, we who have nothing save pain and
burden. What could possibly be worse than that?"

For amoment he glared a me, then dowly hishand came out to pat my heed, very gently. "Why,
nothing but theloosing. That isit. Theloosing not only of the burdens but aso of thebonds. . . Come, sit
down. And ligten.”

He sat down by thefireand | followed suit, but immediately coughed at the crawling smoke. Almost
abstractedly the old man waved his hand and the smoke gathered itself up from the floor, formed a
wavery pillar and found the roof-exit.

"That's better . . . Listen well, my children, for | shall say thisjust once more." Heturned to me. "Y ou
said just now 'We have nothing but burden and pain . . ." Now, isthat entirely true?' | opened my mouth,
but he waved meto silence. "None of your silly remarks now about being dive, food in your belly,
clothes. .. Think, child, think! Look about you . . ."

"What | think he means, dear one," said Moglet, crawling onto my lap, "isthat we have each other.
That we dl belong together, after our quest more than ever. That we love each other. That we have been
through so much, shared so much, that we are more like one than five."

"Owisekitten," said The Ancient softly.
"And not just five," said Conn, smiling and leaning over to tickle Moglet's ears. "'For have we not, the



unicorn and I, shared your travels?"

"| likethat," said Puddy ruminatively, a couple of sentences behind. "The seven who areone. . .
Yes"

"Mmmm," said Corby. "Not bad; never thought of it that way mesdlf. But now asyou comesto
mentionit..."

"Comradeship,” said Pisky, bubbling happily, "is one of the finest gifts one can ever expect, my
great-great-grandmother used to say. When | was svimming around in shoas with my brothers and
ssters and cousins and second cousins and haf-brothers and haf-sisters and—"

| dipped my little finger in hisbowl. "Y es, dear one, it is." | was ashamed. When | had spoken so
cardessly afew minutes ago, | had not redly meant to sound callous and unthinking. | knew that | loved
my companions and that they loved me, but | had been with theideaso long, took it so much for granted,
that it was as much apart of me now as—as my mask. Asnight and day. Asloving Conn, in away that
was not quite the same asloving the others. . .

"So you have dl this" said the old man, no doubt reading my mind, "and you have your burdens. To
you these burdens are your greatest handicap, the one thing you wish to be rid of—and oncerid, you will
be happy?'

"Of course!”

"And once Sir Knight has his sword and the unicorn his horn—then you will al be happy and dl your
problemswill be solved?'

"Well, you know now that | shal be pitifully sorry to say goodbye to my friends, but | shall need to
find my way to someindulgent duke or princeling who needs amercenary—" Conn scowled suddenly. |
reckoned he had remembered hisarmour again.

"And | canjoin my kindred again,” said Snowy. "Or not . . . At least | shall havethe choice. . ."
There seemed to be moreto thisthan | understood, but | could see The Ancient did.

"Andwe," | nodded a my friends, "must find somewhereto live, and the means of livelihood too . . ."
| had not serioudly considered thisbefore. | supposed | could work at something to keep usall going, but
what? Perhaps we could build alittle cottage somewhere in the woods and grow our own produce
and—and Moglet could catch mice and Puddy and Corby and Pisky would be dl right, and | could
gather mushrooms. . . No point in working it out in too much detail now. Getting rid of our burdens was
the most important thing. It was! | could see the others were following my thought processes and
agreeing, but—

The Ancient threw some powdery stuff on the fire and of asudden it flared blue and astrange, sweet
smell stoleinto—our noses, | was going to say, but it was more like our minds, and the perfume acted
like adousing of cold water, waking us up, sharpening what little witswe had, and | suddenly redlized
what he had been trying to say.

"Theloosing? Y ou aretdling us that when—when we are whole again, we shal be so busy being
oursalves again—red animals and people—that we shall not need each other anymore? That we shdll be
happy to split up, each to go hisown way?' | knew we should lose Snowy and that | should never see
my beloved Conn again, but the others? " Rubbish! We shall dways want to be together, shan't we?'

They dl agreed. Of course. ..

"And the forgotten years?' came the creaky, inexorable voice. "The years you have dl forgotten?
How long do you think you were with the witch? Now, you live in an enchantment of arrested and
forgotten time: what happens when your memories return? And how old will you be? Were you with her
five minutes, two days, Sx months, seven years? That time will have to be paid for, you know: soon, if all
goeswdll, youwill beasold asyou redly are. And those years will have gone and you will beleft with
what remains of your norma span—"

"Golden king-carp livefor fifty yearsand more," said Pisky bravely, but hisvoice was smdler than



usual. "My great-aunt on my father's Ssde said her greet-great-great-grandfather was over eighty . . ."
"Cdshaveninelives—"
"Crows don't do so badly, neither!”
"And toads are noted for their longevity . . ."

"And|," | said dowly, "don't know how old | am, but | don't think it matters. And | don't think | have
anything to go back to ether. There is only forwards. . . Oh, why do you haveto muddie us so!" |
turned on The Ancient in afury. "I'd never have thought about dl this, but for you!"

"But you had to! Y ou must not believe that just because your burdens are removed al your problems
will be solved! Y ou must not think that life will then be yoursto do with asyou will! | haveto warn
you—and not only you five jewe -bearers, but the knight and the unicorn too! Y ou think that al your
dreamswill cometrue, just asyou have planned, and it may not be so!"

"I don't care!™ | turned to the others. " Just as we are so near our goal, just as we are about to realize
our dearest wishes—don't listen to his gloomy forecasts! After al we have been through—" | turned
back to our tormentor "—you don't think we will just give up, do you?"

"No. | did not expect it for oneingtant. | only wanted to remind you not to expect thingsto turn out
exactly asyou planned." He smiled brilliantly, and his face was transformed. " Thank the gods thet you are
al children of Earth! Yes, even you at times, my friend." He nodded at Snowy. "The world will never die
when there are brave idiots such asyou." He smiled. " Just remember that you aways have achoice. . .
And now, my children, my weary travellers, | will give you al one more thing to counter al that
wearisome advice." He waved his hands and the lightsin the wayward fire turned rose and green and
violet and gold and we fell adeep in amoment, just where we were, and dept dreamlessly and deep.

And, in the morning when we awoke, he was gone.

TheBinding: All

The Black Mountain

Thefirst part was relatively easy, and the weather was with us. The lower dopes of the so-called
Black Mountain—nearer to it was more dark grey, but littered with shiny black rocksthat seemed to
absorb the light, making it all look darker from a distance—were made up of hummocky ground bisected
by small, cold streams that were no barrier to hurrying feet. Now that we were on the last 1ap, everyone
was eager to finish the marathon endeavour as soon as possible. On the second day, however, it began
torain, rain that penetrated our furs and feathers and skins, and by nightfall we were grateful for the
shelter of acluster of pinesthat clung grimly, roots deep in crevices, to theinhospitable rock. Welit a
fire, inadequate barrier to the cold stone beneath and the colder sky. By morning it had begun to snow;
fine, thin snow as small as salt with none of the largesse of the patterned crystalsthat had delighted my
gyesasachild—asachild! A sudden memory of starson my window ledge. . . Gone. But this snow



was different. It was hard as hail and ran away beneath our feet, only to circle back behind and around
our ankles and paw up the backs of our legs. Before uswe could seeit form trickles, streams, rivers,
sheets, whirlpoolsin the towering obsidian rocks above, pouring and falling and tumbling down to meet
us

The going became increasingly treacherous, for though Snowy's unerring hooves found atrack of
sortsthat led up towards the top, yet it twisted and turned—one moment edging a crevasse, another
stealing behind abuttress and yet again scaling in steps straight up the mountain. Gone were the sheltering
trees. Only that morning we had seen our last, atwisted ash bent like an old woman, an incredible last
bunch of skeleton keys clinging to the lowest branch, twig-fingersrattling them asif in an ague. Dark
clouds raced overhead and no sun shone. Now there was only alace-pattern of lichen, dank mosses,
dead bracken, afew tufts of grassand once in thistwilight world we saw five goets, their wild yellow
eyesglaring, danting in Sngle file down the shoulder of the mountain towards the kinder shelter of the
valeys benegath.

Only at night did the snow cease completely. Then the moon shone on a scene so desolate, so
forlorn, that she would have been better to hide her face. We were hdfway up the mountain by now but
the climb, the lack of food and the thin air were dl beginning to take their toll. That night we scarcely
seemed to deep at dl in spite of our weariness, and used the last of our precious store of wood, our fire
abrief and brave candle, and as near comfortless.

Aninch of ice formed in Pisky's bowl, and in the morning Conn took his pack, unwrapped it and put
on hisrusty armour.

"Tisonly afurther burden for poor Snowy here, and mayhap it will keep out afew of the draughts,
rusanddl..."

We continued our upward climb, clawing, dipping and ssumbling, eyes half-closed from the bitter chill
which rimed our eyelashes and made my teeth ache. The last of the food—oatmedl, apple and
honey—we had eaten that morning, and the summit of the mountain seemed asfar away asever. My
hands and feet ached with cold and the tears froze on my cheeks under the mask. Now Conn had
rucked Corby within his cloak and looped a corner of it into his belt to hold Pisky's bowl. | had Moglet
insde my jerkin and Puddy permanently in my pocket. Only Snowy seemed unaffected, but the breath
from his nodtrils came like plumed smoke.

At last we could go no further, athough the sun was till ared bal in the southwestern sky. We
crawled onto awide shelf beneath an overhang of rock, too exhausted to speak. Moglet voiced what, |
think, mogt of usfdt.

"We're not going to get there! Weregoingto die. . ."

"Nonsense!" | said immediately, not because | believed what | was saying but because she was
gmaller and needed comforting. Conn echoed me at once, and much more convincingly.

"Blather and winderskite, kitten! Of course well get there!™

"Let melie down—so," said Snowy, and positioned himself on the outer edge of the shelf so that he
formed aretaining wall. "Now, if you put the crestures next to me and you, Thing dear, put your feet by
meand Sir Knight sitsbehind you . . . That's better, isnt it?"

And indeed it was. Somehow that wonderful white cresture threw out awarmth that thawed the
fingers and toes and doubts of usall.

"And now," hesad, "I think it istimefor thet little packet in your pack."

"Little packet?"

"Remember that evening in the forest with Tom Trundleweed, and the mushrooms?*

"Of course! The Mouse-Dugs. . ." | scrabbled franticaly in the dmost-empty haversack. At last |
found the desiccated remains and held them up to Snowy. "How much?”

"Divide one between cat, crow and toad, and a sprinkle in the fish's bowl," he suggested. "I want



none. Taketwo for yourself and three for Sir Knight. Let them lie first beneath your tongue to moisten,
then chew themdowly . . ."

At firgt there was nothing, then gradualy awarmth and fullness crept into my belly. The drug was
quicker-acting on the animals. One by one they started talking. Pisky bubbled away of what he was
going to eat when his pearl was gone, Puddy explained how much time hewould have for congtructive
thought and philosophy oncerid of the emerad, Corby described his anticipations of flight, and Moglet
purred and licked her diamonded paw and thought of mice, until al at oncethey fell adeep. Moglet even
snored alittle.

| leant back and there was Conn's chest behind me, his mailed shoulder a pillow for my head. He
didn't seem to mind, just shifted alittle so that he was wedged more comfortably against the rock face,
his knees on either sde of me.

"They've got themsalves dl sorted out, haven't they?' he said.

"Mmmm. | hopeit'sall asingtantaneous asthey hope. Won' it leave adent in Puddy's head? And,
after dl, if one hasn't flown for awhile. .. ?"

"It al taketime, | guess, but theloss of pain and inconvenience will be enough for awhile, |
suppose. Y our stomach, fringance: that'll stop aching, but you won't be able to stand upright properly
for awhile. Y our boneswill have become used to being in adifferent position.”

"Y ours should be easier: one moment two halves of asword, then suddenly—"
"If it works. If the dragon condescends to help. If he'sin agood mood. If heseventhere. . ."

"'Course heidl Well give him our jewd sfirgt, then hell bein agood mood for you'. . . No, perhaps
it would be better to give him one, then get your sword mended, give him one more, then ask for Snowy
... Or perhaps two first, then Snowy, and once he had his horn back he could help to persuade the
dragon with hismagic and—"

"Stop whittering, child!" and Conn put his arms round me and squeezed. "God! you're as kinny asa
starved rabhit!" And as| protested he shushed me. "Don't talk too loud, they'redl adeep . . ." Glancing
round, | saw that Snowy's white lashes, the last to close, were lying in acam fringe on his cheeks.
"Never mind about planning about dragons: let what will be happen.. . ."

"That's not redlly the philosophy of asoldier, | shouldn't have thought.” | snuggled closer.

Herested his chin on my head and | could imagine him staring out into the dark night, afrown of
concentration between hisbrows. "No . . . Most military actions are planned, methodica—that'sif we
are hunting down an enemy, of course—but thereisawaysahel of alot of waiting around just polishing
up a'ms, tending the horses, mending geer . . . Of coursein an ambush it'straining plusingtinct. And then
theré's the awful anticipation when two forces are drawn up opposite one another, each waiting for the
other's attack; you spend the days with your scomach achurn and the nights on your knees, praying,
afraid to rest your head in case the other side takes advantage of the dark. Y ou have to wait too for the
high-ups to decide when and where: that's how planning comesinto it. But it's never your decision. For
al you know you may be sacrificed as adiversion, asuicide troop, or may spend your time fuming in the
rear asareservethat never getsused at al—"

"Doesn't sound much funto me," | observed.

"Itsaway of life. Besdes, what elseistherefor ayoungest son with no skillsbut hissword and a
touch, perhaps, of the old blarney?' | could hear the smile round the words.

"Blarney?'

"Aye, theré's an old stone somewhere in Hirland, so they say, where they hang you by your hegsto
reach it and if you manage to touch it with your lipsthen you can charm the lassiesinto Kingdom-Come
with just words. Me mother said as| had no need to seek it . . . Said it came as natural asahen laying
egos. . ." The mushrooms made hisvoice morelilting. He shifted alittle to make us both more
comfortable. "And, believe you me, there were timeswhen | found it useful.” Helaughed out loud. "Why,



| could tell you such tales! When | attended my first court | had no ideaat al what was expected of me.

"I had just been accepted in one of the courts of Brittanye on the recommendation of my father's
name—for agrand warrior he was, and his name good as a password in al the lands across the
water—and there was |, but a scrap of alad from the bogs of Hirland with nothing to my name save the
horse | rode, a second-hand suit of clothes and my father's sword, pitched of a sudden arse-over-noddie
into the silks and jewels and soft hands of aparcel of women, the likes of whom | had never seen before!
Plucked were their eyebrows and oiled their skins and painted their eyes and lips, and they walked small
but tall in their pattens, like cripples, and swayed their hips and fluttered their scarvestill | was as helpless
asanewborn babe! And if it hadn't been that asalad of fifteen | had aready spent time with the lasses at
home and learnt to give them pleasure, | would have had problems, | promise youl.

"They dl thought, you see, that it would be amusing to sport alittle with me. Until | knew what it was
all about, | played the innocent and listened to their soft words and pretended | did not know what lay
behind them. It did not take melong to redize that they dl suffered from the same thing: their lordswere
S0 often away at war, and worn out with battling when they returned, and had no time for the soft words,
the strokes and caresses, that they were dl like pullets without the cockerdl. So, when one day they said
| had to passthistest they had planned for me, and that Six of the chosen ladies were to visit me one night
to initiate me into the ways of the court, | knew what was coming.

"For three days | ate lamb's fries, bull's pizzle and herring roe and bathed in rose water till | was
surfeited and stank in my own nogtrils, but when they came | was ready for them and serviced them all,
one after the other, with flattering words and pleasant courtesies between, till the eyeballsfair popped
from their heads and they declared themselves worn out!" He chuckled again. "Took me aweek to
recover, so it did, but after that | could do no wrong. They declared | was a poet of the bedchamber, so
they did!"

| think he had temporarily forgotten to whom he was talking, for he had never disclosed his past S0
freely before and the topic was not the most suitable for the youngster he obvioudy considered me. But |
stayed quiet and did not remind him, for | waswhere | had aways longed to be, in hisarms, abeit as
unregarded as a pup or achild'swooden dall. It was only gradudly, | think, that | had fully realized my
good fortune, for the drug we had chewed, while heightening our sensibilitiesin some ways, made
stranger things as acceptable asthey would be in dreams. So, it was only now that | redlized the full
implications of Conn'sarms about meand | had to hide my jubilation, for it wasin meto tremble and
shake and behave as those women he had spoken of, perfumed and pretty and seductivein silks. Except
that | was not like them and never could be, ugly and crooked and poor as| was!

But my lovefor him was beautiful, more beautiful even than they could ever be, for | loved him
without subterfuge. | did not desire him from boredom, or thejoy of conquest or inrivary. | loved him
firm and true and plain. Not unquestioningly, for we had travelled too long together for that, but
acceptingly and thankfully, for he was aman who deserved to beloved and cherished, evenif only in
secret.

"| can seeyou cannot wait to get back to it al," | said wistfully, and with no hint of sarcasm. "
suppose the Castle of Fair Delightswas a bit like that court?!

"Something like. But do you know, Thingy, the good life can pall after awhile? A man can yearn for
the smpler things, he can becometired of trailing acrossindifferent country through al the seasonsto face
an enemy he has never met, and would probably drink with instead of fighting if he had the chance. | was
bored, for too long, and too often." He relaxed hisarms about me. "That'swhy, | suppose, | began to
spend so much time with the surgeons—"

"Surgeons?’

"Y es, the fellows who patch up the damage done by sword and axe, pike and spear, bolts, daggers,
faling horses; the men who try to cure gangrene and chopped-off limbs, set bones, assuage fever,
bandage boils on the bum, scads from burning oil and give you acure for the clap. The oneswho give



the same ointment for dog-bites and pox and saddle-blisters, who gave wineto al and unction to the
dying if there was no priest about . . . Horse-doctors, most of them, used to gals and spavin, mange and
gprains, but not to humans. But there was one—allittle man, dark and pocked from some obscure town
inltalia, | think, but married to an English wife, who had a gift with bones. He did not just bind and
bandage and splint, he had afull set of human bones, of horse bones, of dog bones, and these he had
cunningly strung together with wires so that they held like puppets on strings and he could study the way
they moved and were dependent on each other. Also, when aman died of some blow to his head, back,
hip, he would lay back the flesh when he could and study the injured bones, to see where and how they
might have been mended.” He Sghed. "'l learnt alot from him, Thingummy. That's one of the reasons that
makes me suspect that to straighten that back of yourswill take more than a sudden dragon-spark. The
gineisamarvelousthing, all locked and connected like anecklet of ivory shapes. . ." He settled back
againg therock. "Got any more of those mushroomy things?'

"One

"Let'ssplitit. Thanks. . ." He chewed for amoment, then tucked the scrap under histongue.
"Mmmm, that's better . . . So, | might think twice before committing mysdlf to anything too protracted this
time; ashort campaign, perhaps.

"And you—what will you do?'

| Sghed. "Try to find somewhereto live, then make ahome of it for the others. Scratch aliving
somehow, whether by trying to be self-sufficient with food, or by trading mushrooms, or—oh, something
or other will turn up, | suppose. It must. It dwayshas. . ."

"Optimigt!"

"What dseisthereto be? Pessmists are dways expecting the end of the world tomorrow, so don't
bother doing anything in case it comestoday instead. Optimistsfal flat on their noses often, too often, but
at least they don't believe the worst will happen till they've had timeto get in the harvest, sow the winter
wheat, spin the fleece, set the ram among his ewes, lay in wood, jar the honey—"

"Oh, darling Thingummyjig! Y ou're atonic for the footsore and heart-weary, truly you arel” And he
threw back his head and laughed, quite forgetting | think that he had hushed me a moment since for the
sake of the others. They stirred, but it was only to seek amore comfortable position. He hugged me. "l
shal missyou, girl, sureand | will! Y ou're more fun atogether than those fine court ladieswith their
fd-ldsand indpid tak—and if it'smore than that | seek, sureawilling trollop from the village is heartier
and more honest by far!"

"l shall missyou too,” | said, but | tried to keep my voice light. "We have had some good times
together, have we not, even among the bad?'

"Surewe havel" He seemed to hesitate for amoment. ™Y ou know, | don't like to think of you and all
those animals just going off into the wilderness after thisisal over without making proper plans. Why,
thereé's no telling what mischief you might get up to, and there'sdl those dangersaong theroad . . .
‘Sides, you need someone to help build that house you spoke of . . ." He hesitated again, then seemed to
make up hismind. " So—tisin my mind to stay with you awhile, just until you'redl set up. Then my mind
would be at ease when | took to the road again.”

| couldn't help the shiver of excitement that started in my stomach and ran out to fingertips and toes
and shut my eyeson itsway to burning my ears.

"Youmean...?

"I mean that well be companions of the road that much longer.”

| wriggled insde my clotheslike an edl through grass. "Hurray! | mean—I mean thanks! | suppose |
didn't redly fancy being on my own, and then having to find somewhere and build ahouse with only the
othersto help. A—" | was going to say "young woman" but changed my mind, "a person can have ahard
time persuading villagers to accept them if they don't gppear to have a—" oh dear, thiswas getting
difficult; "—I mean, femalesdo. . . If they dont . .. Soyou seeit will help if they see you around at first:



you can say |I'm your—your servant . . ."

Hedidn't answer, so | twisted round in hisarms anxioudy for confirmation that he had understood,
for by now | had aclear picturein my mind of mysdlf, grown straight if not beautiful, dressed in askirt
instead of trews, spinning thread at the doorway of my little hut on the edge of the clearing near the
village, and perhaps even leaving off my mask once Conn had gone, and of the villagers accepting me
eventudly and not even looking at my ugly face after awhile, but glad to welcome meinto their world
because | had arrived with agrest knight like Conn.

"I know it'salot to ask, but if you just said—said to whoever isthere that you would be back every
now and again—you wouldn't really haveto, of course—to seethat | was comfortable, then I'm sure
they would treat me as—as more normal. Morelikethem. . ."

My voicetrailed avay, for | was suddenly aware how close we were, now | wasfacing him. His
eyesglittered down into mine, our noses dmost touched through my mask and his chainmail tunic rubbed
my chin as he breathed. | quite forgot what | had been saying and when his next words came, for a
moment they had no context.

"Servant? No, you deserve better than that." His breath camein little white puffs of vapour and for a
moment he closed hiseyes. "Dear Mother of God, she'ssuch ahelplesslittie Thing redlly . . . Let thisbe
one unsdfishthing | do." He opened hiseyes. "So, Thing dear, asthey dl cdl you, before | go off on my
travelsagain, if you're agreegblethat is, well tieit up dl nice and neat in acontract before the priest. |
shall give you my name so you'l be the equd of dl, and I'll have ahome to come back to when | weary
of my travels." He regarded me for amoment, then frowned. "Wel?'

"|—I don't understand . . ." | didntt.

He gave mealittle shake. "Thick, dl of asudden?Well, I'm telling you that my hand isyours, my
namewill be yours, and my sword to defend, if necessary, when I'm around. Damn it dl, Thing—what is
your red name, by theway?| can't marry Thing—WEell haveto find you a name; what would you
fancy? How about Bridget? Or Freya? Claudia?’

"Marry?' | fdtered, and it must have come out like the silliest blest in the world.

"Of course. What did you think | had been trying to say?"

"Y ou—you haven't seen my face, and | don't think | want—"

He misunderstood what | wastrying to say, interrupting me so | should not get thewrong idea. "No,
no, of courseit won't belikethat, silly girl! A marriagein name only, | promise you that. Well bejust as
we are now, good companions, and you can keep your blasted mask on if you like, though I'm sure |
could get used to what's underneath!™

"But supposing you find someone el se, someone—well, er, more suitable you wished to marry?
Marry properly, | mean. A pretty lady . . . With money?'

"l am nearly thirty yearsold and | have seen enough 'pretty ladies to last me dl my days! They aredl
alike, believe you me, and the prettier the worse! Asfor money—I can earn my keep, and if not, I've
managed before and can again. And as for—the other—well, | can dways find that when | need it, and |
promise | would not disgrace you by seeking it while | waswith you. No soiling your own front step and
al that sort of thing . . . Wdll, what do you say?"

All sorts of thoughts were chasing through my brain. Thefirgt, illogical one: suppose! had been
pretty? Would he by now have got so used to me that he would still have conferred his request for my
hand like aroya order, assuming that | had no other choice—but that thought was so stupid, so illogical
that | shocked it into oblivion. The second thought: the man | love above all others has asked meto
marry him!! The stars should whirl from their courses, the rivers run backwards, hills grow flat, trees
flower in winter and cattle bring forth in threes.. . . Why, then, did they all Stay asthey were and why did
| fed like crying? | knew the answer to that onein my rebdlious heart, but franticaly pushed it away. The
third thought: | want to besick . . . And the fourth? It suddenly burst like an overfull wineskin and | was
drowned inintoxication for | loved him 0, S0, and here was my chance to redlly do something for my



dearest knight at last—
| sumbled to my feet, pulling at his hands. "Stand up!”
"Whet?'
"Stand up! Now, quick: | have something for you—"

"Ananswer, | hope," he grumbled and unfolded himsdlf so that we stood, precarioudy facing one
another.

"Now what?'
"Now, say it over again. Formaly. But before you do, just say that you redlize just what | am—"
"What you are? Oh, come on, Thingy, no time for games—"

"No game. Promise! Ligten .. ." | wastrembling with excitement. "Am | or am | not poor and
deformed?’

"At the moment, yes, but—"

"And am | not aso the ugliest person in the world?"

He shifted hisgaze. "Now, you know | would never say thet . . ."

"Y ou wouldn't say it, but do you not truly believe meto be s0?"

"A man can get used—"

"Am| not?'

"Wl yes, | suppose you must be. Y ou keep saying o, but remember | have never seen you
unmasked."

"Stll, you believe meto be?

"| told you—"

"Never mind! In spite of dl this™ | spoke clearly, dowly, emphatically and could see out of the corner
of my eyethat Snowy was awake and the others stirring, and there was a hint of alightening in the sky to
theeadt, "in spite of dl this, you have made me an offer?”

"Oh Thing, you know | havel Why dl thisrigmarole?"

"Then please ask me again.”

"Ask what?'

"Ask meto marry you!"

"But why—"

"AK!"

Helooked a me impatiently for amoment, then his gaze softened and he smiled so that my heart
turned over.

"All right, my dear, dl right, haveit your way . . . Hey, you lot!" He looked over at the others, al now
awake and dert in the growing light. "Y our Thingy doesn't seem to credit what | asked her amoment
ago, and | need you as witnesses. So, well go over it onceagain, just so aswe dl get it right." Squaring
his shoulders, he put his hand to the hilt of his broken sword. "In the full understanding that Thingy hereis
poor and deformed and | believe the ugliest person around—though | have told her that does not matter
and | could get used to it—I hereby ask, infront of you al, for her hand in marriage. In name only,” he
added hadtily, "on that we are agreed. But marriage, nonetheless. . "

Therewas agay, tinkling sound.

"And | refusel” | said triumphantly, asthe sun'sfirst rays danted full on my beautiful knight, glinting on
hisarmour till it amost blinded us.

"Sir Conn," said the others, more or lessin unison, "your armour isn't rusty any more. . ."
And indeed it wasnt, celebrated with dl the "Begorras” "Hall Marys," holy shamrocks and dl the



saintsin the calendar (especidly S. Patrick), and awhooping and hollering that woke al the echoesin
that previoudy God-forsaken spot.

He honestly hadn't remembered about the witch's curse when he had asked me to marry him and it
hed to be explained to him dl over again.

"But you turned me down!" he expostul ated.

"That didn't matter! Y ou asked, that was dl the curse said you had to do. Don't you remember how
The Ancient said you can't face straight up to acurse like that, you had to go at it Sdeways? Y ou could
have broken it any timeif you had bribed someone ugly enough to refuse you!

"To the devil with anyone else! It wasyou | asked, and you refused. But I'm not taking no for an
answer: | shal marry you whether you want to or no. As| told you, you need looking after—"

"Wait till dl thisisover then. Till wearedl whole. Y ou till have abroken svord—"
"And don't you think me gtill capable of defending you, even with my bare hands? Mother of God,

you take some convincing! Very well, | shall ask you once again when dl thisis over, and you'l not
refusel”

* * %

It was aglorious morning. The snow sparkled on the mountain and all around us stretched a chain of
hillswhite and shining, their shadows purple and blue and green. No longer were we hungry, no longer
cold, and when Conn set off again up the steep dopes we followed with more enthusiasm than we had
shown for many aday. When we were faced with what |ooked like a sheer wall of rock, Snowy took the
lead, dipping and ssumbling for al his surefootedness. | fdt likeafly crawling up awal, my hands
grasping poor Snowy'stall like alifdine, Conn panting behind, but at last we emerged on aledge far
bigger than we had seen before, wide and long enough to hold awagon and two horses.

Even aswe gazed out over the ridged carpet of hills below uswe became aware of asound, dien
even to our harsh breething.

There was somebody, something, up there with us—
Shoring.

The Binding: Dragon

The Dragon Awakes

Raised in natura steps some four or five feet above the ledge on which we stood, was the dark,
triangular shape of a cave mouth, and it was from this direction that the sound came. Ingantly we all
retrested to the very edge of the ledge, clutching at one another in panic like children caught stealing
gpples. All, that is, except Snowy, who stood his ground, snuffing the air.

"He'sadeep,” hesad. "Or inacoma.”



“Isit...?"
"Of course. We were bound to reach him sooner or later. Come, my children, you're not afraid?"
"No! ... Certainly not. .. Afraid, us?'

But we were, of course wewere. It was dl right for Snowy, | reasoned, being of faery stock to begin
with, but the rest of uswere al mortal. Too late | began to recall al | had heard about dragons; immense
scay beings, with leathery wings and huge claws and mouths full of teeth and fire. They ate people, whole
sometimes depending on Size, and were cgpable of incinerating entire towns and villages with their flame.
They guarded vast hordes of treasure with jeal ous attention and demanded a sacrifice of seven maidens
every year. They hatched from golden eggs and took only aday to reach full Size and &fter that a
thousand yearsto die. They flew in swarms a hundred strong and mated once every nineyears, laying
nine eggs which took another nine yearsto hatch—

"Grumphhhh!!"

| jumped back asif | had been punched and fell over the edge of our precarious perch, luckily
landing on soft snow only some five feet below, to be hauled back by an anxious Conn. Puddy and
Moglet, in jerkin and pocket respectively, had of course accompanied my fal but as| had landed on my
back they escaped with bumps but not bruises.

When we were dl assembled back on the ledge | looked at Conn. “I'm not sure. . ."

"Neither am |, neither am |, dear girl, but thisiswhat we dl camefor .. ."

"Bravo, Sir Knight!" said Snowy. "Now, shal we—?"

"I'm frightened!" said Moglet.

"Soam|," | said. "But, dear one, Conn isright. Thisiswhat we camefor. And we're together, so
nothing can redly hurt us—remember what The Ancient said?'

And so it was that, with Snowy ever so dightly in front, we climbed up the last steps of rock and
found ourselvesin the mouth of the dragon's cave.

Thewinter sunwasat itshighes, illuminating dl but the farthest depths of the south-facing cave.
Fearfully we peeped: abare stone floor, stained with droppings; shelves running erraticaly acrossthe
back and sides, and on these humps and piles of metd: shields, helms, coins, acup or two. Inthe middle
of the cave afew discarded bones—bullock or sheep, perhaps—and a bluish leathery cloak or bag,
flung asde from some foray probably, tattered and patched and torn.

But nodragon. ..

Perhaps there was an inner cave. Perhaps—my heart lifted, coward as | was—perhaps he had gone.
Perhaps he had never been here. But there were the piles of metal, the bones. . .

"Therés nothing here," | whispered. "Except rusty metd, old bones and rubbish.”

"Rubbishisrubbishisrubbish," said Snowy crypticaly, who done of usdid not seem disturbed,
anxious or disappointed, the sun shining on the hairs on his chin and making hislips pink.

"Wdll thereian't,” | said. "lf—he—was here, then he's gone, long since. Look! These old boneswere
chewed years ago.”

"And the noise we heard?"

"Oh—wind intherocks, | expect . .." | became bolder and advanced into the cave, while Conn
stepped forward and examined the shelves.

"Darling girl, therés gold up herel” Hisvoice was excited. "L ots of these shieldsand thingsare
bronze or iron, but there's slver and gold coin and buckles and rings and brooches set with coloured
stones. . ."

| put Moglet and Puddy down so they could explore. "So what? What good isgold on a

mountain-top? We need broth and bread. And, besides, we came hereto get rid of our burdens, not set
up asecond-hand armour sl inthe market." | was disgppointed now, angry with anticlimax. "The place



isdisgusting, that'swhat it is, and this hegp of rubbish smells!" and | kicked the heap of leathery discard
inthe middle of the cave.

Upon which the bundle of rubbish gtirred.

And opened one baleful eye.

Upon which we beat afast retreat. | had heard of the phrase " one's hair standing up on one's head"
and now | experienced it. It was horrid! | felt as though a hand had scooped itsicy fingers up the back of
my neck and yanked my hair by theroots.

Once again only Snowy seemed at ease.

"One doesn't kick dragons,” he said mildly. "At least, not until one has struck up afriendly
acquaintance.”

Helplesdy | stared at that yellow eye and, unbidden, achild'srhyme | had learnt—when?
where?—popped suddenly into my mind.

"Let deeping dragonslie;

Tread soft, child, pass him by.

Better not know the power and glory,

Learnit best by mythand tory .. ."

Too late! | had awoken chaos, and ineptly too.

The bundle of rubbish stirred again, rearranged itsdlf, snorted, sneezed, and opened the other eye,
which was, if anything, more baeful and bleary than thefirg, and for along—avery long—moment, we
al sared at it, and it a us.

Then the bundle spoke, coughing out an ashy, cinderous breath. "Who disturbs my rest?!

Nobody moved, nobody even breathed, then suddenly an absolutely unstoppabl e sensation rose
somewhere behind my eyes, gathered strength behind my cheekbones, ordered itself behind my tongue,
pressing its advantage so firmly | had finally to snatch for bresth and—

"A—tish—oo00!!" The best of it wasthat | hadn't sneezed for months.

"Blessyou!" said the dragon, and suddenly everything was much better, so much so that d most
without thinking | wiped my nose on my deeve and advanced two paces.

"Good-day," | said, and bowed. "I regret that we disturbed your dumbers, O—O Magnificence, but
I'm afraid it was necessary. Well, not afraid exactly: that's perhaps the wrong word.” (It was the right
word.) "But it was necessary . . ."

"Why?" Uncompromising. "And who are you, anyway? From the village, perhaps? Well, if you are,
your climb wasfor nothing. | do not intend to play puppet for your silly games any longer." He yawned,
and afurry yellow tongue curled up like acat's around stained, yellow fangs. "Now, go away!"

"B

"At once!" Heraised himself for amoment and hiswings rustled as he half-opened them. A few dry,
diamond-shaped scalesfell to the floor in dusty disarray, and he sank back on his haunches.

| retreated one step but no further, for Snowy's nose nudged me forward again, none too gently.

"Please Sir, please Lord-of-the-Sky . . ."

The eyes, which had gone ditty, opened wide again. "What, till here?"

"Yes, if it please Your Eminence. | . . . [—Were not from the village; no, we're from much farther
away. Much farther,” | repeated firmly, for now | redized it was no good blurting everything out in one
go. It would have to betold in stages, perhaps like a story, for | would have to wake this creature
gradually to the reason we were here, lest helose histemper and blow us over the edge. So, ataefor
thefiresde. . . "It dl sarted thisway: once upon atime. . ."

When | had got into my story and the dragon was clearly listening, his clawsfolded in front of him, |



sat down cross-legged on the cave floor and made myself comfortable, giving him a condensed version
of dl that had happened, introducing us al by name at the appropriate moment, so he knew wherewe
fitted in the story. When | spoke of the witch the dragon allowed awisp of smoke to emerge from his
right nogtril, but otherwise there was little show of emotion. He glanced at Snowy once or twice and
nodded when | spoke of The Ancient, as though they were acquainted, but otherwise he was aquiet and
attentive audience. By thetime| had finished, the sun'srays cast afading light on the left wall of the cave.

| coughed heartily for my throat was now dry and parched, but Conn handed me Pisky's bowl and
he sank warily to the bottom as | sipped.

"Isthat it?" said the dragon, but it was not redlly aquestion. "So .. . ."

Sowly he seemed to reassemble himsdlf, taking deep breaths, scaesrustling like along-forgotten pile
of dry leaves. Now | could see the shape of hisribs, the heave of hisflanks and he seemed to swell to
twice hisorigind size before our eyes. Suddenly we all became less cold, as though we had stepped into
aroom where the ashes were still warm. Indeed little curls and wisps of smoke issued from the dragon's
nogtrils and when he opened his mouth | stepped back involuntarily, for asmal flame licked momentarily
between histeeth and then died back again.

"Fear not," hesaid. "1 mean you no harm, but when a dragon wakes from aslong adegp asminethe
fires take some time to get restarted. Come forward, nearer to me, you and your companions. Show me
where the sorceress hid my treasure.. . "

Sowly the othersjoined me; | pointed to Puddy's head, lifted Corby's wing and Moglet's paw, held
up Pisky'sbowl and hefted my jerkin to expose my navel.

"It wastrue, then . .." Somehow hewas changing colour. At first he had been adull, metdlic
grey-blue, but now the colour was degpening, brightening, and round the middle of hisbody assuming a
purplish hue. | jJumped back again aswith ahissing, swishing sound histail, which had so far been hidden,
twitched and curled and unfolded itsdlf, thetip, like ahuge arrow-head, curling up againgt hisleft flank.

Now he addressed Snowy and Conn. "Come hither, let melook at you. . . Ah, | see. Y ou both
want restored that which you would not use.. . ." They both looked puzzled, but he did not explain. "And
what would you give, to restore a horn, to mend a sword?"

"What you would need of hedling to set you free," said Snowy, stepping forward and nodding &t the
discarded scales.

"And|," sad Conn, "will trim and sharpen your clawsthat you may takeflight and return home
without pain." And heindicated what | had not noted before, the bent and twisted claws on the right front
paw.

The dragon nodded. "A fair bargain, from you both. Stand aside, Sir Knight, stand aside dl savethe
unicorn!”

No need for second telling. We all pressed back againgt the cave wall as the dragon took severa
deep breaths and then shot a jet of flame that flared with a gassy roar, like those lumps of blackened
wood that one sometimesfindsin peat. A thick, acrid smoke curled in our nostrilsand | put my hand
over Pisky'sbowl to save him from the smuts that floated down.

"Sorry," said the dragon. "Out of practice. Must concentrate.” And now the flame quietened, burned
steady, changed colour from yellow to orange to red to a sort of silvery pink and now we were dl very
warm indeed. The flame seemed to transmute into a shimmering glow.

Into that glow stepped Snowy, for dl that | extended alast-minute hand to stop him and cried out:
"No, no! Youwill beburnt . . ." and shut my eyes and put my hands over my ears. From her perch on
my shoulder Moglet's cold nose nudged my cheek.

"Look! Itsdl right, redly itis. . ."

The shabby little white horse, uncombed and uncared for, stood calmly in the slver fire. Asthelight
streamed over his dumpy body and lifted his mane and tail with the breath of its passing, a curious change



took place. The lumps and bumps and tangles were smoothed out and curried and combed and he stood
taller, dimmer and shining with the light itself. And suddenly there were golden sparksand ating! asof a
golden bell and there, between his ears, on the sore little sump he had borne so long, there sprouted a
beautiful, spiralling golden horn. The silver fire died down and he stepped forth, shining like the moon at
Lugnosa, the harvest month; not gold, not slver, but aglorious mixture of both. For amoment he stood,
acreature of pure faery, untouched and untouchable, the snow with the sun upon it, and | sank to my
kneesin awe as he reared and neighed histriumph. Then hooves found the floor of the cave again and he
looked over at us.

"It'sdl right, you know," he said, and suddenly he was our beloved Snowy again. Going over to the
dragon he bent on one knee, his horn touching the floor. "Thank you, O Master of the Clouds!™ and,
standing now, he circled the dragon on delicate hooves, bending to touch certain portions of the scaly
hide with his golden horn. To my astonishment | saw the parts touched burn with ablue light which
gradualy faded to leave new scales growing in place of the old.

"Magic,” | whigpered. "Red magic. . ."
"Good magic," said Snowy, and came over to bend hishead and nuzzle my hair, hisrippling mane
curtaining usboth. "l anwholeagain. . ."

And now it was Conn's turn. He was told to place the broken halves of the sword upon the ground in
front of the dragon. The latter carefully rearranged the pieces, muttering under his breath as Conn
retreated to join us.

"Runes" murmured Snowy, "and a perfect dignment, north/south.”

Thedragon'stail lay straight behind him thistime and the fire he breathed was red and hot, so hot that
| began to perspire, and the sword itself glowed with afire of its own. It seemed to me, through the
shimmer of hest, that letters of fire appeared on the blade, but if so they werein symbols and words that
| could not read. | could not have pinpointed the moment when the two pieces became one; sufficeit to
say that when the metal glowed as one piece the dragon suddenly roared for: " Snow! and plenty of it!"
Conn and | ran outside, scooped up handfuls and placed them in hegps on the glowing meta. The snow
hissed and melted as we watched, and then the blade of the sword gleamed blue and whole on the floor
of the cave. Conn, in wonderment, bent to pick it up, but a claw fastened on hisarm.

"Not yet, not yet: the metad till burnd™
"But themagic . . ." fatered Conn.
"No magic. Expert welding, that'sdl. Dragon-fire and snow."

It was many minutes before the hilt had cooled enough, even with more snow, but eventualy Conn
wrapped a piece of cloth around hisright hand and raised the sword. Blue light still seemed to flow aong
the blade and it sang in the air as Conn swung, thrust, parried.

"Begorra, 'tis better than ever it was! A power in the hand with amind of itsown! Many thanks,
Great Sky-Lizard, for giving me back my right arm!™ and he bowed deeply to the beast, sword-point
down, both hands folded over the hilt.

"Let'stry the edge, then,” said the dragon. "These pesky claws. . ."

The sun was much lower in the sky by the time his claws were trimmed to his satisfaction. | knew that
it was now our turn and my heart seemed to bounce between my mouth and my boots as he beckoned
usforwards. | had to carry Moglet, who by now was so terrified that | felt awarm trickleon my arm as|
lifted her; Puddy and Corby shuffled forward dowly of their own valition, and the only one who seemed
eager was Pisky, who was frisking about happily in his bowl.

"Going to see adragon face to face, athing even my revered great-grandparents never did; their
parents, on the great-grandmother's Side, had one drink from their pool, but they hid and were afraid. I'm
not! Thisisathing | am going to tell my great-great-grandchildren! Wish | could have something specia
torememberithy .. ."



Sodid |; instant oblivion.

"Now," said the dragon, as we arranged ourselvesin asemicircle before him. "Now, did The
Ancient, asyou cal him, tel you of the possible consequences of relinquishing these jewels?"

| nodded.

"Y ouredizethat you must give fredy?*

"es"

"| cannot force you to give these jewelsup—"
"We understand. But surdy—"

"I could take them? No. Y ou yourselves have bound them into a magic of your own, something never
envisaged by the sorceress. She merely thought to hide them from me, knowing | should find them
difficult to locateif she hid them within living flesh in five different locations. She did not reckon with the
bond you forged between you, abond so strong that, had she tried, she could not have taken them
back."

"She—you—could kill usand ripthemaway . . ."

"No again. | could kill, she could have too, if you were separate, but even then the jewelswould be
worthless, dull and insgnificant. Y ou were given them to guard, whether you redized it or not, and agift
like that can only be returned fredly, never forcibly taken.”

"We—we have travelled many miles, not only to rid oursalves of our burdens, but to return that
which isnot oursto keep. We are not thieves: the jewels are yours, and we bring them to you through
storm and fire, flood and cold, distance and dangersfor precisdly that reason. It was ajoint decision,”
and | looked round at the othersfor confirmation.

"Agreed," said Puddy.

"Likewise," said Corby. "Mind you, | dont think | redlized al that was entailed. Still . . ."
"I'm ready, ready, ready!" sang Pisky, happily. "Grest privilege, meeting adragon!”
"Don't want to," whispered Moglet. "Changed my mind . . . Frightened . . ."

"No, you're not!" | whispered back. ™Y ou want a nice painless paw, now don't you? So you can play
and hunt properly? Surely my brave Moglet, who wasn't afraid of the wicked spider, won't balk at the
last moment when dl her friendsarewilling?'

"Areyou?'
"Of course," | lied, more frightened than | could remember. " Of course!™
"That'sdl right then," said Moglet. "But you must hold metight!"

The dragon had missed none of the exchange, | am sure, but he choseto ignoreit. "Y ou do redize,
aso, that you will regain your memories?' And helooked at me. "Not al a once, perhaps, but eventudly
you will remember where you were taken from, your past life, your home. . . And thismay be more
painful than anything ese.”

"We undergtand. But sometimes the torture of not knowing isworse. Y ou should know that . . ." It
was daring to speak thusto adragon, but apart from a hiss and awisp of smoke he did not respond.

| spoke again. "We are ready. How will you remove these sones?’

"Ingpiration.” | thought he meant one thing, but asit trangpired he was being literal and physicd rather
then mentd.

"Who will befirg?'
We glanced at one another, then Puddy gamely dragged himself forward.

"I only hopeit will not hurt too much,” he said mildly. "Until now the heedaches have been bad, but
not unbearable. Will the holein my head hurt worse?"

"I shdl take care of that," said Snowy, stepping forward to stand beside the dragon. "My golden



horn, now it has been restored, will heal your pain.”

"Come," said the dragon, addressing Puddy. "Close your eyes and think of nothing save willing me
back your burden, my treasure. . ."

Theair grew soft, pring-like, and a greenish haze surrounded Puddy where he sat, feet planted
firmly on the ground. Thelight grew brighter and it was now a sharp, metallic green and suddenly Puddy
seemed impelled forwards towards the dragon’'s mouth. Without thinking | leapt forwards and grabbed
him, found mysdf in the green haze and aso in avisonless sorm of wind sucking me forwards towards
the dragon. Shutting my eyes| hung on grimly, my hands cupped round Puddy'sfrail body, and suddenly
therewas apop! asif someone had squeezed a seaweed pod between finger and thumb, atiny scream,
and | wasflat on my back still holding the toad, with Snowy bending over us both.

"There," he said. "It will soon be better . . ." and he touched Puddy with his horn.
"Sorry," said the dragon. "Took more breath than | thought. Been there near seven or eight years. .

| turned Puddy round anxioudy, looking for the holein hishead, but there was only ashalow
depression, through the thin, healing skin of which | could see athrobbing vein. "Areyou al right, dear
one?'

He considered, eyes shut. "Headache's gone. Head fedl's cold—sort of empty. Much lighter, though.”
He opened hiseyes. "Bit like waking up out of hibernation: you fed stiff and cold for awhile and have
forgotten the taste of ameal. Get used to it. Much better, redlly; can't grumble. . ." Heinclined his head
to the dragon. "Thank you, Y our Graciousness. My goodness! Was| carrying that around?’

Well might he express disbdief, for the greenish, muddy lump that | had grown so used to on his
forehead now lay before the dragon, ashining, glittering clear green sone, sparkling like spring water at
the edges, dark and deep asaforest initsdepths. Lovingly the dragon curled his claws about it, turning it
so that the low rays of the sun caught it with asudden flash of green fire,

"Youwere" said the dragon. "An emerad from the cloudy heights of arainforest on the other side of
the world, where their gods demand a blood-sacrifice and the suns that shine from the gold they bear are
as uncountable astherays from this stone. Green it isastheir forests, deep astheir fears. . "

| shivered, and looked at the jewd with new respect: it was not such as| would careto wear. No
wonder it had given Puddy headaches.

"I'll go next," said Corby, after adoubtful look at Moglet, cowering again under my jacket. "Can't be
sobad. .. 'Sides, I'minterested to see how long it takes before I'll remember how to fly."

"Well done, bird," said Snowy. "I'll be hereto ease any hurt.”
"I'd better hold you," | offered. "The pull isvery strong, and we don't want you adragon'sdinner . . ."

| was only joking, but the dragon made aterrible frown and Snowy hastened to intervene. "The
inhalation, the drawing of the burden, it worriesthem: the child but makesjest to lessen the fear . . ."

The dragon said nothing but settled down, elbow-joints protruding. | sat about six feet away, holding
Corby'swing spread with one hand, the other binding him tight to my breast. "Close your eyes,"” |
whispered. "Remember I'vegot you . . ."

The dragon intoned: "Concentrate, bird; will meyour burden, my jewd . . ."
"Gawd knows | do," said Corby. ""Tain't no useto me, Y our Worship ... ."

Thistime the drawing-power was greater, and | found the hair blowing forward round my mask as|
hung on grimly to my friend, whose festhers were pulled forward asin agale. His clawswere fastened
tight in my drawn-up kneesand | had to clench my jaw to stop from flinching. Now the light wasa
burning, scorching blue, and before | closed my eyesfrom itsintensity it seemed asthough great waves
were rearing their foaming crests and threstening to engulf us. Suddenly aswe hung on therewasa
crack! as of abreaking branch and once again | was on my back on the cave floor, Corby by my sidein
asquawking, tangled heap.



Snowy stepped forward and stroked the injured wing with his horn, the bare featherless joint
patheticaly pink, and dowly the desperate fluttering stopped.

| lay eyeto eyewith the exhausted bird. "How doesit fed, dear one?'

He consdered, getting to hisfeet and bringing the injured wing gingerly to his side, then stretching it
again. "No pain. Stff, but it's getting easier every minute. Look!" and he flapped the wing—an awkward
effort it wastrue, but ill the first movement of the sort he had been able to make since | knew him.
"Thanks again, Y our Worship!" and he bowed to the dragon.

Welooked over at the sapphire. Unlike the emerald it lay beside, rectangular and deep, the stone
was ova and shalow, yet ablue more dense than | had ever seen. It was deeper than the deepest sea,
yet on its edges was alighter, sparkling fringe, like waves upon a shore. Now the great beast turned it in
his cdlaws, murmuring lovingly: "A finejourney | had for you, my friend: acrossthe warm oceans,
skimming thelittleidands that rose like pustules on the pocked sea; but | found you where others had
hidden you, didn't I, l€ft to rot as you were with the other jewels. But you were the prize, my beautiful
one, as blue as the eyes of the dead who buried you . . ."

| gazed at the jewel with new respect: dead man's treasure, not such as | would wish to wear. No
wonder it had twisted Corby'swing.

"And now," said the dragon. "Thelittle cat and her diamond . . ."

"No, no, no, no!" howled Moglet, burying her head into my armpit, "I'm afraid! It'sgoingto hurt . .

"Only alittle, | promise,” | said, comforting her trembling body. "Ask the others, ask Puddy and
Corby: wasit very bad, you two?'

"Not unbearable, | suppose,” said Puddy. He looked very wrinkly and thin. "M ore unpleasant than
anything."

"Felt for amoment as though my wing was coming out by the roots," admitted Corby, "but the feding
didn't last long." | noticed for thefirst time how grey the feathers were above his beak. Strange how fear
sharpened the senses, for | was afraid, just like Moglet, yet for her sake hid it.

"Thereyou are, you see?"' | exhorted. "And Pisky'snot afraid . . ."
"Thenwhy can't hego first?' demanded Moglet. "1 don't mind."
"But | do!" interrupted the dragon. Y ou are next, cat, but you must be willing."

"Sheis, sheid" | said. "You areredly, you know, dear one: it'sjust that, like me, you don't like the
unknown. I'm next, you know, and | can't get rid of this—this dreadful somachachetill you loose your
burden.”

"It'svery deep,” said Moglet, showing me her paw. "It'll hurt much more than the others.. . ."

"Thenit'svery brave of you to agree,”" | said hastily, sensing her weaken. ™Y ou must show me how to
be courageous.

"I wouldn't really mind keeping it,” she said. "With you to carry meround. Still . . . If you say your
somach hurts most of the time?”

"Oh, it doed!" | assured her, though at the moment it felt both numb and tingly at the sametime.

"Right!" said Moglet and, shutting her eyes, she stretched out her burdened paw in the genera
direction of the dragon, while fastening the claws of the other three firmly in my deeve.

"You are sure? Y ou will mefregly your burden, my stone?'

"Yes..."

The dragon gave her no timeto reconsider. A roaring, sparkling wind surrounded us and my back
bent further in itshunch as| tried to step no nearer the dragon. Stars wheeled and danced around us,

there was ablinding flash as of a veritable avaanche of snow faling about our ears and, before | had to
close my eyes againgt the unbearable aching of thelight, | saw arainbow that spanned the distance



between Moglet's paw and the dragon's mouth. She howled, an awful sound, her clawstoretrails of
blood from the outer side of my wrist so that | nearly cried out too. There was along ripping sound, the
light died behind my clenched eyelids, | was on the floor again and Snowy was bending to Moglet's paw
and my lacerated flesh.

"Better now?"

The dragon had three stones now and the latest, Moglet's burden, sparkled and spiked with a
thousand coloured lightsashe turned it in hisclaws. "A rareflight that was, the sands burning bright and
the sun amolten dagger in one's back. They laboured to bring wedlth out of the depths, they died in the
darknessthat thismight havelight . . ."

| shuddered: | would not willingly wear such. No wonder Moglet hadn't been able to put paw to
ground.

But she was dabbing at my face. "Let go of me, | want totry it!" Already the healing hole was closing
up, the blackberry pads drawing together. She seemed heavier, deeker, pain now forgotten in the space
of two breaths. | set her down, and gingerly at first but then with increasing confidence she set down the
once-burdened paw on the ground. "Look! Look!" she cried with delight. "It's better! Soon be quite well

"Now you, littlewanderer," said the dragon. "Y ou are ready?"

No, | wasn't. Suddenly gripped by irrationa fears| sank down again. It was not only the thought of
more pain, sharp and quick-over though it might be, it was a so the familiarity of the burden itsdlf, like an
aching tooth that, however irksome, is still an understood part of onetill removed. Most of dl, | think, it
wasthe certainty that once | logt it and regained both health and memory, paradoxicaly this latter might
prove agreater burden than the burden itsdlf. | was afraid to be given afuture so sudden, so different.
Better the devil one knew—

"Come on, Thing darling,” said Conn. "I've watched you bravely hold the others, now it'syour turn to
behed. .." and the words—my name clear and "darling"—rang so loud in my earsthat body was all
unresisting as he reached down and lifted me to my feet, kneeling behind me on one knee, onearm
across my thighs, one across my breast. He pressed me back againgt his chest and his breath waswarm
on my cheek. "Courage, girl, courage: ‘twill soon be over and I'm here, your Connishere. . ."

My Conn! | felt at least onejoint of my backbone click as| tried to straighten. Without further
hestation | pulled my jerkin up with one hand, my trews down with the other and pre-empted the
dragon's question.

"Yes, yes, | give fredy my burden, your treasure. Take t, take it away quickly, please!”

| was garing straight at the dragon who seemed to grow immensdly tall and then there wasfire dl
about us and toppling towers and men and women crying out in fear. The fire blazed stronger and there
was atearing, twisting pain in my gutsthat | could not besar. | tried to bring down my handsto cover the
agony but somehow Conn was preventing me, and | screamed. With asound like tearing asnail fromits
shdll, but horribly magnified, | felt my burden leave me and there was Snowy's horn to numb the pain and
take away the sickness. Strangely the greatest discomfort was Conn's arm across my breasts, which
suddenly felt full and tender. | straightened up one crick! more, drew together my clothes and turned, for
an ingtant, to bury my head in Conn's shoulder. He patted my back and released me.

The ruby lay in the dragon's claw and burnt cool as heturned it lovingly. "Thetemple held it dear, but
it was housed in aheathen idol that crumbled to the touch. The priestsin their robes cried desecration
and the temple dancersfled into the night asit was drawn from their grasp . . ."

| shuddered, and the stone seemed to wink back evilly at me; if | had known what | carried | would
have cut it from my flesh like a canker. No wonder it had hurt . . .

"Areyou ready, O King of Fish? You | haveleft till the last because the burden you bear is probably
the greatest, my last and most beautiful gain . . ."



That muddy pebble?

"Of course, Lord of the Clouds, Master of the Skies; al my life | have wished to be acquainted with
you and your brethren. It had been my ambition to mount the Dragon Fdlsthat | might join you inthe
skies, but now that can never be. | shal be content to see you alittle closer, perhapsto touch fin to scale.
Pray, Thing dear, move my bowl nearer . .. s0. It will do." In his exuberance bubbles broke from either
sdeof the burdenin hismouth. | kndlt by hissde, my finger in the water.

"You aresure?'

"Sure? Why, of coursel am sure! | have been carrying this stone safe for a Dragon-Master and now
| yield it with eagerness, with pride!”

The dragon bent closer and | flinched. But he did not notice.

"Here, little brother, take a closer look. Look your fill . . ."

For amoment dragon and fish touched, nose to nose as Pisky rose from the water. He looked so
small, so defenceless, so like agulp for breskfast that | leant forward, ready to snatch him away from
danger, but he turned on me.

"No, Thing, no! Thisis my day, my moment that | have waited for so long and you must not spail it!"
"l wasonly—"

"There isno need. We understand one another.” It was the dragon who spoke, but the words might
just aswdl have been Pisky's.

"Heissosmdl . .. thewind of withdrawd . . ." | faltered.
"Heisstronger than you think. Watch . . . Itisgiven fredy, and you are cognizant of the results?"

"Itis" sad Pisky. "l am. But spare my friendsthe snails; dow and unintelligent they may be, but
excdlent privy-servants. And prolific, | hope.”

Theair grew thick, likethe mist that streams between the trees at shoulder-height on alate-autumn
morning; then it was asif the moon rose on thissame mig, silvering it until it glowed and shimmered with
an unearthly light. | saw clear water running, waves tumbling, soray mounting the rocks, horses of
seafoam. ..

There was no sound when the pearl left Pisky's mouith: it rose like alittle moon and hung between
them like asigh. Then the magic disappeared and Pisky sank back in his bowl, hismouth apained O of
surprise and hurt. Swiftly golden horn touched golden mouth and he sank to the bottom, the snails
crowding closefor comfort.

The dragon had a huge pearl between his claws—how its sheer size must have hurt poor Pisky!—but
he was holding it with reverence, for it till glowed and shimmered and shone like amoon behind thin
cloud.

"A hard gtruggleit was for you, my most precious of al; searching fjords and creeks, inletsand
rivers, | glimpsed you benesth tossed waters and running streams; saw you in the reflection of the moon
on swollen rivers and high tarns; you were the winter sun on ice, awraith of summer gars; | tasted you
on tumbling stones and in the thickness of reeds; sensed you in the flash of scales, theturn of fin; dways
you called to me and at last you came of your own free will when | had despaired . . ."

The pearl glowed, and it was astone |, anyone, would have been glad to touch, admire, hold in one's
hand, bear on one'sbreast . . .

"And now," said the dragon, "it isamost time for meto go. But, before | do, | would thank you dl
again for returning my jewels, my treasure. Because of you, because of your honesty and determination, |
am now aMaster-Dragon, asthelittle fish so truly observed.” He bowed gravely to each one of usin
turn. "Now, | must try my wings. if you will excuse me?* He went to the mouth of the cave and down the
sepsflexing his bony, leathery, creaky wings, which gusted a powdering of cinder-tasting snow back into
the cave. | gazed at the ring of glowing jewelslying on the cave floor and wondered &t their gathering,
their binding, their loosing. Lying there like that, now that they were back with the dragon, they il



seemed to have amagic of their own, akinship; they seemed amost like aring of animaswho will turn
into atight circle to meet acommon enemy, horns lowered and rear protected against wolf or bear . . .
Like us, when we bore them—

Therewas ahumph!! of flame from the dragon, a series of short, staccato bursts from hisrear, as
one who has dined too exclusively on pease-porridge, and then he turned to where we watched him,
smutson hisface.

"Atrid flight . . . | think the Lord of the Carp would like to see my world; after al, had he stayed in
our country he might well have climbed the Dragon-Falls. Thiswill only be a substitute, of course, but |
think he would enjoy it. Would you be so kind as to accompany us and carry his bowl!?

Hewaslooking at me, but | wasn't quite sure what he wanted. Pisky popped his head out of his
bowl, speaking like someone who has had atooth pulled.

"l should likeit above dl, Thing dear—please?!

"Yes, but I—" | suddenly realized what was expected. Oh, no! | couldn't, | couldn't! | looked at
Snowy, and he nodded.

"It will bedl right. You will besafe. | promise.”

So, awkwardly, stiffly, still hunched, | clambered onto the dragon's back, Pisky's bowl clutched in
my arms, and lay down, my face to the lesthery scales, my heart thudding.

"Hold tight!" There was adithering followed by a sudden sickening lurch. | opened my eyesand my
mouth to yell as| saw the mountainside dipping avay from mein asideways dide. My bresth was
snatched away by the wind, my face froze and my cheeks blew inward with the sudden rush of air. There
was another lurch that |eft my stomach behind somewhere and then we steadied and the mountain did by.

"Sorry about that: trailing-edge muscles weren't working." | could only just hear the words, for the
roar of wind and wingsin my ears. My eyes were shut once more and would have stayed so but for a
little bubbling voice besde my |eft ear.

"lan't it beautiful ? Just like being in abigger, lighter bowl. Look, far down below are the weeds and
the stony bottom, around us the waters rushing over our fins, and above the deep bowl of air beyond the
rim of everything . . . Hold meup, Thing, that | may see and remember!”

"Let the King of the Carp see!" said the dragon, and such was the command in his voice that |
obeyed at once, Sitting up and holding Pisky's bowl high in my hands, though my fingers were haf-frozen:
| wound his string round my wrist to make sure he didn't fal. The rest of me was warm enough, for the
huge reptile now exuded warmth, and the ingde of my calves were, indeed, becoming uncomfortably hot.
But al thiswas forgotten as | looked about and saw what Pisky saw, but with human understanding.

Below, so far asto take away fear, lay the village we had come from. It was dusk down there, for |
could seethelittle twinkling lights of rush and candle; higher the sun still shone on snowy dopes, but to
the west great purple shadows showed glen and canyon as they crept forward like amassed pack of
wolves towards the lamb's-fleece snow of the nearer dopes. Black sticks of winter forest covered the
lower dopes and iced streams lay like salivaamong the black-fanged rocks: but it was dl remote, like
sand-houses made by children's hands and | was curious, but not fearful. Nearer, the mountains stood
like sentinedlsand | saw great orange fires burst from the dying sun, so that it seemed that pustules of fever
opened on agreat sore. No bird flew as high aswe and al was silent save for the pumping of the
dragon'sfire-bellows, agentle thrumming, and the whistle of thewind past my ears. | remembered my
swimwith the sedl: as Pisky sad, it waslike, very like, an ocean of sky.

With a creak of wingswe altered course, and once again | felt the cold air buffet my body and, too
soon, we were again at the mouth of the cave. A sudden, jolting landing, adurp of water from Pisky's
bowl, and Conn'sarms were lifting me, bowl and dl, from the dragon's back.

"Youdl right, Thingummy?'
| nodded and clung to him, my legs strangely weeak. Asin adream | watched the dragon pick up his



jewels one by precious one and place them in apouch of skin beneath hisjaw, lastly his precious pearl,
which herolled around hisforked tongue for amoment before placing it with the others. He was no
longer ablue dragon, he was a pearl-pink dragon, and even the long whiskers on hisjaw curled and
vibrated asif fired with his new vitality. He gazed around the cave, and then at us, and in hiseyeswasa
remoteness, as if we and the cave were discarded bones and his eyes were on another prey.

"Thet isdl, then. Farewdl to my imprisonment, and farewell to you, my deliverers.
With a scrabble of impatient claws upon stone he moved once more toward the opening of the cave.

"Wait!" cdled Conn. "The gold—the silver—you haveleft it!" He gestured to the shelves round the
cave.

"Keepit: itisyours. You deserveit. The jewe swere what mattered . . ." and he was gone, launching
himsdlf in aclatter of wingsinto the sunset.

Thewind of his passing scuffled the dust in aspird over the spot where hisjewelshad lain. When it
settled there was no sign of their presence. It was asif they had never been.

|nterlude

Dragon-Sky

In the country of his upbringing they would have recognized the specia corkscrewing rocket-rise with
the sdewaystwigt, but al the watchers from the cave and the village below could say afterwards was
that the dragon ascended like areversed shooting star with anoise like twenty hungry bears.

A handful of rustic peasants and the seven weary travellers were the only witnesses of the most
extraordinary and accomplished display of free—as opposed to compul sory—figures of dragon
skyrobatics sncetheillustrious Magter of the Chrysanthemum had given the Millennium Display for the
Many-Titled Emperor-of-the-Thousand-Pa aces five centuries past and three oceansaway . . .

Thedragon swamintheair asif it were water and he an otter, ashark, asea, afish. He used the
air-currents and therms as an acrobat would use bars and trampolines and springboard, and dl the while
he played with his great pearl asthough it wereabal, an essentid part of hisact, tossngitinthear so
that it described milky arcs, letting it fall athousand feet and diving like athunderbolt benesth to catch it
agan.

For what seemed an hour, but might have been no longer than ten to fifteen minutes, the great beast
played like achild in the nursery with itsfirg toy, then as the sun dipped to touch the horizon with its
burning belly and as the eastering shadows threw their asams across hill and valley dike, he snatched his
pearl from the sky, apearl now pink as an opened rose, stood on his spade-tail for a heart-stopping
moment then clapped hiswingstogether like avengeful cormorant and dived the depth of the mountain
towardsthe village below, thewind of his passing creating a down-draught like a thousand flocking geese
at marshing-time. In aflash of fire heincinerated their darm beacon and burnt the easterly copse.



The villagers cowered together, the men curaing and shaking impotent fists at the fast-retreating
sky-climber, the women flapping usdless gprons. Only the children cheered and waved. In their maturity,
when vigting other villages, the story would crystalizeinto legend. They would tell of the thunder-crack
of hispassing, of ared dragon who soared over their impossibly green fidds, until thetelling became a
symbol recognized by al who listened to atale: an inspiration, abanner, under which princelingswould
riseto repel invaders, ordinary men would fight and fal, and ausurper uniteand divide.. . .

But the Magter-Dragon's mind had turned from them all—the past imperfect, the passing present.
Taking his bearings from the first stars that winked from the eastern sky, he wiped his memory free of
time, of disappointment, of frustrations, tucked away his pearl with the other jewelsin the pouch beneath
his jaw, spun thrice on his spade-tail and then sang hisfarewell song.

To those watching and listening, dodging the mini-avaanches and fires set off by hisrguvenation,
watching stone clatter down the dopes, regarding with dismay the collgpsing hutsthat disintegrated like
imploding puffballs, dl they heard was an enormous clash and rattle as of giant metal plates tumbled
together, aringing of bells so huge their peds were as sound-sight, ripples of torturing light-noisein a
stone-tossed lake—but to the dragon the cacophony was the best music he had ever made, a soaring
passion of release from bondage, a paean of praise.

An ascending rocket-burst of flame, crackling inthe dtill air, arapid climb to five, ten, twenty
thousand feet; amoment's hesitation when dying firesfell like shattered stars to the mountains beneeth,
and then the Master-Dragon shook free and headed east for Home.

TheLoosing

Awakening

In spring the young shoots of corn struggle hesitantly from their blanket of earth and poke wary green
heads up into the unfamiliar air; too soon, and the frosts nip them black; too late, and they are drowned in
the shadows of their bigger brethren, starved of light and nourishment, and shrivel and die. Just as|, the
new Thing, was not sure whether | had emerged from the darkness of forgetting to the lightness of an
Inbolc or aBdtane. At first | wasill, tossing and turning in fever, waking briefly to moments of lucidity.
But before | could reorientate myself, grab hold of life and become better, back | would dideinto a
haunted black vault of the mind where hope ran down the mazed tunnels of thought, knocking in vain on
doors that would not open, with the hounds of Hell baying behind.

They said afterwards it was seven days | was unconscious, sent back into the earth to remember the
seed from whence | sprang, but it could have been seven hours or seven yearsfor dl | knew. Connwas
kept away from mefor fear of contagion, for it seemed my skin doughed away in great stripswith the
fever. They took away my clothes and burnt them.

When | woke up at last clear-headed, starving hungry, | felt the cold air touch my face with inquisitive
fingers: when | put up my own | found my mask had gone, and panicked. Throwing the shift | was



dressed in up over my head | screamed: "Whereisit? Whereis my mask?'

"There now, dearie, what ato-do!" Strong, warm hands pulled up the covers, covered my hands
with hers. "No need to take on so! Come, take your hands from your face—"

"They'll ssemy uglinesd He will see. . "

"Now, then! Uglinessisadtate of mind, and there's none wrong with that face of yoursthat fresh air
and sunlight and alittle extra feeding-up wouldn't cure. Got eyeslike piss-holesin snow, you have. . .
Now, then: that's better! Let Old Nan (what has been chosen to care for you because she's born twenty
and buried al but three, survived four husbhands and the phlegm and the sores and the runs and vomits
and scabs) let her comb out that nice, thick hair of yours and then Megan—she's the youngest, touched a
mite some would say, but agrand girl with the sheep—she will fetch some broth and bread. Been told to
make afuss of you, | has, by that nicetall fellow with the sword. Soon as| lets him know you're better
he'sto come and see you, he says, and al those animals you brought . . ."

Unlike most chatterers her actions were suited to her words and she had me combed and tidied and
fedinnotimeat al, al thewhile her strangely accented voice, hovering like asamon in lesp on the
vowels until you sometimes wondered whether she would ever reach the smooth waters of the
consonants, burbled on like abusy brook, soothing and stimulating at the sametime. At my insistence she
fashioned me another mask, from kidskin, although | could see she was bewildered by the need. In truth
her face was so seamed and pocked that it was difficult to identify any features, except for toothless
mouth and red nose, so perhaps my physical deficiencies were not so strange to her after dl. | made up
some tale about being handfasted to Conn, but having made a vow not to uncover my face until we were
wed. Thismade senseto her, full of superdtition like dl country folk, who must explain away disaster and
joy, gain or loss somehow. Their "little people,” for instance, seemed to have ahand in everything, from
birth to death; and they seemed to prefer these household gods to any other, although Conn found a
deserted Chrigtian shrine in the woods to say his prayersby.

Once my mask wason | couldn't wait to see the others again, and indeed the next time the door was
left open Moglet was on the bed in aflash, and enthusiagtically kneading my chest.

"Look! it'smuch better . . ." Sheturned over her damaged paw and now there was only the smallest
hollow and increased width among the pink and black pads. "Are you better, too?

"Been abit worried about you," said Puddy, from under the bed. "Thought you were. . . Niceto see
you. My head is much improved.”

"Caw! Bleedin' cold out there!" said Corby, actualy managing aflapping ascent to therafters, and
landing safely. "Best off whereyou are. . "

"Look a me, look at me!™ bubbled Pisky, bornein by Conn. "Twicethe size| wasaready, they say,
and eating better al thetime. Sir Knight saysthat if | don't stop | shdl have to have abigger bowl, and
the snails are complaining at the extrawork—"

Conn sat down on the bed and took my hand. "How are you, Thingummy? We were all worried
about you, but they said it was only abad fever. Still, you've been awvay from us awhole week, and had
it been but one day longer | should have ingsted, infection or no, on taking aturn a minding you. How's
the back?'

"Theback?' | had genuinely forgotten my other deformity with the trauma of the mask. So much had
happened in my feverish tossings and turnings, happened, that is, to memory and understanding, thet |
had had no recall of my twisted and bent spine. Now | sat up asbest | could and eased back my
shoulders. Therewasalittle crick! as another knob in my spine straightened its dignment and | found that
my eyeswere on alevel agood six inches higher. With Conn seated so near | could look dmost straight
into those kind, concerned brown eyes.

| saw him glance down in surprise a my front. "Why, you've—" He stopped, confused.

"Got aproper front," said Moglet happily, and pushed painfully against my budding breadsts.



"Er—it'sbetter, | think," | said, and | pulled away my hand, that had gone hot and sticky with
embarrassment. | pulled up the coversto my chin. "Where's Snowy?'

"Here, dear one," and he stepped daintily through the doorway. A shaft of late sunlight followed him
in and ran in admiration down the beautiful spirals of his golden horn and over the waves of hisluxuriant
mane and tail. "I only comein the village when there are few about, for | reckon adragon-memory is
enough for these amplefolk, without having to get used to aunicorn aswell. | can make them unsee me
for awhile, but it is more convenient to stay out of sight in the forest. Glad to see you arerecovering . . ."

"But—isn't it awfully cold out there?"
Helifted his head in an unconscioudy arrogant gesture. "Unicorns don't catch cold,” he said.

* % %

| suppose we were there for about another three or four weeks. Gradually | grew stronger in body,
athough my mind was till full of darkness. When | got up they brought me woman's clothes, for another
thing had happened that had sent me cowering to the floor in terror. Until Snowy explained. | had spent
the day in bed, with intervals on the stool at the Sde, and had been feeling grumpy and unsettled Al
morning with a vague stomach-ache, then suddenly, as| stood up to practise walking afew steps, | was
seized with one of the old pains | had thought gone forever. There was no one with me, as Old Nan was
busy baking, Conn had gone hunting with Corby, and the others were holed up somewhere in the warm.
The pain hit me again and of asudden abright scarlet plop! of blood hit the floor from beneath my shift
and then another. In terror | flung open the door and rushed out into the snow, ingtinctively heading for
the forest.

"Snowy, oh Snowy! The pain's come back, worse than ever, and theres blood . . ."

Another moment and he was there, his warm breath on my face, his mane sheltering us both ashe
bent and snuffed at me gently.

"No, dear girl, it hasn't, not in theway you think. Listentome. . ." and he told me how | had become
awoman, and that what was happening to me now was something | had been waiting for during the
seven long years of the stone's captivity. "That iswhy it hurts so much: it meansyou are catching up on all
those yearsin one go. Now you are girl-child no longer.” He looked sad and | remembered—so many
things to remember!—that unicorns appear only to young virgins, never to mature women, and | suddenly
understood awhole ot more.

He bent his head and touched my stomach with his hedling horn. "There: the painisgone, and never
will be so bad again.”

| kissed him, suddenly shy. "l won't. .. | dontmeanto. . ."

"I know. | shall be with you till you don't need me any more. . . Now, come: sit on my back and |
will bear you to the hut, otherwise you will freeze to death!”

The pain disappeared, but when Snowy turned once more to return to hisvoluntary exile | noticed a
small spot of blood on his otherwise flawless back, like the stain of atrodden berry . . .

At last the snow started to dide from roof and rick, the sun stayed longer with us, fingernails of ice
fel with atinkle from the swelling budsin the trees, and it wastime to say goodbye to the village, for we
al felt we should move on with the lightening days, though where we had no clear idea. Conn gavethe
headman three gold coins, a princely sum, for their care of us. He dso told him that the dragon had | ft
some treasure in the cave for them—silver and bronze armour, plates and cups (we had the gold
coin)—as recompense for burnt thatch and general damage. | could see they could scarcely wait for the
snowsto melt. The coins and the anticipated treasure were celebrated in our farewed | party, which
included aroasted steer, mock dragon-fights and much mead, so that it was with athick head that |
turned for my last look at where our quest had ended. The villagers stood a quarter-mile away, il
watching us go. | waved once more and then glanced up at the Black Mountain. | could not see the cave,
and of asudden clouds from awarmer air frothed and spilt over the top like scum from amess of
new-bailing bones until al was hidden from view.



The road ahead lay downhill. Once again we heard the tentative song of birds, buds were thick and
sticky, and catkins hung like lamb's tails from the willow and everywhere there was promise and hope.
Conn sang and the others grew strong and fat, but my heart still 1ay heavy and full of dreed, for | had
grown up.

Every day fresh memories arrived with the softening of the days. Sometimes| felt as though my heart
would bregk, for I now knew who | was, where | had come from, some, not al yet, of what had
happened in the twelve years before the witch abducted me. | remembered, too, what had befallen my
parents and wept the inner tears of one who could only mourn too late. Conn kept glancing at me
anxioudy but | could not tell him, not yet. And there were the others: | began to appreciate fully what my
"releass" meant now for, as The Ancient had predicted, whole and free again, they spent far lesstime
with me and | found my eyes and ears and touch and taste and smell not understanding them as before,
asif aval lay between us.

| think perhaps | realized more was to come, so | was not unduly surprised when one spring day we
found ourselvesin acountryside of rolling downs and there, Sitting on arock as coolly asif he had only
wandered alittle way ahead five minutes ago, was The Ancient.

Part of me wanted to run and embrace him, part to refute his very presence, to blame himin some
obscure fashion for my private world of misery, so | stood and did nothing as the others crowded round
him. Conn's sword, Snowy's horn, Puddy's forehead, Corby's wing, Moglet's paw, Pisky's mouth were
al exhibited and admired: he did shoot one piercing glance at Conn's armour and then at me, but had the
sense not to make any remark.

That night we spent round his campfire and ate better than we had for weeks. The only question he
raised was, where were we bound? Had we thought of this? Y es. Come to any decison? No. It seemed
everyone thought everyone else was leading theway . . .

At last Conn voiced dl our thoughts. "We—we dl thought there must be something else. What, we
did not know. Perhapsit was you?"'

"Not me," said The Ancient, taking off hisred-and-white striped hat, decorated with shells, and
scratching hishead. "I'm merely hereto seethefun. . "

"Thefun!" | exploded, exasperated at |ast into coherent speech. "What fun do you think it has been
for us? Where have you been, that you think that cold and hunger and fear and illness condtitute fun?
What makes you think that the traumas, the tiredness, the soul-searchings, have been fun? You'rejust a
stupid, uncaring, flippant old man who is concerned with nothing but his vicarious pleasures, and has
merely learnt enough so-caled 'magic' to think himsdf immune from us morta creatures! You are
complacent, narrow-minded, cold—" | ran out of words.

The others, except Snowy who merely looked amused, stared at mein varying degrees of horror.
"Magician," reminded Puddy.

"Bit strong," added Corby.

"Specia case," remarked Moglet.

"I redly don't think—" Puddy.

"Hang on, Thing dear, moderateit abit,” from Conn.

Moreor lessdl together.

"No," | sad. "l won't moderate or anything! | meant it!" and burst into tears. Huffily pushing them dl
aside, | retired to a corner, wrapped myself in my cloak and pretended to go to deep.

Thenext morning | arose very early and wandered off among the dunesto where the land doped
away into ahaze of forest and fields. It had turned cold again, so the streams were marked by twisting
snakes of mist that followed the waters and trees held a shadow-sdlf of clear earth benesth their branches
and the rest was tipped and branched and swathed with fingers of frost. | shivered.

"I'm sorry,” said The Ancient. "Forgive me, Feur?"



| remembered what he had called me before. "You knew . . . All thetime?'

"Of course. And now you do, too?"'

"Mogt of it. Some of it won't comeyet."

"It hasmadeyou sad . . . And bitter."

Of courseit had. Tolose your parents, home, nurse, childhood dl in one day, to lose your memory
for seven years and then to remember everything at once, more or less, was like being forced to swallow
huge doses of bitter herb-medicine. | felt disorientated and most of al, aone. Remembering nothing, |

had had my friends: the comradeship, their love, and my passon for Conn. Now it was all coloured
differently but, in spite of my new knowledge | was not surewho | was, what | felt, where | should be. .

"l warned you."

"Yes, | know: but | didn't know it would hurt so much!”

"Don' forget that your friends are in exactly the same boat.”

"The same?'

"Of coursethe same. Asif it were yesterday. Y our cat now remembers the home she was stolen
from, the warm fire, the loving mother; the toad remembers his pond, the crow his treed brethren and the
fish his capture and long travel from abroad while hiskin died one by onein neglect . . . Don't you think
that they, too, have regrets and memories? Are you unique in suffering just because you are ahuman
being?'

"Butthey didntsay .. ."

"Of coursenot. You've beenill. You recover to look like awet Lugnosal What did you expect? Y ou
have aways been something specid to them, something that to them was better, more able to cope—of
course they are uneasy when you appesar to go to pieces.”

"But we no longer talk asweusedto. . ."

"| told you that would gradually go aswell."

"But | don't want itto!"

"You sadalot of thingslast night that were true—about me being immune from redlity, from
mortality—well, I'll say the sameto you, but in reverse. Y ou are morta, and being so must accept that
mortaity, with al it implies. Y ou wished to escape from a painful and confining enchantment, but now you

refuse to accept the respongbilities that go with the release!™ His tone softened. "Being ahuman is hurtful
at timesbut it can aso be wonderful, more wonderful than the immortal's can ever experience.”

"How can that be?'Y ou have life everlagting, if you want it—"

"For that very reason! Quite gpart from lifeitself becoming boring when one haslived it two, three,
four times aslong as anybody dsg, it israther like dways having enough money to buy whatever you
desire. If you can dways have what you want, on demand, it ceasesto be desirable. Inthe end thereis
nothing left to experience.” He frowned, and hislook dared meto probe further.

"But do you—can you—never die?'

"Oh, yes. But only by our own choice, by our own hand. Thereis another way, but that involvesthe
Powers| told you of once. They are stronger than al.”

"The powers of good and evil, you mean?'

"I havetold you, there are no such things. There is Power, there are so-called Forces. They are

like—oh, like ateam of strong horses, harnessed and ready for adriver. It isup to their user, whether he
or shedirectsit to plough afield or ride down innocent bystanders.” He nodded. "Mmm."

"l dill don't quitesee. . ." | hesitated. "This question of immortality: surely the promise of alife
eternd, dependent on your own decision to terminate, must far outweigh our little lives, that are bound by
the certainty of death?'



"That very thought of mortality adds spice to what you do, don't you see? A summer'sday isal the
more beautiful for the knowledge that storm could blight the blossoms and frost surdly will; achild isdl
the more preciousfor the perils of growing-up and the winter of old age; loveisal the more gloriousfor
itsvery ephemerdity, the pain of parting or disillusion.” Hefrowned. "But perhgps worse than thisiswhen
immortal lovesmortd . . ." Hisface darkened, and dll a oncein his place was agrim warrior standing:
illusion, for the image passed and he was once again an untidy old man. "Ask Snowy . . ."

Showy?
"Hewill tell you one day, perhgps.”
"l don't understand . . ."
"Youwill, sooner or later.”

My mind went off on another tack, perhapsinspired by dl thistalk of love. "And that's another thing:
when | was—was hunched and miserable it didn't matter that | loved Conn, because he was so far out of
reach. It seemed right. But now—" and | gestured to my nearly upright stance "—now | am nearly a
respectable woman (except for my face, of course). | find | want more, desire more, need more. When it
wasimpossible | could besar it: now, | cant!”

"Sothat'sit. . ."

"No! Not just that—"

Hegrinned & me.

"It's not!"

"Tomeit'ssmple. Then, you loved like an idedistic twelve-year-old; now you are nineteen and a
woman grown. At twelve oneis alowed to worship from afar, because one's thoughts don't usually
encompass anything physicd, redl . . . Now you are suddenly grown, the passonsyou fed are different.
Y ou have missed the years from twelve to now that would have made you someone's lover, wife,
misiress, and now it isall coaescing into an unbearable desire that you think—"

"Know!"

"—cannot be satisfied, because under that mask of yoursliesugliness.”

"Right."

"Wrong!"

| stared at him. "What do you mean—'wrong'?"'

But he seemed to change his mind, became a grumpy old man again: even his hands started to dither
and fuss among his brooches and fasteningstill he seemed the very dotard | knew he was not.

| perssted. "What do you mean ‘wrong'? My body may have changed, | can see and fedl that, but
my face hasn't. | know: | fed it all over every day when no one'slooking, hoping againgt hope, but it feds
exactly the same asit did when we lived with—Her."

He steepled hisfingers and considered me under eyebrows like thatches. "What you need—what
you al need—I reckon, isabathein the Waters of Truth."

"And where and what are they?"

"They arein the centre of the world that you know, and they have the gift of clearing your mind,
making you seethings asthey redly are."

| suppose | must have sounded weerily dishdieving. "And just how do we find these—these magica
waters?'

He snorted crosdy. "In order to get you lot off my back and out of my hair | shall lead you there
mysdf. Right away!"



TheLoosing

The Waters of Truth

Wetravelled by the Secret Ways, the paths known only to sage and faery. Under hedge, by forest
path, through tunnels of ancient, gnarled wood, once through caves; and dl that while we met none others
save shadows, adisembodied greeting, a stirring of windless branches and a bending of grasses, laughter,
the sound of dissonant harebells, and yet we knew They crowded us through our journeying, watching,
guarding, guiding, enfolding usin their hands so soft we could not see. . . They? The spirits that man has
driven from hisworld to hidden fastnesses among the rocks, the dells, the streams that wind through
underground caverns. Listening to their laughter, fedling their mischievous hands | could understand and
yet regret man with his earthy, clumsy honesty—but did not Timeitself lay aside these Earlier Ones, for
They were children of another world than ours, too ddicate to survivein ours?

They loved Showy, climbed on hisback for rides, plaited hismanein the night, garlanded him with
faery flowers none could see, but picture from their evocative scent. They tweaked The Ancient's beard
unmercifully and rode unseen on his shoulders, and he was asindulgent as afather to his children. They
pressed fruit | had never tasted and could not see against my lipstill the juices ran down my chin, and yet
when | opened my eager mouth they were gone, skin, flesh and seeds so that | stood there like agaping
idiot and their laughter tinkled in my earsand | could smell cowdipsandrain.

Wewalked, rode, dept, talked, ate and drank like any other travellers, but of that time | remember
lessthan any other. | do not even remember how long it took, faery time | suppose; dl | know was that
we |eft the dragon'svillage in early spring and it was near the summer of Beltane when we cameto our
degtination. Likedl thingsto do with The Ancient there was a certain dream-like quality about the whole
thing, with none of the wear and tear associated with ordinary journeyings.

One evening we couched on soft mossin the forest, the next morning we burst through the thinning
trees, breasted a soft green dope starred with day's-eye and lion's teeth, speed-you-well and
bright-eyes, and there beneath uslay a secret valey. Behind us the deciduous forest, to the north steep
crags, to the east aforest of pines, to the south downs melting misty blue with distance and cuddling a
lazy river intheir arms. Below us athin cascade fell like aveil from the crags above onto dark rocks and
down to adeep pool of water surrounded by banks stained with flowers. A rainbow arced the fals and
from where we stood we could hear the birds sing.

Asif in adream we descended the steep Sides of the valley amost as though we were floating, and
dropped down by the water and drank deep. And fell adeep, fast adeep, dl of us, without dream.

When we awoke the sun was till rising in the sky and we had no way of knowing whether we hed
dept five minutes or awhole day and night. We stretched, yawned and greeted each other with smilesas
if thiswere one day when dl wasright with theworld. A fire smoked lazily and there were thin pancakes
and honey, amess of vegetable, tiny strawberries and The Ancient in asparkling robe of purplewith
golden glints, deevesrolled up to the elbows, dishing out our breskfast. | moved in adaze, sicky and
replete, my nogtrilsfilled with strange, soft smells, my earsfull of the rush and fall of water, the song of a



blackbird—"veni, vidi, vici, Dubree, Dubree’ (whoever he was)—my body warm, my eyes closed
againg theflicker of sunlight onwater. | opened them to roll over on to my stomach and watched an ant
climb agtak of grassuntil it tilted with itsweight againgt another, which it scaled, busy and full of
purpose. My eyes closed again—

Therewas adap on my rump that had me legping to my feet with ayowl of indignation.

"What did you do that for?"

"Youwere adeep.”

"Wasn't! | was just—resting my eyes.”

"Sounded like snoresto me," said The Ancient, nursing hisright hand. "'Sides, that hurt me as much
asit did you. What in the world have you got back there that is so hard?!

"My knife"

"Y ou don't need that now."

"Y ou never know . . . Anyway, why did you want me awake? To wash the pots? Can't you just
wave awand, or something?"

Heignored my flippancy. "Were herel”
IIWI,Hef?I
n He,e.ll

"Where's 'hereé?" | was being naughty, for | saw al the others were seated around looking expectant
and | knew we were about to have A Serious Tak, and | wanted to giggle instead and run away very
fast and pick flowers. | did giggle, then clapped my hand to my mouth over my mask, remembering that |
hadn't wanted even to smile for what seemed like months,

Conn patted the grass by hisside. "Come and sit down by me, darling girl. Sure, and | haven't heard
you laugh likethet in an agel”

But | sat down cross-legged between Moglet and Corby, facing him. | could not trust myself nearer
to Conn. Snowy blew down the back of my neck.

"Right," said The Ancient. "Now then.. .. Wdll, thisisit!"

"What?"

Heglared & me. "Will you let me spesk? Good. As| was saying—"

Puddy burped loudly and happily, his eyes closed, awing or something worse sticking from the
corner of hismouth.

"As| was saying—"

Corby bent his head under hisleft wing then rettled dl over, ending with histall, like awet dog.

"As| was saying—" shouted The Ancient.

Moglet jumped, then scratched inside her right ear, contemplated the sticky mess on her claws, and
licked them clean.

"Can't we go inthereal water?' asked Pisky. "I've been waiting ever so long for redl water and | am
sure there are ever so many good things over there. My blood needs variety, you know, and when oneis
trying to regain weight after an enforced diet my aunt twice-removed on my mother's side used to
Say—or wasit—"

"SHUT UP!" yelled The Ancient.

"No need to shout, now," said Conn peaceably. "Were dl ligening, you know, and—"

There was a sudden gesture from the old man and the fire jumped into a shower of blue and green
sparks asif it had been booted acrossthe grass. Then it died down into pale steady flame.

"Right! Now, can we get on without interruption? Good." The Ancient seated himsdif. "'l have
brought you here, as| promised, because | think you have dl lost your purpose.” He absent-mindedly



plaited thewisp of hair above hisright ear.

"My way isclear,” said Snowy softly. "Atlesst . . ."

"I think ... 1 should. ..l ought... Thereareplaces!'ve never seen. Now my sword ismended . .
" said Conn vaguely, and trailed off into silence.

"Now these headaches are better,” said Puddy dowly, "I suppose. . ."

"I could go and—" said Corby. "On the other hand . . ."

Therewas aprotracted silence.

"l don't know!" wailed Moglet.

| hugged her. "Neither do |, dear one! Except . . ." | looked everywhere except at Conn.

"You see?| wasright. Thisiswhy | brought you dl here." The Ancient glanced round at usdl. "Do
you want to wander around for the next ten years or so wondering who, what, why and when? Or would
you rather wash away the cobwebs, rattle your brainsinto some sort of order, discover again the ability
to make decisions—your own thistime, not everyone ese's?’

There was another silence, dl of ten heartbeats long. Then, faint and faraway, | thought | heard
music. Not the flute and drum of village dances, nor the chant of monks, nor yet the harsh trumpet of
battle, rather a gathering together of sounds from wind and sky and sea, rock and stream, trees and
leaves. .. [t was gone.

"What do we haveto do?' | asked.

"That'smy girl! Easy. Go bathein the poal.”

"Just that?* asked Conn. "Simple—too smple, methinks." He got to hisfeet and yawned. "Still, |
could do with adip. Wash off some of the grime. Coming, Thingy?"

| wanted to say that | wasn't Thing, Thingy, Thingummy, or Thingumgig, but held my tongue.
"Perhaps. In amoment. Y ou go."

"Wannagonow," said Pisky. "Carrymeover, carrymeover . .. " Gently | tipped him into the water, so
clear, so cold. Hislittle body wriggled delightedly and sank like a stone to the bottom, where | could see
him nosing among the plants—trouble was, that pearl had stretched his mouth so that he now atetwice as
much as| was sure afish should, even astarved one: ill, | suppose he was making up for seven
years—and sucking and spitting, standing on his head, flashing his sdes againgt the sandy bottom asif to
rid himsdlf of mites.

"Oh, well," said Corby. "Nothing ventured . . ." and he splashed himsdlf into the shallows, claws
gripping a stones, wings flapping an arc of spray. "Corrr .. ."

Besde me Puddy did into the water and paddied away, bubbling thoughtfully, then shooting off into
the reeds with astretch of legsand aflash of paebely.

"Can't swim. Don't like water," said Moglet, but she dipped her paw in and shook off the dropletsin
afine spray that diamonded her fur inamillion droplets. "Still, water'swarm. I'll soon dry off inthesun, |
suppose,” and she stepped delicately into a puddle and wriggled.

| looked around; Snowy had disappeared—strange, | should have thought he would be first into the
water—and The Ancient was tending the fire, once more trying to go to deep.

Conn? Ah, there was Conn. And | blushed and hid my eyes, then peered through my fingers. For
Conn stood, naked, right where the cascade of water hit the pool and he was misted with water, histal,
dim body gleaming, the hair on his chest and under hisraised arms darker than the hair on his head and
the hair a hisgroin—

| hid my eyes and wished mysalf desperately somewhere, nearer, farther—

"Come on, Thingummy!" caled Conn, splashing happily. "1t'swonderful!"

"Inaminute, aminute,” | answered, but | crouched down and held my head in my hands. | did not
want—



There was atremendous shove in the smdl of my back and | was gasping, drowning, freezing, the
water roaring in my ears, my dressfloating up past my face, the hair on my head streaming like seaweed.
| surfaced, spluttering, to see The Ancient grinning as he fished out my shift and dresswith astick and
hauled it to the bank.

"Y ou pushed mein!"

"If I'd waited for you to jump thered be as much snow on your hair asmine." He picked up my
clothing. "I'll dry these out by thefire. Enjoy your swim . . ."

For amoment | panicked and tried to climb out, only to dip on the wet grass and fdl back in,
struggling like ahooked trout, the water filling my eyes, my nose, my mouth once again; but suddenly |
redlized that the water was not cold, as my frantic mind had told my skin. It seemed now almost the same
temperature as my own body. | relaxed, and it caressed me, tickling and stroking, hushing and soothing,
anurse caming her charge. | remembered again how the seal had borne me on hisback out of the bay. |
turned to embrace the water, and, diding into the unseen depths, gave mysdlf to the el ement as though we
wereindivisble so that | was almost resentful that | had to rise to the surface and take bregth. Then,
when | surfaced the sun struck me full upon the face. For amoment | did not recognize the significance,
but when | did | dived straight back into the water searching franticaly, but the mask had gone!

Borne away by the vagaries of the current maybe, tangled in the weed, trapped by a shifting stone: dl
| knew wasthat | could not leave the water without it. Why, | had rather stumble naked than bare my
ugliness! At any moment now | might come face to face with Conn. Desperately | paddied away into the
middle of the stream; perhaps | could ask Pisky and Puddy to look for me: but they seemed to have
disappeared. If | gathered ahandful of reeds, could | plait them into asquare and hold that before my
face? But the reeds bent away from my questing hands, dipping teasingly through my fingers, and dl at
once the water silvered with bubbles, like a pan of water just beforeit boils, and | forgot | needed to
bresthe, forgot everything except the shower of brightness that surrounded me.

It scoured my mind free of the stains of bitterness and despair, asit doughed away all the remaining
grime and dirt from my body, until | was as clean as a new-washed child, carefree at last. Now al the
memories had returned, but tidied into their proper places; | knew how and where and why and what,
and with this came a sort of peace, an acceptance of what | had been, what | was now, so that my face
was my face and that was that; no moaning over lost looks, for | had been fair asachild, | had had my
mother's slver mirror and my nurseswords for that. So, when the change? The day the raiders came?
Had my nurse scarred me to be no longer desirable as adave? Or had the witch disfigured me? There
were no memoriesfor this, but perhaps | had not known at the time. Usdlessto speculate: | was ugly
now, would be ugly for therest of my life, but at least now | was straight and dim, and unknotted in body
aswell asmind. Perhaps| could still be of useto Conn, keep house for him while he went off on his
adventures. | recognized, too, that the paths of my other companions might take a different direction from
mine

| accepted al this, but it did not mean | wanted it so. No, what had been washed away in those
waters was not desire or love or needing, but the worst of my salfishness. | was aware that | must show
Conn my face before | lost courage, because this was the face he would have to accept if he were to ask
me again to take hisname. And if he changed his mind when he saw it, if he did not renew his offer, then
| knew he would be gentleman enough at least to help meto find a place of my own. And with that |
might have to be content . . .

| surfaced for breath and he was standing thigh-deep in the water, some dozen or so yards away, his
back turned, the water running from hisfreckled shoulders down into the hollow of his back and
dropping from hisfirm buttocks. | stood up and my hair streamed down my back and my face and body
were naked to the sun.

Now! Now—or never. Oh, how | loved him, in that last moment before he turned. | should not be
able to bear that look of revulsion, | knew that, but | had to, | had to, there must be truth between us. |
held that last moment tight as a precious stone. . . | was aware that the water was quiet, the birds had



hushed their song, that my friends were nowhere to be seen, except for the flicker of Snowy between the
dark trees away to my right. | wished | knew how to pray . . .

"Conn!" | cdled softly. "Conn.. . ."

And dowly, so dowly he turned and we stood face to face, and then the waters parted and he
walked towards me and there was nothing except aloving astonishment in his eyes as he reached for my
hands.

"Andisit redly you? Why, in the name of dl the saints, did you hide that away and pretend to be
ugly? Sure, and you're the most beautiful girl 1've ever seen!”

And suddenly there was music, music that The Ancient had said was Love's Song rather than Love's
Degth, and dl the earth sang until my whole body wasfilled with it and it spilt from my mouth, nogtrilsand
ears and gushed from my eyesin astonished, grateful tears. For hetold the truth. It wasin hiseyes, and
to him, at least, | was beautiful. | freed my hands and put them to my face to discover the sudden
difference but it was the same face. Then, how? Was he blinded by the waters? Had some spell diverted
him from the truth? And how long would thisilluson last?

"I'm not redlly. It'sthisplace, | suppose. I'm ugly: | saw my facein thewitch'smirror and felt it al
over and the fed hasn't changed. It was scarred and twisted and blurred and askew, as though someone
had ground their hedl into the bones and turned it againgt the flesh. Truly, truly Conn.. . ."

He amiled, and thetips of his moustache curled upwards and smiled also. Hiseyes held
laughter-wrinkles at the corners and what | saw in their depths made me consciousthat | stood breast to
breast with anaked man, naked mysdlf. | lowered my gaze and saw his body, which was more
embarrassing ill. | blushed, and would have turned away but he reached out and took my shouldersand
held them fast. | wasintensely aware of the rough callouses on his hands, the puckered scar that ran
across hisleft pam. | raised my eyesto hisagain, surprised to see the reflection there in miniature of a
face | did not recognize.

| had to know. "Tel me what—tell me what you see?’

"Vanisit now, and asking for compliments? Very well—" He saw meflinch, "—it'steasing | was.
Now, let me see. . ." He stood back a pace. "Well, the hair is straight, and black as Corby'swings, that
you'll agree. Theskinispae, aswdl it might be, hidden all that time behind that pestiferous mask! But |
think it will dways be milk rather than ale. . . Cheekbonesthat stretch the skin high and a chin that bodes
ill for anyone that crosses you—No, no!" He leant forward and his hand caressed my cheek. "I did not
mean ill, and if you scowl like that you'll turn the milk of your complexion sour, soyou will . . . That's
better!" He smiled again, a heart-turning smile, and | shut my eyes. "And if that'sfor me to admire your
eyelashes, they're aslong as grass-pider'slegs. . . Look up. I'll tell you that your eyes are the colour of
the violets under the hedge and big as an owl's, but twice as pretty. But your mouth . . ."

Hefrowned, and my heart stopped. Had | fangslike awolf, amouth like afish? Or abeak like a
bird? Wasit puckered like atight-drawn purse or sprouting with hairs? Wasthislast to spoil the whole?

He laughed, and the sun caught his eyes so that they screwed up. ™Y our mouth is different,” he said.
"It isthe most kissable mouth | have ever seen!™

And he bent his head and placed hislipson mine,



TheLoosing: Unicorn

The Sleeping Prince

“But then of course you dwayswere pretty,” said The Ancient.

In utter confusion | had fled Conn's embrace back to thefire, flinging on my ill damp clotheswith
scant ceremony, and combing my hair furioudy with my fingers. The Ancient had chuckled, obvioudy
having overseen our dramatic mesting in the waters. Of course | had had to ask whether my new face
would last, and he had told me it was my dways-face. " The one you were born with," he had said, and
somehow, even in al the confusion of remembering, the traumas of the quest, the half-forgotten pains, this
little consol ation was the most important thing of al.

"But it was different when | lived with thewitch,” | said, for he had reminded me that my nurse had
caled me her "pretty chick." My father told methat although | had my mother's colouring and eyes, | had
his chin, cheekbones and hair. | could recal him well: tal, lean, fierce, with scowling brows yet with a
mouth that could smile as easily asit would tighten in determination. And my mother; smal, rounded, soft,
with hair alittle lighter than Conn's, skin like cream and amouth to kiss and laugh—but remembering was
gtill very painful. It was as though they had died afew days since, and | did not want to think of them as|
had seen them last, not yet . . .

"Of courseit was different with the witch," scoffed The Ancient. "Because you weretold s0.”

| dragged my mind back to the present. " She showed me. She had amirror . . ."

"A magic mirror. Y ou saw what she wanted you to see. Shetold you you had afacelike the
arse-end of apig with a curling snout, and that's what you saw in the mirror. Y ou were conned, my
flower, conned good and proper.” He flung a couple more sticks on thefireand | leant forward to dry
my hair the better. "Not surprising redly.”

"Why?"

"Why convince you you were ugly? She could see even then that you would grow into the beauty she
could never be, save by sorcery. Number one: jealousy. Number two: even if you were unconscious of
your attraction, those moronsin the village would soon have sought you out as you grew. Notoriety of
any kind she did not want. So, you became her hunched and ugly familiar, a Thing to be avoided by
outsiders and ignored by her, for masked you were as anonymous as the furniture.. . .

"Have you told him who you are?"

| blushed. "Not yet. We—we didn't have much chance. . ."

"Chance enough now." He dropped the stick he had been using to poke the fire as Conn came
sriding up towards us, his hair still darkened and wildly curling from the water. "Come, Sir Knight, and
be properly introduced to your affianced!"

“I'm not—"

"She hasn't—" we said together, and then would not look at one another.



"Come, come now!" said The Ancient, absent-mindedly throwing a handful of some pungent powder
on thefire so that we al started back, eyes smarting from the smoke. ""Damnation and pestbags! Wrong
one. . . Never mind. Chaudy-froidy then, you two?"

"Pardon?"

But apparently Conn understood hisjargon. "Not exactly. Not asfar as|'m concerned. But she—"
he hesitated. "Her, Thingy | mean, e—She's different.”

"Not at al! Y ou agreed to give your name to a person, not apretty face. Y ou too, flower."

"That's another thing!" | said, glad to snatch at any excuse to change the course of thisembarrassing
conversation. "Y ou knew my red nameal dong, didn't you? All that business of flowersand floraand
faunaandthings. . ."

"Fowers?" echoed poor Conn, the only one not in the know.

"Of course | did! What'sthe use of being unusualy gifted—" Hefailed to look modest, "—if one
doesn't use the gift? Come on now, tell him your red name. . ."

| remembered my manners and curtseyed formaly in Conn'sdirection. "My name, Sir Knight, is
Fleur de Mayon, only child of thelate Sir Ranulf de Mayon of Cottisvode and hiswife, JuliaFlavia,
second daughter of Claudius of Winkinworth . .. So my blood isjust asgood asyours!™ | added
childishly and glared & him.

"l never—"

"I know you didn't! But that's not the point . . ."

"Wdl what is?1 gill—"

"Not redly! Really, redly ... It'sjust like buying ahen that lays one amonth and then finding it
performs every day instead. Or twinned lambsfrom abarren ewe. . . All of asudden you develop a
gpecid affection for your liability—"

"l never said you—"

"I know you didn't! But that's not the point—"

"Well, in Heaven'sname whét is, then?"

"Y ou thought it, even if you didn't say so!"

"l did not!"

"Anyway, I'm not, so therel” | left Conn standing with his mouth open and ran towardstheriver,
angry tearsrolling down my new-old face, not even sure why | was behaving thisway. Wasit because
everything seemed to be going right, that now | had areasonable face | aso had bargaining power? Had
| really wanted to be ugly, to make amartyr of Conn and avictim of mysdf? Wasn't | glad he would
have a pretty face to look at? Did this mean that perhaps he would no longer want me, except asa
plaything? Had my ugly security vanished? | didn't know, | didn't understand mysdlf and, blinded by the
futiletears, | ran straight into Snowy. " Sorry!"

"No bones broken, Fleur," he said mildly, and nuzzled my cheek. "Come now, no tears. lifeisfor
enjoying, my little one, and what seems an insurmountable mountain one day will be amolehill the next.
No, don't try to explain—" for | had opened my mouth to sick-up my troubles, "—there isno need.
Come, we shdl pay avist together . . ."

"Avigt?'

"To aplace | know nearby. | have atryst to keep. Are you too ladylike to ride astride once more?”

"“I'mnolady .. ."

"Y ou will be sometime, whether you wish it or no. We must adl grow up.”

So | vaulted to his back and clung to his mane as we splashed through the stream and moved into the

dark forest on the other side. His coat was damp, so he, too, must have bathed in The Ancient's Pool of
Truth. He carried me swiftly down a path that snaked among the cool, pae trunks of conifer that



crowded in on either Side, his hooves making no sound on the deep carpet of old needles. Although here
it was dark, and the spring sun seemed far away, there was a sense of stealthy movement, of trees
gretching and yawning from their deep, and the dow stir of sap. Once or twice there was the russet flash
of squirrel and roe deer, but for the most part only the soft beat of our passing. We emerged into abare
clearing, where the trees drew back into a circle—winter-blackened grass, afew scrubby bushes, a
cloudy sky now visible above.

Snowy halted so smartly that | did from his back.
"Arewe here?' | said, struggling to my feet.

"Weare. .. Come, | want to show you something." He paced dowly to the northernmost corner of
the clearing and stopped. There was a bare patch, moss and lichen scraped away but recently, a space
surrounded by rock and stone, about as wide and long as a man. Just like agrave—

"Look!" said Snowy. "Comeand look close. . ."

| looked, and saw what seemed like a sheet of dirty ice, but as| knelt down the substance cleared
when my breath touched it and it seemed as though | was staring down into a deep, transparent pool.

"Oh, dear Gods!" | cried. "There's abody down there! Snowy, Snowy, help me drag him out! He
may not be quite drowned. See, thereis colour till in his cheeks, and—"

"No, my dear one," said Snowy sadly. "Thereisno life there, not aswe know it. Do not break your
nails, child, itisusdess. . ." For | was scrabbling vainly against what | first had taken to beice, then
water, and now knew to be neither. It seemed like some thick, diamond-clear glass, and yet the hair of
the drowning boy waved with the weeds and if only | could—I looked wildly round for arock, astone.

"It isenchantment,” said Snowy. "And one of her best.”

"Her?" | questioned, but there was no need for the question. | knew at once who he meant. "You
mean you fdl foul of Her, too? But how?"'

And then hetold me of the dance of death his beloved prince had performed to her bidding, how he
and the witch had battled and how the prince now lay in everlasting deep, locked in the crystal pooal. |
gazed down at thelong limbs, dim hips, broad chest, tapering fingers; at the cloud of fair hair that framed
the handsome, perhaps too handsome face.

"But—but there must be some way of releasing him!" | said. "The spell shelaid on uswas dispelled
by the dragon, that on Conn by atwist of words. . ."

"Ohyes, thereisaway. But it means desth, death to both of us. If | strike the crystal with my new
golden horn, the one the dragon restored, then | ceaseto livein thisworld; | choose death, as mortas
haveto die. And my prince? Now, see, he dreams, and could be |eft forever in akind of immortality. If |
break the spdll he diesalso, for heismorta likeyou. Do | choose that for him, or am | content to leave
him to his dreams, and find my brethren in the west”?'

"But how can you know what he dreams? See, he frowns, even now, and turnshishead . . ."

Snowy reared up, and struck hisfront hooves hard on the crystal tomb. There was ahollow ringing,
but no ssgn of acrack. "How do | know whether she locked away nightmaresin that living death?' | put
my arms around his neck, but what could | say? How could I, with my petty temper and uncertainties,
console this fagry creature whose agony was so much greater than mine had ever been? How could |
reconcile the love of human being and immortal, when apparently | couldn't even manage amortd affair
mysdf?

* % %

When we reached the camp again it was dusk. | dipped down from Snowy's back and joined the
others round The Ancient's fire, but no one asked where we had been, or what we had done.

There was avegetable stew for supper and rye bread, and then atruffle cake, tasting sweet and
warm and earthy dl at once and we dl, even Snowy and Moglet and Pisky, had generous helpings. It
was strange, it seemed to answer dl the needsfor taste in the world. Inaway it reminded me—



"Mouse-Dugd" | accused, ditting bolt upright and glaring at The Ancient. "And something ese. . ."

"Maybe. Maybe not," he answered mildly, tapping the side of hislong nose. "And then again,
perhaps.”

"But you know it makesusdl act funnily . . ." | giggled, remembering Tom Trundleweed and as
suddenly sobered, recalling Conn's proposa.

"Doesno harm. After dl, it'sour last medl together: you won't need me any more after tonight.”

"Last med?' said Conn. "Why, are you going avay?"

"Away?Wheresaway? Y ou knew | could not stay with you once the quest was completed. There
are other little crises here and there, you know, and aso with increasing age | need my deep. A hundred

years perhaps, and then something interesting might turn up . . ." Hisvoicetrailed away and he poked the
fireuntil it burned blue.

| looked a him, it seemed for the first time. The trouble was, he kept shifting; like three or four
people playing peep-and-hide dl at the same time. One moment there was avery, very old man with
cheekswrinkled like aforgotten russet and wearing asilly hat, the next ayoung helmeted warrior sat
there, dark and grim-faced; again, amerry-eyed child with inquisitive eyes and snapping fingers, or a
mild-faced middle-aged man with receding hair and protruding teeth . . . | shut my eyes: it wastoo
confusng. Which was The Ancient? Or was he al of them? Or they al part of him?

| must have dozed off. When | opened my eyes again the fire was pa e green with crackling silver
gparks. The Ancient was an old man again, answering some question of Conn's of which | caught the
echo but not the sense.

" ...aquedtion of adifferent dimenson,” The Ancient was saying. "And only those who have been
there could understand. They don't very often come back. It is, | suppose, very much like avivid dream,
you are red and there and experiencing everything as though it were here and now, but when you return
you have to re-adjust to now asif now werethedream . . . It'sconfusing, especidly if something
momentous is involved: sometimes you wish to stay too long, and then you are trgpped in that time
forever..."

Time-Travel. | dozed again, and then someone else must have asked a question—Moglet?>—for The
Ancient was answvering again.

"No, once they have gone, let them go. They have ajourney to make and are only confused if you try
and call them back, and might lose their way. Y ou would not wake asmiling child from dream, nor yet a
peaceful kitten, would you? No, let them go: in peace, and with your blessing.”

Suddenly | did not like al thistalk about "going"—was he talking about death? 1 sat up, rubbing the
deegp from my eyes.

"Y ou say we don't need you anymore, now we have completed our quest—but we haven't.” | tucked
my feet under me and glanced round at the others. Snowy's long mane hung down, hiding his eyes,

Corby was preening, Puddy's throat moved up and down; Pisky'sfins, beautiful now, waved gently from
sdeto sde; Moglet was purring with her eyes shut and Conn—Conn waslooking acrossthefire a me,
his eyes bright and soft at the sametime: | took a deep bresth and looked away. "What | mean isthis: we
have lost our burdens, thanks to you and the dragon, and you told us that once this was done we should
be healed—which we are—" | stretched, feding with pleasure the way my spine arched back, "—»but
you aso said we should find our own destinies, or wordsto that effect, and you made us bathe in that
pool over thereto clear our minds. Well, hasit? Cleared them, | mean?"'

The firewas now a soft, rosy pink and the cinders gold and purple.
"Oh, I think they al know what they want," said The Ancient. "But |et's ask them, just to make sure.

"Widl, now," said Puddy, "let me congder . . ." Hemade up hismind. "l have apicturein my mind of
alow hesth topped by awood and dotted with broom, furze, gorse and thickets of bramble. Thereare



two or three ponds—nothing too grand, you understand—and thereis ajumble of rocksto hide amongst
when the sunistoo hot or the wind too cold. And there are others there of my kind, to exchange
reminiscences with during thelong days. . . A toad could grow old there, with pleasure.”

"And | seesabit of countryside, nothing too grand neither, with abit of avillage with fieldsand
woods behind and cliffsin front,” said Corby. "Something like that place of the White Wyrme. A place
where the wind stretches your wings and there's food when you seek it and company in plenty and
shelter if the going's tough. But the great thing isto have the fellersto natter to and the youngsters growing
up to be taught to take your place. . ."

"A lake" said Pisky. "Full of bright shalows and deep crannies, so you may have the sun and the
shadow when you wish it. People to come down and feed you and trail their fingersin the water, which
warms at their touch; and they call you by name and there are other, lesser fish, who need aking, a
consort. By and by the lake runswith your kind and your children and grandchildren and
great-grandchildren cometo you for your wisdom. . ."

"A fireand fish and milk and acuddle,” said Moglet. "Miceto catch, the run of the rooftops, alength
of twineto chase, abasket full of milky kittens. . ."

And they lapsed into their dreams again, dreams that now had a purpose.

| thought, jealoudly, that | could find them their sandy heaths with pond, cliffs and woods, asmall
lake, awarm fire; they didn't have to sound asif it would al have nothing to do with me.

"And you, Flora?' said The Ancient. Thefirewasgold, dl gold.

| leant back in thelong grass and looked up at the stars, so near | could reach out and pluck them,
then blow them away likethistledown . . . "l want ahouse, not abig one, but large enough to have
Separate roomsto seep, to edt, to cook, to sew and just Sit. It must be near enough to the seafor meto
hear the sedls Sing, with astream that wanders nearby. It would be niceif it were near ahump of hill that
would shoulder away the north winds, and | should welcome the martletsin the eaves, come summer. |
should grow herbsfor the market and we should keep goats and chickens and have a big enough plot to
keep usin vegetables. . ."

"We?Us?'

"Me and my husband and the children. Two boys and two girls. And cats. And a dog, something to
guard uswhen my husband isaway, but who will go hunting with him when heishome. Oh, and his
horse, amare so we can breed.”

"And what is his name, this husband-to-be?"

| frowned; | had been ableto see dl thislike apicture, atapestry of bright colours, but somehow a
draught had caught the weave and | could only catch glimpses, no faces, no names. "'l don't know: he
won't keep Htill. Perhapsif | closemy eyes. . ." | did, and was drifting off into adream where| was
gtanding near a gate in the sunshine with a blue butterfly on my finger and the scent of honey in my
nostrils, when | heard someone | knew taking nearby.

"...and| thought | would go back to travelling, to fighting, the only things | knew, but | have
changed my mind. Once, | thought that al | wanted was a sword to be mended and armour to be clean,
but now | know there are other, more important thingsin life than wandering. |, too, want ahouse, a
home; | want awoman to love me and be loved in return, and | want children aswell. The sword | was
so proud of shall be used no more. | want to mend bones, not break them . . ."

| smiled in my dream: that was my husband talking. | knew who hewas now and | turned to greet
him and the butterfly flew out of my handsintothesun. ...



TheLoosing: Unicorn

Snowy's Choice

| awoke with astart, clear in mind and very cold, for Corby and Moglet had appropriated my cloak.
Puddy squatted on a stone nearby, Pisky was dreaming in his bowl, Conn and The Ancient were huddled
under their cloaks, the latter snoring gently. We were complete dtill, in spite of dl thetalk earlier, al seven
of us, eight with—I knew immediately what had woken me: Snowy was gone. Not just physicaly, for he
often wandered off on hisown; no, it was more than that. It was as though he had suddenly severed the
tiesthat had bound us dl, cut usfrom his heart, banished us from histhoughts, and with agrowing sense
of anxiety | knew what he was about to do. No wonder he had been slent earlier.

Springing to my feet | scanned the far bank of the stream . . . There was aghostly shimmer of white
among the dark trunks of the trees. | should not have seen him at dl but that it was the still hour before
dawn, when there is an dmost imperceptible lightening, as though one vell at least has been drawn back
from night's dark window. Without thought | followed him, splashing through the shallows of the stream
and scrambling up the bank, running onto the silent pine carpet that aided itsway through the trees,
adwaysthat pale glimmer tantdizingly far ahead. He was so much fagter than I, too, and it was only my
desperate desire to catch him before he abandoned us dl that lent speed to my stumbling feet.

At last | reached the clearing and there he was, standing before the crystal pool. Stumbling over a
fdlenlog | fell to my kneeswith ajolt that knocked the bresth from me. But with the last of my ebbing
grength | caled out to him with my mind, my heart.

He raised his head and looked over a me. "1 must,” he said. "Y ou know that, my little Fleur. Go
back, child, to your love, and leave meto mine. . ."

"But my dear one, my dearest one, we need you too!" Crying heplesdy now, | buried my facein my
hands; only to fed his soft nose againgt my wet cheek, his mane brushing my hair.

"Peace, peace. . . | loved you, too. Remember usl” | listened to the soft thud of his hooves, dying
away. Then there was silence. Opening my tear-blurred eyes, | started at aterrible crash and a scream of
anguish | will dways remember. Afterwards dl that could be heard was the agonizingly dow tinkle as of
thousands of glasses shattering.

| was amost afraid to look up. At the edge of the clearing, where the trees faded into darkness,
stood my beloved unicorn, thefirgt light of dawn catching the gleam of his golden horn. Standing by his
sde, one arm flung around his neck, stood the prince.

"Youredl right,” | whispered. "You'redl right . . ."

They did not hear me, they could not hear me! Slowly they walked awvay from meinto theforest, ina
world of their own.

Thetears were scalding my cheeks, as| watched them go, the most terrible thing of al wasthat |

could see the trees beyond them right through their bodies, clearer and clearer, and therisng sun rose
and dissolved them dowly, like migt, until they were merdly atwist of smokethat roseinto theair, hung



for amoment like afrosty breath, and then were no more. . .

TheLoosing: Toad , Crow

Six Feathers

Conn found me alittle while later. He caught me close and hugged me, not entirely and unreservedly,
but with asort of courteous passion, asthough he was not yet quite sure how | should welcome his
embrace. "Dont cry, girl," hesaid. "It'swhat they wanted. And there are other worlds than this."

| looked up &t last, wiping my swollen eyes. Everything had changed. Where there had been
desolation, now the sun struck through the dim conifers, adiffused morning light that candled the wild
anemonesinto pink and mauve and purple, touched late snowdrops into warm white, glowed among the
violets, turned the coltsfoot into flame, uncurled the tiny daffy-down-dilliesinto open-faced wonder and
crept like ahesitant visitor among the moss, lichens and first tender spears of grass. A squirrel raced
down atree and hesitated upside down, cocking his heed, bright eyes gleaming, russet tail twitching asif
timing the full-throated, sweet music of the wren on the branch above. A tiny round vole, furry, sat up
and washed hiswhiskersin the dew.

| stood up. Where the crystal tomb had shattered atiny spring rose and bubbled in the grass. With a
breath that tore in my throat | stepped forward to pick up ascrap of gold that glistened in the clear
water, and held it out to Conn.

"It'sfrom hishorn!" | said, marvelling at the three-spiralled gold ring.

Without aword, Conn took it from me, and gently dipped it on the middle finger of my right hand.

"Went at early light," said Puddy, back at the camp. "Packed up histhingsand just |eft.”

"Without even saying goodbye?"* said Conn.

"Not exactly,” said Corby. "Sort of said it was time he made tracks. Said you two would
understand.”

"Well, | don't..."

"'Courseyou do," said Pisky briskly. "He said so last night. Not in so many words, | admit, but |
understood him to say that we didn't need him any more now we knew what we were looking for . . ."

"Heleft you amessage,” said Moglet. "Well, dl of us, redly. ‘A direction and some reminders he
sad. . . Where's Snowy?'

So wetold them.

"Glad for him," said Puddy.

"Bravething to do," said Corby.

"Wish | had seen hisprince," said Pisky. "Never seenaprince. . ."



"l wish | was brave," said Moglet. "When Snowy was here he made me braver.”
Conn looked a me. "' So, now what?'

"l suppose we pack up and go—wherever we belong,” | said dowly. "Wherever that may be. . ." |
would not look at Conn. "Wher€sthis 'direction’ you were talking about, Moglet?*

Sheled usover to aflat patch of ground. There, forming arough arrow pointing southwestish, were
six feathers. A rook's and amartlet's, a sparrow's and a cockerdl's; an owl'sand adove's.

Conn took a sighting, then picked up the feathers one by one, scratching his head. "The direction's
clear enough, but what's the reminder? What have any of us, apart from Corby here, got to do with
festhers?'

"'Oneeach,' hesaid,” said Moglet. " 'So aswewouldn't forget .. .' "
| looked at the feathersin Conn's hand. " Some of them do have meanings” | said. "Likeflowers. . ."
"Of course! Cock feather for courage, owl for wisdom; martlet'straveler'sluck; dove. . . Peace?’

"Or fiddity," sad I. "Sparrow isfor fecundity—L ots of babies," | explained to Moglet, because we
had been talking human-speech.

"And arook does nothing but chatter, so | suppose that oneisfor the power of speech,” said Conn.
"Well, who haswhat?"

| glanced at the others. "They could apply to usal, one way and another. Why don't you just pin
them to your cloak until we discover whichiswhich?' | said to Conn.

"Right," he said, twisting the festhersinto abadge.

"Fleur, is everything packed up? Puddy, into my pocket! Corby, would you take a scan from the top
of that tree and seeif the path isclear: in line with the oak and the ash . . . Like atop-up before we go,
Pisky? Moglet, you can run on alittle until you get tired, then I'm sure Thingy—sorry, Fleur, won't mind
carrying you for awhile, I'll take the big pack, girl, if you can manage the other?"

| gazed at him in astonishment. Here was anew Conn, very definitely in command. He caught my
gaze and winked. "Amazing what afew featherswill do, isnt it?'

We |eft that enchanted place in early summer, but when we left its shelter we found that the world
outsdewas il in early spring and none too warm.

For thefirst few miles| missed both Snowy and The Ancient, maddening magician that he was.
Sometimes | would look up, haf-expecting to catch aglimpse of our unicorn. But | knew in my heart that
he had gone for ever, and gradually hisloss became less hard to bear. But Conn kept up afast pace with
Corby cdlling out the route from overhead. Moglet continualy got lost in the bushes chasing inviting
smédlls. Pisky demanded to stop every timewe cameto alikely pond. We aso had to buy provisionsin
thefirg village we cameto, and | had Conn's shirt and my shift to wash aswell asarip in hishoseto
mend

Wetravelled theway The Ancient had indicated, and were happy in each other's company as every
day thelight grew stronger, the sun rose higher and the land burgeoned. Every day the animas grew
stronger, braver, more cgpable of providing for themsalves, and every night they dept nearby and every
morning | found it easier to talk to Conn than to remember their speech, and forgot to remember why . . .

Until one day, just after Conn's Easter Feast. It had been cold at night and sharp during the day for a
week. Spring had held back her buds, but that morning we awoke to a change of wind; awarm southerly
breeze shook the pale catkins and ruffled my hair. We had been climbing a smal escarpment under a
hazy sun, and at midday | suggested we sit under the trees for bread and cheese.

"Canwegojud alittle further?' asked Puddy, restlesdy shifting on webbed feet. "And abit to the
|eft?"

"What's alittle further'?"
"l don't know; just afedling. Can we?"



If only I had said no—but would it have been any different in the long run?

Instead | picked him up in my hands and followed his directions, the otherstrailing behind. Theland
dropped away into a sandy dope, rock-strewn and gorse-covered. Beyond lay scrub, marsh, two
ponds—

"Oh, Puddy," | said. "Not yet, not yet!"

"But thisistheplace" he said smply. "My home."

"You cant! Webdong. . ."

"Y es. We belong, and dwayswill. But | had apicturein my mind, and thisisit. Sorry, Thing der,
but thisiswhere| want to live out the rest of my life." Helooked up a me. "Y ou wouldn't want to deny
methis?'

| shook my head, not trusting any other form of communication.

"Glad for you," said Corby. "Hopeit's as easy for therest of us. . ."

"Nice ponds,” said Pisky. "But too shalow for me, | suspect; aking-carp wantsalarger territory.
Still, I'm pleasad you have found your destiny so soon. May luck go with you, my friend: cool summers
and warm winters and food and company whenever you need it."

"Happiness!" said Moglet.

"Good place for toads, | should think," said Conn. "Shal | carry him down to the nearest pond?”

"Next one'sbest,” said Puddy. "Doesn't dry up in adrought, as| remember . . ."

But | had to carry him, not anyone else. Making my way down between rocks and yellow gorse |
trod upon the soft sand where al about me were the tracks of other creatures. water-birds, lizards, frogs,
newts, grass snake, and | saw severa toads bound on the same journey as Puddy. A brimstone butterfly
brushed my cheek and joined another dancing towards the bright waters. Midges patterned rhythmically
above our heads.

Gently | set Puddy down, looking for the last time at that warm, warty little body, the bright eyes, the
tapered toes, the gulping throat, and the dight, light scar where the emerald had lived for solong. The
wind was soft, the water ruffled with cat's-paws, and al around bird-song, the calling of frogs late, toads
ealy.

"Oh, Puddy," | said. "I didn't redlize how much it would hurt!"

Conn came over and tickled hisfinger under Puddy's chin. "Goodbye, old comrade: it wasfun

travelling together. Now, go and find aniceyoung lady toad . . ." | doubted if Puddy understood, for
Conn was spesking human. "Come on, girl, hell be just fine now."

But | knelt and cupped Puddy in my hands once more. "'l loveyou,” | said.

"Metoo, human." He nodded at Conn. "I understood . . . Our ways are different now, but | shal not
forget. It was good, wasit not?' And he jumped from my hands and waded into the pond, turning at the
last moment. "May your destiny be near,” he said formaly, "and me and mine will dwayslivein peace
withyou."

"And | withyou," | answered, equaly formally. "And dl creaturesthat share water and land shal be
my concern and that of my children and theirsfor ever more.”

"Thanks. Can | have my feather? Therook's, | think: | have rather got out of the way of speech, of
gossp..."

My fingerstrembled as| unfastened the feather from Conn's jacket. "I'll stick it here, so you can see
it when you come out of thepond . . ."

"Remember mel" he said, and | watched the gdlant little form, moving alittle stiffly, for he waswell
into middle-years, toad-time, swim down and down into the depths until he was hidden from view.

From then onit wasasif | had forgotten how to speak to hiskindred. | could never again, aslong as
| lived, converse with them as | had once done.



But Moglet snuggled up to me and whispered: " I'll never leaveyou. . ."

It was Corby's turn next.

After three days the wind changed yet again and came gusting in from the northeast, and farmers
were looking anxioudy at their orchards as the trees tossed and troubled, blossom falling too soon. One
morning Corby declined breskfast, but stretched and flapped hiswings, risng afew feet, then sinking
down again, hiseyes bright, his head restless.

"It'snouse” hesaid at last. "I shdl haveto go; thewindsarecdling . . ."

"Oh, no, Corby! Not you, too!" | cried.

"Metoo, lass. You knew it had to come.”

"But so soon!™

"Human years are not crow years; I'm not ayoungster any more, you know." It wastrue: around his
bill, and under hiswing where the sapphire had been, the feathers were greying. "The windstell me of
that village | was speaking of, remember? And | know my brethren are waiting: | can hear them call
down thewind. Y ou wouldn't deny me that, now would you?'

What could | say?But | tried to put him off, till tomorrow, next week—

"Thewindsareright and | can smel my way home. If | wait. . ."

"But—I shdl never seeyou again!™

"Who knows, who knows. . . Better choose afegther, | spose. . . Give usthe martlet's: traveller's
luck, that'swhat | need.” And he tucked it under hiswing, whereit blended with the rest of hisfeathers.

| wanted the others to help me to persuade him to stay, but once again they played metraitor.

"Hy theair like water," said Pisky. "And may you have food a-plenty, comradeship, and your choice
of theladies™

"Happiness!" said Moglet.

"Fare you well," said Conn. "Enjoyed your company, bird . . ."

| sank to the ground and held out my arms and he waddled to my |ap, his beak nibbling my ear.
"Now, come on then, human: your life lies ahead of you too, you know . . . We al knew this had to
happen sooner or later, didn't we? Me and minewill alwayslivein peacewithyou. . ."

"I loveyou," | said, and hewalked from my lap and roseinto the air, at first clumsly, then asagust of
wind caught him, riding the currents eesily.

"Metoo!" hecried. "It wasfun, wasn't it? Remember me. . ." and he spiralled upwards and then
headed northeast into the wind, and the sun hurt my eyes so | could not see for the tears.

"Thewindsbewith you," | said unsteadily. "And dl creaturesthat fly the air shall be my concern and
that of my children and theirsfor ever more. . ."

But from then onit wasasif | had forgotten how to speak to hiskindred and | could never again, as
long as| lived, converse with them as | had once done.

For days after, whenever | saw an untidy bundle of crow on the ground, or heard their harsh cry or
watched their erratic flight in the air, my heart best faster, hoping against hope that it was Corby. But it
never was.

There was no bright destiny waiting for methat | could see. But | had Pisky till, trapped in his bowl,
and my beloved Moglet.

And every night now she snuggled up to me and whispered: "I'll never leaveyou. . ."



TheLoosing: Fish

The Lake by the Castle

During the next six weeks | was lulled into a sense of fase security, for thefour of ustravelled
undisturbed and undivided. There seemed no change in anyone athough there was, so subtlethat | did
not noteit at thetime. Every day, imperceptibly, Moglet's and Pisky's voices dimmed to me and more
and more | heard Conn's. | grew stronger in body, more capabl e of walking the distances he demanded
and, in secret, | bought amirror at the first opportunity and it was as The Ancient had said: | was pretty,
or at least not ugly. | begged silver from Conn for anew dress, sandds, afillet for my hair and he
indulged me without quibble, for we had plenty of dragon-gold to spare.

Once or twice | asked where we were bound, but he only answered that he followed The Ancient's
directions. Still, it was pleasant travelling, for the weather waswarm and | did not have to decide
anything. There was one puzzling factor: Conn had never again referred to the contract between us; at
first | was glad not to have to think of an answer, then | became alittle uneasy, and at last | became
downright anxious. Had he forgotten? Did he think, perhaps, that my metamorphosis from masked
hunchie to presentable fema e absolved him? Was the new me—because less pitigble, less
dependent—Iess attractive to him also? | longed to ask and amost succumbed once or twice but held my
tongue. | had rather anything than be rgjected, for my love, dimmed and amost forgotten sometimesin
the tridswe had endured, nevertheless had always burned true and clear.

Every day when | woke | checked first to see whether he was awake, perhapsto dwell on his
deeping, unprotected face, mouth calm under the curling red moustache; to watch the fluttering lids, so
white againgt the lean brown cheeks; to touch, perhaps, the unruly curlsthat framed his head; and then,
when he was awake before me, to note with delight the flash of those red-brown eyes, so clear, so
positive; and dl the while to watch the taut grace, the economy of movement, the sudden, fierce
aggression. Had he some goa in mind that did not include me?| tried to remember what he had said that
last night round the fire with The Ancient, when we had al eaten those tongue-loosening mushrooms, but
could recal very little—something about hedling instead of fighting? Memory teased a the fringes of
CONSCiousness, acat's paw under the curtain.

The beginning of the Month of Maying, Beltane waswarm, very warm, and it was with relief that we
crested ahill and saw a cagtle off to our right, the town benegth us.

"Cooal de" sad Conn. "And afresh shirt. Thisoneisin tatters.”
"I need more needle and threed,” | said. "And more provisonsal round.”
"Houses mean mice," said Moglet. "And things. . ." Shedid not specify what.

| looked at her. My kitten no longer, she was grown of asudden to afull-size cat, smal maybe, and
dainty, but nevertheless mature.

"Did you say therewas a castle?" asked Pisky. "A red one? Lemme seg, lenme see. . "
Hewas growing out of the bowl | obligingly raised, and he now had twelve snail retainers. Hisfins



were bright red, not gold, and they waved like the pennons on the litter we saw being carried down from
the castle towards us.

Pisky contemplated the castle and gave abob of satisfaction, then hiseyes did sideways. "Isthat
gleam over there alake by any chance?"

"Er...yes | believeitis..."

"With trees dl around, and a sunny bank covered with flowers?
"Why, yes: but you can't possibly see—Oh, Pisky .. ."

"l only asked—"

"I know what you asked! And | won't let you! Y ou can't walk over there, and I'm not going to take
you, and besides the castle probably belongs to someone important and they will chaseusaway . . ."

| had been standing on the bank to let thelitter go by. It swayed with white and gold curtains and
was accompanied by six men-at-armsriding before and behind. Conn bowed courteoudy asit passed,
the dust from flying hooves powdering his boots. | was S0 busy reprimanding Pisky that | shook his bowl,
to emphasize my displeasure, and water splashed over my bare feet and | had to rescue asnail. There
was an unseen command and the liner came to alurching stop, and twelve unprepared horsemen reined
intheir skittish mounts with difficulty on the narrow path. The curtains of the litter parted and adumpy
little lady with her grey hair drawn back in an optimistic bun leant out. She spoke to one of the escort and
he beckoned to us.

"The Lady Rowenawishesto spesk with you!™

Conn held out hishand to me and dowly | descended the bank, Pisky's bowl in my hands, Moglet
keeping pace safely from beneath my skirts. | curtseyed then looked up at the lady shyly. She had merry
eyes, around red facefull of fine wrinkles, agenerous mouth, and surprisingly looked al-over untidy.
The gown she wore, though of stiffened silk, did not Sit prettily on her overweight figure, the rings on her
fingers were either too tight or too loose, hair wisped about her face because the pinsin her bun had
come out and she was eating sweetmeets out of abox and dropping the crumbsin her lap. But her voice
was surprisingly young, clear and swest.

"My dears. .. You did not mind me stopping you to have aword?' She didn't wait for areply, but
first dabbed at her sticky mouth with alinen cloth, then ineffectualy flicked at the crumbs. " Oh dear, oh
dear,| ans0. .. Now, what was | saying? Ah, yes. Stopping you . . . You did say you didn't mind? But
| thought it was—yes, it isl—just what | have been looking for al these years! | send my men far and
wide, and seven yearsago | wasal but promised . . . He said it had been stolen: probably kept it for
himsalf, if the truth wereknown . . . Inferior ones| have been offered from time to time, but thisl" She
tumbled out of the litter, al skirtsand grey hair and crumbs, and clasped her hands round Pisky's bowl.
"A king! A king Magnus golden carp! And in such condition! A youngster, not more than twenty years
old—they take an unconscionable time a-growing, my dears—and this one hasfifty—nay, seventy or
more yearsto go and may end up aslong—aslong asmy arm! And who would have thought . . . It'smy
birthday, you see, and | had meant to treat myself to somemore. . . But no matter. Just to see him is
sweetmest enough! Here, my handsome fellow: acrumb of something specid . . . Therel” And she
dropped adiver of sweet suff from her deeveinto hisbowl.

"What does she say, what does she say?" said Pisky excitedly, between further offerings.

| trandated the relevant bits, adding: "And she talks more than you do, even!" in human speech, but
luckily she was casting about for the combsto fasten her hair a thetime and didn't hear me. The combs
and pinswere al scattered in the dust, and she and Conn bumped heads companionably a couple of
times before they were dl retrieved.

| put my nose up againgt Pisky's. "And she's not having you,” | added, but he was not listening either.

"There now, that's better!” said Lady Rowena, at last, patting a precarious pile. "And now—uwhy, |
don't even know your names! A handsome knight and a pretty young lady, aking among fish and—ah,



yes! | thought so: alittle cat, and so dainty, too . . . There must be astory to tell here. .. Now, come: |
have quite lost interest in atrip to town; we must al go back to the castle and have some refreshment.
My husband must seethefish! Y ou, dear child, squeeze up besde meinthelitter. . ."

And 0, without going willingly &t dl, ressting her blandishmentsin my mind, | neverthelessfound
myself being carried back to the castle among the crumbs and scattered cushions, with asuspicious
Moglet on my lap and Pisky'sbowl cradled in hers. She chattered dl the way to the keep, and dthough
she asked questions she never quite waited for al the answers and by the time we were introduced to her
husband, the lord of the manor of Warwek, she had twisted our namesto Connie (me) and Hint.

Sir Ranulf was astdl, thin and cadaverous as hiswife was short, plump and rosy, but his eyeswere
brown and kind. "Now then, Rosie dear, don't bewilder the young people. . ."

"Now, would I! But see here, Ranny darling, what the young lady has brought with her!" She
exhibited Pisky, who was now beside himsdlf, aware that al eyes were admiring. He pranced and
danced, curved and pirouetted, rose and sank, fluted hisfins and tail and pouted and gasped, till |
muttered that he would run out of air.

"Shan't! But | want to see the water she talked about. Ask them, ask them, Thing dear! Please!”

| knew | had lost the battle as soon asthey led usto the lake. It was large and calm, its northern side
some hundred paces from the castle, shallow, reed-fringed waters dipping to a deep centre. On the
eastern side were thick trees, to the south a smooth hillock and to the west the [and sloped gently away.
Therewere water lilies, alittle artificid idand, an arch of rocks, again artificia, and the water waswarm
and clear. A moorhen with her half-grown chicks swam away from the reeds at our approach and two
black swans, younglings, curved to their high-winged reflections.

"Down inthere" said the Lady Rowena, pointing down into the water, "there are twenty-five
assorted fish, including three young golden carp princesses. My collection . . . It ismating-time now, and
the water istheright temperature. . ." and she knelt down and pulled up her deeve, testing the lake with
her elbow, just like anurse trying the water for ababe.

Sir Ranulf stood watching her, twirling the ends of his moustache. "L oves 'em, you know. Never had
any children . . . Pity. Spendsdl her time caring for the fish. Feeds 'em every evening, rain or shine.
Designed dl thishersdlf. Been looking for one like yoursfor years. Pride of her collection and dl thet.
sill .. "

"Now then," she said, "I should love him above all the others; | can't help thinking of those carp
princesseswaiting too . . . They arealittlelarger, being femaes, and they usually spend their time near
the western bank, under the lily-leaves, just hoping . . . But | could never try to persuade these darlingsto
part with him againg their will!"

"It'shisdecison,” | said, knowing al the while what that decision would be, for he was | egping about
now like something possessed. "Oh, Pisky, dear one, isthiswhat you realy want?'

"Lemme seefird," he said, and gently | lowered his bowl to the waters and with aflash of slver belly
he was gone. We waited for five minutes, for ten, for twenty . . . Oh, Pisky! | prayed for hisreturn, |
prayed for him not to likeit, for dislluson to overcome the invitation of the lake. Conn looked at me, and
in hisexpression | read that | waswrong.

"It'sright, Fleur love," he said, and at that moment Pisky's head popped out of the water at my fedt.

"Oh, Thing dear, you've no idea how beautiful it isl Everything laid on! There are waters deep and
cool, waters shalow and warm and a veritable underwater garden to exclusive design, with tall
spawning-treesjust to fin! And | found them, the lady fish: they are abeginning, abeginning! Oh, dear
one, my father, my grandfather, my uncles, my great-grandfather—they never had it so good! A fish
could be happy herefor ahundred years, he could found ageneration that would last athousand . . ."

| turned to Lady Rowena. "Hewantsto stay,” | said, and my throat tightened on the words, thick
with unshed tears. "A gift for your birthday."



Her face lightened with joy, and she bent to tickle Pisky's chin, very gently. "Blessyou, King Carp!™
"Canl?'

"Pisky," | said. "Youdont havetoask . . ."

"Good manners. . "

"Yes" | said. "You adwayshad those. . . Oh, Pisky, are you sure?"

"Sureassnals. . . Which reminds me: can | have them, please?’

| submerged hisbowl inthewater. "There; let them crawl out in their own good time."

"Now. I am king of the lake!" And, sure enough, the bowl was empty in double-quick time as|
teased out the |ast of the weed.

"There, dear one. . ."

"Thanks. . ." Hewhirled away, but in amoment he was back, balancing on histall. "It wasa
tremendous experience, wasn't it? | rode thewindswith adragon . . . Blessyou both, and you, cat. |
love you. Remember me!"™ and he was away, lost forever to me beneath the water of hislake. | plucked
the sparrow feather from Conn's jacket and stuck it in the earth at the water's edge.

"l loveyou, too," | said ungteadily. "The waters give you peace. . . And dl creatures that swim the
waters shal be my concern and that of my children and theirsfor evermore. . ."

But fromthen on it wasasif | had forgotten how to speak to hiskindred, and | could never again, as
long as| lived, converse with them asonce | had done.

* * %

They asked usto stay at the castle that night, and the Lady Rowenafound me agold pin and a pearl
necklace she wanted me to have, but we pleaded urgent travel and refused both hospitality and gifts, and
left them with her searching for ant'seggs for her "children” and spent the night in the nearest hostdry. |
could not bear the thought of being so near to Pisky asto want to go and scoop him back into his bowl .

"Doyou think hesal right?*

"The best of them dl, sofar.” | didn't like the last two words. "He'sfound his kingdom. Be glad for
him!"

"Oh, | am, | am!" | said, the supid tears pressing hard behind my eyes, al the while cuddling my
beloved Moglet, who had whispered earlier: "I'll never, ever leaveyou!”

"But | do misshim!"
"That's not what you said when you had to carry him dl those mileswithout spilling!™ said Conn.
"That was different.” Andit was. "Hewill—hewill live for seventy years?'

"And found adynagty. All of whom will be exactly like him, down to the smalest tiddler who, in
hundreds of yearsto come, will bore his great-great-great-grandchildren with the tde of his
great-great-great-grandfather who spoke to dragons and, for alittle while, carried a Dragon-Pearl . . ."

"You'relaughing a me!”

"Perhapsjudt alittle. . . But think of it rationally, Thingy—sorry, | just can't get used to the 'FHeur' bit
after dl thistime—if you can. Three creatures: atoad, happily basking in the sun in the company of his
friends, and probably aready having contributed to the increase of the toad population, is sitting with his
eyes shut digesting some horrible insect, and remembering happily hismoment of glory with the Walking
Trees; he'shome, and has no more headaches. . . Then there'sthat great crow, soaring happily over the
cliffs somewhere, enjoying thefed of the wind under his once-crippled wing; remembering, too, his part
in the White Wyrme adventure; beneath him, somewhere, hismate is on the eggs that will produce other
Corbys. Heisfulfilled. And Pisky: his own kingdom, able to eat what he wants, when he wants, a harem
attendant on every wish, and memories of adragon, and of rescuing you from that thing in the
water—Dear Chrig, girl, let them be! It's just selfishnessto want them back!™



"I know," | said, cuddling Moglet tight. "I know . . ."

TheLoosing: Cat

A Gain and a Loss

In the morning Conn declared hisintention of going to buy ahorse. "We're travelling too dowly."

"Towhere?'

"How should | know? Theway The Ancient pointed us."

"But why the haste?"

"l don't know that, either. | just fed that somethingiswaiting. And . . ." He hesitated again.

"Wdl?'

"Today | am going to buy ahorse."

So we went to the market, held in the square. How he knew, | do not know, but it was the monthly
horse-trading fair and we dodged hooves as they were trotted up and down, some still shaggy with
winter. There was no other stock; on inquiry | found that apparently one week it wasfowl and pigs, the
second sheep and goats, the third cattle and the fourth horses. | left Conn watching the trading and
wandered among the other stalls, Moglet under my cloak, buying eggs, sdt, cheese, bread, honey and
my needles and thread. | found some excellent cured pork and bought asmall sack of oatmed; it would
hardly fit in my hard-pressed haversack, but | reckoned if Conn found a horse we should have
saddlebags aswell.

| reached the penswhere the last of the horses were being held; there were afew Ieft, the dregs by
thelook of it, but | glanced at them al, nevertheless. One never knew—~Perhaps, that onein the corner .
.. A pdemare, filthy dirty, with matted mane and tangled, soiled tail, her ribs sticking through her codt;
unclipped, uncared for. | moved over, pushing the others aside, and pulled a tuft of grass from the stones
outside the pen.

"Here, girl . . ." Shedid not raise her head. | coaxed. "Here my beauty . . ." The Roman nose lifted,
dark brown eyes regarded me steadily, warm breeth blew in my face. "So it's Beauty, isit? Here, takeit .
.." Gently shelipped the grass, no snatching. | studied the collar marks that had seared the skin, the
missing dashes of hair on the rump where the switches had bitten deep. "Here, Beauty, let'ssee. . ." |
took the jaw and opened the mouth; six, seven years old, no more. She blew a me again, searching for
response. "l can't talk your language, sorry . . ." But | blew back gently and brushed aside the ragged
forelock, then dipped into the pen beside her, to run my hands down her legs, lift the hoovesto look for
rot, try the lamenesstest, legs held bent tight for aminute. She was basically sound, asfar as| could see,
but had been badly neglected, was weak with winter fasting and hard work. | had hooked my haversack
over the nearest post, now | popped Moglet on top. "Keep an eye open; I'll be back in aminute.”

Conn was watching arangy chestnut being run up and down, al rolling eyes and flaring nodtrils, ears



laid back.

"Meéttle, yes, but temper too. Did you find anything?'

Heturned. "Was outbid on quite anice grey, but | decided | would only pay twenty silver piecestop,
and he went for twenty-two. Y ou don't think thisone. . . 7"

"No," | said firmly. "All fire and no heart; short-winded too, | shouldn't be surprised. Comeon, I've
found one to show you." | dragged him back to the pen and led him over to the corner. "See? Therésa
good horselost under dl that hair. She's been hard-used, but with alittlefeeding-up . . ."

"Shewouldn't carry your kitten, let done you or me! She's clapped-out!”

| leant forward and pulled at her hater. "Y ou're not, are you, Beauty?!

"Beauty?' He managed to make it sound utterly ridiculous.

"Yes, Beauty." The mare gave asoft whinny and lipped at Conn's deeve. He moved back, frowning,
then suddenly leant forward and pulled aside her forelock.

"l don't believeit! I-just-don't-believe-it . . ."

| pulled & hisdeeve. "Don't believe what?'

"Look here—there, on her forehead. Yes, there. . ."

Therewasasvery patch arranged in a peculiar radiating whorl.

"Isthat specid?'

But Conn was dancing around like amad thing. " Specia ?I'll say itis! And of course she's Bealtty,
you were right there. When | got her in the Low-L ands she was booty, and that'swhat | called her:
'Booty’ or 'Beauty.' Seems she still knows her name. She ran off when—" He stopped abruptly.

"Whenthewitch...?" | prompted.

"Y es. Well—The horse got frightened by her fireworks and | never thought to see her again. Y et,
heresheis. I'm sure of it." He snatched awizened apple from my pack and offered it to Beauty, who
again took it gently and scrunched it happily, alowing him to pass hishandsdl over her. "Hmm . . . abit
of muscle gtrain in the right shoulder. No problem. Wdl, wel, well . . ."

"You'resureit'sher?'
"Quite. Here'sthelittle knot in her shoulder where she was nicked by an arrow just before | got her.

How's my old Booty, then?' and the beast nuzzled his shoulder only to start back nervoudy, flinging her
head up, as a diminutive man came and perched himsdf on the penralils.

"Thinking of buying 'er, then?' He had acold. "Shouldn't. Not with 'er 'istory. Three owners aready
from 'ereabouts she's 'ad, and not a one satisfied. No good to none of them, she's been. Somefeller east
of herefound 'er eighteen months back, tried ‘er with the plough—"

"The plough!™ snorted Conn.

"No good," continued the snuffly little man, nodding his head. "Got agood pricefor 'er though, none
knowing 'er istory. Second feller, Wyngalf, tried putting her in shafts: no good. Still got adecent price,
‘cos she were alooker, then. Peterkin's 'ad 'er overwinter—couldn't even put 'er to ‘isstallion, she
weren't 'aving none. No good for anything, if you asksme. . ."

"Perhaps not round here," said Conn, sarcagtically. Heran his hand over the scarce-healed wealson
her quarters. "Doesn't ook to have been well-treated.”

"That Peterkin'saviolent man, 'eis. 'Eard 'im say as'éd carve 'er up for meat 'imself if shedidn't
fetchten of slver. . ."

"Well," said Conn. "In spite of what you say, I'veamind to her.”

The man jumped down from therails. "Don't say as| didn't warn you, then." He shuffled off, then
looked back. "'E'll ask fifteen, but'll teketen. . ."

Conn tossed him acoin. "Thanks for the advice. Get something for that cold of yours. . ."



We got her for the ten pieces of silver: no one else was interested beyond knacker's price.
Afterwards Conn bought second-hand bridle, saddle and saddle-bags cheaply and led her to the nearest
stablesto give her arub down, clean and file her hooves, curry her mane and tail and bed her down with
oats and a bran-mash. "Well spend another night here," he said cheerfully. "Give her timeto get used to
the saddle again tomorrow. Seeif the inn can put us up again, will you?'

"I'll leave the haversack with you, then," | said, setting it down. "And come back and |et you know.
Comeon, Moglet . . . Moglet? Oh, Conn! I'velost Moglet!"”

He stopped rubbing Beauty down, hearing the anxiety in my voice. " She was with us a the pens,
because she hopped off the haversack when | gave Booty that apple. Don't worry, she can't have gone
far. Just got lost in the bustle, | expect. Shell turn up.”

Frantic, | ran back to where the horses had been corrdled: no kitten-cat. | wasted time asking
passers-by whether they had seen her; some were sympathetic, others just stared or tapped their
foreheads significantly. | asked at every open doorway | could find, but till no cat. There were acouple
of tabbies, ablack and white, aginger torn, but no multicoloured striped/brindled/spotted cat like
Moglet. At last, dmost crying, | went back to the stables, where | found that Conn had spread out some
sacking in acorner and laid out bread, piesand de.

"No inn tonight. Too lateto get adecent lodging,” he said, seeing from my face how miserable felt.
"WEell have ahiteto eat and then I'll have alook with you for that wretched anima of yours." He was
only teasing with the"wretched,” | knew that, but | couldn't stop mysdif.

"Y ou don't care about her!" | sobbed. "Y ou don't care about me, either! Now you've got that—that
wretched horse of yours back again al you can think about is going off adventuring! Y ou don't need us
anymore. . ."

"Don't beslly! He was quite sharp with me, afact that set mewailing again. "Of course| care; but
shélll be back—and, if not, don't you think she might have found something she wantsto do, somewhere
she wantsto go? She's got the use of her paw back now and thistown isfull of nooks and crannies
where mice hide out. She's probably out hunting her dinner—"

"She may have been stolen!”
"Why on earth would anyone want to steal ascrawny little scrap like that? Be sensiblel”

But | didn't want to be sengible, al the more so because athough he had been quick to assert that he
did care about Moglet, he ill hadn't mentioned me. . .

| ran out into the street, darkening now, with shadows deep in the alleyways. "Moglet! Moglet!”

A littlefigure, tail highin greeting, came running down the centre of the road. "I'm here: stop
shouting!"

| scooped her up into my arms, my heart beating more wildly than hers, and now that | had her safel
scolded her like a mother who has snatched her child from under the hooves of arunaway horse, anger
proportionate with relief. Y ou're naughty! Where on earth have you been? Y ou had me worried
gck—didn't you hear me cdling?”

"l washunting . . . Two mice! And | wasinvited into ahouse for supper. Such nice people! They
fussed over me asthough | belonged to them and had been logt, and in truth it did fedl like some placel
had been before. Thereisagirl there, younger than you perhaps, and she can't walk properly—like me
when | had the stone in my paw. The back of their house leads down to theriver and it'sthere, intheir
mill, that | caught the mice. And the miller's daughter, the one who is crippled, was watching him work
and he saw me catch the mice and put me on her lap for acuddle. And he has alittle cart to whed her in,
because she can't walk, and | went back to their house in the cart with her, and they gave me abowl of
cream, real cream! Then they let me out, and the girl was sad. And then | heard you cdlingand | came. .

| had never heard Moglet talk so fast, so excitedly, nor had | been able to understand her so well for



ages. At firgt | was so glad to get her back that the implications of what she was saying didn't register, but
at last | understood: Moglet had found afamily, ahome—

She was the one of them al, perhaps, that | had loved the most, because she had been, then, like
was. smdl, crippled, femae, frightened and tatty. Now she was afull-grown cat, quick, aert, loving and
whole, and she wanted afire to dream by, miceto catch, abowl of cream and a basketful of kittensto
croon over and tell how once she had been on aquest and had carried a dragon's diamond in her paw.
And the kittens would not know what a dragon was, but would listen just the same. But shewould be
ableto catch aspider for them and tell of the onethat wasasbhig asahouse. . .

But | could give her dl that! She could comewith me and | would give her cream and shelter. She
didn't need this—or the crippled girl who had to ridein acart. | opened my mouth and my mind to say dl
this, to explain to Moglet that she musin't be mided by the first family who fancied amouse-catcher, to
tell her that | needed her because | had no one ese, but instead | listened to mysdlf say: "Wadll, I'm glad
you're back, ‘cos I've saved some pie. Tell you what, welll al go back and see these people tomorrow,
shall we, and you can seethat crippled girl again. I'm sure shelll be glad to see you." And Moglet purred,
and lifted her face to my hand and showed her teeth and half-closed her eyes and opened her mouth to
takein all my scent, the greatest show of affection a cat can give, and the back of my throat ached with
the effort not to cry.

* % %

Magdaen was actudly avery nice girl; smal, pae, with atwisted and shortened leg, but eyes that
were loving, and hands that gentled Moglet with askill | had never achieved. Her parents had married
latein life and obvioudy adored their only child. The home they lived in was one of the more prosperous
in town with alarge kitchen and egting room on the ground floor, with asolar and three bedrooms above.

| began by resenting the whole idea of the family and ended up by liking them, dthough | confess|
was surprised by the way they had taken to Moglet, until the wife explained.

"It'slikethis, my dear; when thet little cat appeared it wasjust like seeing aghost! Y ou see our
mother cat, bless her, lived to fifteen years and only passed away last winter. She hadn't had kitsfor
seven years and the last one she had was stolen off this very doorstep when our Mag was seven years
old, and thisoneis aslike as two peas, even to the one white whisker. My husband says she'sa
champion mouser, like our Suethat died, and Mag just fell Sraight in love with her! She cuddled her like
she never did with dolls when that kitten was stolen. It were she, though, as knew that the cat belonged
to someone else, and insisted we let her go, otherwise I'd have shut that door tight last night, blessmeif |
wouldnt! Asit was, she cried fit to flood the meadows when the little thing dipped out and was away . .

| looked across the solar to where the sun shafted through the windows; Magdalen had rolled a
scrap of leather into afair imitation of amouse, earsand tail and al, and had attached it to alength of her
sewing silks, and now Moglet was playing catch-as-catch-can among the rushes, eyesintent, body totaly
involved. | realized with apang that | had never played with her likethat . . . At last the girl drew the toy
up onto her lap and Moglet followed, to settle down in the sunshine with ayawn of ddicioustiredness.

"Would you let her have kittens?' | asked.

"Firg thing," said the father (1 never did find out their proper names). "1 could do with a good mouser
or two in the mill and there's plenty of the neighbours as could do with one too; been a shortage of good
ones since our Sue died.”

"Therésanice ginger tom down theroad,” said the mother. "He might do.”
| glanced again at Moglet; shewas purring. Y es, the ginger tom "might do” very well.
The girl glanced across at me, but her hands did not cease their caressing, | was glad to see. Her

gpeech was dightly impaired, but | could understand her well enough. "But you love her too: we can't
take her away. It wouldn't beright."

"Sheisnot mine, nor yet Conn's,”" and | nodded in hisdirection. "Sheis her own creature, and as



such isfreeto choose her own destiny. And if you will care. .. 7'

"Always," and she gently stroked Moglet's ears the right way so that she sighed happily and settled
deeper.

| plucked the cock's feather, emblem of courage, from Conn'sjacket and gaveit tothegirl. "Let her
play with thissometimes. . ."

But we had not reached the turn in the street when there was a cry behind us and Moglet wasin my
ams.

"You areleaving me!”

For thelast time | hugged her. "But you want to stay. So, we were only leaving you without saying
goodbye because we thought it was best. Besides, | hate goodbyes. . ."

She looked up a me. "Y ou don't mind? | thought . . . | thought . . ."
"Of coursswe mind! Don't besliy!"
"But | dwayssad. . ." she hestated.

"That you would never leave us," | supplied. "But—but she definitely needsyou. She—she hasn't a
dragon to cure her of that poor leg, and because you were crippled once you will be able to understand
her better. And | am cured, and I—I have Conn."

"| till promised never to leaveyou. . ."

"And | said al sorts of things. And meant them, at the time. Circumstances change, my dearest one,
and so dowe."

"Youwon't cry, and cal me back?"

"l can't promise not to cry, but | will try not to call you. But if | do, and you hear me, just ignoreiit . . .
Y ou may missustoo, you know."

"Oh, I will, I will!" and the little wet nose touched mine. "Always. . . But it wasfun, waan't it?"
| nodded, not trusting myself further.
"Eventhebadtimes. .. I'll never forget!" She purred anxioudy. "Areyou sure?'

"Oh Moglet! You're grown-up now, soamI! YesI'm sure. Go, and live your life, and kittens and
mice and cream be yours dways!" | spoke the formal words. "And al creatures that walk the earth shall
be my concern and that of my children and theirsfor evermore. . ."

Shelicked my right ear, briefly, rough-tongued, and then sprang down and away, back to where her
new mistress waited hopefully by the open door.

"l loveyou!"

"Me, too," | whispered.

"Remember me. . ." and tail up, little pae dot-and-dash under her tail the last things | saw, she went
happily to her new life.

"Oh, I'will, I will' and | turned to Conn and cried into hisleather jacket until the front wasall damp
with my tears.

But from then on it was asif | had forgotten how to speak to her kindred, and | could never again, as
long as| lived, converse with them asonce | had done. . .



The Loosing: Dragon

The Journey Home

It was along journey, that last one, the longest he had ever made in one haul. At firgt the very flush of
enthusiasm, the knowledge of his quest ended, the eager thought of Home, carried him hundreds of miles
with ease, helped by afresh westerly. Initidly, too, it was easy to forget the hunger, the thirst, the
scorching heeat as he flew nearer the sun by day, the searing cold of brittle nights, but he had forgotten
how low his reserves had become over the bitter seven years of waiting. At first he had thought the
sudden dizzy drop of athousand feet or so, the giddy turns of a hundred-and-eighty degrees, the retching
and nausea, were due to the weather and hisinevitable weariness but at last, after an unplanned and
disorientated plungeinto the black cold of anorthern fjord, which dmost extinguished hisfiresforever, he
realized that part of histrouble waslack of nourishment. Then, also, he remembered Precept No. 137 of
Dragon-lore: never forage in anorthern winter.

There was no food: berries, apitiful few; nuts, amere clawful; moss and cones a bland taste, no
more, and the icy waters of the tarns and rivers gave him stomach-cramps and hiccoughs. Vainly he
searched for frog, toad, newt, fish: they were al hibernating and sifted easily through claws grown
desperate with famine as they scooped the silt of scummy, half-frozen ponds. And al the animaswere
crowded too deep in safe burrow or fled too fast to catch, and the domestic ones were close-byred or
cottage-stabled for the winter.

Somehow he kept going, though his flights became shorter and lower, so that fanged mountainswith
glaciered sdlivareached hungry jawsto scrape hisbelly. Histired eyes were forced to follow the dow,
slver snake-wind of riversingtead of a higher scan for the headwaters and a shorter route, and al the
while anorth-falling dragon-shadow kept pace on the earth beneath, sometimes ahead, sometimes
behind, depending on sun or moon. And then came the snow, borne in from the north in goose-feather
flakes, gtriking across his path in crud, blinding flurries that welghted his back and iced-up thetrailing
edge of hiswingstill he wasforced to lie-up in aconvenient pine forest for afew days, pondering his
mistake in not taking the longer, southerly route home; but it wastoo late for him to change his mind for
the detour would cost him precious weeks, and he doubted whether he would now have either the
strength or the memory. His enforced stay in the forest brought him some sort of luck, however, for he
found acache of frozen meet left by some hunter, and managed enough heated breath to thaw out the
chunks to an acceptable chewy stage, though he suffered from indigestion for days afterwards.

But there were many, many hundreds of miles il to go and the weether, if anything, grew worse. It
was amere shadow of adragon that turned due south for the last few leagues and drifted down like a
spent legf into his own, welcoming valey. There was a cessation of snging wind in hisears, no more
rattle of deet on his stretched skin, no creak and flap of shedding wings. His breath no longer rasped
panfully in histhroat. It was suddenly warm in this sheltered valley, though the towering mountains that
surrounded it seemed to touch the sky, their snow-covered tips tapering to the sun.

The sun! The golden sun that tinted the yellow skin of the villagers who crept out to look, to touch



him, to wonder ashelay at last in the dusty square under the green Heaven-Trees that sheltered the
temple. A tonk! tonk! of bells heradded more people still and there was the smell of cedar and
sandalwood. A silken robe was dipped beneath histired limbs. Warm, scented oils washed away the
crusted tears of effort from his eyes and the dried sdivafrom jaws grown strangely dack. Therewasrice,
too, in flat wicker baskets, but suddenly he was hungry no longer. Hunger and tiredness had no place
here. All he wanted wasthe friendly scrape of scale against wing-tip, the intimate caress of spade-tail, the
warm, ashy smell. He opened his eyes and there they were: gold upon silver upon red upon green upon
yellow upon purple, breathing a fiery welcome from the steps, the walls, the doors of the temple. He
lurched forwards crying his greeting, a clashing of cymba and rattle of drum—

But there was no answering greeting, no surging forward to welcome him. The dragons were not resl
dragons, they were stone, they were wood, they were plaster, they were paint. He tore his claws
reaching for them and swung round and round in hisdismay until hewascircled by hisown
disllusonment. The villagersfdl to their kneesa the sight of hisdidtress, their pigtails bobbing in the dust.
At last there was one brave, or wise enough, to come forward and explain: an old, old manwith a
moustache that hung like white string to his knees, and who ligped in the faded, once-familiar Sng-song
that the dragon remembered from his childhood. He told how the last of the dragons had |eft thevaley in
hisfather'sfather'stime, taking their treasure back with them to the mountains from whence they came,
but leaving gold to gild the temple and memory to make their likenesses.

And thetired dragon lifted his eyesto the distant peaks and he sighed.

After alittle while hetook out his pearl and looked at it for along, long time. Then he took out the
diamond, the ruby, the emerald and the sapphire and looked at them. He rolled the pearl on histongue
and then he put al the jewel s back in the pouch under hisjaw and sighed again and then seemed to fall
adeep and dl the people tiptoed away, shushing each other to let him deep in peace.

But in the morning he was gone, leaving only the shallow depression where he had lain and severd
baskets of uneaten rice. So they painted his picture on the temple, in the one space above the doors that
was left: asmal blue dragon with ared belly and a pearl the sze of the moon curled on histongue. And
they pointed out to vigtors the high peaks where he must have gone and told of hislast visit, until the
paint faded from the templein the time of their children's children and the dragon passed into legend.

The Gleaning: Dog

Wolf-fog

“Wherethe hdl arewe?' said Conn.
"How do | know? Y ou're the one who's supposed to be guiding us.”

Thefog lay like adense, muffling blanket all around. When we stopped dl we could hear was our
own breathing, the chink of Beauty's harness, the slamp of her hoof.

"I'msurel heard. . ."



IIWI,HI?I

"Something. It sounded like adog howling. Yes, thereitisagan!”
"l can't—"

"Shut up, and ligen!™

We were near to quarrelling. Over the past few days our relationship had worsened, and now, with
the added uncertainty of direction, the baffling fog, the hint of something cryinginthemigt, | felt | hated
everything and everybody, including Conn.

For nights| had lain awake mourning my lost ones and he had wearied of my sullenness and misery
and told me s0. And | had snapped back at him that he was unfedling, uncaring, a man without
sengitivity—and o it had gone on. Vanished was the comradeship, the warmth there had away's been
between us, instead there was atension, a bitterness, aresentment on my part and irritation and
arrogance on his. No longer did | wake early from seep just to wonder at hisresting form, nor watch his
lithe movements during the day, nor tease asmile from those curving lips. No longer did he pay melittle
compliments, pick me aflower from the hedge, glance at me sometimes with an unfathomable look in his
eyesthat made me turn away, suddenly embarrassed. No, it had al gone as sour as yesterday's milk and
every moment we spent together drove us farther and farther apart—

Thereit wasagain, ahigh, plaintive keening, adog mourning. | shivered. Conn sighed with relief. "We
must be near afarm, avillage, some habitation. That dog is tethered, not roaming. Come on.” He pulled
at Beauty's bridle and started off in the direction of the sound, me trailing miserably behind, damp and
cold. Who would have imagined wesether like thisin high summer?

The howl came again, but apparently from another direction, more to the left. We stopped.

"Thisdamned fog," muttered Conn. "It distorts everything . . ." We listened, and again camethe
keening. "Leftitis" said Conn.

Wefound thevillage, if you could cdl it that, after another half-hour of tripping and ssumbling. The
fog, if anything, wasworse. There were some half-dozen hovels, single-roomed, and a somewhat larger
farmhouse. Doors were closed, tallow-dipsflared at midday through chinksin the shutters, but no one,
not even dog or cat, was abroad. We groped our way towards the gate to the farmyard, for none but
funerals or weddings went to the front door, and al the while we heard the keening of the dog grow
louder.

"What the hell—!"" | stopped behind Conn, fighting to control Beauty, who was doing her best to
didodge hishold, puffing and snorting and stamping her hooves, trying dl the whileto sidle awvay from
whatever it was that hung thresteningly from thetall farm gate. Peering past Conn's shoulder | saw
snarling teeth, grey hair— "Thank the Lord!" said Conn. "It'sonly the skin . . . Still, one of the biggest
I've ever seen.”

It was awolf-pdlt, torn with rents asif from sword or spear, and those teeth werefighting eveniin
death. "Poor thing," | said. The eyes had gone long since, probably pecked out by birds. | lifted one of
the huge, bony feet and the dry clawsrattled.

"Poor thing, my arse!" said Conn. "A great brute like that could even take apony, et done sheep or
pig. Villagerswerewel rid of him. Shouldn' like to come up against such myself, without wegpon.”

But ill I held the lifeless paw, remembering the wolves at the Cagtle of Fair Ddlights, so long, long
ago . . . Had heforgotten so easily?

The gate wasfirmly bolted, and Conn rattled the latch. "Holal Anyone a home?' For along whileit
seemed as though the fog itself held breath, then adoor opened and shut and we heard uncertain steps
acrosstheyard.

"Who'sthere?' It was awoman, the voice thin and quavery with ahint of fear benesth.

"Respectable travellers, Maam," said Conn in hismost reassuring voice. "Me and—" he glanced at
me, "—my wife, seeking shelter and abite to eat. And with pencein their pocket." He jingled his purse.



"Go away!" came the uncompromising reply. "We want no strangers herel”

Conn glanced a me again, aquick frown on hisface. "Strange: a poor village that needs no company
and no copper . . ." Heraised hisvoice again. "Bring your lantern nearer and see that we pose no threat
to you and yours. We have but one sword and two daggers between us.”

There was heditation, the steps retreated then advanced again, and now | could hear clearly the click
of dog's claws on the stones. | peered through a knot-hole in the thick wood of the gate and saw a
middle-aged woman, some forty years old, advancing across the yard, lantern in one hand, agreat
bitch-hound on aleash in the other. Shewas an old dog, with thick curly hair, along, lean body and small
ears, obvioudy built for speed. | wondered if it were she we had heard howling earlier. They arrived at
the gate and the woman thrust aside alooking-panel and gazed out at us.

Conn returned her gaze steadily. "We mean no harm, asyou can see. Just shelter for the night, for 'tis
miserable cold and dripping out here. And perhaps abow! of broth and bread and a handful of hay for
the hors=?'

"Therésno hay and no broth neither,” said the woman, her eyesfearful in the wavering lantern-light.
"And no letting-in of strangers. And hasn't been since that greet devil came to the village at the turn of the
year." And sheindicated the great wolf pelt. The bitch hound reared up, astall, taller, than the woman,
and put her muzzle to the dried pelt. Gently she blew through her nogtrils, ftirring the skin, making a
strange growl-snarl-wail in the back of her throat. Conn started and cursed. The dog turned her brown
yelow-flecked eyes on him, consdering.

"By the Saintsl 'Tis one of the Great Onesl"

"Great Ones?"

"Aye, the Great Dogs of Hirland." Asawayswhen hewas excited hisvoice hdld asnging lilt. "By dl
that'sHoly! Here, girl . . ." and he placed his hands on ether side of the great muzzle that poked out
through the looking-pand . The woman gasped and dropped the wildly flickering lantern, asthe dog
growled softly in her throat but did not move her gaze from Conn's nor pull away from hishold.

The woman retrieved the still-burning lantern. " She's supposed to bite!" she whispered, her eyeslarge
with distress. " She's supposed to kill!™

"Not thisone," said Conn confidently. "Not with me. She's a princess, this one, and princesses know
theirown. . ."

The great dog still regarded him steadily, then whined softly and turned to look at me, her muzzle il
in Conn'shold.

"She wants something,” | said. "More than anything ever before. . . | don't know what it is.”

"She's after that pup of hers" said thewoman, and | could see by her guilty expression and the hand
she clapped to her mouth that she had not intended to speak of it.

Conn released the dog. "What pup? Oh, come on now: you started to tell us.”

She hesitated, then made up her mind. Y ou'd better come in.” She unbolted and unlatched the gate.
"He'saway hunting . . ." She nodded back at the house, and | presumed she was speaking of her

husband. She led the way into the yard and Conn looped Beauty's reins over apost, loosened her girths
and offloaded the saddle-bags.

Insde the hdl acheerlessfire burned fitfully, adding smoke to the fog that curled under the door and
through theill-fitting shutters. Y ou see? Even the firewon't burn true!”

"Insufficient draught,” muttered Conn out of the side of his mouth, then he put some coin on thetable,
addressing the woman. " Some bread, perhaps?*

She put the coin back in hishand. "What | can give you will be agift: we have tempted the Gods far
enough.” From a cupboard she brought stale bread, arind of cheese, and from the barrel in the corner
two horn mugs of sour de. "'Tisal we have snce—" She shivered.

"Since?' Conn prompted, making aface asthe liquid touched histongue.



"Since—What harm can the telling do now?" She was persuading herself. "None, | reckon .. . . Well,
itwaslikethis. . ."

Like dl tdesit had grown in the telling and now was so twisted and twined with her own thoughts
and local supergtitions that it took two or threetimes aslong asit should, but the bare facts were these. It
had been alate, cold spring and just before lambing a number of wolves had pestered the village, setting
the sheep and cattle to uneasiness and the dogs to singing the night long. Thiswas not unusud, for many
outlying villages were used to wintering packs like these, on the scavenge. What was unusud, apparently,
wasthat their leader was a giant wolf, more cunning and ferocious than any seen before, who had led his
inferiorsin raids of such daring that the villagers had lost three tups and two swine before they had had
timeto organize themsdves.

All effortsto drive the wolves away had failed, until the woman's husband had abright idea. His
hound, now old but still fertile, had come into season and he had staked her out one night and watched
from the safety of atree. It appeared that the giant wolf had not been able to resist thislure, and on the
second night the husband had gathered dl the able-bodied of the village together and when the wolf
returned they had rushed in and dain him on the spot, though he had not given up without afight. The pelt
had been borne homein triumph and nailed to the gate. The village had celebrated, in anticipation of the
routing of the wolves and areturn to normality. Not so: from that moment the cattle had suffered from a
murrain, the ewes had dipped their lambs, the hay crop had been blighted, blossom had not taken, milk
went sour between udder and pail and the women had miscarried.

Apparently, the wolves had disappeared, but their presence was till felt. Paw-prints were spotted in
the village street, chickens and a goat went missing, yet never wasthere clear evidence. No one ever saw
anything . . . Added to this, the hound was now clearly in pup, and her behaviour so peculiar that it was
suspected she was suffering from wolf-bite. She was short-tempered, skulked in corners, cried at night
and would not hunt anymore. Eventually she whel ped, one pup only. The husband and wife were not
allowed near her nest in the barn, so it was only after the pup was able to crawl out into the open that
they could see what had happened: the pup was part hound, part wolf, and the bitch was so intensely
protective that she would still not let anyone near. Twice the husband, fearing the wolf blood, had tried to
kill it and twice the bitch had forestalled him. But when the pup was some seven or eight weeks old, he
had lured its dam with fresh-killed hare and had tied her up; he was about to hit the pup over the head
when thick fog swirled in about them and they had heard the howling of awolf a noonday. The wife had
warned him againgt shedding the pup's blood in the face of these obvious signsand he had said: "Let his
kinfolk have him then." Hurrying acrossthefiedsto the greet pit where dl the village rubbish was
dumped, adeep gash in the earth with unscalable sides and a deep poal at the bottom, he had tossed the
pup down. He had heard ayelp, a plash, then silence. He wasted no time in making for home, lantern
swinging wildly, bresking into arun when he imagined he heard the padding of feet behind him.

This had happened only the night before last. Since then, the bitch had howled congtantly, driving all
distracted, and the unlifting fog wasfull of wolves, grey and vengeful.

It was a strange enough story. | looked over at Conn for hisreaction, but he was frowning. The
hound stood quietly by the door, now and again scraiching at the lintel and whining softly. Thewife
jumped to her feet. "I shouldn't have let her loose! My husband said to hold her fadt, lest she go after the
pup!" Sheroseto her feet, but Conn forestalled her.

"Wait amoment . . . Fleur—Thingy dear—what'sto do?"

For amoment | was so flummoxed with him calling me "dear” again that | could only stare, then |
pulled mysdlf together and went over to the hound. Lifting her chinin my hand | looked into her eyes
adant, avoiding the threat of out-staring, and athough | could no longer receive her thoughtsin my mind,
nor give her mine, yet | could read puzzlement, hatred, yearning. | put my hand on top of her head and
my fingerstingled, and al became clear.

| beckoned to Conn and he came to stand beside me, putting his hand over mine on the dog's head,
then snatching it back and shaking hisfingers. "Like touching iron in athunderstorm! What isit?"



| kept my voice low, looking over my shoulder at the woman, who had backed away from us. "l
don't want her to hear, otherwise they might destroy thisonetoo . . . Somewhere near hereis a Place of
Power, where the lines cross—Oh, you know!" | said impatiently. "Don't you remember The Ancient
saying that power sometimes lies benegath our feet, neither good nor evil, just waiting to be used?' He
nodded, hiseyes grave, hisfingersfiddling with the little Slver cross he wore about his neck. "Well, this
one, without knowing it, has tapped the power. She grievesfor her lost pup, she mournsthe great wolf
that wasitsfather, and it is she that has cursed the village, dbeit without consciousevil . . .

"Y ou said she was a Great One?"
Conn nodded. "In Hirland her lineisroya."

"Then would she have the greater power . . . Poor lass™ And | kissed the wide brow while the
woman cowered behind usin terror. "Y ou don't know what it'sal about, do you?' | whispered softly to
the dog. "What's her name?"

"He bought her from traders, ten year back. Deirdre, they cdled her .. ."

"Deidre of the Sorrows," said Conn. "I'll tdll you the story sometime, Fleur."

My heart jJumped and | reached for his hand and held it tight, for al the good was suddenly back
between us. "Right now this princessis sorrowing for her pup. Coming?"

He nodded and turned back to the woman. "We are—we are going to lift the spell. But we shall
need the bitch. All right?" Without waiting for an answer he lifted the latch and we dipped out into the
fog, now denser than ever. "Which way?"

"Follow thedog . . ."

Out through the gate, down the narrow street, up on to the downs. | stumbled and fell once but
dragged mysdlf to my feet, for the great bitch was outrunning us. Instantly Conn whistled and she turned,
ears pricked.

"Wait, girl, wait!"

After that we moved more easily, for she kept turning, to accommodate our dower speed. Behind us
thefog closed inand |, too, could hear the pad of paws keeping pace to our right. | looked at Conn, but
he had not heard it as clearly as|. "Y ou are going to have to help me."

He misunderstood. "Not far now, | shouldn't think. Here, take my arm: | won't let you fal again, |
promise”

| smiled to mysdlf. Darling Conn, so eager to help evenif hedidn't understand . . . We were panting
up asope now and ahead of us the bitch had stopped and was whining softly. We reached the brink of
the pit and gazed down together at the precipitous sides, the jagged boulders, the bushes dinging with
precarious roots to the few pockets of earth.

Conn dropped a stone into the depths and counted under his breath before we heard the splash. "It's
deep: we'll need arope.”

"Y ou go back for one. I'll stay here."

Theingtant he had gone | felt the wolf-fog closein about me. "'I'm going down,” | said steedily into
themigt. "He shall be brought up, never fear. Just wait, and do not harm my friends.”

Hitching my now-cumbersome skirt into its waistband, longing for the once-despised trews and
jacket, | lowered mysdlf over the edge, clinging to arowan treeas| did. | looked up at the bitch; she
whined, and paced the edge of the pit. "It'sal right, old girl; stay there. Conn will know where I've gone
down. I'll bring your pup back if he'sthere, never fear." Slowly, cautioudy, | lowered mysdf down,
grabbing at whatever prominence or crevice | could for afinger- or toe-hold. It was nearer fifty feet than
forty, and looking up, | redlized | could never manage the ascent without help. By amiracle, | completed
the descent without faling, and at last felt firm ground benesth my fedt.

My arms and shoulders ached intolerably, my exposed legs were badly scratched and my nails
broken, but at least | had made it. The fog was dightly less dense at the bottom. Piles of stinking rubbish,



old bones, abroken whedl, shards of pottery, droppings, torn cloth lay around me. Behind mewasa
scummy pond, dancing with midges. Every now and again aplop! disturbed the surface, but there were
no fish here. The borborygmi from decaying matter were eructating spontaneoudy from thefoul depths. If
the pup had fallen into that—! | moved forward and heard, just ahead, awhining snarl. So, he was herel

Forgetting caution, forgetting that | no longer held the power to communicate, | sumbled in the
direction of the sound, to be brought up short by bared teeth and a definite growl. | peered through the
murk; there, back against arock, was one very hungry seven-week pup, ssomach cramped, paws thrust
hard against the earth to keep him upright, determined to fight to the last!

| crumpled to the ground, fighting adesire to laugh. | could have eaten him for breskfast! But ill, the
courage of thelittlething! Recollecting mysdlf, | feigned the surrender position, carefully avoiding looking
him straight in the eye. "Come, little one, | mean you no harm .. ." | edged forward, my hands held for
him to sniff. Asif to help, | heard his dam's whine from up above and so did he; absurd ears cocked, he
gavealittleyep, dl the while kegping his eyes steady on mine. Thistime the teeth were not bared,
athough he shrank back asfar as he could. | used dl the powers| could remember to reassure, to
comfort. At last | was near enough to reach out without the smell of fear on my fingers and stroke his
muzze

"Come, little Great One: | am hereto take you back. It's cold and lonely down here, and up there the
world awaits you. Be brave, and let me take you back where you belong. | promise you no harm: my
man and | will keep you safe, and you will grow into agreat hound whose fame will travel far and wide.
Y ou are hungry, and your dam waits to feed you. Come to me, and show you are my friend, as| am
yours. . ." | patted my lap. | do not know how much he understood but two seconds later | had alapful
of tired, desperate pup and atongue sought my face and two very dirty paws were around my neck.

Luckily he appeared uninjured by hisfal into the pit, so | wrapped ustogether tightly in my shawl,
and when Conn's rope came snaking down | made aloop in it and he hauled us seemingly without effort
to the top, using the rowan tree as abelayer. He embraced us both and | released the pup, who
immediately rushed over to hisdam, two days of deprivation emptying the two rows of teatsin record
time

Conn watched him, still kesping hisarmsaround me. "You al right?*

"Fing" | said. "Just fine!" | leaned againgt his shoulder, burning hands, scarred knees and aching
shouldersforgotten for the moment.

Suddenly there was alow yipping from the other side of the pit. Peering through the fog, | thought |
could see grey shapes and the glint of yellow eyes, aprowl of wolves reminding methat al was not yet
wdll. | shivered for amoment then walked over to the pup: the concave ssomach was now rounded and
full and as| picked him up he once more smelt as any pup should, of fur and sunshine, warm milk and
hay.

"Comeon, you two," | said. "Timeto get things sorted out . . ." And | led theway back to the village,
the pup in my arms, Conn's hand round my wal <, the bitch at our side. But keeping pace, just out of
sght, something moved beside usin thefog.

Halting outside the gate of the farmhouse | hooked the pup's paws over the top bar and motioned to
the bitch. "Up, girl!" She stretched to her full height so that now the pup was between the pdlt of his
father and the head of his mother, his body againg my chest. | sensed rather than saw the woman on the
other side of the gate and knew that eyes and earsin the village were pressed against gapsin the doors,
chinksin the shutters. | took a deep breath and, summoning up memory and instinct, spoke clearly and
dowly so that al who wished could hear and remember. Clasping the pup firmly with my right hand |
raised my left, the snister, the magic hand, to passfrom pelt to pup to bitch.

"Father, son, mother; dog, pup, bitch; each of each and one of both; wild one, child, tame one: herel

lay the spirit of the father to rest, nevermore to roam: may he give the little one his courage, his cunning,
his hunting skills. | release the spirit of the bitch back to her owners. May she give the little one her



speed, her wisdom, her devotion. | take this pup for me and mine. He shdl be oursto take away, oursto
keep, oursto cherish. He shdl never come nigh thisvillage again, and the curse that waslaid upon this
place shal vanish with his departure, never toreturn.. . ."

| was exhausted: al this meant nothing in real terms, just reassurance for the villagers, the farmer's
wife. Conn dipped an arm about me and the pup, his other hand through Beauty's bridle.

"Wl done, dear one." What the othersused to call me. . . "Weve done al we can here. Give me
the pup, and do you mount and ride for awhile." He had no ideathat thiswas only the beginning . . .

We progressed dowly down the main street, conscious that the skulking villagers spied our every
movement. The gresat bitch trotted at our hedls, her eyesfixed on the pup Conn was holding. | had a
moment's unease; supposing . . . ?

We cameto the edge of the village and | looked back; aready the fog was thinning behind us. |
dipped from Beauty's back and held out my arms for the pup. "L et me have him, Conn."

| put him to the ground and he gambolled over to hisdam, nuzzling at the empty teets, and biting
teasingly at her ears. Elbowing him aside | knelt to the bitch and used dl the powers| had left to try to
communicate, voicing thewordsto myself as| tried to remember the nuances of thought communication |
had once s0 easily used with my friends, such alittlewhileago. . .

"Heisold enough to leave you now, and if you take him back they will destroy him. Let ustake him,
Great One: we will carefor him as one of our own and hewill grow to be the greatest hound of histime
and his children's children shal hunt with kings. Go back to your people, who have loved and cared for
you over many years, and live out your lifein peace. . ."

Shewasligtening to me, but | could fed the power il rising through her, confusing thought.

"Givemeyour hatred, your bewilderment, your fesr—Conn! Pick her up in your arms high above the
ground, when | give the word—Now!" And as he did so, staggering under her weight, | flung mysdlf
directly benesth her and covered the Power, pressing it back to flow once more beneath the earth where
it belonged. "Back, back!" | heard my tongue use wordsin alanguage | do not remember. Slowly,
reluctantly it seemed, the tension eased. At last | nodded to Conn to put the bitch down; she whined,
looked puzzled for amoment, shook herself al over from earsto tail, then turned towards the village.

"Back then, girl; but first say your goodbyesto the pup. Heisin good hands: make him understand
that he must not follow you."

| watched as she gently licked hishead and under histail. Then, as he jumped up, snapping playfully,
sheraised her head to us, eyesfull of sorrow, then snapped back at him and growled. He shrank
bewildered into an uncoordinated heap. | longed to pick him up and comfort him: not yet, not yet! The
bitch turned and trotted off purposefully towardsthe village, and after amoment the pup gathered hisfeet
together and stumbled after her. Conn started forward but | clutched hisarm. "It'sdl right: wait . . ."

The pup reached his mother: she checked and turned. For amoment | feared, then as he attempted
to nuzzle her she growled again and nipped him sharply in theflank. He yeped, and for amoment did not
know whereto turn, then came pelting back to us, ears back, tail between hislegs, the whites of hiseyes
showing. | picked him up. "He has chosen . . . Conn, arind of cheese from the pack!" | cuddlied him,
feeding him a scrap of cheese from my fingers, then ddliberately walked on up the down, Conn following
with Beauty. Once, | looked back. The bitch stood, just within misty vision, gazing at us. "Go on, girl," |
willed. "Back home. And forget . . ."

Sheturned, and went her way.

We reached the top of the down and the fog was till with us. But now it had adifferent qudlity;
before, it had blanketed dl in ill, grey anonymity, now it had shape. The pup shivered in my armsand
Beauty flung up her head fretfully. Only Conn was steedy asarock at my side, asking no questions,
trusing me.

| hated. "Thisisthe place.



"Theplace?'
"The boundary between thevillage and their world. Listen!”

All around usthe fog was advancing and retresting; paws rattling, tails swishing; whining, yapping;
earslaid back, eyesydlow; teeth bared, tongues|lolling—

"Dear God!" muttered Conn. "Arethey red?"

"More or less. Take Beauty up to that small hawthorn and tether her tight, otherwise she will panic.
They won't hurt either of you: they are only interested in the pup. I'll bedl right . . ."

Bravewords. . . Now | was done with them. The pup lay quiet in my arms but now and again a
shiver ran through him and alittle trickle of warm wet ran down my arm. But he wastrying hard to hide
histerror and in that moment | accepted him as one of us.

The wolf-fog swirled closer and now | wastruly aone, for no longer could | see either Conn or
Beauty, some hundred yards away. The beasts were becoming braver, encroaching on the unwritten
empty space that humans keep between themsalves and other creatures, beyond which none may come
unlessinvited. A tall brushed my leg, amuzzle snatched at my skirt, apaw struck my arm.

"Enough!” | said, and used a Word of Command, one that our Mistress had used.

The fog hesitated then steadied, and | had my space again. Remembering the witch's spells, The
Ancient's commands, the bond that had existed between me and my friends, and now, most of dl, the
memory of Snowy, | summoned up al my strength. "1 am not calling you back, dear one," | said in my
mind, "for that | know isforbidden, but please give mewhat helpyou can . . ." Ingtantly, or so it seemed,
the middle finger of my right hand itched intolerably. Absentmindedly | reached to scratch and touched
the golden band around it. | felt a charge go through me. Touching the pup on the head with Snowy's
ring, | boldly st him down a my feet.

"Once, long ago," | said to thefog, "you and yours said you were mine to command until acertain
debt was repaid. The debt is ill owing. | was also promised that when my need was great, one would
come. | have him here: the answer to aneed, the repayment of the debt.” The wordswere only in my
mind, but | felt their meaning ring round the circling mist. "This pup before you isnot of yours, heis
neither dog nor wolf, and as such is only acceptable to such aswe. Let him go! His dam has released
him: now it isyour turn! This pup before you, sired by your dead leader, now belongs to me and the man
who—"

The man who now strode urgently through the mist to my side, wading cardlesdy through tails and
muzzles, to stand with sword drawn, his other arm encircling my waist.

"Y ou're not tackling this on your own! We may be outnumbered, but my sword can bite as sharp as
their teeth!" He never knew how near he came to upsetting everything, even while my heart sang with his
"rescue,” for as| let my attention turn to him the thread that kept the wolves at bay nearly snapped. In
timel recalled mysdf.

"No need, | think, my dear Conn . . ." | touched Snowy's ring to my lips and concentrated again,
willing avisua impresson of that strange flight from the Castle of Fair Ddlights. | tried to project thet last
mesting with the three wolves, the bitch'slast words. . . | felt the wolves about me grow lill, then there
was a pause, asthough they were considering. The mist thinned alittle and | could see asilent, watchful
ring of animas. They sat or lay where they were asif waiting for something to happen. A young wolf,
scarce six months, became tired of the delay and crawled towards the pup. Instantly an old bitch
snagpped it into submission.

We waited. And waited.

At length, trotting proudly through the pack, camethe largest of the wolves. Initsjaws were the
dangling remains of afresh-killed hare. He hated in front of me, eyesblazing. A pledge. | held out my
hand and helaid the limp body of the harein front of the pup, who immediately sniffed a the still-warm
body. Knedling, | took out my knife and, ditting open the body, brought out the liver, seaming in the cold



mist. Quickly | diced at the meat and handed a piece to the leader-wolf, who snapped it from my fingers.
Queling my nauseal stuffed abit in my own mouth and handed a piece up to Conn.

IIBlJt_II

"Eat! and don't argue. It'simportant . . ."

Thelast piece| gaveto the pup, who took it delicately and chewed likewise, his eyes never leaving
thewolf. The body of the hare till lay before the leader: in one swift movement he snatched it up and
tossed it over his shoulder, dmost like agame, and immediately the whole pack fell on it, growling and
snarling till there was not the smallest scrap of fur or bone lft. The new wolf-leader looked at me, at
Conn, then dowly, ddliberatdly, helifted hisleg and urinated on the pup and then whedled round into the
thinning mist without looking back. One by one, in correct pack order, the other wolves got up and
followed him until at last we were done.

A fresh breeze blew from the west.

"Suppose,” said Conn, "you tell mewhat al that was about?" | picked up the pup. "Pah! Y ou smell,
you poor little so-and-so! Let'sfind astream and get you cleaned up . . . Yes, I'll tell you, Conn, but shall
we get out of here?I'm hungry, and cold, and tired . . ."

Without aword he picked me up, pup and al, and carried me over to where Beauty was waiting.

The Gleaning:
TheKnight and His L ady

Journey's End

After that it was different. We were back to the easy, gentle relationship we had had when first
Setting out on our journey, when Conn had plucked me flowers from the hedge and | had gazed at him
when | did not think he would notice.

But that was dl: we were back where we started, but no further. It wasjust like going to dl the
trouble of preparing ameal, smelling the ddlicious aromas as it cooked, tasting to see that the juices
blended right, preparing the table, sharpening the knives, wiping the bowls, even putting the serving
spoon into the stew—and then, no food. Just the tantaizing smells, the sdlivating mouth, the ssomach-turn
of anticipation, the growing hunger. And surely, just like amedl that is kept too long, the meat would dry
up, the bread go mouldy, the wine sour, and the chief guest disappear? | was hungry for love, redl love,
desperate to taste what | was sure would be the finest nourishment | had ever been offered, sure that it
would fill meto satiation: but the guest at the meal wastoo polite to invite himsdlf to dinner, and | wastoo
proud to ask, lest | be refused.

That wastheworst of al, | suppose, not knowing. When | had been ugly he had promised to take
care of me; when | was pretty he had tried to renew his offer but | had sidestepped, and since then he
had not referred to it again. | knew he had ajourney's end in mind where everything would suddenly be



right, why else had we hastened dl these miles? But | was not so sanguine. Had | dreamt those moments
round The Ancient's fire when he had talked about laying down hisarms? Did | imaginein dreamsthat he
had said he wanted to settle down with wife and children? Or had he some other person in mind? To me,
love didn't wait on destinations—if, indeed, thiswere love, thisfunny, aching, irritating, lovely, despairing

longing thet | flt.

But thankfully | could not be introspective the whole time. We were travelling through countryside
rich with late summer, through forests where the leaves hung heavy and the birds were almost too drowsy
to sing, across streams and rivers where the trout lay in somnolent shoals, through villages where it was
too hot to do anything but laze in the sun. Beauty grew deek and plump, Conn and | became dmost as
tanned asthe Dark People and the pup grew tall and strong. We had discussed what to cal him. None of
the names | tried—Migty, Silver, to do with his colour; Hero and Speedy (hopefully his
attributes—seemed to fit. Then Conn told me how, asachild, he had tumbled on the floor of the Greet
Hall of hisfather'shome with dl the hounds and dogs and terriers, and how he had had a chosen animal
he had later hunted with and loved above the rest, one of the Great Ones named Bran. | looked at the
pup. "Bran?' | said. Hewagged histail. So Bran it was.

He was aready showing promise. Every day Conn, firm and dedlicated, taught him obedience and
exploited those skillsin which he showed promise. For an hour a atime man and dog worked like
teacher and pupil, both wearing frowns of concentration, both throwing al they had into the lessons. Then
would come a break; Conn would relax, lie back with cheese and bread and the pup would come
running to me, al smiles and wagging tail, and | laughed with him and we tusded on the ground together
until we were both exhausted. He would roll onto his back, earsflopping in the dust and hishairless belly
gleaming in the sunlight and | would kiss his nose and pick the burrsout of hiscoat . . .

"You spoil him," grumbled Conn. "He'saworking dog.”

"Not al thetime. Y ou weren't asoldier every minute of every day. He's only young: he'sgot to relax
sometimes, just asyou are doing now."

"I'meding.”

"Andreding..."

"At lesst I'm not playing about!"

"Children must play sometimes; he'still only ayoungster.”

And then Conn would rdlent and come and join us, playing with the great paws and scratching him
behind the ears. "He's going to be a beauty, just like hisdam!™

But the pup would dide hisditted yellow eyesround to mine, eyes danting back along his head that
were pure wolf—

And so the promise they had made, al that long time ago when they escaped from their prison in the
Cadtle of Fair Delights, wasfulfilled. . .

* * %

And then we came to Encancastre, that the Romans before us had caled Isca, through fields heavy
with harvest and sckle Lugnosamoon a night. The town stretched away in front of us up narrow,
winding streets, aroof-pattern of thatch and wood and tile—and theriver ran away at our feet. A haze of
smoke drifted down to our nogtrils and somewhere was the merry sound of pipe and drum and dl the
usua hubbub of peopleliving on top of one ancther: shouts, halls, laughter, complaint; aman singing, a
cow bellowing, adog barking, achild crying—

Civilization.

Part of me welcomed this, looked for the close intimacy of person to person, the comfortable
proximity of my own kind; part rgjected the whole idea and wished for the londliness, the open spaces,
the close communion that was possible between humans and nature—or wasiit that | was frightened of
giving mysdlf unreservedly to my own kind? Perhapsthis had something to do with the gulf that Still



existed between Conn and mysdlf? | knew, by that extra sensethat all women have, that he wasfar from
indifferent to me and even desired me, but | dso knew that he was ignorant of the full extent to which his
fedingswereinvolved. | knew aso that unless he was reminded fairly soon we should just drift farther
and farther gpart, until—

"—s0 | thought it would befair if we split it two-thirds to you and one to myself,” said Conn,
arranging the gold pieces on a convenient tree-stump. "That means twenty for you and ten for me. | can
earn my living easily enough now that | have Booty back and sword and armour. I'll |eave Bran with you
for the time being anyway, because you need some kind of protector and, although he's by no meansfulll
Szeyst, I'd not liketo—"

"What areyou talking about?"

Helooked across at me, puzzled. "Weren't you listening? | said that now we had reached journey's
end—"

"Journey's end?'

"I don't believe you heard aword | said!" Hefrowned. "A long time ago, or soit seems, | said |
knew of an army surgeon and bonesetter from my Frankish dayswho had settled with his English wifein
Iscaand that | had amind to learn histrade—"

"But you just said you were going back to fighting—"
"| said that now | had horse and armour | could earn my living, yes, but | intend to |learn the trade of

surgeon, to travel to where the battles are, fight if needs be, but to offer my servicesinitially as mender
rather than bresker."

| wasslent. My insdes had settled in adoughy lump and my head felt asif it were stuffed with
uncombed fleece. He wasredly going, then: | wasto be left on my own.

| tried to keep my voice steady. "|—I remember you saying you—you would see me settled . . "

"Of course, of course!" Helooked uncomfortable at the reminder, was speaking too heartily, would
not look a me. "Wl now, I've given the matter more than alittle thought in the last few days—" (I'll bet!
| thought bitterly) "—and the best ideaiisthat | leave you with my friend'swife, who | am surewill prove
an excdlent chaperone until you get settled. Y ou will have the gold as anice little—dowry, or somesuch,
and when you find someone—somewhere that you want to settle—\What's the matter?”

He had said once that | had astubborn chin: | stuck it out. "Y ou said you would! | don't want just
any old femaelooking after me, either! Besdes—" | had asudden, saving thought. "How do you know
shelll agree? In fact, how do you even know they are till there?' | warmed to the theme. "Hadn't you
better make sure that this is journey's end before you start dividing up the dragon's gold?* And our lives,
| added sllently. "Why don't you take Beauty and go up into the town and find out? Bran and | will wait
for you here." It sounded thoroughly reasonable, yet | thought he might detect the guile that had
prompted my words.

Hedidn't. "Very well. Y ou are sure you want to stay here?"

Ohyes, | wassure, very sure. Even if the animals conspired againgt our parting, Beauty turning her
head twice to look back at me, and Bran whining to see them go.

"Traitor!" | murmured, and stroked his ears. "Now, it'slong past noon aready, and thereisalot to
do..."

Further into the woods behind the town | found what | wanted and spent avery busy two or three
hours. It was ready blueing into twilight when | heard Beauity's hooves on the track. On one edge of the
world athin silver regper's knife peeked over to counterbaance the gold-plated platter that was diding
away over the other side. Between them a star blinked and yawned, ready to blaze the night, and the air
was very dill: earth, sun, moon and starsin perfect conjunction and the paths of Power beneath my fedt.
All boded well and it must be near, or on, the actua feast of Lugnosa, when al good things ripened and
fdl to the knife and were gathered for harvest. Not the painful, cold birth of Inbolc, nor the frenzied



coupling of Beltane, nor yet the haunted darkness of Samain, but till atime for magic. . .

"Did you find him?" | asked Conn as he tethered Beauty to the rowan where | had aready tied Bran.
Pretending to fuss | looped the garland | had prepared over her neck and turned for Conn's answer.

"After afair bit of searching, yes. His nameisHieronymus, but heis called Jeremy here, so that
complicated the search. But heisjust the same, and hiswife's as charming alady asyou could hopeto
meet: makesthree of him but still handsome enough, and she's more than willing to take care of you—"

"And what doeshe say," | interrupted, "about you learning the trade?"

"He agreed at once! He wants usto set up in business together for awhile, and saysthat after ayear
or so | shdl be ableto start up on my own if | wish, or buy him out, because he wantsto return to his
birthland and—"

"Well, isn't that nicel" | said. " Just what you had hoped for!™
"Youll likethem too, darling girl. And now shal we—"

| was temporarily sidetracked by the "darling girl" but not so much as not to try and divert him ashe
moved back towards Beauty, obvioudy wanting usto go back to the town straightaway. "Let's just have
alast, quiet supper on our own tonight and go and see them tomorrow first thing. | made astew, justin
case, and baked some bread, and | saved some of that mead you liked . . ."

The smoke from thefire drifted upwardsin acardess spird, the air was lazy and warm, and dl the
scents of the earth mingled and thrust at one's senses; great hawk-wings fluttered on teasel and late
foxglove, bats swung low, and the ground was dry, the heath springy benesth one's feet. Such a perfect,
sweet-smelling night meant unsettled weather for the next few days, especialy astabby-stripe clouds
wererisng dowly in the west, but now it was perfect.

Aswasthe place| had chosen.

Once there had been acircle but now only the pestholes were | eft for those who cared to see. A
minor place of power, else there would have been standing stonesinstead of rotted wood, but the rowan,
ivy, holly and hawthorn were il there. There were paths of Power beneath our feet, and Conn had
seated himsdf unknowingly on the old dtar stone, adab of rock haf-overgrown by the ubiquitousivy.

He stretched back, his arms behind his head. "What a perfect night! Just right for—" He stopped
aoruptly. "Er . . . Dinner ready, Thingy?"

Fine, it wasgoing as | had planned.

"Nearly. Why don't you go over to the stream, down there in the hollow, and wash off the grime of
the day? | have aclean shirt waiting for you. I'll just add a pinch or two of salt to the stew and cut the
bread and then it'll al beready.”

If he thought it was alittle odd having adip at thistime of day he made no sign and disappeared
behind the bushes. Good. It was necessary to be cleansed.

| added the specid touchesto the stew, inhding the pungent, earthy smell of the mushrooms before
crumbling them into the bubbling pot, then laid the bowls and horn mugs ready, unstoppering the mead to
let it bresthe the night air. | had bathed earlier and now, in these few stolen moments, wasthetimeto
tune mysdlf to the Power.

| was about to step into the circle to begin the incantations but suddenly there came the hoot of an
owl, asout of season as The Ancient's Hoowi. Without thinking | looked across the clearing at Conn's
discarded jacket, where the owl's feather and the dove's still blazoned theright breast. The owl's,
wisdom,; the dove's, peace and fiddity. The owl hooted again, urgently it seemed. Wasthat, then, my
feather? Wisdom? And surely what | was about to do was the only wisdom: lulling Conn into an
acceptance of what he redly felt, make him declare that which was hidden—

My right hand spasmed asiif it were cramped, but only for an instant. | opened the fingers again and
stretched them: strange, for one's toes sometimes cramped, but not one'sfingers. . . | stepped towards
the circle, the owl hooted, my hand spasmed once more and thistime the ring on my middle finger,



Snowy's spird of magic horn, bit into the pam of my hand. | pulled &t it, tried to unwind the cail, but it
was asfirm asafingernal yet still soft and maleable, and aslike my own flesh asif it had grown intoit,
and it wouldn't shift.

Onceagain | stepped forward, once again my fingers clenched involuntarily. So, | was doing
something wrong. Had | mispronounced one of the correct words, mispaced one of the steps, forgotten
one of the essentid herbs? Quickly | ran through them in my mind, but everything seemed asit should.
Then through the soft night air came stedling a strange, aien odour, compounded of so many different
things that were foreign to the time and place. There was awarm, sweaty horse-smell, like but unlike
Beauty; ascent of snged horn, fresh spring grass; water bubbling over rocks, summer hay; moss,
trampled pine-needles—Snowy!

Forgetting, | turned to look for him, but the traitorous moon showed only emptiness. My eyes
flooded with tears, aching for one more sighting of that beloved form, my hands reaching in vain for the
soft curtain of hismane, my earsfor that quaint, gentle speech. At this moment he was nearer to me than
he had ever been since | had seen him pace away into oblivion with his prince, the prince he loved
without subterfuge or dissembling or magic—

Oh, Snowy! Of course. Redl love was either there or it wasn't. No need to conjureit with runes, bind
it with ivy and hawthorn, induce it with mushrooms and mead! Love thusforced was as
bad—worsel—than our Mistress's Shape-Changing that had seduced an innocent village-lad and
near-trapped Conn adso. What was | doing, what was | thinking of ? If Conn loved me he would tell me: if
hedidn't then | had no right to drug him into believing he did!

Running over to Bran and Beautty | tore off their garlands, untied them from the rowan and tethered
them again to an innocent oak sapling. Picking up the heavy cooking pot | attempted to heave away the
contents into the bushes, but some of the scalding fluid tipped down my dress; panicking both from the
hesat of the liquid and from someimagined contamination | ripped it off and stood naked. Quickly |
circled widdershinsto counteract any lingering spells, then raced away to the stream to rinse my dress,
without thinking further than that agreat |oad was off my mind: | wasfree of power, spdlsand
enchantments forever. Now | was me, mysdlf, and never again would | be tempted to useamagic | was
not entitled to!

Running through the bushes barefoot | sumbled more than once, but the knowledge that | must wash
away dl traces of my foolishness spurred me on. Splashing at last into the clear, cold water, | held my
dress under and scrubbed away al traces of the magic between my ringers and looped it over abush to
dry, then turned to wash dl fever from mysdlf.

"Whatever in theworld are you doing, Thingy dear?' Therewasalilt to hisvoice like the turn of the
water over the stones, and once more we stood face to face in running water, birth-naked the pair of us,
but thistime there was no shame on my part, no coyness, no hesitation. | had to know, | had to know
right there and then, and convention and afew scraps of cloth, or rather the lack of them, wereirrdevant.

"Oh, Conn! | had it all planned but it wasn't right, it was wicked and Snowy told me so and | think
The Ancient's owl did too, but | spilt the supper down my dress and had to get mysdlf clean and please
say you don't mind, but | must know!"

"Darling girl, you're talking scribble again! Spilt the supper, have you? No bother: there's atavern not
ahdf-milefrom here—"

"You don't understand!” | wailed. "I'm unclean, |—"

"Then that's soon remedied. Just stand still, girl dear, and I'll scoop somewater over you . . . S0."
The water poured from his cupped hands over my shoulders, between my breasts and down my flat
stomach to the cleft between my thighs. He lifted more, and thistime thetips of hisfingers accidentally
brushed my breastsand | felt asthough | had been kicked in the ssomach. Looking down, | saw that my
nippleswere hard and firm like two wild cherries.

Looking down revealed something else, aswell.



"Isthat—is that because of me?" | asked wonderingly and put out my hand to touch, but he leapt
back asthough he had been stung, hands over his crotch, and al but lost his baance.

"Don't—dont!" hesaid. "Y ou don't know, you don't redize. . ."

"I'm sorry,” | said, but there was no consciousness of shame, only alively curiosity. "l just wanted to
touch. Y ou see, that sort of thing has always frightened me before; there was Broom, and then the
swineherd: they only wanted to attack, to hurt . . . But yours looksrather nice and friendly, not
threatening a al. | have seen it before, you know," | added. "When you wereill, or bathing or getting
dressed.” | was going to say something about the Lady Adiora, but thought better of it.

"If you try and touch me," he said unsteedily, "knight or no, I won't answer for the consequences. . ."

"Do you mean—you would make love to me?"

"Jud thet!”

"Then—Oh Conn, | must ask! Doesthat mean you love me, just the littlest bit? Or isit only what
they cdl lust? Y ou see, | haveto know. I've loved you so much dl thistime, ever sncewe found you in
that ditch, in fact, and a onetime| thought you might—Then you didn't ask again, and | thought you
didn't.. .| know ladies aren't supposed to ask thingslike this, and it doesn't matter if you don', | won't
mind—waell, not much anyway—but | must know—"

He stepped forward and kissed me then, quite hard, and | fitted nicely into hisarms and everything
was very interesting, because dthough my feet by now were cold from the stream and the skin was going
al washerwoman-wrinkly, the rest of me was warm and smooth and tingly.

"Does that mean you do?" | asked, when | had got my breath back.

"Doesit mean . . .! Dear Chrigt, girl, I've worshipped you ever sincel first saw you properly in those
Waters of Truth! | loved you before, poor helplesslittle Thingummy that you were, but when | saw that
beautiful face on you and the body to match and | knew you were born alady it wasjust like your dull
pebbles turning into the dragon's jewels: | felt you were way beyond my reach and would never consider
an ageing, well-used adventurer!”

"But | love you—"

"But | wasn't to know, now was1?You never sad . . ."

"Neither did you!" | thought back over the wasted miles. Y ou're not really well-used . . . Can |
now?'
"What? Oh. Well . . ." He seemed alittle disconcerted, but | looked down and saw that his body
was still keen. Perhaps he was hungry. My mother had aways made sure my father was fed and wined

before she asked him something specid, especidly if she was afraid he might say no.

"Perhgps we could have supper first," | suggested. "There's bread left and abit of cheese, and the
mead—"

"Blow supper!" said Conn. "Hang supper! To perdition with supper!™ And he picked meup in his
amsand carried me dl theway back to thefire.

Ontheway | tried to explain what | had intended to do and he kissed mein dl the nicest placesand
told me he didn't need magic and moonlight and mushroomsto know that | belonged in his heart for
aways and then he laid me down and took mein his arms again and the earth stretched beneath uslike a
dreaming beast, and the sickle of the regper took the last thread that bound me to my past and gathered
me and tied me to my love and | heard the music again, the music The Ancient had called L ove's Song,
and the air sang with it thewhole night through.. . .

* % %

"How about breakfast?' said Conn.
"Bregkfag?'
"Y es, bregkfast: making love dways leaves me with an appetite .. . . Now you areto be my wifel



shall expect dl the comforts of home, you know: meals on demand, and dl therest of it. . ."

"Your wife? Am | redlly to be your wife?" | looked a him. He was laughing, his moustache curled
upward, his eyes sparkled, and on his face was alook of love and contentment and on hisjacket our two
feathers wisdom and fiddlity. Y es, he meant it.

"Just as soon as we can say theright wordsin front of the right person.” He reached over and
spanked my rump. "Now, lazy one, get some clothes on and well go up to town." He followed the spank
with akiss on the offended portion. "And then if you'll bear with melearning the surgeon'stradefor a
while, well go on afterwards and find that home you dreamt of: sea, hillsand a stream, wasn't it, with
martletsin the eaves and sealsto sing usto deep? And well settle there and have children and love and
quarrel and then kissand make up. I'll cure the people and you will tend to the hurts of the animals, and
weéll live happily ever after .. ."

And sowedid.

And so the soldier: hung up his sword,;

The hands that had hewn: turned to heal.

The loves she had lost: became different loves,
And the martlet made: his mansion in the eaves.
The wolf-cub waited: by the wall of the house
And the people of the sea: sang themto sleep.



