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DRAGONSHAVE NO SENSE OF HUMOR

The unicorn-like cregture heard the roar from where he lay in the mid-morning shadows among the
bonsai trees. Ky-Lin sprang upright, thinking for amoment that the Blue Mountain had erupted again, but
recognised immediately that the noise came from the harsh, cacophonous voices of the dragons. They
were clearly upset.

Hedid aquick transformation, desk-ornament size to pony size and trotted along in the afternoon heet,
his hooves throwing up little puffs of dudt.

As he neared the Blue Mountain, he heard a sudden clatter of leathery wings above. Claws seized his
shoulders and he was borne upwardsinto the air with awhoosh! and asinking lurch in his stomach. He
saw the plain beneath him disappear with darming speed.

One of the dragons had pounced on him and was carrying him higher and higher towards the northesst,
but to what purpose? Was he to be dropped from a great height, to be smashed to smithereens? Made
into asnack for the dragons dinner? But perhaps they had something less violent in mind.

The next moment they started to drop like stones. Beneath them the black maw of the mountain rose up
with frightening speed: adark blot, an inky puddle, an ebony lake—the mouth of Hell itsdlf!

The dragon braked sharply at thelast moment, then did aneat landing in the middle of acircle of sx
scaly others, dropping Ky-Lin unceremonioudy to the ground.

All the dragons were hissing. They were not amused. . . .

BAEN BOOKSby MARY BROWN

The Unlikely Ones
PigsDon't Fly
Master of Many Treasures
Srange Deliverance
Dragonne's Eg



BOOK ONE

"WheretherésaWill therdsaWay"
—William Hadlitt

Chapter One

Birthday Girl

"Please, Miss! Ern's’avin’ afitagain. . ."

Birthdays shouldn't belike this, | thought savagely as| squeezed aong the narrow row between the
desksto where Ernest was jerking uncontrollably. | held him tight for amoment, glad to seethat he
hadn't bitten histongue; as his spasms lessened and he started to snore | scooped him up in my arms and
carried him out of the class, down the corridor and into the kitchen, where there was apallet in acorner
for emergencies. | stripped off his soiled pants, chucked them into a bucket and rinsed them out, my nose
wrinkling as | draped them over afireguard to dry.

Ellen turned from the stove, where she was stirring the soup.

"'Imagain? Just cover 'im up, I'll keep an eyeon 'im." The smell of the soup made my mouth water. On
the table the bread was dready diced. Ellen saw my face.

"All counted out, miss—but come'ere. . ." Shetook aknob of crust from the side and dipped it into the
soup. " Careful, it's'ot!"

And absolutdly delicious. | crammed it into my mouth al at once, in danger of choking.
"Thanks, Ellen. Only anhourtogo. . ."

"Thank God it's Sat'day!"

"Amen to that!"

As| made my way back to the classroom, making sure no crumbs would betray my scrounging and
wiping my mouth on one of my second-best handkerchiefs, one used to mop up childish tears, snot or
blood from cuts and grazes, | reflected that | should have afull two hours extrathis afternoon to
celebrate my twenty-first birthday .

School wasfrom eight in the morning till Six at night, Mondays to Friday, but on Saturday we broke two
hours earlier. Finein summer, but in winter it made little difference, the nights closing in early. Just two
hourslonger shut away in my room, asmoky littlefirein the grate; just two more hours mending or
trimming or studying. Once aweek | would call at thelocal lending library, but | read so fast and so
voracioudy that | had to ration my pleasure to an hour aday. One penny aweek wasdl | could afford,
this being the going rate for borrowing.



| preferred to save a penny or two here and there and browse through one of the second-hand
bookshops. Thisway | had built up my own little library: by now | had some of the novels of Mr.
Dickens, Miss Austen, the Misses Bronté, Mrs. Gaskell and Mr. Thackeray, a Treasury of Poetry, the
collected Histories of Mr. Shakespeare andThe Commonplace Cook . Thislatter | could not redly put
to the test, asthefirein my room would only hold one pan at best and cooking in one's room was
discouraged, but if some day | had ahome of my own | should, theoreticaly, have knowledge enough to
produce good, nourishing medls.

Inthe meantime, like pupils and teachers alike at the Reverend Ezekid Moffat's Charity Schooal, lived
on just that: the posthumous generosity of our founder. Founded sixty years ago in the early 1820s, the
worthy minister had envisaged saving the souls of London's poorest children with hisfour "R's": Religion,
Reading, 'Riting and 'Rithmetic. His daughters, who now ran the school, had added another "R
Refreshments.

For many of these children of the streets the food they received a school wastheir only sustenance. On
arriva each child was given adice of bread and dripping and adrink of milk and water. At lunchtime
there was abowl of Ellen's soup and another dice of bread and at hometime adice of bread and scrape
and another drink of milk and water. We teachers shared the same diet, which made the twenty-six
pounds a year we received go alittle further. It meant | only had to buy supper during the week, and
could spoil mysdlf on Saturday nights and Sundays.

Stll, ten shillings aweek didn't go far. Four shillings aweek for rent, plus a penny for hot water. One
penny aday for the emptying of my dop bucket. Thislast was definitely worth it, not having to tramp
down two flights of stairsto use the revolting, fly-infested privy in the backyard. That made five shillings
and four-pence. Three-pence for laundry, apenny for the library, which left four shillings and four-pence
for everything e se, which included clothes, coals, sewing materids and ribbons, soap and, of course,
food.

At present | was managing to save one shilling aweek towards the cost of material for awinter dress
and new boots, and another shilling went into the Co-operative Bank. Then there was the collection at
church on Sundays and a penny for the Missionary Fund, which left me two-pence anight for amest pie
or acouple of sausages. Thisweek | had bought wool to knit mittens and amuffler for the winter, but |
had the princely sum of nine-pence left with which to indulge myself tomorrow.

In the fine weather | would make a packed lunch and take it out into one of the parks, but when it was
wet or cold on Saturday nights| would visit the butcher for acouple of chops, then the greengrocer for
potatoes and some apples or an orange, plus aloaf from the baker and perhaps a chunk of cheese from
the grocer. Saturday night was cheapest too, as all was closed for the Sabbath, and the later you went,
the better the bargain.

Back in the classroom my pupilswerein disarray. Obvioudy those who could had scratched their
versonsof "Cat, Rat, Mat, Hat, Sat" onto their dates, and were now teasing one another, throwing things
or fast adeep. | hurried over, apologising to Miss Hardacre and Miss Hepzibah Moffat for the possible
disruption of their Middle and Senior classes, clapped my hands for order, tapped afew headswith my
ruler and hurriedly wiped the blackboard with a damp cloth and substituted "Dog, Log, Hog, Bog, Fog"
for the earlier words. | then moved down the aide, praisng where | could, as blame was no use with
these deprived children.



Some of them were patently ineducable, others would never get further than adding the smplest of
numbers and writing their own names, but there were exceptions, like Jude and June, half-caste brother
and sister who held the glimmerings of something better. These two now presented me with "The Cat sat
ontheMat" and"The Cat in the Hat" respectively. Next term | would recommend them to Miss
Hardcastles Middle Class, who were now monotonoudy reciting their seven timestable.

Having al three classesin the same room was difficult at the best of times, but usualy two were either
writing or listening so we teachers didn't have the added strain of shouting above each other.

Of course there were always more girls than boys. As soon asthey were old enough the latter were out
on the streetsfor their parents, thieving, running errands or, if they were lucky, 'prenticed out to coa
merchants, chimney sweeps, dockers, lightermen or cogters. Thegirls, if they were presentable, usualy
ended up on the Streets at puberty or helping out in laundries or cookshops. We did have some
successes. some of the children had been properly placed, boysto printing presses and the retail trade,
even oneto the Chrigtian Church; the girls out as milliners, seamstresses, nursery governesses or placed
in respectable households. But these das, were few and far between.

| had been herein London for three years now. My parents had died within aweek of each other of a
low fever while | was Hill at boarding school. We had never been well-off—it was said my mother had
married beneath her to a humble watch-maker and repairer—but they hadn't sinted on my educetion,
more than they could have afforded; but once al debts had been paid and most of the furniture sold from
our rented cottage, | found dl | had was enough to keep mysalf for sx months, afew sticks of furniture
and fond memories of a pretty, merry mother who was a hopeless housewife, and agentle, retiring father
who waited for work rather than seeking it out.

So, Miss Sophronisbe Lee would haveto find aStuation, fast, but for an unattached girl of nineteen with
no specia skillsand only the recommendation of her headmistressto back her applicationsit wasn't essy.
At firgt | was picky, answering only those advertisements that appealed to me, but astime passed | grew
more desperate as most of my agpplications were either unanswered or were curt regjections, the general
consensus being that | was both too young and too inexperienced.

So | no longer applied to those advertisementsfor a"gented children'sgoverness,” or "Lady F. requires
experienced ladies-maid,” rather was| driven to replying to seekers of companionsfor the elderly, or
housekeeper in a"large and boisterous household.” These came to nothing aswell, if you discount an
interview | actually undertook with hope concerning a" disabled gentleman” requiring ayoung lady for
reading aloud, writing letters and other "light duties.” Unfortunately he was not too disabled to chase me
al over hisstudy and he made it very clear what the "light duties’ would entall. . . .

Thiswent on for nearly three months until | had almost decided to apply for a straightforward domestic
post, when | had an unexpected bonus. One of our neighbours had paid avisit to an aunt in London, and
brought back a morning paper which contained ten suitable posts. Although the paper was afew days
old I answered dl the advertisements eagerly, then sat back and waited. And waited.

Of the ten, four never answered, and | had five replies turning me down, but the last letter was different.
Thiswas from the headmistress of a Charity School offering ateaching post. ™Y oung person, male or
female, to teach class of five- to eight-year-oldsin poor district. Wages: twenty-six pounds per yeer.
Some food supplied. Only serious and dedicated applicants need apply." Her advertisement had been
last on my list because of the low wage, but somehow the tone of the letter | received fired mewith an
uncharacterigtic enthusasm.

"l note that your qualifications are more than adequate for our Junior Class, but you must realise



that the possession of knowledge is not, in itself, the only requirement in a good teacher. It also
involves patience, a liking for your pupils and, above all, the art of communication.

"You are young, but that cannot be held against you: you will not have had time to form bad
habits or hard opinions. | note from your headmistress's recommendation that you have a mind of
your own and are not afraid to express your views: | prefer this attitude to that of a milksop-miss.

"If you decide to take the post you must be prepared to live in an insalubrious district and deal
with children who are poor, ill-clad, unwashed and often apathetic. The position is not an easy
one, but it might well prove rewarding if you manage to improve the lot of only one of these
deprived children.”

So, my youth and inexperience didn't matter! Even my assertiveness was accepted as asort of virtue.
Was| patient? | thought so. Could | like the unlikeable? Probably—after dl, children were children the
world over. Could | communicate? Definitely!

And so, afortnight later, the remaining sticks of furniture sold, gpart from my father's comfortable
wing-chair, my mother'swriting desk and embroidered footstool and amantel-clock that | had had in my
bedroom since | wasachild, | took the stage to London and anew life.

And here| Hill was, nearly three yearslater.

Perhapsif | had had the faintest idea of just how tough those years were to be | would not have come,
but, perversdy, | wasglad | had. Financialy | was badly off; | lived in squaid conditions and probably
didn't eat enough hedlthy food, and the teaching was mind-blowingly monotonous and unrewarding. It
seemed my nostrils were always full of the smell of unwashed bodies, urine, chak, smoke and fog.

Againg al those wasthe plus of living in London itsdlf. It was awondrous, vibrant city, full of museums,
galeries, ancient monuments, theatres, parks and beautiful churches, al of which fed the hunger for
beauty and learning which | hadn't redlised had lain dormant in me for so long. The fantastic wonders of
the Crystal Paace, the military bands, the Palace with its changing of the guard, the gaily dressed people,
the shops crammed with goodies—

Of course there was the other sde aswell. London was like abeautifully dressed woman with dirty
underwear. Horrendous Sums, depraved and deprived lower-classes, running sewers, apal of choking
smoke most of the year; the blind, the crippled, the lame begging on every street corner and the prisons
full of debtors, thieves and worse.

But these three years had toughened me. | was now far more saf-reliant, relising just how sheltered,
pampered and protected | had been asachild. Now | believed | knew far better how to extract the best
from the simplest of pleasures. | dso redised how our little school shone out like abunch of bright weeds
againg the dull poverty around us.

Only oneinten of our little charges redlly benefitted from the education we offered, but at least they
were off the streets, were fed, warm and, if necessary, clothed. Miss Moffat and her sister were adept at
vigiting some of the better neighbourhoods, especidly if achild in the household had died, and begging for
charitable cast-offs. Most of the bereaved were only too glad to be rid of unpleasant reminders.
Otherwise we took advantage of any scraps of cloth we managed to gather and cobbled together what
we could. Every Christmas and Easter each child was presented with abright new penny, (birthdays
being out because few of the children knew their birthdate), and at the New Y ear there was a bag of



sweset biscuits.

The headmistress and her sister were as undike in appearance as could be. Miss Moffat wastal, dim
and severe-looking; Miss Hepzibah was smdll, round, wore wire-rimmed glasses, and sighed agreat
ded: Ellen told me she had been disappointed in love. There was one other member of their household:
Madeleine, aremarkably quiet and composed young lady of about nineteen who filled in as ateacher
when necessary, and was apparently adopted by the Misses Moffat as ababy. When | expressed to
Ellen my admiration for their generosity, she shrugged her shoulders.

"Therée's some as would say they didn't have much choice," she said, and left me to work it out for
mysef. | guessed Madeleine must be at |east adistant relation, for she bore aremarkable resemblance to
ayounger MissHepzibah. . . .

* * *

There was abustle a the back of the classroom and every childish head turned to where Ellen was
carrying in the cauldron of lunchtime soup. She was followed by Maddeine with atray of bread and a
bundle of spoons. Next came the enamel bowls and a bucket of soapy water and arag, for every child
had its face and hands washed before eating. | dipped out to the kitchen to check on little epileptic
Ernest, and found him already seated at the kitchen table with soup and bread. On the way back |

passed Miss Moffat, who gave me anod before striking the brass gong outside the classroom to signal
luncheon, a sound quickly drowned by the scrapes of chairs and stools, excited squeals and the rush of
feet asthe children formed into classlines. Asusud there was much pushing and shoving, seeming that
every second without food was life-threatening, but the routine was well established, and as soon as Miss
Moffat entered the room and called for order she gained it within ahalf-minute.

Maddeine wiped hands and faces, | handed out bowl! and spoon, Ellen ladled out into the former and
Miss Hepzibah and Miss Hardcastle doled out the bread. The children went back to their desksto e,
before returning their bowls, having their hands and faces wiped clean again and escaping to the yard a
the back for ahalf-hour, to play tag, leapfrog, Fairy Footsteps or Hopscotch and visit the privy.

Then, and only then did we teachers repair to the kitchen to eat our luncheon and toast our toes, with the

added bonus of acup of hot, strong teato follow. Thiswas aso the time when we discussed any especia
problems with the children; those who needed extra clothes, who appeared to be sickening for something
or who showed signs of maltreatment or abuse.

This haf-hour dwayswhizzed by, and today the children were even more difficult to control, but this
was usua on a Saturday. My class were supposed to be doing the smplest of smple arithmetic, but even
the effort of adding one and one together seemed beyond them, |et one two and two. At least three of
them were fast adegp, heads on desks, and the rest of them were either yawning or wanting to pick a

fight.

The classroom seemed to be getting darker and darker, although it was only the first of October.
Glancing up at the long windows, so high up they had to be opened (rarely) and shut by a hooked pole,
my heart sank. So far autumn had been bright and fairly sunny, but now thefirst yellow wraiths of fog
were rubbing against the grubby panes. It seemed | shouldn't be spending my afternoon tomorrow after
church strolling in the park. At least | had a good book to read: | had re-borrowed Miss Anne Bronté's
Agnes Grey from thelibrary. A failed governess maybe, but in the end she had gained her man.

Of course | had to enjoy her fina success vicarioudy, for | had never had even the sniff of aproper
suitor. One couldn't count the boisterous schoolboy who had tried to sted akiss on my fourteenth
birthday, nor yet the young curate with the sticky-out ears who was always begging me to come and see



his pressed-flower collection. In London the pattern had been the same. | discouraged the approach of
srangers, and the only man of my acquaintance had been the student on the floor above a my lodgings.
According to my landlady he originated from Dublin, in Ireland, and he certainly had the gift of the charm
and volubility of hisrace, and heingsted on writing me reams of doggerel which he shoved under my
door nearly every day. | ignored his knockings—no vigtors after six o'clock, no gentlemenin ladies
rooms and vice versa—and either returned the "poems’ the same way they had comeor, if | wasfeding
particularly vicious, they were useful for laying thefire,

But thiswas not the limit of his attentions. Although he never did nor said anything improper, and hardly
spoke at all except for the conventiona greeting now and again, he seemed to shadow me everywhere.
He peered over my shoulder at the baker's, the grocer's shop and the butcher's; he was in the seat
behind me at church; he checked on my choicein thelibrary; he was behind mein the park, at museums
and gdleries, and he even peered through the railings when | was ushering the children in and ouit.

Then, after some three months he disappeared, owing my landlady for thelast two. . .

| jerked awake. Goodness, | was succumbing like my pupilsto a Saturday afternoon lethargy! | looked
around to see what had disturbed me and saw that the door to Miss Moffat's private apartment was
open, and Miss Moffat was beckoning Toby (one of our successes: it was he, the youngest member of
our laundresss family, who usudly escorted me home) from his placein the top class. Of course
everyone stopped whatever they were doing to listen to the exchange, athough the actua wordswere
inaudible

| tapped my ruler on the desk. "Come, children: anyone who has finished please bring your dateto me.
| looked up. Twelve- or thirteen-year-old Toby was threading his way through the desks, heading

sraight for me! What could he possibly want? What dread rule had | broken that the headmistress
needed to see me urgently at three o'clock on afoggy Saturday afternoon?

"Miss Sophy?"
My throat was suddenly dry and | swalowed convulsively. "Y es, Toby?"

"Miss Moffat asksthat you ‘tend her in her office, most partickler. Seemsthere's agennulman to seeyou

Chapter Two

The Bequest

How often do the most innocent among usimagine themsalves guilty! During that long walk from my
desk, through the crowded classroom and down the corridor to Miss Moffat's study-cum-sitting-room |
felt | was experiencing al theterrors of Mr. Sidney Carton on hisway to the guillotine, the voices of the
children, the chant of the mob—



Y et what could | have done? My thoughts rushed around like arat in amaze, seeking some explanation
and finding none. And who was the gentleman who wanted to see me? Was he from the police? Had
someone | knew done something dreadful ? Could it be aforgotten creditor of Papas?

| could fedd my heart beginning to race, my whole body to tremble, and it was only when | raised my
hand to knock on Miss Moffat's door that | remembered to discard the half-deeves | wore to protect me
from chalk-dust and pat my hair into some sort of order, though as | had inherited Mamas unruly curlsit
was merely acase of tucking them hatily into my snood.

| could no longer put it off; whatever lay on the other side of that door | would face with my head held
high—so high, | fact, that when | knocked briskly and waked in, not waiting for an answer, |
remembered too late the tatty rug that lay just inside the door, atrip-trap for the unwary.

Miss Moffat rose from behind her desk. "Watch where you put your feet, child! And please straighten
your collar.”

| rose from my knees, smoothing down my skirt, cursing under my breath a my clumsiness.

"Sit here, besdeme."

It wasn't only the chill in the room that had me clasping my handstightly in my lap—there was a perfectly
adequate fireplace, but to Miss Moffat winter only began with the first snows—no, it wasn't the cold, it
wasthe figure lurking in the shadows whose face | couldn't see that had me trembling.

Miss Moffat addressed the shadow. "Please be seated, Mr. Swalow," indicating the Windsor chair
acrossfrom her. She turned to me. "This gentleman isfrom the firm of Goldstone, Crutch and Swallow of

Lincoln'sInn. He has alega matter to discusswith you.” She haf-rose from her chair. "If youwish | shdl
leaveyou to—"

"Oh, no, pleasal" | clutched unthinkingly a her deeve. "I should much prefer you to stay.” Thisathough
the ogre of the shadow proved to be only a dight, middle-aged man with abad head and half-glasses.
He sat down, laid abundle of papers on the desk and cleared histhroat.

"Thisisshe?'

Miss Moffat leaned back in her chair, patting my arm reassuringly. "Yes."
He coughed, rearranged his papers. "Well, Miss Laye—"

"Lee" | corrected automaticaly.

"Of course, of course. . . MissLee. | am hereto revea some of theterms of our client's Last Will and
Testament. | say “some,’ because apart isleft for you to discover.” He shuffled the papers again. "1 must
say it hastaken sometimefor usto discover your whereabouts, as the private detective who was hired
to trace you is—was—behind bars. A matter of asmall debt which we were obliged to disburse, asthe
gentleman was atrifle obdurate in the matter of your address until we had—ah!—freed him."

Client? Will? Private detective? Prison? It sounded as though | was caught up in some travesty of a

novel, acombination of Mr. Dickens and Mr. Conan Doyle. Miss Moffat saw my bewilderment and
patted my arm.



"Mr. Swdlow," shesaid. "Y ou have me atrifle confused and, | bdieve, Miss Lee even more. Do we
have anamefor this client of yourswhose Will you are executing?'

The solicitor looked faintly astonished. " Of course. | assumed—that is| believed—that Miss Leewould
know of whom | spoke.”

"No," | said. "I'm sorry, but | haven't the faintest idea.”

He smiled, but it was athin smile. "Perhaps | had better begin again. . . ." He extracted a document from
the heap in front of him. "I have here the Degth Certificate of one Algernon Charteris Lyle, the eminent
archaeologist, who died some six weeks ago and isburied in thelocal village church . . ." Helooked at
me expectantly.

| shook my head. "I know no-one of that name."
His eyebrows shot up. "Mr. Lyle of Hightop Hall in Dorset? | speak of your uncle, MissLeg!”

My uncle? But | hadn't got an uncle. | said 0. "I'm suremy father .. ." | faltered. Wasn't Lylemy
mother's maiden name? | was sure now that | had seen it on my parents wedding certificate, which |
kept with other important papers. But my mother had never mentioned that she had a brother, never
talked about her family at al. | searched my memory; hadn't she once handed Papa the newspaper,
remarking: "Read that article, my dear: it seemsour Algy ismaking quite aname for himsdf . . ." Papa
had said: "Not enough to seek out hisrdations,”" and Mamahad said quietly: ™Y ou know how they felt
about us—" but Papa had interrupted: "Not in front of the child, dearest . . ." and that had been that.

"Was he my mother's brother?" | ventured.

"Exactly!" He rubbed his handstogether, asif | had got ten out of ten in some obscuretest. 1 gather
your mother'sfamily were not without some standing in the county of Dorset, but when their only
daughter ran off to marry ahumble clock-repairer—" he contrived to make it sound a profession dightly
lower than that of refuse-collector "—they cut her off without a penny and broke off al further
communication.”

"I'msureshedidnt mind!" | said hotly. "My parents were devoted to one other! We didn't have much
money but we were avery happy family. And Papawasn't just aclock-repairer: hewasaqudified
watch-maker, with letters after his name!”

"Hewasaso, | believe,” said Mr. Swdlow, "of Eastern origin?"
| wasslent. | saw Miss Moffat glance sharply at me and then look away.

"My father'strue namewasHenry Li," | said at last, spdlling it out. "His mother was French, hisfather
Eurasian. His parents settled in Switzerland after they married, and that is where my father learned his
skills. When his parents died he decided to try hisluck in England, where he changed hisnameto Lee by
deed-pall.” | turned to Miss Moffat. "I'm sorry, maam. Perhaps | should have told you. It wasn't a
deliberate omisson, I've grown up with the knowledge dl my life."

"It would have made no difference,” she said firmly. "It must be interesting to consist of so many cultures.
For mysdf, | havedwayshad aninterest inthe East . . ." Sherecdled hersdf, to glare at Mr. Swallow.
"But | do not see what thisline of questioning hasto do with the matter in hand.”



"| gpologise for any embarrassment,” hesaid. "But | bdieveit to have rdlevance. During their lifetimes,
Mr. Lylée's parents forbade him to communicate with his Sster, for thisvery reason. It seemsthey were
somewhat . . ." He hesitated.

"Prgjudiced,” supplied Miss Moffat.

"Precisely. While they were dive our client respected their wishes, but with their desths he made
enquiries and was satisfied that your parents were reasonably well off and happy with the birth of a
daughter. He purchased Hightop Hall the better to house the many artifacts he brought back from his
travels and these were added to over the next few years as his activities were extended." He coughed,
and shuffled the papers again before continuing.

"Unfortunately he contracted malaria fever at one stage, and once at home recuperating suffered amild
heart attack, which gave him cause to re-assess his future. He decided to leave your mother asmall
legacy, but when hetried to contact her he found both your parents were dead, Miss Lee, and that you
had moved to London, address unknown. He commissioned usto search for you, but we had no
success." He sniffed and glanced around the rather shabby little room. " Obvioudy we werelooking in the
wrong places.

"As his health worsened he decided to take mattersinto his own hands and advertised for aprivate
detective, payment on results. In this he had greater success, as the young man was quite enterprising. He
has avery—persuasive—way with him, and once he had ascertained from one of your former
neighbours that you had applied for various posts from a particular newspaper, and the approximate date
thereof, it did not take him long to narrow down the search. To cut along story short, he not only found
you, but furnished your uncle with such precise details of your looks, character, likes, didikesand
gtuation, that heimmediately added a codicil to hisWill." He extracted a paper from the hesp. "'l must
say wefound it atrifleunusud . . ."

Unusud? The whole maiter was unbelievable from my point of view. During the last half-hour not only
had | found—and lost—aforgotten relative, it appeared | had also been left alegacy! | could not mourn
aman | had never known, but | could be grateful that he had tried, at the last, to make up for the
prejudices of his parents. Mamawould have been comforted to know that her "Algy™ had thought about
her at the end, and that he had aso considered his niece. | wanted to know what my uncle had looked
like, his manner, but now was not the time for questions: Mr. Swallow was il talking.

"...insofar asitisincomplete. | am not in possession of the full facts, as| believe your uncle has | eft
you achoice. Thereisaletter awaiting your perusa at Hightop Hal, and | have moneys here for you to
travel there and read the same. So far, hisingructionsto us are clear. So isthe fact that he hasleft you
the contents of asmall, locked cabinet in what was his study. | have the key here." He handed it to me.
"All therest of hisartifacts have been left to various museums, his books, writings and manuscriptsto his
Cambridge college." He paused and cleared histhroat again. " Although his housekeeper and her husband
have been left asmall legacy, | cannot promise you that you will have much money asyour lot. During his
last years he lived on his capital and the house and grounds grew more and more neglected, athough the
Hdll itsdf has not suffered any structura decay.

"So, do not expect to livein luxury. | suggest you keep your present post for the time being, travel to
Dorset to seewhat isin your uncle'sletter, then decide what to do next. Y ou will give her permisson to
take thetrip, Miss Moffat?'

"Gladly. The child has taken no holidays since she has been with us, except for the usua weeks at



Christmas and Easter, and of course her post will remain open.” She said dl this, but she knew the real
reason | had taken no leave was because (@) | needed the food and (b) | had nowhere to go. She turned
to me. "Takeal thetime you need. Y our wages will still be paid, and Madeleine will cover for you.”

"Then when will you be ready to travel, Miss Lee?"

| thought rapidly—everything was happening so quickly. Still, the sooner the better. | glanced at Miss
Moffat. "Monday?"

She nodded.

Mr. Swallow shuffled his paperstogether for the last time. "In that case | will have one of our staff down
there to meet you and help out if necessary. We shdll reserve a seat on thetrain and arrange for a
carriagefor thelast part of your journey. Our representative will reside at the local inn and you may do
the same, or stay at the Hall if you prefer. | will telegraph the housekeeper to expect you. All costswill
be borne by your uncle's estate.

"If youwould call a our officesin Lincoln's Inn a nine-thirty on Monday morning—number 22A—we
shdl havedl ready for you."

We shook hands—hiswere clammy and cold—and Miss Moffat escorted him out. Through the open
door | could hear the clatter of nailed boots asthe last of the children made their way home, and the
noises from the kitchen as Ellen cleared dl away for the weekend. Through the net curtains behind the
desk | could see the fog thickening.

| glanced at my fob-watch: five minutes past four. An hour and five minutes and my life could have
changed completely.

| leant back in my chair. It had al happened too quickly for meto grasp the implications. Sure, | knew
what | had to do next, how and when, but it just didn't add up to anything concrete. My mind and body
were till attuned to a Saturday at the school; time now | went home, did some shopping on the way,
picked up my laundry, lighted my fire, collected my hot water and had awash, ate my supper, did some
mending and then relaxed with my library book before undressing and going to bed. Tomorrow, Sunday,
my best dress and church. Perhagps awalk in the afternoon, avisit to one of the parks, ahalfpenny ride
on one of the open-top horse-drawn trams. . .

| realised | wastrying to push my new knowledge away, instead of both accepting it and trying to make
sense of it. Thefact was, | was afraid. So far there had been so few changesin my life—going away to
school, the death of my parents, finding this post in London—that | wasill-equipped to deal with sudden
advances or retractions. It was only now that | was beginning to redlisewhat arut | had got mysdlf intoin
the last three years, well, herewas asituation | had been forced into and | felt thefirst stirrings of
anticipation. Perhaps thiswas the beginning of something new and exciting—

There was aknock on the door and Ellen brought in atray of tea

"Miss Moffat said as ‘ow you'd missed your bread and jam you might like to join 'er in acuppa. Shell be
back inaminute, just locking up.” She hesitated in the doorway. " She said as 'ow you're off on Monday
to look at your unclée's place and might not be back. Just like to say as'ow we'd missyou. And if you
ever need acook, I'll bethere like ashot.” She dipped out the door, then poked her head round it again.
"Y oung Ern'as gone off with 'issgter, but master Toby says as '€ll wait in the kitchen to see you ‘ome. .



Dear Toby! Likethe rest of my laundresss children, he was not certain which of hisvarious"uncles' was
hisfather, but he was no worse for that, being one of our most promising pupils, determined to better
himsdf. Realising that my lodgings were within astones-throw of the laundry, he had offered to show me
aquicker way home.

This had opened my eyesto the darker side of the city. Narrow aleyswith housesleaning crazily in dl
directions, gutters running with ordure, shouts, screams and rantings from behind open doorswith no
hinges, windows nailed up with sacking; beggars with no hands, no legs, no eyes. Rats as big as cats
scuttling in and out of the hegps of refuse, some of which latter came dive as we passed, gnawed fingers
grabbing for my skirts, Toby's ankles. We crept through the filth of courtyards where dogs prowled and
snarled and fought and copulated and haf-naked children played listlesdy with rags and pieces of string.
We passed low taverns, stinking of sour beer and wine and the sweet decay of vomited gin, men and
women staggering out, their faces bloated and blotched, swaying and faling into the gutters. We went by
the painted women, some not even yet women, but boys and girls no older than Toby himsdlf. Lines of
people waited for the pawnbroker to open for the evening so they could "pop” their few possessions
from one week to the other. Flies fastened on our hands and faces, greedily seeking salt; we stepped
aside for the rag-and-bone man with his cart: ragsfor paper, bonesfor glue, bottlesfor reuse. The
night-soil people never came here and dops thrown from the windows stained the house-fronts and
caked the cobbles.

The sights, the sounds, the smells, dl combined with the thick, murky air, revolted me: it waslike awak
through Hell. But Toby waked through it al with the assurance born of familiarity. With him | was safe.
He knew the streets and many of the people, warning off the urchins who would have crept up behind me
to snatch at my reticule, bonnet or even cloak. | saw that he carried asmall sharp knife, besides the
short, weighted stick stuck in hisbelt. After that first time | never wanted to tread that way once more,
but he persuaded me every now and again. | never cameto any harm, and gradudly he introduced meto
his especid friends. the old-clothes dedler, Simeon, whose face reminded me of theillustrations of Fagin
in"Oliver Twist"; Pegleg Pete, acrippled ex-salor, who hawked matches; Old Nell, who had a houseful
of felines, pending whatever she earned with the cat's-meat man; Sal, a prostitute whose moneys kept
not only herself but her three young siblings and an invalid mother and my favourite, little Em, acrippled
child with the sweetest singing voice | had ever heard.

Thisnight, with the fog closing in, we would go by the longer route. | decided that supper would be a
celebration, not only for my birthday but also for my uncle's legacy, whatever that might be, and that |
would invite Toby to shareit with me.

Miss Moffat came back and shut the jingling bunch of keys away in her desk.

"Well, that's that for acouple of days," she said briskly. "Pour the tea, child, whilel wind the clock. It
only needs attention once aweek, and Saturday is as good aday as any other . . ."

| poured out the way Mama had taught me: milk firgt, thefirst cup for the guest, second for the hogt, in
case the teagrew too strong. Thiswas never a problem with Miss Moffat's tea; Ellen brewed it as she
liked it, pale and straw-coloured. | picked up the tongs and added the rare pleasure of two lumps of
sugar to mine. The headmistress drew the drugget curtains, turned up the lamp, accepted her cup and
saucer and took acouple of sips before seating hersdf in the chair next to mine.

"Well, this afternoon was a surprise, wasn't it?"

"Yes, maam. I'm afraid it hasn't quite sunk in yet.”



"No moreit will child, until you find yoursdlf on that train on Monday morning.”
"I'venever travelled on atrain.. . ."

"Then you have both atreat and an experiencein store! | well remember thefirst timel travelled so . . .
The speed! Why, we must have reached at least thirty miles per hour! The worst things were the smoke
and smuts and the hardness of the seats . . . Make sure you visit the Ladies Room at the station before
you board thetrain: there is nothing worse than travelling in discomfort. Try and find yourself a "Ladies
Only' carriage: you will be safe from tobacco smoke and any unwelcome attentions.”

"But surely, maam, no gentleman would venture to light apipe or cigar in front of alady without first
requesting permisson?’

She sniffed. "Once upon atime, yes, but times are changing, and not for the better.” She leant over and
squeezed my knee. "Besides, if you arein a Ladies Only' you will fed lessinhibited when you unwrap
your sandwichesor pie.”

| was becoming more and more bewildered. "I shal need to take food with me?"

She nodded. "It would bewise. Y ou will probably have just acrust for your bregkfast, then you will
haveto walk to Lincoln'sInn. From there | presume they will provide transport to the station, but you will
haveto wait for thetrain. It ispossible, | believe, to obtain a cup of teathere, but you will till have along
journey ahead. | cannot see you arriving a your final destination much before the middie of the afternoon,
and who knows then what comforts, or lack of them, will await you?Y ou would not wish to arriveina
distressed or fainting condition, would you?'

"N—no," | said. "Thank you for your advice, maam. | shall certainly take some refreshmentswith me.
May | pour you some more tea?'

"Thank you. And please help yoursdlf. | think we should try Ellen's seed-cakeaswsdll . . ."
Another cup of teaand two dices of cake later | felt far more relaxed. As| put down my empty cup and
saucer sheleant forward once more and squeezed my knee again, quite hard thistime. "Have you given

thought to what you will do in the future?"

"l suppose—I| supposeit al depends on what isin my unclesletter.” | fdtered, feding uncomfortable all
of asudden.

Shereleased her hold. "Of course. But if you find only asmall amount isinvolved—uwill you consider
returning here?'

"Of course," | reassured her. "In spite of everything, | have till enjoyed my time here. And | should miss
the children sordy—"

"And us?'

| puzzled. "I don't know Miss Hardacre very well, but Ellenisadear! Miss Hepzibah and Miss
Madeleine are always very pleasant and you have shown me every consideration—"

Suddenly she stood up and loomed over me, her shadow huge on the wall, then she bent forward and



cupped my facein her hands. "1 should have redised where you got those eyesfrom,” | thought she said,
but couldn't be sure, because the blood was beating so strongly in my ears. She bent closer: she smelt of
gtae powder. Without any warning she kissed me full on the lips, as my mother might have done, but this
wasn't amotherly kiss.

| pulled my head away and stumbled to my feet, knocking over my chair. When | had righted it and
turned back, hoping my cheeks were not as flushed asthey felt, Miss Moffat had her back to me, fiddling
with something on the mantelpiece. Her back was very straight, but | noticed that the hand | could see
was trembling. Her voice, however, was asfirm as ever.

"AsK Ellen to collect the tea-tray, will you?'

Chapter Three

Journeying

| was s0 busy puzzling over Miss Moffat's uncharacteristic behaviour on the way back to my lodgings,
that it wasn't until we were nearly therethat | relised that Toby had hardly uttered aword. Normally he
wasthat delightful mixture of child and young adult which comes at the onset of puberty; one moment he
would be darting ahead, legping up to pull aleaf from atree or somersault over somerailings, the next he
would engage me in serious conversation, asking impossible questions like "What does the Prime
Minigerreally do?' or "Doesthe Queen wear adifferent pair of shoesevery day?' or even "How far isit
to the Moon?"

Very often | was sumped for asensible answer. Hewas anaturdly inquisitive child with an affectionate
nature, though | sometimes wondered whether this had anything to do with the fact that he ways
managed to coax a sausage or pie from me on Saturdays. . . Not ever by direct asking, but the wistful
face and appreciative thanks aways touched my heart.

Being the youngest in the family at home he ran errands and delivered the laundry. Histwo eldest Ssters
were married and the younger two worked with their mother, although one was crippled. Of hisbrothers,
one had run off to seaand the other was serving three years for assault. The "Missus' of his mother'stitle
was purdly acourtesy one. She had afancy for soldiers and sailors. easy come, easy go. This| had
learned from Ellen, who was expert at putting two and two together.

All the children had been to the Charity School at one time or another, but Toby wasthe only oneto
have shown any aptitude. He could read and write, dthough the latter was largely phonetic. He wrote as
he spoke with dl dropped or subgtituted aitches. "Hay" was" ‘ay"; "afterwards’ was "hdfterwoods." His
arithmetic was exceptiondly good, in fact he was way ahead of histeachers, and used the abacus with
bewildering speed.

But this afternoon there were no questions, no skipping ahead, no jumping the piles of leavesthat swirled
with every passerby. The fog didn't seem to be getting any thicker, but the gas-lamps had asmoky
nimbus and people loomed up in shadowy insubstantiality to disappear again dmost immediately, and the
cries of the street vendors and the rattle of whedls had a muffled quality.



| tried to make conversation, but there was either no response, or he replied in monaosyllables. Aswe
reached the turn to my lodgings | fumbled in my purse and extracted a three-penny hit.

"Here, Toby, thisisfor my laundry. Don't bother to bring it back for a couple of hours, but when you do
pleasetell your mother | would like your company for awhile as escort. Clean face and hands, please!™ |
patted him on the head. "And please try to look alittle less miserable! It'smy birthday today . . ."

Helooked up at me, his expression unreadable. "Happy birthday, Miss."

The clock of St. Michagl and All Angels church nearby struck five. "Well then . . . See you about seven.
Do you want to borrow my lantern?”

He shook his head and darted away. | made my way up the steps to my lodgings, still wondering what
had upset him. Once in my room though, | wastoo busy to dwell on amystery which was probably just a
storm in ateacup anyway.

Putting on my apron | lighted the candles, laid thefire, collected yesterday's ashes in the cod-scuttle, put
two weeks rent in my pocket and went downstairsto find my landlady.

Explaining that | would be away for afew days dueto the degth of ardative, | aso added that if |
decided to stay longer | would send for the rest of my belongings, and arrange for their transportation. To
thisend | would give her two weeks rent, the second in lieu of noticeif | did not return. She wasfull of
questions of course, but | pleaded distraction and escaped upstairs with my ration of codsand the
promise of hot water within the hour.

Once swept, dusted and polished | looked around my little room with an affection of sorts| had not
known | possessed. After dl, it wasthe only place | could call home, and the unknown was aways
daunting. For three years, not altogether easy ones, this place had been my refuge. Over there wasthe
bed with the patchwork quilt | dept under; there was the rickety table where | ate my mesdls; there was
my mother's desk where | wrote up my diary, there was the window-s | where crumbs were placed for
the hungry London sparrows and over there was the little shelf where my books were placed, next to the
hooks for my clothes.

Books! What in theworld would | have done without the escape they offered? My imagination had
soared away from the confines of four walls—into the marshes with Hereward, fleeing the destruction at
Pompeli, crusading with lvanhoe, tasting the quieter gossip a Cranford, or enjoying the ecclesastical
in-fighting at Barchester . . . How often had | wished | had been apart, ared part, of the stories| read!

| gave mysdlf amenta shake. After dl the adventures | had yearned for, what was | doing clingingto a
dingy little room, when on Monday my wholelife might change!

Come on, young woman, | told myself. Today isyour birthday, your coming-of-age. Tonight you will
take Toby out for supper, atreat for you both. In the meantime go out and buy something you want—not
something you need—find an extravagance.

Three-quarters of an hour later | returned with bread, bacon, pies and two oranges for Sunday, and my
birthday presentsto myself: abottle of shampoo scented with orange-flowers and abar of soap to
match, rare luxuries, and two second-hand books: "Our Mutua Friend,” by Mr. Dickens, and
"Westward Ho!" by Mr. Kingdey. | should take them both with me on Monday. | had aso bought some
gporigs of rosemary and lavender to pack amongst my clothes, and had withdrawn all my savings. Not that



| had any intention of spending them, but they might be useful in an emergency. | could aways put them
back afterwards—afterwhat | wasn't quite sure.

My hot water arrived, | had a thorough wash, put on a clean white blouse and sponged my dark-blue
skirt and cloak and polished my boots. Then | pinned two rosettes of white ribbon to my bonnet. Mama
had taught me the importance of matching the colours of my dress discreetly, without drawing undue
attention to it. "A lady is not known by her dress but by her manners,” was one of her favourite sayings.

| peered at mysdlf in the scrap of cracked and blotchy mirror above the mantel shelf, holding my candle
close, but my face looked mysterious, far away. Without conscious thought | tried to focus my eyes,
which had gpparently inspired Miss Moffat to such uncharacterigtic behaviour, but they looked exactly as
they aways had to me. Greeny-hazdl, with thick black lashes—perhapsit wasadight tilt upwards at the
outer cornersthat had intrigued her? Papa's eyes had had the sametilt but his eyes had been dark brown.

| shivered of asudden and dammed the candle down, wax dripping into the hearth. Rubbing my mouth |
tried to wipe away the memory of that kiss, unasked and resented. Would it happen again if | returned to
the school ? | hoped not: there had been something unsettling, wrong about it.

Footsteps on the sairs, ssumbling alittle in the dark, and aknock on the door. | opened it and there was
Toby, my escort for the night.

Only hedidn't look asif he was going anywhere. Thrusting the bundle of laundry into my arms he turned
to go, face dirty, hair uncombed.

"Toby! What'sthe matter?'
"I'm not coming!" Tossing the laundry onto the bed, | seized hisarm and drew him into the room.

"What do you mean, you're not coming? Won't your mother let you?' | laughed. Thiswasincredible! He
must know | intended to feed him and he was always hungry.

"Just why don't you want to come? Areyou ill? 1 thought we could find somewhere pleasant to eat
and—"

"Andl thought you were my friend!"

"Of courseyou are my friend. Why should you think otherwise?!

"Because you're goin' away, that'swhy! And you're not comin' back neither, only you won't admit it.

Y ou're not just cel'bratin' your birthday, if that'swhat it is, you're cd'bratin' goin' away! And you didn't
eventell me!" Helooked asif he was about to stamp, throw something or burst into tears, and | didn't
want him doing any of these.

"Toby! I'm surprised at you. That's one of the reasons we are going out tonight, so | can explain, just to
you. Instead of waiting to hear what | have to say, you've obvioudy listened to some haf-heard story
from Ellen, who—"

"| listened! | listened at the door when you were with that lawyer fellow—"

"Y ou shouldn't eavesdrop! It'swicked, and—"



"But that way at least | knowswhat'sgoin' on! Didn' hear it from anyone ese. Straight from the ‘orse's

| thought for amoment. "And did you hear my conversation with Miss Moffat later?"
He shook his head. "Saw mein the corridor, she did, an' sent me back to class.”

"Then you didn't hear her ask me wheat | had decided to do in the future, and whether | had thought of
returning?"

He shook hishead again.

"Mr. Swalow said my uncleleft very little money, did he not? Well, when Miss Moffat asked whether |
had thought of returning, | told her it al depended on what | found when | went down there, and what
wasin my unclesletter. So, what's the problem? Come on now, pull yoursef together. | shall probably
be back within the week."

"If'nyou say it likethat . . . Crossyour heart and hopeto die?
| obliged. "Now then, what about that chop-house round the corner?”

"Nah . .." He shook hishead dismissively. "Madoestheir linen, and | getsto see thefood. Cat's mest.
Fliesdl over." He brightened. "Tel you what: | know of a place 'bout quarter-mile away. Nothing posh,
but the grub's good an' you gets value for money. Maggie May's. Y ou game?'

"Maggie's' proved to be an Irish quarter-mile distant: more like ahaf. Thefog was thickening, but Toby
had the lantern and guided me safely enough, though | near jumped out of my skin when abell clanged at
my elbow, but it was only the muffin-man, wooden tray on his head, ready to cry out hiswares. There
were few people about, and we passed the chop-house | had suggested with only a small sigh of regret
from me, for Maggie's sounded much more fun. It was.

We descended steep steps to abasement lit by oil lamps, with alarge open hearth at the far end. It was
warm, smoky, but cosy. Being early to dine, not long after seven, there were few tables occupied, these
by quiet, respectable-looking people. Looking more closaly a my surroundings | saw the floor was of
worn, well-scrubbed red tiles, the walls were distempered white, and it would seem that none of the
tables or chairs shared acommon origin, athough the former were spread with clean and cheerful red
gingham cloths and starched napkins.

A smdl, round woman wearing alarge white apron came bustling out from the back.

"Why, Master Toby! How niceto seeyou . . . And you have brought alady-friend with you!" Her black
eyes, darting from one to the other, had probably summed us up correctly even before Toby introduced
me as his teacher, whom he had brought here for her birthday trest.

" 'Cosyou makesthe best 'n' freshest food in Lunnon,” he added.

She wiped her hands on her apron. "Well, that's very kind of you, Master Toby. We shdl have to make
surewe live up to your recommendation, shan't we?' Sheled usover to atablein an acove near thefire,
where it was warm enough for me to discard bonnet, cloak and gloves. "Now, what can | get for you?
My standards are up on that blackboard over there: tripe and onions, steak and kidney pudding, mutton
with caper sauce, rabbit pie, liver and onion sauce, stewed edls, and atreat from India, vegetable curry.



What do you say?'
"Rabbit pie for me," said Toby, "Though the tripe and onions sounds grest . . ."

"Leaveitto me" shesaid and turned to me. "And how about you, miss?' Shelooked at me
speculatively. "'l cantell you aren't atripe and onionslady, nor yet onefor eds. . ." Thevery thought of
ether put meright off. "If you don't mind waiting alittle while, I'm sure | can come up with something to
suit," and off she whisked back to the kitchen, her large gpron spreading like the sail of aship.

Five minuteslater aserving-maid brought abowl of tripe for Toby and some toast and paté for me,
accompanied by alarge jug of lemon-barley water.

"Starters," she announced.

The paté was ddlicious, with ahint of brandy behind the chicken liver base. My first hunger sated, |
glanced around the restaurant once more. It wasfilling up nicely; some single gentlemen, married couples,
apair of loversand at |least two families. Nobody seemed to mind the mismatched furniture nor the odd

paringsof cutlery.

Toby followed my gaze, scooping up thelast of histicky, glutinoustripe with adice of bread. "Mostly
clerksascome here" he said. "They finisheslate, and it's agood place to bring the fambly. Mrs. May
does the cookin' and her daughters wait on. Mr. May works at the docks; good man, but a bit dumb.
She'sthe one as kegpsthem al goin'. Used to work as cook to atitled gent till ‘e went bankrupt.”

But bankrupt her dishes certainly were not. Toby's rabbit stew came with carrots and turnipsand | was
served with amouthwatering plate of Beef Wellington, the pastry light and flaky, the meat pink and tasty,
the mushrooms complemented by the tender French beans served as my vegetable. We both finished
with gpple pie flavoured with cloves and cinnamon and dressed with arich custard. It was probably the
most delicious medl | had had in years, and much cheaper than | had expected.

A satisfactory end to avery odd day.

Chapter Four

The Journey

After church thefollowing day | started my packing. There was probably no need to parcel everything
up, but even if | wereto be away only a couple of days, my belongingswould be safer packed away. So,
into my father's old cabin trunk went my clothes (what there were of them), the patchwork quilt, spare
bonnet, best boots and linen. In thetray at the top went writing materiass, sewing things, books and the
gold-rimmed, rose-patterned cup and saucer that had been my mother's favourite. | strapped up the
trunk and labelled it, then also labelled the writing-desk, chair and footstool.

My dirty linen would go to Toby's mother on Monday, for return on Wednesday, and | prepared alabel
for that aswell. | would travel in my working clothes, but in my travelling vaise went clean underwear,



night-dress, dressing-gown, dippers, washing things, an apron and my best blouse, skirt and jacket, plus
the two books | had not yet read. It was so heavy by thetime | had finished, | was glad | would be met
at the other end.

| broke off to eat bacon sandwichesfor lunch, and later warmed a pie for my supper, with an orange
with each medl, but the time went so swiftly that it was after seven before | asked for hot water, onelot
for washing my hair with my new shampoo, the other for an al-over wash. It seemed yearssince | had
seen a proper bath-tub.

| asked the landlady to call me at s, plenty of timeto clear out the grate, bundle up the washing, takeit
to Toby's mother, Mrs. Jugg, buy fresh bread and ham for sandwiches, plus a couple of bottles of ginger
beer.

| had thought 1 would spend a deepless night, worrying about the morrow, the future in genera, but
surprisingly | dept like atop, wasready in plenty of time and was five minutes early at the offices of
Mess's. Goldstone, Crutch and Swallow of 22A, Lincoln's Inn.

Mr. Swalow waswaiting for me.

"Ah, Miss—e—L ee. All arrangements have been made. Y ou will catch the ten-thirty train from
Waterloo, which will arrive at three at Deepling Crossing. There, our representative, Mr. Cumberbatch,
will have arranged transport to Hightop Hall. The caretaker and his wife have been advised of your travel
plans, and you will stay at the Hall until these matters have been—ah—sorted out satisfactorily. Mr.
Cumberbatch will stay at anearby hostelry, to be contacted when you are ready for your next move."

He handed me an envelope. "'In here you will find your ticket and some travel expenses.” He shook my
hand. "1 wish you luck, Miss—er—Lee"

Outsde the office, treading through the fallen mulberry leaves, | opened the envelope. Insde was afirst
classticket for a"Ladies Only" compartment and twenty bright shillings. A fortune! There were no cabs
in Chancery Lane, so | crossed to Kingsway with better luck.

At the station there was over an hour to wait, so | bought a buttered scone and a cup of coffee, al the
while marvelling at the great glass and stone edifice, echoing with the huff and puff of the engines, the
ghriek of whigtles, the clatter of the hurrying passengers, the call of the newsboys and the announcements,
through amegaphone, of arrivals and departures.

Theair wasthick with that rotten-egg smell that seemed characteristic of steam engines, and the ground
strewn with debris, amongst which pigeons and sparrows rooted for crumbs. | hesitated over buying a
newspaper, but decided | had been prodiga enough. Besides, | had my booksin my valiseto read. After
checking the platform from which my train left, and confirming thetime, | retired to the Ladies Room,
remembering Miss Moffat's advice and vigiting the washroom.

In spite of al thisthe time seemed to be crawling, not helped by the fact that | was checking my
fob-watch every three minutes, or so it seemed. The waiting-room was nearly full; awoman with two
grown daughters, amarket-lady with two baskets of eggs, a severely dressed, thin woman with asatchel
full of lesflets and another reading from her Bible. Small children ran around, whining at the delay, eager
to escape and look at the engines.

Eventudly, with sill twenty minutesto go, | decided to seeif my train was at the platform. It was, and a
hel pful guard showed me the way to my compartment and indicated my reserved segt, a corner one



facing the engine. No-one had briefed me asto tipping, but he seemed grateful enough for the penny |
offered.

It was dl more comfortable and clean than | had expected from Miss Moffat's reminiscences, but
perhaps she had not travelled first class. My seat waswel sprung, there was asunblind at the window
and asmall upper window that could be did open. | put my valise on the netted shelf above my sest,
took off and folded my cloak and adjusted my bonnet in the mirror opposite. Then | sat back and
watched the passengers hurry past my window; al shapes and Sizes, men, women and children, laden
and unladen, purposeful or hesitant, smart or shabby. Seeing the numbers, | was glad | had the luxury of
areserved sedt.

In the event | was joined only by two nuns and alanguid lady with alorgnette, who shut her eyesand
apparently dozed off as soon asthe train started. The Ssters meanwhile occupied themselves with their
rosaries and reading their psalters, so | was not obliged to even open my mouth during the whole

journey.

| had thought | would treat myself to a chapter of Mr. Dickens and one of my sandwiches, but | wastoo
engrossed in the journey. The speed, the smooth motion, except when we passed over points, the
ever-opening vistas of town and country that flashed past the windows entranced me, punctuated as they
were by the chuff-chuff of the powerful engine and the diddly-dee, diddly-dee of the wheelson the
tracks.

Once we had crossed the dow-moving Thames and cleared the smoke-grimed tenements of south
London we emerged into aworld | had almost forgotten: the green and pleasant land of rural England. |
had not realised how much | had missed thefields, trees, streams and cattle that were so much apart of
my childhood. | found my hands were clenched in my lap and | wasfilled with nostalgiaas a one
moment we plunged into a cutting with bosky woods stretching up on both sdes, their eaves turning red,
ydlow and brown and fluttering down in the wake of our passage. Then we would have astraight run
through fields bisected by neat hedgesin which brown and white Herefords grazed or ponies galoped
away, pretending panic at our passage, their tails held high.

There were long, low farmhouses, sheep dotting their fields, over there they were burning the stubble,
smoke mushrooming up and drifting away north with the breeze; here they were dready ploughing, the
patient Shires straining againgt their collars as the straight furrows grew behind them.

Sometimes we rode high on an embankment, the sun throwing our shadow like atoy train onto thefields
onour right. Now and again | would catch aglimpse of agtately home, in white or yellow stone, usudly
set on aknoll and backed by carefully cultivated woods. These set me to wondering what my uncle's
house waslike. With aname like Hightop Hall it ought to be grand enough, and at least | would be
spending a couple of daystherein greater luxury, | hoped, than my London lodgings.

Thiswas astopping train, as opposed to an express, and we halted at every station, from those that
serviced smal townsto those that were only to offload milk-churnsfor afarm acrossthefields. | kept
careful count of the number of stops, as Mr. Swalow had written in pencil on my ticket that mine was
number sixteen.

Deepling Crossing, when it came, was just another hdt, and | wasthe only one dighting or getting on,
and | felt rather lost as | watched the train puff itsway round the curve and disappesr.

| looked about me. The downside platform on which | stood had no exit and was backed by fields.
Across on the upside however there was what looked like aticket booth, a gate and alane leading away



into the distance—but no sign of any transport. | glanced at my watch: the train had been on time, but
perhaps punctudity in this part of the countryside was more lax. After al, even in these advanced times,
many people didn't own atimepiece of any kind, in or out of the home. Farmworkersrelied on light and
dark in the passing of the seasons, thosein towns or villages on the striking of the church clock.

No point in just standing around. | walked to the end of the platform whereit doped down, crossing the
line carefully in case another locomotive appeared suddenly, and waked up to the ticket booth, checking
on theway that "Deepling Crossing” was clearly painted on the sgns on both platforms: right place, right
time

| tapped on the closed shutters of the ticket booth, but there was no answer. | tapped again, alittle
louder thistime—till no reply. | walked around to the back—but therewas none! It wasjust a
three-sded shdlter, containing astool, abroken clay pipe and two or three ancient ticket stubs: obvioudy
the ticket-collector didn't have much call for his services.

| walked over to the wicket gate and peered down the lane; till no sign of transport. Well, | could wait a
little longer, but after ahalf-hour pacing the platform, | began to fed worried. | decided the best thing to
do was have something to eat, because | wasfeding distinctly hungry. | took the stool out of the booth,
found apatch of sunshine and sat down to enjoy half my ham and chutney sandwiches, washed down by
one of my bottles of ginger beer. | could have eaten the rest, but thought it wise to keep them for
emergencies—like the non-appearance of any form of welcoming party.

By the time an hour had passed sincethe arriva of the train—during which time two expresses had
roared through the station, one up, one down, causing meto shrink back as| was buffeted by their
passage, | had decided that enough was enough. There was only one way out of the station so | would
walk in that direction, to meet whoever had been sent out to fetch me.

| returned the stoal to the booth, picked up my valise, opened the gate and walked out into the lane. |
then decided it would be wisest to relieve myself before anyone turned up, found agap in the hedge and
anettle-free patch, alesson | had learned early as a child when running around the fields and lanes, too
far away from hometo seek our bathroom.

Thanking the good Lord that | was wearing my stout boots, kilting up my skirt against the dust in the lane
and picking up my vdise | garted off again.

The lane wound and turned on itself, obvioudy following some long-forgotten sheeptrack, and as|
walked, changing my increasingly heavy vaise from hand to hand, the land rose and fell on elther Sde. |
passed the entrance to two farms, but the houses were so far down the accessroads that | didn't dare
risk asking for directionsor aid, in case | missed my intended transport. | passed a couple of cottages
too, but one was derdlict, and the other housed a zany old man who apparently had never heard of
Hightop Hall.

At last | cameto across-roads. There wasasign: to the left DORCHESTER THIRTY-SIX MILES.
Totheright just the one word: LONDON. Putting down my vaise, | stood irresolute. Left, right, straight
ahead?| looked a my watch: four o'clock, two hours since | had dighted from the train. Spreading my
cloak out on agrassy bank, | sat down to review the situation. Here | was, apparently milesfrom
anywhere, it was October, night would be descending soon, and—

Cartwheds? | stood up and peered across the road to the lan€e's continuation and dowly a cart came
into view, the driver and horse looking half-adeep, their heads nodding in unison.



Springing to my feet | ran across the road and waved my arms frantically to halt the cart. The driver
hauled on the reins and the cart cameto astop: "JOS. CARTER. CARRIER" | read on the side.
Breathlesdy | asked if he knew the way to Hightop Hall.

Helooked at me suspicioudy, then nodded. "Y erss.”

"Isit that way?" Pointing back the way he had come.

"Yearss"

"How far?'

"Depends. . ."

"Onwhat?'

"Whether you takes the high road or the low road.”

"Which isthe quickest?"

"High."

"How far that way?"

"Tenmile, giveor teke."

"Do you know where | could get alift?’

For thefirst time he seemed to look at me properly. "Y ou wanting to go there?”

| could have screamed. "Yes, | do. Urgently. It was my uncle's house."

Hisface brightened. "Y ou be Miss Lee?’

llYall

He scratched his head. "Be you sure? Y ou supposed to be at the station—sent to meet you, | was." He
scratched his nose thistime, "Why bain't you at the station?!

| explained, as patiently as| could. "I thought | would be met by ayoung gentleman from London—did
he send you instead?"

He nodded.

"Didn't hetel you thetime of my train?"

"May have done. But | beacarrier. Old Nan, she wanted that chair delivering from her daughter's.
Jones wanted them stores early. Got to keep in with theregulars .. . ." He pursed hislips. Y ou coming
then?'

The cart turned as dowly his conversation had been, and as cautioudy. There seemed to be no attempt



to help me up, so | hoisted my vaise aboard and climbed into the back viaawhed and aflurry of
petticoat. Not that the driver took the dightest notice. | settled myself on apile of dusty sacks and off we
went. After afew mileswe turned off the lane into another, even narrower.

| tapped him on the shoulder. "Isthisthe high road?’

He shook hishead. "Thelow."

"But | thought you said the other way was shorter!™

"And s0 'tis. Horse prefersthisway . . "

After that | gave up, ate the rest of my sandwiches and drank the other bottle of ginger beer and even
dozed alittle as the miles dipped away with the creak of whedls and the clop of hooves. Two hours later
| woke with ajerk asthe cart pulled up.

"Arewe here?'

"YHS,"

| lowered myself and the valise to the ground. The sky was dready glooming over and thewind had
turned chill.

"Thatll befive shillings, miss”

"I beg your pardon?'

"Five shillingsto the station and back.”

"But you didnt—" | caught myself in time. "Didn't the young gentleman from London pay you?'
He shook his head. "Said it was up to you. Said you'd have money."

| had been caught napping, literdly. A good job Mr. Swalow had been generous with my travelling
money. | paid the carrier and he trundled off down the lane.

| turned to survey my temporary lodgings. Open double gates, asmall lodge, and aweed-infested
driveway that led through tumbledown parkland uphill towards—

The most hideous mansion | had ever seen.

Chapter Five

Hightop Hall



It looked as though three different houses had been welded into one.

In the centre was what must have been a perfectly pleasant Queen Anne three-storey home. Red brick,
with agrey dateroof, it was approached by a shallow set of steps leading to double doors. Two large
windows on either Sde of the door indicated perhaps a withdrawing room and dining room, and behind
these would be morning room, study, music room and, attached at the back, the kitchens and dairies.
Above, on thefirg floor, were dightly smaller windows, bedrooms, | guessed, and dressing rooms.
Above these were eight dormer windows, like surprised eyebrows, which would be for the servants. So
far, so good.

But look to the right and the whole aspect changed. Sir Walter Scott would probably have approved of
the grey stone castle, complete with towers, turrets and battlements, that was attached to the main
building. Not on the grand scale maybe, but nonethe ess this modern copy was utterly incongruous
among its older settings. There was even around tower. . . .

If that was not bad enough, then glance to the left. On the other side of the main building was what
looked like awhite stone Regency town-house, whose front door was approached by a pillared portico
likeatemple. Again, onitsown it would not have been out of place, but the two-storey building, pleasant
enough of itself, only served to accentuate the horrendous amal gam of the whole.

| stopped first at the lodge, of course, but the shutters were down and there was no answer.

My heart sank, nevertheless | trudged up the long drive, hoping againgt hope that it would be better
insde. But the windows gazed back a me blankly, and on either sde what must have once been
attractive parkland wasfull of tall grass, rank weeds and neglected trees. The only sign of life anywhere
was athin plume of smoke risng from one of the chimneys on what | had dready mentally christened
"The Temple"

At last, cold, out of bregth, | stood in front of the doors of the main house. There were door-knockers
of greeny-tinged brasslion's heads, and abell-pull to theright. | hesitated, then knocked first. No
answer. | knocked again and used the bell-pull for good measure. Still no reply. Then | noticed, stuffed
into the left-hand lion's mouth, a scrap of paper. Pulling it free, | studied it by thefailing light.

"MissLee" it read. "Please go to the other door on theleft." That must be the front door to the Temple.
Well, at least someone was expecting me!

Picking up my vaise| scurried across the front of the main house, my bonnet flapping in asudden
quixotic wind. It felt likerain, too.

Arriving at the other door | was grateful of the shelter of the portico as | searched for aknocker, but
there was none, so | thumped on the door with my gloved hand. | waited amoment and thumped again,
and lessthan aminute later | heard bolts being withdrawn and the door swung opento reved a
middle-aged couple carrying candles.

"MissLee? Comein, comein, you must be perished!" The woman drew mein, relieved me of my vaise,
which she handed to her husband, then preceded me down an unlit corridor towards an open door at the
end. "You are late: we were expecting you much earlier.”

| explained as best | could, and the woman tut-tutted. ™Y ou were picked up by that lazy,
good-for-nothing Josiah? I'm surprised the lad from London chose him . . . But of course he has been
finding the cider at theinn atrifle heady, so | hear. Sooner he gets back to where he came from the



better!

"Now, miss, if you don't mind the kitchen | can have you warm and fed in atrice. If you wish to wash
up, heresacandle, and it's the second door on the left out the back."

| recognised the euphemism, and was glad to rdieve mysdlf and wash the grime from hands and face.
Returning to aroaring fire, | found my bonnet, cloak and gloves put away nestly.

"Thank you, Mrs. . . Er?’

"Early. They cdlsusEarly and Late, Bill and me, ‘cos| was Lattey before we waswed." She obvioudy
expected meto laugh, so | did. "Now, miss, hereésamug of mulled ale. Do set yoursdf down by thefire
and I'll have something for you to egt inaminute.”

Mrs. Early bustled about, laying a place at the scrubbed pine table, lighting a couple of oil lamps and
gtirring the contents of various pots and pans, while her husband brought in more wood to replenish the
fire, till I had to draw back my chair to avoid getting scorched. Hefilled a copper with water—which |
guessed would be for washing—amiling and nodding dl the while, but speaking only in monosyllables.

As people they were physically dike; medium height, round and rosy-cheeked with smooth dark hair.
Their only redl difference, gpart from being opposite sexes of course, was the volubility of the one and
thetaciturnity of the other.

| liked them both immediately, and never had cause to change my mind.

| sat down to asmple but tasty repast: julienne soup, cottage pie and peas and blackberry tart and
cream. As| ate the housekeeper bombarded me with questions about London: wasit asbig asthey said,
the largest city in the world? How many people lived there? Was the weather any different? (She had
heard about the fogs). Did lots of titled people live there? Did they eat different food? What did the river
Thameslook like?

| answered asbest | could, but once | had finished my medl | was caught out by a half-gtifled yawn. She
noticed at once.

"Wel now, my poor dear, heré's me rattling on and you must befair wore out! | thought as how you
might like awarm bath before you goesto bed, so Mr. Early will carry up some hot water while | shows
you where everything is." Shelit two candles and handed me one. "Theres morein the bedroom and a
firelit too. Now, if youll just follow me?"

Leading me up aflight of stairsthat curved onto alanding above, she opened the second door on the
left. "Thiswhole part of the Hall was once the nursery wing, but when your uncle bought the place he
decided to useit as the guest wing, being small and easy kept up and warm." She moved into the room
and lit candles on the mantelshelf, above achearful littlefire, and on the bedsde table. "Had some
peculiar ideas your uncle did; liked nothing better than to deep in ablanket outside on the hill: said it
reminded him of abroad. No wonder he was dways getting the shiverdl”

| wanted to ask her more about him, but she was till rattling on.
"Y our bed has been warmed, but I'll put in another stone. I'll draw the curtains—therell be rain before

morning, Mr. Early says." She suited the actions to the words, then opened acommodious wardrobe.
"Thisisfor your clothes. Hangers on one side, shelves on the other.” Asif by magic her husband arrived



with my valise, dthough | thought my poor possessonswould belogt in that piece of furniture. "There's
your dressing table. Bath, commode, wash-bowl and hot-water jug are next door, first on the left." She
bustled about, turning down the bed, putting more wood on thefire. "Will acal at eight in the morning
auit? I'll see there's hot water for you next door.

"Now, don't you worry about athing. Sounds as though Mr. Early hasfilled up the bath. If you want us,
we're downgtairs, left off the kitchen. Tomorrow I'll show you the rest of the premises.”

"My uncleleft aletter—"

"Everything'sin the study across the landing, which used to be the day-nursery. Best leaveit till morning
when you're refreshed. I'll show you then. Now, anything else you need?!

After they had gone | unpacked my valise, put away my belongings and ventured into the bathroom next
door, where | found alarge, enamelled bath half-full of hot water, plustwo jugs of cold, towels and soap.

Shedding my clothes| climbed in gratefully to soap and soak, until | felt my eyesclosing.

Back in the bedroom | set my mantel-clock above the fireplace where | could seeit; thiswas one of the
things | couldn't have left behind, even for acouple of days. It had been agift from Pgpafor my fifth
birthday and was set with miniatures of my parentsin the stand.

| drew back the curtains and pulled up the sash window; outside it was raining softly and the air was full
of the sweet smell of wet earth and decaying leaves. The fire had sunk to ared glow. | blew out the
candles and groped my way back to the high double bed and climbed into the starched linen sheets
smdlling of lavender. My toes found the renewed and wrapped stone hot-water bottle; | remembered,
justintime, to say my prayers, and fell adeep before| could form another thought. . . .

| was awoken by the curtains being drawn back on a sunny morning.

"| left you for an extrahalf-hour as you were deegping so sweetly,” said Mrs. Early. 'l seeyourelike
your unclein preferring an open window. . . . Hot water's ready next door. | took the liberty of laying up
inthe kitchen asit'swarmer, but if you prefer to eat done | can bring you something to the study next
door?'

| assured her that the kitchen wasfine. Had | redlly dept for twelve hours? It must have been the first
timein memory.

"Afterwards | thought you might like to take awak around the grounds with Mr. Early, and | could take
you round the rest of the Hall before lunch, then you could have the afternoon to yoursdlf, to see what
your uncleleftyou. . ."

It all sounded fine to me, and as any dissent would probably have prompted Mrs. Early to further
vociferous efforts, | agreed readily enough.

Breakfast was oatmeal with cream and sugar—how long it was since | had had porridge!—bacon and
mushrooms, toast and marmalade and a pot of strong tea.

Afterwards | donned boots, cloak, bonnet and gloves and prepared to follow Mr. Early around my



uncle's demesne. He started at the back door to the Temple, which led out to acobbled yard. To the left
were greenhouses and awdl|l-cultivated kitchen-garden, and beyond that a stand of firsand pines, doping
down towards the road, to what must be the western end of the property. Good for both firewood and

carpentry.

Turning towards the back of the main part of the house, | noted that there were still onions, broccoli,
cabbages, sprouts—these waiting for the first frosts—carrots, turnips and swedes ready to be harvested
in the kitchen garden. Beyond was an orchard, blessed with apple, plum and cherry trees.

At the back of the main house were the stables, empty except for a pony for the all-purpose trap, but a
score of chickens pecked among the cobbles, and a half-dozen ducks doused their besksin the pond at
the rear. Farther on was a herb-garden, still cultivated, and the remains of what had been an ornamental
garden surrounded by a neglected box-hedge, where tangles of |ate-blooming roses rioted amongst
dead-headed phlox, delphiniums, oriental poppies and michaelmas daisies.

Behind the Castle part of the property was what once had been a shrubbery, and sprawling bushes of
rosemary, sage and lavender. It should have been sad amongst al that neglect, but it wasn't. Nothing was
actualy dying away, al was il living and lusty. The soil was obvioudy fertile, and | longed to be
amongst the most neglected: pull up the weeds, prunetheroses, trim the shrubs. . . .

With goats and sheep to crop the grasswhich would mean milk and cheese, this place could be almost
self-supporting. A couple of bee-hives, perhaps, some pigsties and a stretch of potatoes—

Mrs. Early came out to call usinto luncheon, mutton and caper sauce, with amilk pudding to follow. It
had taken longer than | had expected, that exploration of the grounds, and | hadn't yet seen the interior of
therest of the house. Time seemed to whiz by, far fagter than it had in the metropoalis.

After luncheon Mrs. Early suggested that she show me over the rest of the Hall whileit was il light
enough to dispense with candles. The full tour took two hours.

We gtarted in the Temple: across from my bedroom was the study, and farther down the corridor two
more guest rooms. Downgtairs, apart from the kitchen and Mr. and Mrs. Early'srooms, therewas a
sitting-room, dining-room and morning-room. A nice, comfortable home for a couple with two children.

The rest was very different.

The main house was very much as| had imagined: withdrawing-room, dining-room, morning-room,
library, music-room and asmall bal-room on the ground floor, plus the outhouse kitchen and dairies.
Therewas dso acdlar with empty wine-racks. On thefirst floor six bedrooms, two dressing-rooms, two
bathrooms, and in the attics accommodation for astaff of at least twelve. A large house for alarge family
fond of entertaining.

Asfor the"Castle'—smadll, odd-shaped rooms, unexpected steps and stairs, low ceilings, dit windows,
asuperb view from the battlements and abaronid hal that could have seated a hundred, complete with a
mingrd'sgdlery! Children would loveit; their imaginationswould run riot, and scrambling up and down
inconvenient turret stairs would be an added bonus. A perfect place for aschoal, | thought. Or an
orphanage. . .

The houses, apart from the Temple, were sparsaly furnished. A few tablesand chairs, including avast
tablein the "baronia hall" to seet at least Sixty, and a couple of dozen decrepit beds, wardrobes and



dressers.

"Nothing left of any value," said Mrs. Early. "All the good linen, pots and pans, carpets and rugs, china
and cutlery went to where you is staying now. The curtainsin the rest of the place fell to shreds, and he
sold the slver and gilt. Said he didn't need it no more.”

| think the most incongruous itemsin the whole of the main house and the Castle were the artifacts,
labelled and wrapped, that were still waiting to be collected. In the hal of the main house were row upon
row of Greek statues, Roman mosaics, Egyptian mummies, Sumerian stone friezes, European amsand
armour, Mayan idols, French tapestries, German carvings, Itadian glass, Celtic crosses, Russian icons,
coins from around the world, and the housekeeper assured me that this was only the remnants of my
unclée's collection, till waiting to be collected. In the bookless (sad!) library were scrolls, manuscripts and
stacks of papers. Everything was negtly labelled.

"He wanted everything to be catalogued,” said the housekeeper. "Right down to the smallest item.
Although he collected al hislife, and took greet pleasurein his collections, spending hoursjust looking at
adtatue or apiece of writing, after he becameill for thefirst time he had a change of heart. He said things
like what he had collected weren't just for one man, they should be shared by everyone. That'swhy he
sent alot of the stuff back to whereit came from, if they had museums and thingsto put them in. Rest
goesto museums and libraries here. Thislot isthe last waiting to be collected.

"Y ou seen enough, miss?"

| had, indeed! My feet ached, my head buzzed and | felt asthough | had spent three daysin one of the
L ondon museums without away out. How could anyone have spent most of hislife collecting avenues of
stones, miles of atuary, piles of papers and hegps of coins? | would be glad when they were al gone
and the house was empty again. At least my uncle had had the sense to realise that history belonged to
everyone—hut then | realised that thinking like this | was treating the place as my own, not as something
that would probably be sold under my nose.

Back again at the Temple, Mrs. Early ushered me upstairs to the room my uncle had used as his study in
hislast few years. A large, square room facing southwest, with blue Chinese-patterned wallpaper and a
Chinese carpet to match. To theright a bright fire burned in the grate and opposite the door along,
now-darkening window looked out on pastureland and the pine wood. Immediately to the left wasa
long, low map-chest; on theleft wall was acurio cabinet, the one | presumed my uncle had left me. The
centre of the room wasfilled with a pine table about six feet square with two chairs, and over by the
fireplace was what |ooked like a comfortable Windsor rocker, with cushions whose colour matched the
curtains, aburgundy that contrasted pleasantly with the blue and white of the wallpaper and carpet. An
empty bookshelf occupied the left-hand side of the fireplace.

On the mantel piece was alarge manilaenvelope. . .

"Why don't you dip out of that skirt and blouse and put on your dressing-gown?" suggested the
housekeeper. "I'll wash the blouse and iron it in the morning, and sponge the skirt a the sametime. It's
heavy with the dirt from outsde and the dust in, | can seethat. I'll bring you atray of tea, and you can
have your supper up here later. That way you can have the evening in peace to read your uncle'sletter.”

A hdf-hour later, two cups of tea, muffins, egg-and-cress sandwiches and fruitcake eaten and drunk, |
took down the envelope from the mantel piece, snuggled up in the rocker, opened the sedl and Started to
read my uncle's|etter.



Chapter Six

My Uncle's Letter

At firg it was difficult to follow the crabbed, small hand that helter-skeltered across the pages, but | took
it dowly and methodicaly, reaisng that my uncle had probably written it during hislast illness.

"My dear Niece," he had written. "It isone of my regrets that we shall never meet, athough | have the
advantage of knowing alittle of what you look like, and dso have an idea of your disposition.”

Out from the letter fell asmall pencil sketch. No way wasit me—I thought | recognised acopy of a
sogp advertisement that graced the hoardingsin London, but the girl had my curly hair, large eyes (even
to thetilt) and wide mouth.

"Asfar as| can see, you have inherited your mother's hair, short nose and mouth; the rest must come
from your father. | have had nothing but good reports of you. My solicitors wasted six monthstrying to
discover your whereabouts and | had almost given up hope, when | saw an advertisement by afelow
caling himself the head of a L ost-and-Found Bureau. | had him visit me here and was both surprised a
hisyouth and charmed by his manner, which was obvioudy hisintention.

"However | decided to give him atry, though payment was to be by results only—I have often found this
is efficacious, especidly when hiring porters, guides etc. abroad. To cut along story short, the young man
found you through a combination of common sense and good luck far sooner than | had hoped. During
thistime | suffered another heart attack and reglising that the next would be thelagt, | paid him for finding
you and suggested another payment for sending me a detailed report asto your character, disposition
and interests.

"Y ou must forgive this second-hand snooping, but | felt there was such a short time left to decide exactly
how to dispose of whet little thereis|eft. | learnt of your poorly paid post, your earnest endeavours with
the children and your especid care of ayoung boy called Toby Jugg—why do parents not think harder
before they burden their children with namesthat will invite derison? 1 say nothing of the name you were
burdened with, you notice! 1 wastold of your scrimping and saving, your regular attendance at church; |
was dso given aligt of your reading matter, and the museums, concerts and gdleries you attended. All of
these | thoroughly approved of—even down to your regular feeding of the sparrows on your
window-glI!"

| put down the | etter in bewilderment. How on earth could this person he hired have found out al
this—even down to the sparrows? | got up to stretch my legs and to both pull the curtains and light the oil
lamp on the table; candles, unlessright at one's elbow, are not idedl for reading. It must have been
difficult for Miss Austen and the Misses Bronté, | reflected. | put acouple morelogs on thefire, and the
pine spat and crackled cheerily.

| moved over to the table to continue reading.

"l am of the opinion that you have inherited the courage and love of life that characterised my dear Sster



and aso the patience and attention to detail that must have contributed to your father's successasa
watch-maker, and probably both acompassion and love of learning that has nothing to do with either.

"But | digress. This|etter was meant to explain why | have been so dilatory in contacting my only
surviving relative. Let it be said here and now that | wasweak not to stand up to my parents, and initially
it was pure escapism that made me choose alife abroad, but gradually | became absorbed in exploration,
and discovered ared afinity for the objects| excavated, so much so, infact, that collecting rapidly
became an obsession that took over my life, even after the hold my parents had over me was|oosed by
their deeth.Mea culpa!

"It was only after my bout of malaria, which recurs even now, and the first heart attack and consequent
enforced convaescence, that | began to see how sdlfish my life has become. Of course some of my work
has been worthwhile, especidly the research, but a great ded has been downright stealing, the theft of
historica objectsthat rightfully belong in their countries of origin. So | determined to return the mgjority of
the artifacts from whence they came, but where thiswas either unwise or impracticable, | would leave
them to museums here, so that they might be enjoyed by all. Research material and papers go to my old
college, in the hope that they may inspire future studentsto follow my profession, abeit with a greater
sense of respongbility.

"Part of my regret, asfar asyou are concerned, isthat dl that travel and acquiring of artifacts have left
me with very little money, and during these last few years| have been living on my capital. My solicitors
inform me that once the last artifacts have been shipped, funeral expenses paid, an annuity (which they
richly deserve) |eft to Mr. and Mrs. Early and their own charges disbursed—avoid solicitors like the
plague, Niece, if you can: they will bleed you dry!—there would be only the Hall and lessthan five
hundred poundsleft. And if they say “less,’ then that is exactly what they mean.

"And now | cometo the nub of the matter. There remainsin my estate four or five hundred pounds and
the Hall. | offer you achoice. Y ou may either take the money and walk away to, | hope, abetter life, in
which case the solicitors have ingtructions to sell the Hall to endow an archaeology scholarship at
Cambridge, or you may inherit the Hall and do with it what you please. In this case the moneys awaiting
will be used for you to undertake an expedition very dear to my heart, which | am now too old and ill to
contemplate. Thislatter choice will not be easy, but | am convinced that if any woman can do it, you can.
If you decide to take the money | shdl not blame you, but giveit to you with my blessng. If that isyour
decison, inform the solicitorsand it isyours a once. However if the other dternative has any apped
please read—carefully—the rest of thisletter . . ."

| sat back in my chair. Four or five hundred pounds was afortune! | could give up work, rent asmall
cottage and even afford acleaner. . . . Or, if | went back to work, | could buy some decent clothes and
find a better position. Whichever way, the money would last for along, long time—at least ten years. |
found | was smiling with relief and pleasure; how very kind of my unclel

But he had mentioned an dternative: something about an expedition? Although | was sure| had made up
my mind, | owed it to him to at least read on.

"Ah, | seeyou are elther not satisfied with alittle security, or else arefilled with anatura curiosity in that
you continue with thisletter. Good. | should tell you that | hate to leave any matter unfinished, and thereis
one problem | have been unable to solve during my lifetime. If | may beg your indulgenceto explain
further?

"I visited many out-of-the-way placesin my journeys, but it was on aroutine stopover in Venice that my
curiosity led meto vist alocd auction, the contents of a crumbling palazzo that was being pulled down to



make way for amore modern building. There wasllittle to attract my attention, except for abox of
miscellaneousitems, amongst which was arather fine blue glass vase. | dready possessed one, so bid for
the box, paying lessthan atenth than | thought it worth.

"| caught the transport | was awaiting, leaving the unopened box in store, and almost forgot to retrieve it
when | returned some three monthslater, and did not fully examineit until some yeer later, when | findly
returned here. The blue Etruscan vase joined its Sster—they are some of the few items| kept: you will
find them in the morning-room downstairs. Most of the rest of theitems| threw out as chipped, broken
or worthlessy modern, but right at the bottom | found a package wrapped in an old cloak. It contained a
round object likeasmal cannon-bal, acrumbling bundle of manuscript, an ivory figurine of some age
and atwisted piece of horn.

"At first | could see no connecton between the disparate objects, but a closer scrutiny reveaed that
around the round object was wrapped a piece of material which read: “This be Dragonnes Eg.' Of course
| treated this statement with the scholarly contempt it deserved, but by now | wasintrigued enough to
examine the manuscript more closdly. | found it waswritten in akind of mediaeva shorthand, but once |
had cracked the code | found it contained the remnants of an interesting tale. Remnants only, aas,
because many of the pages were wormeaten or had fallen into dust, or the poor ink used had faded
beyond deciphering.

"That part | could trandate contained the story of a brave young woman who undertook some sort of
pilgrimage, firgtly to find ahusband, and then trace her lover, who, according to the story, wasa
dragon-man. According to the narrative she covered many hundreds of milesin her searching and the
gory isunfinished. | dismissed it as purefiction at first, but when | had finished the trandation, with its
sorceries and magics, talking animals, shape-changing and flying pigs, | found many of the detailsasto
places—adesart | recognise, townsthat ill exist milesfrom anywhere, rivers and mountainsthat are
readily identifiable—so convincing that the writer must at least have visited these places.

"A couple of scraps of map accompanied the manuscript, and these | have redrawn. My trandation
together with these and what remains of the origina are locked away in the cabinet to which you have the

key."

| glanced across at the cabinet; the key wasin my reticule and | was dying to open it and take alook,
but | would see what el'se my uncle had to say firdt.

"I could not immediately see any connection between the four objectsin the bundle, but then | recalled
mention of an "Eg—the product of aliaison between the heroine and her dragon-lover—being stolen.
Therewas a'so mention of a " Unicorn'sring' and a shape-changing creature called “Ky-Lin," amythica
cresture from the Buddhist religion.

"Once | redised, however, that whoever had collected these articles believed in their being kept together
because of their relevance, | examined them more closdly. | welghed and measured the so-called
"Eg—typica mediaeva phonetic spelling—then attempted to break it open or crack it, but it resisted dl
my efforts. Onething | did notice was that it was not as cold as stone. It seemed to hold the same
warmth as of that fossilised resin, amber. Thelittleivory figureisexquisitely carved, obvioudy Chinese,
but shows no sign of the "life" attributed to it in the manuscript. Asfor thetwist of horn, presumably
meant to represent the so-called "Unicorn's Ring," it would fit none of my fingers nor those of Mr. and
Mrs. Early.

"So | put this puzzle to one side for two or three years, occupied as| was with other matters. When |
returned to it, of amind to retain the manuscript and the figurine and dispense with the sone and the twist



of horn, | made agtartling discovery. On picking up the stoneit felt heavier and larger than previoudy.
Unwilling to trust my senses, | checked both weight and size against my earlier notes, and indeed, if | had
caculated correctly initidly, the stone was not only four ounces heavier, it was aso two inches larger!

"Now | am not asupergtitious man, any more than other scientists, but here was something strange. |
was dueto travel to the Valley of the Kings, ajourney | could not delay, but as soon as| returned | again
weighed and measured the stone, to find it had gained another couple of ounces and another inchiin
diameter. Thistime there was no mistake, no miscaculation, which I had rather hoped for asarationa
explanation. And it was dill rdativelywarm. . . .

"l wonder if you can have any ideaof the turmoil this discovery threw meinto! Herewasl, a
dry-as-dust scientist without an ounce of imagination, forced to re-evaluate all my previoustheoriesasto
the state of the universe! At first | clung desperately to the theory that what | held was merely somelarge
reptile egg, of a gpecies asyet unknown, but yet was not a dragon areptile? Was there some truth in the
manuscript? Were the times so different then that what we now dismiss as sorcery and magic did exist? |
am no longer sure of just how true scientific factsarer dl | am sure of isthat something mighty strangeis
going on. | haveleft alist of measurements of the egg—or stone, who knows?—in the cabinet, together
with the measuring ingruments, and I'm willing to wager you will find anincrease.

"Explainit | cannot, except that | do now believe that the object will not get any rest or fulfilment until it
isreturned to the place from whence it was stolen. Perhapsit will hatch out into something so incredible
that our modern, nineteenth-century minds cannot encompassit.

"If | were dtill alive and well | would make this my last expedition, but, asyou will redlise asyou read
this, I am not. | would ask that you, my niece, might undertake thistask. An arduous and tall order, |
agree, but as| said before, | cannot bear unfinished business. If you do decidein favour of this
suggestion, then the moneys you may receive as alump sum will have to be used for travelling expenses,
especidly as someone from the solicitors office would have to accompany you, and | would wish the
young “detective who found you to travel with you aswell, as extra protection.

"I have another, more quixotic, condition: that this expedition must be completed within acaendar year.
So, my dear niece, you have achoice: either accept what little moneys | haveleft, or embark on an
adventure you may never forget. It isup to you, but before you decide | would ask that you read my
transcripts, ook at the maps and examine the contents of the cabinet. Also remember that if you do
succeed you will receive Hightop Hall, to do with asyou will. Hideous, | agree, but it would make a
good school or orphanage. . ."

Strange . . . exactly what | had thought.

"When you have read the transcript, then read the last pages of this|etter—"

There was atap on the door.

"Suppertime, MissLee" said Mrs. Early. "Hope I'm not intruding—goodness me, you've near let out the
fire!" Rapidly shelaid the table from atray she had brought with her, then poked and coaxed and
replenished thefiretill it was once more acheerful blaze. "I'll be up with the soup in amoment—"

"Don't go, Mrs. Early." | hestated. "Tell me—you knew my uncle fo—how long?"

"Thirty-five year," she answered promptly. "Not to know him as we did when he moved here, but | went
as under-housemaid to his parentswhen | was thirteen, and have been with the family, asit were, ever



snce. Mr. Early was gardener's boy when | first met him, and—"
| tried to stem the flood. "What | really wanted to know was what he was like as a person—"

"Just you wait one moment . . ." She clattered away down the stairs to regppear with amagazine, which
she opened at awell-thumbed page.

"Seethis? It were a sketch some artist did for aposh magazine, and it'shimtoa T!"

I must confess | had expected atall, burly man, with probably afull beard, but the redlity was quite
different. He had been clean-shaven and balding. In the drawing he looked nervous and had his hands
clasped behind his back. The man | waslooking a was unused to the niceties of socid life and preferred
objectsto people. No, not preferred: felt more comfortable with. A lonely man. ..

"Would you say my uncle was an imaginative man?' | asked, handing back the magazine. She looked
puzzled. "I mean, was he easily persuaded into believing superdtitioustaes, for instance?’

She shook her head vigoroudy. "Quite the opposite, miss! Very sceptica, he was. Never took nothing
for granted. Alwaysweighing and messuring and labelling things. Liked everything just o, hedid." She
paused. "Only time | ever saw him upset was over something in that cabinet; something about
measurements that weren't as they should be. Even had ustrying to put some old bit of horn on our
fingersto prove something or other, but it didn't work." She paused again. "Cometo think of it, it was
that time he asked usif we believed in magic. Strange, coming fromhim. . ."

"And what did you say?"

"Said of coursewe didn't; after dl, that's what he wanted usto say. Not true, of course; anyone who
liveson or near theland knows all about witches and such, though he never noticed the hag-stones as are
hung near the back doors, nor that the nearest treesare rowans.. . . Still, him being so generousand al,
couldn't destroy hisbeliefs. Why, if | wasto tell you that Mr. Early and | were courting for twenty years
before he asked us here, and that he not only attended the wedding but gave us the gift of afull twenty
poundsto set ourselves up with, well then you'll know that—"

There was another knock on the door and Mr. Early came in with some more wood. He nodded to me
and spoke briefly to hiswife. "Tattiesisdone," he said.

Thissgndled the end of Mrs. Early's reminiscences, and the appearance of supper: tomato soup, cutlets,
roast parsnips and potatoes and a helping of loca cheese and biscuits to follow. When she came up to
clear away the dishes she brought me a hot toddy, and asked if her husband should bring up my bathing
water in acouple of hours. | looked a my watch: eight-thirty.

"That'd befine, thank you." A couple of hours should be long enough to read my unclé's transcript, but |
must admit it was with arapidly beating heart that | fetched the key to the cabinet from my reticule and
fitted it in the lock.

It turned easily and the door swung open. There were two blue-velvet lined shelves. Picking up thelamp
from the table, | peered insde. On the top shelf was abundle of papersin aleather folder, asmal
curioudy carved creature and atwist of horn. The lower shelf held abox of hard, dry vellum, some
measuring instruments and alarge, round object that glinted in the lamplight.

Thismust be the fabled "Dragonnes Eg" that had so perplexed my uncle. | touched it gently—as he had



said, it wasn't cold like stone. | wanted to pick it up, test itsweight, but decided that first | would read
the transcript, so | took the folder back to the table, turned up the lamp, put another log on the fire and
Settled down to read.

Asmy uncle had said, it was an intriguing story. As| sipped my toddy, redolent with clovesand
cinnamon, | followed the adventures of agirl called Summer who left home when she was orphaned to
find ahusband, but it seemed she found everything but; it pictured her with amagic ring, which enabled
her to understand the speech of animals, but it didn't stop her from ambush, ghosts, starvation and aflying
pig. Much of the story was missing gpparently, but my uncle had tried to make her journey clear through
mediaeva France, then a series of petty kingdoms. Thefirst part ended with reference to a"dragon
lover."

There was more in the second part of the narrative. Apparently the girl decided to pursue her missing
dragon lover, accompanied by her dog, also mentioned in the earlier narrative. She travelled many miles
towards afabled Blue Mountain, where she hoped to find her lover. On theway (this bit wasn't quite
clear) she produced asmall dragon's egg. She found her lover, but the egg was stolen at the last moment
by Ricardus, one of her companions, only to be returned on his death to amerchant in Venice who had
inherited Summer's memoirs. What happened to her afterwards wasn't clear either.

| sat back in my chair.

Of course the whole thing wasridiculous! Dragon lovers, flying pigs, talking dogs.. . . And yet while|
wasreading it | had dmost been persuaded that it wastrue. | shivered, and noticed the fire was nearly
out. | could hear Mr. Early clumping upstairs with the first of my hot water. Hastily | returned the
transcript to the cabinet and locked it. Time enough to examine the other objects tomorrow, when
daylight would show everything initstruelight, I hoped. In the meantime | looked forward to agood
night'sdeep. ..

Which | didn't get.

All night long | tossed and turned, dreaming of dragons: tiny ones scurrying about the carpet, medium
ones stalking the corridors of the Hall and large oneslanding on the roof—

And dl of them crying with onevoice: "Bring us back our egg!"

Chapter Seven

More Revelations and
aVigtor

| had asked Mrs. Early to call me at eight-thirty, and at aquarter to nine | was seated in the kitchen,
gritty-eyed and pale of face, tackling kippers and toast. It was a big pot of Assam teawhich finaly pulled
me round, that and a brisk walk asfar asthe orchard, where | finished off with a Cox's Orange Pippin.

Back to the study, where afire was aready blazing. Once again | opened the cabinet; first | looked in



the box where what remained of the original manuscripts were housed, taking care not to handle the
pages too harshly—even as| looked they seemed that they were crumbling away before my eyes. It was
amiraclethey had |lasted thislong, anyway. If my uncle wereright, some six or seven hundred years!

| put my unclé'sletter and histranscript on the table and looked a them again, paying attention now to
his footnotes, where he had identified various towns and places, and glancing at the maps he had drawn
to interpret, asfar as he could, the route the girl Summer had taken.

It looked an awful muddle, with alot of guesswork thrownin. . . .

Now for the egg—or whatever it was. | had forgotten to pack my shawl, but | went and fetched my
cloak, so it wouldn't roll around the table. | madeit akind of nest, then went to takeit out of the cabinet.
It was far heavier than | had imagined. | had never seen around egg before, though | understood the
ostrich and most reptiles preferred this shape, but asfar as| knew those were al white in colour,
whereas this one was definitely agreyish colour with ametalic sheen and little sparkly bitsthat caught the

light.

Back to the cabinet to get the measuring cdipers and the scales, with the measurements my uncle had
aready made, some dozenin dl. Luckily the basin for the scales was round, so the egg wouldn't tip. |
looked at the last figures my uncle had quoted for weight and width and decided to work from those.
Not that | expected any increasein either, but at least it would set my mind at rest. Dragon's egg, indeed!
Firg theweighing.. . .

Someten minutes|ater | sat back in my chair, my hands trembling. Somehow, in the Six months snce my
uncle had last recorded his findings the what-ever-it-was had gained afull seven ouncesin weight and an
inchinwidth!

What was this—thisthing that sat on thetablein front of me? | found | was pacing around the room, my
arms wrapped tightly around my chest. How could something like that grow larger by the month? Nay,
the day, the hour, the minute? My heart was pounding, my mind racing. Perhaps the scalesand the
caiperswerewrongly set, perhaps my unclesfigures werefictiond, perhaps | was halucinating, perhaps

But | ran out of perhapses, which were getting more ridiculous by the moment, and camed down alittle,
just enough to decide to examine the other objectsin the cabinet. Forget about the Thing for awhile.

First | lifted out the yellowing ivory figurine and examined it closgly. It was obvioudy meant to represent
some sort of mythical being, for it contained elements of more than one creature. A horse or deer,
buffao, fish? For sureit had never walked the earth in that guise! But then, hundreds of years ago, who
could have imagined an eephant, giraffe or kangaroo? But no, thiswas definitely from the imagination.

Next | went back to the cabinet for the scrap of material that was supposed to be from the horn of a
unicorn, another mythical beast. An insgnificant scrap it wastoo, amost transparent initstriple curl. | put
it down next to the Thing and thelittle figure. Now | had dl the pieces of my uncle's puzzle together with
the story they were supposed to come from, but what to make of it al?

| touched the "Eg" again and noted itswarmth, | turned the figure thisway and that; | picked up thering
once more—

There was a sudden knock on the door, | started, and thering | was holding in my |eft hand dipped out
of my fingers and dropped over the middle finger of my right. Mrs. Early camein, looking flustered and



wiping floury hands on her apron.

"You'veavistor, missl It'sthat young gentleman"—she said the word asif it were abad tastein her
mouth—"from London asis staying at the Lamb and Flag in the village. The one from your uncl€'s
solicitors. . . D'you mind if | bring him up? There's no fire lighted downgtairs, ‘cept in the kitchen.”

| was about to say that would be fine, when said young gentleman appeared in the doorway behind her,
followed by an angry-looking Mr. Early.

"Wouldn't wait," he said tersdly.
"Itsdl right, Mr. Early,” | said. "Comein, Mr ... ?"

"Cumberbatch, Claude Cumberbatch. Junior clerk in the offices of Goldstone, Crutch and Swallow of
Lincoln'sInn." He presented me with acard. "And you must be Miss Sophronisbe Lee." Without a
by-your-leave he dropped into the chair opposite mine and gazed around the room. " Servant's quarters?’

"Not exactly, Mr. Cumberbatch.” | tried to control my temper: he was probably younger than | was. "'l
find it most congenid . . ." Hisexpression indicated that it wasn't the sort of place he expected to be
received in. "And now that you have finadly found me. . ." | paused to let that Snk in; after dl | had
arrived two days ago and had not had so much asamessage. " . . . may | offer you some refreshment? A
cup of tea, perhaps?’

"Oh, I think something more lively than that, miss! Teaisfor old biddies. Let's see, doesthis
establishment boast a bottle or two of sweet sherry?”

| shook my head, just in timeto see Mrs. Early nodding hers. | glanced a my waich. "l fed that devenin
the morning isatrifle early for spirituous liquors—"

"Oh, maybe for school-mistresses, but for us men of theworld . . ."

| glanced a Mrs. Early: perhaps she had something in mind. From her smug expression | redised she
had.

"Perhagps the young gentleman would like to give me his opinion on somerather strong turnip and ginger
wine we have been saving for special guests? With some sdlted biscuits, of course. . ." It must be
poisonous "And you Miss Lee? Ching, or Russan with lemon?’

"Chinaif you don't mind. And acouple of your sweet cakes, please."

While she was gone Mr. Cumberbatch—what a mouthful, | thought—got up and wandered round the
room, peering through the window, poking thefire, gazing into the cabinet, setting the rocking chair
tipping back and forth, fingering the velvet of the curtains. He then sat down again and poked the Eg with
hisfinger, setting it into adangerous wobble.

"Becareful!" | said sharply. "I don't want it to roll off!"
"No problem, miss!" He reached out his hand for theivory figurine, but | wasthere before him.

Somehow | didn't wish him to touch it; | was glad | had the twist of horn on my finger temporarily—he
would probably have snapped it in half.



| studied him ashe sat in hischair, cracking his bony knuckles. He was probably in hislate teens or early
twenties, thin dmogt to the point of emaciation, with apasty complexion and straight fair hair, rather
greasy, worn long down to his collar. He had pale blue eyes, alarge Roman nose, alot of teeth and a
rather weak chin. Infact hisfacia structure wasthat of someone you might seein one of thePunch
cartoons as representing the last scion of a degenerate aristocracy. His voice would have betrayed him,
however: it held decided echoes of the East End of London.

Hewas dressed in the latest fashion of high collar, tight jacket with checked waistcoat, baggy trousers
and pointed shoes and even wore apair of the hideous yellow glovesthat were dl therage, but hislinen
wasn't the freshest and from where | sat | could smell the scent of the tavern: greasy food, Stde ae,
whisky and tobacco. Indeed right at that moment he extracted aleather pouch from his pocket, pulled
out acheroot and lit it with avesta, which he threw at, and missed, the fireplace. | roseimmediately and
opened the window then crossed to his side, took the cheroot from hisfingers, and tossed it on thefire.

"You didn't say you didn't want me to smoke! Cost me four pence—"

"Andyou didn't ask!"

Luckily for usboth Mrs. Early knocked with atray of teaand little sponge cakes for me, and ajug and
large wineglass plus a plate of sdted biscuitsfor our guest. "Let me know if you want anything else, miss.

What she redly meant wasthat it was unorthodox for me to receive a gentleman in my rooms, but that
shewould be handy (probably just outside the door), ready to rush in and defend my honour . . . | hadn't
the dightest doubt that that would be unnecessary.

Claude Cumberbatch filled his glass to the brim and took along draught. There was a peculiar
expression on hisface when he put the glass down, and he took a hasty mouthful of biscuits.

| was|etting my teabrew. "To your liking, Mr. Cumberbaich?'
"Er...Very unusud. I've never tasted anything quitelikeit . . . Home-made, | venture to guess?'

"Certainly. Not for the faint-hearted, | agree, but excdlent for warding off the chills of inclement wesather.
Itis, of course, aman'sdrink. Another glass? Do help yoursdlf." | poured out acup of teaand Sipped it.

"Was there some especia reason you wished to see me, or isthisjust asocial cal?”

"Huh? Oh, yes" He fumbled in his pocket. " Got—got a'munication from the firm smorning.” Hewas
aready durring hiswords, to my delight. That wine must be strong! He durped another draught. "Want
to know when—when you're ready to go back—back to Lunnon.. . ."

"Who said | wished to return to London?’

"Wdll, you must: no—no-onein their ses-, sesnes, would want to live in the w-wilds. . ."

"l do have a choice, Mr. Cumberbatch.”

Hefindly produced the letter, al crumpled, and waved it & me with ashaking hand. "It says—Mr.

Swallow says—asthe most ‘venient train would be twelve-fifteen on Friday, or ten-thirty Sat'day. Takea
trgpfromtheinn..."



"Sure you wouldn't prefer the carrier?’ | couldn't keep the sarcasm from my voice, but he didn't notice.
"Oh, no, far too s~dow. Never get there. . ."

"Does Mr. Swallow say anything else?' From where | sat the letter looked at least two pages long.
"No, no, no. . . Just some 'structions for me. Private. . ."

Hefilled his glassfrom the jug, draining it down to thelast drop. "Goo' stuff this. . ."

"I'msureitis” | agreed, "Now, asto theletter of Mr. Swallow's—"

But hewasnt listening; in fact he wasn't hearing anything at al. His head was down on the table, his
hands hanging loose to the floor and he was snoring heartily. | roseto fetch Mr. Early to dispose of him,
but decided that Mr. Swallow's |etter camefirst. As| scanned thefirst few linesit occurred to mewith a
certain surprise that even afew days ago | wouldn't have dreamed of reading someone else's
correspondence. But things had changed dramaticaly, and this concerned me and my futurelife, so blow
the conventions!

The letter read asfollows: "Mr. Cumberbatch, as our representative | ask that you visit Miss Lee,
enquire as to her health and well-being, and assure her that if there is anything we can do to
facilitate her enquiries, to let us know. | do not expect her to be precipitate in her decision, as |
judge her to be careful in her considerations. Please inform her that her employer, Miss Moffat, is
happy for her to take as much leave as she wishes. If for any reason, she wishesto visit London
before she has made up her mind, please inform her of the times of the trains, buy her a ticket,
and escort her to the station. Please assure her of our best attention at all times." Itwassgnedin
an indecipherable squiggle.

So much for being expected to accept my uncle's offer of cash and return to London the day after
tomorrow! Just because Claude Cumberbatch couldn't stand the countryside, | was supposed tofal in
with his plans and return him to London!

| stuffed the letter back in his pocket and went downstairsto find Mr. and Mrs. Early, suggesting they
dump him just outside the gates to the Hall, but Mr. Early harnessed the pony to the trap, saying he
would depost him with the landlord of the Lamb and Flag.

"Punishment enough with the heed helll have on him,” he said, in arare burst of confidence and volubility.
"Y on'sstrong Suff."

Mrs. Early arranged that, not to waste the journey, he could bring back various items she was short of:
sugar, flour and ail. "And you'll be needing anew yard-broom and abag of nails" she reminded him.

When they had gone she suggested that | take a closer look at the roomsin our part of the house.
"There's some nice bits and pieces, and they'll dl be yoursif you decide to take on your unclésdare.”

"Dare?'
"Wdll, it'slikethat, isnt it? He did talk to me abit, you know. About that Egg-thing. Wanted it to go

back to where he thought it belonged. | expect it worried him because it didn't fit in with al histheories;
men like him always like things neat and tidy." She paused. "Y ou don't have to say, miss, but | reckon as



how he's given you a choice: take what money'sleft and the Hall's sold, or try and take the thing back to
Chiney, or wherever, and get the Hall when you gets back."

| didn't deny it. "Put like that it isn't much of achoice, isit?' | said with asmile.

"| agree, but not the way you think. | reckon it depends on the person. Were | your age now, knowing
what | know, | wouldn't hesitate. But thirty years ago | would have chosen different. Then | wasjust an
under-housemaid, glad for aroof over my head, reasonable food, asmall wage and aday off amonth. If
then someone had suggested | giveit al up and travel abroad—me, who hadn't been farther than twenty
milesfrom herein my life—and get my own cottage if and when | returned, I'd have turned it down flat.
I'd have taken the money."

She looked at me shrewdly. "Circumstancesis different, but the Situations much the same, I'd say. Asl
said, depends on the person concerned . . . Now, shall wetake alook at the rest of this place properly?"

The remainder of thefloor | was on consisted of bedrooms, adequately if sparsaly furnished with beds,
wardrobes, chests of drawers and dressing tables, with bright rugs on the polished floors; alarge window
at the end of the corridor gave agood light.

Downgairsit was different. The fanlight above the front door threw bars of sunshine acrossthe
black-and-white tiled floor and a couple of small sdetableswere bright with vases of autumn leaves. The
first door on the left revealed a pleasant dining-room, mainly in blue, down to the seascape over the
sideboard and the Passion-F ower patterned crockery and china candlesticks. "Y our uncle said dl the
furniture in here were by aman cdled Chippendde,” ventured Mrs. Early. "He preferred it to the modern
suff." Sodid .

The next room on the | eft was the morning-room. Here the emphasis was on the colour green with a
couple of touches of dark blue—I noted the Etruscan vases on the mantel. The room was il full of the
morning sunshine, with itstwo tall windows facing southeest; two smdl sofas, haf-a-dozen chairs, a
gaming-table, two pretty landscapes and plenty of room for awriting-desk like my mother's.

Acrossthe corridor was the withdrawing-room, thisin rose and green. Longer than the other two
rooms, it had afireplace at either end. One haf was obvioudy meant for cosy relaxation by the fire, with
sofas and occasiond tables, and the other for perhaps cards or even dancing, for there was apiano and
two card tableswith chairs. On the walls were a dozen gold-framed prints of those delicioudy scented
French roses, and over both the fireplaces, in rose-veined marble, were large, ornamental Italian
gilt-framed mirrors, which made the room seem even larger than it was.

The last room was smaler than the others, but was fully shelved, except that on onewall hung ahuge
oilcloth map of the world, pierced by amultitude of coloured mapping pins.

"Thisiswhere your uncle kept his books and manuscripts,” said Mrs. Early. "That map on thewall
showed dl the places held been. In hislast illness he had apallet bed brought in here, because he found
the stairs difficult. Liked to lie and look at the map, he did." And the map should be kept right there, |
thought, afitting memoria. But it would be niceto fill the bookshelves once again, and my father's
wing-chair would do well besidethefire. ..

There was no carpeting in here, gpart from a Pergan rug by the fireplace, and the polished wood
flooring was echoed in colour by the table, leather-seated chairs, curtains and copper candlesticks.

"Did hediein here?" | asked, noting that the palet had been removed.



"Oh, no. He died outside, up on Bracken Hill. He would have wanted it that way. Mr. Early found him
up there, one day when he missed luncheon. All peaceful helooked, like he'd fallen aslegp on a pleasant
dream,” and her eyesfilled with tears, which she mopped with her apron.

| was most impressed with the arrangements at the Temple: as| had thought before, it would be ideal for
asmadl family—but | must sop mentaly furnishing it with my own bitsand pieces, | told mysdlf, because
| most certainly would not be staying!

As soon as Mr. Early returned we had luncheon—toad-in-the-hole, minted peas and gravy, with apple
crumble and custard to follow—and as it was a sunny afternoon | took another walk around the grounds,
kicking up the piles of leaveslike achild in apark, the scent of abonfire Mr. Early wastending tickling
my nogirilswith its evocative scent.

After teal did some necessary darning, only noticing as| finished that | was till wearing thering. | tried
to pull it off, but it wouldn't budge. | even used soap, but it stayed just whereit was, on the middle finger
of my right hand. Actudly | didn't mind it being there at dl; it felt warm and comfortable. It would have
been niceif it had been gold, or contained a precious stone, but | had never had aring before and was
pleased to seethat if | looked closdly there were little sparkles of colour iniit, rather like an opal.

| had supper with Mr. and Mrs. Early in the kitchen, and went upstairs again determined to make a
"Pros’ and "Cons' list so that | would be absolutely certain | had made the right decision to take the
money my uncle had offered, rather than attempting that ridiculous expedition, but | got no further than
the headings on asheet of paper before | found mysdlf yawning prodigioudly.

Country air was very enervating, | decided, as| put the Eg, figurine and transcript in the cabinet, locked
it but left the key there. | asked for hot water and a half-hour later was tucked up in bed with one of Mrs.
Early's hot toddys. | read thefirst chapter of Westward Ho! but couldn't keep my eyes open any longer.
Blowing out the candles | laid my head on the pillow and dept dreamlesdy.

Cadled a eight-thirty, refreshed and hungry, | ate my breakfast hurriedly then went upstairs, determined
to concentrate on my listings. | got out the Eg and placed it on the cloak once more, then reached inside
the cabinet for theivory figurine—

It waan't therel

Chapter Eight

Prosand Cons

| couldn't believeit! It couldn't just disappear likethat! Franticaly | searched the cabinet again: the
manuscript in its box, the transcript, the egg—they were dl there, and the ring was on my finger. Could |
have |eft it on the mantel piece, the shelves, the table or one of the chairs? | knew | hadn't, yet | searched
the whole room methodicaly and even went into my bedroom in case | had left it in there.



Mrs. Early had lived up to her name and the study had been swept and dusted, yesterday's ashes
removed, a bright fire was burning and the wood-basket had been replenished. The cabinet had been
locked, but | had |eft the key there. Was it possible the housekeeper had removed the figurine for
cleaning? It seemed extremdly unlikdly, but | must ask—

Could there have been a stranger in the house? | remembered young Cumberbatch's visit: could he have
... ?But no, | digtinctly remembered refusing to let him touch it. And | was till convinced that | had put
it away last night, safe and sound.

| crossed to the door, but as| opened it | heard afaint rustling noise behind me. | stopped, listened.
Thereit came again. | looked back across the room—no, it must have been the fire crackling, alog
fdling. .. heard it again, and for one wild moment thought | saw acorner of the curtainstwitch, as
though amouse had run behind it. Or arat . . . It twitched again—that did it! | didn't mind mice, but rats
(and cockroaches) wereright off my list of tolerances.

| raced downstairs and flung open the kitchen door.

"Mrs. Early! Mrs. Early . . ." Shewas kneading dough on the marble dab. "Do we haveratsin the
house? And have you seen that little ivory figurine? Itsgonemissing. | just thought . . . youmight .. ." |
sat down heavily at the kitchen table, my heart pounding. "And have there been any strangersin the
house? | mean, in this part of the Hall? Or could they have got in from another part?' | was trembling.

She smacked her hands together to rid them of the flour, rinsed them in abowl of water on the sSide, then
wiped them on acloth. "Now, Miss Lee dear, just start again, tell me what's the matter . . ."

So | tried to be coherent and rational. | explained how | had found the figurine was missing, and as| had
left the key in the lock overnight, wondered if she or her husband had removed it for cleaning? She shook
her head. | asked, had anyone else been in this part of the house? Again she shook her head. | explained
that | thought | had seen the curtains move, but everything | said made the whole thing sound sillier and
gllier. | sounded like ahygterica female of the worst kind.

But shedidn't laugh a me. Instead she opened a cupboard and put a glass of sweet sherry in my hand.

"Now, sp thisdown, MissLee, and cadm yoursdlf. . . . We neither of us ever touched nothing of your
uncle's, unless he asked us particular. That answers your first question. Asto othersin the Hall, the only
strangers, apart from that lawyer fellow yesterday, have been those packing up and removing the
artifacts, and then we always keep the door from the Hall through to here locked, asit istoday, asisthe
front door. Back doors bolted at night, otherwise there's dways one of usin the kitchen. That's number
two. Asfor rats or mice or anything else likethat, | pride mysdf theré's nothing in this part of the house
likethet."

| Spped the sherry, dready fedling better. "Sorry, Mrs. Early, but it was abit of ashock to find it
missng."

"Not to worry. Howsomever, well take abesom up there and if there's anything or anyone as shouldn't
be, they'll get short shrift. Asfor theivory, it's probably falen down behind something . . ."

Once upstairs she attacked the curtains, but there was nothing there. She turned to the cabinet. "Now
show me exactly whereyou put it."

| pointed to the top shelf, but | saw it even before she did. Not on the top shelf but the bottom, next to



the manuscript. And | knew, Iknew | had searched that shelf!

"Why, thereitid" She picked it up and handed it to me. Even as| took it in my hand | knew it had
changed. It was surdly nearly twice aslarge as before. Y ou must have misplaced it." She smiled a me,
"Well, dl'swell that endswell, that'swhat | say! Luncheon at the usua time?"

| st at thetable in the study. On the table was the Eg, the ring was on my finger, theivory in my hands,
and | waslooking at each inturn.

Here was amediaeval round-shaped object, warm to the touch, that kept on growing; aring that
wouldn't come off, reputedly part of amythica Unicorn's headgear, and an ivory figurine that
disappeared and then regppeared, larger than before. And dl thiswas somehow tied in with my uncle's
wish that | return this egg to wherever it was supposed to belong. Againg dl thiswasthe attractive
aternative of taking whatever money was left and abandoning al these strange objectsto their fate.

All except thering: it fill wouldn't budge. . . . And yet | liked thefeding if it on my finger. | would have
preferred to find out what the egg contained, athough | didn't want a baby dragon deposited in my lap,
and theivory looked friendly. . ..

| had never been abroad and there would probably never be another chance, unless| settled down and
took a post as a governess who took children to a place like Brittany for the summer, or perhaps worked
for afamily who wanted a chaperone for their daughter at a German spa.

Stop daydreaming, | told mysdlf severely: you're not likely to do better than the Charity School, although
with the extramoney you could live far more comfortably.

Right. Prosand Cons. | drew out asheet of paper, took ink and apen. | made two headings. Plan A,
take the money; Plan B, take the Eg back. Then | subdivided each into two sections, for and againgt.

| started with Plan A. Immediate money, which would either keep me alady of leisurefor afew years,
or supplement any income | received for longer. Either way, freedom from penury for awhile. So much
for the pros. | turned to the second column and tried to be fair. How long would the money last? Would
it be solittle, after dl, that | would have to go on working, whether | wished to or no? What if | became
ill or crippled? Then came aline which seemed to writeitself: Did | redly want the rest of my lifeto be so
dull, predictable, plainboring ?1 looked down at what | had written: was my life dull and boring? It
certainly wasn't now.

| thought back on my life at the Charity School. Life had been ruled by the seasons, although the same
lessons came round time and time again. Only the children had been different, but not much. Different
faces, different names, but the same poverty, gpathy and hunger, the latter not for knowledge, only Ellen's
soup.

| did love London, however. Apart from the museums, galeries, parks, libraries, concerts, churches and
buildings, there was the teeming life and the magica way everything changed with the seasons. Spring,
with its hope; crocuses springing through the grass in the parks, the glorious scent of violets and narciss
in the baskets of the flower-sdllers, the first house-martins swooping over the rooftops and the urgent
chirp of nesting sparrows—in such aseason it was torture to be shut up in school al day. Then came
summer with rosesfaling over therallings of the houses and the wel come warmth; but summer could dso
be over-hot, dusty and sticky, with the smell of sewage and rotting food percolating even to the



schoolroom—in such aseason it was torture to be shut up with the smells al day. Autumn was crisp and
colourful with faling leaves, the scent of bonfires and blowy skies. On those days | longed to escapethe
confines of the school: torture to be shut in al day. Winter could be cold, foggy, with frost and snow, but
gtill there was the comfort of awarm fire, the taste of roast chestnuts from the corner vendor and the
lights and celebrations of Christmas. In such aseason it wastortureto beshutinal day. . . .

| couldn't remember thinking like thisbefore. | don't believe | had ever andysed my fedingsin this
fashion—perhaps deliberately. Maybe | had been afraid of admitting to mysalf what | redly felt like,
because | couldn't change my situation, so would have to accept it without whining to myself that |
wanted something different. Of course my work was worthwhile, and | knew | did it to the best of my
ability, but I now knew it wasn't the only thing in the world.

Had | always been so fond of my freedom? | had loathed the restrictions of my boarding-school, though
| had submitted in order to please my parents. At home | had been happy enough, dthough | was aways
escaping to the woods and fields, or into other worlds with my books. Our village, Ditchling in Sussex,
was pretty and friendly enough, but sometimes| had stood at the crossroads and watched the Brighton
express coach go thundering past, or its counterpart stop at theinn to let its caped and crinolined
passengers dight for refreshments before the continuation of their journey to London, | had often wished
| could just jump aboard and leave everything behind, to glimpse what lay over thehill. . . .

All this had nothing whatsoever to do with the lists | wastrying to draw up, | told mysdif. A little
boredom and frustration are common in every life. Security, and perhaps to be needed, that was what
mattered. | looked a my watch: time for luncheon.

Afterwards | decided to walk off alittle of the pork, stuffing and applesauce by strolling the couple of
milesor soto thevillage. Thefirst building I came across was the Church of the Good Shepherd, wherel
ventured in to pray for guidance and |leave an offering in the box near the door. The church was obvioudy
old, and owed much to the trade in wool, judging from the carvingsin wood and stone. There were some
pretty stained-glass windows, al reflecting Christ's life as the Good Shepherd.

Thevillageitsdlf held little to spesk of : the Lamb and Flag, abutcher's, chemigt, grocer, and green
grocer, ironmonger's, generd store and forge. | bought some black darning wool for my stockings at the
store, but was careful to scurry past the inn with my bonnet pulled forward, as 1 had no wish to encounter
Mr.Cumberbatch.

| dawdled on my way back to the Hall, collecting brightly coloured sprays of berriesto put in the study,
s0 the sky was dready darkening as | reached the driveway, but | noticed that Mr. or Mrs. Early had
hung alantern by the front door of the Templeto light my way: it was almost like coming home,

| drank alate cup of teain the kitchen, put my berriesin aglass vase, went upstairs and placed them on
the mantel, then settled down with my list of prosand cons. | had put asheet of paper with Plan A on it
aside ascompleted, but as| glanced at it | noted that | must have added something | didn't remember to
the"cons' gde. "How can | find true fulfilment if | stay at home?' | must have written it, becauseit wasin
my handwriting—but it wasn't my syle.

| decided not to worry any further about it, but to concentrate on the pros and cons of Plan B, the
expedition and the chance of inheriting Hightop Hall. | picked up my pen, wiped it with the pen-wiper,
dipped it in theink-pot and hesitated, then under "pros’ | wrote: "Foreign Trave." After another two
minutes. "'l like the place. Another minute: "1t waswhat my uncleredlly wanted,” and lastly: "It would



make a pleasant school or orphanage.”

Unfortunately the "cons' column was far easier to complete. Never been abroad before, didn't know
whereto start or whether the money would last out, women just didn't go on expeditions, | would have
to suffer the proximity of two peoplel didn't know, | only had ayear inwhichtodoit. . . Besdeswhich
there weren't any such things as dragons or unicorns, so what was the point?1 finished with what | should
probably have started with: even if | succeeded, | wouldn't have enough money to keep up the Hall. It
would have to be sold; a pity, but there it was.

| 9ghed and laid down my pen. There, it was easy enough to make adecison if onewaslogica and
systematic about it. Better safe than sorry.

It was now Thursday evening—I had been here three full daysl—and | decided | would write aletter to
the solicitors later tonight and get Mr. Early to ddliver it to Mr. Cumberbatch tomorrow. If areply was
received intime, | could travel back to London on Saturday, otherwise it would have to wait until
Monday. | hoped so: | rather fancied afew more days being cossetted in what was, to me, the lap of
luxury.

| wondered what would happen to the Eg? | had aready decided to take the ivory with me—it would
look nice on my mother's writing-desk, and the ring seemed to be afixture. | would throw away the
origina manuscript, but keep the transcript and read it again one day, for fun. The Eg? Perhaps| could
take it down to the beach at Brighton, where my parents had taken me asachild, and roll it down the
pebblesinto the sea. Or | supposed | could give it away—but who would want something that |ooked
like acannon-ball, was warm to the touch, and kept on growing?

| decided | would have supper in the kitchen with the Earlys, so | could quiz them about their memories
of my mother, but | wouldn't tell them of my decision to take the money until tomorrow or the next day.

They both remembered my mother as a harum-scarum, pretty girl with amind of her own, easily bored
and with no mind to her lessons. Apparently my maternal grandfather was much like my uncle, arecluse,
and it was my materna grandmother who ruled the roost. She was fond of entertaining, was highhanded
with the servants, atickler for routine and adtrict disciplinarian with her children, which didn't suit my
mother.

"First chance she got, shewas off,” said Mrs. Early.
"Y ou mean—when she met my father?"

Mrs. Early nodded. "He came to the house two, three times to do aroutine check on the clocks. There
must have been—oh, twenty or more in those days. The usua clock-minder fell ill, and your father
happened by chancein town at just the right time. Nice young man. Only saw him twice, quiet and
respectful. But your mother fell for him head over hedls, she did. He stopped at an inn nearby, and turns
out later shelet hersdlf out of the house severa times and met Mr. Lee outside.

"Y our grandmother wasfit to turn purple when she found out and shut your mum up in her bedroom,
and kept the key under her pillow. Thiswent on for three weeks, and all the staff werered sorry for the
poor lass. Y our father was dismissed on the spot and she tried to persuade your grandad to put awhip
across his shoulders. Luckily for your father your grandad believed it was six of one and a haf-dozen of
the other. Perhaps he knew his daughter better than most gave him credit for . . .

"And then one day your mother disappeared.”



"Disgppeared?’ Thiswasdl newsto me. My parents had never discussed their earlier lifein front of me.
They were absorbed in each other, so in love, even after al those years, that even | felt sometimes
excluded.

"Y es, disappeared as though she had never been! Y our gran paid her avisit before breskfadt, to give her
her usud lecture, unlocked with the only key, and found her daughter gone! Y ou can imagine the state
shewasin! Everyone was questioned, but had she not had the only key | think she would have dismissed
usdl. Then she got anote from your mother, signed in her married name of Lee. Not that we would have
known about it but that she screwed up the letter and threw it away, and one of us, ee—found it."

"What did she say? How did she escape?’ | was on the edge of my sedt.

"Seems the two young lovers were more resourceful than we thought. Y our mother knew that your gran
would blame everyone but hersdlf, so she explained how it was done. She had torn a petticoat into strips
and attached it to some ribbons, so she could lower it out of her window at night and exchange letters
with her lover, your father. He told her what to do: save some candlewax and keep it soft, and when
your gran camein to lecture, take a quick impression of the key, which she dways left on asde-table.
Shelowered the wax out of the window, your father had akey made and hey presto! They were avay!"

| leant back in my chair. My parents had been so inventive, so daring. But it was difficult to think of them
asapair of star-crossed lovers.

Weas| lacking in their initiative, | wondered as| went upstairs again? Surdly not, | thought as|
replenished thefire, just because | had chosen security over speculation. | must writeto Mr. Swallow at
once before | was tempted to change my mind.

| took afresh sheet of paper and dated it. "For the attention of Mr. Swallow," | wrote. "Dear Sir," but
then | noticed something out of the corner of my eye. Theivory figurine had gone missing again!

| looked under the table, back in the cabinet, on the shelves, behind the curtains but it wasn't there. | sat
down again &t the table. What in the world was happening? | glanced at the papers on which | had
written my pros and cons and suddenly was on my feet, my hand to my mouth.

On the sheet of Plan B where there had been along list of cons, there was now amess of spilled ink. On

theleft, againgt the few pros, had been added a couple of linesin flowing capitas. " YOU WILL HAVE
HELP, YOU KNOW."

Chapter Nine

Ky-Lin
| didn't scream. | didn't faint. | didn't panic.

| could have done dl three quite easily; why didn't I”? Perhaps because | was too frozen with shock,



perhaps because a curious calm seemed to be descending around me, which appeared to emanate from
thering on my finger. | looked at it. It was more sparkly than ever and seemed to be throbbing alittle, in
timewith my heartbest. Then | looked again at the mess of spilled ink and those dienwordsinan dien
hand and | suppose at that stage | wasn't really surprised to see that they were fading even as | watched,
and now were gone.

Even three days ago | would have been utterly fazed by al this, but | felt my wholelife was changing by
the minute and that shortly | shouldn't be surprised if someone told me that the earth wasflat and the
moon was made of green cheese. Perhapsthat iswhy | found mysdlf talking to something that couldn't
possibly bethere.

"All right," | said. "Fun's over. Come out, come out, wherever you are. . ." It waslike being back at the
Charity School again, looking for some child who had hidden rather than return home.

There was apause, alog settled on thefire; | went and put on another, and returned to the table.
"I'm going to close my eyes,” | said, "And count to ten, dowly. When | open them again | expect
everything to be back to normdl. If so, I won't take any more action. But if it isn't, and there's a coach or

train tomorrow, then you won't see mefor dust.”

"That would be agreat pity," said atiny but perfectly clear voice, (in my head, of course), "after dl the
trouble we took in getting you herein thefirst place.”

| closed my eyes, and kept them firmly shut. Of course! | told mysdlf, there's aperfectly smple
explanation to al this. Y ou had a good supper of chicken and stuffing, stayed on to hear Mrs. Early's
reminiscences of your parents and fell adeep as soon as you started your |etter to the solicitors. You are
dreaming now, but in about half an hour Mr. Early will be bringing up your hot water and Mrs. Early your
toddy. Y ou can go on dreaming until then, so why not enjoy it? See what happens. Play dong. People
thisroom with eves and fairies. Let yoursdf go. Pretend thisis a paace and you the princess. Fly out of
the window—no, ot agood idea, what if you were deep-walking?

"I'm going to start counting now," | said. "One, two—"

"Buckleyour shoe. . ."

My eyes snapped open, then | closed them as quickly. If it cameto playing games, then | could play
with the best.

"Three—"

"What will you see?'

"Four—"

"Knock on the door."

"Five, 9x—"

Silence. Then: "Do you redly want things asthey were?'

"Of course! Have you any better suggestion?”



"Yes" camethetiny voice. "Open your eyes and see things as they could be."

| considered, my eyes till shut. "No. Four, five—"

"Look divel Youvedready said that . . . Just try. It can't hurt. Stop counting and open your eyes.”
"I'll open my eyeswhen I'vefinished counting, and not before.”

"And you want your dull, lonely, cramped, circumspect lifeto continue asit was?'

My eyesflew open. "It wasn't—isn't—dull and circumspect! Who are you to judge, anyway?" | shut my
eyesagan. "Fve—"

"Youvesadthat."

"Right!" | was getting digtinctly annoyed. "Six, seven, eight—"

"It could betoo late. . ."

"Rubbish! Nine—"

"Riseand shing!”

"Ten!" | opened my eyes, expecting to see everything asit had been before | started dreaming. Some
dreams you can control, make them turn out the way you wish, and at first sght thislooked like one of
those, but, unfortunately, it held one or two surprises. The ring pulsed on my finger, the Eg glowed in the
lamplight, and the pros and cons lists were as they had been originaly. And there, in the middle of the

table wasthe missing ivory figure—

Only it wasnt. It was neither ivory nor acarving. It was aive! There might have been asuperficia
resemblance to the origind figurine but itwasonly superficid.

About the size of aclenched fist—my fists were clenched right at this moment—it had the body and hide
of adeer, the hooves of ahorse, antennae flicking back and forth on either sde of its mouth, amini-horn
in the centre of itsforehead and along and sumptuous buffao'stail, with alarge plume at the tip, dmost
asbig asitsdf. Thiswas now waving back and forth like thetall of an annoyed cat.

But it wasthe colour that was the most arresting.

Legsand tail were dark grey, it had abright yellow belly, the antennae were pink and the hide on its
back bore various shades of blue, purple, brown and rose. The plume of itstail wasthe brightest of al:
crimson, green and gold.

"Who on earth are you?"'

The creature regarded me with bright, brown eyes. "l am aKy-Lin."

The name sounded familiar, though for amoment | couldn't placeit. "What'saKiling?"

"Lin. Ky-Lin." Henodded. "I amin the transcript your uncle made. | am amythica cresture, if you



prefer it that way. My Master isthe Prince Siddhartha, whom men call Buddha, and | come from China.
When my Master graced the earth with his presence he had agroup of my brethren as his companions,
his disciples, hisbodyguard. We weretrained by him to respect lifein any form, right down to theant in
the grass, the grassitsdf. We were taught never to injure or kill anything living, however inggnificant it
might seemto be. . ." He broke off and coughed ddicately. "Might | trouble you for abiteto eat? My
throat israther dry after dl theseyears. . ."

What did you give acreature like thisin your dreams? | glanced around wildly. "I'm afraid | only
have—er, ink or water in that vase. Or abit of—candle?’

The creature shook its head. "Not redly sustaining . . . Now if you would lift me up onto the
mantel—no, better ill, if you would bring the vase down onto the table, then | can bregk my fast.”

| went over to the mantel and fetched the vase containing the sprays of berries and watched, fascinated,
as the creature chewed the pulp from the hips, haws and blackberries asiif they were mannafrom
heaven, though | noticed he spat out the seedstidily onto the piece of paper | had intended writing to the
solicitorson.

He saw my look. "I am leaving the seeds so that you may sow them in the garden tomorrow, to make
other plants.”

If heimagined | was going to—but he obvioudy did. Better humour him. "But of course. Would you
kindly tell mewhat you are doing here, after dl these years?' Thousands, if heredly had anything to do
with the Buddha.

The creature hesitated for asecond. "Thereis dways one bad gpple in the barrel. My companions
attained Nirvana, but | wasn't good enough. | was careless and broke some of the rules: truth was, |
liked the world and wanted to stay in it. My Master gave me a chance to expiate my sinsby helping a
young girl caled Summer to attain her Quest. After that | thought to have ret, but received amessage
that my task wasn't done. Y ou could call it apiece of unfinished business, | suppose: Summer's egg must
be returned to the dragons." He put his head on one side. "And you are the personto do it."

"Rubbish! I'm not the only person in theworld! What you need is an experienced traveller, someone like
my uncdewas—"

"What we need isyou!"

"Whyme ? And who's ‘we'?'

" "WEe isme, the Egg and the Ring." He pushed the rejected seedsinto anest pile, fluffed out the plume
on histail and sat down on hishaunches. "'If you had alittle patience, I'll tell you how wedl fitin. Firsly, |
accompanied young Summer to the place thisis destined to go, so | know the way—"

"But that washundreds of yearsago!" | was glad to note that, athough thiswas all adream, | was
answering logicaly.

"Y ears, your years, mean nothing to such aswe. We are all some centuriesold.”
"But why doesthe Eg haveto go back right now, after al thistime?

"Because, after lying dormant for many, many years, it has started to grow, and this meansit will soon be



ready to hatch. If you have read your uncl€'s transcript you will know that this egg is the product of a
liason between Summer and her dragon-lover, and that she and Jasper, for that was his name, took the
egg to the Blue Mountain, where the remnants of the dragons live, to tradeit for apromise that Jasper
might retain his human shape during Summer'slifetime. Asyou aso know, it dl went disastroudy wrong
when the egg was stolen at the crucial moment. Summer lost her life, together with that of her lover, or so
| believe, and the dragons lost their egg. If they know whereit is, and that it is about to hatch, then they
will cometo find it, and that cannot be allowed to happen. . .

"Er. .. Couldyou possibly tip the vase alittle? | find that talking after dl thistimeisthirsty business. . .
Thank you."

"Y ou say you know the way, but there are maps. . ."

"l can grow larger, large enough to carry burdens on my back. | speak al the tongues known to man,
and eat and drink very little. | also know the placesto avoid, the dangers one might come across.”

"Inthat case," | said frivoloudly, "you and | and the Eg could set off tomorrow, and you could carry us
there and bring me back in aweek or so!"

He shook his head. "It would take far longer thanthat . . ." Didn't he have a sense of humour? "Besides,
you forget we have to take someone from the solicitor's to ensure fair play, and that young detective as
wdl."

"And if they took onelook at you," | said, "ether large or smal, they would swear off spirituous liquors
forever and refuse to go anyway!"

"Not necessarily. | can changein afew seconds—or at least | will be ableto after alittle more practice;
more than afew yearsin any one shape and one grows somewhat tiff."

"Have some more berries,” | suggested.

"Not at the moment, thank you. | have had an elegant sufficiency.”

"This sze-changing—isthat how you disappeared yesterday ?

"Of course. When | opened the cabinet—metal-bending is one of the things one learns early on—I
found difficulty in the latter stages of the change. That iswhen | had to whisk behind the curtain and you
found me resembling arat. So, regress again and back to the cabinet.”

"But | looked dl over for you!"

"Down and around, yes, but not up. | was on the celling.”

"Oh." Therewas no answer to that. | went back to the beginning again. "But why especiadly me? | know
my uncle had this beein his bonnet, but—"

"Because you are the Chosen One: the Ring-Bearer." He sounded as though that explained everything.
"This? Thistatty bit of horn?' | held up my finger.

Helooked scandaised. "That's not just a “tatty bit of horn,' asyou call it! That isa precious diver from



the horn of afabulous Unicorn, who lived over athousand years ago, and sacrificed hisimmortdity for a
love you couldn't hope to comprehend! He left behind the Ring to future generations to use for the good
of the world. It has been passed down from generation to generation. Summer used it on her travels, and
when she had no further usefor it sheleft it in my safe-keeping. And the next wearer isyou.”

"But anyone could wear it—"

"Y our uncle couldn't, neither could the housekeeper or her husband. The Ring chooses its own wearer.
If you don't believe me, try and take it off."

"l can't. It seems stuck.”
"Exactly!"
"What do you mean?"

TheKy-Lingghed. "Asl intimated, the Ring only fitsthose it has chosen. Y ou could offer it to anyonein
theworld, of any race, colour or creed, large or smdl, mae or female, fat or thin, young or old, and the
Ring would still discriminate. | have no ideawhy it chooseswhom it does, but it selects that person who
ismogt fitted for the task to be undertaken. And it has specia properties, you know."

"Such as?'

"It can warn you of danger. It can cam you down, make you think logicaly. It conserves your energy,
keeps you young. Most and best of dl, it allows you to communicate with the anima world. And if you
weren't wearing it now, you wouldn't understand me."

| looked at it with more respect. | believed what he said—one did in dreams. Magicring . . . "Doesit do
anything ese? Can | have three wishes, for insance?"

Helooked disgusted. "Y ou're not being serioud!™
"Oh, I am! Thisisthe best dream I've had inages!”

He bounced over the table towards me. "Y ou'renotdreaming! Listen to me. Everything pointsto you
being the oneto return the Eg. Y our uncle bought us al a auction, inalot | had taken care to be included
in. Although he wasn't the one we looked for, he trandated the manuscript and realised we should dl be
kept together.He couldn't solve the problem, but something told him you could.”

"But he didn't even know me! How could he expect me to do what he could not?’

"l don't know. Perhaps because he knew and admired your mother's—his sister's—spirit of adventure.
Perhaps because he knew your father must have had special quditiesto keep her happy al those years.
Perhaps because he liked what he heard when he had you investigated.” He hesitated. " Perhapsjust
because you werefamily . . ."

Footsteps on the gairs, the clank of abucket. Mr. Early bringing up my hot water. | gathered the papers
on the table together, the sheet with the seeds on top, turned up the lamp, put away the pen and ink. In
came Mrs. Early with my hot drink. She glanced at the table.

"Been busy, miss?'



| was awake again, and yawning. "l think | dropped off for awhile," | said. | picked up the Eg and the
ivory and put them back in the cabinet, locking them in and putting the key in my pocket.

The following morning | checked the study before | went down to breskfast. Mrs. Early had cleaned,
dusted and laid the fire, but everything elsewas as| had left it. Even as| checked, | had alowed mysdlf
to acknowledge that | had almost been persuaded by that dream last evening to believe | had held a
converaion with asmal creature with acolourful tail cdled aKy-Lin, and that | wore amagic ring that
alowed metotak toanimals. . . How ridiculous! | looked for the seeds, but they had gone, of course,

| decided to try out the ring on the kitchen cat, afat, lazy creature who spent most of itstime by thefire.
"Good morning, cat! How are you thismorning? Caught any micelatdy?"

The cat stared hard at me, aswell it might, then somped off, itstail twitching irritably. So much for
magic rings, | thought triumphantly. So much for dreams. ..

"Anything specid to do today, miss?'

| shook my head. "Nothing planned, Mrs. Early." | peered out of the window. "Looks like anice day; |
might go for awalk, to clear my mind."

"Good idea, miss. Nothing like fresh air, your uncle used to say. They are coming for the rest of the
statues and paperstoday, so I've got two girls from the village to give everything a good scrub now the
place will be empty. Would you mind cold cuts for luncheon?'

"That'd befine. .. Tell youwhat: | could take out apicnic, like | used to do in London. Some
sandwiches and lemonade, perhaps.”

"No sooner said than done, miss! I'll have abasket ready for you."

| went upstairs to change into my serviceable boots, to hitch up my skirts some two inches higher and
collect my cloak. No need for bonnet or gloves, asthe sun was shining and therewas littlewind. |
decided | would explore the pine wood and search for mushroomsin the pasture behind the Hall. |
would takeWestward Ho! with me and read of the further adventures of Amyas Merion. | would havea
day inwhich | worried about nothing, put letters and decisonsto one side. | would just be holidaying . . .

Picking up my book and giving it ahug in anticipation of the pleasure it would bring, | crossed over to
the study, just to make sure everything was asit should be before | |eft for the day. Downstairs | could
hear Mrs. Early giving ingtructionsto the village girls, with much clanking of buckets, Mr. Early had gone
out to the orchard earlier to prune the cherry trees, and no-one, gpart from Mrs. Early's cleaning, had
been upstairs, not even the cat, which madeit al the more frustrating to find that someone—or some
thing—had ripped al my papersto pieces; pros and cons, the start of the letter to the solicitors. Torn
them dl into bite-sized pieces and scattered them on the neatly laid fire, and that Since breakfast!

Running back into my bedroom and snatching the key from from my reticule, | went back into the study
and opened the cabinet. Insde all was asit should be, but | was so angry that | picked out both the Eg
and the ivory and dumped them on the table, shouting: "1've had enough of dl this! You're mineto
dispose of as | will, and that is exactly what | am going to do!"



And with that | picked them both up again and, wrapping them in my cloak, ssormed down to the empty
kitchen, snatched up the picnic basket and set off past the kitchen-garden and orchard, feet tamping so
hard on the path that | saw Mr. Early suspend action with the pruning-shears and scratch hishead in
puzzlement.

| set off to climb towards the back of the wood, but before long | was hot and sticky, so | transferred
theivory and the Eg, which seemed to weigh aton, into the corner of the picnic basket, taking care not to
squash the sandwiches.

Thewood was stifling. Inches of dead pine-needles hindered my feet, red squirrels dashed the branches
overhead, chattering angrily a my intrusion, and the trees only offered intermittent shade from the bars of
suddenly hot sunshine that struck down on my bare head, so that | felt sick with heat.

At last | broke through into the open, and | saw ahead of meto the right a bracken and gorse-covered
hillock. It could have been part of the grounds of the Hall or not, but at that stage | didn't care. | climbed
adile, ripping my skirt as| did so, struggled afew yards up the hill and then sat down, exhausted. The
head-high bracken, with its fusty-dusty smell and autumn russet dress dmost met over my head and
golden gorse was still a-buzz with bees. . .

| lay back and closed my eyes. "Kissing's out of fashion, when the gorseis out of bloom,” | recited
deepily, relaxing a lagt, with only the hum of insects and the plaintive cry of acurlew to disturb my rest.

| don't know how long | dept, but when | looked at my watch it was aquarter to midday, and for a
moment | felt disoriented. Then | remembered where| was and what | had to do. Struggling to my feet |
hitched up my skirtsinto my belt, picked up the basket and started to climb the hill again, hampered by
the strands of bracken. At last | reached an outcrop of rock near the top, which | though would serve my

purpose.

| undid the straps to the picnic basket and there was the Eg, glinting in the sunshine. | hesitated for only a
moment, then picked it up, still marvelling at itsweight and warmth, and then ddliberately let it tumble
from my hands down the hill, where it cut amomentary swathe through the bracken before the reddish
stems closed behind its path. Something stabbed at my right hand, but | ignored the sting—a mosquito,
perhaps, or more likely amidge, thishigh up.

"Goodbye and good riddance!” | called out after the vanished Eg. "Hatch your dragon out hereif you
fed likeit! I'm not travelling half round the world just for you . . ." A flock of pigeons flew overhead,
probably from some stubbled field, the clgp-clap of their wings disturbing the air with amomentary chill.

| paused for amoment, then picked theivory figurine from the basket. "And asfor you . . . " But words
failed me. "Just disgppear from my life, that'sal!" and with al my strength | hurled it away, till it
disappeared into the heart of adistant gorse-bush. There was another stab on my right hand. If | climbed
right to the top of the hill the insects probably wouldn't bother me so much.

Oncethere | found | was looking down on the back of Hightop Hall. The stick-likefigurein the
kitchen-garden must be Mr. Early, and way down the drive | could see two horsedrawn pantechnichons
gpparently carrying away thelast of my unclesartifacts. A plume of smoke rose from the kitchen
chimney, but that was the only other sign of life. | opened my book, but the sun hurt my eyes, and my
somach felt empty, dthough it was only twelve-fifteen.

| felt better for doing as | had, of course | did, so why did | fed so—so empty?



Of courseit couldn't be guilt, could it?1 had done nothing to fedl guilty about, had |? Absentmindedly |
opened and ate my sandwiches: home-boiled ham with mustard, egg and pot-grown cress, late, sweet
tomatoes, an gpple and adice of plum cake. | finished with adrink of lemonade, but after it al | fill felt
empty, and everything seemed to have tasted the same. | must have been sickening for something.

| looked for mushrooms, but only in adesultory fashion, and found none. Afterwards | left the basket
and my book at the top end of the orchard and walked down the drive, turned |eft and walked until
nearly sundown. Once back | retrieved the basket and went towards the kitchen door. Two pigeons
were cooing to one another on acorner of one of the outhouse roofs; they glanced at me as| passed.
"C-r-oo-l," said one.

"Th-r-oo them away," said the other. "S-a-a-a-w her . . ."

| dropped the basket onto the cobbles.

Chapter Ten

"Repent Ye..."

| heard the tinkle of broken glass as the basket hit the ground, but it scarcely registered. | stared up a
the pigeons—ordinary grey ones with the sheen of green on their necks, dark bands across their
wings—as they strutted above my head. They nodded to one another, fluffed up their feathers, nothing
more.

| stooped to pick up the basket, then it came again.

"Croo-00-00l," came the soft voice. "Too-00-00 coo-o0o-| for the Eg."

| wastrembling violently. Now | was hearing voices! Asif in answer the ring on my finger started to
throb. | looked down at the ring, up at the pigeons, remembered aflight of them passing over when |
threw away the Eg into the bracken. Could it . . . ?No, it couldn't. But the Ky-Lin had said. . .

There was no-one about, no humans anyway. "Right,” | said out loud to the birds. "If you're o clever,
just tell me exactly what I'm supposed to have done?"

"Y 000-00-00 know," crooned the pigeons. "Y 000-00-00 knoo-0o-w!"

It wastrue! Either that or | was mad or dreaming. | pinched mysalf: no dream. And | didn't think | was
mad. Then dl that fantasy the other night must have been true. Thet little creasture that called itself a
Ky-Lin must have been spesking the truth.

To say that | was devastated was an understatement. | was terrified, exhilarated, awved and humbled at
one and the sametime. Being alogical girl, or so | believed, | had accepted fairy tales asjust that: pretty
fiction. To suddenly find that there was another dimension demanded a tremendous legp of faith, a



converson into the suspension of dishelief.

| needed to give mysdlf timeto think; routine thingsfirst. | picked up the basket and took it into the
kitchen, emptying it carefully on the table. The glass tumbler was broken, aswasthe plate. | wrapped
these carefully in the sandwich paper and put them on the draining board. Luckily the stone lemonade
bottle wasintact. That, together with the knife used for paring my apple, | placed in the sink, and the
apple ped on thefire, remembering too late that Mr. Early might have used it on his compost-heap.

So far, so good. | was calmer now. Perhaps | should put the kettle on the stove and make myself acup
of tea. Mrs. Early should be back soon, and—

The kitchen cat walked padt, her tail intheair. "Murderesssss!" she hissed.

| sat down at the kitchen table and burst into tears.

After alonely evening, trying to read and failing, and arestless and disturbed night, | avoke the following
morning with ssomach pains. Of course | knew what it was, the curse of al women, but thistime the
gripes were worse than usual, so much so that | declined breskfast, but once Mrs. Early had found out
what was the matter sheinssted | spend the rest of the day in bed, with hot stone bottles, adrop or two
of laudanum and alight diet.

"Used to suffer the same way mysdlf, miss, and in those days there was no excuse for not carrying on
with your jobs. Sworethat if | ever met someone the same, I'd treat them different.”

No point in telling her that this didn't happen every time, that | believed in my heart that it was some kind
of retribution for my doings of the day before. But of course she didn't know the Eg and Ky-Lin were
somewhere out on the hillsde, open to dl the vagaries of the weether. Now | realy knew what it fdt like
tofed guilty!

And it didn't help that the sermon the following morning appeared to point directly at me: "Repent ye, for
the Kingdom of Heavenisat hand. . ."

We went to church in the trap, tying the pony to therail outside. The church, probably Normanin origin,
was comfortably full, but to my surprise the churchwarden led usto a private pew near the front, which
had belonged to my uncle. | saw many of the congregation turn to each other and murmur as we took our
places. | waswearing my best skirt and jacket in navy blue, and had trimmed my bonnet with black
rosettes and ribbons in deference to the mourning for my uncle. Once the service sarted | was soothed
by the familiarity of the words, and comforted by the sunlight striking through the stained-glass windows
and cagting patterns of soft reds, greens and blues on the aides. These did much to soften the harshness
of the half-hour sermon, which seemed to drike a the root of my guilt, and | found myself wriggling
uneegly.

Once the service was over, as was the custom, those in the closed pews at the front Ieft the church firgt.
Most of the congregation was soberly and sensibly dressed, with the odd coloured ribbons or checked
jacket, but the party | now saw for the firgt time might have been dressed for agarden party or a
wedding. Asthey passed our pew there was no disguising their curiosity. They stared quite openly. A
middle-aged couple, two somewhat older, two young men, three young ladies, followed by probably a
ladies maid and agoverness, dl looked a me asif | were an exhibit in asideshow.



Only aweek ago | would have blushed and lowered my gaze; today as my uncl€e's representative |
returned their gaze steedily enough, inclining my head infinitesmaly in acknowledgement of thair interest.
Mr. and Mrs. Early and | were awere afew paces behind their party as we moved towards the church
porch, so | wasin aperfect position to hear the following exchanges; there was no attempt to lower their
VOICes.

Tdler of two young men: "Quite anice-looking gel, wouldn't you say, Mater?"

Mother: "Passable, | supposg, if you like that somewhat sallow complexion. But remember, she hasn't
two farthingsto rub together. From what | heard, her uncle left her penniless.”

Smaller young man: "Haveto sell up, | suppose. There's anice piece of rough shooting at the back."
Older man: "Reasonable stand of timber, too .. . ."
Father: "WEell see, well see. Shouldn't think shelll quibble over aprice.™

One of the girlsto the others. "My dears, did you see thatawful bonnet? And she was wearingboots . .

By now | was crimson with both embarrassment and anger, conscious that everyone within earshot must
have heard. How dared they!

But Mrs. Early waswhispering in my ear. "Take no notice, miss. Both families made their money in
trade, and can't keep staff above aweek or s0."

But unfortunately that was not the point. They had the money, so believed they could behave asthey
wished. Onething wasfor certain: if ever | wasin apostion to have any say in the disposal of Hightop
Hall, then the very last people to be alowed to bid for it would be the people who had behaved so
condescendingly.

| needed adiverson. "Will you show me where my uncleis buried?'

Mrs. Early led me down a side-path in the churchyard to a secluded spot shaded by an ancient yew
tree. Here were no urns, vaults, stone angels, crosses with wreaths or elaborate railings; just agreen
mound, the turves beginning to knit together, and at their head a curioudy shaped dab of stone, rather
like a broken tooth. It was streaked and striated with green, and could have been maachite. On its
surface were some deep indentations, which if looked at from a certain angle could have formed a cross.
Inset in the stone was a small bronze plague bearing my uncle's name and dates of birth and desth,
nothing more.

Mrs. Early congdered it, her head on one side. "'I'm getting quite used to it, but it looks—looks. . ."

"A bit pagan,” | supplied with awry amile.

"I'm sure that was the word | was looking for," she agreed. "Brought that stone back from histravels, he
did, many years ago. Set it up againgt his bedroom wall and said: “That's my headstone, Mrs. Early. |
expect the vicar will object, but that'swhat | want. Y ou can seeit bears the symbol of the cross." Morbid
| thought it was, having it there, and | couldn't dust it without a shiver. Looks better in the open.”

Asitwasdill fine| dected to walk the couple of miles home—strange, "home" was now its namein my



mind—and | picked sprays of hips and haws and atwist of Old Man's Beard to replace those depleted
by Ky-Lin two nights ago, and put them in asilver-rimmed glassin the centre of the study table, before
changing into my working-clothes for Sunday lunch.

"Rain later," said Mr. Early, coming in to wash his hands. "Wind's getting up. Cold snap coming—more
berriesnusud.”

| hoped the rain would hold off until | had donewhat | had to do.

| found | had a good appetite from my walk back, and tucked into atypica Sunday luncheon: Brown
Windsor Soup, roast beef and horseradish sauce, Y orkshire pudding, roast potatoes, gravy, boiled
cabbage and carrots, with apple tart to follow.

Asl| climbed upstairs| could hear the wind getting up: | must hurry. Putting on my cloak and boots, |
decided againgt abonnet, "awful" or not—it would probably blow away in thewind. | should be gone at
least ahalf-hour, so decided to check that the fire in the study was made up before | |eft.

But thiswas not thefirst thing | noticed. To my utter astonishment there, on the table, finishing his second
rose-hip and fishing out the seeds and laying them out in anest row with his delicate antennae, was
Ky-Lin!

"Absolutely delicious!" he said enthusiagticaly. "How nice of you to think of me. Someone threw out the
last lot of seeds, but we will save theseto plant when we go out—"

| rushed forward and picked him up, hugging him fervently. "Y ou came back!"
"Of course. |—"

"Y ou knew | would come and look for you, didn't you?'

"I knew you were very upset—"

"l wasdl mixed up! | didn't realise that what you had said was the truth—about the ring and the Eg. But
then | heard . . . How did you get back, anyway?"

"Pigeon Pogt. Thismorning . . . Er, do you think | might get down? I'm afraid I'm not used to being
hugged.”

| gpologised and set him back on the table. "But how did you get up here?!

"The pigeons dropped me off—literally—in the stable-yard and the cat gave me alift upstairs, carrying
me as she would one of her kittens. A little hazardous. . ." A tiny forked tongue came out and flicked
fagtidioudy over hishide,

"l was coming to find you beforeit started raining,” | said. "You and the Eg." | explained how | had
become convinced he had been telling me the truth about the ring. 1 felt—sort of guilty. | shouldn't have
lost my temper. So you needn't worry, I'll make sure you and the Eg find a safe haven, wherever and
whenever."

Helooked inordinately pleased. "I was sure you would decide correctly,” hesaid. "I must thank you in
advance."



| waved away histhanks. "Please don't do that: it may take some time to get you both settled.”

He nodded. "Then shall we go and pick up the Eg before the weather worsens? | know exactly whereiit
is—I watched over it in my larger guiselast night.”

| tucked him in my cloak till we were away from the hdl, then he sat on my shoulder as| climbed the hill.
"Exactly how big can you grow?"

He considered. "About pony-size, maximum. Normally | travel round assmall as| can, and in the most
convenient materid: ivory, sone, wood, amethyst—I have been dl those."

| couldn't think of anything to say. If he were to be believed—but why not? Everything he had said so far
was apparently true.

"Hereweare" said Ky-Lin.

| lowered him to the ground and he darted off through the bracken. As| followed | noticed he avoided
actualy touching living growth, just jJumping from pebble to bare earth to stone. | stooped down and
picked up the round Eg and examined it asbest | could.

"It hasn't cometo any harm, hasit?" | asked anxioudy.

Ky-Linwaved histail dismissively. "Take more than aroll down ahill and anight in the open to harm
that. Whatever isin thereiswdl insulated. Y our uncletried to breek it and crack it with ahammer, but it
wasn't hurt.”

By the time we reached the orchard the rain had started to fal, and Mr. Early was so busy fetching in the
last of the wood and Mrs. Early the washing, that neither of them noticed that | was carrying something in
my cloak, s0 | had timeto arrange everything nicely on the table in the study, including paper, pen and
ink, before Mrs. Early came in with my tray of tea. Even Ky-Lin had reverted to hisivory shape, but as
soon as she had gone | was witness to aremarkable transformation.

Firg his outline seemed to blur and soften, then expand. For amoment it trembled on the brink then
suddenly hishead, then hisbody, emerged from its covering like a chicken fromitsegg. Last of al were
legsand tail; he was having trouble with hisright fore-leg however, which initidly seemed reluctant to
grow aslong asthe others but findly, after an al-over shake, al the pieces came together.

"Getting better,” he said. "Only twenty-five seconds.”

"Would you likeadp of teg, after dl that exertion?"

"Ching?"

"L gpsang Souchong.”

"A dpwould benice”

I let it cool in the teaspoon before | offered it to him, then watched as the forked tongue, each side
working independently, emptied the teaspoon without spilling adrop.



"What do you eat and drink at home?' | asked.

"A little rice every now and again, cheese, nuts, windfalls—that sort of thing. We Ky-Linsare not
alowed to eat flesh or pluck anything that is actualy growing."

"And canyou fly?"

He shook his head. "We leave that to creatures like the dragons, among us so-called mythical creatures.
They fly, we don't; they eat mesat, we don't; they collect treasure on earth, we don't; they are aggressive
and unforgiving, we are not. Different outlook. Different life-style.”

He hestated, then continued. "But I'm afraid | can't tell you much more about them than that. | have seen
them flying in the distance, usudly & night, dthough they normally keep away from human habitation. |
think that nowadaysthey are afraid that with al the modern ways you humans have deve oped for killing,
they may one day become targets themsealves. While once they were fearsome enough to terrify whole
towns and villages, their shape and brain-size hasn't developed from what you would cal their
“prehistoric’ days, whereas you humans have changed with the times." He added, "I've never seen one
closeto, nor do | wishto, and | believe their language isincomprehensible.”

"Thenwhy . ..?7" | hestated.

"Did | becomeinvolved with the Eg? | thought | had explained. Firdt, it is Summer's egg: unfinished
business. Secondly, | volunteered. Unofficidly, of course. Besides, it's an egg, not adragon—yet." He
sat down on his haunches. "And now that the explanations are done, hadn't we better get to work? Y ou'll
need paper, pen and ink."

"What for?'

"To plan our Strategy, of course. Better to haveit al written down. And then there's the letter to your
solicitor—"

A gep outside, atap at the door, and Mrs. Early entered, carrying asmall packet wrapped in oilskin.

"I'm sure | don't know wheat that young gentleman is about, sending young Jem from theinn out in this
wesather! Like adrowned rat heis, and told he'sto wait for an answer!"

"What isit?'
"A letter from that Mr. Hamperhutch, the one from the solicitors™

| opened the letter. " Miss Leigh,” it read. " Today is Sunday, and tomorrow will begin the second
week you have sojourned at Hightop Hall. May | remind you that your stay was only intended for
you to confirm the acceptance of the moneys left by your uncle. My employers await your decision
with some impatience, in order that they may arrange your return to London. If you will do me the
honour of inscribing a few lines to the effect of your intent, | shall ensure that the letter leaves on
the stage in the morning. Your humble servant, Claude Cumberbatch." Hmm, abit more polite than
thelast. But there was a postscript.” PS: If you would be kind enough to give the boy, the bearer of
this, a couple of pence, | should be obliged.”

"The cheek of theman!" | crumpled the notein my hand angrily, then thought for amoment. "Mrs. Early,



the boy—would you see he dries out by the fire, please? And perhaps a glass of your raspberry cordial
and adiceof cake. . . Any chance of the rain dackening off?"

"Mr. Early says perhaps ahaf-hour or so, though it'll be back before morning.”

"Then| shdl write an answer to thisimmediatey!"

As soon as the door closed behind her | drew a sheet of paper towards me, grabbed a pen and opened
theinkwell, to see out of the corner of my eye what had been an ivory figure afew minutes ago, turn
oncemoreinto aliving cregture.

"Right, Ky-Lin! Just for that young man'simpudence | shdl stay until Saturday at least!"

He looked flabbergasted. "But we can't possibly be ready by then! Itll take at least afortnight longer!™

| turned to him, puzzled. "To do what?'

"To get ready to take the Eg back to China, of course. . ."

Chapter Eleven

Surprise, Surprisel

| paused, pen in hand, not quite sure | had heard correctly. A large blob of ink spoiled the first page.
"Whatdid you say?'

"l said we would need more than aweek to prepare for thejourney.”

"Which journey?' But even as| asked, | think | knew the answer. Another, smaler drop of ink fell on
the paper. The earth and themoon . . .

"The one we were talking about earlier,” Ky-Lin explained patiently. ™Y ou said you were prepared to do
your utmost to get the Eg and | back where we belonged. Remember?”

| recalled saying something to that effect, but he had interpreted it quite differently from my meaning: |
had meant him to understand that | would find somewhere nice for them to settle down in,not take them
al the way back to Chinal

"But | didn't mean—"

"No, of course you didn't redlise how much there was to be done. Y ou will have to resign your post at
the school—that |etter can be written tonight, together with the one to the solicitors. They will haveto
arrange for your bits and pieces to come down here, and of course find amember of their staff to
accompany us, to make sure we actualy carry out our quest.”



"But you don't understand—"

"Of course | do! Anyonein your position would be alittle gpprehensive about the journey. But well
have agood look at the maps, and don't forget | speak most of the languages and can guide you over the
last part essly.”

"But | haven't sasid—"

"That you'll need new clothes? That's another thing we must arrange. At thistime of the year, for thefirst
part of the journey at least, you will need much warmer wear. And of course we don't know how soon
that mysterious young detective your uncle used to find you will take to reach us.”

n BL[t—"

"No, of course | will travel incognito, at least until and unless the others will accept me. | cantravel quite
comfortably in one of your pockets. A nice, new travelling jacket should have plenty of thosefor a
compass, chocolate and Ky-Lind" And hewagged histail at hisown bit of dliterative nonsense. "Oh,
and you must get a passport.”

| laid down my pen very carefully and sat back in my chair. | had run out of buts or, more correctly,
knew whatever | said, Ky-Linwould chirp in with some enthusiastic idea for the promulgation of the
journey.His journey. Not mine.

| knew very well | was being manipulated; | dso knew that | had very little chance, apart from fleeing
into the night and seeking Mr. Cumberbatch's unwilling protection, of getting out of this. And even then
the mythical creature would probably reassembleitself into a pony and come galloping after me, or grab
the attention of apassing owl and get there before | did.

At the beginning of the afternoon | had been fully determined to go back to London, resume my post at
the school until | could find something better, invest my uncles money and live amore comfortablelife.
But there had been my sense of guilt, exacerbated by that uncompromising sermon; | had been redlly
happy to see Ky-Lin again, to the extent of an uncharacteristic hug; | had been upset by the odious
conversation | had overheard at church about the proposed disposa of the Hall, which | now redlised |
was very fond of, and thefinal straw had been Claude Cumberbatch's | etter.

Crumpling up the spoiled sheet of paper | got up and tossed it onto the fire, then crossed to the window,
pulled up the sash and leaned out to smell the resin from the rain-soaked pines. Crossing back to the
table | pulled out afresh sheet of paper, wiped the nib with the pen-wiper and dipped it into the ink.

"Right, Ky-Lin, youwin!" | sad. "First the letter of resignation. Want to dictate?"

An hour later, with both letters written, | realised that thiswaswhat | had wanted al along: aclean
break, anew life, the spice of adventure. | felt myself grow stronger and more positive with every line|l
wrote, asif aweight had suddenly lifted from my shoulders. | remembered a game we had played at
boarding-school: you put your arm straight down againgt your side, then leant against awall, pressing the
arm as hard as you could for three or four minutes, then stepping away. Y our am roseinto theair of its
own valition, like magic.



My spiritswererising, just like that arm, so when Mrs. Early arrived to inform me that the rain had
stopped and to collect the teartray, | was ableto greet her with the sort of smile | hadn't felt like giving
gncel arived.

"l havetwo letters here, Mrs. Early. Please give the boy this six-pence for histrouble.” | knew that she
would puzzle over the addresses before she handed the | etters over, so | thought | would anticipate any
confusion. "Thisoneisto my previous employer, announcing my resignation, and the other isto my
solicitors, asking them to forward my luggage from my former lodgings and advise me asto what
arrangements need to be made before we set off."

Her facelighted up, then shefrowned. "Y ou're not stopping then, miss?'

"For awhile—until we are organised. By the way, sometimein the next week or so there will betwo
gentlemen staying here, the oneswho are to accompany us—er, me."

"Y ou're going to take that stone ball al the way back to Chiney? Wdll, | never . . . Not that | thought
you wouldn't, mind. And then you'll come back here and make this place something to be proud of .
Heaven be praised!” And she meant it.

"What do we do now?" | asked Ky-Lin, once she had gone.

"Wewait," hesad, "Wewait . . ."

In the meantime there was plenty to do. | sent off for catalogues of men's and women'stravel-wear, and
with Ky-Lin's help picked out stout, high-laced boots, thick gloves, leggings (1), alesther cap with
ear-flaps, warmer underwear, amoney-belt, aman's tweed jacket (small size) and awicked-looking
"hunting-knife." | didn't dare ask what that was for. From another catalogue we picked out awarm
blanket, which | sewed up to form a sort of deeping bag—we were going to deep in the open? And a
lightweight haversack.

All these itemswere, of course, cash on ddlivery, but | wasrelieved when Mr. Swallow paid usavistin
person on Thursday. | wouldn't have wanted to pay for al those items out of my own money.

| was pleased to be able to receive him in the morning-room, with a bright fire blazing and avase of
autumn leaves on the games-table. He raised his eyebrows at his surroundings, obvioudy impressed.
Mrs. Early brought in sherry and sweet biscuits, and as he spped and nibbled, and confirmed that he
didn't need accommodation as he had booked into the inn for the night, | could see that he wasrevising
hisopinion of me,

He produced afolder full of documents, brushing the crumbs from hiswaistcoat ashedid so. "I have
here your unclésingructionsif you were to choose his dternative plan—uwhich action on your part Miss,
er, Lee, | must admit, rather surprises me—and he confirmsthat he wishes the expedition outward to be
completed within one year. Thetime of your returnisimmaterid." He managed to make the latter sound
unlikely.

"On the outward journey | should budget for one pound per day. There are moneysfor outfitting
included. Any moneys not used can be utilised for your—er, return.” He consulted his papers. "'l have
contacted a certain—er—Mr. Danny Duveen, whom it was your uncle's wish should accompany you. |
gather you will be able to accommodate him? 1 believe heisout of fundsagan.”



| nodded. "We have room enough. What about your own representative?

He seemed faintly embarrassed. "We are having, ah, alittle difficulty in choosing the right candidate, | am
afraid. But | expect to confirm the position as soon as possible.” He shuffled his papers together. "When
he—this person—arrives, hewill bring the moneys with him, together with areceipt, of course, and his
luggage. | can aso confirm that your own persona belongings will be dispatched by train tomorrow and |
have arranged for them to be picked up at the station and transported here—"

"Not by thevillage carrier, | hope!”
Heraised hiseyebrows. "Why, yes. Our Mr. Cumberbatch assures us heis an excdlent man.”

"Excdlent, nothing! Heislazy, idle and forgetful! Can't you find somebody else? Or at least hold back
my possessions until we find dternative transport?”

He shook his head. "Firm arrangements have aready been made. The luggage will have left your
lodgingslong before | can contact anyone to stop it. Can you not find someone to accompany him and
make sure heison time?!

"What about Mr. Cumberbatch?'

He looked embarrassed again. "He has already returned to London, I'm afraid, as his presence here was
no longer required.”

| thought for amoment. "What time doesthetrain arrive? Isit the same one | travelled on?' He nodded.
"Wait amoment, please.. . ." | went and had a quick word with Mr. Early, who seemed glad enough to
oblige, then returned to Mr. Swallow. "Please ensure that the carrier ishere a ten-thirty in the morning.
Mr. Early, the housekeeper's husband, will accompany him to the station, making sure heison timefor
thetrain and that the luggage is properly taken care of. Do | haveto pay him again?’

"But | understand that Mr. Cumberbatch . . ."

"Then you understood wrong." | roseto my feet. "And now, if thereis nothing ese? Mr. Early will drive
you back to thevillage.”

"It has been a pleasure to do business with you, Miss—er—Lee." He stood up to shake hands. "I must
aso say that | would not have believed at our initid interview that you would have the determination and
will to undertake thistask, although | know your uncle had great confidencein you."

| wasflattered. | had dways thought of mysalf as something of amouse. True, | had tackled the hard
work and poverty in London pretty well, but what choice had there been? Come to that, what choice
had | had here? | thought there had been, but what chance did | have against amagicring, a
close-to-hatching dragon's egg, and afast-talking, persuasive, wily little Orientd cresture of myth?

"Thank you, Mr. Swalow. | am grateful for your help. If—if our expedition proves a success, | presume
you will have the papers ready to sign over Hightop Hall to me?* Nothing like sounding confident.

"Of course." He bowed. "I look forward to your return, Miss—er—Lee."



That evening Ky-Lin and | pored over the maps | had taken from my uncle's map-chest: Europe, Russig,
Northern China

"Isthisthe way you went with Summer?"

He shook hishead. "Our way went further south. She travelled from Venice, through Turkey and Arabia
into Persia, which iswhere | picked her up. We then used a caravan route through Northern Indiaand
Southern China, across the Gobi desert, then up the Altai Mountains to there—" He touched the map
with hishoof. "All modern names, of course. Then, many of them were different, together with the
boundaries. Of course, then time didn't matter: now it is of the essence. | suggest the northern route will
be quicker."

"But—at thistime of year—won't it be colder?’
"Probably; that'swhy | suggested the warmer clothes. But if weinitidly usethe rivers—Rhine and
Danube and across the Black Seato Georgia and the Caspian, then we can cross the Khirgiz Steppes

and bypass the Gobi: the Desert of Death they cdled it in those days—it will be cheaper. We can use
commercia bargesup therivers. Theonly dternative. . ." He hesitated.

"YS?I

"Theway your uncle would have taken. Straight by ship to India, then north by came-train. It would be
quicker and infinitely more comfortable but we couldn't afford it.”

Then that's out, | thought disconsolately. | looked at the mileage graphs at the bottom of each map,
measuring them off athousand miles a atime againg my thumb joint, and—

"It must be five or Sx thousand miles!" | gasped.
"Doublethat," said Ky-Lin. "Were not flying, you know."

Double? That would make it twelve thousand miles! It wasn't possible! | couldn't do it! Nobody could .
.. Thedismay must have shown on my face, for Ky-Lin plumed histail reassuringly.

"Wecan doit. Just about . . . Don't worry, girl. But from now on, until we leave, | want you to practice
walking in your new boots, with arucksack weighted with stones on your back. If you do that, it will be
easer when thetime comes.™

"Walking! | thought you said we were travelling by river!”

"Have you ever found ariver that you only had to step acrossto find another? There will betrave
between al the waterways and beyond. If we can't find wheeled or animal transport, then we walk, and
we carry our food and belongings with us."

"It'sdl right for you!" | burst out. "Y ou're going to end up being carried in someone's pocket!”
Hewaved histail. "When the time comes| shall do my part, | promise you."

"All right! I understand you will trandate, guide and advise us, but what about the hard dog we shdl
have?'



Hewas slent for amoment, then: "' Please put me down on the floor near the window and stand back . .

| did as he asked. For amoment or two nothing happened, then | saw something | would not have
believed had | not seen it. Turning from mouse-size to rat-sze was one thing, but what Ky-Lin managed
was incredible. His outline became cloudy and there was a sort of creaking noise, followed by some
popping ones and he grew up in size, first one leg and then the other; athickening of the body, enlarging
of the head, and findlly histail shot up into the air, the plume larger than ever, and his outline became clear
and digtinct.

| stepped back, suddenly scared. He was now as pony-sized as he had once boasted.

"Hey, there, don't be frightened!" His voice was the same, although it had deepened in tone. He stepped
towards me, and his hooves clicked on the wooden floor, the plume of histail swishing back and forth,
creating acurrent of air that brushed melike acaress. "Y ou see? If necessary | can carry burdens as
great asany human. Asl said, if we haveto walk then | will do my share.”

| opened my mouth to say something, to apologise, when we both heard footsteps in the corridor
outsde: Mrs. Early with my hot toddy!

"Open the window!"

| rushed to do hisbidding, there was a hisslike air escaping from aballoon and aflurry of curtain and
Ky-Lin had disappeared.

Mrs. Early bustled in, setting my hot toddy on the table by the maps. "Been plotting your journey, have
you? Many'sthetime I'd see your uncle with not only the table but the floor covered with— Why/!
Y ou've got the window wide open! It'sraining again and you'll catch your death in that draught! | know
your unclewas onefor fresh air, but enough isenough . . ."

She began to cross towards the flapping curtains, but | stopped her.

"It'sdl right, Mrs. Early. | opened the window because some smoke blew back into the room. I'll close
itinaminute

"Asyou wish. Mr. Early will be up in afew minuteswith your hot water . . ."

As s00n as she had shut the door behind her | rushed over to thewindow to find a
diminished-to-his-normal-size Ky-Lin shivering on thewindow-slI. Lifting himinsde| pulled down the
sash and put him down on the rug by the fire to dry out. | wastrying hard not to laugh, he looked so
bedraggled.

"Here, have adp of my hot toddy . . ."
Hedid, then pulled himself together in asmall, dignified way. "I bet you would fare no better if you'd

been out there in therain, and had to change back so quickly . . . Yes, thank you, another sip or two
would be most welcome!™ A long drink. "Er, thisis alcohol-free, | suppose?”’



My luggage arrived the next day, mid-afternoon. Jos. Carter, Carrier, came trundling down the drive
with Mr. Early next to him in the front seet. The men carried my mother's writing desk into the
morning-room, where it was unwrapped and polished by Mrs. Early. My grandfather's wing-chair went
into what | had christened the library, whereit received the same treatment from the housekeeper. The
books went into the study, and my trunk into the bedroom, where | unpacked what little | had and put it
away into the wardrobe and chest of drawers. The patchwork quilt | spread over my bed, bringing a
bright patch of colour to the room.

Mrs. Early commented on what | had brought. " Two nice pieces of furniture, miss, and the chair matches
the curtains perfectly. Isthe quilt your own work?'

| explained it was my mother's handiwork, and she wasfull of praise. "By the way, miss, I've taken the
liberty of putting the laundry basket in the kitchen. It wasthat heavy, Mr. Early said, that | thought you
might have something specid init."

Laundry basket? My meagre laundry usualy came in abrown paper parcel. Surdy Mrs. Jugg hadn't
wasted one of her hampers, which usudly went to those with afar bigger laundry than mine? And heavy?
| would go down and take alook.

But firgt | tried out my father's chair inthe "library,” letting its soft curves and soft cushions wrap meinto
remembered ease, but suddenly there was aloud scream from the direction of the kitchen.

Rushing down the corridor | opened the kitchen door and found Mr. and Mrs. Early looking at a
medium-sized laundry hamper in the middle of thefloor.

Mrs. Early was armed with apoker. "It moved,” she cried. "I'll swear it did!"
"Saw it too," said Mr. Early, armed with acudgdl.

| gazed in darm at the hamper, which bore alabel addressed to "Miss S. Lee, Hightop Hall, Dorset. By
Ral."

Suddenly the whole basket jerked and creaked and we al jumped back. One of the leather straps
snapped, and there was afaint groaning noise.

"Theres something insde," | said. "Perhapsit'sadog . . ." | was scared stiff, but reckoned we couldn't
leave whatever it was trapped in there for ever. Making aquick decison | moved forward and fumbled
the other strap free, then moved back quickly.

Mr. and Mrs. Early clutched their weapons moretightly.

"Comeout!" | said loudly. "Atonce! "

Thelid lifted, fell back, and out of atangle of laundry stepped—

"Toby!" | cried.



Chapter Twelve

Toby
"Toby!" | repeated. "What in thewor|d are you doing in there?"

Helooked ared scarecrow: tangled hair, touded clothes, a smeary face, filthy hands—and most of this
had come off on my laundry, in which he had been wrapped.

Mrs. Early lowered her poker. "Y ouknow him, miss?* She madeit sound likeacrime.
| started to explain, but he turned a pitiful facein my direction and clutched the front of histrousers.
"Wannapiss, miss"

| snatched at his deeve, rushed him out into the yard and pointed him in the direction of the outside
privy. When he regppeared, looking much better, | hauled him back into the kitchen.

"Would you be kind enough to give him amug of milk, Mrs. Early?' He downed it in one gulp, Sghed,
and put the empty mug on the table. "Theré's more where that came from,” | said, "when you have
explained yoursdf!"

"Whered you want meto start?"

"At the beginning. Just amoment though . . ." | turned to Mr. and Mrs. Early and finished explaining who
and what hewas. "Not my idea," | said.

"And just ook at what he's done to your laundry!™ Mrs. Early snatched out the sheets, pillowcases and
towels. "Need more than one boil!"

"Right, Toby!"

"Er. ..l antet nuffin snce—"

"How many timesdo | haveto tell you? | haven't eaten anything since. . . Repest it after me—and
leave out that whine. . . Good. Carry on. Y ou can egt after you have told me why and how you are here.

Thetruth, mind."

| was fiercer with him than usua, largely because his appearance had been such ashock, bringing back
the environment | had come from with painful clarity, now when | had decided to giveit dl up.

He hesitated. "I hid in there because | wanted to be with you. When—when | heard as you weren't
coming back—"

"Thatyou werent—"

"That you weren't coming back, | grew desperate. Me Mam's latest—"



llMy_ll

"My Mam'slatest hates me, he does. Doesn't want me in the house no more—"
| Sghed. " Anymore. Come on, Toby, you can talk better than that!"

"Hetold me as—that—I reminded him of afrog. Me—my Mam—was aways saying as—that my dad
was the best lover she ever had."

| looked at hisfilthy face. Large, long-lashed eyes, straight nose, determined chin— "Y ou don't look a
bit like afrog—or atoad, cometo that."

"Not afrog frog, a Frenchie Frog. Me—my Mam—Iet dip he came from atown caled Paree.”

All Mrs. Jugg's children had different fathers, | knew that. Beside me Mrs. Early's eyeswerelike
saucers.

"But how did you get in there? And when?"

"Miss Madeleine. From the school, remember? | went and told her everything, how | wanted to be with
you, an' dl. Shewent and saw my Mum. My Mum's got the hotsfor this new fellow—"

There was agasp from Mrs. Early: such thingsjust weren't mentioned.

"—and she said asit—that it was probably for the best if'n | joined you. For thetime being, a any rate.”

"But why the laundry basket?"

"Miss Maddeine aint—hasn't got no—any—money, seeing as—that she's only Miss Hepzibah's
by-blow—" Another gasp from Mrs. Early. "—so it was my Mum'sidea, to save thefare. Miss
Madeleine got permission to check that your thingswere al packed proper—properly—and she shut me
in and labelled me this morning before they came to take everything to the station.”

| wanted to laugh, but kept my voice severe. "And how do | know dl thisisthe truth?"
Hefished about in his pockets. "Got aletter from MissMadeleine.”

Taking the crumpled envelope | opened it and rapidly scanned the contents. It seemed that Madeleine
Moffat had hidden depths. Not only did her letter confirm &l that Toby had said, but she added afew
details about Toby's new "uncle’ that Toby would never have told me, which aso made me glad that he
was away from home. She hoped | could find him agood position, suggesting that he deserved it and
would benefit from further education. She closed by regretting she had not had the chance to bid me
farewdl, and wishing mewdl in my new life. In a hastily written postscript she added that she had taken
over my position at the school, "Although | shdl not, of course, be recelving any wages!”

So here | was, asort of surrogate aunt, charged with finding Toby a secure position and atemporary
home, on top of everything ese | had to think about! | looked at thefilthy, forlorn-looking boy and fet a
rush of sympathy. It must have been quite an experience, being humped and bumped around on carts and
trains, upside down or right way up, without food or water and never even sure if he were going to arrive

sady.



"Does he gtay, miss?'

"For thetime being, Mrs. Early, until we can find him a suitable position. | realise thiswill mean extra
work for you—"

She shook her head. "Think nothing of it. Just abit more food on the stove, for I'll bet he has an appetite
...Andif | might suggest it, he could do with a bath!"

He certainly could. It was warm in the kitchen, and even where | stood | could smell the unwashed
children stink of the schoadl . . .

But Toby had turned to me in something liketerror. "A barf? 1 ain't 'ad abarf snce Gawd knowswhen!™
Obvioudy the very thought had washed away any attempt at correct speech.

"Now listen to me; you came here uninvited and | could send you straight back to London, if necessary
in custody. Don't think I'm not pleased to seeyou, but if | let you remain, then you must do exactly what |
say, isthat understood?’ He nodded. "Now, Mrs. Early will give you something to eat—" Indeed, she
was dready ladling soup into alarge bowl. "—And then you will have abath, as she suggested. | mysdlf
bathe every day, and | shall expect you to do the same. Understood again?' He nodded once more, asif
he couldn't trust himself to speak. | realised he must be fedling that perhaps he had made amistakein
leaving home, so | softened my tone and added: "And as soon as Mr. and Mrs. Early have dedlt with
you, you can come upstairs and well have atalk by the fire and teaand cake.”

The housekeeper cut alarge hunk of bread and set that and the soup on the table, pulled up a stool and
motioned Toby to eat. He needed no further invitation. He fell on the food like a starved dog, and ate as
untidily, stuffing the bread into his mouth until his cheeks bulged, and durping the soup noisily. | opened
my mouth to remonstrate, but behind his back Mrs. Early shook her head, conveying without words that
she understood his hunger. He was obvioudy in good hands.

"I'll send him up when he's ready, miss. Don't worry, hell bedl right. And if you hear anoise or two,
justignoreit. | doubt he's seen soap and water in agood while. . ."

So | ignored the yellsand screams | heard sometime later, as| brought Ky-Lin up to date with what
had happened.

"| shall be curiousto seeyour littlefriend . . ."

But | don't think either of uswas prepared for what came up shortly after Mrs. Early's teartray, now
with abigger tea-pot and two large dabs of cake.

"Mr. Early will be up with himinaminute, Miss," she said without preamble. "We had to burn his
clothes, they were that flea-ridden. Once the eggs get into the seams, there's nothing elseto do.” She
looked uncharacterigtically hot and bothered, with wisps of hair escaping from under her cap. " So,
begging your pardon, we've put himin one of your uncles old nightshirts, not having anything eseto
hand. Y our uncle wasn't that tall, but the garment reaches his ankles, and we had to stuff the dipperswith
paper. He wouldn't wear the combies. . ." She turned to go, then came back and lowered her voice.
"Thought you might like to know: poor lad was covered in bruises and two burns. Not where they would
show, mind. Reckon it'sagood thing he'saway from all that.”

Poor Toby! But | had expected as much from Madelein€'s | etter.



Sheturned to go again, but hadn't quite finished. "By the by, the nightcap was your uncle'stoo, but we
thought it best to cover his head againgt the cold. It wastheliceaswell, you see. . ."

| didn't immediately, and it was only when Mr. Early ushered the boy in acouple of minutes|ater that |
redlised the extent to which he had been "done over," as hewould have put it.

| had always seen him as ahealthily tanned, curly-haired boy with aready grin, but what | saw now was
someone | hardly recognised. A thin pale-faced lad with freckles on his nose, wearing an absurd
nightshirt and a nightcap with abobble on the end, shuffling acrossthe floor in over-large dippers. His
eyeswere big, dark-rimmed and frightened.

"Toby? Come and sit down and let me pour you sometea." He smelt of good, strong carbolic soap, and
even his bitten nails had been scrubbed clean. "My word! | hardly recognised you. It's nice to see you
s0—s0 clean and tidy! Aren't you glad to get rid of al that London dirt and grime?’

Helooked at me resentfully, hislower lip trembling, then suddenly snatched off the nightcap, to reved
that they had shaved him completdly bald. "Just ook what they doneto me hair! Bad asacoot, | am!"

"It soon grow back,” | soothed, even as| tried to hide my dismay at the loss of his normaly luxuriant
mop. He saw my expression and flushed angrily.

"See? You don't likeit neither! Lookslike afreak | does, abloody freak!"
"Toby! Don't swear—"

" 'Nough to make asaint swear!" | heard atiny snigger from the hidden Ky-Lin. "Y ou ain't never 'ad
your ‘ead shaved, ‘ave you? Bloody cold it istoo: you'll ‘ave me catch me death!™

"Oh, comeon,” | said placatingly. "I think it makes you look sort of—sort of distinguished . Like one of
those marble busts we saw in that museum once, remember?' For sometimes | used to take him with me
on my expeditionsin London.

"They was wearing sonewigs," he said disgustedly. "And | ain't wearing no wigs, stone or otherwise.
Right fright I'd look!"

| foreboreto say that helooked a"right fright" at this moment. Leaning forward | touched his skull; it
was strange to study the true shape of the head, so often hidden by hair, with its unaccustomed s opes,
furrows and hollows. | examined my own head later, discovering for the firgt time my own bumps and
lumps. Phrenology was an emerging science, | learned.

"Listen, Toby! Onceyour hair grows back—and it will, and quickly too—ther€lll be no morelice, no
more nits, no more scratching. Doesn't that make any difference?”

"Not when you're asbald as an egg! Not when folks are goin' to look at you asif you came from afreak
show! Not when thewind iswhistling past your earsfit to freeze off your baldl™

"Toby!" | expostulated, though | was grinning inside, and there was another snigger from the hidden
Ky-Lin. "That's enough of that! Tomorrow | will have you kitted out properly in the village, including a
nice cap to hide your badness. Now, drink your teaand eat your cake and I'll show you where you will

deep.”



He ate hisdice, and mine, and drank three cups of tea, with six lumps of sugar in each. Afterwards he
looked much better, with aflush in his cheeks and asparklein hiseyes.

| leant back in my chair, waiting till he had finished, initidly loath to spoil hismood, but it had to be done.

"Look here, Toby, at therisk of repeating mysdlf, | didn't invite you here, and I'm afraid you have come
at rather abusy time as| shdl be going away on along journey very soon. Before | go, however, | shall
find you somewhereto live and, hopefully, somejob or other to keep you busy. However, if | agreeto
take on the respongbility of doing this, you must promise to behave yoursdlf, and keep your bad
language to yoursdlf. Understood?”

He nodded, and | relaxed. Not for long.
"Reckon I'll go with you, miss."
"Oh, noyou don't!" | said. "Thisisnothing to do with you. I'm not taking you on an expedition to Chinal"

"Chiny? Must be athird of theway acrosstheworld!" His eyeswere now dangeroudy bright. "
'Member that map we had in the classroom?”

Indeed | did. Probably about six feet by four, aMercator projection, it was primarily meant to glorify the
British Empire, with al the red bits showing that we seemed to have conquered half theworld. Actualy
itsmost useful function was to hide the badly stained plaster of thewall, for asamap it was pretty
useless. The greasy brown oilcloth had dimmed so that the red was pae pink, the blues and greens and
ydlowsall dulled to asort of dun colour, smearing the world into an ancient hoarding, rather than the
bright tapesiry it should have been.

"Used to look at that map al the time, miss, 'specialy when the lessons were boring. | was nearest, see.
Got to understand what the different shapeswere: ourslooking like alittle old lady in abonnet riding a
pig to market; Italy like a posh boat, kicking little Sicily, France and Germany big squares—and Chiny
and Roosia so big they could swallow up 'most everybody else, ‘cept the triangle of India. And therivers,
miss! Likewriggly worms, they was—sorry, were—so it must take along timeto travel dong them,
though it looks shorter inagtraight line. . ." Heran (temporarily) out of breath. | wasfascinated; | had
never heard him so animated, and had no idea he was so keen on geography—unless of course he was
making the whole thing up in order to impress me and book his place on our expedition. If so, it wasa
very adroit performance, especidly asit seemed to be spontaneous.

"I never knew you were so keen on maps and things," | said carefully.

"Oh, yes! | used to look at Miss Madel eine's sometimes when she took over if Miss Hardacre
were—was—off. She'slike you, buys books second-hand, but they got maps mostly, and plants and
animas. Helped me make up my mind what I'm goin' to be: a'Splorer.”

"An explorer?' Small chance, Toby, I thought. Y ou need to have a private income for that sort of thing.

"Y es, however long it takes. Reckon | could get ajob, save ahit, then volunteer to join an expedition.
Cook, carrier, collector—whatever, till | gets—get enough to strike out on me—my—own."

In spite of my misgivings, | wasimpressed. If his actions matched his determination, then he would
succeed.



"Chinaisout of the question, I'm afraid, but tomorrow or the day after I'll tell you where I'm going and
why. It'squiteagtory .. ." | doubted he would believeit though. "Ah, herés Mrs. Early to tell us supper

isready . .."

After seconds of mince and dumplings and treacletart, | gave him a candle and showed himto his
bedroom, explaining that | was just across the corridor, and introduced him to the commode in the
bathroom.

"No guzunder?'

"No...?0h, | see. No chamber-pot! Relieve yourself now, and I'll seeyou into bed.”

| could see he was overawed by his bedroom, with its spruce single bed and the fire that had been
lighted to air the room. He alowed meto tuck him up, but when | turned back to say goodnight | saw he
was out of bed and standing on the rug.

"What's the matter?'

"It'ssoclean , misst And—and tooquiet! "

"Rubbish! You'll soon get used toit. If you are going to be an explorer you have to get used to anything,
and thiswill then seem like luxury. Blow out the candleand goto deep . . ." A little harsh, perhaps, but it
wouldn't do to accept everything he said at face value.

When | got back to the study Ky-Lin was nibbling at a couple of hazelnutswhich | had collected for him
ealier.

"Well, what do you think?'

"Not bad at al. Alittle moretimein the sun, perhaps, but nice and swest just the same. . ."

"No, not those. Toby!"

"We canteakehimwith us" said Ky-Lin. "Héesalikdy lad."

"We can do no such thing! HE'sonly achild.”

"He'sabright thirteen- or fourteen-year old, and atrip like ours can only be good for him. Who else a
his age and background gets a chanceto trave like that? Where else would he hear different languages
and have the chance to observe other life-styles? How do you know that the expedition wouldn't be an
inspiration for him to follow his dream of being an explorer? Would you deny him dl that?*

Put likethat | was behaving like the classic wicked stepmother, denying a deserving child the chance of a
lifetime because | was too protective, couldn't be bothered, didn't want the responsbility, saw too many
drawbacks.

"He'snot very strong.” | said weakly. "lt'salongway . . ."

"He'stougher than you think. Y ou are amodd for the sort of woman he has never known before. | think
it would do him more harm if you leave him behind. Don't forget you are the only secure point he hasin



hislife at the moment. One day he may go back to his own family, but from what the housekeeper said
he's better off here for the time being. The boy needs affection, praise, most of al to fed he's needed.
Here'syour chance to make something of him; ayear or so travelling could make all the difference. He's
at adifficult time of life physicaly, too, just growing up. The discipline of along trek will add musclesand
inches, just wait and see.” He paused. "I don't say there won't be moments when we shall want to throw
him over the moon, but | ill think it'sworth it. Besides," he added dyly, "how do you know you will get
on with your other travelling companions? At least you know Toby will beonyour sde. . ."

| hadlogt, and | knew it. "What about telling him everything—including you?'

"The sooner the better,” he said briskly. "Save me dl this chopping and changing. Er . . . could you
possibly find some more of these splendid nuts tomorrow?"

| bathed, then sat up and read for awhile before seeking my bed. | decided to check on Toby before |
turned in, but was horrified to find his bed was empty. Rushing down the stairsto find Mrs. Early, |
collided with her at the bottom. She had her finger to her lips.

"Hush, Miss. . . Just take a peep at this." She opened the kitchen door quietly and | peered in. At first |
could see nothing untoward and then | glanced at thefire: there, wrapped in one of the blanketsfrom his
bed, the cat cuddled to his chest, was Toby, fast adeep on the rug.

Mrs. Early had a smile on her face. "Reckon a soft bed and being on his own is something hell takea
timeto get used to. Don't worry, | reckon helll do just fine!”

Chapter Thirteen

Educating Toby

Inthemorning | had to dedl with an increasingly impatient Toby, forced by hislack of clothing to stay
indoors, but Mrs. Early had given me anidea. | asked her to look out al the clothing my uncle had | ft,
and she produced woolen shirts and swesaters, tweed jackets, caps and leggings, mufflers, gloves, shoes,
adouble sat of underwear still in itstissue paper, handkerchiefs (ditto), and alined cloak.

"l gave dl the well-used materialsworn next to the body—socks and underwear and such—to the
Church for the poor, after I'd washed them,” said Mrs. Early.

"Youdidright," | told her. "And you may do the same with those shoes and gloves, but | think we can
make something of the rest for thelad.” And after atape-measure and alist for Mr. Early, he set off for
the village and returned before luncheon with boots and felt dippers, socks and mittensfor Toby, plusthe
village seamdiress. She spent the afternoon, with Mrs. Early's help, cutting and snipping and sewing and
atering. Although Toby wastwo or three inches shorter than my uncle, width-wise they were about the
same, so it wasonly acase, for the most part, of shortening deeves and hems and lifting waistlines. They
also made agood job of atering the capsto fit, so that by dark Toby had afull set of clothes. The



seamdiress took the rest back with her to dter at home, promising to return them by Monday.

Toby was as pleased as Mr. Punch, and strutted around in hisfinery, trying to catch glimpses of himsalf
inany mirror he could find, but insisted on wearing his caps back-to-front, with the brims at the nape of
his neck.

"All thefashionin Lunnon," he said. "Wish me mates could see me now!" He wanted to rush out
draightaway and parade himsdlf but luckily it started to rain.

Heatelikeahorse at al meds, but was reluctant when reminded about his daily bath.

"| had the scrub to end al scrubs yesterday! Why, I'll bet | lost most of my skin aswell, see, I'ma
diff'rent colour! Me—my Madidn't believein baths. Laundering, yes; bathing, no. Why, | might even
ghrink! Clothes do, sometimes. . ."

| had to smile. "Toby, people don't shrink from bathing! Don't you see, if you hadn't had agood scrub
you would have dirtied the sheets on your bed and the nice clothes you're wearing? Just like you ruined
thelaundry inthe hamper . . . | can't tell you how happy | am to at last have the stink of L.ondon out of
my nogtrils, and don't have to look for fleas or lice anymore. And you look and smell so much nicer
now!"

Helooked at me, then grinned, asmile that was both cheeky and endearing a the sametime.

"Just testing . . ." He thought for amoment, then added: "Thanks for the clothes, and for letting me stay,”
and gave me aquick, embarrassed hug. Which was enough to forgive him everything—for the time being.

Thefollowing day being Sunday | wasin two minds about taking Toby to church with us, guessing that

the only previous religious teaching he had received were the prayers and Bible readings we had had at
the school, but he seemed to think it was natura to accompany us. | told him he must Sit quiet, listen to
the sermon and behave reverently through the prayers and lessons.

"Din' | gt quiet for five yearsin that school? Din' | listen to every—well, nearly every—word that was
sad?Did | ever not behave mysdf?

Hewasright. Many of the children that had a spark of lifeleft in them, apart from esting enough to keep
them adive and wearing enough to keep them warm, became bored and restless. Toby had been less
trouble than most, because we had al given him books to look at and extrawork to do; the others
wanted to be entertained, rather than providing their own amusement.

In any event he behaved himsdlf perfectly in church, absorbing theritua bowings and scrapingsonly a
half-second behind, following the prayers and lessons in the prayer-book | lent him, and singing the one
hymn he knew lustily. Thisweek the snobbish familiesweren't present—perhapsthey had satisfied their
curiosity the previous Sunday—so we were greeted with friendliness untainted with condescension.

Toby and | decided to walk back to the Hall and, freed from the restrictions of the service, he reverted
to pure boy. He kicked at the hegps of leaves, whistle-copied the song of arobin, hunted the hedgerows
for old nests, while | picked some more bright foliage and lingered here and there to find some more
hazelnuts for Ky-Lin. I hoped it would be sooner rather than later that he revealed himsdlf to the boy,
because it was becoming increasingly difficult for usto find time on our own to plan our journey.

After luncheon it started to rain again, so | took Toby on atour of the rest of the Hall to keep him



occupied. Now al the rest of my uncle's artifacts had been removed it was possible to appreciate just
how much space there was. Our feet echoed on the bare wooden floors, on marbletiles, clattered up
and down endless stairways. We went, on Toby'singstence, from cellar to attic and back again. Not that
the place was entirely empty; ordinary, plain tables and chairs, afew bedsteads, cupboards, wardrobes
and chests had been | eft behind, as were some threadbare rugs and runners and a pile of mothballed
blankets.

He was enchanted with everything. Watching him dash about | reglised whét little space he had had in
London, just tramping the same Streets day after day. To be sure there were parks and grassy spacesin
town, but he had never been encouraged to use them, except when he rarely accompanied meon a
picnic, and in the large buildings like museums he had to behave sedately. Here he romped on the way
back from church and was now behaving asif he were attending a party. Although the place was as clean
asMrs. Early and her girls had been ableto get it, he still managed to end up happily grubby.

Aswe went back to the door leading into the Temple and tea, he dipped hishand into mine.

"Y ou know what, miss? | reckon as this place would make awonderful holiday home for poor
children—or even an orphanage.. . ."

After teal pretended my eyesweretired, and had him practice his reading by telling me a couple of
goriesfrom myFairy-Tales by the Brothers Grimm . He seemed to enjoy "Rumpel stiltskin® best. After
supper we had ahand or two of cardsand | sent him to bed at half-past nine, with alength of string, to
practice some cat's cradles | had shown him.

| settled down with Ky-Lin, tracing-paper and one of the more detailed mapsto plot thefirst part of our
journey. We decided to take the railway to the coast, first ascertaining where we would get aferry
acrossto Holland, travelling on deck asit was chegper, and then to the mouth of the Rhine where it
debouched into the sea and on by barge or boat to southern Bavaria and then cross overland to the
Danube in order to continue our journey eastward.

| had the tracing-paper in place, cut into strips like the ol d-fashioned ones, where you only concentrated
on the bit you wanted to travel, with Ky-Lin holding down the farthest end with his hooves, when there
was alight tap at the door and Toby entered.

"Couldn't get to deep, miss. reckon it was those gpple dumplings we had for supper. Can | comeinfor a
bit?'

| glanced at Ky-Lin, expecting him to have changed into afigurine; instead he was just the same, except
that he was perfectly ill. Hewinked a me.

"Y ou can comein for afew minutes” | said. "Kindly shut the door.”

He sat down opposite me, and | could see he was about to ask about the maps, but then he caught sight
of Ky-Lin.

"Gosh, miss, you've got acuddly toy! Whered you get him from? Never seen onelike that before. . ."

"And you aren't likely to. This—thisis arepresentation of a creature who comes from China. Inthe
mythica past he and his brethren were guards and guides for aholy person called the Buddha. Part of his



teaching was that you could be reborn again, depending on theway you lived thislife, and that every
living thing was trying to do the same. In other words even the smalest living thing istrying to better itsdlf,
and you must never destroy anything dive, plant or animal. A fly can be reborn asabird, fromthereto a
rabbit, and thencetoaman . . . But if you are bad, then you regress.”

"S0 you don't stsamp on an ant in caseit'sonitsway up . . . | see” Heleant forward. "Can | touch it?!

| glanced at Ky-Lin: another wink.

"Yes, but gently. He'sfragile.”

Toby reached out hisright index finger and stroked it down Ky-Lin's spine. He drew it back, alook of
surprise on hisface. "Why, he's quite warm!™

"Ya"

"But toysarentwarm .. ."

"Wdll, he's not exactly atoy—"

Asif inanswer Ky-Linwinked a me again, then proceeded to act exactly like amechanical toy. He
made awhirring noise, then rose on his haunchesto dl four hooves, swung his head from sideto Side,
then stepped dowly and jerkily round to face Toby, thistime nodding his head, then sat down on his
haunches again.

Toby's eyes were asround as the saucer-eyes of the first dog who guarded the treasurein thefairy tale,
and he must have been holding hisbregth, for helet it out in agreat sgh and alow whistle.

"Woweee! He'slike those mechanica toyswe saw in that museum once. . . Must be worth abundle!”
"Irreplaceable,” | agreed, trying not to giggle. "Asfar as| know, he'sthe only oneleft in the world.”
"Did your uncle bring him back from histravels?'

"Y es, together with acouple of other thingsthat | have inherited. Tell you about thosein aminute.”

He nodded towards Ky-Lin. "Does he do other things too?"

"Loadd!" | was enjoying thisand, from thelook of it, so was Ky-Lin. "What would you like him to do?'
"Er—turn asomersault?’ He put out his hand. "Hadn't you better wind him up again?'

"No. He goesfor quite along time without—without any externd influences, don't you, Ky-Lin?"

The little cresture nodded, obliged by starting hiswhirring noise again, and turned agrave and
well-controlled somersault. Then he executed a pirouette and fluffed out histail toitsfullest glory.

Toby clapped his hands, then frowned. "But how do you tell him to do these things? How did he know
to do a somersault next?"

"Ah, that's part of hismagic!" Ky-Lin sank back on his haunches, making anoise like acoiled spring



running down.

Toby said: ™Y ou were going to tell me about the other things your uncle left? Are they toysaswell?"
"No, definitely not." | looked across at Ky-Linwho gave me an amost imperceptible nod. "Listen, and
I'll tell you astory.” | fetched the manuscript out of the cabinet, where | had kept everything since Toby
arrived, and gave him apotted version of Summer's story, explained about my uncleswill and told him of
the choice | had made. He didn't seem at &l surprised.

"Just what | would have decided, miss. Where's the egg then that we're taking back to Chiney—er,
China?'

"The Egl am taking back to China. . ." | brought it out of the cabinet and laid it on my shawl on the
table.

"Doesthat do tricks aswd|?"

"Not as such, but it isgrowing larger every day, it'swarm, and my uncle believed it holds something
living. He dso couldn't smash or crack it, soit is somewhat unusud. Pick itup. . ."

Hedid, dthough it was heavy, and examined it carefully, rolling it around in his hands.

"Itiswarm . . . So that'swhat a dragon's egg lookslike." He turned a puzzled face towards me. "But
there aren't any dragons, are there, miss, so how can that be adragon's egg?”’

"Most people would say there wasn't such athing asaKy-Lin, but there heisonthetable." | took pity
on him. "No, | didn't believein dragons or Ky-Lins or magic either when | first came here, but | have a
more open mind now. Circumstances have forced meto reconsider, put it that way. My uncle didn't
believe ether, but he changed hismind.”

Toby continued to examine the Eg, shaking it, scratching it with abitten nail, even touching it with his
tongue. He held it to his ear, and suddenly hisfacelit up.

"Youreright! Itisdive"

"What do you mean—dive?'

"| can hear something inside. A soft, kind of fluttery sound. Listen!” He handed it to me, but | could hear
nothing. "Can't you hear it?" | shook my head. "Wdll, | can! It may not be ababy dragon, but there's
something in there, sure as—sure aseggsiseggd” And helaughed at hisown joke.

"That settlesit,” sad Ky-Lin unexpectedly. "He comeswith us."

Toby stopped laughing and looked at me. "What did you say?"

| shook my head. "Nothing. Not aword.”

"Somebody said something . . ." He picked up the Eg, listened. "Not this." Helooked at Ky-Lin. "Does
hetak aswel?’

"Sometimes. . "



"Can you make him spesk?"

"He speaks when he wants to—but only to me.
"Why?

"Because | have amagic trandator.”

Hewas dlent for amoment. "Wheresthe key?'

"What key?'

"Theonetowind him up.”

"Thereisn't one."

He frowned. "Then how do you make him work?'

"ldont.He does. . . Watch . . . Now you see him—" | covered Ky-Lin with my hands and willed him to
change back to hisivory shape, which he did in about ten seconds. "—and now you don't." | parted my
hands and there was the figurine.

Toby picked it up, looked a my hands, under the table and examined my deeves.

"All right: where's he gone?’

"He'sthere" | pointed to theivory.

"You'rejoshing me! It looksabit like him, but it ain't him. That'snot aive like he was. That can't move."

| sat back. "Don't betoo sure! All right, Ky-Lin, show him!"

Andinfront of Toby's astonished gaze theivory turned back to the "live’ Ky-Lin, dowly and carefully,
like aconjurer explaining atrick.

For amoment or two Toby was dumb, then: "If'n | hadn't seen it with my own eyes. . . Guess!'ll believe
anyfink now." Heroseto hisfeet and bowed reverently asif hewerein church.

"Tdl himnottobeanidiot,” sad Ky-Lin. "Tdl him also that we are taking him with us."

| trandated, and Toby'sfacelit up like an ingtant lamp. "'I'm going with you? Gee-golly-gosh-an'-green
Gorgonzola" He jumped to hisfeet and did alittlejig round the room. "Thank you, thank you, thank
you!"

"Tdl him theterms and conditions,” said Ky-Lin, and | trandated as hetold me.

"Ky-Linsays| haveto tell you that we have along and difficult journey ahead of us. Therewill betwo
other companionswith us, asyet unknown, and you will haveto fit in with them. It will bewell over a
year before we return, if we're lucky. There will be dangersto face and it is not atask to be undertaken
lightly. If you wish to change your mind about coming, no-onewill blameyou. . ."



"Noway! I'm coming! I'll do anything, just anything! I'll carry the egg al theway to Chiney—China! I'll .
S

"All right, that'll do! Come here and it down." Thiswas metaking. "Now, you said you would do
exactly asyou weretold?’

"Yes, missl Whatever yousay . . ."
"And | say bed. Now. Immediately!"

"A little help,” said Ky-Lin,and he bent forward and blew gently into the boy'sface. "A little Segpy-Dust

Within seconds Toby's eyes were drooping, and three minuteslater he wasin bed and deeping soundly.
"Another of your tricks" | remarked to Ky-Lin as| fished ahandful of hazelnuts out of my pocket.

"Thank you. Nothing specia,” he remarked modestly. "The Slegpy-Dust | mean, not these excellent nuts
... | didn't want the lad to get over-excited.”

"1 hope you know what you are doing, taking him with us."

"Sodol," hesaid."Sodol .. ."

The following morning Toby, clean, fed and shining, came and asked meif he could teke Ky-Lin for a
walk.

"Oh, I don't think that'savery good idea. . ."

Hisface crumpled. "But heasked me!”

"Hedid?'

| fetched the figurine out of the cabinet.

"But he hasn't been out of here today. How could he?"

"He asked me—sort of in my mind. Out loud in my mind. Honest!"

"He'sright," said Ky-Lin, coming to lifeagain. "I didn't know, however, whether he had understood.”

"But what do you want to do?' | asked, thetiniest stab of jealousy prickling. After dl, he had never
asked meto take him out.

Toby answered for him. "Hewantsto practise,” he said, frowning to himsdlf. "He wants—he wants. . ."
and he held hishands out in front of him like a fisherman demondtrating his catch. "He wantsto practise
growing big."



Ky-Lin nodded at me. "The boy'sanaturd. If we go up Bracken Hill, then perhaps| can get rid of this
diffness. I'm afraid I'm alittle rusty, asyou would put it. And if you would ask the boy to ook out for a
few nuts or berries?'

"Right, Toby." | described where he was to go, and the search for food for Ky-Lin. "Blackberries—you
know what they look like—and haws and hips. Dark red smaller ones, and large orangey ones.” | had a
good idea. "Asit'safine day, how about me asking Mrs. Early to make up apicnic basket, and I'll join
you & lunch-time?"

S0, later in the day, after amorning mending, sewing and making ligts, | walked up through the bracken
with abasket filled with cold egg and ham pie, Russian salad, cheese and onion pasties and Conference
pears, with aflagon of ginger beer.

When | reached the top of the hill however, there was no-one to be seen. | was sure, however, that |

had heard agiggle from Toby as| climbed up, so | sat down and let the breeze cool my cheeks and ruffle
my uncovered hair, content to await whatever surprisewasin store. | didn't have to wait long. There was
asudden war-whoop and onto the rocks over my head sailed a pony-sized Ky-Lin with Toby on his
back.

They teetered for amoment on the summit, then Ky-Lin gained his balance,

"Gregt, an'tit?' said Toby, dipping off Ky-Lin's back. "What's in the basket, then?"

Ky-Lin folded himself down to areasonable size, and we dl tucked in, Toby and | with the hamper,

Ky-Linwith an assortment of nuts, fruit and berries Toby had provided. | was just packing the hamper
with the empties when Toby said: "I wonder who camein the carrier'scart . . "

"When?'

"When you was climbing the hill. Came down the drive with a couple of peopleinit, and now there's
smoke coming out of another chimney. Look down: you can seeit from here. . ."

"Could be our fellow-travellers,” said Ky-Linto me.

"1'd better go see” | said. "Toby, bring back the picnic basket,” and gathering up my skirts, | ran back
down the hill, to find aflustered Mrs. Early in the kitchen, her mouth drawn down, brewing alarge pot of
tea

She didn't wait for my questions.

"Two of them. Saysthey're the ones what's going with you. Their luggageisin the hdl. Shal | make up
the other two bedrooms?’

"I'd better have aword with them first .. "

"Doubt whether you'll be best pleased,” she said, looking more disgpproving than ever. "Not what I'd
have chose mysdlf . . . | lit afirein the morning-room. Y ou want meto bring the teain there?"

"Yes, please. . ." | couldn't understand her ill-humour, until | tidied my hair, changed into dippers and
wa ked down to the morning-room and opened the door.



Then | understood part of her temper immediately.

Chapter Fourteen

Unwe come Guests

"Mr. Cumberbatch!" | was aware | was repeating myself, but | couldn't help myself. And after | had
thought to get rid of him forever, here he was turning up again like the proverbia bad penny!

"Y our servant, MissLee." Herose from thefireplace, where he had been warming his hands. "'l have
here a package of money and aletter from Mr. Swallow." He handed them over. Taking a paper-knife
from the writing-desk | dit the |etter open.

It read, after the usud sdutations. "1 am sending you Mr. Cumber batch to accompany you on your
journeys, on behalf of our firm, under your uncle'sinstructions. | have decided to send him asthe
other members of our firm are more advanced in years, and he is both young and fit. | might add,
however, that he is unwilling to undertake this task, but | hope he will become reconciled astime
goes on. We have equipped himaswell aswe could for histravels. He carries with himthe
moneys for your journey, which | must ask you to receipt as provided.

"He will be accompanied by the private investigator your uncle also insisted upon, a Mr. Danny
Duveen. He has been provided with moneys for his travelling outfit." He ended up wishing uswell.

| put the letter and the packet of money down carefully on the writing-desk, redlising that | was
prolonging the moment when | would have to turn around and face my unwelcome fellow-traveller. He
didn't want to go, and | didn't want him either! What apickle. . . | couldn't imagine amore dreary
companion: dreary and usdaless.

Mrs. Early provided the diversion | needed by bringing in atray of tea, so | wasableto greet him
pleasantly enough, offer him a cup of teaand assure him hisroom would be ready as soon as possible.
All thiswhilel had haf an eye on the other occupant of the room, seeming intent on examining one of the
prints on the wall. He was wearing a heavy caped coat reaching amost to hisankles, asif he wasn't very
tall. | wasn't sure whether histurned back was indicative of boorishness, politenessas| spoke with Mr.
Cumberbatch, or shyness.

"Did you both have a pleasant journey?' | asked, preparing to pour the tea.
"Not particularly. Dem' smoky carriage and the dem'’ carrier was late—"

"Mr. Cumberbatch: we do not use language like that in this house, nor will | tolerate it on the journey.
Y ou are not in the office now."

My other guest clapped his hands as he turned round. "Well said, MissLee, well said! | always say you
have to watch your mouth in front of the ladies, so | do!”



| nearly dropped the milk jug.

"You! What on earth are you doing here?' The man who now faced me was even more familiar than Mr.
Cumberbatch: it was the importunate young "poet” who had lived for awhile a my lodgings, and who
had both pestered me with his poems and followed me round wherever | went. What was his name?
Random, that wasit: Richard Random.

He cameforward, flung his coat off over achair and extended his hand.
"Hello again, Miss Lee! Danny Duveen a your service. . . Minestwo sugars and only a splash of milk."
"But—but you're Richard Random!"

"Was, MissLee, was That wasonly an dias, if you know what | mean. Inmy line of work it is essential
that you move aong and leave no clues behind you. So, the name changes with the job, and so do the
disguises. If you had any idea how hard it wasto write that dreadful doggerel! | did say two sugars, did |
not?"

So this was the man on whom my uncle had depended for hisreport on me! And | had aways thought it
was my hidden attractions. . . | had to admit he had been both clever and persistent. Asfor "disguise,”
he looked little different: unshaven, untidy, unruly black har falling over hisforeheed, very blue eyes. His
clothes, too, had seen better days. They were decidedly grubby, ill-fitting, alittle out of date, with a
compensating touch of the exatic: a multi-coloured scarf, a porty yellow waistcoat, a green handkerchief
hanging out of one pocket, aflashy red-stoned ring. He looked asif he had rummaged very quickly
through Old Sol's second-hand clothes shop, or was about to take histurn at aprovincia music-hal,
sanging Irish bdlads.

Stll, it had been my uncleswish that he accompany me, and at least he had more spirit than the
lack-lustre Claude. Meanwhile the teawas not getting any warmer, so | lifted off the cosy and poured to
suit them both; it didn't surprise me one bit to find that Claude preferred his very weak with no sugar.

Mrs. Early tapped at the door to inform me that fires had been lit in the bedrooms, and was the luggage
to be taken up?

"Please. Have you seen Master Toby?'
"He'sin the kitchen with us, miss”

"Would you have him join mein here? And we will have supper in the dining—room at seven, if thet is
not too inconvenient?"

"Notroubleat dl, miss. I'll have hot water sent up to the gentlemen’'srooms a haf-hour before.”

In came Toby a couple of minuteslater, obvioudy having been taken in hand by Mrs. Early, for his
hands and face were clean and his hair combed.

"Gentlemen, | would like you to meet Toby, my ward. He will be accompanying us on our travels. Toby,
the gentleman on my right is Mr. Cumberbatch from the solicitor's office, the other—"

"But | know'shim!" cried Toby, pointing at Danny Duveen. "He came round my ma's acouple of times,
asking dl sorts of questions 'bout you! He's just a snooper, miss!”



"And your ma sent me away with afleain my ear, didn't she Toby me boy? Or rather asoapy fist round
my head . . ."

"Only after you kicked over abucket of lyel"

" "Twas an accident, me boy, a pure accident! Tripped up over the damn’ thing, didn't 1? Could hardly
seeahandin front of my face, down in that steam-filled basement you cal alaundry—"

"Mr. Duveen! Toby! That'll do. .. And my remarks about swearing to Mr. Cumberbatch apply equaly
toyou, Sir! Isthat understood?"

"Sip of the tongue, MissLee, dip of thetongue. . . Won't hgppen again, | assure you!"

Now why was | so certain that it would?

Supper was an uncomfortable affair. In spite of the fire the room was chilly through lack of use, and
athough | was used to correct table manners, it was obvious my two guests were not, and their
doppiness affected Toby. Not only was he overawed with the formdity of the room, the best chinaand
cutlery, the attempts at polite conversation, he was aso thrown by the fact that both men picked up their
chicken bones and chewed them, quite contrary to theingtructions | had given him only aday or two
snce, that one only picks up the bones of game-birds.

Asaconseguence of dl this he managed to durp his soup in one of the many slences, spilled hisgravy
on the cloth as he was pouring it, one of hisroast potatoes shot across the table and onto the floor and he
ateit instead of leaving it, he forgot and tried to eat his peas off hisknife, so that by the timewe cameto
the tapioca pudding he was too disheartened to choose five of the stewed plumsto go with it, to make
sure hewasthe "Rich Man,” living inamansion thisyear and clad in slks dthough that game he had
aways enjoyed working out.

Not that the conduct of the other two was any better. Claude's manners showed some promise, dthough
using his cheese knife to pare his nails was an excruciating sight and he drank hiswinein great gulps as
though it were water or ale. Danny inssted on second helpings, and left haf of them; he kept his elbows
on thetable and his cutlery at either Sde of the plate and talked with his mouth full. They both belched.

At the end of the medl | roseto my feet and surveyed the debris.

"Right, gentlemen! Pigsusudly eat from troughs, but | will be lenient and eevate you to the kitchen from
now on! | cannot have you setting my ward abad example. | will ask Mrs. Early now to serve you teaor
coffeein the morning-room, and will expect you for breskfast—in the kitchen—between eight-thirty and
nine. Goodnight. Come, Toby!"

And | siept out leaving them looking as though lightning had struck.

The following morning Toby and | enjoyed our breakfast of porridge, bacon and eggs, toast and
marmaade in peace and warmth. Afterwards we went up to the study and | taught him alittle more about
the maps we would use, and he helped me with the tracing. | had asked Mrs. Early to light afirein the



morning-room and left amessage for Claude and Danny that | would meet them there at eleven for
coffee. | learned later that Claude turned up for cold porridge at nine-forty-five, and Danny didn't appear
adl.

At deven-fifteen | was till waiting for them to appear, seething inside, but when they eventualy arrived |
saw at once what had held them up. They were unshaven, apologetic and obvioudy under the influence.
Either one or both had bottlesin their rooms.

| took the cold coffee back to the kitchen, ordered some more, extrastrong, and left Mrs. Early with a
specid directive. The coffee sobered them up alittle, but as| tried to explain our expedition, even
showing them some maps, | might aswell have been talking to my five-year-olds at the School. At last |
gave up, ingructing them both to take awalk to the village and back to "freshen up” (though | didn't
mention thefact that | knew they had hangovers) and instructed them to return in time for luncheon.

Thiswasabig mistake.

Neither of them turned up for the med, and it was growing dark by the time they staggered up the drive,
full of song and strong de. It was no use reprimanding them, they were past it, so | asked Mr. Early to
"escort” them up to their rooms, supperless, making sure there were chamberpots under their beds. He
wasto cdl them at seven-thirty in the morning, informing them that there was plenty of hot water for
bathing and shaving in the bathroom, and that they were expected to be down for breskfast a eight-thirty

prompt.

That morning we dl breakfasted together. A couple of pale, shaky, but clean-shaven young men
spooned down their porridge with little enthusiasm but the kedgeree went down better and by thetime
they reached the toast and the second pot of teawas on the table, they were at least communicating,
evenif it was only "pass the butter/any more toast/where's the sugar/another cup of tedl’ type of speech.

After that it was alot easier asthey apparently had very little spare cash left, and the stores of liquor they
hed brought with them rapidly diminished. Theingrruction | had given Mrs. Early on that first morning was
to examine their luggage—snooping perhaps, but | was ayoung woman on my own, charged with leading
an expedition with two unknown men as my escorts, and no chaperone. So it was up to meto find out as
much as | could about my erstwhile companions before we started.

It appeared that Claude's luggage, apart from a couple of bottles of sweet sherry, was of the
conventional sort—well-worn but clean and mended underwear and a couple of rather threadbare suits.
He obvioudy was a mother's boy, because his pocket-handkerchiefs were embroidered in blue with his
initiads, ajar of menthol and eucalyptus cream and another of corn-cure were wrapped in tissue, there
were lavender sachets and a silver-framed photograph of a beaky-nosed matron, the spit of her son. The
travelling clothes the solicitors had provided were adequate, though when | checked them later with him,
it was obvious he needed stronger boots and atravelling cape.

Danny Duveen'sluggage, such asit was, was a different matter altogether. While Claude's clothesand
effects werein a battered but well-polished suitcase, Danny only possessed a crumpled cardboard case
which, according to Mrs. Early, contained the sum tota of six whisky bottles, three empty, three full, two
dirty shirts and some unmentionables, also filthy, two dectro-plated hip-flasks (empty), a packet of what
appeared to be recommendations for jobs, al in the same hand, two marked decks of cards and another
envelope of what Mrs. Early described as Dirty Photographsin capita letters and areddened face. (For
therecord | examined these later and can only report that | had agood laugh.)

What Mrs. Early appeared to be most shocked about in Danny's luggage was not the dirt or the



photographs, but the lack of nightshirts: apparently it was acrime above al others not to go to bed
decently clad. | foreboreto tell her that | had done just the same in those stuffy August nightsin London
when the only relief wasto cast everything off and open the window to one's nakedness.

So. Claude was more or less provided for, gpart from stronger boots and a cloak, but Danny had
nothing, asfar as| could see, and was probably acon-man, agambler, fond of the bottle, had little use
for hygiene, and was not above indulging hislower tasteswith alittle wishful thinking.

| discussed dl thiswith Ky-Lin, who had met both Claude and Danny, via Toby's pocket, a couple of
times. He was the one who advised metto treat them as a couple of recd citrant schoolboys who wouldn't
learn their tables, and now advised me to go through what remained of my uncl€'s clothesfor Danny,
remarking that he was afraid | would still have to use some of my own money to kit them ot.

"Of course," he added helpfully, "if that Irish fellow decides he doesn't want to go, then we can discount
him, quitelegdly, | believe.

No chance.

| had agreed with Claude to furnish him with stouter boots and a cloak and, | must say, he was properly
grateful, but when it cameto Danny . . .

Firg of dl | asked why he had not come properly equipped and got the sort of answer | expected: no
list and no money. " Then what happened to the moneys supplied to you by the solicitors?”

"Oh, that . . . Wl now to tell you the truth | thought those were to sort of set me on meway. Pay off
the odd debt or two, you know . . ."

"Instead of which you got drunk as a skunk and gambled therest away,” | said equably.

"How did you—? Oh, come on now, Miss Lee. Darlin' girl, alad has got to have hisbit of fun before
going on alife or death expedition, now doesn't he?"

"Not with somebody esesmoney,” | said firmly. "And | am not your “darling girl": please remember that.
And may | ask where your ordinary clothes are? Shirts, suits, shoes?’

He spread hisarms wide, with what he hoped was adisarming grin. "In rags or in hock, truth to tell!™

"That's better. | prefer the truth. Now, if my uncle hadn't considered you capable of undertaking this
journey ... You can, of course, back out if you wish to, and no hard fedings?"

Helooked horrified. "Oh, no, I'm going with you! Otherwise | don't get—"

"Y ou don't get what, exactly?'

"Thefifty quid the solicitors said your uncle promised.”

So that wasit. Right, Mr. Duveen would get just as much as he deserved and no more. | went through
my unclée's belongings once again and found that he and Danny were of a size—had that been an added
attraction | wondered—and that | could provide Danny with nightshirts, combinations, shirts, jackets,

socks, caps, gloves and even shoes which needed no further ateration and which, luckily, Mrs. Early had
not yet passed on. Therewas even alittle-used pair of waking boots. So, in the end, al he would need



was atravelling-cloak and, like Claude, a haversack and blanket. | heaved asigh of relief.

Having sent off for the last of our requirements, | settled back for afew days, with Ky-Lin'shelp, trying
to make our guests better prepared for the journey. By now they werewhat | would call
"house-trained"—in other words they were bathed, shaven, appeared on time for medls, were polite and
(more or less) tidy. That they were bored was quite obvious. Neither of them were readers or walkers or
naturaists and the idea of helping Mr. Early in the garden was anathemato their town souls. Therewas
no doubt they missed the metropolis. Most of the time they spent playing cards, probably with Danny's
marked decks, so Ky-Lin and | decided alittle further education was necessary.

One morning after breskfast | brought them up to the study, for alesson in map-reading.

Their reaction was unexpected.

"What do we need to look at mapsfor?' said Claude, covering his mouth at the last minute over a
tremendous yawn.

"So asyou can find your way should we get lost on theway," said Toby, unfortunately catching the yawn
and repesting it.

"Why then should we get lost?" asked Danny. " Sure the way is plain enough, isit not?"

| had afeding of misgiving.

"Tel me" | said. "What have you two been told about the journey?"

Claude wasthefirst to answer. "Mr. Swallow told me that you were taking one of your uncle's artifacts
back to where it came from, that you were given ayear to do it in, and that | was to accompany you to
make sure the conditions werefulfilled.”

"Did hetdl you where we were going?"

He shook his head. My heart sank.

"And you?"' | asked, turning to Danny.

"The solicitors said that | would get fifty pounds for acting as an escort while you went on ajourney for
your dead uncle.”

"Doyou know where we are going?"'
"No, but at least it'll be better than here. . ."
| threw up my handsin despair and even Toby looked disbelieving.

"Mean to say as you two gents don't know were walking to Chiney and back with a dragon’'s egg and
a—" Hedapped hishand over hismouth just intime; | had warned him not to mention Ky-Lin.

"Chingy?

"| believe the boy means China, Claude melad," said Danny. "Full of little yellow men.”



"But isn't that along way away?'

"Nearer than the other side of the moon,” said Danny. "And they've probably got adecent rail service
mogt of theway."

"I hopeit'snot too hot,” said Claude. "'l ways get hay-fever in the summer."”

"It's the thought of the rice that's putting me off right now. | never fancied rice pudding, even with a
dollop of me mam'sgooseberry jam . . ."

"Can't you send it by post?"
| decided it wastimeto intervene, but before | could open my mouth Toby took over.

"Let me, miss. Reckon | could put it straight and quicker.” And he did. He explained as you would to
under-fives about my uncleswill, got the origina manuscript from the cabinet and briefed them on
Summer's journey and ended by saying that my uncle believed the Eg, which he also produced, belonged
to the dragons. He ended by dashing Danny's hopes of arail service and Claude's of using the post,
explaining to the latter that a dragon's egg was far too preciousto entrust to a postman, and anyway they
probably didn't have them in China.

| couldn't have put it better myself.
They both looked rather white when Toby had finished, though Claude tried alast-ditch stand.
"But there aren't any such thingsas dragons,” he said. "Weadl know that!"

"Thisiswhat we have dl been taught,” | said. "Dragonsdon't exist and never did. Likefairies, dves,
gnomes, brownies, goblins, trolls, ogres, giants, witches and wizards. If o, why are there so many
legends, myths, folk-tales? | admit that | now have an open mind, and an open mind, gentlemen, iswhat
you will need if you areto journey with udl"

"Weve comedl thisway to—to take alump of stone to China? Was your uncle out of his senses?!

"I don't believe so, Mr. Duveen. Asl said, | have an open mind, but certain happenings, which | am not
at liberty to discuss, have convinced methat thereis moreto this “lump of stone' than weimagine.
Besdes | am bound to thisjourney now, else | renounce dl hope of inheriting Hightop Hall. So you see, |
have avested interest.”" Perhaps that would apped to his mercenary ingtincts.

It did. "Would there be any treasure a the end of al this? If you're talking about legends, then they dl
had it that dragons were hoarders of fabulous jewes. . ."

"l doubt it,” I said. "1 think our rewards will be less substantid. If we succeed, | shall inherit this place;
Toby will have had the adventure he's dways wanted; for you, Mr. Cumberbatch, thisisjust part of your
job, but it should prove more interesting than sitting behind adesk al day; Mr. Duveen, it means you will
be free of debt for thetime it takesto get there and back. That should be someincentive." | looked
round at them all. "Now, shall we have alook &t the maps?’



The next two weeks were pretty hectic. Eventudly everything | had ordered came through, including two
lengths of lightweight rope, acompass—"In case I'm not at hand al thetime," said Ky-Lin—containers
for sdt, tea, sugar and water and tin plates, mugs and cutlery. It al sounded dreadfully Spartan and rather
inimidating.

"Areyou sure we hadn't better take afrying-pan and astew-pot?' | said to Ky-Lin, intending frivolity,
but he answered me serioudy enough.

"I don't believe we shdl need those, initialy at least. And in order not to weigh us down too much, |
suggest we buy them on the way."

Instead of heavy leather suitcases| had ordered two wicker ones, lined with oiled silk againgt therain.
They were much lighter, and it was agreed that Claude and Danny would share one, Toby and | the
other, kegping items to aminimum, which meant underwear and spare shirts and sweaters, and any
persond items we couldn't do without. Toby and | were easy, but the other two quarrdlled until the day
we |eft over what they considered essential.

Asfor the haversacks, it was agreed that Toby would carry the Eg, wrapped as usual in my shawl, and
extratowels and toiletries; the men would take the ropes, plus the crockery and cutlery, and | would
carry the maps, papers, sewing thingsand asmall pair of binoculars. We aso carried ablanket each. |
was encumbered with amoneybelt, which | had no intention of handing over to ether of the two men,
athough it was heavy, once | had changed the money into smdler coin.

Strangely enough getting al the paperwork through had been the most difficult. To get passportsand all
the requisite permissions from the embassiesin London had proved frugtrating. France, Germany and
Bavariawere easy enough, and Russa came through at the last moment, but from Chinawe heard
nothing.

The date was agreed, we booked ahead on the overnight ferry to Holland and, through the samefirm, a
trip by ferry on thefirst stage of our journey up the Rhine. Mrs. Early packed whatever she could that
would last usthrough at least part of our journey: sdt, tea, sugar, dried fruits, shelled nuts, apples,
long-lasting fruitcake and parkin, pickled eggs, atin of cocoa, Liebig's extract of mest, packets of
pepper, ajar of ready-mixed mustard, home-made chutney and pickles and awell-smoked ham. By the
time these had been distributed between our haversacks, we were al visbly sagging.

That was not al—for the first two days of the journey the housekeeper had made sandwiches, pies,
tarts, cakes, buns and biscuits, and included two large flagons of lemonade and barley water, which
meant we had to burden ourselves with a huge hamper aswell, but at least it would save money.

Hiring asmdll carriage from the village we made good time to catch the four-fifteen dow train to the
coadt, boarded the ferry and settled down on deck later in the evening. Leaning on therail, | looked back
at thelights of the coast and the still-shining blur that | took to be the white cliffs of Dover, apopular
landmark.

It wasn't acold night, nor was there much searunning, yet | had been shivering. | found it difficult to
believe that we were redly on our way and that here | wastaking atrip by seafor thefirst time.

Toby joined me, and Ky-Lin legpt from one of his pocketsto stand on therail between us.

"Not superdtitious are you, miss?"



"Don't think so Toby . . . Why?"
" 'Costonight's All Hallows Eve—Samain, they used to cdll it."

"A good omen," interrupted Ky-Lin. "That was the night Summer set off on her travels, so shetold me. .

But in spite of hisoptimism, | found mysdf shivering again.

BOOK TWO

"Over thehillsand far away."
—John Gay

Chapter Fifteen

Slow, Slow,
Quick-quick Slow

| threw my corsetsinto the upper reaches of the Rhine, and watched them bob up and down in our
wake, their stringstrailing behind like the tentacles of an octopus.

It was strange to fed a cotton shift next to my skin instead of thinly covered whal ebone, even stranger to
know | could wriggle about without restriction. | had worn stays or corsets ever since | could
remember—iprobably five or Sx years old—and the only relief had been at night when | could curl upin
my nightdress and rub away the marksleft on my skin. But over the years | had grown so used to lacing
myself up each morning that it had become as automatic as brushing one's hair or teeth.

| shivered alittle—not from cold, for | had plenty of layers of wool on underneath—but from my daring.
No lady went around without her corsets. | wondered if that had led to the term a"loose woman.”

Toby joined me at therail, handing me a cup of coffee and ahunk of garlic sausage on rye bread. The
corsetswere dill in sight.

"Cor! Me mam wears them!"
"Those..."

"Those, then. Bet they was—"



"Were"

"Were uncomfortable. Pinchy. Me mam was dways getting bits of her summick stuck inthelaces. . ."
"Yes, wdl ..." | shivered again.

"Y ou chilly, miss? Can'tve been that warm . . ."

"No, they weren't. Just fedls strange without them.”

"Better, | hopes, seein’ asthey's gone forever. Lessyou wantsto swim for ‘em that is."

| gave up trying to correct him. Usualy he was very good, but if something unusua happened he tended
to dip back into Cockney.

"No, no swimming . . ." | wouldn't have lasted two minutesin that water anyway. Thin sheetsof ice
broke off againgt the sides of the string of dow-moving barges as we chugged up the narrowing river,
soon to reach the limit of navigable waterway.

It was now mid-December, and we had had amixed journey. We had dipped easily through Holland,
watching the windmillswith their dow-moving sails, imagining the flat fidds blossoming with tulipsinthe
gpring and admiring the ingenious Dutch in their efforts to keep the ever encroaching North Sea at bay.
Our transport had been comfortable, with good food and clean linen, but unfortunately that part ended at
Koblenz. Apparently theferry ran no farther at thistime of year, afact that the firm that booked us had
omitted to mention.

We complained and protested (through Ky-Lin) that we had paid to be carried farther, but the captain
just shrugged his shoulders and referred usto our tickets which only specified transport up theriver,
"according to the usual rules and regulations.” So we would have to find something alot chegper, to
make up for the money we had lost. Thus the barge we were on now.

We had switched from one mode of travel to another, as and when we could find it, but mostly by river
transport, athough a couple of times we went aong the bank by wagon, cart or stage, rather than waste
timewaiting for abarge or ferry. Thetrouble was, it was al too dow for our purpose. True, therewas
time to admire the wonderful scenery and marvel at thefairy-tae castles perched impossibly high onthe
diffsabovetheriver, but | was consciousdl the time of how swiftly time was passng.

"Wetake to the road tomorrow," said Ky-Lin, gppearing from my pocket. " Then we should travel
faster. Don't give up yet!"

He seemed to be able to read my thoughts, was aways encouraging and had been invaluablein
trandating our wants; he would perch on my shoulder, hidden by scarf, and make my requestsin my own
voice whispering thereply so only | could hear it! All | had to do was pretend | wastalking and try to
synchronise my actions. Magic asgood as | had ever seen.

Both Claude and Danny, knowing nothing of Ky-Lin, were amazed at my linguistic prowess. Although |
was gill "Miss," we were now on Chrigtian-name terms. This had come about after we had crossed the
English Channd for they had both been as Sick asdogsin spite of the calm seg, and al pretence of mae
superiority went overboard together with their suppers, and "Miss Leg" had disappeared in "Please help
me, Miss Sophy!" and "Mr. Cumberbatch" in " Shut up, Claude, it's not as bad asthat!" and "Mr.
Duveen" became " Serves you right for making such apig of yoursdf, Danny!"



"How will wetravel?' | asked Ky-Lin.

"Well, there will be some public trangport—coaches and the odd railway—»buit | think it might be better
to hire acoach partways."

"But surely that will cost the earth!™

"Not necessarily. Much more convenient and we can travel by amore direct route; there are plenty of
posting-houses between here and the Danube, and that is our next target.”

It started to snow, great blobs whirling out of the grey sky, and we dipped and skidded on the icy deck
aswe made our way to our cabins. Claude and Danny were in the saloon, a polite term for the place
wherewe ate aswell. They were playing cards, Danny wrapped up to the eyeballsin coat, cloak,
scarves and mufflers, while Claude, who seemed to have devel oped a permanent sniff and adrip on the
end of hisnose, was complaining bitterly about Danny's winning stresk. | sugpected that the latter
cheated, but there was no way of finding out.

Weretired to my cabin, where | continued as best | could with Toby's education, with Ky-Lin's help.
He knew more about everything than | did, anyway.

Thefollowing day we disembarked a asmal town caled Schwarzberg, which Ky-Lin said meant
Blackhill, after the mountain behind; dthough it belied its name, being now covered with last night's snow.
Wevidted al the livery stables, but found there was no private transport to be hired, so we repaired to
an inn by the quay for luncheon, and to discuss our next move.

Toby was gazing out the window at the barge unloading when he suddenly made arather crude
exclamation, which | didn't bother to try and understand, but obvioudy he had been struck with some
idea

"L ook out there, folks: what do you see?’

"Barges unloading,” said Claude, wiping his nose for the umpteenth time. "Why?"

"Y es, but what's waiting to be loaded up?'

Danny craned his neck. "Lookslikelogs of woodto me. . ."

"Exactly!" Toby was obvioudy burgting to impart histheory. "And what did we bring on theway up?"

"Sugar, dried fruit, flour, toys, barrels of wine, hunting rifles and ammunition, thick eiderdowns. . ." |
was beginning to see which way his mind wasworking.

"Exactly," he said again. "Don't you see? They brings up what they needs up here, Suff they can't make
themselves, and vikky-verky—sends back their wood in exchange.”

II%?I
Toby was till patient. " So, Master Claude, just where does dl that stuff from the barge go to?

"Sureit goesinto the shops here, | suppose.” said Danny.



"MPaceant big enough. And what about al those parcels and packagesthey was carrying?' | let him tell
it hisown way, though by now | was smiling.

"There must belotsan' lots of smal towns and villages round here what wants the goods, and someone
got to take them there, and that iswhy we couldn't hire no transport!” He was flushed and bright-eyed.
"So dl weve got to do isfind acarrier who's going our way and beg alift!"

After that it was easy. Ky-Lin and | found aman who was taking a covered wagon to the next village on
our way, staying overnight with his brother, then travelling on to the next town, and was glad of our
company, promising to find us overnight accommodation. When we attempted to pay him for histroubles
later, he refused, adding: "The more the people, the fewer the wolves," which Ky-Linand | didn't bother
telling the others, not sure whether the wolves he referred to were human or lupine. | did notice,
however, that he carried aloaded rifle by the driver's seat. What he did accept, however was the offer of
Mrs. Early's empty food hamper, which we gtill carried with us, explaining that it would be useful for
carying hisracing pigeons.

And so it went on. We accepted lifts when we could, used public transport when there was any, hired
the occasional chaise and were sometimes holed up for days by bad westher, spending Chrismasin a
cheery littleinn in aforest and stuffing ourselves silly with roast goose, sausages, pork and masses of
potatoes: roast, boiled, baked, grated and fried, or mashed. We dso ate vast quantities of cabbage,
fermented with white wine, which they caled " Sauerkraut,” and of course there were trays of gooey
cakes, sweet biscuits and candies. There was aso atree, decorated with pretty bows, a custom the
Hanoverian-born Prince Albert, the late husband of our dear Queen, had apparently introduced to

England.

By the middle of February we were well on our way, the snows had begun to meit, the going was much
eader and traffic on the roads more frequent. | was still worried about the money Situation, but our
spending had dowed down somewhat. We were dl in good hedth—thank God!— athough Claude il
nursed his perpetud sniffle. Danny still snesked off for the occasond drink—I had to givethem alittle
pocket-money for their regular needs, but while Toby saved his and Claude spent hison luridly coloured
picture-postcards to send home to his mother or on throat-lozenges, Danny spent his on strong beer or
Spirits.

Neverthdess, both men were improving: Claude was becoming less stuffy and staid, and Danny could
bethelife and soul of the party, if he chose. Toby was growing and filling out by the day, making ared
bonny lad, and every day to him was anew discovery.

In February we reached Bavaria and the upper reaches of the Danube, and with the better weather we
made good progress from Neuburg to I ngol stadt, Ingolstadt to Regensburg, then Straubing, Deggendorf
and Passau. In March we crossed the border into Austriaand redlly felt spring had arrived. If Bavaria
had been charming, Austriawas even better. The people were warm and welcoming, indulging in music
at theleast excuse; pipes, flutes, fiddles, trumpets and drums all sounded from one house to another, and
even the school-children carried their recordersto school.

We spent three daysin Linz, due to the unwel come return of |ate snows, but we took the opportunity to
repair our wardrobes: stockings and summer underwear for me, thinner shirts and socks for the men and
Toby. Asthe touring season had now begun, we decided to take one of the tourist boats asfar as
Vienna, which we had heard was the most beautiful city in Europe.

A tour of the city wasincluded in our tickets, although it passed so swiftly it seemed we were whirled



past the fine buildings and statues without a chance to get more than aglimpse, but we did also get tickets
to aconcert in the evening, dominated by the divine waltzes of the brothers Strauss. Although the
favourite was gpparently the "Blue Danube'—amisnomer if ever | heard one; it was asort of
brownish-grey—my favourite was the "Emperor” with itsfull, sweeping tones and at times | could almost
imagine being clad in silks and being borne aroud avast balroom in the arms of one of the handsome,
uniformed officers who seemed to twirl their moustachios on every street-corner . . .

Their uniformswere so figure-hugging, the girls at boarding-school would have gone into swoons over
them—

For dmodt thefirgt timein my lifel felt longings of astirange kind, asort of yearning to be held tight in
masculine arms; | wondered if it had anything to do with throwing away my corsets. Did | misstheir tight
restrictions, or wasit more the general looseness of body bringing on alooseness of the emotions?

| subdued these fedingsfiercdly.

Weleft Viennaat the beginning of April, and had now been travelling for over five months. | asked
Ky-Lin how much farther we had to go. "Are we half-way yet?'

"Wl ... Not exactly."
"But welve been travelling for ages! If we areto get therein time—"

"Wewill, wewill. Up until now we have been travelling relaively dowly because of theterrain. Once we
et to the steppes—"

"Thewhat? The gairs?"

" Steppes. With two P's and an extra E. Now we have to get to the mouth of the Danube—perhaps
another couple of weeks—then across the Black and Ard Seas—"

"You never told medl that!"

"Y ou saw the maps.”

"But—but—"

"Youdid."

| was silent for amoment. "It—it al looked—sort of smaler .. ."
"Mapsusudly do."

"But you're sure we're on course?"

"Sure. Sureas| canbe. . ."

And with that | had to be satisfied.

Soon after we left Vienna we took to the roads again, traffic being faster and cheaper. We even took
advantage of the infrequent railways, athough the farther east we travelled, the more primitive they



became, with frequent stops and delays, and with the warmer wesather they could be tiflingly hot, and the
wooden bench seats were exceedingly uncomfortable. If onetried to open the windowsto get someair,
they either wouldn't open or one got covered in smuts, most of the engines being wood- instead of
cod-fired.

We passed through parts of Hungary, Siovakia, Croatia, Romaniaand Bulgariawith little timeto absorb
or enjoy the differencesin each. The plains of Hungary and Croatia, mountains and forests of Slovakia,
Transylvaniaand Waachiablurred into one another, the only distinctions being the differences of
language which | was not clever enough to distinguish between, though Toby apparently could, according
to Ky-Lin.

"The boy hasamusica ear, and pace intonation and the particular lilt of language means much to those
0 gifted.”

"What language did Summer speak?" | asked onimpulse.

He considered for amoment. "Mostly Norman-French, and some Market-L atin, which was of course
widedy accepted in thewest. | helped her with the Oriental languages of course, and she talked to the
animasthrough the Ring which you now wear."

Now that he had answered one question about a person he normally seemed reluctant to discuss,
perhaps he would satisfy another. "What was she like?"

"Shewas avery brave, condderate young woman. Over-impulsive, perhaps, but she wasfull of ideas,
loyd and caring.”

| had really wanted to know what she looked like: al females are curious about their predecessors or
rivals. "Was she beautiful ?*

Hewrinkled up hisnose, curled and uncurled his antennae. "Beautiful ? My Master taught usthat al Life
was beautiful, from the leaf on the tree to the tooth of ashark. But if you ask me about the length of a
nose, the shape of amouth, the formation of one figure as set against another member of the human race,
then | cannot tell you. Could you tell me that one ant ismore "beautiful’ than another? No. Another ant is
the only one who would know. | am aKy-Lin, and thingslike this do not concern us."

He must have seen the disappointment on my face, because he added: " She was about three inches
shorter than you'—I wasfive feet six inches—"but then people were shorter in those days. Her hair was
much lighter, and her eyes much bluer and a different shape, too. The formation of your bodieswas
smilar." Hethought for amoment. " And she smiled more often than you do.”

Weas| redly that morose? Still, what did | haveto smileabout . . . Just to please Ky-Lin | essayed a
grin, more astretching of the mouth over theteeth. "That better?’

He shook his head sadlly.

Chapter Sixteen



The Suitor

If the so-called Blue Danube was brown, then the Black Seawas definitely blue; dark, deep blue—my
paint-box would have caled it Prussan. Aswe stood on the dockside waiting for the ferry to start
loading, it was sparkling like ajewel. The sky was clear, except for some small, fluffy clouds, the May
sun waswarm, and we were al in good spirits. Once we had crossed this sea we should embark into the
real unknown. The rest of the journey, gpart from ashort journey up the Don, would be overland.

The gangplank was lowered and we climbed aboard with the other passengers. Some of them had
brought their own food and would deep on deck, as we had done when we crossed the English Channe,
but the cost of a cabin was outweighed by the extracomfort. Or so wethought . . .

We had booked two doubles, Toby and | to share one, the men the other, but when we located them
they were far from ideal. They held two, short, tiered bunks, both tiny and hard, with one thin blanket;
there was dso ahook for hanging clothes, ahanging lantern and a deeply recessed wash-basin and jug,
which looked faintly ominous. A smdl porthole gave arestricted view, and Toby and | found it difficult to
sgueeze past each other in the confined space. In the end the one who wasn't washing, changing or
looking out of the porthole had to tuck their feet up on one of the bunks.

It was complicated by the fact that there was no room for our haversacks or suitcases, which had to be
stored in the hold, so everything we would need for the two days of sailing had to be extracted and
stowed away somewhere. The Eg we kept with us, plus night wear, washing-things and our cloaks, but
when we went to check on Danny and Claude we found the latter complaining that there was no room
for hislegs and Danny swearing &t his clothes hook, which had just falen off thewall. On every available
space on the ferry were printed, on yellowed, faded paper, in English, French, German and Russian the
Rules and Regulations. Breakfast, luncheon and supper would be served in the dining-saloon at—and
therewasthen alist of "bells,” which repeated ringing was gpparently the way sailors measured their time.
Each meal wasthe equivalent of two shillings per head. No-one was dlowed in the engine-room or on
the bridge, otherwise passengers were alowed the run of the ship. Canvas chairs were available for those
who wished to sit out on deck. In inclement weather al would be expected to remain below,
deck-passengersin the saloon. In the case of severd blasts from the ship's Srens, wewere dl to
assemble on deck, prepared to board one of the two lifeboats.

From the elevation of the deck we looked out at the calm blue sea, the mountainsin the distance, and
wondered what al the fuss was about. The weather seemed set fair, the air was bamy, our
fellow-passengers seemed cheerful enough and the sailors unconcerned. Rough weeather, darm sgnds
and lifeboats could safely beignored, | reckoned.

"l do hope it won't be choppy," said Claude apprehensively.

"Of courseit won't! The sealslike amill-pond.”

"All right for you, Sophy. You didn't get Sck last time.” The"Miss' had finally disgppeared. | didn't
mind.

"And you won't thistime," | comforted him. "It'sal in the mind, you know:think sick and you'llbe Sck."

"Up and down, up and down, up and down," intoned Danny mischievoudy, suiting actionsto the words.
"Up and down, and—"



"Shutup!" said Claude, clutching his ssomach.
"Giveover, Danny!" | said. "Or you'l catch yourself with your own shenanigans.”

"Just ligen to the girl! And isn't she catching on to the Irish just like crabsto apiece of baconrind!™ The
very mention of food made Claude ook anxious again, as Danny knew it would. "Now | remember when
| was awee one, and | had astomach upset, Mam used to make me sick by tying a piece of bacon rind
to alength of string and—"

"Comeon Claude," | said firmly. ™Y ou can walk me round the deck.” | glanced back to where Danny
was standing with ahuge grin on hisface. "Don't forget you will be sharing avery smal cabin, and the
only toilet isway down the corridor, in case Claude feds. . . unwell."

The smilewaswiped off hisface asif it had been sponged.

The medswere adequate, if uninteresting, consisting mainly of cold cuts, pickles, hard-boiled eggs,
black bread and preserves, with weak coffee. On that first day the steamer chugged across a smooth
seq, and gradually the coastline receded behind us. Up on deck the engines didn't sound too bad, mainly
asort of throbbing benesth one's feet, but both in the dining-saloon and more markedly in the cabinsthe
constant clatter and thrust of the machines could give the more sengitive aracking headache. Of course
wedl knew it was only for two nights, but what with the noise and heat below decks and the
inconvenience of thetiny cabins by the following morning we were dl short-tempered, and the thought of
another night in the same conditions was daunting.

At least no-one had been sick . . .

We spent most of the day on deck, enjoying the warmth and sea-breezes. Now at the mid-point of our
voyage, there was no sight of land, except for the occasional smudge of smoke, one of which heraded
the crossing of theferry's Sster-ship to port of us. There were acouple of smdl fishing boatsin the
distance, but the real excitement of the day was provided by the passengers crowding to therail to watch
some greet fishes diving and surfacing again dongsde, like giant needles tacking the hems of the water.
Therewereeght or nine of them, it was difficult to count, astheir black backs gleamed for only a
moment before they plunged back down again.

"What arethey?' asked Toby excitedly, leaning over therail sofar | felt consirained to grab his belt.

One of the passengers, awell-dressed man with afair moustache, answered his question, in rather
drawly English.

"Why, they are dolphins, my boy, and they are mammals, not fish. They are sociable crestures, and often
follow shipsin and out of harbour, no-oneis quite surewhy."

"I wouldn't have expected them here" | said without thinking, redlising too late that the gentleman might
think metoo forward for joining in the conversation without an introduction. "1 thought they lived in
warmer seas. It must be very cold herein winter."

"Oh, inwinter they go back to the Mediterranean,” said the gentleman, raising his hat politely. "The
Black Seaisn't landlocked, unlike the Caspian. To the south it flows out near Congtantinople.” He



bowed. "May | introduce myself? Archie McCal at your service, on leave from my regiment.” Hedidn't
say whichone. "Just anidletourig, I'm afraid.”

Helooked at me interrogatively and athough | had no wish to involve uswith a stranger, it would have
been bad manners not to reciprocate.

"Miss Lee, and my—my brother, Tobias."
He smiled, smoothing his moustache. "On holiday, like mysdlf?*
| opened my mouth to agree, but Toby forestalled me.

"Oh, no," he said serioudy. He was il watching the dolphins, but | could see the mischievous ook on
hisface. "Were on asort of pilgrimage.”

"Rlgrimage?’
"Yes. We're going to Chinawith a Buddhist to look for dragons!™ And with that he turned and grabbed
my hand. "C'mon sister dear, let's seeiif there are any dolphins on the starboard side!™ But once out of

earshot of the bemused Mr. McCdl, he turned on me. "What are you alwaystelling me? Don't never—"

"Ever..."

"Don't ever talk to strangers! That'swhat you've dways said, and what are you doin'? Chattin' up the
firg likely gent who eyesyou up!”

"l wasn't “chatting up' anyone!" | was amazed at his vehemence. "It was you he was talking to, about the
dolphins™

"Just an excuse,Sister dear! He's been following you around looking for achance ever since we came on
board. Last night a supper he was swooning over every mouthful you took."

| was surprised. "l never noticed . . ."

"Y ou was too busy gobhbling that cabbage-stuff.”

"Toby! | don't gobble!™

"Weéll, perhaps not. But you know what | mean.”

"No, | donot ! | do not invite attentions from anyone, male or female, and | never have. . ."

And thiswas entirely true. Not that there had been any males at boarding-school, and when | had come
to London to teach | was just another shabby little school-marm who spent nine hoursaday in the
class-room and the rest either in her lodgings or elsein decorous viditsto an art gallery, concert or
museum, and who would look twice at such? Asfar as being out donein the metropalis, | never left the
school in the dark without Toby's escort, to discourage unwel come attentions. In the summer | kept to
the more popul ous ways and scurried aong with my head down, finding it easy to blend in with my

surroundings like the blandest of wallpaper. That was why Miss Moffat's strange behaviour had so upset
me



"Well, this gent's been following usround al day. And he'sgot hiseye on you.”
"You'rewrong, Toby—"

"No, | ain't! HE'scomin' over herenow . . . You just leave him aone. He's bad news. Don't encourage
him. Don't even passthetimeof day . . ."

But I had had enough. | wasn't going to let a child—and that was al Toby was, after al—dictate to me
whom | should or shouldn't talk to. | was aresponsible adult and could trust my own judgment to choose
my own acquantances. Besides, after the exclusive company of Claude, Danny and Taoby, it would be
nice to hold a conversation with somebody different. And if he proved to be abore, then we were
reaching our destination tomorrow, and that would be the last | should see of him.

After dl, | wasfreeto do with my lifeas| wished, once this expedition was over. | could marry atramp,
liveinsnwith an artist in aParidgan attic, join aharem, live as a gipsy, settle down to arespectable
spinsterhood. Freedom of choice was an intoxicating thought, so when Mr. McCall approached me again
| accepted the offer of hisarm for aturn about the deck, ignoring Toby's furious scowls.

He was an agreeable companion, telling me of hisrecent trip to Australia, where he had studied closgly
the strange marsupia s—kangaroo, koala, and wallaby that | had seen pictures of, but never come across
even in azoo. He dso spoke of the Aborigines, the primitive natives of that continent, but | was rather
taken aback by his attitude towards them, dismissing them as feckless, dirty and backward, fit only to be
driven away into the bush.

"But surely those people, who were there before the settlers arrived, should be given the consideration
they deserve?' | asked rather more warmly than | should. "I myself contribute regularly to the Misson
Society, and our members believe most strongly that these children of God—and thisincludes the native
Indians of North Americaand the Negroes of Africa—should be treated like any other member of the
human race. After al, it isonly ignorance that restricts them from becoming useful members of society,
and ignorance can be cured by education.”

"Y our sentiments do you credit, MissLee!" he declared. "I am amazed that such a pretty and demure
young lady should be so emancipated! Y ou are to be congratulated on your humane outlook.”

| blushed with pleasure. It was comforting that such awiddy travelled gentleman should be willing to
listen to my views. | felt quite exhilarated, and glanced up a him with gratitude, being reminded,
unfortunately, of Red Riding Hood, for histeeth, when he smiled, wererather large . . . But hehad cdled

me pretty.

"] am o glad to have made your acquaintance, Miss Lee. It iSrare to meet someone who is both
charming and erudite.”

If possible, my blushes grew even deeper, but | averted my gaze, and hoped my bonnet hid the most
tell-tae of them.

"You aretoo kind, sir. Any erudition | have acquired is entirely dueto my professon asa
school-teacher, | am sure.”

"A school-marm? | might have guessed.” | glanced up at hisface, fearing disappointment or ridicule, but
it was perfectly bland. "But | cannot guess what such atalented young lady is doing so far from home and
during term-timetoo. .. 7"



It was aclear invitation to declare my true mission, but | Side-stepped his enquiry with anon-committa
answe.

"Likeyoursdf, Mr. McCdl, | am taking some leave."
"With your brother? | believe you have two other companionsaswell?"
"Mr. Cumberbatch and Mr. Duveen are escorting us, yes."

| was becoming alittle annoyed by his questions, but asif sensing this he turned the conversation to other
matters. At luncheon | found the attentive Mr. McCall on one side and a scowling and uncoopertive
Toby on the other, who constantly tried to monopolise the conversation, and when that didn't succeed,
exhibited dreadful table manners, for which | had to reprimand him, thus gaining his objective of my
atention.

Afterwards Mr. McCall commented on our relationship. ™Y our brother . . . He doesn't seem—quitein
tunewith you?'

How to answer thistime?"He's. . . he'snot exactly my brother. HE's my ward, athough we enjoy a
brother/sgter relationship.”

"Ah," he nodded. "That explainsagreet ded. A different upbringing obvioudy. A specid pupil, no
doubt?’

| nodded too, and changed the subject. Time for aquestion on my part. "How long do you expect to be
away from your regiment, Sir? | do not think you mentioned the name?”

Helooked a me and mentioned atown: Aldershot, which he could see meant nothing to me, and then a
regiment, which meant even less. Shortly afterwards | excused mysdlf to take asiesta, pleading a poor
nights rest, and down below | found afurious Toby drumming his hegl's on the top bunk.

" tol" you not to get too friendly with that—that—"

"That'll do! | don't want any of your back-street obscenities, nor do | want any criticism of my
behaviour! | dowhat | please with my life, and | might remind you that you are only here on sufferance

anyway!"

To my dismay the child that was ill in Toby burst into tears and | moved a once to comfort and hug
him, chastisng mysdlf for being so harsh and unfeding. A quarter-hour later we were friends again, but he
was gtill adamant in hisdidikefor Mr. McCall. We agreed to differ, especidly as| reminded him that we
docked tomorrow and would probably never see the man again.

"And now you must promise not to spail the rest of the day with scowls and anti-socia behaviour.
Understood?"’

He nodded, but | wasn't convinced. However he seemed to be as good as hisword, going out of his
way to be pleasant at supper-time and not making the usua objectionswhen | sent him to have agood
wash and bed at ten. As| left Mr. McCal put ahand on my arm.

"A little stroll around the deck later on? We can round off a pleasant acgaintanceship by watching the



moonrise. . ."
| demurred. " Such behaviour is not possible on our short acquaintance, Mr. McCall—"

"MissLee wearejust shipsthat passinthenight . . ." Now where had | heard that before?"Why lose
the chance to exchange afew pleasantries, an episode to press like aflower in the Book of Life?' He
was certainly mixing his metgphord

I'm afraid he took my quickly suppressed smile as encouragement.

"Come, Miss Lee—Sophy—have pity on alonely bachelor who desires no more than a pleasant
memory to carry back to his exclusvely masculine and londly lifein barracks. . "

At that moment, poised between yea and nay, | was rescued by Danny, who reminded me | had
promised ahand of cards, so | had no chanceto give Mr. McCadl a definite answer. However, severd
handsinto the game, | was surprised to learn that both Claude and Danny had noticed his attentions.

"Shouldn't pay too much attention to that chap,” drawled the former, gpropos of nothing in particular.
"Not theright sort at dl. . . . My trick, | believe?'

"Sure and begorraand you'reright!" added Danny, studying his cards with afrown. "Wouldn't trust the
beggar asfar as| could throw him." He had been drinking again, and in consequence waslosing. "He'sa
smooth-talking rogue, so heid™

"It takes one to know one," | snapped. "My game!™ and | threw down the three remaining trumps. "And
now | am going to my cabin to read. Goodnight,gentle men!" and off | flounced indignantly. First Toby
and then them! Wheat right had they . . . If | had stopped to consider | might have redlised that they were
trying to shield me from any trouble, but | was beyond reasoning. The disadvantage to melay in thefact
that | had had to grow up too quickly, make decisions before | had the experience to judge their effect
beforehand, and had midaid something that was essentia to ayoung woman in my position: feminine
caution.

In the cabin Toby was apparently adeep on the top bunk, so | took off my bonnet, shawl and
money-belt, loosened my hair and lay down on the bunk, prepared to read another chapter of Westward
Ho! but after awhile the lantern started swaying to and fro erratically and getting up to peer out of the
open porthole, the glitter of waves from the navigation lights seemed to be risng and faling more
energetically than earlier. Perhapswe werein for astorm.

| could have gone down the corridor to the bathroom and had a good wash, then tucked mysdlf up, but
| didn't fedl deepy. Infact | felt more wide awake than | had al day. | shouldn't have had that Sesta
earlier. Perhaps aturn on deck would settle me down; it would be nice to get a breath of fresh air.

Without trying to analyse my decision or make excuses| picked up my shawl, turned down the lamp and
made for the door—

"Where are you going?'

"| thought you were adeep!” | said, nearly jumping out of my skin. "Just for ashort stroll on deck, that's
dl"

"Y ou're going to meet that man!"



"Of course I'm not! | have no arrangement to meet Mr. McCdll. Y ou should know me better than that."
| turned to the door again, but there was another voice.

"Be careful out there; the wind isrising and the deck could be dippery with spray.”

"I'll be careful,” | said. "Thank you, Ky-Lin."

| closed the door, but his voice came muffled through the pandling. "Remember the ring; remember what
ittdlsyou..."

Why thering, | wondered, as | walked down the corridor and climbed the companionway to the deck,
having to clutch at therail as| did so. | peered in a the lounge: all was quiet, alate foursome of cards
and an old man dozing in a corner the only occupants. No sign of Mr. McCall—not that | waslooking
for him, of course.

The card-playersfinished their game, the seward came round with offers of coffee and brandy, but |

declined. A gust of wind rattled the doors of thelounge: if | wasto take aturn around the deck;, | had
better hurry. Asl rose | felt atwingein my finger, and looked down at the ring, so much a part of me
now that | scarcely ever noticed it was there. Did that signal mean that | shouldn't go out on deck, or
perhapsthat | should be extra careful ?

No further warnings, so | mentally shrugged my shoulders,; just aquick foray. But outside the wind
caught my shawl, amogt tearing it from my shoulders, and loosened my hair till further soit lost itslast
pin and streamed back from my face. | made my way to therail with ashiver, for the air was suddenly
colder. Below me white caps were crowning the waves, and the bluff bows of the ferry were throwing up
spray asthey dipped and rose on the swll. | pulled my shawl tighter and knotted it behind: | had had
enough. Sleepy or no, | would be better off in the cabin, but | had to crossathird of the deck to reach
the way down and didn’t want my hands encumbered.

Asl inched my way dong therail towards safety, | found the ring was itching and throbbing on my
finger; | paused for amoment to rub my hand against my skirt, and suddenly apair of amsdid around
me from behind, fingers dipped familiarly up towards my breastsand | caught the scent of bay-rum hair
oil, brandy and cigars.

"Well met, my little school-marm,” said avoicein my e=r.

"Mr. McCal! Let me go thisingtant, sir! What on earth do you mean by this—this extraordinary
behaviour?'

Twigting away from hisgrasp, | tried to reach the doors of the lounge, the nearest refuge, but he caught
my arm and dragged me back towardstherail, pressing hisbody against minein amost suggestive
manner.

"Oh, come on, Sophy! Don't pretend that you don't want this! Y ou've been giving me the nod al day—"

| freed one arm and aimed adap at hisface, which he easly evaded. "Mr. McCal! | demand that
yDll n

"Cal meArchie, m'dear . . ." and he bent his head and attempted to kiss me, but | wrenched my heed



adde, at the same timetrying to push him away, but | had underestimated the strength of aman all fired
up as hewas. My struggles only seemed to bring us closer together, and | redlised that this was exciting
him il further.

| opened my mouth to scream, but redlised | would have no chance of being heard. By now the
cumbersome ferry was rearing and plunging in theincreasing storm, the wind was whistling through the
wire struts of the rigging, and smoke from the two stacks was being whipped away to starboard. There
was alight up on the bridge, but the windows on this Sde were shuttered and my struggles would not be
seen.

How | wished | had never come out here! How | wished | had listened to Toby, Claude and Danny! |
knew, however, that thiswas mostly my fault; | had, however innocently, encouraged this monster to
believe | had an interest in him. | had to admit | had enjoyed his earlier attentions, being both flattered
and intrigued, stupid, naive young woman that | was! Now dl | wanted wasto gain the safety of my
cabin without harm.

"Leave mealone !"

"Oh no, my little temptress! Not now I've got you where | want you . . . You're going to deliver the
goods, | promiseyou! If we go down to one of the lifeboats well be niceand shuginsde. . . That'sright!
Giveusabit of astruggle: | likeagirl with spirit . . ." Ashe spoke he was dragging me down towards the
gern of the ship, hishands gripping mefiercdy.

Thering on my finger was throbbing redlly hard now, and | remembered Ky-Lin'swords: could it help
me now, when | hadn't heeded its earlier warnings?

The ship gave a sudden lurch, asif the captain had decided to change direction to ride out the storm, and
my attacker and | were both thrown over onto the deck, now dippery with spray. | tried to roll away,

but in amoment he had followed and thrown hisweight on top of me. One arm was across my throat,
near choking me, while his other arm dipped down to my rucked-up skirt and his hand groped upwards.
Ingtinctively | brought aknee sharply into hisgroin and herolled off me with agroan and a couple of
obscenities.

| tried to get to my feet, but the now-danting deck prevented this, so | started to crawl towardstherall.
Tomy horror | saw Archie McCall scrambling after me, hisface twisted with fury. | grabbed therail with
one hand, but amoment later afist smashed into my face and | lost my hold. The ship gave another lurch
and | found | was diding under therail. With scrabbling fingers | tried, terrified, to cling to whatever |
could: a one stage | had hold of Mr. McCall'sdeeve, but | couldn't hold on. To his credit, once he
redlised | wasin red danger, he stretched out a hand to me, but it wastoo late.

Thelast thing | saw before fell over the Sde was anight-shirted figure skidding across the deck
towards us, and asmall object seeming to fly through the air. There was amoment when, my mouth open
inaslent scream, | seemed to be suspended in mid-air, then | hit the water with athump that knocked
the breath from my lungs, and | went down, down, down . . .

Chapter Seventeen



Treasureldand
Down, down, down . . .

Down into the freezing, dark water, choking and gasping, mouth and nose and earsfull of water, lungs
screaming for air, ams and legsflailing, pressure of water and weight of clothes pulling one down il
further, the accelerated thump of one's heart-beat—

God! Dear God! | didn't want to die! | went on struggling, not even sure which way was up and which
down. Suddenly my head broke through to the surface and | took a great gasp of air, adraught sweeter
than any | had ever tasted. Then once more | was benesth the waves, struggling to reach the surface
again: another gasp of air and then back, drowning alittle more each time, my clothes growing heavier
and heavier as| tried vainly to tear them off. | started to pray, hopelesdy, then | heard God answer me, a
tiny voicein my ear, avoice that transcended even the bubble and pop of water that clouded my hearing.

"Stretch out your hand,” said the voice. "And hang on tight!”

The power of prayer! Likeatrusting child | did as| wastold and found | was grasping achair-leg. A
chair? Out here? | was dead, or dying, or at best halucinating. | stretched out my other hand and found
another leg. A chair, or perhaps atable. Well whatever it was, it was keeping my head above water and
| was no longer gasping for breath. Moving forward | got my elbow over the seat of the chair, or the top
of the table, whichever it was, only to find that it immediately overturned, and | had to start al over again,
having luckily kept ahand on one of the legs—

"Steady on, Miss Sophy!" said Ky-Lin. "I haven't quite got the hang of thisyet!"
"Ky-Lin!" | gasped, on agulp of water. "How on earth did you get here? | thought you were. . ."
"Something dse?"

"| thought—I thought you were achair, or atable." | couldn't tell him about God. "Isit redly you?
Youredl siff and—and wooden.”

"How ese could | support you in the water? I'm the wrong shape for alifebdt . . . Sorry | wassolongin
changing, but | haven't tried thisbefore. | knew | could change into different materias, | knew | could
grow larger or smdler, but | didn't know whether | could combine the two at once. Apparently | can.
Orelivesand learns. . . Which reminds me, if you want to live, because we are getting nowhere right
now and you are getting colder and colder, | think we need some outside help. Besides which | think |
am getting water-logged. Wrong wood, obvioudy. Please twist the Ring on your finger and ask for help.”

"How?What help?'

"Just do it. We need swimmers, because Ky-Lins don't swim. Come on, before you freeze to death and
| forget how to turn back again .. . ."

So | moved my hands together on one of Ky-Lin's wooden legs and turned the Ring, with some difficulty
because my hands were freezing and swollen. "Help us" | murmured. "We can't swvim. Pleasehelp us. .



At the sametime| heard Ky-Lin give haf-a-dozen shrill, burbling whistles. | waited for amoment.
"What's supposed to happen?"

"Jugtwait . .."

It could have been five minutes, it could have been longer and my legs had gone numb and it had started
to rain, when the choppy waves around us grew even more disturbed and suddenly we were surrounded
by surging bodies and a high-pitched whistling such as Ky-Lin had produced.

"Good," saidKy-Lin."They heard us.. . ."

It was the dol phins, and within seconds | was borne up on one of the backs and surrounded by the
others, theair thick with talk | could understand through the Ring.

"Bear her up, brother, she can't swim . . . poor girl, wemust help . . . we heard the Ring . . . cannot
sandthecold. .. mustntsink . . . can't catchtheship . . . nearest land . . . the sacred one iswith her,
keep them together . . ."

| was clinging, spreadeagled, across ahard, thick-skinned back, and rolling up and down on the
surface—not aways, for sometimes my water steed darted afew feet below the surface, toriseagain a
few seconds later—but at |ast fedling safe. It seemed easier, too, to try and ride the back of the dolphin
as| would ahorse; at least that way | kept my mouth above water most of thetime. My ride wasn't
helped by the fact that that the other dolphins kept close order, sometimes jostling each other in an
affectionate, boisterous way.

But wherewas Ky-Lin? For amoment | panicked, then therewasasmall voicein my ear.

"Safe and sound. Don't worry: we are being taken to the nearest land where we will wait for rescue.
Toby will have aerted the captain to you going overboard, but in this ssorm he would be powerlessto
turn the ship to search for you. But the lad knows | am with you, so he won't be unduly worried.”

Perhaps a half-hour later the dolphins ceasdless chatter, and the rhythm of the waves, both changed.
The sea became choppier and shalower and by the occasionad light of amaoon that appeared to be racing
the clouds| could see adarker blur to my left. The dol phins stepped up their commentary among
themsdves.

"Comingintoland. .. alittletotheleft . . . watch therocks. . . run them up ontothesand . . . gently
doesit . . . shell fed heavier asweloseway . . . touch down!™

My watersteed grounded gently on a stretch of sand and then wriggled up higher so that | could step of f
dry-footed—my dippers had long gone—and | turned to face my rescuers, now diding back into the
sea | knew that if | could understand them through my life-giving, life-saving Ring, then they would
understand me aswell.

"My friends," | said, standing astall as| could in spite of the shivers and shakes of cold and exhaustion,
"l and my friend Ky-Lin thank you for coming to our rescue. We shd| be forever grateful!"

"Grateful . . . grateful .. ." | heard. "The humanisgrateful . . . we aregrateful too . . . do not often have
the chance. . . most do not understand . . . one day we will speak together without the use of Rings. . .
we will teach humans how to communicate . . . wewill havetheart of heding . . . give usthe human
children . . . they will understand . . ."



"I hopethat will be soon,” | said sincerely. Waking forward into the surf | laid my cheek inturn againgt
the forehead of each dolphin. "Blessyou, my friends. . ."

One by one they dipped back into the sea, their bottle-shaped snouts bobbing up and down in akind of
farewell. When they had gone | stumbled back onto the sand and sat down suddenly, thoroughly
exhaugted, feding asthough | couldn't walk another step.

Ky-Lin came up behind me and nuzzled my shoulder. He was now back to his"living" sdif, but
pony-sized ill. "Come on, let's get you off to deep. We can't do any moretill morning.”

| dlowed him to lead me back amongst some trees, away from the rain, and tuck me up in the shelter of
an overhanging rock, after ingsting that | discard al my clothes apart from my shift and hang them on an
overhanging branch. | was now even colder than ever, my teeth were chattering and | was shivering, but

Ky-Linlay down beside me, and with my back againgt his ssomach, | began to respond to the warmth of

hisbody.

He shifted alittle. "Turn your face towards mefor amoment . . ."

IIWW?I
"Seepy-Dug.”

| turned my head obediently and he breathed into my face and nostrils a. scent like that of sandalwood
boxesin the sunshine.. ..

When | awoke, after anight and half aday of dreamless deep, | found mysdlf lying on the beach, both
warm and dry. The sun was high in the sky, interrupted by afew fluffy clouds, and the breeze came warm
from the south. One could not have believed the storm of the night before, except for the debris| now
saw cast up on the shoreline. And amongst dl this debriswas an industrious Ky-Lin, sorting out pieces of
jetsam.

Helooked up. "Fedling better?| thought you would be better in the sunshine so | rolled you down here.
Come and give us ahand: we need some dry wood for afire.”

Between uswe built asmall cone-shaped heap of kindling, at the base dried moss and strips of
birch-bark. | sat back on my hedls.

"How do welight it? | haven't any vedtas."

"The way your ancestors did, of course.” He gave me two differently shaped stones. " Strike these
together till you get aspark, and hold it near the moss. When it catches, blow it into aflame.”

But | was hopeless; if | got aflame, it wouldn't catch. In the end Ky-Lin sat on his haunches beside me,
forbade meto blow, and got the fire going dmost on his own. Anyway, it was soon blazing away merrily
upon which we had to gather damp seaweed o that it would give off smokeasasignal.

"What if nobody seesit? What if nobody comes? What if they think | am dead?"



"Oh, they'll come," he said confidently. "This may be a deserted idet with no water, but thereisfar more
traffic across than there used to be dl those years ago when the pirates fought here and people called it
the Accursed Ide”

"Accursed? Then no-onewill come, and if they do they won't pick me up!™

"Coursethey will! Y ou've only got to run down to the beach in your shift waving your petticoat and
they'll be queueing up to take us off!"

"How do you know about the pirates?’

"I'll show you." He led me acrossthe idet to asmall cave, and there were the skeletons of two men, two
swords and adagger.

"Obvioudy they fought, over what | do not know, and both died.” said Ky-Lin. "But thisplaceis so
seldom visited that no-one bothered to bury them.”

"Thenlet'sdoit now," | said, and | found athick falen branch to loosen the earth while Ky-Lin's hooves
moved so fast | could hardly see them as he shovelled out ashdlow grave. | had thought | would not
wish to touch the bones, but when it cametoit, it was no different than shifting abundle of sticks:
blessedly, something inside of me had rendered me numb to the revulson | had thought to fed.

Oncethe earth covered them | stuck the swords and dagger in the earth beside. "Shouldn't we say a
prayer?'

Ky-Lin nodded. "I shall pray that they may find a better way next time, and you that their snsbe
forgiven and that they gain eternd rest. Strange, we both wish them well, but in different ways."

We stood slent for amoment, then | asked Ky-Lin how he knew the idand was called "accursed.”

"Placestdl you things" he said. "Stones, rocks, caves, houses can retain animage, afed, of any unusua
action. Some of you humans seem to have a stronger feding for this: they can sense at once when they
enter ahouse whether it has had a sad or happy past.” | nodded: | knew what he meant; my mother used
to cal it "atmosphere,” and | knew now that Hightop Hall had a good one, whatever its past.

Asturned to go back | stubbed my toe. "Damn! Er . . . Sorry, Ky-Lin. An echo of Toby, | guess.”

He nodded. "Do not forget the boy knew nothing better before. Y ou do. But that must have hurt. Let me
see? Ah, alittle touch with my horn—so—and it is better." Poking about with a hoof, he unearthed a
pouch of shrivelled and dessicated leather. "Open it up, Miss Sophy.”

| wrenched gpart the tiff ties and tipped the contents out onto the ground. " Pearls? But what strange
colours. . ."

Ky-Lin examined them, hisforked tongue flickering rapidly over each one. "Fifty. All genuine. All
beautiful." He examined the pouch. "And they have not been here that long: perhaps twenty years. So this
is not what those two were fighting over. Probably someone hid them where he thought no-one would
search.”

"How do you know—the number of years? And why are they such funny colours? Look: black, pink,
ydlow, asort of green . . ."



"l know the years through the decay of the leather they arein, and aso because the colours have not
faded: they tend to fade with exposure and age. The colours? These are very rare, precisaly because of
that very thing. They will fetch good prices. Put them back into the pouch until we can find something
sdfer to carry themin.”

"Were—were not going to keep them?' | said, scandalised.
"Why not?"

"Because. . . because they don't belong to us. The person who put them there will come back for them
oneday."

"Unlikely after dl thistime. Besides, | havefdt them, and thereis no sense of ownership. They arelike
goodslaid out on agtdl, waiting to be bought. Y ou are very lucky."

| didn't understand how he knew dl this, but then there were alot of things about Ky-Lin | didn't
understand . . .

We trudged back towards the beach, and by now | wasfedling digtinctly hungry and thirsty, but Ky-Lin
pointed out a scoop of rock that held a cupful of rain water, so a least | daked my thirst. My clothes
were damp-dry, so | dressed aswell as| could in the crumpled, sat-stained garments. | wasjust
fastening the buttons on my blouse when there came a shout from the direction of the beach. | snatched
up my shawl and prepared to run, but there was a hissfrom Ky-Lin.

"Wait for me! And do up those buttons. . ."

Hewasrapidly shrinking before my gaze, and afew seconds later was back to hisfigurine self, which |
picked up and put in my pocket.

"Sorry ..." | prepared to run again.

"Y ou've forgotten the pearls. . . And when you get to the beach, stagger about asif you are on your last
legs. I'll do theinterpreting: just keep your face turned away."

| did as| wastold, trod fdteringly towards thefire, which was till belching smoke, and sank to my
knees, shading my eyes and staring out to seain the best "Robinson Crusoe” tradition.

"Don't over-doit," muttered Ky-Lin. "On the other hand they are only smple fishermen, so your
histrionics are probably appreciated . . ."

There was much excited jabbering from the boat, about two hundred yards from the shore. | stood up
and waved: they waved back. No-one made a move to come nearer and | realised, without Ky-Lin's
prompting, that they were superdtitious about landing on the idet and aso, thanks to the dolphins, |
remembered there were rocks close inshore. So | kicked sand over thefireto put it out, and then waded
into thesea,

Immediately two men jumped into the shallows and waded to meet me, and in aminute or two | was
hauled aboard, showing a deal more leg than | would have wished, to lie on the bottom boards of a boat
that stank of fish. Not that | cared: at least | was safe, and by the time Ky-Lin had spoken through me,
explaining my dramatic escape from drowning and the dolphins help in guiding meto dry land, everyone's



mouths were open in admiration.

| was given bread and cheese, which | wolfed down, and chicory coffee which they brewed on asmall
brazier on deck. | thought-asked Ky-Lin whether they would take usto harbour and he said they would
for alarge bribe, which was the way they did things here, and that they had had a poor catch because of
last night's storm.

"Promise them what they want, | just want to get to dry land and seethe othersagain . . ."

Dusk wasfalling as we approached the harbour where | should have docked early this morning, and as
we chugged towards land | could see the quayside was lined with people. We were followed by the
scream of the gulls chasing our boat, asthey did with dl fishing boats, and in their exuberance my
fisher-folk flung their meagre catch overboard to feathered appreciation.

Once we docked and | was helped up the steps to the quayside, | was met by Toby, Claude and
Danny, who hugged and kissed mein avery satisfactory manner. It appeared they had at last persuaded
the captain of the ferry to turn back to look for me, but of course he had been unsuccessful. It also meant

that they had only docked some two hours earlier, and since then they had tried to persuade aflotilla of
boats to go out looking for me.

"Only we didn't havethelingo,” explained Toby. "Reminds me: you got you-know-who?"

"Inmy pocket,” | said. "Hush.. . ."

Toby had rescued my money-belt from the cabin, so it was easy to pay the fishermen well, and we | eft
them recounting my rescue to the rest of the the townsfolk, doubtless to the accompaniment of free
hospitality for many daysto come. We found acomfortable hotel where | luxuriated in masses of hot
water to wash the sdt from my hair and skin, sending my clothes out for laundering.

Wetook atable downstairsfor supper, away from other diners, where we enjoyed kebabs with afruity
red wine, followed by sticky pastries and coffee. | felt we needed a cel ébration, especidly since | now
held the secret of the pearls.

| suddenly remembered something important.

"What happened to Mr. McCal?'

The others glanced at one another. "He skipped ship as soon aswe docked,” said Danny. "Last seen
heading for the back streets, sansluggage.”

"Wetried to hang onto him," said Claude. "But no-onewould listen.”
Toby thumped hisfist on thetable. "I knew he was no good from the beginning!"
"All right!" I interrupted. "'l should have lisened toyou dl."

"Don't blame yourself, Sophy," said Claude, going pink. ™Y ou couldn't have known." He patted my
hand.

"We understand,”" nodded Danny. "Surewe do. Slimy feller likethat . . . Takes experience to recognise
that sort.”



| hidasmile,

| had told the others that the dolphins had guided me to safety, and | hoped the townsfolk would now be
more tolerant towards them, but | brought Toby more fully up to date later.

"And Toby," | finished, "just gop me from doing anything foolish like that again!™

Two days later, fully recovered and freshly kitted out, we joined a caravan of travellers moving eest. |
knew we were starting the second, more wild stage of our journey by Ky-Lin'sreminder the day before.

"Timeto buy that cooking-pot, | think . . ."

Chapter Eighteen

A Very
Unusual Cat

Therewere no border guards, no flags, no lines drawn in the sand, no indications whatsoever, but |

knew immediately when we left Europe and crossed into Asia. It wasn't that the terrain had changed: for
days now we had been travelling through undulating countryside, past pretty little villages, snow-capped
mountainsin the distance, the forests on either sde full with June leaf. Then one morning when the ground
grew steeper and the ground stonier and | caught the scent of pinesonthewarm air | knew we were at
lastin Asa Tobesurel asked Ky-Lin."To humans the extent of countries and continents are lines drawn
onamap,” hesad, "and as such havelittle importance. But yes, if you were now standing on amap, you
would bein that part which has"Asid written oniit.”

| felt asexcited asif | were ared explorer. Not in the sense of being the first in unknown territory, but in
the knowledge that everything from now on would be different, my senses bombarded with new
impressions. touches, tastes, smells, sights and sounds. So much to absorb, solittletimeto doiit. | didn't
keep ajournd as such, but | had asmal sketchbook in which | did some quick drawings and jotted
down anything | wanted to remember: "flocks of small brown birds' | had written at one point;
"grasshoppers,” "'lop-eared sheep” and "woman in red scarf* at others. | just hoped it would all mean
something when | looked at it in the future,

| left it to Claude to record our progress, which he did faithfully, every day putting first the date and day
of the week, then where we were (if we knew), how far we travelled that day, any unusud incidents,
approximately how much we spent, and the State of the weather. He had twelve black notebooks, one
for every month we spent away, and thiswasfor the benefit of the firm, to prove we had been there and
back. | would have found it dl very boring.

We had hired awagon, adriver and two spare riding horses before we joined a caravan, as | had got
very good pricesfor three of the smdler yellow pearls, and | thought we deserved alittle luxury. Ky-Lin



advised usto carry our own food, so | had to do a quick mental re-cap of the cookery book | had |eft
behind: not that that prepared me much for the cooking of rice, couscous, dried sated mesat and fish,
dried fruit and vegetables, nor for the making of unleavened bread. Surprisingly, my best help was
Claude, who confessed to aliking for cookery, saying that after hisfather died and they had been
"temporarily embarrassed,” he had hel ped his mother with the cooking.

To my mind this more than made up for his dire performance on horseback. | had ridden as a child, and
the small, stubby, hairy horses we had now were not much different from my ponies. Danny, being Irish,
had an inborn gift for riding amost anything, and he showed uncharacteristic patience in teaching Toby,
who was an apt pupil. So three out of the four of us could ride, which would be necessary on the next
stage of our journey, and | redlised we would have to persst with Claude, who still rode (or fell off) like
the proverbia sack of potatoes—or, considering his build, more like adid ocated skeleton, in spite of the
fact that hisfeet dmost touched the ground.

We kitted oursalves out for the warmer weather with leggings, loose cotton shirtsand, in my case, a
divided skirt for easier riding. The men had haircuts—yes, even Toby, whose locks were now amost as
long as they had been before—and | decided on dragtic action for myself. But when | arrived back from
the hairdresser, | was greeted with sllence.

"Wdl?'

Luckily the silence had been of approbation, rather than otherwise, for they came crowding forward and
touched or ruffled my unfashionably cropped head, springing dready into soft curls. Claude decided it
was sensible, Danny that it didn't spoil my beauty, and Toby said it suited me much better than those "dull
plaitsand buns and things."

It certainly felt much lighter and cooler, and was far easier to wash and keep clean.

In the sunshine we all wore woven straw hats againgt the sun and we only rode early in the morning or
towards dusk. At night our wagon-driver curled up outside, near to histethered ponies, and Toby did the
same. Danny and | did sometimes, Claude never. | dways seemed to find the ants. Normally we flung
back the front and back openings to the wagon, making sureit had the benefit of the prevailing easterlies.
Even s, it was rapidly approaching the hottest part of the year, and we al welcomed the occasiond
sream, river or lake in which to cool off, even fully clothed.

The caravan plodded on, ever upwards, our pace that of the dowest, those who brought their herds of
sheep or goats for sale further on. If we had forgotten anything it would have been provided for, for there
were the usua entrepreneurs who took their placesin the caravan. One family brought a dry-goods
wagon, laden with pots, pans, firewood, rope, boots, blankets, harness, nails, hammers, spare whedls
and axlesfor the wagons and whatever else one needed in that line. Another brought food, including
crates of chickens, and athird provided ready-cooked food. And all charged exorbitant prices

Wheat they carried back in return was anyone's guess, but Ky-Lin remarked that there was a profitable
trade in opium and aso in the handwoven rugs and blankets the tribespeople made.

The countryside through which we passed was completely different from the mostly cosy European
villages, hills, woods and forests. Here were vast stretches of open grasdand, rippling in the breeze, with
mountains dim in the distance. The air was thinner, sharper, more difficult to breathe, and we needed time
to become acclimatised. One good thing was that Claude's "hay-fever,” or whatever it was, seemed to
have dried up.



Sometimes we saw no-one else for days, heard nothing different from the clump of hooves, the clink of
harness, the cries of the drivers and herders, the bleatings of sheegp and goats, the shush-shush of the
wind through the grasses, the twitter of flocks of finches as they harvested seeds and the occasiond
lonely cry of asolitary raptor, circling overnead. Other days we would pass another caravan on the
return journey, or see agroup of herdsmen with horses or sheep, or afamily trudging in singlefile, laden
with packages and parcels, the men in embroidered felt caps, the women in headshawls or scarves.

We didn't dways pass through grasdand; sometimes we descended into mini-deserts of rocks and
stones, and once or twice into the pleasure of afertile valley with fresh fruit, grain and meat and the sheer
bliss of mountain-cold water. To me the tracks we followed were barely discerniblein the now-July
grass, but Ky-Lin told methat thiswas part of the old Silk Road, which every traveller knew well enough
from centuries ago.

Sometimes our fellow-travellerstook out long, unwieldy-looking guns or even ding-shotsto try and vary
their diet, but dthough they sometimes came back with afew smdl birds, the shy Saiga antel ope evaded
them, standing on the skyline just out of range.

The weether was warm, sixty-five to seventy degrees during the day, and the nights pleasant, and in spite
of my clothing, | was becoming as brown as a gipsy. Once we reached our first Szabletown | was
determined to dispose of my skirt, much as | had chucked away my corsets, and ride breeched like Toby
and the men. No-one would care.

Ky-Lin kept me entertained with reminiscences of histravelswith Summer and wastheided traveling
companion: compact, easy to feed and full of Sories.

And the Eg continued to grow. . . .

At the end of July we reached our first objective, the town of Azumak, which straddled the most
important trade routes for hundreds of miles. There was the way we had come and its continuation esst;
another road swung north towards the Russias, yet another southwest towards Persia, while the one we
wanted went southeast towards the mountains of northern China.

To cal Azumak atown wasflattering it. True, there was alarge market-place surrounded by
warehouses, eating-houses, |odging-houses and stables; farther out was a small mosque, ditto a Buddhist
temple; therewas atiny Greek Orthodox church and an even tinier Christian shrine, whose wooden
effigy was so worn it wasimpossible to tell whether it was male or femae, but the Streets of the rest of
the town were a hugger-mugger straggle of mud huts, tents, stals, goat-pens, chicken-houses, sheds,
yards and night-soil pits.

Wefound lodgingsin one of theinnsfacing the square, and it was quite the noisiest location | had ever
tried to deep in. Morning, noon and night there were shouts, screams, yells, the rumble of wagons, the
squeak of axles, quarrds, arguments, sdlers extolling their wares, drums and pipes—and al this without
the blests, grunts, groans and squedls of the animals. Plusthe dl-day dl-night barking of thedogs. . .

We had no intention of staying in this maglstrom of noise, dirt and dealing, but there seemed to be no
choice. | had thought one night, perhaps two, before we found a caravan going our way, but it appeared
no-one wished to travel that particular road. The rewards of such travel—opium, silk, jade, mohair,
certain herbs and spices—were easily available on the longer but safer and more populous Silk Road, for
which caravans were made up every two or three days. Travellersfor Persaleft approximately every



two weeks, for Russathere were few takers except in the fur-trading season.

We—Ky-Lin and I—enquired everywhere, but no-one offered. It seemed so frustrating to have come
so far, just to kick our heds. Wetried to change our lodgings, but there was nothing better available,
although we did manage to change our rooms for those at the back—at a higher price, of course. We
had to eat out and this wasn't cheap ether, and each day we were spending well over our budget. After
three days of this| was beginning to despair, in spite of Ky-Lin counselling patience. He dso advised me
to use some of the waiting time finding us warmer clothes. This seemed ridiculous with the August heat
pressing down on us, but he assured me that now was the chegpest time to buy.

Fur jackets, padded trousers (me aswell), fur caps with ear-flaps, fur mitts and stronger boots, this set
us up, together with the what was | eft of the winter clothes we had worn last winter through Europe. For
all of this, and for the price of the journey ahead, it was necessary to sal more pearls, which Ky-Lin
counsalled meto bargain for through a back-street trader, rather than travellersfrom a caravan. | wasn't
convinced, but after he had taken me through both options, | had to admit he wasright.

On the fourth morning | was thoroughly restless and decided to take awalk round the market on our
doorgep. | left Claude and Danny over one of their endless games of cards (on the second night | had
made the mistake of giving Danny and Claude money to buy their own medl, and they had come home
redling and reeking of somerot-gut called arrack, or something like that, were thoroughly sick, which
served them right, and stank of anise for twenty-four hours afterwards, so now we all went out together,
or not at al). Toby had set off with Ky-Lin in his pocket, having perfected the art of Ky-Lin spesking
through his mouth, Ky-Lin doing the prompting by little nudgesin his pocket. So, although Toby couldn't
understand anything, Ky-Lin could report back to me. | rather suspected Toby'sfirst call would be at the
camd-lines outside the town. We had both seen a sad-looking specimen in azoo in London, and astring
of them on the skyline while we were in the caravan, but he was dways fascinated by the varying animas
and birds we came across.

The market wasitsusua crowded, smelly, noisy saf. Jingling the few loose coinsin my pocket, for | had
no intention of buying anything, | wound my way past the fresh food stalls—mest, vegetables, fruit—to
the dry goods—fish, rice, beans, sultanas and raisins—then to the salt and spices. Next came the sweet
things: sugar, honey, cakes. On to the cloth: silk and ready-made clothes, thread, needles, scissors, tape
and ribbons. Then there were pots and pans and crockery, the latter ranging from the cheapest to the
finest Chinese porcelain. One section was devoted to furniture, mostly bamboo and Chinese, and Persian
rugs and carpets. Of course there were stalls for the sale of arms: swords, spears, rifles and percussion
revolvers. Jewellery, from the exotic and expensive to the chegp and tawdry—I didn't see any pearlsas
good asmine. Toysfor children, wooden mechanica monkeys, dollswith porcelain faces, one sdl
devoted entirely to sogpstone and jade, the latter from spinach through rose to the pale "mutton-fat”. |
passed quickly through the stals selling dull things like hides, saddles, boots, baskets, rope and tents,
likewise past those sdlling tobacco, snuff and hashish, and finding a patch of shade, bought arefreshing
cup of sherbert, deciding that enough was enough and that the rest of the stalls could hold no further
surprises.

| emptied my tin cup and hung it on my belt, to be rinsed when | returned to theinn. We dl had one: it
was common sense not to share in the cups and ladles supplied by the drinks vendors, especidly when
one saw the diseases and sore mouths among the popul ation.

Rather than try and battle through the middle of the market, | headed for the side, knowing that two
cornerswould see me back at theinn. Now | was passing those stalls that faced the buildings
surrounding the square. These were mostly small, some of them selling second-hand goods. Thiswasthe
part where one found the bargains, if anywhere, but athough | looked at a couple of embroidered purses



| had no Ky-Lin to bargain for me.

Now | was at the last corner before theinn and | hastened my step, but suddenly an amighty great
racket broke out just ahead to my right. Squedling, screeching, barking, howls of pain and the crash and
splinter of wood. Hurrying forward | came across one of those sorry little stalsthat sold "pets': mainly
exatic birds, but also reptiles and the occasiond dog or cat, athough these latter were such prolific
breeders that the streets were full of mongrels and feral cats already that no-one wanted anyway.

It seemed that this stall was one of the typical, cheaper ones: cages of pink-dyed canaries and colourful
finches, afew somnolent tortoises, a couple of haf-grown Sduki crosses and—acat? At least that's
what it sounded like. Half the cages were on the ground, the birds fluttering up and down, atortoise lay
onitsback, claws waving helplesdy, and the dogs were barking furioudy and straining at their leashes,
their fury directed at a creature crouching right at the back of the stall beside a cage whose door had
literally been torn off. The anima was spitting, snarling and growling, while the stall-holder was stabbing
furioudy initsdirection with what looked like asmall, two-pronged pitchfork, cursing and yelling and out
of control.

| became aware that the Ring on my finger was throbbing madly, so much so that it was actudly hurting.

| was supposed to do something or avoid something, but what? | stepped forward and turned over the
tortoise which crawled away to safety, righted the bird-cages, avoided the snarling dogs, but till the Ring
hurt. There was a sudden scream of pain from the corner of the stall and the stall-holder had the cat, or
whatever-it-was, pinned down benesth the pitchfork, was picking up aniron bar and obviousy movingin
for thekill.

Without further thought | moved forward and snatched the pitchfork from the stall-holder's hand, and a
moment later wrenched the bar from his suddenly dackened other hand, throwing both to the ground. He
raised hisfist at me and | stepped back as he picked up the pitchfork again, prepared to have another go
atheanimd.

| wasin an awkward position. | couldn't understand him, nor he me, but | knew without doubt that | was
meant to rescue the animal, now growling quietly in acorner and licking at an injured side. It now looked
more like acat to me, although | had had little to do with them, except as rodent-catchersin barns and
gables. | wasn't even sure | liked them very much, athough | had never redlly been ableto find out. My
parents had never considered petsto be essentia to ahousehold. | rode a perfectly pleasant pony, the
doctor had a snappy little terrier, there was an doof striped cat next door and my headmistress had a
pair of bluelovebirds, but that wasit. | had never stroked or cuddled any animal, and when | saw how
obsessed their owners became with them, | decided | wouldn't bother to have one. But | wouldn't see
one needledy hurt.

Thetroublewas, | had only afew coinsin my pocket, and nothing eseto bargainwith . . .

Stll, it wasworth atry. | tried the universal gesture for money, rubbing my right thumb and first two
fingerstogether and raising my eyebrows interrogatively.

At once his attitude changed. He fawned and chirruped like his birds and burst into aflood of Arabic,
putting down the pitchfork and obvioudy extolling the virtues of his beautiful cat. When hesaw | didn't
understand hethrew in afew phrases of guttura French for good measure. Through this | gathered that
the cat was unique and came originaly from Siam.

"Look at his princey form, hisunusua colour, histhick soft fur, hisextraordinary eyes. . ." Wordsto
that effect, but as| could see nothing but adim form, asnarling row of teeth and ared-eyed glare | took



his rhodomontade with the large pinch of salt it deserved. After five minutes or so, asum of money was
mentioned, which wasfar beyond my reach.

| shook my head and mentioned asum commensurate with the few coins | had in my pocket—coinages
were some of the terms one learned in dl languages, and quickly—but he spat in disgust and waved me
away. | knew some of the moves and pretended to walk away, waving my hand asthough | had no
further interest. The gtall-holder caught at my deeve and now his price had halved, though it was il
morethan | had.

| mentioned the same sum, he held his nose as though | was abad sméll, | pointed to the still snarling cat
and the broken cage, asif it was he who had the worst of the bargain; | even poured my few coinsinto
hispalm, but | could seeit wasno use. | knew aso that even if | managed to convey that | would bring
back more money, he would have lost patience before | returned, preferring to get agood price for an
animal for the pot; many people ate dog, cat or even rat, considering them addlicacy.

But there was nothing else | had to offer; | turned out my pockets and came up with alump of fluff and a
length of string. Asalast resort | tried the secret pocket | had made in my new leggings and found the
smallest pearl | had brought to change yesterday but kept as we had got enough with the other
gx—FEurekal

With theair of aconjuror | handed it over to the stall-holder who took it as though it would bite,
demondirated its smallness, tasted it with histongue to seeif it was genuine and again shook his heed,
though | noticed the coins had disappeared and he kept the pearl between hisfingers.

At that moment the cat took mattersinto its own paws.

There was a sudden blur of movement, it sailed past my |eft ear and amoment later | yelped with pain as
aheavy weight settled on my shoulder and severa sharp bits dug into my skin asthe creature regained its
balance and turned around, so that out of the corner of my eye | could see an ear, an eye, afurry muzzle.

The stal-holder moved forward asif to interfere, but the cat spat and growled so savagely that he
retreated, waving hisarms and cursing, no doubt glad to berid of the pair of usat a profit, for that pearl
was worth twenty cats and more.

In the meantime | was frozen on the spot. Having only seen the formidable animal growling, spitting and
snarling and feeling the weight and the claws—admittedly now sheathed—I was scared Hiff the cat
would turn on meif | so much as shifted aninch. | had such apicture in my mind of its savage aspect and
menacing growls, so that when it started to purr against my ear | at first thought it was the prelude to
imminent attack.

However, just intime | redised the Ring was no longer throbbing, rather wasit exuding akind of
soothing warmth. So when the creature rested its head against my cheek and a cold nose tentatively
touched mine, | felt | had fulfilled the Ring'sintention in freeing the cresture. | moved dowly and gingerly
away from theanima stal and made my way down the dley towards the inn, alittle bowed under the
weight. Coming to awal alittle higher than |, | patted thetop invitingly.

"Here you are, pussy-cat. Now you are freeto go." | was glad there was no-oneto hear. "I expect you
can catch plenty of mice and—and things. Off you go now, and keep away from cages. . ."

| had thought it would understand, at least in part, through the Ring, but it was obvioudy deef or
something; it just settled down closer on my shoulder, purring more loudly, itstail tapping gently on the



back of my shoulder, asif to say: "Kegpongoing.. . ."

Of course! It was probably hungry. Well, | could probably get something for it at the inn. Reaching the
courtyard | stepped over to the outside stairs which led to our rooms, ignoring the curious glances of
those who aways haunted the place, squatting around asmall fire or leaning againgt awall in the shade. |
walked up the stairs very carefully, so as not to jolt the cat from my shoulders, or have his claws digging
in once more.

Reaching my room | first opened the shutters then moved over to my pallet, sitting down gingerly. At last
the cat cooperated, legping down onto the blanket and licking a paw.

"I'll go and get you something to eet,” | said, feding foolish. "A little fish and adrink of milk, perhaps. . ."
| had my hand on the latch when | heard a quiet voice behind me.

"Not raw, if you don't mind. Lightly poached with a gprig of tarragon, and water, not milk . . ."

Chapter Nineteen

An Addition and
a Subtraction

| whirled round, convinced someone was playing tricks: Toby, perhaps, hiding under the bed or perched
on the roof outside, but the cat and | were done, and the former had its attention firmly fixed on the other
paw. | shook my head to rid it of the cobwebs. All this had been too much; it was just an accumulation of
gress, that was dl. | wasthinking for mysdlf, not the cat. | wouldn't eat raw fish, so obvioudy | had
arranged arecipe in my mind and spoken it out aloud. But the voice hadn't sounded like mine. . . .

| went down to the kitchen with afew coinsin my hand and arranged for the fish and tarragon. | drew a
fishin the dust on the floor, mimed the filleting and picked afew leaves of dried tarragon from the
selection hanging from therafters. | then pointed to the pan and water, and supervised the poaching,
indicating when | considered it done. By then | was so hungry mysdif that | bought aleg of chicken and
ae it on the spot.

Opening the bedroom door the cat legpt off the bed and advanced to meet me, tail held high and gently
waving. | set down the dish on the floor and removed the cover, the enticing smell making my mouth
water.

"It'shot," | said unnecessarily, for the poor thing was obvioudy dedf, like dl blue-eyed cats, but it had
the sense to St back and wait for the steam to disperse. Risking scalded fingers | knelt down and
examined thefillets, pulling out a couple of bones that had been missed and discarding the tarragon.
"There, nothing left to choke on. I'll put some water in the cover . . ." Stop talking to yourself, Sophy!

After acouple of minutesit started to egt, ddicately: agourmet rather than agourmand, obvioudy. Asit
atel had leisure to study it more closdly. It was completely unlike the chunky tabbies, gingers, blacks,



black-and-whites and tortoiseshells | had seen in England, nor had it the snub-nosed appedl of the
Persian. Neither did it resemble the shabby alley-cats we had come across abroad. For a start he was
much bigger and undeniably eegant, dim and streamlined, with a pointed muzzle and long ditto tall, this
last with atiny kink at the end. His colour was the most striking, of course, dark chocolate at the
extremities and a cream body. Without touching him | could see that the fur was dense and soft. His
clawslooked shorter and blunter than most cats, but it was those beautiful blue eyesthat | found the most
appeding; not adark blue, rather that tranducent pae blue of thetiny flowerswe used to call "babies
breath" when we were children—pity about the deafness. Then | noticed that his earsflicked back and
forth from every noise outside, and | wondered . . . perhaps he spoke some strange tongue that was not
transmitted through the Ring.

Finished, he drank deeply, gave me aglance asif to say "thank you" and leapt back onto the bed to give
himsdlf athorough wash from head to toe, wincing alittle as helicked hissde, where| could seethe skin
had been broken, probably by that wretched pitchfork. | put the dish, cover and bowl on the rickety
table under the window. | was deathly tired after my expedition, but the bed was occupied, and | didn't
want to risk those claws, remembering what | had seen earlier.

"Er ... Could you moveup ahbit?I'd liketo have arest." But how could | expect it to understand?

"Sure," said the cat in my deepy head, moving to the foot of the bed, and without thinking any further |
lay down and immediately fell adeep.

"What on earth isthat?" asked Toby, burgting into my room, but as the answer was perfectly obvious he
didn't wait for one but instead launched into an enthusiastic account of how he and Ky-Lin had found a
man willing to guide usto his brother's village, some one hundred and fifty miles on towards our
destination, and that his brother would be sure to take usthe rest of the way.

"Apparently the guide has goodsto deliver to his brother, knows where he can hire haf-a-dozen ponies,
and Ky-Lin says—at least Ithink he says—he nodded anyway and only did a bit of the bargaining—that
the price was reasonable. What do you say to that?'

"| say you've done awonderful job," | laughed giving him ahug. "Both of you!" For of courseit had been
Ky-Linwho had found the man and done the bargaining through Toby's mouth. "When do we start?'

"Tomorrow at dawn," said Ky-Lin, jumping from Toby's shoulder to mine. "We meet him outside town
at the beginning of the track south-east. Each of uswill have a pony, and there will be two for
transporting our food and blankets and clothes, etc.”

"Well, we'd better get going, then! We have to get packed, buy some food and—"
"And I'mstarving !" interrupted Toby. "Haven't had anything since breskfast . . ."

| discovered | was starving too, and went down the corridor to rout out Claude and Danny. We partook
of ahasty medl of fried fish, meat and rice, then set out to do the serious shopping: firewood, rice, sdlt,
oil, dried mest, fish, vegetables and fruit, and extrawater-bottles. What with packing and organising, |
completely forgot about the cat, though when | at last returned to my room at about ninethat night | felt
an uncomfortable pang to find that he had gone through the still unshuttered window. He had chosen his
freedom. | just hoped he would be dl right.

Ky-Lin had dready hidden under my pillow, so | took down the dirty dishesto the kitchen and had a
quick wash under the pump in the yard and then sought my bed, where | had no trouble falling adeep.



To be awoken by athump in the middle of my stomach.
"Ouch! What thehdll .. ." Sophy! Language. . .
"Sorry! Missed my footing . . ."

Voicesin my head again. | turned over and looked a my fob-watch by the moonlight coming in through
the open window. Three A.M. At my feet the cat had curled himself up.

"Thought you had gone.. . ."

"Just exploring . . . And using the usud toilet fecilities. May | ask you afavour? | am afraid that my side
isquite painful. I would not wish it to become infected.”

| sumbled out of bed and lit the lamp, still convinced | was dreaming, but then one did strange thingsin
dreams. Liketalking to injured cats. | dampened one of my diminishing store of clean handkerchiefs and
bathed the contusions on the cat's ribs. The skin was broken, weals breaking out on the surface where
the fur had been torn away.

"There. .. That better?'
"Let me" said avoicefrom my pillow. Ky-Lin spoketo the cat. "If you will alow me?'

In my increasingly confused dream the cat nodded, and Ky-Lin moved down the bed and touched his
little pink horn to the cat's Sde. Immediatdly the skin seemed to hed, the swelling going down.

"Thank you, Sacred One. . ."

"No problem,” said Ky-Lin. "And now let's get some deep. We have along day ahead of ustomorrow.”
Heblew out thelamp and lay by my pillow, while the cat curled up a my feet again. | dept without
further dreams until Ky-Lin nudged me awake just before dawn. We had paid our duesthe night before
so started to carry our luggage down the stairs and into the street, where it piled up formidably. Toby and
the others were to carry it down to our rendezvous, but it took three journeys, and a deepy sun was
reddening the grey dawn as we finished loading our ponies, Mustag, our guide, muttering at our tardiness.

Even though it was so early, people were already stirring, and | paused to pick up some savoury
pancakes from ayawning stal-holder. On ether side of these adleys bedding was dready being hung out
to air on the bal conies, cooking fires being lit, deepy children carrying bucketsto the nearest well,
bundles of rags coming to life again as vagrants and beggars.

Juggling the hot pancakesin my hands, | saw that the cat was following me. It wasn't coming with us,
that wasfor sure, but it was probably hungry. Carefully | dissected the coolest of the pancakesand laid it
on the ground.

"There you are, pussy-cat; goodbye and good luck!" and off | trotted to join the others and hand out the
pancakes. The guide provided uswith some revolting coffee, which wiped any lingering deep from
anyone'seyes. | wasjust shortening my stirrups ready to mount, Danny having aready lengthened
Claude's, who was |ooking extremely uncomfortable and quite precarious, when | felt anudge on my
right leg. Oh,no ! Not the cat again!



"Shoo!" | said. "Go away! Look | gave you something to eat, your hurts are better and cats fend for
themsalves"

"Just amoment,” said Ky-Lin from my pocket, which he had swapped from Toby's afew minutes past.
"How many are we, counting the Eg?'

Peculiar question, given the circumstances. "Er . . ." | counted on my fingers. Me, Toby, Ky-Lin, the Eg,
Danny and Claude. "Six. Why?"

"Summer had seven with her on both her first and second journeys, at least for part of the time. So did
the One before her, but that was along while ago. But the Ring remembers.”

And asif to echo hiswords, the Ring gave atiny, painlessthrob.

"Y ou mean that seven isalucky number?"

"It is considered to be so by some."”

It was now obvious which way the conversation was leading. ™Y ou want usto take the cat?'

"My wishes have nothing to do with it. | wasjust trying to remind you of your options. | neither want you
to ignore the obvious, nor to make adecision you might later regret. | so believe you should not pass up

on any luck that comesyour way."

| thought about it. It had been the Ring that had urged me to rescue the cat, and | had to admit it had
been no trouble. But it couldn't run behind a horse—

"It can perch quite comfortably on the the pony carrying the luggage,” said Ky-L.in, reading my thoughts
for the umpteenth time of our acquaintance. | looked down at the subject of our conversation, and a pair
of beautiful blue eyes gazed back a me.

"I won't be any bother," it said, quite clearly.

"I thought you couldn't—didn't—"

"Hewas shy," said Ky-Lin.

When we rejoined the others the cat |eapt gracefully onto the back of the luggage-carrying pony and
settled down, wedged comfortably between the haversacks.

"Is he coming with us?" asked Toby.
"l suppose s0."

"What'she caled?'

"Cat," said Danny.

"Tom," said Claude, accurately.

"No," said Toby. "He deserves better than that. He's very beautiful—no, | suppose you would call it



handsome for aboy.”
"Beau," | said. The cat raised its head and looked at me.

"Near enough,” it said, and settled down again. So Beau-cat he became, fulfilled his promise of being no
trouble, and was seldom far from my side when we were on the ground.

So off we went into the unknown, through the undulating steppes, always tending higher and higher.
Sometimes we rode through grass as high as the horses withers, and other times over stony ground, and |
would have been logt in five minutes, but Ky-Lin assured me we were headed in the right direction.

We progressed more or less uneventfully. | cooked for us every night, leaving enough cold for breaking
our fast and alunch-time snack with, as | said before, the competent help of Claude; he seemed to bea
|oaves-and-fishes man—able to make alittle go along way. Having watched the sort of herbs our earlier
felow-travellers had gathered, | was able to vary the taste of the ubiquitous rice and couscous alittle.
Thiswas nothing to the spicy smellsthat our earlier guide, Mustag, conjured up, athough when | begged
apinch of hismixture, it nearly burnt the roofs off our mouths.

At night he erected akind of tarpaulin for us, and we dept on the ground, wrapped in our blankets and
with our cloaksfor pillows. It wasthefirst time | had dept on bare ground and I'll swear that every
pebble and stone in Turkestan, or wherever we were, was digging into my hips, spine and shoulders, but
after thefirst couple of nights | became used to it, having the sense to clear the space and scrape out a
small depression before | lay down.

| must admit that | was intrigued by the sight of the night-shirted men, for they bore no resemblanceto
the statues and paintings of gods and athletes| had seen in various art gdleries and museumsin London.
When we had travelled earlier in the wagon, there had been ablanket dung between them and me, but
now it was amusing to see the Strategems they underwent when they were changing: hiding behind the
pony-lines, running off acouple of hundred yards and crouching down or doing aswe used to do a
school—undressing under our nightgowns. They were not as adept at thisas| was. . .

Of course many of the workers we had passed in the fields, and some of the herdsmen aso, worethe
minimum of clothing, merely abrief loincloth, but this seemed norma and naturd in the native
population—but Claude and Danny had such skinny shanks! And without regular exposure to the sun,
these limbs looked like white pipe-cleaners, especidly Claude's!

The village we were headed for was some hundred and fifty miles distant and we reached it in just over a
week. All the while we were gradudly climbing, so gradualy that sometimesit wasn't until we stopped

for amea or overnight camp and looked back the way we had come that we saw how far we had
climbed. Now we could see the mountains we were aiming for; just abluish suggestion on the horizon,

but day by day gaining shape. Ky-Lin reckoned we had about another five hundred milesto go before
we found a suitable pass though the mountains, which sounded pretty daunting, especidly aswe were
well into September. Now that we were that much higher, the grass was not astall, which made the going
easer for the ponies, and we were instead passing through mini-meadows of blue, yellow and white
flowers, dancing in the perpetud easterlies.

We spent two daysin Mustag's brother's village because, like many other horse-owners, their ponies
grazed well away from the village and had to be rounded up. In the meantime we were lodged at one end
of asmelly stable, divided from the sheep and goats by only awooden paing. We ate well, though:
pancakes, unleavened bread, cheese, lamb kebabs and spicy fried vegetables.



Mustag's brother, Makub, was as like his brother as could be: small, dour and uncommunicative, with
the same droopy moustaches. With the help of Ky-Lin we agreed a price, half down, the other haf when
we reached the mountains.

| bought provisions, though of course the price was much higher so far from atown: morerice, oil, dried
mests and vegetables and fruit, firewood, plus some hard and rather smelly cheese. The poor pony
carrying the food looked swaybacked by the time we had finished, but we knew these foods would have
to last usthree weeks at leadt, till we got through the mountains, as there were no more settlements on the

way.

We made good progress during the next few days and Ky-Lin whispered that we had covered at least a
third of our journey to the mountains.

The ground was becoming more broken up, and severa timeswe crossed small gullies and streams, and
even came across the odd tree. On the evening of the fourteenth day since we had |eft the village, our
guide, Makub, suddenly became more convivid, and suggested he join usfor supper, bringing a couple
of picy dishesto servewith our rice.

| didn't entirely trust this sudden change of heart, and something—yperhaps it was the Ring—warned me
againg hisfood, and more particularly against the flask he offered round afterwards. | couldn't consult
with Ky-Lin, as he had crept off some time before to forage for some falen seeds he had seen eaxlier,
but it waswith asinking heart that | saw even Toby take adraught from the flask, although he made a
face and refused more. When it cameto my turn | merely raised the flask to my lips and pretended to
swallow, out of courtesy, but to my dismay Claude and Danny set to with awill until the flask was empty.
They then broke into raucous song, music-hdl ballads with dubious lyrics, some decidedly risqué, and |
regret to say even Toby joined in.

It was very late when | managed to get them to bed and by then was exhausted mysdlf and could only
givethe returned Ky-Lin an abbreviated version of what had happened. | fell adeep to the sound of loud
snoring which drowned out the more pleasant sounds of the night.

It was still dark, though dawn wasn't far away, when | was awoken by apanicking Toby.

" Sophy, Sophy, wake up!"

| rolled over. "Whassa matter?'

" 'E'sgorn!" It must be bad: he was back to Cockney again.

"Who'sgone?'

" 'E'as. Theguide! | went out there to be sick, ‘cos me ssummick'sfair terrible, and there's nothin' an’
nobody there. There's nothin' but usl The dirty git's run orf with everythin'! Ponies, gear, thelot!"

Chapter Twenty



On Our Own

| tried to spring to my feet but fell to my knees, tangled in my blanket. Furioudly | scrabbled free and
went out into the pre-dawn, the skies dready paling and the stars fading one by one. Toby was il
retching, but Ky-Lin and Beau-cat were anxioudy awaiting me. | gazed around: nothing. Toby wasright.
Makub had left us and taken everything with him. Eventhe Eg . . . A thief in the night.

What on earth were we going to do? Without food, water or transport we would surely perish, and even
if Ky-Lin could guide us back to the village it was doubtful if we could make it. Besdes which, the object

of dl thisjourneying had gone: without the Eg, what was the point of going on?1 sank to my kneesin
despair, but there was anudge from Ky-Lin.

"Get dressed,” he hissed. "Quick asyou can. Wake the othersif you can, but | doubt it."

Thefirst quickly done, the second impossible. They lay there and snored and snored and snored, and no
amount of shouting, shaking or even kicking made the dightest bit of difference. | ran out of the shelter
againto find Ky-Lin rapidly changing into his pony-size mode, asdwaysin fitsand starts, ending with the
last shortened foot and a crumpled ear. Beau-cat was watching impassively, but Toby was till retching.
Ky-Linfinished "changing” and briefly touched Toby's somach with hishorn.

"That should makeit better . . . Tdl him, girl, to stay here and get the others on their feet—if necessary
drag them over to the stream and dunk them iniit.”

"What's the matter with them?"

"A powerful drug in that flask he gave them. The food was probably contaminated aswell. Y ou and
Beau here had neither, which iswhy you arewell enough." He paused. "Well, comeonthen. . ."

"Come on where? What are we going to do?

"Go after him, of course! Climb on to my back and hang on tight.”

"But welll never catch him! He's been gonefive or six hours. He must be at least twenty miles away!"
"With eight ponies? Probably only five or sx. Come on, we're wasting precioustime.”

Infact it was agood ten.

Toby had had the dubious pleasure of riding Ky-Lin before and enjoyed it—I say dubious, because he
wouldn't touch aliving organism, so the progress was a hair-raising behind-bumping teeth-jarring
nightmare—but to me it was an experience | preferred to forget, especially as Beau-cat had decided to
accompany us, and was clinging on for dear life to the back of my (luckily) thick jacket. True, when we
cameto suitable sony ground Ky-L.in trotted instead of bounding, but when hefindly drew toahdt | did
off hisback, groaning and aching in every joint.

"Hush!" said Ky-Lin. "He'snot far away. . . . Where doesit hurt?’

"Everywhere," | groaned, but quietly. Even the cessation of movement was atredt.



"Sorry," he said. "But if we had |€ft it any longer or been any dower he would have gonetoo far, and we
must retrieve the Eg, or dsel will entirely forfeit my timein Nirvana. Liestill." And quickly and expertly
he dabbed me with hislittle pink horn, and immediately | felt better. Beau-cat seemed al right, although
he was carefully straightening his clawsto their correct dignment.

"Thanks. . ." | stretched and wriggled about abit and discovered | was il in one piece. | sarted to get
up but Ky-Lin stopped me

"Stay down. | told you heisn't far. Move forward to that large rock over there and take a quick peep.”
By thetime| reached therock | had aready seen the plume of smoke over to our right and when |
cautioudy raised my head | could see that Makub had built asmdl firein alittle ddll, having tethered dl
but his own pony to alone tree nearby.

"Hereckons he'ssafe," breathed Ky-Lin in my ear. "What with the drug and the distance.”

"What are we going to do? He'sgot agun.”

"Comeback abit and I'll tell you." Obediently Beau-cat and | followed him until we were out of earshot
of the guide. "Now listen you two—"

| pointed a Beau-cat. "Will he understand?"

"We are both animals—" He stopped. "On second thoughts, put your Ring-finger on his collar—"

"He hasn't got one. A collar, | mean.”

"Just because you haven't seen it, doesn't mean he hasn't got one.”

| pushed my fingersinto the soft fur around Beau-cat's neck and, sure enough, | could see atatty
brass-coloured chain, studded with green glass stones. | thought it might be too tight, but my finger fitted

quite easly undernesth.

"Now listen, and listen carefully, because we haven't time to go over it more than once. He will soon
have finished his coffee. . ."

And hetold us what we had to do.

* k k% % %

Wedidn't get back to the others until the sun was on itsway down. What with rounding up the ponies,
who had panicked, broken their haters and were anything up to amile distant, and indulging ousdvesin a
scrappy medl, plus walking the beasts back, | wasn't surprised to see Toby had come a couple of miles
down the track to look for us.

He was overjoyed to see us again, mounted one of the ponies and listened intently as| told him of our
successful foray. He declared it was better than aplay, but added: "Won't you haveto tell the others
about Ky-Lin now?"

| looked across a Ky-Lin, who was trotting, pony-size, among the other steeds.



"Wdl?'

"Probably as good atime as any. It would have to happen sooner or later, anyway. I'll stay behind while
you explain, otherwise they'll probably die of fright. Break it to them gently; at least now there are no
other humansaround.”

Claude and Danny werein asorry state. They were still stumbling around half-dazed, aternately
clutching at their heads and their ssomachs. While Toby hobbled the ponies, ensured the Eg was safe,
and looked out somerations, | built asmall fire and heated up couscous and vegetables, telling the two
disgracesto go down to the stream and not to return until they were sober, clean and presentable. This
took sometime, but eventually they returned as the moon rose and accepted asmall bowl of food and
drank water.

"Perhaps that will teach you to be alittle more abstemious,” | said severely. "Y ou could have died, you
know."

"| shall never, ever again touch strong liquors,” said Claude. "Not ever." And asfar as| know, he never
has.

"What wasit?" asked Danny. "Food poisoning?'

"Man poisoning. Makub was going to abandon us, stedl our ponies and make hisway to the village,
where he probably had an arrangement with his brother to take our belongings back to town and sl
them. He's probably doneit before, on the less-frequented routes.”

"Y ou mean—he meant usto die?' asked Claude.

"W, with no food and no transport, what €l se?"

Toby looked at me and | nodded. "Tell usthen, dear Sophy, how you managed to get the horses back .
.." Thiswe had rehearsed.

"Well," | sarted, "I couldn't have done it without the help of my friend Ky-Lin..." I turned my head and
caled out into the darkness. "Are you there?'

And out trotted Ky-Lin into thefirdight.

A quarter-hour later, when Toby had found Claude cowering a couple of hundred yards away and | had
caught up with Danny, and persuaded the pair of them that there was nothing to fear, | introduced them
to the mythical cresture, explaining that Toby had known about him from the beginning.

"And there were none of your supid hystericsfrom him," | added. "Toby took him for what | said he
was. someone sent to help us. And before you ask, my uncle bought him many years ago. If you
remember | told you part of Summer's story, and he, Ky-Lin, accompanied her on part of her journey
and was there at the inception of the Eg we are here to return.”

| wasn't sure whether they were listening to me properly, and | must admit that aKy-Lin by thefirein al
his shimmering glory was asght to behold.

"I might add," | said, "that he can dso change hissize. That iswhy you have not seen him before. He has
usually been either in my or Toby's pocket. Show them, Ky-Lin."



Obediently, dowly, carefully he shrank back to dog, cat, rat, mouse size and scuttled acrossto my side.
o

Claude and Danny scrambled back to their places by thefire.

"But how do you'se two understand each other?' asked Danny, a question | had been dreading.

"We have anecessary bond," | said carefully. "A sort of built-in interpreter.” | was unwilling to explain
the Ring fully, even to Toby. "Now would you like to hear how we beat Makub at his own game?

"Er ... Youdon't have one of your headache powders|eft, do you?' asked Claude.

Asit happened | did, and dosed them both, before settling down to tell them of our Marvellous
Adventure.

| explained Ky-Lin's plan to make the thief believe he was surrounded, which meant that we three had to
move to different points, and then one by one make as much noise as possible. Beau-cat screamed as
only afull-blooded Siamese cat can (which | admit made mejump out of my skin), | wasto yell the
Arabic for thief, something like "Harami!" then move ahundred yardsto my left and groan loudly likea
ghogt. Then | wasto return to my origina position and ydl "Thief!" again. And so we dternated, Ky-Lin
making a sort of screeching noise like agiant eagle owl. By the time we had done this a half-dozen times
Makub had had enough. After thefirst couple of shouts and yellshe had fired hislong Afghanrifle, then
struggled to tip in more powder and shot, but as it was amuzzle-loader he only got off one more
wayward shot before Ky-Lin burst on the scenein dl hisglory, and Makub took one terrified look
before leaping onto his horse and heading north at agallop.

"Will he get back?' asked Danny.

"Very probably. Thereis plenty of water, and his horse has grass. Ky-Lin says he will bevery hungry . .
. Perhapsit will teach him alesson. Of course hewill have agood story ready, telling them how we were
ambushed by bandits, and he only just escaped with hislife.”

"Serve himright," said Claude. "Haven't we got an extra horse?"

"His baggage pony. A bit of food and someitemswe might use for bargaining, if necessary.” | didn't tell
them thislatter consisted of tobacco, hashish, acohol, opium and, of course, therifle and ammunition.

" S0, what do we do now?" asked Claude nervoudly.
"We go on, of course. We have food, transport and Ky-Linwill be our guide. He knows the way."
"Areyou sure?' asked Danny.

"Of course,” | said. But | wasn't. It wasn't that | had no faith in Ky-Lin's guidance, rather | had my
reservations about our endurance. We till had along way to go.

Ky-Lin guided usalittle more east of the south-east we had been travelling so far. Now we were higher
than we had ever been, the air was thinner and the dawn and dusk closer together asthe year waned.
Gradudly we were assuming our winter clothes: no more night-shifts, rather deeping in our underwear.



The sunwas gtill fierce a midday but the stars burnt cold at night. Consequently we Started off each
morning shortly after dawn, rested at midday for an hour, then pressed on till well after sundown.

Ahead of usthe mountainsreared like fearsome, jagged teeth, their tops snow-covered aready, wreaths
of powdered snow blown westward from their tipslike ladies shawlsin awind. Already we were near
enough to see that the lower dopeswere covered with thick pineforests, and could glimpse the glitter of
the many small streamsthat cascaded down through ravines and gullies.

| had to admit we were making good progress, but for the past few days | had the feding that we were
being watched or followed. We had glimpsed a couple of herds of shaggy horses, and once | was surel
had caught sight of amounted horseman. Both times the Ring had given atiny jolt but nothing to suggest
that danger was imminent. Beau-cat was S0 uneasy, histail twitching irritably every now and again, but
Ky-Lin kept hisown counsd.

One night before we unfolded the tarpaulin and made a pocket of it on the ground, for greater warmth
and protection, | asked Claude, busy making notesin one of hislittle black notebooks, what date it was?

"October fifth. Twenty-six daysto go." | wished he hadn't sounded so cheerful.

Perhaps it was the thought that we only had three weeks and five daysto go, perhapsit was because |
had indulged mysdlf with some cheese, but that night | found it difficult to deep. My dreamswere
snatches of rubbish, and | couldn't get comfortable.

So, shortly before dawn | gave up all pretence at deep and went and relieved mysalf, accompanied by
an equally restless Beau-cat. We teamed up again on the way back to camp, but suddenly everything
changed. The Ring gave an enormous stab, and Beau-cat lifted his head and hissed. "Quick! Run!
Strangersare coming . . ." and he bounded away in the direction of the camp to dert the others. But
before | had gone a dozen yards or so | was knocked to the ground from behind, my head wrapped in a
thick covering and my hands fastened; | was then lifted from the ground and carried away.

Chapter Twenty-one

The Shaman

It was hot and stuffy in thefdt tent, or yurt, and the smoke took its time leaving the anima-dung-burning
brazier and finding itsway out through the smdl holein the roof.

My hands had been untied and | sat with Toby on one side, the men on the other and Ky-Lin tucked
away in my collar, unseen. There was no sign of Beau-cat, but | comforted mysdlf that of dl the seven of
us, he was best equipped to look after himsdlf.

We had been given a space, rather like prisonersin adock, but the rest of the yurt was crowded. Both
men and women were dressed alike, in trews, short skirts, thick jackets and caps, the latter rising
conically to apoint, with embroidered ear-flaps. They were dl swarthy, with plaited black hair and
danting eyes, the men with wispy beards and moustaches.



They didn't seem particularly menacing, dthough al the men wore knivesin their belts or suck in the
tops of their high boots. The tent was about fifteen feet wide, roughly circular, and supported on thin
wooden poles, and there were aready some twenty-five people squatting on either sde of us. Directly
opposite uswas ahigh stool, painted in bright colours and boasting an embroidered cushion, and the
people kept glancing at the open tent-flap then the stoal, as though expecting an honoured guest.

All a oncetherewas aloud rattling noise and athin, ululating cry, midway between that of astrangling
dog at the end of its chain and an owl with acough, and through the tent-flap came one of the tallest men
| had ever seen, thin to the point of emaciation. He had to bend his bald head to enter, leaving the beams
of sunshine outside to dance with motes of dust and pollen.

Everyone straightened up as he entered, and all talk ceased abruptly. Hewas dressed in skinsand a
loin-cloth; around his neck was arattle of bones, from his pendul ous ears dangled the same, and in his
right hand he held a staff with atriple row of feathers. His face was decorated with a smudge of blue on
both cheeks, ayelow line down hisnose and ared chin.

He stood for amoment in the centre of the yurt, then raised hisarm and rattled his staff deafeningly. All
his people bowed their heads asif in worship, and he took his place on the stool like aking ascending his
throne. Unfortunately he smelt like amidden.

"Local witch-doctor or shaman,” murmured Ky-Linin my ear. "Very important. We can ignore al the
others. Heisthe one who will decide what happensto us.”

"Is he very powerful—as a shaman?'

"Not particularly. Probably got the job because of his genetic defects—all that height and hairlessness.
But don't underestimate his power over his people.”

"Then what do we do?"

"Frgt of dl welisten. If I am not mistaken heis about to give usdl agpeech: | only hopehisisadidect |
understand .. . ."

Right on cue the shaman rose to hisfeet, pointed afinger at us (al hisnailslooked asif they had never
been trimmed, yellow bits of corrugated horn that spiraled away from his finger-ends like corkscrews)
and gtarted off in an accusatory tone.

"Good," muttered Ky-Lin. "The didect is based on Kurdish, and one | can now understand, athough |
didn't when | travelled with Summer, to my shame, but | have made mysdlf fully conversant sncethen. ..
Heisasking who we are, where we came from, where we are bound, why we are in histribe's grazing
grounds. All thiswrapped up in flowery persflage to impresstherest of them. When he'sfinished he will
invite usto reply, which I will do through you. Keep your head down, then he won't notice we don't
synchronise. Tell the othersto st ill and not interrupt or look bored.”

| watched the shaman working himself up into hisfinal frenzy, bones clanking, eyesrolled up into his
head, spittle flying from his mouth. His audience was obvioudy impressed as he findly sat down, there
was ahiss of gpproval. But he hadn't finished. After amoment to seize his bresth, he stood up again,
reached into aleather pouch a hiswaist and threw something into the glowing embers of the brazier.
Therewas aflash and abang, and a cloud of coloured starsfilled the spacein the roof of the yurt, to fall
back and singe the carpets on which we sat.



Weadl jumped, except for Ky-Lin.

"Third rate," he observed. "All right for children. Poor qudity gunpowder, mixed with sand and grit, and
little plugs of barium nitrate. We can do better than that . . . Now it's our turn. Stand up, bow to the
shaman, keep your head down, and do arega wave now and again if | give you anudge. Just to
emphasizeapoint . . ."

Now Queen Victorial was not, dthough | had seen her once driving in aLondon park with two of her
daughters, and her "regd wave' had conssted of alanguid black-gloved hand being raised an inch or two
and doing aquarter-turn inthe air.

"Right," | said. | turned to the others and repeated Ky-Lin'singtructions, then rose to my feet. It didn't
help that one of them had gone to deep, but to disguisethis| did alittle shuffle-like dance turning in a
circle before facing my audience. My heart was beating like a captured bird, but after ten minutes and
Ky-Linwas gtill droning away in my voice, | rlaxed alittle. | mouthed, | nodded, | shook my head, |
waved my hands every now and again on cue. As| gained confidence | overdid it.

"Steady on," murmured Ky-Lin. "Y ou'll never make Covent Garden at thisrate.. . ."

In between "our" speech, he told me what he was saying. We were on aspecid mission, but had left our
trail on purpose to meet the great and fabled horsemen of the Plains, who werein aposition to help us, if
they so wished.

Of course the fame of the shaman had aso preceded him, and we had brought a couple of giftsas
gopreciaion for recalving us so cordidly.

"Tell Toby to go to Makub's horse and unearth a packet of hashish—just one, mind—and ditto of
tobacco."

After amoment or two of indecision he was allowed to go, escorted of course, and when he returned he
reported that our gear had not been touched, but that the ponies had been hobbled and were grazing.

"Good," muttered Ky-Lin. "That meansthey are still undecided how to dedl with us.”

To say the shaman was pleased with his gift would have been an understatement. His eyes gleamed, his
tall bean-pole body gave alittle shimmy, but of course hiswords were less effusive. He thanked us asif
we had merely gifted him ahaf-dozen eggs, but hisfingers were trembling as he pulled out akind of pipe
from histatty clothing and proceeded to pack it with alot of hashish and alittle tobacco, lit it and puffed
contentedly, until the sweetish smell of the drug over-rode dl other odours.

| could see the other members of the tribe sniffing appreciatively. Wasit possible, | wondered to mysdif,
to become affected by the smoke?

"Very unlikely,” murmured Ky-Lin, reading my thoughts again. "But any noxious fumes from that sort of
thing can harm others. . . Now | am going to demand breakfast!”

It worked. Ten minutes later we were presented with bowls of amilky porridge, followed by a sort of
blood-sausage wrapped in rice-flour pancakes, and bowls of pale tea. Everyone was eating with us, and
| noticed their gppreciation was expressed by loud belchings.



"Tdl the othersto copy,” said Ky-Lin. "Bad manners not to."

Toby managed well enough, so did Danny, but Claude and I, try as we would, couldn't even manage the
tiniest burp. Having been brought up to repress any such manifestation of bodily functions, | found | was
now surprisingly embarrassed atnotbeing able to!

"Wait for it," murmured Ky-Lin. "First Master Claude. . ." A moment later Claude apparently obliged,
looking as startled asif he had sat on athistle, wondering where the sound had come from. "Yes" said
Ky-Lin. "l canthrow my voice. Useful sometimes. Your turn.. . ."

My expressions of appreciation were more gented, but still | blushed.

"Now down to business," said Ky-Lin when the debris had been cleared away. "First well soften them
upwithagtory . . . Ready?"

He proceeded to tell them the story of the little dave-boy Summer had called "Tug," because she
couldn't pronounce his name, whom she had rescued and taken with her on her journeying, until he had
been fortuitoudy re-united with histribe.

Ky-Lin'saccount however, differed alittle from the fragment | remembered from my uncle's summary.
"Once upon atime, many, many moons ago, before your father's father's father's time, a prince was born
to your people. At that time your herds stretched from dawn to sunset across the plains and your people
were as numerous asthe tarsinthesky . . ."

The shaman was haf-adeep, but everyone € se shuffled forward on their hedls, and the light from the
tent-flap was dimmed as those outside leant in to listen too. It seemed that like children al over the
world, there was nothing these people loved better than astory.

"This prince, Xytilchihijyckntug—" There was agreat gasp from the audience and severa of them
nudged each other, so perhaps Ky-Lin had got it right. Even the shaman now had one eye open. "This
prince could outrun the wind, outride the greatest horseman in the world, throw a spear farther than the
eye could see and charm both men and women with hiswit and wisdom. He visited other peoplesto
bring back to his own people the best of other cultures. He lived to agreeat age, outliving histhree wives
and was survived by fourteen sons and seven daughters. When he died it seemed the whole world
mourned his passing, for the sun withheld hisface for saven days, the moon was velled, the winds were
hushed and the clouds wept for sorrow . . ."

In other words, it rained for aweek.

"But the story | haveto tdl," continued Ky-Lin (and me), "concerns atime when the prince was only a
young boy, someten or elevenyearsold. . ." And he went on to tell the story more or lessas| knew it.
How the boy was captured, sold and re-sold until Summer bought him at auction, being the nice girl she
was, and how they travelled together until they came across some of his tribespeople performing at afair,
when he went back with them. Not as briefly asthat, of course, but with much verbiage and colourful
episodes which served to show the young prince's promise, even at that age.

Our audience were quiet as mice, except for now and again alittle"hoo!" or "hal" of gppreciation.
There was no mention of the Ring, nor how Tug had repaid his debt by rescuing Summer from jall,

instead | heard to my astonishment thathe had taughther his language, instead of the other way round,
whichiswhy | could spesk it now. Apparently too, Summer had put off her own journeyingsin order to



return him to his people without delay.

| began to see where all thiswas leading: theidea of along-ago debt that now needed repaying—but
Ky-Linwaswinding up his peroration.

"They findly parted with tears of regret, the prince swearing a solemn oath on the bones of his
forefathersthat if ever Summer, her heirs or friends needed help from him or histribe, in the however
distant future, that help would be forthcoming. And now," said Ky-Lin smply, "we are here to collect the
debt."

But how, | wondered, were we going to persuade these people that we were Summer's heirs and
assignsafter dl thistime?

Our audience glanced at one another, not sure whether they had heard aright and the shaman suddenly
snapped upright on hisstool and glared at us suspicioudy.

"Before you presumeto collect this so-called debt—" (Ky-Lin trandating) "—I should first want proof
that you arewhat you say you are. . ."

"Of course!" Ky-Linand | interrupted. "Y ou could not believe we would offend your hospitality by
impersonation? If you will be patient for amoment or two longer wewill present our credentials. | must
tell you alittle more about the girl, Summer, who rescued your prince from alife of davery and
degradation . . ."

Skipping over the awkward bits, Ky-Lin and | told of how Summer, while with the prince, had been
entrusted with afabulous dragon's egg—gasp from the audience—which, after she had seen the prince
safely back with his people, she had carried to the dragon'slair in a certain Blue Mountain.

As she attempted to return the egg, it had been stolen by a traitorous companion, and she had lost her
lifein consequence. (Sympathetic groans from the audience.) For many moons the egg had been logt, but
it had now been found, and the dragons wanted it back. They had given my brother and me and our two
servants until the next full moon to return the egg, otherwise they would issue forth from the Blue
Mountain and lay ravageto dl thelandswithin their reach, carry off the young women and children, kill
the men and the horses.

We had been abandoned by our guide, who had run off with food and transport, so we needed their aid
to reach our objective in time, before the dragonsrevolted. . . .

How were Ky-Lins allowed to tell such awful whoppers, | wondered? Perhapsthey crossed their
hooves, like we crossed our fingers behind our backs.

Our audience wereimpressed, no doubt about that, but the shaman hadn't finished with us.

"And whereisthisfabulous egg?" he demanded, rattling al hisbone decorations. "And how isit that you
cameinto its possesson?'

Ky-Lin had obvioudy thought about this one, because the answer came pat enough. "Because | inherited
from Summer the ability to recogniseit for what it is, and also because | can converse with animals, as
she could, and as your prince will havetold you."

The shaman could obvioudy neither confirm nor deny thislast, but demanded to see the egg, so off Toby



went once more and fetched it back wrapped as usua in my shawl. As he unwrapped it | could see just
how much it had grown sincethe last time | saw it. It must now weigh at least twelve pounds, and
seemed to be glowing dightly. There was a definite warmth there too.

| invited the shaman to come forward and inspect it. He walked around it, leant over and peered at it
closdly then findly, very gingerly, poked out abony finger and touched it, then snatched it away again,
obvioudy surprised by itswarmth.

I/weinvited himtoligento it, seeif he could hear anything. He knelt down with arattle of bones and
applied hisleft ear to the Eg. At first he shook his head, then suddenly stiffened, touched afinger to his
own heart and then leant forward again, only to shoot back in a surprisingly agile somersault, his mouth
an O of amazement and awe.

"| added ahissor two," murmured Ky-Lin. "And avery littleroar . . . Don't worry: hewasthe only one
who heard it."

| turned my chuckle into acough. Surely now we had convinced everyone! The shaman, however,
wanted onelast try.

"Y ou said that this—Summer?2—could converse with animas? And that you have inherited that gift?"

| nodded, panicking. How to proveit?

"Beau. .." murmured Ky-Lin.

"But hes—"

"Here," said Beau-cat, nudging the back of my knee. "Been hiding."

| knelt down and whispered. "That silly old wizard over there wants proof that we can communicate. It's
very important. Could you forget your dignity for amoment and, say, walk in acircle, sit up and beg, and
liedown and roll from sdeto side?'

Helooked a me with those beautiful blue eyes. "What's it worth?"

| blinked. It was unlike him to ask for favours. "What do you suggest?'

The answer, when it came, was S0 unexpected that | almost forgot where we were.

"How about akiss?'

| was scandalised. "One doesn't kiss cats.”

"Oh, wdl: worth atry . . . Now, what wasit you wanted me to do again?"

Stralling into the middle, he gazed around the audience with that haughty air that some cats seem to be
able to summon a will. The people shuffled back, obvioudy not used to such alarge anima—he certainly

had grown since | had rescued him: almost twice asbig, | reckoned.

Helooked back at me. "Now?"



He went through the routine with an air of the utmost boredom, asif humouring agroup of children, and
when he had finished he sat down and washed hisface, to some applause.

The shaman hung on, however. "How do | know thisis not awell-established routine?’ Herattled his
bones menacingly.

"Then you choose something you want him to do, and | will ingtruct him .. ."
"Tdl him, then, to jump over the brazier. And back again.”

Thiswould not be easy. The brazier, onitstripod, stood perhaps four feet from the ground, and it was
glowing with hest.

| explained to Beau. "Can you do it?" | asked anxioudly. "I don't want you to hurt yourself."

For answer he stood up, backed away alittle, eyed histarget and then leapt, not once but four times:
twice there, twice back. The audience burst into spontaneous applause and Beau-cat retrested to my
sde.

"Satified?'

"Not bad—for acat," said Ky-Lin. "Now, Miss Sophy, let's finish this with some fireworks of our own.
Raise your arms above your head, bring them down dowly, then point your index fingers at thefire."

Theresultant display of coloured bals, stars, ribbons of smoke and tongues of fire dmost emptied the
yurt, but to their credit Toby, Danny and Claude stayed where they were, with the cat.

| looked around for the scorch-marks on the rugs that lined the tent but there weren't any.

"Pureilluson," said Ky-Lin. "They saw what they wanted to see. And now," he added briskly, "I think
someluncheonisin order!”

Pancakes, cheese and milky tealater and we were ready to go. We had fresh, tough-looking little
ponies, extrafood, fud and blankets, and two guides, only too anxiousto get going.

Ky-Lin reminded me that we shouldn't need any of Makub's hashish or opium anymore, so we left the
magjority for the shaman, keeping some back for our guides.

We didn't see the shaman again; | think he had retired to bed with aheadache. Of onething | was sure;
he was glad to see the back of us.

Later that night after we had made camp and had eaten some more of the delicious blood-sausage | had
warmed up, | congratulated Ky-Lin on his strategy, and Beau-cat on his bravery.

"I knew weweredl right if we survived theinitid attack," said Ky-Lin. "All children love agtory, loveto
be frightened by tales of dragons and suchlike, and adore fireworks. And that's dl they were: gullible
children.”

"Wl |, for one" sad Claude, "will misstheir deliciousfood. The milky teawas most refreshing.”



"I prefer lessmilk inmine" said Danny. "But these sausages are the bet I've tasted in an age.”

"Good," said Ky-Lin. "Youll probably get offered some more before thistrip is over. The pack-ponies
are mares, and the other ponies have aready been cupped more than once."

Toby and | understood at once, | think, but the other two had to have it explained to them.

"How else would they get fresh milk and blood, except from their horses?' said Toby, though he was
looking abit green. "It obvioudy doesn't harm the horses, otherwise they wouldn't do it.”

| remembered something | had read once. "I believe they prefer their milk fermented: they say it'sanice
refreshing drink .. ."

Without aword the other two got up and disappeared in different directions, not coming back for some
time...

Our guidesdidn't believein wasting time. They hurried and harried us from dawn till dusk, determined to
berid of usas soon aspossible.

They were probably scared that the Eg would hatch out while we were travelling, and woke us up
before dawn, curtailed our lunch-bresk and had us on the move until long after the sun had gone down.

Thelittle ponies were more than equd to the task, and even Claude didn't fall off so often. Rapidly the
mountains drew nearer, and fearsome they looked, with sharp inclines, jagged tops, steep cliffsand great
icicles hanging hundreds of feet up.

It was much, much colder, and we were glad of the extra blankets at night. We were already wearing
most of our winter gear, and Beau-cat's fur was growing longer and thicker.

On the sixth day we | €ft the plains for good and started to climb through increasingly dense forest of pine
and fir, their thick, resnous smdl with usall day. It was dso getting difficult to breathe again with the
increased dtitude. Their was no definite path to follow but our guides were adept at finding the easest
way, sometimes having to hack agap for uswith their little axes.

Weadl felt alittle odd: Claude had a couple of nose-bleeds, Danny started talking to himsdlf and | had a
dight headache, but Ky-lin told me that thiswas just atouch of mountain-sickness, which affected
different peoplein different ways, and it would pass as we became more acclimatised.

We climbed for three more days, more dowly as the ascent grew steeper, and Ky-Lin worried asto
how we would carry our food and gear once our guides had left with their horses. Toby suggested that
wetry to build adedge, so for two nights we laboured, with the aid of the guides and their efficient axes,
who chopped pine and spruce, until we had a reasonable enough dedge, capable of carrying at least our
food, fuel and any extragear. All the rest would have to be carried in our haversacks.

At last we reached the head of the pass and made camp in one of the most bleak and exposed places|
had ever seen, open on al sidesto the wesather.

"They should cdll this Four-Winds Crossing," said Danny, shivering like the rest of us aswe huddled



round asparse fire. What he said was true: wherever we sat or crouched, therewas anicy wind at our
back. | crossed over to the guides and handed them some hashish and a couple of pellets of opium for
helping us. They accepted with grunts, but | could see dll they were waiting for wastheir departurein the
morning.

In the event they didn't wait for dawn, but were packed up and gone without a goodbye by the time we
had struggled awake.

"Right," said Ky-Lin. "Now for it!" and he stretched and creaked and popped until he was once more
pony-sze, which sill made Danny and Claude nervous. "Told you | would pull my weight. Load up the
dedgethen, and let's get going. It'sdl downhill from here. . ."

Chapter Twenty-two

River of Ice

What Ky-Lin didn't say was that going down could be quite as painful as climbing, for you were using
completely different muscles, dso faling upwards wasn't as perilous asfdling down adope—in fact
some of that first descent was so steep that we had to hold the dedge back rather than pull it behind us.

That initid way down wound irritatingly between interlocking spurs of the mountains, so athough we
moved asfast aswe could, asfar aslosing height was concerned it was adow business. We stopped for
aquick mid-day snack, cheese and dried fruit, and then pressed on. Later afew flakes of snow drifted
down, and the sky was agreyish yellow.

Ky-Linlooked anxious. "Theres alot more snow up there—well need shelter tonight. These hillsare
mainly limestone, so there should be caves further down.”

By sundown we had managed to find asmall scoop in the hillside, surrounded by boulders, with an
overhang of rock. | made afire and boiled up enough rice and fish to last until the following night and, at
Ky-Lin's suggestion, put the pan outside to catch any snow for filling our water-bottles.

It was amiserable night. Quite apart from the moaning wind that seemed determined to seek us out,
both with noise and cold, and the rattle of stonesintermittently falling from the rocks above, we al ached
al over. Ky-Lintouched usal with hishealing horn and thet dleviated the painsalittle, but did nothing
for the cold; however | was comforted by the warmth of Beau-cat, who crept under my blankets and
snuggled up againgt my back.

It had been snowing heavily overnight; as we progressed the sun melted most of it away, but the ground
was dippery and severd times | ended up on my behind. One consolation was that the spurs of the
mountains were widening and our course downwards was faster and easier, although the going was very
uneven: smooth rock, stony clefts, thin sail.

At last we rounded the last spur of the mountain and there before us, some five hundred feet below, was
awide valley, doping gently towards the horizon, the midday sun glittering on what looked like adiver of



river, that grew larger asit progressed southward.

"Great! Now we can float the dedge down the water,” said Danny, clapping his hands together; he was
tired of dragging on the ropes.

"Not on therewe can't." said Ky-Lin. "And tell him, tell them al, not to make any sudden loud noises.”
He glanced up at the mountains on either sde. "There's enough snow up thereto give usal anasty
shock."

"Why can't wefloat the dedge?’
"Becausethat isn't ariver of water: it'sariver of ice. A glacier.”

A glacier! | had heard of them, read something about them many years ago. Rapidly | trandated
Ky-Lin'swordsto the others, who gazed down at it with awonder equa to my own.

"Wel, if it'sariver of ice, why can't we didethededge dong it?"

"Not on that surface,”" said Ky-Lin. "At least, not for more than ashort distance. It islike abadly iced
cake, and isrough with stones, rocks, whatever has got caught up with it over the years. Also, it moves,
abeit dowly, more towards the middle and the edges tend to pile up with rubbish. Y ou'll see when we
get there”

| trandated again, and then we began the steep descent, which was quite the most hazardous part of our
journey sofar; it was far steeper than we had had to cope with so far, and at one stage we were literaly
clinging to the rocks with the dedge dangling beneath us. All the while Ky-Lin wastrying to educate me
with talk of moraines, ablation, neves, sublimation, crystalisation, firn and crevasses, but I'm afraid | was
too busy trying to get down in one piece to pay much attention. Afterwards | wished | had, but by then it
wastoo late.

The glacier sarted like athin tongue of ice, but gradualy widened until it filled most of thevaley. As
Ky-Lin had predicted, it was very difficult to wak upon. Not only was it both skiddy and didy, it was
aso gritty, fissured and uneven. The dedge was more difficult to manage than before, because we had to
seek out the smoother bitsal thetime, or lift it bodily over ridgesashigh asmy wast. Of dl of us, the
terrain was toughest on Beau-cat. Not because he wasn't far more agile than the rest of us, but because
of the tenderness of his paws; he could manage stones and rocks, but the gritty surface of the glacier
scratched and tore at his pads, so for the most part he rode on the sledge.

The one bonus we had was to realise how we were definitely moving downhill, cheered at our pauseto
et at mid-day to see the highest mountains receding behind us.

"Another two or threedays," said Ky-Lin.
Wetook turnswith the dedge, generaly an hour at atime, dthough Ky-Lin, pony-size, dwaysdid a

double stint. After eating that day it was Toby's and my turn, it being easier with two at once, each with a
length of rope. Suddenly Toby stopped on a smooth stretch, so abruptly that the dedge ran into the back

of my legs.
"Ouch! What's the matter?"

"Quick, over here everyone!" he shouted. "Just look at this!™



"Hush!" said Ky-Lin, sharply. "We don't want to bring the snows down on us."

"What isit?' Claude, Danny and | were over by hissidein amoment, for he was pointing downward
through theice.

"Look," he breathed. "Just look at that . . ."

Generally the ice was cloudy and we could not see more than an inch or so benegth the surface, but here
we could see far farther by afreak of the glacier's movement. What we saw was like something out of a
book of faery. There, trapped beneath theice, were the antlered heads of two enormous stags, locked in
abattle of death. Anywhere else their bones would have long ago vanished, but here they were forever
immortalised. We could only clearly seetheir heads, part of their shoulders and one leg, but they were so
large, even at this distance beneath theice, that | found it hard to believe they had ever existed.

"Giant k" said Ky-Lin. "Some call them Irish ek, because their remains have been found in the peat
bogs of that idand. Peat isagood preservative.”

"Why the two of them together?' asked Toby. "Did they kill each other at the sametime?’

| trandated Ky-Lin'sreply for him. No, onewould diefirst, but because their antlers were locked solid,
the other wouldn't be able to free itsdlf, and would die later of wounds or Starvation, as sometimes
happens even now with the red deer of Europe.

| shivered, not only because it was cold, with the bitter north wind chasing us down the valey, but dso
because it was sad to think of death coming that way—the victor becoming the vanquished. Somehow
for abrief moment athousand years, two, three became now and they were here—

| shivered again.

"Comeon," said Ky-Lin gently. "Weve away ill to go before nightfdl. They are history:we are now.
Their reincarnations will have passed through many stages by now." | had forgotten he was afollower of
the Buddha

That night we found a better cave, which seemed warmer, but this, we discovered, was because of the
snow which had again fallen overnight. The wind semed to have increased and was pluming the snow on
thetips of the mountainsinto puffs of what looked like mist, and drove icy particles skittering unplessantly
acrosstheice of theglacier.

All night long we had been aware of the creaks and groans of the glacier asit moved in the centre at an
average of onefoot per day. Fresh-fed by spring meltsit would flow faster, dso in the heat of summer,
but now it was dmost gatic. Despite thisit till made the most weird noises astheice rubbed against the
banks, or thrust up abarrier in the centre.

What happened later was meant to be, perhaps not. All I know isit changed our journey irrevocably. It
was amistake, my mistake, and acostly one.

It was Toby's and my stint to pull the dedge, the last one before our midday halt. We had done a
half-hour when Toby went off to relieve himsdlf. The dedge was much lighter now, because of the food
and fuel we had consumed and | didn't find it too burdensome, but the Afghan rifle kept getting in the
way. Danny had ingsted on bringing it with us, saying darkly that it might comein useful,” but sofar it



had just been anuisance. For the dozenth time it hit mein the back of thelegsand | lost patience.
Tugging it freg, | sent it skidding acrosstheice in Danny's direction.

"If you want this, then carry it yoursdf . . ."
"Now don't get in apaddy, darlin' girl . . ."

"For the last time, I'm not your darlin' girl!" and | pulled away asfast as| could. Not far to go now:
another couple of days or so and our journey would be over. | fell into areverie of just what | would do
when | got back to Hightop Hall, and saw that | was faling behind with my daydreaming. Seeing anice
long, smooth, stretch of untrodden snow, soping down for at least two hundred yards, | thought: perfect!
Why pull when one could ride?

Gathering up theropes | went to the back of the dedge and gave it a shove, then ran forward and
jumped on asit gathered speed. My weight made it go even faster and | waved gaily to the othersas|
drew level. Toby waved back, but it was with both arms and urgently, while Ky-Lin started to bound
acrosstheicetowards me. | waved again, to assure them | wasfine—

Then the world disappeared.

One moment | was accelerating dong the fresh snow trying to keep the dedgein astraight line, as| had
when achild, ddighting in whizzing down the dopes near the village, to tumble off at the bottom and be
scooped up in my father'sarms, the next | wasfalling into oblivion, my mouth full of snow, blocking out
my shout of panic. There was abump that nearly knocked the breath from my lungs, aknock on my
head and momentarily | lost consciousness.

| opened my eyes again to ablur of white, pain, adragging sensation in my left wrist, piercing cold and
complete disorientation. There was a creaking, crunching noisein my ears, thefaling of stones. . .

"Stay dill, stay perfectly il .. ." It was Ky-Lin'svoicein my ears, thought rather than the spoken word.
"Just don't move, however much it hurts. We're coming to get you. No, don't look up: justwait.Don't try
totalk..."

| did as| wastold, desperately fighting al my ingtinctsto move, to yell out my terror, to wriggle free of
whatever held mefast. | was shivering like the leaves on an aspen tree, my teeth chattering like the
proverbid castanets. All | could see from my prone position wasawall of ice, layered like agiant
sandwich: white, grey, stony, clear, cloudy, thick, thin. Even the strips were wavering before my eyes, for
my shivering was growing uncontrollable.

All at once there was a creaking noise above me and ingtinctively | cowered, fearing afdl of rock, but a
moment later | saw apair of feet followed by the attached legs, and amoment later there camethe
reassuring voice of Toby.

"It'sdl right, Sophy: just lay ill."
Idioticaly | wanted to correct hisEnglish. "Lie. . ." | whispered, but I'm sure he didn't hear me.

"Keep ill. I know you're cold and you hurt, but for the moment you are best just laying therewhile | set
things up. Y ou're on aledge—that's why you mustn't move—and I'm going to land just beside you. The
dedge-ropeis il attached to your wrist, and I'm going to cut it loose so they can haul you up.
Meanwhile| shal stay with you." He was speaking in avery low voice, asif he feared he would bring a



further fal down on us.

It seemed to take an age. | could fed hisfeet nudging my body, hear the sawing of the rope, and then
suddenly my wrist was free, the pain started to subside and a creaking, bumping noise told me the dedge
was being retrieved. | was now so cold my teeth no longer chattered: they felt asthough they were glued
together, and | was surethat if | bit my tongue | wouldn't fed! it.

There was another dithering noise and then Toby was fastening the rope around my waist. He thrust my
hands around something, but | couldn't fed what it was.

"Now, hang on and don't struggle. Y ou'll be perfectly safe. Don't look down. . ."

There was a sudden jerk, and | screamed as | found mysaf spinning and twisting in space. For along
moment | panicked, as the rope dipped from my waist to my chest, and | was afraid of the disgrace of
soiling mysdf, but luckily | had to concentrate on just breathing, for my weight was tightening the rope
cruely. At last | redised | was moving upwards and, risking alook, | saw aring of faces above me,
Spinning dowly round.

It seemed like forever, but it could only have been a couple of minutes later that my front was being
scraped painfully acrossthelip of the crevasseinto which | had fallen, as| wasfindly hauled to safety. |
was pulled away across the ice to safety, and amoment later Danny was rubbing my arms and legs, and
as Toby was hauled to the surface by Claude and Ky-Lin, dl joined in carrying me to the edge and
wrapping mein blankets, while awarm, furry blanket wound itself round my neck and proceeded to lick
at my ears and nose. | attempted feebly to push away Beau-cat's rasping tongue, but Ky-Lin stopped
me

"Let him. Best thing for you: we don't want frosthite.”

Ky-Lin pronounced that there were no bones broken, just bumps and bruises and adightly sprained
wrid.

"No moretravelling today. Stay where you are, and I'll scout around for a decent shelter.” No words of
blame for stupid behaviour: if | had been wider awake | would have redlised there was some good
reason why the rest of the party had been on acompletely different course. | waslucky to be dive, |
knew that now, and | tried, inadequatdly, to thank them dll.

| felt even worse when | discovered that the dedge was awrite-off and that we had lost alot of the
heavier provisions: rice, fuel, honey, the axe and larger cooking-pot. We still had one spare blanket, a
small pan, someflour, dried meet and fruit, but it was apitifully small hegp. Thank goodnessthere were
only acouple of daysor sotogo. . ..

Ky-Lin found usaroomier cave than usua, and once we had everything insgdeit Started to snow again,
S0 we probably wouldn't have got far even without my "accident.” Claude and Danny weretrying to
wrest gpart the shattered remains of the dedge, but they needed the missing axe.

"Pity!" said Danny. "It would have made abroth of afire."

"The wood's damp anyway," said Claude. "No, it's hopeless.”

| was gtill shivering, and there was atightnessin my chest. Ky-Lin glanced at me anxioudly.



"Claudeiswrong,” he said. "Nothing isentirely hopeless. . . Tell them to stand back from the dedge.”

Somewhere at the back of my mind | seemed to recall afragment of Summer'sjourney: wasit something
to do with Ky-Lin splitting rocks, or meta, or something?

There was a sudden flash of light, ascrunching noise, chips of wood seemed to fly everywhere, then
rearranged themselves into a neat heap of firewood in the corner of the cave.

"Wow!" said Danny and Claude in unison.

"How did he dothat ?* asked Toby.

"Tdl him," said Ky-Lin, "that it isliterdly the triumph of mind over maiter.”
"Magic?'

Ky-Lin shook his head. "No magic. Just asimple matter of disassociating various eementsinto their
Separate congtituents and reassembling them into a combination more acceptable to our present needs.”

| tried to trandate this but failed: | hadn't the dightest ideawhat he was talking about. | glanced at
Ky-Lin and thought | detected the fragment of asmile—obvioudy he didn't want me to understand, or he
was making the whole thing up and itwas magic.

Welit asmall but warming fire and Claude took over the cooking, producing pancakes with the last of
the flour and pouring melted cheese over them. Everything €l se would have to be divided up between us
and carried in the haversacks, but we decided to leave this until morning, especidly as Ky-Lin had
diminished in Sze, explaining to me that splitting the wood had weskened him somewhat. | made sure he
ate part of a pancake and some dried fruit, then he curled up in acorner and dept till morning, when he
seemed dmogt fully recovered.

That afternoon while Claude soaked some dried meat to add to a supper of rice, we played desultory
word-games, severa times|ooking out to see whether it had stopped snowing, but it hadn't. The tightness
inmy chest didn't seem to lessen, and that night | kept waking up with atroublesomelittle cough.

In the morning everything was covered with afresh fall of snow that squeaked its protest underfoot and
clogged our footsteps. We had parcelled out what remained of our goods, Toby being in charge solely of
the Eg, which was by far the heaviest individua burden.

"Take care now," advised Ky-Lin, now nearly back to pony-size. "If we keep to the edge of the glacier,
the snow will have cushioned the rough places.

We made reasonabl e progress, and before long | was perspiring. | looked across at the others: they too
were mopping their brows and Danny, now using the long Afghan rifle asawalking stick, had undone his
jacket.

Ky-Linlifted his nose and sniffed the wind, which had swung round to the south. "There's atemporary
thaw coming, he said. "We shd| have to take extracare. Thiswill activate smal streams and rivulets and
may well loosen the snow above us. We'd better move out into the centre of the glacier, just in case.”

We ate afrugd luncheon under an overhang so we didn't have to st on the snow, then moved out again.
We had been plagued by thin wisps of mist al morning as the sun sucked up moisture from the snow, but



suddenly these cleared temporarily and we dl saw it at once. There, admittedly at least aday's journey
away, wasagreen vdley.

Wegazed a it dishelievingly for at least aminute before the mists closed in again, then we al sarted
talking at once.

"Areyou sure that wasn't amirage?'

"We should be there tomorrow!"

"What arelief to seeabit of green again!”

"At last some proper food . . ."

Then what should have been the impossible happened.

Danny, in his exuberance raised the Afghan rifle in the air and mimed what we had seen the tribesmen do
inredity: firing around into the air. He pulled the trigger twice, mouthing sllent "Bang-bangs.”

Then three things hgppened smultaneoudy. Ky-Lin whispered an urgent "No!" the Ring gavea
tremendous stab, and Danny pressed the trigger for the third time. There was aterrific bang that
ricocheted from side to side of the ravine, then ahorrible hush.

Danny threw therifle away, whispering: "1 didn't know it was loaded!" and we al glanced at each other
interror. For amoment it looked as though we might have got away with it, but the Ring was il
stabbing away furioudy and Ky-Lin was herding us urgently towards the edge of the glacier.

"Find usacave, alarge one, Master Beau!"
Thenit came.

At firg it wasarumble so low that it was dmost under the threshold of sound, but it grew in pitch and
intengity until it drowned al other sound. Weran asfast aswe could, but the clinging snow impeded our
progress, and it was like trying to run in thick, dry sand. We were only haf-way to the edge when
Ky-Lin left my side and went back the way he had come, and to my horror | saw Toby had falen. | ran
afew more fatering steps and then glanced back. Toby was hobbling and Ky-Lin took him up on his
back and started back towards us, but at that very moment a huge dab of ice came skating down the
glacier towards them.

| stifled a scream, saw Ky-Lin leap aboard the ice, carrying Toby, and then the vanguard of the
avalanche was upon us.

With ahuge rumbling roar and an icy blast of air the snow bore down on us like huge waves on the
sea-shore, turning over and over, curling and spuming, cresting impaossibly high. 1 looked for Toby and
Ky-Lin but couldn't see them, forgetting my own danger until hands grabbed me from either sde and
dragged me away.

| couldn't seefor the tearsin my eyes. Gone, probably for ever, were Toby, Ky-Lin and the Eg. Not
that the last mattered againgt the lives of the other two: people | had loved, my especid friends. | would
have given anything to have them back beside me.



A moment later | was pulled into ablack hole, the rumbling and crashing behind me intengfied, | was
thrown to the ground and then utter darkness. . .

Chapter Twenty-three

The Caves

Thedark . ..

Darkness and pain and partial deafness, choking on dugt, the rumble of stone, panic of emptiness—

"I'm here, I'm herel" A brush of fur against my hand. "Don't panic! Just get your breath back and Sit up.
Wearein alarge cave and are safe for the moment. Claude, Danny, you and |. And nobody's hurt; just a
few bruises, that'sdl. I'm going to leave you for amoment to explore but I'll be back in afew minutes."

It was the longest speech he had made through the Ring: | redlised that, even in my distressed state.

A wail came from somewhereto my right. "Jesus, Mary and Joseph! Myhead! "

"Your head! 1t wasmy head you hit with yours!"

"And whose fault was that, may | ask? Where are we, anyway? And where's Sophy?'

"I'm over here, to your left. Stop arguing and come and joinme. . ."

Scrabbling, scraping sounds, suppressed swearing and we were al together. A quick hug all round, and
then the questions. | wanted to know if they had seen any more of Toby and Ky-linthan | had, the
answer no, and they both wanted to know where we were.

"Sure, and they were together,” said Danny. "And a canny old thing like Ky-Lin knows how to survive."

"Hewon' let Toby cometo any harm,” comforted Claude. "They are probably looking for usnow. . . ."

| told them what Beau had told me, and amoment later he was back, rubbing against my knees.

"No way out theway we camein, I'm afraid. Thefall brought down part of the entrance tunndl, and it
must be blocked by at least twelve feet of debris.”

| could hear the panic in my voice. "Y ou mean—we're trapped? If there's no way out well die!™ Without
thinking | had spoken the words aoud, instead of by thought-process through the Ring, and immediately
| could hear the others muittering hysterically.

"Now look what you've done," said Beau-cat. "I never said we were trapped.”

"Werein acave, aren't we, and you said the entrance was bl ocked—shut up you two—so we must be



trapped . . . mustn't we?'

"| said we couldn't get out the way we camein, yes, but that doesn't mean there aren't other ways out.
Thisisalarge cave—just sSing acouple of lines of your favourite hymn. Y es, go on!"

"All things bright and beautiful . . ." How ingppropriate! Danny and Claude must have thought | had
completely lost my mind, but as my voice strengthened | understood what the cat had meant. It was not
like singing in an overstuffed Stting-room, far more like being in church. "You'reright . . . But how do we
know there are any passages leading out?"

"Trust me. Stand up and turn around dowly. Seeif you can fed any differencein the quality of theair.
No, I'mnot joking. . . ."

| did ashe said, then repested the manouevre. Sure enough | felt adight difference in the movement of
theair. | pointed to the two directions | thought it was coming from, forgetting of course that we werein
darkness. But it seemed he could see me.

"Correct. Well done. Asit happens| have dready found our first passage and it leadsin the right
direction.”

"How do you know?"

"Because we want downwards and as far as possible east of south. That way we have agood chance of
finding the ultimate way out. And, yes, before you ask, | do know my south from my north!"”

| was quite sure this new, masterful Beau-cat did. | told the otherswhy | had been singing and the fact
that Beau had found a passage for usto follow, at which they cheered up considerably.

"Now," said Beaw, "retrieve your haversacks and let's see what we have. Yoursisalittle way to your
Ieft. | believethere are some candlesin there™

Hewas quite right. There were a haf-dozen ordinary ones and four long-burners, plus vestas. | wasted
acouple of the latter before | managed to get a candle going, then bent to light some more.

"Steady on," said Beau. "One a atime. We don't know how long those will haveto last.”

So, by thelight of one small candle we emptied our haversacks and took stock of what we had. It wasa
pitifully small heap. We each had a blanket, mug and water-bottle, the latter full. Then there were two
coils of rope, aquantity of firewood, the small cooking pot and aladle. Asfar asfood was concerned, it
wasasmdl quantity of everything. A little rice and couscous, but not much; apack of dates, another of
dried figs, afew dried vegetables, some nuts, cheese and a handful of raisins. | would have said that
would give us one med, but not much more.

"Now that we haven't got Ky-Linwith us, it isup to you to take charge. Those two need leading, they
can't doit ontherr own. So, | will help you, and you must be positive and firm. Every day | will scout
ahead and find the best way forward—"

"Everyday ?1 thought we'd be out of here by tonight!”

"Sorry, Sophy, but | think it will take longer than that. These hills are honeycombed with caves, but they
don't al lead the right way; some are dead-ends and others may be too small to traverse. So, come on



and give your first orders. Pack up everything except the shorter rope, get fastened together so we don't
get parted. I'll lead the way, you follow with aguarded candle. Well keep going aslong aswe can on
thisfirs sage”

He paused for amoment. "Tell me: how isthe Ring?"
"TheRing?' | looked down at it. "It'sfine. ... Why?'
"Then that meanswe are doing the right thing. Let me know if it Sarts playing up, won't you?'

| nodded. After that first stab when we tumbled into the cave it had been quiet, so perhapsthings
weren't quite as bad as they seemed.

| decided to take Beau's advice and be positive, so | organised the others as he had suggested. "What
timeisit, Claude?'

Helooked at hiswatch, shook it, looked again.
"Just after two in the afternoon, Sophy. | would have thought it later than that.”

So would I: just over ahdf-hour since we had been entombed, because | had checked my fob-watch
minutes before the avalanche. "Well, that's abonus: meanswe can travel further . . . Right! Off we go! At
leestitisntcold. . ."

In fact, after the sub-zero temperatures we had had to endure, it was dmost pleasantly warm; |
presumed these caves retained more or lessthe same temperature, like cellars: cool in summer, warmin
winter, dthough it didn't do anything for my cough.

We started out with high hopes, but after an hour or so of sumbling along astony, unlit, uneven, twisting
passage, anchored only by arope that we had to adjust because somebody either trod on somebody's
heds or wasjerked forward painfully, we were dl short-tempered and much less sanguine. The passage
was also not uniformly wide, nor did it dope down evenly. Once there was a sudden drop of about three
feet; once arock-fall dmost blocked our way completely: another time we had to lower our headsto
avoid bumping our heads on the roof—especidly Claude!

We conversed in whispers—why whispers? Because it isaknown fact that one dwayswhispersin
churches, cathedrds, libraries, museums, catacombs—anywhere one feels awe, unease or fear. Anything
was possiblein these caves; | would not have been surprised if they brought forth al the thingswhich
used to give me nightmares as a child: bats, ogres, witches, trolls, statues-which-came-to-life and giant
cockroaches.

"Rubbish!" said Beau's thought-voice. "Don't you think that | would sense those things? Stop worrying!"
And he rubbed hisface against my thigh. Goodness, he certainly was growing. . . .

"Y ou dmost sound asif you areenjoying dl thid"

"Why not? Better than giving up and crying! Think of it asagame, apuzzle, amazeto solve. Well get
out, never fear, but it may take aday or two. At the moment we are travelling a a snail's pace, but when
we get into some of the larger caves we should move fagter. Don't forget you have to measure this
stumbling around in semi-darkness with what we achieved in the open. Twenty miles outside, what with
twistsand turnsaswell, will take four timesaslong in here.”



An hour and ahdf later we reached the end of the passage, which debouched into asmall chamber,
before splitting into two exits. While Beau searched ahead we took awell-earned ret, ate a couple of
mouthfuls of nuts and dried fruit, then pressed on again. Thistime the going was easier, but there were
severd halts aswe passed other passages which Beau had to scout. At one, tantalisingly, there camea
breath of outside air, but the cat reported that it was only anarrow funnel that even he couldn't struggle

through.

At ladt, after we had used three of the ordinary candles, we reached alarger cavern, and | decided that
enough was enough and cdled ahdt for the day.

"WEé're not going to spend the night in here?" asked Claude fearfully.

"Y ou're not going to tell me that you redly thought we would be tucked up safein some cosy inn, are
you?' said Danny. "Areyou frightened of the dark, then?'

"Of course not,” he answered hurriedly. "It'sjust thet . . . thet . . ."

"We're all in the same boat, and we're all together,” | said. "' So be agood lad and help me prepare
something for supper.”

We made asmall but comfortable fire and boiled up the rest of the couscous with ascrap or two of the
fish, and finished with some dates. Hardly satisfying, but better than nothing. We were dl physicaly
exhausted, but deep didn't come easily: our bodies were tired, our minds wide awake. Not only wasthe
ground uneven and stony, but everyone must have been worrying the same way | was. how long would
we bein here? What would happen if the little food that was left ran out? Worse, how about using up dl
the candles? Would we wander endlessly until we lay down and died?

Danny sat up suddenly. "Thisisno use, you know. I'm not abit deepy. Why don't we have asing-song
or something?'

"Or agtory," suggested Claude, who couldn't Sing.
"A gory itisthen; who'sto sart?’
"You can, Danny," | said.

To hiscredit hetold us an amusing folk-tale about how an enterprising Irish family findly outwitted a
couple of ill-intentioned leprechauns.

Claude then told one of my favourites, " Stone Soup,” how acunning traveller and his dog conned afat
and lazy cook out of dinner and agold coin. But of course thistalk of food made usfed hungry again, so
when it was my turn | steered away from dl that and started to tell the tale of the "Princess and the Pea,”
but before | had finished | had the strong suspicion that | was talking to mysdlf (and Beaw).

"They'readeep,” | sad.

"Five minutes ago. An interesting tale. My governess never told me that one. But normal princesses
aren't astender-skinned asthat.”

"Cats don't have governesses, Beau. And how would you know how princessesfed 7"



"Y oung princes have tutors or governesses, and they adso have princesses asssters.”

"But you're not a prince—"

"Who says? Want to hear my story?”

| hesitated. The Ring was warm on my finger, the candle was out, what remained of the fire acouple of
embers, but | was till not deepy enough and my chest felt tight. What on earth would he invent to
entertain?"All right, then .. ."

"Liedown, tuck yourself up, and I'll tell you just how ahandsome prince wasturned into alowly cet . . ."
| seer it was one of those. A fairy-tae. At least " Stone Soup™ could have had abasisin fact—just with a
clever enough man and a stupid enough woman . . . But even thinking about that and my stomach started
to protest, so | shut my eyes and concentrated on Beau'stde.

"Onceupon atime,” | murmured. "All the best fairy tles sart that way. . . ."

"Once upon atime," he began obediently, "if that'swhat you want. But thisisfact, not fiction.”
"Anythingyousay . .."

"This story beginsin the country of Siam some few years ago," he began, and | snuggled down to listen

through the Ring. "The current king had many wives and innumerable concubines, so there were plenty of
roya princes and princesses—e even of the former and twenty-three of the latter, if | remember correctly

| found mysdlf drifting.

"The king decided he had to do something about it, as the paace was getting definitely overcrowded. All
theroya children had had English governesses, and that iswhy | speak your language so well, but the
king decided to give his sons the chance of further education, and arranged advantageous marriages for
the girls. The princes were sent to foreign universties—"

"Oxford and Cambridge,” | murmured deepily. "Harvard and Yde. . ."

"And the Sorbonne, of course. That'swhere | went, and that iswhy | was pleased when you caled me
"Beau,’ the French for handsome.”

"But you are acat, not aprince!" | interrupted, waking up.

"Fiddlesticks, asyou English say! Y ou haven't heard therest of thegtory . . ."

"Sorry, | won't interrupt again.”

"Wdl, when | came back from the Sorbonne | found that my father had decided it wastimethat | got
married. | was then twenty-four years old and in no mood to settle down. | asked him to send me abroad

again for awhile, to one of our embassies perhaps, but he was adamant. Until dl of his sons had
produced a son he would not be satisfied, for he had not yet decided whom to make his heir.



"That might have been acceptable to my other brothers, but not to me. | had always been arebel, so |
took off on my own with apurseful of money and some jewdry to enjoy the fleshpots of the world. My
wild way of lifeled meinto some very peculiar Stuations, but none so strange as an encounter | had in
Spain. It was fiestartime, and | had watched avery beautiful girl dancing dl evening. It seemed she had
noticed me too, for when the dancing was over—and very late it was—she caught up with me as| was
returning to my lodgings, and invited meto her placefor alast drink. | was dready stumbling-drunk, so it
didn't seem at dl unusua that ayoung woman like that was not chaperoned.

"Asit was, I'm afraid | disgppointed her, for immediately | entered her apartment | was sick, then fell
adeep on thefloor. Waking some time before dawn | found | wasimmensely thirsty, and wandered
down along corridor looking for the kitchen. On my way | became aware of some strange chanting
coming from aroom to my right, whose door was partially open. | peered in, intending to apologise to
my pretty hostess and beg a glass of water, but what | saw drove dl thoughts of thirst frommy mind . . ."

He paused, and sighed. "We can finish the tale tomorrow. Y ou must be very tired."

By now | was gitting bolt upright and the thought of deep wasfar from my mind. "No, no, go on!"

"All right then . . . Wherewas 1? Ah, yes. | peeped into theroom, and | couldn't believe my eyes. An
old crone, bent dmost double with age, was hobbling round a bubbling cauldron on a brazier, muttering
spdlsand charmd! At firgt | thought it must be some ancient relative of the girl | had met earlier, then |
noticed she was wearing the same dress, and in her ears were the same earrings! Even as| waiched, |
could see the spells begin to take effect; from looking about a hundred years old she was graduadly
draightening, and her hair was turning from whiteto its previouscolour . . .

"l must have made some sound for suddenly she turned towards the door and saw me."

"Couldn't you just have run avay?"

"l suppose | could—I cetainly should havel But | supposeit was the residue of the drink talking, but
whatever it was | stepped into the room and accused her of being awitch!™

"What did she do? Wheat did she say?'

"At first she was surprised, then she was very angry that she had been found out, and told me to get out
and never darken her doors again!™

"And did you?'
"No, | wasanidiot. | did the very worst thing | could have done. Shelooked so stupid haf-changed—"
"Haf-changed?'

"The top half was nearly the pretty lady again, the bottom half was ill the old crone. | couldn't help
mysdf: | laughed at her."

Therewas silence.
"Y ou don't believe me, do you?"

"I'm just suspending judgment, that'sal,” | said carefully. "Of course| don't believe in witches—"



"Y ou should! It was she who made mewhat | am now. Apparently she knew perfectly well who | was
al thetime, and had some hare-brained scheme of seducing me into becoming her puppet and then
persuading my father to make me his heir.

"l said something to the effect that she must be jesting if she thought | would ever agree to anything like
that, saying that shewas just asilly old woman and | wasn't the least afraid of her spellsand curses. I'm
afradthat didit."

Thiswas better than the Arabian Nightsl He had aterrific imagination. " Couldn't you gill have run for it?"

"She had fixed mewhere | stood. | could move neither hand nor foot. Some kind of hypnosis, |
suppose.”

"Couldn't you have struck out at her? Shut your eyes and unhypnotised yourself? Y elled for help?' | was
getting involved in hisfairy-tae.

"One, shewas out of reach and | couldn't move; two, | tried looking away, it didn't work; three, who
would have heard me? Anyone e sein that apartment would have been her cresture anyway.

"Then she started to threaten me, everything that could hurt me most—blinding, laming, impotence—but
| gathered from her mutterings that these spellslasted only for aspecific time, and | reckoned | could put
up with any form of disability for ashort while. My spirits started to rise, and at last | found atonguein
my head, tried to defy her.

"1 don't blieve you have any powersat dl!' | said. "Why, if you could work any spdlls, you would
have turned me into adog or atoad or acrow long ago!’ A foolish boast to make, for at once she started
to circle me, muttering in astrange tongue, and arhythm | redlised was a primitive form of spell-casting.

"Suddenly | felt ahorrid shrinking feding, and redlised the floor was coming up to meet me. | found |
wason al fours, and that my feet were turning into clawed paws! The room was expanding, my mouth
became full of pointed teeth, suddenly | had sprouted atail, my body had become covered in fur, and
there | was, crouched on the ground amidst my discarded clothing. The only thing from my other life that
| till retained was the neckace | had been wearing—an insurance against the need for money—which |
dtill wear."

"Y ou mean the one you're wearing now? The tatty one of coloured glass and brass?' | snorted with
derison. "l supposeyou'regoing to tell meit isredly gold and emeralds!”

"Of course—when she changed me she changed that aswell, without realising it. She laughed a me,
gave me alusty kick, and opened the window. "Out you go, tom-cat; roam the dleys until you die, or
esefind avirgin who will give you three human kisses of her own volition. And thisyou must do within
the year, else you will turn to dust!

"| legpt from the window and fled." He paused. "And that'sit. That was four months ago; | won't bore
you with my aimless wanderings, nor my capture by that stall-holder you rescued mefrom. Y ou arethe
one | have been looking for, the one with the Ring, the only one | can explain thisto." He paused again.
"So how about it?"

"About what?'



"A kiss, fredy given. Thefirg . .. Or more, if youfed likeit.”
| drew away and tucked mysdlf up again. A story wasastory, but asto believing it—

"l don't kisscats," | said. "Sorry. It was agood tae, though. ‘Night . . ." And | turned over and went to
degp dmog immediately.

Chapter Twenty-four

ThelLast Barrier

| woke from awonderful dream, ingtantly forgotten as | redlised nothing had changed, that we were il
imprisoned in thismaze of caves. But the good fedling persisted, which wasjust aswell, because the
others, except Beau, were distinctly querulous and grumpy. It took me time to get them going, to make
them believe that a breakfast of ahandful of nuts and raisns and adrink of water from abrackish pool
was suganing.

However we made good progress that day, led by the indefatigable cat and heartened by the fact that
the passages we followed all seemed to dope downwards and lead in the right direction. Then around
fivein the evening, we came across an unexpected hazard.

Beau came trotting back to announce that afew hundred yards farther on the passage dropped away
somethirty feet after arecent subsidence, and it would be difficult to climb down.

"We mustn't get too near the edge: it'still crumbling away."
"No other way round? An dternative passage?’
"Sorry, no."

We proceeded cautioudy, but there was no doubt when we came to the edge of the landdlide, for there
were gtill rattles of stone and pebble, and the ground felt crumbly benesth our feet.

"How do we get down?' said Danny.

"Not sure," | said. "Beauisgoingtotakealook . .. Takecare" | muttered to him. "We don't want to
loseyou. . ."

"Giveusakiss, then..."
"Shut up! Sorry .. ."

"Apology accepted. Don't worry: cats have nine lives, you know, evenif they areprincesin disguise. . ."



Hisfur did under my hand and he disappeared. Claude, Danny and | huddled together, listening to the
dithersdill occuring.

"How long has he been?' | whispered to Claude.

"Nearly five minutes," he whispered back, and after that | must have asked him to consult hiswatch
every thirty seconds, until hetold me gruffly to stay <till and wait. But the waiting seemed intolerable and
it waswith the greatest relief that | heard a scrabble of claws and a panting Beau arrived back.

| overwhemed him with questions until he tapped his paw against my thigh. "Hush up! Let me get my
breath back . . ." A couple of minuteslater he told me what he had found. "Now you won't likeit, but it
isntimpossible. It'sfarther than | thought, some sixty feet or so, and it ismore or less sheer dl the way
down. And before you ask, no, none of you could expect to climb down unassisted.”

"Then how in theworld did you manageit?’

"Have you ever watched a cat climb down from high up in atree? No, | thought not. They spread out dll
their claws and come down backwards, paw over paw, back ones hanging on, front ones finding the best
purchase, then, when they reckon they are near enough to the ground, they twist around, kick off with
their back feet and land right way up.”

| trandated the essentid bitsto the others.
"All right for cats, but how do we manage?’ said Danny.

"Find awitch, and we can all be cats." | said facetioudy. Beau was the only one who knew what | was
talking about, and he wasn't best pleased.

"Serveyou right if | left you to work it out for yourselves!" he hissed. Of course he didn't mean it, and
between us we planned aviable solution. We had a rope fifty feet long, which would have to be looped
securdly at the top; thiswould make it too short to reach the ground at the other end, but if we added a
couple of blanketsthat should lengthen it enough. Unfortunately the nearest knob of rock to which we
could attach the rope was some way back down the passage, so it meant tying our jackets together by
the deevesto get the extralength. At last Beau declared himself satisfied with our knots, and | only
hoped the seamsin our now rather tatty jackets wouldn't split.

"Wdl, who'sfirs?" | asked. "Afraid I've never climbed down arope before.”

"Neither havel," said Claude.

"Sureand | have" said Danny. "Many'sthe time my paand | went—"

He stopped suddenly asif afraid of saying too much. He shrugged. "I'll go first. Give usacandle and
vestas, and it'll light the rest of you down." He spat on his hands and rolled the deeves of hiswoollen shirt
down over the palms. Grabbing the rope he swung himself over the edge accompanied by the rattle of
stones and pebbles. He disappeared into the darkness, and there was only the creak of the rope and an

occadond muffled exclamation to show us hewas dill there.

There was an agonising walit, then athump and an " Ouch!"



"Areyou dl right?'

"Sure, fine and dandy!" His voice had an echo. "Apart from abroken leg and alump on my head the sze
of aduck'segg . . . Only joking. The ropeis till about three feet short: difficult to see where you're
landing. Haul the rope back and send down the haversacks next, while | light thiscandle.”

L ooping the straps through Claude's scarf, which gave us the extralength we needed, thiswas
accomplished successtully, then it was my turn.

My pamswere sweeting. "I'll never makeit!"

"Of course you will," said Beau. "Make a proper loop from the scarf and Claude will lower you down.
You're not heavy, anditisn't very far."

After dl that it was easier than going to the dentist; there was amoment of utter panic when | was
lowered over the edge, but [uckily I kept my mouth shut. Claude lowered me jerkily, hand over hand, but
as| had my eyesfirmly closed it wasn't until | found Danny's hands around my waist thet | redlised that |
was safe. He set me down gently as| disentangled mysdlf from the scarf.

"All right, Sophy?'
| nodded, exhding abreath | hadn't realised | was holding.

Now it was Claude's turn. The rope started swaying, Danny grabbed the end to hold it steady, and soon
enough | saw the soles of Claude's boots by the light of the candle some ten or fifteen feet above me.
Then everything went wrong. There was a snapping, tearing sound and hefell the last Six feet, bringing the
scaf and my jacket, minusthe right deeve, to land heavily with hisleft ankle twisted undernegth him.

Helet out acry as hetried to stand and crumpled back down again. Even by the sparse light of the
candle| could seethat hisface was white and twisted with pain.

"Think I've broken it—swdling up like mad!"

| unlaced his boot carefully, before the ankle swelled up too much to get it off; casting about for
something to wrap it up | saw the very thing: his own scarf. Pouring water from my water-bottle |
handled the ankle carefully: there had been plenty of sprainsand breaksin the school at which | had
taught, and | could see and fed that there was no break, but sometimes a sprain was more painful. |
wrapped it up tightly until he looked like aman with abad case of gout.

"Just take it easy. I'll give you a headache powder to ease the pain abit."

"Alwaysknew hisbranswerein hisfest. .. ."

"Don't becrue, Danny . . ." dthough | was smiling to myself. | telegraphed Beau to unhook the rope and
send it down, moving us out of theway. It snaked into anesat coil a my feet, closely followed by the cat
himsdf.

| insisted that we carry on, although Claude wasin considerable pain. Perhaps | was being hard, but |

knew just how little food there was | eft and God only knew how long it would take usto find away out.
Wedid stop early for supper and deep, dthough both werein short supply.



| lay awake longer than the others, trying to control my troublesome cough.

Next day we moved asfast and asfar as we could, athough Claude found it difficult to keep up, even
though the passage was now mostly wide enough for Danny to walk aongside and hook his shoulder
under Claude's. | wasreally worried; we were down to amere handful of food, athough there were
plenty of little streams and rivulets to dake our thirst. Most worrying of al wasthe Stuation asfar asthe
candles were concerned. There were only two and a haf left, and while we could manage without food
for awhile, we couldn't sumble about in the darkness.

| wasjust about to suggest settling down for the night, having turned to see the exhausted faces of Danny
and Claude, when Beau came bounding up the passage.

"Another haf-mile and thereisalarge cavern. No way out, but a glimpse of the world outside.”

Intrigued, we followed him into a cave, thelargest | had ever seen, stretching away into a darknesstoo
gresat for our feeble candle. Not only did it Stretch away on either side, it aso soared up like the roof of a
cathedral, and even our whispers were tossed back in mini-echoes. It was avesome and | felt abit like
tip-toeing. It was the sort of place one would expect to find stalactites and stalagmites marching away
likethepillarsin achurch.

We wadked dong the left side until we found arelatively smooth patch to settle down on. | dished out
most of what was left—only ahandful of dried fruit for breakfast, and that was it—then renewed
Claude's bandage. As soon aswe werefinished | blew out the remains of the candle, hoping it would last
usfor awhilein the morning.

Then it happened.

Therewas aglow in the cavern, asoft light that came and went. We dl looked up in the same direction
at once and there was a collective gasp of recognition.

"Thesky!"

"Moonlight."

"Cloudd"

"And the slars—how absolutely wonderful!™

Stumbling in the dark, but drawn irresistably by the light, we walked into the centre of the cavern, and
stood under the jagged hole that scarred the southern wall of the cave. No way could we climb up there:
it must have been ahundred feet up, but from where we stood we could feel the occasiond breath of

fresh, colder air. Heavy cloudsinterrupted the westering moon, now near full, and | felt asudden alarm
when | realised the Eg had to be ddlivered on the night after the full—

"Reminds me of home," said Danny. "The roof'slesking. Anyone got a bucket?' and he pointed to the
shaft of light, down which drifted afew desultory snowflakes.

We awoketo light, red light, day-light.



None of us had passed a particularly good night. There was the uneven dripping of water from
somewhere nearby; it was colder than it had been and the blankets were not much help; worst of al there
were certain cracking and rumbling noises, mosily far off, athough the echoesin the cavern were
digtortive, and my chest fdt tight and uncomfortable.

"Sounds asif the whole complex isfdling to pieces,” | muttered to Beaul.

"Nothing of the sort! Every now and again, especially when the temperature changes, or when water has
built up and seeks away out, then you get arockfall or two: that's what you can hear. Go back to deep.

And now, likedl morningsin thelight, the night fears and dangers were chased away. The dawnlight
coming down through Danny's"holein the roof" was ill grey, but quite strong enough for usto seeto eat
the handful of food |&ft.

"That'sit," | sad unnecessarily.

Beau, who had eaten nothing for two days, now came and nudged my elbow. "Come and see something
that might cheer you up.”

Heled me over to a spot dmost directly opposite the soft light coming through thejagged hole. | peered
at thewadll: it looked as though there were faint scraichesin the stone.

"What isit? Why isit important?'
"It'shope. Our first. Wait aminute until the light grows stronger, then look closer.”

| did as he suggested, then | could make out what looked like pictures of animals, but the sort of animals
| had never seen before. A long-tusked elephant with athick coat of hair, atiger with down-pointing
canine teeth, horses with thick, stubby legs and manes, deer with enormous antlers, just like the oneswe
had seenintheice. .. And among them al were sketches of fur-clad men with spears and clubs. Some
of the animaswere pictured lying on the ground, stuck with broken spears—

"What doesit mean?'

"It means that once upon atime, perhaps thousands of years ago, men lit firesin here, cooked, ate, dept
and raised their children—and they couldn't have done that unless there was away in and away ot.
Thaose pictures you see were their record of the animals they hunted and how."

"Thenwhy did they leave?'

"Probably an Ice Age, like the one that created the glacier. They were meat-eaters, so would follow the
migration of their food farther south. It could have been tribal warfare or disease, but there are no bones.
I've looked."

"Y ou said yoursdlf that could have been thousands of years ago! The way could well have been blocked
longsnce"

"There are Signs of more recent occupation, if you move alittle farther dong—there! Put out your hand:
what do you fed?'



It sounded very silly when | said it. "Big toes?"
"Right. Step back some way and then look up.”

| saw what looked like Sx statues, some twenty feet high, carved into the rock. The light from the roof
was stronger now and a shaft of sun struck momentarily against one of the eroding faces. danted eyes, a
camflat face, curved lips.

"The Six Immortds, | guess,” said Beaw. "This place must have been some sort of temple somethree or
four hundred years ago. If you look between each pair of feet you will find aniche or bowl for offerings.
So the worshippers had away in and away out.”

"Then why did they stop coming to worship?'

"That | don't know. What | do know isthat we cannot be far from the way out now, and the quicker we
get going, the quicker we get out.”

| told the others what we had seen, we packed up and started off, but it took longer than we thought.
Claude's ankle had stiffened up, and we had to adapt to his dower pace, so that it waswell past mid-day
when we had traversed the full length of the cavern, some two miles, and left what there was of the light
behind, lighting our penultimate candle in the only passage Beau could find.

It seemed claustrophobic being in a passage again after the size of the cavern, but we ssumbled on as
best we could, and | reckoned we had made another mile when the passage turned a corner and
widened abruptly. At the same time the sound of running water we had been hearing intermittently
suddenly intengfied until it dmost drowned speech, and the candle-flame bent back onitsdf. The only
encouragement was that there seemed to be adight lessening of the darkness ahead.

Now thewalls on ether side of uswere dripping with water, and as we rounded yet another turn we
saw why: across our path raged aroaring torrent of water, effectively blocking our progress.

We had come to the end of the road.

Chapter Twenty-five

Dangerous
Crossing

| sat down hard and burst into tears. Anger, disappointment, frustration and fear: to have come so far
and to befinaly denied our freedom. A further crudty were the chinks of light that came through a crack
in the roof above, showing usjust how impossible a crossng would be. At sometime or another water
had built up against awall of the cave until the rock had given way and the water had roared through,
digging itself adeep channe over the years, to disappear underground once more.

One by one we retreated to the first bend in the passage, where at |east we could hear ourselves speak.



"|—I can't swim!" blubbered Claude, histears, like mine, mixing with the fine spray that had drenched
us. Indeed we were dl shivering, and it wasthis, more than anything, that brought me back to my senses.

"Neither canl," | sad. "But there must be some way across.”

"Not through that water," said Danny, hisusua optimism dampened. "Y ou're not on your own, Claude,
you gregt lob-lally, so pull yourself together and get that brain of yoursworking. Well think of
something.” But he didn't sound convinced.

| looked around. "Wheres Beau?' | wiped my face, ashamed of my earlier outburst.

"Here," he said. "Just been reconnoitering.” He was dripping; hisfur clung to himin clumps, bare skin
showing through the darkened pdlt. "All may not belost.” He spoke to me through drying licks of hisfur.
"This must be the reason (lick) that the cavern was finally abandoned. (Lick) We can't get out at the far
end (lick) where the water exits (lick) because thereisarisk (lick) that we would be sucked down and
log."

"It'sall impossible!” | burst out. "We can't wade or swim across: we'd be dashed to pieces on the rocks.
There must be some other way out!™

"Probably, but it might take daysto find it (lick) and even then it could leave us stranded (lick) high up
on some mountain. (Lick) Besides we have no food and no candles. (Lick) And Magter Claude'sankleis
not getting any better. (Lick) No, thisisthe best we can do. Let methink . . ." He continued to tidy
himsdf, finishing with acomb to hiswhiskers. Right-handed, or pawed, | noted . ..

Thetiny bit of candlein my hand gave aflare and collapsed back, areminder of how little timewe had
|eft.

"Could we catch somefish?' We all gazed at Claude without speaking and he sighed. " Just athought.”

"Rod, line, hook, bait, net?' said Danny, hisvoice heavy with sarcasm. "Besides which there probably
aren't any, and if there were they would be uneatable. What kind of fish livein acavedl ther lives?'

Suddenly Beau started to pace back and forth, histail twitching from side to sde. We dl watched him,
not redly in any kind of hope, but with awish that he would suggest something,anything .

At last he stopped his pacing and looked at me. "We gtill have the rope?’

| nodded. "About forty feet long."

"Should be long enough. Tell them to tie aloop about afoot acrossat oneend.” | relayed his
ingtructions, dying to know what he had in mind, but not wanting to be disappointed by some cat-brained
schemethat couldn't possibly work. "Now," said Beau to me, after ingpecting the knot, "make a bag out

of the jackets, one strong enough to hold me, but leave the two ends free.”

| was more mystified than ever, especialy when he trod around the scoop of leather and declared
himsdf stisfied. "Itl do.”

"Dowhat ?' | just had to ask. Beau looked up at me, his blue eyes gleaming in the last of the candielight.



"The only thing we can do," he said. ™Y ou are going to catapult me acrossto the other sde!”

It sounded like complete madness, stated like that, but once Beau had explained a bit more to me, |
could see that there might, just might, be aglimmer of hope, dthough it was an awful risk for him. All his

caculations had to be exactly right, and if he failed the consequencesfor al of usweretoo horribleto
contemplate.

He sensed my reluctance. "What dternative isthere? Come on, let's get it over with. The others
understand what they have to do?' | nodded. ™Y our job isto hang on to the other end of the rope and

pay it out:don't losethe end!"
"What happensif ... 7"
| couldn't say it.

"Then you will haveto pray—ask the Ring to help you, if | cannot.”

That was a strange thing: the Ring wasn't jabbing awarning. It ssemed as cool as ever. Perhapsit was
because | wasn't yet in any real danger. | gaveit aquick rub, praying it to help Beau.

Heled us back to the roaring waters and in moments we were al soaked once more. The path dongside
was neither even nor of uniform width and very dippery underfoot; at one moment we could walk two
abreadt, the next we were hugging thewall, terrified lest we dip, the weak illumination from above making
it even more difficult aswe dipped from light to shadow amost step for step.

At one point alarge chunk of rock broke away behind us: glancing back | saw it had taken the path with
it and shivered with fear: no way back!

Beau, who was leading the way, stopped and looked at me. Thiswas the spot he had chosen. Although
the torrent was not at its narrowest here, till some twenty feet across, at least the ledge on which we
stood was wide enough to swing a cat—what an awful expression to think of, given the
circumstances'—and on the other side was another, not aswide but at least clear of obstacles.

Beau indicated that Claude and Danny should spread out his"ding" on the ground; he climbed in and

seitled himsdalf comfortably, shaking himsdlf first likeadog to rid hisfur of excesswater. | knelt down by
hissde

"Areyou sure?'

Hisonly answer was. "Going to wish me luck?'

"All theluck intheworld!" and without thinking | leant forward and kissed hiswet muzzle.

There was a sudden gleam of light, blue light, as though a spark had been lit behind those beautiful eyes.

"Onedown, twoto go . . ." He nodded at Claude and Danny. "Tell them to start swinging; not too fast at
firgt, but higher and stronger bit by bit, likeachild onaswing.”

My mind momentarily confused by having actudly kissed an animd, athing | thought | would never do,
afeared by the dreadful position in which we found oursalves, numbed by the terrible cold, dazed by the
roar of the torrent and nursing the thoughts of everything that could go wrong, | found it difficult to Start



everything off. | remembered at the last moment, thank God, to wrap the other end of the rope around
my wrigt, ready to pay out therest. Theloop | settled around Beau's neck and stepped back. All was
now ready. | muttered aswift prayer for al of us, my heart besting like ahammer, and making my
breathing more difficult than it had become over the past few days.

At lag, sill rluctant, | nodded at the other two.

Sowly & first they achieved some sort of rhythm. Beau was now about the size and weight of alarge
dog, and it took sometimeto get the swing effective, back and forth, higher and higher. | could seethe
cat was clinging with dl hismight to the cloth, to avoid being shaken off too early; he must befeding

pretty sick.

The ding went higher and higher, until eventualy at its highest it reached the height of Claude's shoulder.
Suddenly on the next outward swing there was aflash of fur and in aseemingly endless arc Beau sailed
through the air, ablur of movement againgt the spray. | followed his progress with agonised attention: like
all such moments, it seemed to be happening at haf-speed. As| automaticaly paid out theropedl |
could think was. "Heisn't going to make it, heisn't going to make it—he couldn’t!"

For an agonising moment he landed and then teetered unsteadily on the ledge on the far side, then he
gained ground and with asurge of rdlief | saw him safe and upright on the ledge he had chosen. The boys
let out acheer, which | doubt he could have heard, but | wastoo busy with my tears of relief tojoinin.
At least one of uswas safe. . . .

"Congratul ations, dear Beau!" | thought acrossto him.
"It wasthe kissthat did it!"
| was glad to see that he till had a sense of humour.

"Listen, Sophy: I think | can smdll fresh air. I'm going to go to the end of the passage and find out. In the
meantime put aloop on your end of the rope and move a bit farther down. I'll loop mine over here."

Beau stopped somefifty feet farther on, shucked off hisloop and passed it over a pinnaclein one easy
movement. He then looked through the spray at me.

"Find something smilar over there, and get the rope astaut asyou can. Back inabit.”

When he did come back, some ten minutes later, he was still soaked through, but he held histail at a
jaunty angle. "It'sthere," he caled out to me. "Theway out. About haf amile farther on. So let's get
going. Send thefirst one over!”

We had discussed this before. Danny, being the mogt lithe and agile among uswould befirst, so he
could help anyonein difficulties from the other side. We had the rope siretched as taut as we could, so it
didn't dip into the water.

| relayed Beau's good news. " S0, just aquick hand over hand,” | said in a shout to make mysalf heard.
"Ready, Danny?'

"Easy asfdlin' off alog," he shouted back. "When it comesto your turn grasp the rope firmly, cross your
ankles and hang upside down. One hand at atime and don't ook down. Just concentrate on getting
acrossasquick asyou can.”



"Wherever did you learn dl that?"

Heleaned close, his curlsflattened againgt his head with the wet, and spoke in my ear. "From me da.
And wasn't he the best housebregker in dl Ireland?!

At least that's what | thought he said. But | might have been mistaken.

A moment later he was off, swinging across the gap like amonkey, athough he was soaked through in a
second, and | could see the spray was getting in his eyes. It took about two minutes to cross the
twenty-foot wide chasm, but he stepped off the other side safe and sound. He checked the loop their
end, then gave us a cheery wave, meaning: "Next one!"

| had dready decided this should be Claude, because | knew that if he was|eft until last, he would never
have the courage to start out. It wasn't hisfault: he wasjust like that. He would dways need someoneto
pull him and someoneto push.

Just before he set off Beau thought to me: "Now we've found the way out we won't need the
haversacks, so leave them behind. Just get anything you want out first." | knew Danny would have
nothing, but had alook just in case. A pack of cards, some of those silly photographs, acouple of dice: |
tucked thefirst and last into an oilskin pack in which | kept my sewing things, fob-watch and Bible. At
the last moment | tucked my monthly rags and clean handkerchiefsinto my pockets: they would dry out.
Claude retrieved his notebooks, also in oilskin, and tucked them into hisjacket, together with his
chronometer and photograph of his mother.

Then | took at least five minutes arranging him on the rope. Hislegs were so long that he didn't seemto
have grasped the concept of hauling himself across with his ankles hooked over the rope. First one then
the other fell off, and when | had got them properly digned | found he was hugging the rope to his chest
instead of hanging by hishands. Inthe end | got quite crosswith him, and told him | would go mysdlf and
hewould beleft on hisown if hedidn't pull himsdf together.

At last he gtarted off at asnail's pace, his eyestight shut and asort of moaning noise coming down his
nostrils. As he got farther across the rope doped downwards, aiding his progress, at last he seemed to
be getting the hang of it. | checked the loop at our end: it seemed to be holding dl right, dthough his
dow, swaying progress was threatening to fray the edges alittle.

If only hewould just hurry up! He was now two-thirds of the way across, and | was just beginning to
think 1 would have to sted mysdlf to follow him very shortly, when it al happened.

Hisfeet became unlocked and dipped down, until he was only hanging by his hands from the rope. He
was making no attempt to right himself, and his mouth was open in aslent yell for help. | sarted forward,
but Danny was quickest. In amoment he was back on the rope inching hisway towards Claude. By now
the whole thing was swaying wildly and | knelt down to hold it steedy, hoping to God that it would hold,
but it was swaying and jerking so much with both men on it that there waslittle | could do.

Eventually Danny reached the panicking Claude and leaned down to place hisfeet and ankles round the
rope again and tried to tug him forward, but Claude wasn't having any. He doubled his arms around the
rope and just hung on, making no effort to go either forward or back. | could see Danny was shouting at
him, getting more and more exasperated, tugging &t his collar and hisbelt. At last he jerked one of
Claude's arms free and placed it forward on the rope, and pulled a him again. Thistime he moved, but
only fractionally. Danny repested the process again and again until he backed up on the ledge and inched



Claude up aswll.
Then he kicked him good and hard, on the behind—

In the meantime | could see Beau pacing anxioudy back and forth. As soon as Claude was safe, he
thought-yelled at meto hurry up. "And check the rope,” he added.

| turned and saw to my horror that a couple of the strands had snapped, due probably to the extra
weight of Claude and Danny together. But there looked to be plenty of thicknessleft, and | was now so
cold that | couldn't have re-knotted the rope. | said aquick prayer, then lowered mysalf over the edge,
pulled my deeves over my hands, grasped the rope by guess rather than fedl, because | was so numb,
hooked my ankles over the rope as Danny had ingtructed and started to haul mysdlf across.

He had madeit look so easy, but | found it very hard. The weight of my body madeit ared effort to pull
with my arms, and my feet didn't help a al. All at once the Ring started to throb urgently, even though |
hed hardly any fegling in my hands. For amoment | gazed back, dreading that the loop was about to give
way, and saw to my horror that the piece of rope to which Beau must have aluded was the one that hung
over theriver; it had sagged so much it was now badly frayed, and even as| looked a strand snapped
and curled towards me.

For amoment | was frozen with fear, then the urgent pricking of the Ring got me going asfast as| could
towards safety. Halfway there, a the lowest drop of the rope, a most touching the roaring waters
beneath—

The rope broke.
Half asecond later | found mysdlf in the water.

Thiswas not water as| had dways known it, thiswas a battering ram, a great thumping that drove the
breath from my body, bruised my arms, legs and ribs, banged my head with grest cuffs, poured itself
down my mouth asif it had forced my mouth open and then held it in adentist's vise. My screamswere
literally washed away, and | was a piece of flotsam that wasn't sure which way was up and which was
down.

Suddenly | was brought up by an agonising jerk round my waist, and for asecond or two my head was
above water. | took great gulps of air and promptly vomited before being sucked down again, franticaly
trying to rid mysdf of the congtriction around my waist, only to find that it was the frayed end of the rope
that had snapped and whipped around me.

| realised that this rope was possbly my only hope. It was firmly looped at Beau's end, so if | could hang
on perhaps, just perhaps, | could pull mysdf towardsthe far side. | wrapped the loose end astightly as|
could around my arm. My mind was starting to blank out, and in another few minutes | should start to
|ose consciousness forever—

Another kind of painful jerk dmaost pulled my arm from its socket: had the rope snagged? Another jerk,

| swallowed another mouthful of water, got a sudden gasp of air, choked, vomited again. Now | was
dragging acrossrocks, my head took a painful blow, then at last my head was above water and the
roaring pounding waters were receding. My shoulderswere clear, my waist, my hips, my legswere being
scraped againgt something and suddenly | wasin adifferent dimension, flat on my ssomach on the rocks
on the far sde where the boys had hauled me. Anxious hands were patting and pummelling me and my
earsringing and bubbling with water and distorted voices.



| tried to St up, but firm hands were pressing me down, pumping the rest of the water from my lungs. |
dribbled for abit and then tried again. "I'm—I'mfine," | managed at last. "But so cold . . ." Somebody's
jacket was put round my shoulders and | was hel ped to my feet, shaking and trembling, Danny on one
dde and alimping Claude on the other, and led away from the roaring torrent.

Therewas afaint mew ahead. "Follow me," said Beawu. "Thelight from behind will guide you to theturn
in the passage, and then you will be able to see where we get out of here. Just take it easy: theré'sno real
hurry right now."

| was crying however, and couldn't seem to stop, and the three of us stumbled aong that ill-lit passage
likeatrio of drunksleaving aninn a closng-time. | was till shivering, my head ached, my chest hurt so

much | wondered whether | had cracked any ribs, and | was still coughing up what | supposed was
weter.

It took us an hour, that last half-mile, but at last | could smell fresh air, sharp and cold, and see apatch
of daylight ahead, growing bigger as we stumbled and swayed towardsit.

A moment later and | blinked: something was obscuring the light, something that grew larger and larger
until it filled my vison. A creature radiating warmth and comfort and reassurance—

"Ky-Lin...!"

BOOK THREE

"Journeysend in lovers meetings.”
—Wm. Shakespeare

Chapter Twenty-six

The Return
of the Eg

He seemed to fill the passageway, bringing with him asort of auraof light, | flung my asamsaround his
neck and hugged him convulsvely.

"Ky-Lin! You found usl Is Toby dl right? Wherésthe Eg? Where are we? Where's the Blue
Mountain?' | was stopped by a convulsivefit of coughing and apain in my ches, theworst yet.



He leaned forward and touched me with hislittle horn, and instantly the pain abated somewhat.

"Dear girl, you are soaking! Here, climb up on my back and I'll carry you outside. Master Claude with
aninjured ankle?' He bent forward and touched that, too. "Better? | cannot carry you both, but make
your way outside and | will arrange for transport. Come, Miss Sophy . . ."

"But whereis—"
"Just do asyou aretold. Answersaswe go."

Off wetrotted towards the widening ovd of light, with it coming thefirgt intimation of ice, cold and
snow, but Ky-Lin radiated heat and | snuggled down against his warm hide as he bore me down the
passage and out into the open.

Once outside | opened my eyesto their widest and breathed in the sharp air asdeep as | could, athough
it hurt my chest to do so. Wewere at the foot of the mountains among the broken rubble of the
outermost rim of the glacier, among what | believe Ky-Lin had referred to once asa"moraine.”

And there, abasket at hisfeet, al bundled in scarves and acloak, was Toby!

He helped me off Ky-Lin's back, exclaimed at my damp clothing and wrapped mein his cloak. | hugged
him happily and started off with al my questions, which had so far remained unanswered.

"Let thelad tell hisown story,” said Ky-Lin as he turned back to help the others. "It'll be quicker!"

Ky-Lin was gone about ten minutes, but during that time it seemed that Toby never drew breath.
Apparently the avalanche that had nearly cost us our lives was the most exciting thing that had ever
happened to him. "Awesome," hecdlled it.

They had initidly outraced the front of the avalanche on their dab of ice, but asit caught up with them
Ky-Lin had taken Toby and the Eg on his back, managed to steer them closer to the Side, then given an
amighty leap that landed them safe on aledge away from the ralling, boiling mass of snow. Once
everything grew quiet again they had made their way down to the valey, and asmal Chinesevillage

some three miles from where we now sat. They had made thistheir headquarters, coming back every day
to try to find us. They had even dready explored the passage we had emerged from, but had decided
that the torrent of water would have been too difficult for usto cross, after going back to the spot where
we had disappeared and satisfying themselves that we couldn't escape that way either.

They had examined every exit they could find, mogtly farther west, but Ky-Lin had inssted they came
back to this one that morning. "1 reckon he had this sort of sixth sense, being a sort of magical cresture.”

| guessed the Ring might have had something to do with it, but didn't say so.

| gazed around; the sun was aready setting towards the west, and | couldn't help my shivers. Our god,
the Blue Mountain, couldn't be so far away. | switched my gaze to the south, and thereit was! It should
have been tinged by the setting sun, but it wasn't. It held acold bluelight of its own. | supposeit had
once been conical, the cone of some extinct volcano, but the top had caved in years ago—wasn't there
something about that in thelong-ago journa of Summer?

| sprang to my feet, or tried to, yielding to about of coughing.



"That'sit! Whereisthe Eg?'
"Here." He pointed to the bundle at hisfeet. "Heavier than ever.”

"We must go there. Now!" | coughed again. "We must have wasted so much time wandering around
those wretched caves. | must takeitnow ! Help meto pick it up and carry it—"

Heroseto hisfeet. "Be reasonable, Sophy! Y ou'rein no fit state to carry anything. Y ou can't just run off
likethat, anyway. The mountain is miles avay!"

"I must! Don't you understand? Thisiswhat we al came herefor—"
"You'rejust not well enough! And itll be dark soon. Well never find our way for Starters. . ."

"Wel, Ky-Linwill just haveto carry me, or something . . ." | sat down again and burst into tears. "How
can we be so near and yet so far?’

"Now then, what's al thisabout?' Ky-Lin was back, with Beau. | explained asbest | could, and to my
aurprise hefdl inwith the ideawithout any objections. "If you are set oniit, | will helpyou dl | can. | have
|eft the others at the entrance to the cave, where they will be sheltered from the cold, and will send back
litters for them both. We shdl go down to the village, where you will get something to eat and a change of
clothing. It will take a half-hour for meto get you to the village, and then you must rest. Well set out for
the mountain about three hours before midnight, then you will havefulfilled your quest. Y ou're sureit must
be tonight?*

| nodded. "I've got this sort of urgent feding . . ."

He nodded. "Let's get going then." He looked at Toby and Beau. "Can you two makeit? If you fall
behind, Toby knowstheway . .." | trandated quickly to Toby, and he nodded.

"Well go at our own pace.”

Then Ky-Linand | were off. | was still shivering but, as he promised, within ahalf-hour | wassnugina
village house, supping abowl of chicken-noodle soup. Strangely enough, even after so many days
practicdly starving, | didn't redly fed hungry, but | drank three bowls of fragrantly scented paletea, and
felt much better.

The villager'swife gave me hot water to wash in al over, plus clean my hair, and then she took away my
tatty, torn clothing and provided me with typical village wear of padded blue jacket, trousers of the same
materid, felt dippers and acap with ear flaps. | should have felt warmer, but | till shivered, so she
tut-tutted and led me to asmall palet. Making melie down, she covered me with a coarse blanket,
bringing the brazier which hesated the house nearer. Putting her finger to her lips she mimed degp and
carried the lamp—awick floating in astone jar of oil—farther from my eyes.

I must have dozed off, because the next thing | knew wasthe arrival of the others, about an hour later.
Toby and Beau must have been fed and rested at one of the other houses, because they turned up afew
minutes later, yawning and stretching, but otherwise looking ready for anything. | wished | did.

Within minutes Danny and Claude were guzzling large bowls of chicken and rice, and durping their teg,
belching politely afterwards, which | suppose | should have done a so.



Ky-Lin breezed in and asked if | wasready, asking meto tell Danny and Claude that washing water, dry
clothes and beds would be ready for them shortly.

"Why, where are you going?' asked Danny.

"To return the Eg, before the time runs out. | have asort of feding it's got to be done tonight.”
Claude frowned, and glanced at Danny. "But | thought you said—" to receive asharp dig in theribs.
"Never mind, never mind,” said Danny hurriedly. "Well talk abouit it later . . ."

Clauderoseto hisfeet. "Areyou sureyou're al right? Y ou look abit paleto me."

"So would you if you had nearly drowned! Now, don't try to stop me, because | have to be there before
midnight.” But they till looked uncomfortable.

A couple of crude litters stood outside; basically they were just hammocks suspended from bamboo
poles, with lanterns dung at either end. Toby looked dubious, ready to argue, but | told him, from
Ky-Lin, that he had done enough running about aready, the EQ needed safe transport, and anyway he
would have to help me once we got to the mountain.

Beau joined mein my litter, but beforelong | think we both felt it would have been better to walk, apart
from the fact that it was too far. The combination of both jogging unevenly at the sametime as swaying
from sde to sde made me fed dightly sick, together with the dancing of the lanterns. In spite of that |
dozed off again, but Beau excused himsdlf to run dongside for awhile.

| seem to remember disembodied dreams with no sense to them: a huge clock ticking away the minutes
a an astonishing rate; a calendar whose pages flipped back and forth at the bidding of awind | couldn't
fed; rocksfaling al around me and bouncing at my feet soundlessy; a gargoyle spouting water detached
itsdlf from awall and marched towards me, leering; trees burst into bloom in the snow and died in the
un.

"Hey there, wake up!" said Ky-Lin, touching my face with hisantennae. "Thisisasfar asthey will go."

| dimbed gtiffly out of thelitter, the nasty taste of the dreams till in my mouth, coughing alittle with the
effort. Bright moonlight, piercing cold, and in front of me adark mass risng smoothly fromthe plain,
crowned with agap like a broken tooth.

TheBlueMountan.

"How do | get up there?" | was shivering again. It looked very forbidding, dark and threatening, and |
couldn't see any way up. And | had to carry the Eg, and presumably the lantern aswell. " And—and what
do | do when | g-get there?"

"You jus leavethe dragonstheir egg,” said Ky-Lin gently. " Summer told us there was a cavern up there,
remember? Just get up there and come straight back.” He nodded at Toby and Beau. "They'll go with
you."

Obvioudy Toby had picked up the sense at least of what Ky-Lin had been saying, for he held up the
sack in which hewas carrying the Eg. "I have this safe, and welll take alantern and go dow. Any idea



wherewe sart off?"

"Around the other sde,” Ky-Lin explained to me. "I'll carry you asfar as| can, but I'm not alowed to go
any further; our people do not deal with dragons—it has aways been so. Each of us pretends the other
doesn't exig. Itiseasier that way."

Around the other side the moon illuminated asteep and rocky climb leading to a sort of path that snaked
around the mountain. Ky-Lin carried me asfar asthe beginning of the path and promised he would wait
aswe st off, Beau in front in case of hidden obstacles, then Toby with the Eg and the lantern, and me
bringing up the rear, sopping now and again to catch my breeth.

| had thought that the climb would be difficult, but in fact it was surprisingly easy; the path was more or
less smooth and the gradient not particularly steep. | suppose it took us about a half-hour to reach the
end of the track and the mouth of adark passage. | shivered again: surdly | didn't haveto go into the
unknown darkness of a cave so soon after our escape!

Toby started forward but | grabbed hisarm. "Do we have to go in there?!

Heturned and gave me agrin. "Sure, it'stheway in, isn't it? Thiswas the way Summer went in, and | bet
she was scared, t0o."

"But the whole place was supposed to have blown up: how do we know the passage isn't blocked?”

"Only by goingin and finding out. And if itis blocked, then we give the dragons a shout and tell them
where weve left the EQ.”

| was sure hewasjoking. "What if there aren't any dragons left?"

"I don't believeit redly mattersif there are or not. All your uncle wanted you to do was bring the Eg
back to the Blue Mountain wasn't it? Well, here you are, and you've carried out hiswishes. If the
passage is blocked and there are no dragons, well just tuck the Eg up snugly and it can hatch itsdlf.
Come on: five minutes and the job's done and we can dl go home again!”

"I'll gofirgt," said Beau to me. "l don't sense any danger. What doesthe Ring say?'

Just asteady throb: nothing life-threstening. A warning, but not a definite danger. "Right,” | said. " "Lead
on, MacDuff!""

After afew yards we turned a sharp corner and at once there was a different qudity to thelight. A sort
of phosphorescence seemed to be seeping from thewdlls; it was like the luminosity you get from
decaying plant life, but without the stench. But there was a smell ahead: a sort of cindery, sulphurous stink
that made me pinch my nostrils. We turned a couple more corners and then stepped out into what
resembled an arena,

It had once been alarge cavern, but now the roof was gone, leaving the jagged edges|ooking like the
overhanging eaves of a decayed mansion. The high moon showed that where we stood the ground was
smooth, but on the other side of a central chasm was ajumble of rocks and stones, like agiant's
playground.

But there was no sign of any dragons. . .



It waswarm in there, but not a healthy heat; it was like the embers of afire not quite out. We moved
forward until we stood on the rim of the chasm, from where the heat was coming. Gazing carefully down,
we could see, far, far below, what looked like the ruby heart of sullen cods, with aspark travelling now
and again from end to end. Obvioudy if this had once been the heart of avolcano, then therewas il life
down there.

There was a sudden puff of heat-laden air from below, with the rotten-egg smell of steam-trains and we
retreated rapidly, gasping and choking.

"Let'sget out of here," said Toby inalow voice. "Y ou're coughing badly."
"But—but where do we put the EG?"

"Don't know. Perhaps we can find a place where it won't roll about."
"Why are you whispering?'

"I'mnot . . . Dunno. Anyway, you aretoo."

| shrugged. "L et deeping dragonslieis my motto.”

"Therésasort of egg-shaped dip over here," caled out Beau. "L ook as though it would be agood fit,
too."

On my ingtructions Toby carried the Eg over to where Beau was Sitting, and sure enough therewas a
depression in the ground that looked asiif it were made on purpose. Taking the Eg out of the sack, he
made akind of bed for it with the same and then laid it down like putting it in anest.

| gazed down &t it. It was even bigger than | remembered, and must weigh at least fifteen pounds. |
wondered how much larger it would be before it hatched, and when that would be. . . . In the moonlight
it ill held its own sparkly radiance. | patted it gently.

"Good-bye Eg, and good luck. May your hatchling be something very specid. . . ." It ought to be, |
added to mysdlf, after all these yeard "I've carried out my part of the bargain: now it'sup toyou." |
stepped back. "Right. Timeto go.”

Beau nudged my knee. "Hadn't you better say something polite to the dragons?”

"What dragons? There aren't any."

"Areyou sure?

"Of course!” | had forgotten about whispering and gestured dl round the cavern. "Nothing but ajumble
of old sonesand afew embers. How can | talk to thingsthat aren't there?I'd just fed silly.”

" il think you should try. Just tell them how you came to undertake this journey and that the Eg has
now been restored to them.”

Toby looked a mewith surprise as| gazed out over the chasm to the jumble of rocks which wasthe
only place where dragons could possibly hide, and gave a potted verson of why we had come and what
we had brought. | finished on about of coughing, but decided on onelast attempt to find out whether |



wastaking to thin air or something solid.

| looked back at the stones. Wasit my imagination, or had they rearranged themsalves alittle? | was
suddenly afraid. "Listen here, dragons,” | said. "Of course | don't necessarily believe there are any of you
out there, but if there are, it would be polite to show yourselves and perhaps say thank-you. . . ."

Nothing.

| turned to go, but at that very moment there was astrange kind of hissing noise, likethe noiseagas
lamp makeswhen it isturned on too high, and ahot choking blast of ar; not air from the chasm, this
amelled quite different, more like an overdone roast. At the sametime Toby's lantern dimmed right down,
so we could hardly see athing, only being able to distinguish the entrance to the passage with difficulty by
its darker outline, as the moon was aso temporarily hidden by cloud.

Aswe gained the beginning of the passage | glanced back onelast time, to print the memory firmly on
my mind. The moon was now westering and a beam touched the rocks and struck off one—no,
two—points of red. And surely there were two more? But those were green—

Another blast of burnt-fat air nudged us down the passage and once again the lantern burned low. We
reached the entrance to the path outside and | took deep breaths of the fresh air, or tried to, as my lungs
fet stuffed up.

"Come on, Sophy, let'sget you—" but Toby never finished his sentence because there was a sudden
clap like thunder directly above us. | glanced up and was sure | saw the silhouette of adragon above us.
Not that | had ever seen one before, but it looked just like the onesin my children's books; huge
sweeping wings, four taloned feet, atwisted tail and a coruscating flight. 1t could be nothing else.

"Look Toby, Beau: adragon!”

"Where, where?' They gazed around, but it must have been in the wrong direction, because they shook
their heads.

"Upthere! Aboveus..." But even as| spoke the dark shape drifted away out of sight. "ltwas there," |
inggted. "l saw it!"

"Yes, yesI'm sureit was," said Toby soothingly. *Come on, Sophy, you are not at al well. You look a
bit feverishtome”

Indeed | now felt dreadful. | had been artificidly buoyed up by theincentive of getting the Egtoits
destination, and now we had succeeded and no further effort was needed dl | wanted to do waslie
down and deep, for aweek if necessary. My chest hurt, | had the shivers again but my head felt asif it
was onfire. | followed them down the path, my hand on Toby's left shoulder, because my feet had
suddenly developed atendency to wander off in the wrong direction.

Findly | madeit to where Ky-Lin waswaiting; he took one look a me then touched me briefly with his
horn, asusud dleviating the painsalittle. | don't recall any of the journey back to the villagein thelitter,
though when we dismounted | looked back at the Blue Mountain and quite clearly saw two shapeslike
outsi ze bats whedling above the moutain.

"Look, Beau! Dragons. . ."



He gazed up into the ky. "Yes," hesaid. "Dragons.. . . Come and lie down Sophy: you'll fed better in
themorning.”

| thought | was so tired | could have fallen adeep on one of Toby's mother's clothedines, but it wasn't as
easy asthat. | was hot, | was cold, tossed and turned, couldn't get comfortable, and at one point got up
to seeif the dragonswere il there.

Ky-Lin apeared at my elbow. "Back to bed Sophy, and I'll give you something to helpyou deep . . ."

Asl lay down again he breathed over me gently: ascent of spring, abreath of autumn, stimulating and
soothing at the sametime. | closed my eyes and dipped into dreamless deep.

Chapter Twenty-seven

A Day Too Late?

| don't remember much about the next few days: ten, to be precise, as| wastold afterwards. During that
time| drifted in and out of consciousness, never quite sure what was redlity and what was dream—or
nightmare.

Once there seemed to be an interminable, jolting journey; | was either burning hot or freezing cold; there
were bitter brewsto drink. Sometimes there were voices whispering in my ear, words | could not
understand; at other times it sounded as though a crowd was shouting somewhere in the distance, and
aways, dwaysthere wasthe struggle to breathe, asif | were running a perpetud race | couldn't win.

Whenever | opened my eyesthere were shadows:. the sun chased them across the white walls, the
candldight made them rear and sway like demented devil-dancers. Then there were the dreams. Once,
when | was so cold | couldn't bear it, | went for awalk and found mysdlf at the back door of thelittle
cottage | used to share with my parents and they were there at awicker table under the appletree, just
as | remembered them.

My mother looked up and smiled. "Come and join us," she cdled. "Weve been waiting for you!" But
then my father put his hand on her arm and shook hishead. It wasdl in dow motion, asit sometimesisin
dreams. Hisvoice, when it came was oddly distorted. "It's not time yet,” he said. "Go and check the
clock." | gtarted to move towards them, but he held up his hand, palm forward. "Go and check the
clock!" | turned back into the cottage and there beside the door was aclock | didn't remember having
seen before. | looked at the face, but instead of the usua hours and minutes and numbers of oneto
twelve there werefigures of one to seventy-five and asingle hand, which pointed to twenty-two, just my

age.

Was this supposed to measure my life-span? | turned back to ask my parents, but they were gone, just a
few petasfaling from the apple tree, to remind me of what | had once known. . . .

That was the only dream | remembered clearly, but there were others, less pleasant.



Oncel awoke, or thought | did, to hear Claude and Danny arguing outside. | didn't know what it was al
about, but | thought | heard Danny say: "If you won't tdll her, then | will! Y ou can't go on letting her
believe sheswon!" To which thereply was: "Y ou're not to tell her! If it's anybody's task, then itsmine!”
and "But you know how much it meansto her—"

| don't recall any more, but I do remember wondering who the "she" wasthey referred to.

| didn't "cometo" apparently for afew more days, but one morning, after aparticularly restless,
sweat-soaked night, | awoke to diffused moonlight on white-washed walls, aclear head and the ability to
breathe without wheezing and choking. A woman was bending over me and | indicated that | wasthirsty,
and a couple of minutes later | was gulping the best drink in the world: acupful of ice-cold, clear, pure,
mountain water. Five minutes later | was chair-lifted by two of them to the bathroom, where | relieved
myself, and was then given awarm bath and hair-wash and dressed in a clean shift. My bed had been
changed and re-made as well, and the women fussed and twittered around mein their own language, until
| pointed to my mouth and rubbed my tummy, indicating that | was hungry.

Five minutes later there arrived abowl of warm grud; it tasted of nuts and honey and | spooned it down
eagerly, not realising just how hungry | had been. | tried to ask where the others were, but it wasn't until |
repested the name "Ky-Lin" acouple of times and they nodded, and one of them spread her fingersa
couple of timesto indicate twenty minutes, that | knew she had understood.

| fell adeep again while | waswaiting, to wake to the dissonance of bells and the sound of distant
chanting, to find Beau a my sde, purring.

"Y ou awake? Fed better?

| yawned. "l think so—to both questions.. . . Wheream 1?7 How long have | beenill?"

"We are being cared for in a Buddhist monastery some ten milesfrom the Blue Mountain. It ishigh up on
ahill, and it iswhere Ky-Lin normdly lives. And yes, you have beenill, very ill for quitealong time. They

sad it was pneumonia. At one stage we thought—even Ky-Lin thought—that you wouldn't makeit."

| felt very uncomfortable. It doesn't help to be told that one had been near death. "1 supposeit was
getting wet in the caves?'

He nodded. "Apparently.” He padded up the bed towards my pillow. "But now you're better!"

| hugged him. " Muchbetter! Where are the others?’

"They'll be herein aminute." He pushed hiswet nose against my cheek. "Giveusakiss. . ."

| pushed him away, laughing. "1 told you, | don't kiss catsl" He was even bigger than | remembered.

"Y ou have done dready—"

But he wasinterrupted. The door was flung open and in came Claude and Danny, the latter clutching a
bunch of wild chrysanthemums. | was embraced, congratulated on my recovery, told how much they had
missed me, and then subjected to a detailed account of the monastery, where they had been, what they
had done.

"For sx days we weren't even alowed to tip-toein to seeyou," said Danny, "and when we did you



looked half-dead already! And now hereyou are, sitting up and taking notice, just asif nothing had
happened at dl, at dl!" He had gone Irish. "Ten daysit was since you went up the mountain and you
wered| but logt to ug”

Lying back inbed | tried to calculate. "Then it must be the eleventh of November . . . We missed
Bonfire Night, boyd"

Therewas asort of uneasy silence, and then Claude blurted out: "Actudly, it'sthe twelfth."

| sared at him. It couldn't be. Even | could count. There was ancother even more uncomfortable sort of
slence, broken eventudly by a crimson-faced, embarrassed, uncomfortable Danny.

"What he'strying to tel you," he said heavily, "isthat you were one day late depositing the Eg.”

"And I'mtelling you I'm willing to lie and change my notebooks," protested Claude. Y ou won't lose out,
Sophy. I'll tell the solicitors—"

| burgt into angry, frustrated, hopelesstears.

"Hey, what'sdl this?' Ky-Lin came bouncing into the room, his antennae as pink as raspberries.
"Welcome back to us, Miss Sophy! But why the tears?"

Therewas aflurry of explanations.

"Well, well, well. Just it back and think before you all jump to conclusions. Don't you have some sort of
nursery rhyme about how many daysthere arein every month?'

Inasort of ragged chorus Danny, Claude and | recited the following:

"Thirty days hath September,

April, June and November.

All the rest have thirty-one,

Except for February alone,

Which hath but twenty-eight days clear,
And twenty-ninein each legp year."

"Excdlent!" said Ky-Lin. "Now then, what year isit in your Western counting? Well, Master Claude?"
"Er . .. Eighteen-eighty-four." He ventured.

"And isthat number divisble by four?'

He nodded.

"Then thisyear was alegp year, wasn't it? So, Miss Sophy wasin time after al!”

"l was?| am?1 did it after al?' In spite of my weakness | bounced up and down on the bed.



Claude went red, then white, then red again. "Apparently yes, Sophy. All my fault," and then he
disappeared, presumably to dter dl the datesin hislittle black books, from the twenty-ninth of February
onwards. . .

Danny raised his clagped hands above hishead. "Glory bel”
"Knew it would be dl right!" purred Beau.

Completely forgetting my previous vows | leant forward and on impulse gave him an exuberant hug and
akiss, to fed astrange condtriction in my stomach, a sort of breathlessness that had nothing to do with
my recent iliness. Hislovely blue eyes dilated, then helet out asigh more human then feline.

"Two down," hesaid clearly. "Onetogo. . ."

After that it should have been easy, and home again before Easter, but Ky-Lin, the nurses who had been
tending me and the monk who made up the noxious potions | had drunk, al insisted that | convalesce for
awhilelonger, until al traces of congestion were gone. So | twiddled my thumbs through the rest of
November and into December, when of course the snow and theicing up of the rivers made travelling
impossible until the spring thaw.

During my extended stay at the monastery | spent agreat ded of time on the ba cony-garden outside my
room. A set of stepsled down to atiny paved garden, full of button-chrysanthemums and bonsai plants,
protected at night by straw matting. When the sun shone it was pleasantly warm out there during the day,
but at night | was only too glad to snuggle down under my feather-filled coverlet.

On one such day | was ditting outside with Ky-Lin and Beau; Claude and Danny had walked down to
the village that nestled &t the foot of the steep hill on which the monastery stood, because it was market

day.
| shaded my eyes againgt the strong sunlight. "Ky-Lin, what's that lump?”

"Lump?What lump?' He had shrunk a good dedl because, as he explained, being larger was hard work;
he was now about the size of asmdll terrier. "I don't seeany lump.. . ."

| laughed. "Perhapsit isn't alump then." | pointed. "Over there: that piece of sone on therail of the
bacony.”

He leapt up to the two-foot rim and nosed what | had referred to. Y ou mean this?
| nodded. "What isit?"

"This—thislumpyou referred to—thisisamemoria to my friend, my dear friend Growch, Mistress
Summer'stravelling companion.”

"l remember! In the trandation my uncle made he was meant to stay behind when she went to the
mountain. Did he disobey?"

"Hedid, and he got badly burnt when the mountain blew. | nursed him back to health, but the damage to



hisemotions | could not cure. He loved Mistress Summer and served her well, and could never forgive
himself for not being there when she—disgppeared.”

"The account never mentioned what happened to her afterwards. . ." | hesitated. "Did she—did she die
with her lover?'

"No-one knows. Some say they both escaped and flew away to afar-away idand, but | must admit |
did not sense her presence later. But then, of course, | was busy caring for the dog."

"You loved him?"

"Ky-Linsdo not “love,' as you understand it. We are capable of affection and respect, and for Growch |
had agreat dedl of this. He was an amiable companion and we talked much of many things. When he
passed away to another plane | was very sorry, but one of the monks, a devoted admirer of his, carved a
stone statue of adog adeep in the sun. Thisiswhat you see, but hundreds of years have softened the
stone and rounded the statue.”

| reached out and touched it, warm from the sun.
"l wish | had known him . . . And Summer."

Ky-Lin seemed to have recovered his composure. "1 was glad to know them both. He was aredl
“character' as| think you would put it. He taught me a great many wordsthat | am sure my Master would
not approve of, but with him they just seemed naturd .”

I moved forward to lean over the parapet: to my |left was the Blue Mountain, ahead the valey stretched
away towardstheriver we should take on the first part of our journey, and towering above usto the right
were the mountains.

"What will you do when we are gone?"

"Wait here for my Master. He will decide whether | have expiated all my sins, or whether | have to stay
here alittle longer, to be of useto someone else.”

| tried to question him about his"sins," but he shook his head, only murmuring something about
"cardlessness’ and "pride.” It seemed it was very difficult for aKy-Lin to become, and say, perfect. . . .

The proposals came afew days after that. | had noticed both Danny and Claude behaving oddly during
thelast few days—arguing in fierce whispers, going into corners with pieces of rice paper, brush and ink,
nudging each other and looking at me and then away again. Thefirgt timethis|atter happened | thought |
was blemished in some way because of my illness, but amirror reassured me. Thinner-faced perhaps, but
otherwise unchanged. So, when | came across them tossing best-of -three, then best-of five, then
best-of-seven, | decided to leave well done. If they wished to behave like apair of overgrown
schoolboys, that was up to them.

S0, one afternoon when Claude tapped on the door of my room and asked if he could have aword, |
thought it was some kind of advice he needed about his acne, perhaps, or arequest to mend his
combinations, which he ill ingsted on wearing. Whatever it was, it was clear hewas highly
embarrassed, red as aturkey-cock's wattle and perspiring profusaly. | offered him a cup of water and



led him out onto the balcony, where there was awel come breeze and we could stare out over the
scenery instead of having to look at each other eyeto eye.

"How can | help, Claude dear?"

At first he hemmed and hawed, then dl a once the words came tumbling out like astring of broken
beads, and as difficult to match together. Apparently | would never be fulfilled until | had known thejoys
of married lifewith dl it entailed. | needed a husband to care for and protect me. Money was no object,
because two could live as chegply as one. He said, obliquely, how much he had aways admired me etc.
etc., that | wasthe only one, true, suitable mate to share hislife with, sowould | accept hishand in
marriage? He was sure his mother would find me acceptable, he added, only | must never reved | had
ever worn, ef, trousers. . . .

"No, | wont," | said firmly, "because the Situation will not arise. | am both grateful and honoured by your
proposa, but | haveto tell you that marriage plays no part in my future plans, at least for the forseegble
future” | stifled my giggleswith afit of coughing. During his declaration | had veered between surprise,
repulsion and amusement. The latter waswinning, but | was glad to see he looked relieved, not
tear-stricken.

"Wedl, if youresure...?

"Absolutely.” | felt animp of mischief ready to jump out from the corner. "Did you toss for who should
befirg?

He hdf-rose from hischair. "How did—how did you know?"

"It didn't take much! Don't tell him | know, just say you failed in your endeavour.” | relented, rose and
kissed him on both cheeks. "Claude, this doesn't mean I'm not immensely fond of you, and will never
forget your company during our expedition. Go and find agirl more worthy of you—and your
mother—and be happy!"

After that | didn't have to wait too long for Danny. Perhaps encouraged by Claude's failure, he appeared
on the scene only afew minutes|ater.

Thistimeit was quite different. He came armed with abunch of flowers and amouthful of Irish
exaggerations, histongue making the wordsflow like alively stream over rolling pebbles (and as near
unstoppable). Apparently | was the most beautiful, talented, desirable creature on earth, and the best
prospect aman like him could hope to find. He even went down on his knees to propose, but thistime
the amusement couldn't be held back.

He sprang to hisfeet. "Y ou're laughing a me!™

| shook my head, tried to tifle my giggles. "No, my dear, not a you, just the methods you use! I'm very
flattered that you asked me, but I'll tell you what | told Claude: 1've no plansto marry for quite awhile.”

At first helooked cross, then asrelieved as Claude, then findly he laughed too. "Worth atry, girl!"
After they had both gone | turned to Beau, asilent and hidden witness to both proposals.

"Did | ded with them properly?’



He yawned and straightened luxurioudy. "Of course. Neither was right for you.”
| laughed again. "And | suppose the prince-you-areis?'

"Of course. Wait and see.”

When | had fully recovered we | ft the monastery, after awell-deserved donation of acouple of pink
pearls, and rented asmall housein the valley below until the spring. It was redlly one large room with
nichesfor deeping, aprimitive sove and alarge brazier. Therewasawell outsdein alittle square, a
woman to do our washing, an annex that served as a bathroom, and a market twice aweek, so we did
pretty well, with frequent vigtsfrom Ky-Lin.

Of course we couldn't celebrate Christmas as we would have wished, but we did the best we could,
with paper streamers, chicken stuffed with what we could get—rice, nuts and dried fruit—and we let off
some firecrackers. Afterwards we decided to sing a couple of carols, so the boys stood outside and
serenaded me through the the open door. A heavenly chair it was not, dthough it avakened inmedl
sorts of nostalgia. Some of the villagers came out of their housesto listen, and the dogsloved it, joiningin
with enthusaam. . ...

Once we heard that the ice was breaking up on the river, we knew it wastimeto go. Ky-Lin
accompanied us. Hewas back to figurinesize and | carried him either in my pocket or on my shoulder.
We decided to walk rather than ride: walking was the way Summer had done it, though in the opposite
direction. Asweleft | took alast ook at the Blue Mountain; in the daylight it looked like a harmless,
bluish lump rising from the plain, and | found it hard to remember that terribletrip to restore the Eg. |

hoped it wasdl right.

Ontheway | looked in vain for the deadly svamp that had nearly ended Summer's expedition. We were
walking along a paved causeway at the time, with negt fields of rice, vegetables and fruit on either sde.

Ky-Lin anticipated my question

"Thisisit," hetold me. "A lot can happen in afew hundred years. Gradudly it was drained, the land was
fertile, the population grew, and now it isasyou seeit today. There are still some outlying patches that
remain to be treated, but they will be done, intime."

Ky-Lin acted as trandator when we arranged for our passage downriver, aso when we sold off afew
more pearlsto see us on thefirgt part of our long journey. | would have dearly loved him to come with
us, but as he explained his part of the story was over and he had to return to the monastery to await his
Master, the Buddha.

"How will you get back from here?'

"A pocket here, apouch there. | shdl wait till someone goesin theright direction.”

He bumped his knobby forehead against mine, asort of goodbye, | supposed. "Don't worry about me.
Good luck attend you and your Prince of Purloiners.” But before | could ask what on earth hewas

talking about, he was nodding a the middle finger of my right hand. "I don't believe you will be needing
that any more."



| looked down at my finger where the little ring of horn, the Unicorn Ring, had been getting looser and
looser over the past few days. Infact | now had to screw up my fist or trap it with my thumb to keep it
fromfdling off.

"ltisabitloose. . ."

"Which means you no longer need it. When you relied on it to help you with this expedition you couldn't
takeit off. Now it isready to await its next wearer, one who will need its magical powersto help them on
another worthwhile adventure. The Ring chooses its own wearer, you know that. Why don't you take it
off and put it round my neck? | have been involved with it before and we trust each other. What do you

sy?

| hesitated; it had been so much a part of mefor nearly eighteen months. . . But | knew | had no
permanent right to it. "But—but how will | understand animas, how will | know when danger thregtens?

"Y our own common sense and the new life you will lead makes both these needs superfluous.”
"What about understanding Beau?"

"Hewill make hisfedings known to you, with or without the Ring. Y ou two have grown close enough
not to need words. Trust me. . ."

Sowly, reuctantly, | drew the Ring from my finger. Once off, it seemed to have alife of itsown, for in
an ingtant there it was nestling round Ky-Lin's neck. All at once the world seemed aduller, greyer place,
birdsong muted, the bales of silk waiting to be loaded a paler colour, the sun behind acloud.
Momentarily | closed my eyes on the disgppointment, something brushed against my eyelidsand when |
opened them again everything was back to normal. Everything that is, but one. Ky-Lin had gone. . . .

Chapter Twenty-eight

"Prince of
Purloiners'?

After that it was aleisurely voyage home, by seawhen we could, by coach when we couldn't. We
swapped ariver-barge for abouncy junk, asmoky coaster, adhow (not much roominthis), a
river-boat, and findly the cross-channel ferry. During the long days and gradudly warming nights|
washed and mended al our clothes—what there was | ft of them—bought pen, paper and ink and wrote
down an account of al our adventures so that perhaps one day my children might read it.

Oncewewerein "civilisation" again | had to go back to wearing askirt, and | found | had enough to refit
usal chegply, and to give the boys alittle pocket-money. Danny promptly bought packs of cardsand
amadl, smdly cigars, Claude some more handkerchiefs, dthough his permanent sniffleswere now minima.
He had dready, with the money he had managed from thelittle | had given them before, bought alength
of purplesilk for hismother. Toby saved hismoney right until the last, when he came across avery good
second-hand compass in ashop, just before we joined the cross-channel ferry that would take us on our



last [ap.

My purchases were books, of course; second-hand copies of Mr. Browning's poems—and ared
delight they were: it wasadmogt asif he wastalking to you, acting out the part of Fra Lippo Lippi, for
instance—and avery tatty copy of Mr. VernesAround the World in Eighty Days , another interesting
tde

During our voyage home, Danny and Claude had become close friends, as though the trials we had been
through had done much to smooth over their differencesin lifestyles and outlook. Perhapsit was more
accurate to say that that they accepted the differences, and tried to assess how they could work to their
mutua advantages. So much so, that they ventured to me that they were thinking of combining their
talents and opening a detective agency.

"If Danny does the detecting, then I'll do the books and the housekeeping,” Claude told me. "He's got
lotsof goodidess. . . ."

| wassurehehad. . . .

Having exchanged the few pearls| had |eft—apart from the half-dozen most beautiful: ahuge pink one
and five perfectly formed blacks, guessing that | would probably get a better price in London—we il
had enough to telegraph Mrs. Early of our imminent return, the price of ahired coach and two cabinson
the ferry. The boys shared one, Beau and | the other, athough the captain had |ooked askance at Beau.

"Nowildanimas," he had said dismissively.

| could understand his hesitation. Already Beau was the Size of a panther, and appeared to be expanding
every day. | assured the captain that he was perfectly tame, and that | would pay for any damage he
caused.

It was true what Ky-Lin had said: we got aong fine without the Ring though of course we couldn't
converse theway we used to. | talked to him, though, and he appeared to understand everything | said,
S0 we were acomfortable couple; | was going to say there were no disagreements, but | had learnt
enough about cat body-language to understand what alashing tail meant!

We had dined well, the seawas smooth and it was awarm, early June night, with athin silver moon
curving up from the seathrough our open porthole. Although | was excited at the thought of our long
journey at last coming to an end and thought | wouldn't deep, in fact | succumbed within minutes of lying
down on my bunk, leaving Beau gazing out of the porthole. It seemed only minutes later that | woke—in
fact the moon didn't seem to have moved at all—to find Beau padding back and forth acrossthe cabin
from my bunk to the porthole and back again, obvioudy with something on hismind.

"What's the matter, Beau? Can't you deep? It won't be long now; when it getslight we should see the
White Cliffs, and before you know it well be on our way home!™

"Yourhome. . ." | thought | heard him say.
"And yoursto share.”
"Not thesame. . ."

| sat up. Yes, | was sure he had spoken. Right, so | was dreaming: no wonder | thought | had only been



adeep for afew minutes. Well, dreams could be interesting, and it was nice to talk properly to Beau. His
head was on my pillow, and the moonlight, thin though it was, showed me a beloved face whose every
change of expression | had become used to; the angle of the ears, line of mouth, depth of cheeks, attitude
of whiskers, arrangement of fur, the set of the eyes, the dilation of the pupils—the whole look now was
one of misery, depression and resignation.

"Of course it won't be the same as your beautiful paacein Siam," | said, pretending to fdl inwith his
absurd stories. "But | will try to make it as comfortable as| can for you—I promise you will eat well and
have the run of somelovely countryside. Lots of ratsand mice. . ."

"Princesdon't et mice," he said. "All | want isthat kissyou promised me, beforeitistoo late.”

"l didn't promise you anything of the sort," | said. "'l told you, one doesn't kiss cats. The fact that | forgot
acouple of times has nothing to do with it!" But | was angry with mysdlf, just for being angry. | paused.
"What do you mean: "beforeit istoo late' 7"

"Because my year isnearly up. If | cannot receive that kissthen | am condemned to spend the rest of my
lifeasacat. And that | could not bear, however kind you would be to me. | am aman, not ananimd!"

Because | was dill angry with mysdlf | hit out at him.

"Y ou know perfectly well I don't believe that rubbish you told me, don't you? Princes and palaces,
witches and spdlls—aload of rubbish!" | had forgotten | was till dreaming. "And that story of that tatty
collar of yours being made of precious stones. . . Pah!"

Therewasalittle slence. "'l thought it might comein ussful with that orphanage you were planning,” he
sad at last.

How did he know that? | had never discussed it with anyone, even Toby, dthough it had been much on
my mind on theway home.

Somehow that touched me as nothing e se had.

| was beginning to redlise just how much | vaued his comradeship, his company, his constancy. Would it
hurt me so much to kiss him once more? Of course it wouldn't! But there was areason for not doing so, |
realised. What would happen if it didn't work? If he had been wrong al along? Supposing that third kiss
left him as hewas—a cat? What would he fed like? Wouldn't it be better that he blame me, rather than
face the humiliation and distress of defest?

If it meant | could guarantee that he would turn back into the prince he thought he had been, then |
would kisshim al over, for aslong asit took. . . . But | just couldn't risk it.

"Listen my dear, | just can't doiit. | don't want to disappoint you." | patted the bunk. "Don't let's spail
our last night'stravel. Come up and have a cuddlel”

Suddenly there was no room to spare; | was surrounded by cat: warm, furry, purring. Thislatter wasa
deep-throated rumble, in-out, in-out, on different notes, a semitone in between, and atrifle moreforte on
the breath out. It was soothing, soporific: | closed my eyes. ..

"Of courseit may bethat you are afraid of being confronted by a prince," said Beau, asif continuing a
conversation we hadn't had, and effectudly jerking me out of my doze. "What would you say if | told you



| was not the scion of anoble house, but rather the bastard son of awaterfront woman, and athief as
wdl?'

| sat up. "What on earth are you talking about?"

"l am saying that perhaps | should have told you the truth right from the Start, instead of trying to
romanceit up abit, but | thought you might accept me more readily as asuitor if you thought—"

"A suitor? How on earth could you have thought—"

"That you would countenance acat? But | keep telling you—"

"Y ou keep telling me about awitch and aridiculous spell—"

"But that was the only part that wastrue! Therest | made up, just to impressyou!"”

It took me aminute or two to digest al this, but once | readlised | was still dreaming | decided it wouldn't
interrupt the dream if | heard what he had to say.

"Perhaps you had better tell me the truth then,” 1 said. "Not that | will necessarily believe you, of course.
And not that it will make the dightest difference to my decision,” | added.

He nodded. "Understood. But | will fedl better to have told you. . . . The story begins before | was born.
In the country of Siam there lived arich widower, amerchant, with one child, abeautiful girl with hair the
colour of the night, eyes the brown of autumn leaves and askin likeivory—"

"How do you know she looked like that? Y ou said this was before you were born!™

"Don't interrupt! All will becomeclear . . . Being arich merchant and trader her father had severa
warehouses and a counting-house down by the waterfront, and his daughter, who was also gifted with
figures, helped her father in the latter.

"One day her father was attending other business and his daughter had occasion to do businesswith an
English ship which was carrying acargo of tin. During her supervision of the unloading she noticed a
young sailor, ahandsome young man with fair hair, blue eyes and asmile to melt one's heart, so shetold
me later. Apparently over the next couple of daysthey fell deeply inlove, and by the time the sailor had
to rgjoin his ship some couple of weeks later, she was dready pregnant. By the time her condition
became obvious, she sworeto her father that the sailor had promised to come out on his next voyage to
marry her, and that he had aready sent aletter ahead to his parentstelling them of hisdecision. But her
father was 0 angry and humiliated that he threw her out of the house,

"Shewaited in vain for her lover to return, for his ship foundered on the voyage with dl hands, but her
son was born before the news reached her."

"How crud! First being thrown out of the house and then losing her lover! How did she survive?!
"Although her father refused to see her again, he gave her asmall annua income, enough to keep her and
the boy from starvation. He also gave her anecklace that had belonged to her mother, amagnificent

examplein diamondsand emerdds. . ."

Where had | heard that before?"Y ou were that boy?' In my dream. . .



"Yes, that ishow | can remember how beautiful she was. She told methat if she had been on her own
she would have cast hersdlf into the seato die asher lover had, but that | had given her something to live
for. She taught me dl she knew about book-keeping and mathematics, and managed to save enough to
hire me an expatriate Englishman to teach me to spesk, read and writein my father'slanguage.”

He paused. "And o it went on until | was about fourteen or fifteen yearsold. . . ."
"Goon..."

Hesghed. "The next bit | dwaysfind difficult to even think about. My grandfather, the mercharnt,
married again, awicked woman who tried to persuade him to cut off my mother's allowance. When he
refused he becameill, and was dead within ayear of his marriage. Our alowance was stopped, my
mother becameill and my wicked step-grandmother sent round the police for the necklace, saying my
mother had stolen it. She had bribed them, of course.”

He sighed again. "Those were the hard times. My mother needed medicines, and the care of adoctor. |
applied for job after job, but aways my applications were turned down—my step-grandmother again.”

"So what did you do?"

"The only thing | could do: | turned to thievery.” He saw my look of shock. "What else could | do? And
| was good at it; it wasn't too difficult, with dl the goods passing through the port. | was quick and agile,
and | was never caught. | found a couple of fenceswilling to buy whatever | could not take
home—jewdlery or clothes—but food and delicacies| bought for my mother every day. | don't know
whether she redised what | was doing, for | told her | had agood position, though she must have
marvelled at the strange hours | kept—but perhaps she just didn't want to know.

"She was only thirty-five when she died; | believe she waslonging to be re-united with her English sailor,
reckoning that | was now old enough to take care of myself: her death hit me hard. For awhilel had no
wishto live mysdf. | grew neglectful of my gppearance, forgot to et or wash. Eventudly though | pulled
myself together and, not wanting to continue athief and waste my life, decided to follow my father's
profession and went to sea. Thiswas abig mistake: I'm afraid | hated every minute. Businessman, yes,
given the chance: salor, no.

"I reckoned my mother had |eft me two things she wished meto do. My father had told her of his
parents address in England, and she asked me to visit them some day; the other was my determination to
retrieve the necklace. To thisend | took to spying on my step-grandmother in her villa, and it wasn't long
before | discovered that she was awitch; | watched her cast spellsto entrap young men and make up the
most subtle poisons and potions.

"| waited one night until | reckoned she was adegp, then used my thieving skillsto enter thevillaand
stedl back the necklace. Oncefound | put it on, and was just leaving the villawhen my step-grandmother
jumped out at me. Apparently her powers had told her | would come.”

He stretched, quivered, and settled back. "The rest you know, more or less; there is no need to go over
it again. She used her powersto bewitch meinto what you see now, and laid the curse of the three kisses
on me. Since then | have spent months of my life trying to escape capture, starvation, degradation, and it
was only when you rescued me from that murderous stall-holder that | began to hope once more.

"But now my timeisrunning out. It took agrest dedl out of me learning to est and hunt like a cat, and



asoto avoid capture. A couple of timesit was only my tough clawsthat got me out of trouble. | was
trapped anumber of times by the enticement of food, but luckily my captors had to degp and |
remembered the ways to open doors and unlatch windows."

| knew | was dreaming, | must be, but why would someone like Beau dter his story, so that the
desirable prince became an undesirable thief? Surely if anyone was going to beidiotic enough to believe
his story they would rather ook forward to a princely suitor than acommoner!

| had one more thing puzzling me. "Y ou said you liked it when | called you Beau, but you never redly
explained why. Wasit a pet-name?"

"Depends on how you spell and say it. My father's name was David Bowe and my mother named me
after him—only shecdled me "Davey.'"

"lsee !I" | thought for amoment. "Can | go on caling you ‘Beau'?"
"Of course. Well?'

"Wel what?'

"Doesit make any differenceto your decison? Thetruth, | mean.”
"How can | besureit isthe truth?”

"Y ou can't. Any more than you can tell whether akisswill turn me back into the man | oncewas. Y ou'll
just havetotrust me. . ."

| turned to him, hugged him, stroked him. "L ook, I'm quite happy with you as a cat. Why do you want to
tempt fate? | loveyou. . . ."

"l loveyou too, but I'd rather loveyou asaman. .. ."

| sat up abruptly. | had never thought that if he really was aman— But | was dreaming, and silly
thoughts do come with dreams.

"You aren't, you know," said Beau. "Y ou are aswide awake as | am. Look, if you are so convinced it
won't work, | promise to absolve you from al blameif anything goes wrong—but it won't."

So, tired of arguing, and praying against dl reason that he wasright and | waswrong, and that | wasn't
dreaming, | leant forward and kissed him full on his mouth.

Chapter Twenty-nine

The Wedding Gift



"Told you so," murmured Beau, a.k.a. David Bowe. Hetook off the emerald and diamond necklace and
clasped it round my neck. "There you are: my wedding present. We can use it to finance the orphanage,
if that'swhat you want." He leant over and kissed me, a proper, human, deeply satisfying kiss. "And now,
if you don't mind moving over abit, my darling?'

Chapter Thirty

A Year Later

My husband and | leaned on the gate that |ed to the playfield, the baby adeep in abasket at our feet. A
year after our return another June breeze riffled the corn in the farmer'sfield next door and stirred the
waist-high bracken on the hill, bringing with it the scent of summer flowers, honey, lime-blossom and the
richness of warm pinetrees. The children, eight girls and three boys so far, dthough Toby would be
bringing us more the next day, were chasing a soft ball across the grass and, judging by the shrieks of
laughter, thoroughly enjoying themsdves,

Behind usin the old stable-yard, drying linen flapped and cracked in the wind, and through the kitchen
window | could see Ellen and her widowed sister Jeannie were making the fina preparations for
luncheon: cold chicken and summer salad, with fresh, warm bread and milk pudding to follow. All the
produce was from Hightop, apart from the flour and yesast, for we now had two dairy cows, were
fattening a couple of pigs and had increased the numbers of ducks and chickens and extended the kitchen
garden by haf as much again, and Mr. Early was busy carpentering a see-saw and swingsfor the
children,

The choice of children we had left to Toby—he knew better than any who needed help—but at first |
had been full of worthy schemesfor their education—globes and improving books in the room we had
designated as the schoolroom. But it was Ellen—who had |eft the school and Miss Moffat after being
accused by the headmistress of not being economical enough with the poor fare the children were
offered, which was absolute nonsense, aswell | knew—who had put me on the right path.

"Listen, miss—sorry, missus, but it's difficult to think of you asamarried lady—you ain't teechin'ina
school no more, you're goin' to run a Horphanage. What them children need isfood, more food and
lovin' care, not books, leastways not at first. Once you've got them clean and tidy and rid of the
bed-wetting and have taught ‘em to use aknife and fork proper and say yes please and no thank you, the
next stage is bedmakin', dustin' and polishin’, layin' fires and blackleadin'. Then into the kitchensto
prepare vegetables and learn to wash up. After that comes smple stitchery, which my sister can teach
‘em, 'cos she earned what she could as a seamstress. Then you can teach ‘em enough to follow areceipt,
sign their names and add two and two so they aren't cheated when the tradespeople cal.”

She saw the dismayed look on my face, and | could see she was trying not to laugh.

"Oh Missus Sophy, don't look so worrit! They'll cometo your learnin’ soon enough, but first thingsfirst!
Now, the first thing iswhat they'sto wear. It's summer, S0 vests and cotton shirts and leggings for the
boys, and vests, short dresses and pantaloons for the girls. Something cool, comfortable and easy to put
on and take off. AsthisisaHorphanage, perhapsit would be better if they al wore the same colour:



how about brown for the boys and blue for the girls? That way there won't be no nonsense about one
wearing something better than someonedse. . . And that's another thing: they'll have to learn washin' and
ironin' aswell. And | forgot the butter and cheese makin'."

"But Ellen, some of them will be only five or sx yearsold!"

"Never too young to learn. Fact, the younger the better. Now, when we've got them to rights, the boys
can help Mr. Early with the kitchen garden and the animals, and I'll have the girlsin the kitchen. Tell you
what, you have them in the mornings and well take them for the rest of the day. Don't forget, you're not
teaching future Prime Ministers and lady librarians, you're trying to make the girlsfit for servicein good
positions and the boys 'prenticed well. That'sdl. If on the way you find someone to take further, like
Master Toby, well and good, but don't expect it!"

She was perfectly right, of course, but | found it difficult to absorb, no more so than on the day we
welcomed our firgt arrivals and | watched horrified as the new arrivals were taken out into the yard,
stripped bare, had their heads shaved, girls aswell as boys, and were then dumped, one by one, into a
large tub of warm water and scrubbed with carbolic soap until al the London grime had gone for good.
Two of them weretoo cowed by their earlier life and the newness of their surroundingsto do anything
but submit, but the other three yelled and shrieked and fought al the way through and Mrs. Early, Ellen
and her sster had their work cut out. Bathed and disinfected, they luckily fitted into the clothes Jeannie
had dready sawn. They were then fed—outside—just to see about their manners which were, mostly,
nonexistent. So that wasthefirst chore. . .

Play-time was before luncheon and before supper. In the winter months we had to spend agood of time
indoors, and at those times we used the schoolroom, which | made as bright and welcoming as possible,
to hear many stories and play games of blindman's buff, hunt the thimble or musical chairsfrom theold
piano, together with the quieter dominoes, draughts and hands of cards. Two of the downstairs smaller
rooms were turned into indoor privies and washrooms. We bought new beds, put up hooksfor clothes,
provided cutlery and crockery and hung curtains. After we had just about become used to our first
arrivals, Toby brought six more, and we started dl over again, luckily helped by the first lot, determined
to show their superiority.

We had decided that about thirty children was about enough to cope with, replacing after that those who
got good positions. We had sold the pearlsin London for an excellent price, and the necklace had been
bought at our inflated asking price by acertain "Royad Personage” for hismistress! That money was
invested in railways, cotton and munitions, which Beau said people dways need, and were paying good
dividends.

He himself had found a position as consultant with acity Merchant Bank dedling with the Far Eat, and
went up to town two or three times aweek. We had given Claude and Danny a hundred pounds each to
st them up, because they were il determined on the detective agency.

We had found Beau's grandfather and grandmoather living quietly in Plymouth, and adthough wary at first
they had soon accepted their grandson and hiswife as welcome additions to the family, and were
delighted to learn they were soon to be grest-grandparents.

Asfor Toby, we had offered him alump sum but he wouldn't take it, asking usinstead to put abit aside
whenever we had any to spare and invest it, o he would have abit put by when he kitted himsalf out for
hisfirst expedition. He was till determined to become an explorer, and to this end was studying every
book he could find on the subject, besides searching out the most deserving cases for the orphanage.
With the five he was bringing us tomorrow, it would bring the count up to eighteen, with Jeannie€stwo



little girls. He explained that we would always have more girls than boys, because the latter were better
ableto look after themsealves on the streets, and adapted readily to being part of agang of young thieves.

Another piece of newswas that Miss Made eine from the Charity School was planning to join us next
week. Apparently Miss Moffat had found arather attractive young lady to fill my post, and Maddleine
wrote that she was just twiddling her thumbs and would | take her a alow wage? Between thelines|
could read that she was desperate also not to end up as an old maid, and immediately bethought myself
of the young curate a the village church, who came faithfully every Sunday to leed usin prayersand tell
the children Bible stories. Beau was happy for her to come, saying | would have more time with our
daughter if | had someone eseto do the teaching.

Wethreelived at the"Temple," as| ill thought of it, looked after by Mr. and Mrs. Early. Our bedroom
wasthe one | had first occupied, the baby's Night Nursery next to it, the Day Nursery the room in which
| had prepared for our journey, which il |eft three bedroomsfor guests. If Madeleine had one of these,
Toby could have one and Claude and Danny double up, if they dl arrived for avisit together.

Thinking of those two made me grin, and Beau turned to look at me.
"Shaeit?'

"Just thinking of that first success of “Cumberbatch and Duveen.'"
"Typicd Danny .. ."

Indeed it had been, but it had opened al sorts of doorsfor them, so now they had moved from their
originad lock-up to an office with aroom behind for eating, cooking and deeping and an outside privy,
with two let floors above, from which they collected rent. Their first "scoop” had been, as Beau said,
"typicd Danny." Asl saw it, it wasten out of ten for opportunism.

It appeared that he had witnessed an accident in which an expensive-looking carriage had overturned,
discharging asmall beribboned dog who yapped and dodged between the legs of the passersby. Danny
seized his chance, grabbed the dog and bore it back to their lodgings. In spite of Claude's protests he fed
it and cleared up its messes and bore its petulant barking, until he could study the papersthe next day,
and saw as he expected, areward of ten pounds. He waited until the next day when the reward had risen
to fifteen pounds, then had visited the bereaved dog-owner, a hysterical dowager, and offered his
sarvicesto "find" the dog, hinting darkly at a dog-stealing gang, and the dangers of trying to penetrate
their fastnesses, and had been offered the reward, plusfive pounds per day if he could return the dog.
Obvioudy he had been successful, but it had taken him five days. . . . Forty poundsto the good, plusthe
recommendation of agrateful dowager! Danny had alucky touch, or afour-leaved clover.

Behind usthe bell clanged outside the kitchen door and the children ceased their play and streamed for
the gate, which Beau swung open. Ten minutes until luncheon, time for the children to wash their hands
and tidy up. Beau closed the gate and dropped akiss on the tip of my nose.

"Saturday afternoon, sweetheart . . ."

II&?I

"So the children are going on a nature rambl e this afternoon with Mr. and Mrs. Early. Neither of uswill
be needed between, say, two and five. | suggest we—" and he bent and whispered in my ear.



| blushed. "In the open?”’

"Why not? The sunisgood for you, and | like to see my wifein daylight. Y ou are beautiful in any light,
my sweet, but the sun is something we can't often take advantage of . . ."

| adored him, of course. Strangely enough, his cat-colours had come through to his human body. His
skin was the creamy-beige of his cat-coat, his hair the chocolate of his mask and paws, and his eyesthe
same startling blue; his body was aslithe and strong as his cat-body. And heloved metoo. . .

| nodded down at the wicker-basket, where Serena had just opened her eyes and was stretching and
yawning her toothless mouth. Her fist went to her mouth, obvioudy ready for her luncheon. "What about

her?'
"Go and feed her, and then |et Ellen have her for an hour or two. Y ou know she doteson her. . . ."
Serena opened her eyes, the same blue as her father's, and yawned again, and my heart turned over with

love for them both, my husband and my daughter. Just now, life was good. Doubtless there would be
hard times, bad timesin the future, but our love would see us through, of that | was sure.

Beau put hisarms about me. "Any regrets, my darling?'

"Noneat dl." But then | remembered something that was till nagging a me. "Well, yes. | supposethere
issomething ... ."

"Tdl me" Hekissed meagain. "I'll cureitif | can.”

"You can't, nobody can. . ."

"But what isit?'

"Well, it'sjust that . . . Soundssilly | know, suchasmdl thingredly .. ."
"What?'

"l just wish | knew what happened tothe Eg . . ."

Epilogue

As soon asthe Travellers had | eft, the dragons flew, one by one, across the chasm to where the Eg, their
Eg, their long-lost treasure, lay in the niche in the ground long reserved asthe officia Hatching-Ground.
They flew in order of precedence; first the senior Master-Dragon, the Brown, followed by the Orange,



the Green, the Grey, the Purple, the Y ellow and finally the Blue, his mere twelve hundred years making
him the most junior.

One by one they approached the Eg reverently, muttering a suitable welcome, until all seven were
grouped round in acircle, admiring, longing to touch, to examine more closely, to guess the weight,
estimate the date of hatching. It wasfor the senior dragon to make the first move, followed by the others
in order of seniority. Although it was not encouraged, there were inevitable side-bets; these were safer
than quarrels, and they only used trinkets as stakes: a silver platter or two, asmall string of pearls, an
amethyst brooch—the sort of wagersthey laid in their endless games of chess, checkers, Mah-Jong etc.

The dragons colours glowed with excitement. Although naturaly of aneutra colour, the lozenges of
scaes on their chests reflected their "true” colours, which only dyed their skinswhen they were excited,
as now, or were injured or ill, when the colours seeped into the neutra patches and dyed the whole
dragon with apaler shade of the origind. This had happened hundreds of years ago to the Blue, at abad
time when he had temporarily midaid the jewel s that would make him a Master-Dragon.

The dragons were more or less agreed. The hatching would take place around Middle-Y ear, and the
weight was about fifteen pounds at present, of which three pounds were the shell. It would be alarge
baby dragon.

In the meantime there was plenty to do to prepare for the new arrival.

Firgly the Eg must be kept warm and comfortable and turned regularly. One after the other the dragons
provided comforts. Y dllow filched a padded quilt from the bush where it had been drying, though when
he had tried to accelerate the drying process with a puff or two of dragon-fire it was not quite asit should
have been, athough the scorched bits didn't show once the quilt was folded. Blue concentrated on a
layer of dried grassesfor thefloor of the Nursery, Green fashioned a beautiful teething-ring from bone
and coral, Purple picked out the finest jewels for the baby's first toys and Orange wove a basket to hold
them, while Grey fashioned wind-chimes from the smallest bonesin their collection.

As senior dragon, Brown wasin charge of the arrangements and supervised the rotafor the weekly
turning of the Eg and the continua Hatch-Sitting.

Winter passed, spring brought new life to the crops and countryside and the dragons did their annual
Turd-Out, asthey cdled it among themsalves, dthough Brown frowned on thisand preferred it to be
referred to in his hearing as Spring-Clean. Thisyear it was more important than ever that the whole cave
was as prigine as possible, pending their New Arriva, so they al set to with awill, using their wingsto
sweep dl the debris down into the accomodating chasm, so that detritus, dried faeces and generd
rubbish went up conveniently in a puff or two of greasy smoke and a couple of sparks. Their Hoard was
sorted, examined, cleaned, stones polished and arranged to their best advantage; the silver and gold on
stone shelves at the back, the jewels each in their own piles of colour: rubies, garnets, beryl, bloodstones,
rose-quartz, carnelian and fire-opd's, topazes, agate, amber and tiger's eye; emerads, peridot and jade;
sgpphire, aguamarine and amethyst; diamond and crystal; pearl and moonstone and opals, and al set off
nicely with bands of jet.

Now al was ready, and only three monthstogo. . .



Unseen and unregarded, the Travellerswho had returned the Eg Sarted their long journey home, and at
the monastery Ky-Lin welcomed the spring sunshine and spent much of his time snoozing on the parapet
of the balcony where stood the stone replica of hisfriend Growch. Some time soon his Master would
arrive and take him to hisrest, dthough He had so much to do it might be later rather than sooner. After
al, he, Ky-Lin, was one of his Magter's most unimportant servants, and must wait histurn.

Truth to tell he had rather enjoyed his extended time on earth. Without becoming too puffed up with
pride, he had at least helped both Summerdai and Sophronisbe to attain their goas. He, too, wondered
what had become of the Eg. He couldn't miss the fact that there was more than usua activity among the
dragons, some of them flying by day, which was most unusud.

He wondered, too, how far hisfriends had travelled homewards, and whether that rogue of a Beau-Cat
had managed to persuade Sophy that he needed afind kissto transform him, when he knew perfectly
well that the spell only lasted ayear anyway. . . .

It had been along journey for dl of them, as had the earlier one with Summer: he hoped this one would
have a happier ending. He had thought the Eg would have hatched earlier than this; there was certainly
lifein there, even after dl the vicisstudesit had been through; both he and the boy had heard the
somewhat puzzling sounds from within. Still, he fet that everyone would be left in no doubt onceit had
hatched.

Not that he knew much about dragons. They were creatures of another, earlier time, some of the
survivors of the Great Darkness he had been told about, when the Black Star fell on earth and shut out
the sun for aeons. He and his brethren were of alater time, direct creations of their Master, devoted to
the preservation of lifein dl itsforms, unlike the careless, fire-setting, mest-esting dragons—athough
their reputation as man-eaters was erroneous. Perhaps this one would grow up differently, although if
Growch had been there he would have said: "No chance, mate. Once adragon, awaysadragon. . ."

March had gone, April and May came and went, and now the days had lengthened until it was no
sooner time to go to bed than timeto get up again, or so it seemed to the peasantstoiling on their land,
athough in the monagtery the monks enjoyed the indulgence of the sun on their shaven skulls asthey
moved from one duty to another.

Up in the Blue Mountain the dragons jostled one another for the privilege of Eg-Sitting now the time was
drawing near for the hatching, sometimes only giving their predecessor five minutes before shoving him
aside and taking over. The Eg grew warmer and larger, and now it weighed over eighteen pounds. What
ababy it would produce!

AsMiddle-Y ear appeared to accel erate towards them, al the dragons vied with one another to provide
their baby with the very best. Orange scorched histall down in the chasm while smoking the tenderest
pieces of mest for the baby dragon'sfirst meds; Grey dmost choked on the fluff he collected from plants
for bedding; Y ellow was badly scratched searching for shards of glassto reflect the moonlight; Green
was nearly exhausted when he arrived back from the south with alength of the finest silk for covering
while the baby's scales hardened; Purple blunted his claws tearing out suitable white stones from the
moraineto fence in the Hatching-Ground and Blue took one of the silver spoons and filled severa golden
bowlswith the finest spring water for drinking and washing. Of course dragons used to roll in dew or
snow for their twice-yearly bath, but the baby would be too young for awhile even to be flown out for
this



Nobody cared for bumps and bruises. Their baby dragon hatching safe and hedlthy was dl that
meattered. The years Sincethe last hatching were legion, and the surviving dragons were not growing any
younger. There must be other dragon eggs scattered throughout the world but these were in forgotten
places and might never have the right conditions to hatch, but this one was here, it wasred, it waslive
and it was about to hatch.

The sun rose higher inthe sky, the air grew warmer, and at last it wasthe eve of Middle-Y ear-Day.
There was an overnight full-moon which bathed the Hatching-Ground and the waiting dragonsin silver
light. It seemed that the moon was reluctant to miss the hatching, for it was till apale disc in the sky
when the sun rosein the east, and now al the dragons were gathered in a circle around the Eg, most of
the side-bets having been paid out areedy.

One hour before mid-day the tapping began.

At firg it was so faint that the dragons had to hold their breath in unison to heer it at dl, but then the
noise gradualy grew in volume and faster and faster, until it was perfectly audible. Tap, tap, tap; tap, tap,

tap.

But the shell of the Eg resisted. The tapping grew more frantic, punctuated by what sounded liketiny
thumps, asif asmal fist wasjoining in with the disposable egg-beak attached to the jaw of the baby
dragon. The noise crescendoed, and then gradually died back as though the creature within was
exhausted, waslosing both strength and heart. The dragons glanced anxioudly at each other, then turned
to the Senior Dragon, Brown.

He thought for along moment; all sounds had ceased. Then he nodded dowly. "Show claws. . ."

One by onethe dragonsraised first their [eft then their right front claws, which were carefully examined
by Brown. All the dragons were supposed to keep their claws sharp on the specialy imported granite
Sharpening Stone, but some of the older ones skipped the chore, so consequently it was the youngest,
Blue, who was chosen to help their baby out of his prison of shell.

Brown indicated where he wanted the cut made. "But not too deep; just halfway through. Be very, very
careful .. ."

All held their bresth as Blue extended the middle claw of hisright front foot and held it poised over the
Eg. They noticed he was trembling. He took a deep breath, then as delicately but decisvely asa
glass-cutter etching the thinnest balloon glass, he traced afine line two-thirds around the breadth of the
Eg.

For amoment there was no response, and then the tapping started again, louder thistime, the
accompanying thumping aswell, and now through the crack in the shell athin mewling sound. Likea
miracle the crack widened fractiondly until there was aminute glimpse of movement. By now dl the
dragons heads were circled above the Eg, aliving dome of bony heads and hissing bregth.

Noon, and the sun at its zenith on thisMiddle-Y ear-Day. A shaft of light suddenly burned down on the
dragons skullsand they al drew back asif scorched. They believed that the sun's rays were harmful,
would burn through their skulls and scramble their brains. Now the rays of the sun shone on the cracked
Eg and the noise and activity within increased ahundred per cent. The membrane which divided the outer
shell from its contents stretched and stretched, thinner and thinner asthe crack in the Eg widened until
suddenly with arippingpop! it burst apart, the Eg-shell opened into two distinct haves like atwo-petalled
flower, and its contents wererevedled . . .



Ky-Lin heard the roar from where he lay in the mid-morning shadows among the bonsai treeson hislittle
bal cony. He sprang upright, thinking for amoment that the firesin the Blue Mountain had erupted again,
but recognised immediately that the noise came from the harsh, cacaphonous voices of the dragons.
Whatever it was, they were clearly upset.

Gradually the noise subsided, risng once more into a brief crescendo every quarter-hour or so, but this
merdly increased Ky-Lin's sense of unease. He could not imagine what could have occasioned such an
uproar, audible so clearly across the miles that separated the monastery from the mountain. Had
something happened to the Eg? If it had hatched normally he would have expected something other than
this howl of both anger and bewilderment. Was there something wrong with the baby dragon? Could it
be maformed? Sick? Dead? And if it were any of those things, wouldn't the dragons blame both him and
the Travellersfor not taking enough care with it? If so, what could they do? Would they taketo the air
and pursue Sophy and Company and wreak aterrible vengeance? Or would they seek him out and
pulverize him, raze the monastery to the ground?

No, he couldn't let that happen. He must journey towards the mountain and meet them haf-way, try to
undo whatever damage had been done before it wastoo late. Accordingly he did aquick transformation
into pony-sze and made hisway through the monastery, down the track to the village and turned north
onto the plain. He trotted along in the afternoon hest, carefully avoiding damaging any living growth, his
hooves throwing up little puffs of dugt.

He made good progress, and as he neared the Blue Mountain the dragon voices grew louder and more
discordant. He wished he could understand just what they were shouting about—

He skidded to a sudden hdlt, redlising al at once what an utter idiot he was. Because of the unspoken
ban againgt any congress between his people and them, they had alwaysignored that the other creatures
existed, and of course there was no way he could communicate with them if they came faceto face. They
were such primitive creatures that thought transference was out, too.

He sank down on his haunches, in his misery shrinking down asize or two. He could not remember ever
feding so miserable, even when . . . But no point in remembering that. He and his brethren were not
supposed to feel sadness—nor anger, hatred, love, pride or impatience. Perhaps he had been in the
world too long, for he knew he had felt dl these emotions a one time or another, most of them only
momentarily. His downfal had originaly been his pride, and luckily he didn't really know how to be
impatient; but he had felt affection for Summer and Sophy, and for the boy Toby, but probably the
greatest had been for Growch.

There was only one thing to do. He closed his eyes, bowed his head, gazed inwards and sent a prayer to
his Master—not arequest for direct aid, that would be wrong, rather aprayer for guidance on what to
do next. One had to rely on oneslf for action.

He was deep in meditation, sinking into that limbo where the body no longer mattered or responded to
outside influences, when he was jerked back into the real world by a sudden clatter of lesthery wings
above. Claws seized his shoulders and he was borne upwardsinto the air with awhoosh! and asinking
lurchin hisstomach. All his senses returned with arush as he saw the plain beneath him disappear with
aarming speed. Whatever in the world was happening?

He realised that he had been pounced on by one of the dragons and was being carried higher and higher



towards the north-east, but to what purpose? Was he to be dropped from a great height, to be smashed
to smithereens? Made into a snack for the dragons dinner? But perhaps they had something lessviolent
inmind: to show him something perhaps? To demonstrate why they were so angry?

Whatever the eventua outcome they had obvioudy seen him coming and decided to collect him,
athough it was unusud for them to fly in the heat of the sun, soit must be urgent. Lifting hishead alittle
he saw they were gpproaching the Blue Mountain, swinging back behind it to the shady side, but when it
seemed they must literally brush the rocks his carrier-dragon shot straight upwards, making Ky-Lin
dizzily wish he had not indulged in those few extragrains of ricethat morning. They must be dl of three
thousand feet high. . .

The next moment they started to drop like stones, plummeting down so fast that Ky-Lin was thrust back
momentarily againgt the dragon's bony chest. Beneath them the black maw of the mountain rose up with
frightening speed: adark blot, an inky puddle, an ebony |ake—the mouth of Hell itself!

The dragon braked sharply at the last moment, then did aneat landing in the middle of acircle of Six
scay others, dropping Ky-Lin unceremonioudy to the ground. All around was the stench of cinders, old
bones, staeair, sulphur. Ky-Lin choked and gagged and his eyes started to run. Something shoved him
in the back, propelling him forward; blinking hetried to clear his sireaming eyes, conscious of the
dragon-voices grumbling and growling al around him.

His eyes clearing, becoming used to the dragon-stench, he peered ahead of him. Hewasin asmall
enclosed space surrounded by afence of stones and—yes—there was the Eg, or rather one of the neatly
bisected halves. Moving nearer without hindrance, he peered down and there, cradled in the egg, itstiny
claws clutching a strip of smoked meat which it was attempting to chew with its razor-sharp baby teeth
and making contented little mewling sounds, was a baby dragon.

Its blue eyes gazed up at him curioudly. Blue eyes? Did they change asthe dragons grew, like puppies,
kittens or human babies? He peered closer. It seemed healthy enough: four legs, claws present and
correct, two vestigial wings, tail, nose, eyesand earsal looking in the right places. Just for amoment it
bore afleeting resemblanceto alittle piglet, especidly asitstail wastightly curled.

Anditwaspink. ..

Presumably al dragons started that colour, together with the blue eyes, and they lost that ridicul ous tuft
of blond hair like chicken-fluff that grew on top of its head asthey matured.

He was saved from further guesswork—if the baby dragon was healthy and happy then what was dl the
fuss about—by a violent nudge, one which knocked him sideways out of the ring of stonesand onto a
bare patch of ground, on which lay the other half of the Eg.

Now dl the dragons were hissing, instead of the crooning-growl they had made over the baby dragon,
but suddenly athin, angry wail cut across al other sounds, pitched asit was at a higher frequency; rapidly
it grew into a horrendous, ear-piercing screech, asound compounded of anger and despair, grating on
the ear like agiant chak on agiant blackboard. Ky-Lin moved over to the other half-egg and gazed
down. Andthere. .. ? There was a baby.

Ahuman baby!

Thelittlegirl, tufts of black hair sticking up al over her scalp, eyes screwed up in temper, toothless
mouth agape for another wail, arms and legs pumping, was quite obvioudy not adragon, although she



was behaving like one. So, the Eg had held its surprises after al—twins! one dragon-baby, one human
one.

No wonder the dragons were so upset. At last Ky-Lin had an inkling of why he was here. He realised
that the dragons thought he was partly to blame for thismess: after al hadn't he helped first Summer and
later Sophy to ddliver aflawed Eg? Sure, they had their baby dragon, but herewasalivey, lusty
reminder of their renegade dragon, Black Jasper, who had broken dl the rules and fathered an Eg with
hishuman love.

Now hewas|eft in no doubt asto hisrole. He glanced over to where the baby dragon lay—no eye
contact with his captors, kidnappers, hostage-takers, hijackers, whatever they were: thisonly incensed
them, apparently—and he saw the baby dragon lifted tenderly from hishdf of the Eg and cradled in
blunted claws, while a padded quilt was ripped in haf by another, sharper claw. Half was tossed across
toland at hisfeet, ascorched, charred haf, while the other, unmarked half was the dragon-baby's new
cradle.

Another dragon tossed the half-shell with the baby girl onto the damaged quilt then brought the corners
together into arough knot, and moved back. Another pushed him forward again till he was standing over
the bundle. So, he was expected to carry it away. He opened his mouth, took the knot into his mouth
and tugged, but the cloth dipped away. Hetried again, but once again his ruminant's teeth could not get a
grip, and he that even if he grew to pony-size he would never be able to carry the bundle avay. He
stepped back and shook his head, was nudged forward again, attempted it again, but only succeeded in
trying so hard that he merely let go too quickly and landed with an undignified bump on hisrump. And if
dragons could be said to snigger, they were sniggering now.

The baby had been quiet for the last few minutes, but now she started up with another piercing wall,
rising to an indignant shriek. The dragons shrank back, and he redlised that the noise actualy hurt their
ears, accustomed as they were to their own much deeper voices. There was hissed conversation above
his head, then suddenly he was grasped once more by strong claws and borne aloft; out of the corner of
his eye he saw that a second dragon had grabbed the baby-bundle and was bearing it aloft aso.

Once more the vertigo, the churning stomach, the rush of wind over his hide, but now he was surprised
to seeit was dready dusk and that there was much cooler air in the upper reaches, athough the further
they descended heat from from the baked earth beneath came puffing up like an open oven.

Ky-Lin looked down, expecting to find the plain rising up to meet them, but they appeared to be
swinging further south-west. He saw the monastery looming up, and aready he could see the twinkling
lights of the cooking-fires and lanternsin the courtyard. What were the dragons doing? Almost
immediately there was that sickening drop of hundreds of feet and then alurch as his dragon pulled up
just short of the balcony. So they knew just where they could usudly find him.. . .

A moment later he was dropped unceremonioudy beside the bonsais, and the bundle followed, alittle
more gently, to liein front of him. Above them the dragons hovered for awing-best or so, their
drown-draught flattening the hair on his plumed tail and smelling of cinders, then they were up and away,
their raucous cries fading away asthey swept back towards the Blue Mountain.

The bundle beside him gtirred. Awkwardly Ky-Lin worried the knot loose until the baby girl lay
reveded, wriggling uncomfortably, her mouth squaring itself for another gappy yell. Soon someone would
cometo investigate, on the excuse of bringing him his supper or lamp, but before then he would haveto



seek help, make aplan.

Despairingly he nosed the lump of stone that represented his old friend, Growch, and let histhoughts
wash out over the stone. "What shdl | do next?I've never had to dedl with ababy before. . . ."

He didn't expect an answer, but at once, in hismind, he heard avoice: ahint, amurmur that sounded so
like Growch that he shook his head in disbelief.

"Comeon, mate? Think . . . Babiesis no different from pups. At this age they needs milk, warmth and a
lick or two to keep 'em clean. Once they startsto grow, then they needstraining, care, an' lots of love.
Start 'er off right: after that it'sup toyou.. . ." The phantom voice faded, died away.

Of course! A wet-nurse from the village to care for the babe until she was weaned. That took care of
the next few months. But then? The voice that had seemed to be Growch's had said "after that it'sup to
you. . ." but there was dways a choice, wasn't there? And if hisMaster came for himsoon . . . But if he
didn't?

He glanced down at the baby girl again. She had decided to cam down, but shewas till frowning,
sucking at one of her fists; then she siretched out her other hand towards him and for amoment her face
smoothed out and she was gill and there was a sudden fleeting resemblanceto . . .

He sghed. Y es, there was dways a choice—but then he had just made his.

Hadn't he?



