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The ceremonies were over for the day. The Boy was tired out. Ritual, like a senseless chariot, had rolled
its wheels--and the natural life of the day was bruised and crushed.

Lord of a tower'd tract, he had no option but to be at the beck and call of those officials whose
duty it was to advise and guide him. To lead him hither to thither through the mazes of his adumbrate
home. To celebrate, from day to day, in remote ceremonies the meaning of which had long been
forgotten.

The traditional birthday gifts had been proffered him on the traditional gold tray by the master
of the Ritual. Long lines of servants, knee-deep in water, passed before him as he sat hour after hour by
the margin of the gnat-haunted lake. The whole occasion had been one to try the patience of an
equable adult and for a child it was hell.

This, the Boy's birthday, was the second of the two most arduous days of the whole year. On the
previous day he had been involved in a long march up the steep flanks of a hill to a plantation where it
had been necessary for him to plant the fourteenth of a group of ash trees, for to-day he was fourteen
years old. It was no mere formality, for he had no one to help him as he worked, in a long grey cloak and
a hat rather like a dunce's cap. On his return journey down the steep hill he had stumbled and fallen,
bruising his knee and cutting his hand so that, by the time he was at last alone in his small room
overlooking the red-stone square, he was in a frame of mind quite savage in its resentment.

But now, on the evening of his second day, his birthday, the day of so many idiotic ceremonies
that his brain throbbed with incongruous images and his body with fatigue, he lay upon his bed with his
eyes closed.

After resting for some while he opened one of his eyes at what sounded like a moth fluttering
against the window. He could see nothing, however, and was about to close his eyes again when he



caught sight of that ochre-coloured and familiar patch of mildew that stretched across the ceiling like an
island.

He had stared many times at this same mildew-island with its inlets and its bays; its coves and
the long curious isthmus that joined the southern to the northern masses. He knew by heart the
tapering peninsula that ended in a narrowing chain of islets like a string of discoloured beads: He knew
the lakes and the rivers and he had many a time brought imaginary ships to anchor in hazardous
harbours, or stood them off when the seas ran high where they rocked in his mind and set new courses
for yet other lands.

But to-day he was too irritable to make-believe and the only thing he stared at was a fly that
was moving slowly across the island.

"An explorer, | suppose," muttered the Boy to himself--and as he muttered there came before
his eyes the hated outline of the mountain and the fourteen stupid ash-trees, and the damnable
presents that were handed to him on the golden tray, only to be returned to the vaults twelve hours
later, and he saw a hundred familiar faces, every one of which reminded him of some ritual duty so that
he beat his hands upon the bed shouting, "No! No! No!" and sobbed until the fly on the mildew-island
had crossed from east to west and was now following the coastline as though it had no wish to venture
out across the ceiling-sea.

Only a little part of his consciousness was taken up with watching the fly but that little was
identifying itself with the insect so that the Boy became dimly aware of exploration as something more
than a word or a sound of a word, as something solitary and mutinous. And then it came, all at once, the
first flicker of imperative rebellion, not against any one particular person but against the eternal round
of deadly symbolism.

He longed (he knew it now) to turn his anger into action--to make his escape from the gaols of
precedent; to make a bid if not for final freedom then at least for a day. For a day. For one tremendous
day of insurrection.

Insurrection! It was indeed nothing less. Was he truly contemplating so radical a step? Had he
forgotten the pledges he had made as a child and on a thousand subsequent occasions? The solemn
oaths that bound him with chords of allegiance, to his home.

And then the whisper that breathed between his shoulder-blades as though urging him to fly--
that whisper that was growing in volume and intensity. "Just for a little while," it said. "After all you are
only a boy. What kind of fun are you having?" He heaved himself over in bed and gave out a great yell.

"0 damn the Castle! Damn the Laws! Damn everything!" He sat bolt upright on the edge of his
bed. His heart was beating fast and thick. A soft golden light was pouring through his window in a kind of
haze and through the haze could be seen the double line of banners that shook along the rooftops in his
honour.



He took a deep breath and looked slowly around the room and was then suddenly arrested by a
near-by face. It stared at him fiercely. It was a young face despite the fact that the forehead was
puckered up in a deep frown. Hanging on a cord around the neck was a bunch of turkey feathers.

It was by those feathers that he knew that he was looking at himself and he turned away from
the mirror, tearing, as he did so, the absurd trophy that hung around his neck. It was for him to wear the
feathers all night before handing them back on the following morning to the Hereditary Master of the
Quills. As it was, he jumped from the bed, tore off the rotting relic and trampled upon it.

Then came the upsurge again! The thrill and speculation of escape. Of escape to where? And
when? When should it be? "Why, now! now! now!" came the voice. "Be up and be gone. What are you
waiting for?"

But the Boy who was so fretful to be gone had another side. Something more icy, so that while
his body trembled and cried, his mind was not so childish. Whether to make his bid for freedom at
speed and by daylight or during the long hours of darkness was not easy to decide. At first it seemed the
obvious choice was to wait for the sun to sink and, taking the night for his ally, to beat his way into the
fastness while the core of the castle lay heavy with sleep and smothered in ivy like a bitter veil. To creep
through the labyrinthine lanes that he knew so well and out into the draughty starlit spaces and on...
and on.

But in spite of the obvious and immediate advantages of making his escape by night yet there
was the dire peril of his becoming irrevocably lost or falling into the hands of evil forces.

Fourteen years of age, he had had many opportunities to test his courage in the tortuous castle
and he had on many an occasion been terrified, not only by the silences and glooms of the night but by a
sense of being watched, almost as though the castle itself, or the spirit of the ancient place moved with
him as he moved, stopped when he stopped; for ever breathing at his shoulder-blades and taking note
of every move he made. Remembering these times when he had lost himself he could not but realize
how much more frightening it would be for him to be alone in the darkness of a district alien to his life, a
place remote from the kernel of the Castle where, although he detested many of the inhabitants, he was
at least among his own kind. For there can be a need for hateful things, and a hatred of what s, in a
strange way, loved. And so a child flies to what it recognizes for recognition's sake. But to be alone in a
land where nothing can be recognized, that is what he feared, and that is what he longed for. For what is
exploration without peril?

But no. He would not start away in darkness. That would be madness. He would start a little
before dawn with most of the Castle asleep, and he would run through the half-light, and race the sun--
he on the ground and the sun in the air--the two of them, alone.

But how to bear the cold, slow-footed night--the interminable night that lay ahead. Sleep
seemed impossible, though sleep he needed. He slid off his bed and walked rapidly to the window. The
sun was not far above the notched horizon, and all things swam in a pale translucency. But not for long.
The gentle vista took, all of a sudden, another aspect. Towers that a moment ago had been ethereal,



and all but floated in the golden air, had now become, through loss of the sun's late beams, like black
and carious teeth.

A shudder ran over the darkened terrain and the first of the night-owls floated noiselessly past
the window. Far below him a voice was shouting. It was too far away for the words to be decipherable
but not too far for them to be coloured with anger. Another voice took up the argument. Titus leaned
over the window-sill and stared down vertically. The antagonists were the size of sun-flower seeds. A
bell began to chime, and then another and then a swarm of bells. Harsh bells and mellow ones: bells of
many metals and many ages: bells of fear and bells of anger: gay bells and mournful: thick bells and clear
bells... the flat and the resonant, the exultant and the sad. For a few moments they filled the air
together; a murmuration; with a clamour of tongues: that spread their echoes over the great shell of the
castle like a shawl of metal. Then one by one the tumult weakened and scores of bells fell away until
there was nothing but an uneasy silence, until, infinitely far away, a slow and husky voice stumbled its
way over the roof-tops and the Boy at the window heard the last of the thick notes die into silence.

For a moment he was caught up in the familiar splendour of it all. He never tired of the bells.
Then just as he was about to turn from the window there came another peal of such urgency as to make
him frown, for he could not think what it could mean. Then came another peal and then another and
after the fourteenth had ended it was clear that he was being saluted. He had forgotten for a little while
his status, only to be reminded with a jolt. He could not escape his birthright. It might be thought to
have such deference shown him could not but give pleasure to a boy. But it was not so in the case of the
young earl. His whole life had been swamped with ceremony, and his happiest moments were when he
was alone.

Alone. Alone? That meant away. Away, but where? That lay beyond his powers to imagine.

Beyond the window the night was heavy with its own darkness, only interrupted by the pin-
points of light that flickered along the backbone of that same steep-sided mountain he had climbed and
in whose flank he had planted the fourteenth ash-tree. These distant sparks or embers burned not only
on the mountain but along the periphery of a great circle--and it was in obedience to the beckoning
bonfires that crowds were beginning to form in a score of courtyards.

For to-night was the night of high barbecue and within a little while, long lines of retainers
would be on their way to one or other section of the circle. The Castle would empty itself and men on
horseback, men on foot, mules and carriages, and all sorts of vehicles would set out. And, leaping to and
fro in anticipation, a crowd of urchins would scream and fight, their cries like the cries of starlings.

It was these cries that now rose through the dark air that upset whatever plans he had formed
and whatever wisdom the Boy possessed. They were shrill with the excitement of childhood, and
standing at the window he suddenly and without conscious thought knew, positively, knew absolutely,
that he must escape now: now in the thick and turmoil of it all. Now, while ritual rang with bells and
bonfires: now, on the crest of decision.



He was agile, and he needed to be, for the course he set for himself was hazardous. This was no
mere matter of rushing down long flights of stairs. This was at once something faster and more
secretive.

For many years he had, out of sheer inquisitiveness, pried here and there among the dust-filled
rooms of his seemingly endless home until he had discovered a dozen ways of reaching the ground
without touching the main stairways and without being seen. If there was ever a time for him to use his
knowledge this was it, so at the T-shaped ending of the forty-foot corridor along which he was racing he
neither turned right to the northern, nor left to the southern stairs that swept down, down, down, in
scything curves of worm-riddled wood, but instead he jumped for a small glassless window immediately
overhead and, catching hold of a short stub-end of rope that protruded from the window-base, he
hauled himself up and through-- Stretching before him was a long attic, the beams of which were so low
that to make progress there was no question of merely stooping, let alone walking upright. The only
method was to lie flat and wriggle on knees and elbows. This could be a wearisome business, for the
attic was extensive, but the Boy had reduced the process to such a rhythmic science that to see him
would be like watching a mechanical toy.

At the far end there was a trapdoor which, when pulled open on its hinge, disclosed, from
above, a long drop to an outstretched blanket like a huge blue hammock. The corners were tied with
cord attached to the low beams; the belly of the blanket swung free of the ground.

Within a few moments he was through the trapdoor and had bounced from the blanket on to
the floor like an acrobat. This room must once have been cared for. There were signs of faded elegance,
but the high, square room now breathed a forlorn and dismal air.

Had it not been that the window of this room was thrown wide to the night, the Boy might by
now have been finding it impossible to see his hand before his face. But the window made a rectangle of
dark grey that appeared to be let in to the surrounding blackness of the room.

Moving rapidly to the window, he edged his way over the sill and out into the open air and now
began the long swarm down a hundred feet of tough grey rope.

After what seemed to be a long while he reached another small window in the enormous
expanse of the wall and he wriggled his way through this disused opening and left the long rope
swinging aimlessly.

Now he was on some kind of a landing and a moment later he was pounding his way down flight
after flight of stairs until he came to a derelict hall.

At the Boy's approach a husky scuffling sound suggested that a number of little creatures had
been startled and were making for their lairs.

The floor of the one-time hall was not a floor in the ordinary sense, for the floorboards had long
since rotted away and where they should have been the grass grew luxuriantly and a host of molehills
filled the place as though it were an ancient burial ground.



For a few moments, not knowing why, he stood still and listened. It was not the kind of place for
racing through, for there is a certain grandeur in decay and in the stillness, which slows the footsteps.

When he halted there was no sound at all, but now, as from another world, he heard the far-
away voices of children, so faint that at first he thought it was the sound of a beetle rubbing its thighs
together.

He turned to his left where there was once the door and at the far end of a corridor he saw the
small square of light no bigger than a finger-nail. He began to make his way down this corridor, but
there was a different air about him now. The madness had gone out of his flight. He was moving

gingerly.

For there was a light at the far end of the corridor. A dull red glow suggesting sundown? What
could it be? The sun had sunk long ago.

Then came far, shrill voices again, this time louder, although no single word could be recognized:
and then he realized what was happening.

The children of the castle were at large. It was their night of nights with torches blazing: Their
voices grew louder as the Boy advanced, until he saw them through the archway and they covered the
ground, an army of wild children, so that he found no difficulty in slipping unobserved into their teeming
ranks. The torches flared in the voice-filled night and the light of the torches shone on their wet
foreheads and flashed in their eyes. And the Boy marched with them until, realizing that they were
making for the traditional Torch Mountain, he gradually dropped behind and, choosing his moment, he
sheered off at a junction where the trees grew thickly among high mounds of masonry and he was, once
again, alone.

By now he was several miles from the Castle itself and deep into less obvious territory. Less
obvious but still recognizable by reason of the occasional idiosyncrasy of stone or metal. A shape
protruding from a wall, a jag or jutting that rose to the brink of memory.

So the Boy moved on and on, catching glimpse after glimpse of half-remembered, half-forgotten
shapes; but these shapes that clung to his mind because of their peculiarities (a stain across the ground
the shape of a three-fingered hand, or the spiral movement of a branch above his head) became, as he
proceeded, further and further apart and the time came when, for a quarter of an hour, he was alone
with no mark or sign to guide him.

It was as though he had been deserted by the outriders of his memory and an uprush of fear
flowed over him like an icy wave.

He turned in the darkness, this way and that, flashing his torch along the endless walk to set the
webs of spiders in a blaze or blind a lizard on its ferny shelf. There was no one about, and the only sound
was the slow drip of water and the occasional rustling of ivy.



Then he remembered his motive, his reason for being where he was: lost in a fastness; he
remembered the endless ritual of his primordial home: he remembered his anger and how he was
determined to defy the sacred laws of his family and his kingdom, and he stamped his feet on the
ground for, in spite of all this, he was frightened at what he had done and frightened of the night and he
began to run, his footsteps sounding loud upon the stones until he came to a great stretch of land where
only a few trees grew with their arms flung out as though in exasperation, and as he ran the moon slid
out of the thick clouds and he saw ahead of him a river.

A river! What river could this be? There was, it is true, a river that wound about his home, but
this was something quite different--a wide, sluggish waterway with no trees upon its banks, a
featureless, slow-moving stretch of sullen water with the bilious moonlight glowering on its back.

He had come to a halt on seeing this, and as he stood he felt the darkness close in behind him so
that he turned his head and saw the dogs.

Out of nowhere, it seemed, these hounds had gathered themselves together. Never in his life
had the Boy seen so many. There had been, of course, the scavengers, flitting from time to time down
the corridors of his home, hugging the walls, baring their fangs--the shadow--the yelp, and a scuffle in
the dark--and then the silence again. But this was something very different, where the dogs seemed to
be a part of the day and night, cocksure of themselves, their lean, grey heads held high in the air.
Hounds out of somewhere else--they lived in forsaken halls and lay down all together in a single blot of
darkness--or in the glaring noon they covered the stone floors of ruined cloisters as thick on the ground
as autumn leaves.

They gathered themselves in a half-moon and, without touching him, seemed yet to urge him
eastwards to the bank of the great river.

The breath from their lungs was deep and fierce, but there seemed to be no immediate menace
in it. Not by the merest graze did the fanged horde of these hounds touch the Boy, who was yet
impelled to go forward inch by inch until he stood on the brink of the great waterway where a shallow
skiff lay moored. With the breathing of the beasts all about him he stepped down into the skiff and, with
shaking hands, untied the painter. Then grabbing a kind of punting pole he pushed off into the sluggish
stream. But he was not free of the dogs who, leaping into the water, surrounded him so that a great
flotilla of canine heads bobbed up and down in the moon-glazed water, their ears pointed, their fangs
bright in the light of the moon. But it was their eyes that were appalling, for they were that kind of
bright and acid yellow that allowed no other colour alongside and, if a colour can have any moral value,
was ineradicably wicked.

Fearful as he was, and amazed as he was to find himself in this strange predicament, yet, in spite
of the pack, he was less ill with terror than he might have been, utterly alone. The dogs were unwittingly
his companions. They, unlike the iron and the stone, were alive and had in common with him the throb
of life in their breasts and he threw up a prayer of gladness as he dug the long pole into the mud of the
riverbed. But he was deadly tired, and his weariness joined with the easing of his loneliness to the point
where he all but fell asleep. But he kept his eyelids open and the time came when he reached the



opposite bank and stepped out over the side into the warm moonlit water and the hounds turned about
and drifted away like a dark carpet.

So he was alone again and his terror might have returned had he not been so tired. As it was, he
crawled up a shallow bank until he reached dry ground and then, curling up, he fell incontinently asleep.

How long he slept was difficult for him to estimate, but when he woke it was broad daylight, and
as he raised himself on one arm he knew that all was ill. This was not the air of his own country. This was
foreign air. He looked about and nothing was familiar. He had known on the previous night that he was
lost, but this was another kind of sensation, for it seemed that he was not only far from home but that
some new quality hovered between him and the sun. It was not, not that something had gone that in his
heart of hearts he wanted back, but that something lay ahead of him that he had no wish to meet. What
it could be he had no inkling. All he knew was that it would be different. The sun upon his face felt hot
and very dry. His sight appeared to be keener than ever, as though a film had been taken away from his
eyes and an odour quite unlike any other began to force itself upon his notice.

It was not unpleasant in itself. In fact there was a trace of sweetness inextricably tangled with
the menace.

He turned his back upon the wide and creeping river and, leaving the skiff in the shallow water,
clenched his hands together. Then he started to walk with quick, nervous steps towards the low hills
that lay over the skyline where walls and rooftops were intermixed with trees and the branches of trees.

As he went on there were indications, at first hardly recognizable, that he was on evil ground.
Tinges of glaucous colour, now here, now there, appeared before his eyes. They lay thinly like snail-
slime, or glistened from the occasional stone or along a blade of grass or spread like a blush over the
ground.

But a blush that was grey. A wet and slippery thing that moved hither and thither over the
foreign ground. It shone with a horrible light upon the dark earth--and then was gone and the reverse
took its place, for the blush was now the dark and slithering thing and the terrain all about it shone like
the skin of a leper.

The Boy turned his head from something he could not understand in order to rest his eyes upon-
-the river, for even that ghastly waterway was some kind of a comfort, for it was in the past and the past
can do no further harm. It had done him none. As for the dogs, not one had harmed him, though the
panting of their lungs was frightful. It was their eyes that had been devilish.

There was no such colour now that the daylight had returned. The sun, for all its strength, gave
out the kind of light that sucked out every hue. For the moon to have done this would have been in
keeping with the baleful light she casts, but in her case something of the reverse had happened, for the
eyes were lemon-yellow.

But when the Boy turned to the waterway behind him, as though for comfort, he saw how
changed it was. Whatever it had been like on that previous night, it was no friend to him now. The water



under the sun's rays was like grey oil that heaved as though with a voluptuous sickness. The Boy turned
his head back again and ran a little way as though from some vile beast.

In contrast to the oleaginous river the harsh outline of the wooded hill was crusty like bread,
and with never a glance behind him he made in that direction.

It was now many hours since he had last had a meal and his hunger was becoming almost
unbearable. The level ground was thick with dust.

Perhaps it was this soft white dust that killed the sound of approaching footsteps: for the Boy had no
suspicion that something was approaching him. It was not until a waft of sour breath touched him that
he started and leapt to one side and faced the newcomer.

The face was unlike anything the boy had ever seen before. It was too big. Too long. Too shaggy.
Too massive altogether for decency, for there is a kind of malproportion that is best kept away from
public view.

The figure who stood so upright (even to the extent of appearing to lean backward a little as
though recoiling) was dressed in a dark and ridiculously voluminous suit of some thick material. The
starched cuffs, which had once been white, were so long and loose that they completely covered up his
hands.

He wore no hat, but a mass of dusty little curls covered his cranium and spread down the back
of his neck.

The protruding and osseous temples appeared to be thrusting their way through the wig-like
hair. The eyes were horribly paled and glassy, with such small pupils as to be virtually invisible.

If the Boy was not able to take in everything at a glance, he was at least able to know that he
was facing something that could never have been discovered in the precincts of his home. It was in
some way of another order. And yet what was it that made this gentleman so different? His hair was
curly and dusty. This was somehow revolting but there was nothing monstrous about it. The head was
long and huge. But why should that, in itself, be repellent, or impossible? The eyes were pale, and
almost pupil-less, but what of that? The pupil was there, though tiny, and there was obviously no need
for its enlargement.

The Boy dropped his eyes for the merest fraction of a second, for one of the feet had raised
itself into the air and was scratching the thigh of the opposite leg with horrid deliberation.

The Boy shuddered a little, but why? The gentleman had done nothing wrong.

Yet all was different. All was wrong, and the Boy, whose heart was beating thick and fast,
watched the newcomer with apprehension. It was then that the long hirsute head lowered itself and
rolled a little from side to side.



"What do you want?" said the Boy. "Who are you?"

The gentleman ceased to swing his head about and looked fixedly at the Boy, baring his teeth in
a smile.

"Who are you?" the Boy repeated. "What is your name?"

The black-coated figure leaned back in his tracks, so that there was something pompous about
him. But the smile was still spread across his face like a dazzling wound.

"I am Goat," he said, and the noise of it came thickly from between his shining teeth. "I have
come to welcome you, child. Yes... yes... to welcome you...."

The man who called himself Goat then took a sidelong step towards the Boy--a vile and furtive
step which, when it had reached its limit of extension, began to oscillate a hooflike shoe that, as it
dropped the white dust to and fro in an almost prudish way, revealed a central crack along the welt. The
Boy retreated involuntarily but could not help staring at the beastly terminal as he did so. This cracked
foot was not of a kind of thing that any right-minded man would care to exhibit to a stranger. But the
Goat did nothing but shift it to and fro, only ceasing from time to time to watch the soft sand as it
poured back from the split and on to the ground again.

"Child," he said (still scraping the sand about), "wince not away from me. Shall | carry you?"

"No!" cried the Boy, in so quick and loud a voice that the smile of the Goat went off and on
again like a light.

"Very well," said the Goat, "then you must walk."
"Where to?" said the Boy. "l think | would like to go home."

"That is just where you are going, child," said the Goat, and then in a kind of ruminative
afterthought he repeated the words. "That is just where you are going."

"To the Castle?" said the Boy. "To my room? Where | can rest?"
"Oh, no, not there," said the Goat. "Nothing to do with any castle."

"Where | can rest," repeated the Boy, "and have something to eat. | am very hungry," and then a
fit of temper ran through him and he shouted at the black-suited, long-headed Goat, "Hungry! Hungry!"
and he stamped his foot on the ground.

"There will be a banquet for you," said the Goat. "It will be held in the Iron Room. You are the
first."

"The first what?" said the Boy.



"The first visitor. You are what we have been waiting for so long. Would you like to stroke my
beard?"

"No," said Titus. "Get away from me."

"Now that's a cruel thing to say to me," said the Goat, "especially as I'm the kindest one of all.
You wait till you see the others. You are just what they want."

Then the Goat began to laugh and his large, loose white cuffs flipped to and fro as he beat his
arms at his sides.

"I tell you what," it said. "If you tell me things, then I'll tell you things. How would you like that?"
The Goat leaned forward and gazed at the Boy with his empty-looking eyes.

"I don't know what you mean," whispered the Boy, "but find me food or | will never do anything
for you, | will hate you even more--and | will kill you--yes, kill you because of my hunger. Get me bread!
Get me bread!"

"Bread is not good enough for you," said the Goat. "Oh, dear, no. What you need are things like
figs and rushes." He bent over the Boy and his black greasy coat smelt faintly of ammonia. "And another
thing you need is..."

He did not finish his sentence because the boy gave at the knees and slumped to the ground in a
dead faint.

The long hairy jaws of the Goat fell open like those of a mechanical toy, and dropping to his
knees he shook his head in an inane way, so that the dry dust that covered the curls on his head rose
and drifted away in the joyless sunlight. When the Goat had stared for some time he rose to his feet and
sidled away for perhaps twenty or thirty paces, looking over his shoulder every so often to make sure
that he was not mistaken. But no. There was the Boy where he left him, motionless as ever. Then the
Goat turned in his tracks and gazed at the rough horizon where trees and hills were knotted together in
a long string. And as he watched he saw, a long way off, something no larger than an insect running. It
seemed at times to be on all fours, but then to change to run almost upright, and the effect upon the
Goat was immediate.

A gleam of dull light that had both fear and vengeance in it flickered for a moment across the
blank of the Goat's eyes and he began to paw the ground, sending up spurts of white gravelly dust. Then
he returned at a trot to the Boy, and, lifting him with an ease that suggested that a terrible strength lay
hidden within the loose ammonia-smelling jacket, he slung him like a sack over his shoulder and then
began to make for the horizon with a kind of awkward sideways run.

And as he ran on and on over the white dust he muttered to himself.

"First of all our sovereign lord of the white head, the Lamb, and there is only the Lamb, for he is
the heart of life and love, and that is true because he _tells__ us so. So first of all | call to him through



darkness. To be received. And | will be rewarded, it may be, by the soft vice in his voice. And that is true
because he told me so. And it is very secret and Hyena must not know.... Hyena must not know...
because | found him on my very own. So Hyena must not see me or the creature... the hungry creature...
the creature we have waited for so long.... My present to the Lamb... the Lamb, his master... lord of the
snow-white... the very Lamb."

As he ran, in that sideways manner, he continued to pour out the thoughts as they bubbled up
confusedly at the brink of his poor, deluded brain. His power of running seemed to have no bounds. He
did not pant or gasp for air. Only once did he stop and that was in order to scratch his head deep down
in the undergrowth of his dusty, verminous curls where his forehead and his crown were itching as
though his head was on fire. To do this he had to place the Boy on the ground and it was at about this
point that a few grass-blades could be seen pushing up through the dust. The wooded hills were by now
appreciably closer, and as the Goat scratched his head and while this operation was sending up clouds of
dust that hung in the air, the creature who had been observed in the distance once again made its
appearance.

But the Goat had his head turned away from that direction and it was the Hyena who, loping
back from some wickedness or other, suddenly saw his colleague and froze on the instant where he
stood, like a thing of metal, its animal ears pricked forward sharply. Its protruding eyes were filled with
the Goat and with something else. What was that shape that lay on the dust at the Goat's feet?

For some while he could not make it out, even with his acute and comprehensive eyesight--but
then, as the Goat turned to the Boy, shaking down his long cuffs still further as he did so, and, as he
picked the Boy up with his forearm and slung him over his back, Hyena could see the outline of a human
face, and as he saw this he began to tremble with so terrible a vitality of the blood that the distant Goat
stared about him as though there was a change in the weather, or as though the sky had changed
colour.

Feeling the change but not knowing what to do about it, for nothing was to be seen or heard,
the Goat began to run again, his black cloak-like coat flapping out behind him and the Boy over his
shoulder.

Hyena watched carefully, for the Goat was by now within a few hundred yards of the periphery
of the wooded hills. Once in the shadow of the trees it was not easy to track down a foe, or find a friend.

But Hyena, although noting with care the direction of the Goat's progress, was nevertheless
pretty sure of his route and his destination. For, as Hyena knew, the Goat was a lickspittle and a toady,
who would never dare to risk the wrath of the Lamb. That is where he would be going. To the heart of
the terrain where deep in the silence stood the Warehouses.

So the Hyena waited a little while and, as he watched, the air around him was loud with the
sound of bones being cracked, for Hyena was fond of marrow and kept a quiverful of bones in his
pocket. His jaws were very powerful, and as he crunched the muscles could be seen working between



his ears and his jaw; and this was made all the more apparent by the fact that Hyena, in contrast to the
Goat, was something of a dandy, shaving himself with a cut-throat razor with great care every five or six
hours. For the bristles on his jowl were tough and rapid and had to be dealt with. His long forearms were
another matter. Thickly covered with a brindled growth, they were something to be proud of, and for
this reason Hyena was never to be seen in a jacket. The shirt he wore was cut off very short in the
sleeves so that his long, spotted arms could be readily appreciated. But by far the most impressive thing
about him was his mane that billowed down through a vent in the shirt between the shoulder-blades.
His trousered legs were very narrow and very short, so that his back, as a result, was at a very steep
incline. So much so, in fact, that he was often to be seen dropping his long-armed forelegs to the
ground.

There was about him something very foul. As with the Goat it was difficult to pin this foulness
down to any particular feature, horrid enough as that may have been. But there was a kind of menace
all the same about Hyena; a menace very different from the vague beastliness of the Goat. Less
unctuous, less stupid, less dirty than the Goat, but bloodier, crueller and with a fiercer blood-drive and,
for all the ease with which the Goat had shouldered the Boy, a bestial strength of quite a different order.
That clean white shirt, wide open at the front, disclosed a hinterland, black and rocklike.

Bobbing about in the half-darkness was a blood-ruby, that hung and smouldered on a big golden
chain.

There he stood, at midday, at the edge of the wood, his eyes fixed upon Goat with the Boy on
his shoulders. And as he stood there he cocked his head on one side and at the same time brought out
of his trousers pocket a great knuckle of bone, the size of a doorknob and, nuzzling this seemingly
intractable thing between his eye-teeth, he cracked it open as though it were an egg-shell.

Then he drew on a pair of yellow gloves (his eyes never leaving the Goat) and, unhooking his
walking-cane from the branch of a nearby tree, he suddenly turned and dived into the shadows of the
forest trees that stood motionless like some kind of ominous curtain.

Once among the trees and the little hills he tucked the cane, for safe keeping, through the hairs
of his shaggy mane and, dropping his forelegs to the ground, began to gallop through the semi-darkness
as though he were an animal. And as he ran he began to laugh, mournfully at first, until this unhappy
sound gave place by degrees to another kind of beastliness. There is a kind of laughter that sickens the
soul. Laughter when it is out of control: when it screams and stamps its feet, and sets the bells jangling
in the next town. Laughter in all its ignorance and its cruelty. Laughter with the seed of Satan in it. It
tramples upon shrines; the belly-roarer. It roars, it yells, it is delirious: and yet it is as cold as ice. It has
no humour. It is naked noise and naked malice, and such was Hyena.

For Hyena had such raw vitality of the blood, such brutal ebullience, that as he ran over the
ferns and grasses a kind of throbbing went with him. An almost audible thing, in the profound silence of
the forest. For there was a sense of silence in spite of the monstrous and idiotic laughter, a silence more
deadly than any long-drawn stillness, for every fresh burst was like a knife wound, every silence a new
nullity.



But by degrees the laughter grew less and less, until he came to a clearing among the trees and
there was no noise at all. He had travelled very fast and was not surprised to find that he had
outstripped the Goat, for he was confident, nor was he wrong, that the Goat would be making for the
Mines. Certain that he would not have long to wait, Hyena sat upright on a boulder and began to
readjust his clothes, darting a glance from time to time at a gap in the trees.

As nothing appeared for some while, Hyena began to study his long, powerful and brindled
forearms and seemed pleased with what he saw, for groups of muscles moved across his shaven cheeks
and the corner of his mouth lifted into what might have been either a smile or a snarl and a moment
later there was a sound of something moving among the branches and there, all at once, was the Goat.

The Boy, still in a faint, hung limply over the black-clothed shoulder. For some while the Goat
stood quite still, not because he had seen Hyena, but because this glade, or clearing, was like a stage or
a landmark in his progress, and he paused, involuntarily, to rest. The sunlight fell upon his knobbly
forehead. The long, dirty, white cuffs swung to and fro, annihilating whatever hands he possessed. His
long jacket, so black in the semi-darkness, had about it, in the sunlight, a greenish tinge that suggested
decay.

Hyena, who had been sitting motionless on his boulder, now got to his feet and a bestial
strength was redolent in every movement he made. But the Goat had begun to shift the Boy on to his
other shoulder and Hyena was still unobserved, until a crack like a rifle-shot caused the Goat to wheel
about on his cracked shoes and at the same moment to drop his precious burden.

It was a sound he recognized, that whip-crack, that gunshot, for it was, along with the cracking
and crunching, as much a part of Hyena's existence as the mane on the back of his spotted forearms.

"Fool of a fool!" cried Hyena. "Clot! Lout! And Damnable Goat! Come here before | add another
bump to your dirty brow! And bring that bundle with you," he said, pointing at the heap on the forest
floor. He did not know any more than the Goat that the Boy was watching them through half-closed
eyes.

The Goat did a sideways shuffle and then displayed his teeth in the most fatuous of dazzling
smiles.

"Hyena, dear," he said. "How well you are looking! Quite your own self again, | shouldn't
wonder. Bless your long forearms and your splendid mane."

"Forget my forearms, Goat! Fetch me the bundle."

"And so | will," said the Goat. "Indeed and of course." And the Goat drew the swathes of his
filthy jacket about him as though he were cold, and sidled away to where the Boy lay seemingly inert.

"Is he dead?" said Hyena. "If so, I'll crack your leg-bone. He must be living when we take him
there."



"We take him there? Is that what you said?" said the Goat. "By the splendour of your mane,
Hyena, dear, you are despising me. It is _|__ who found him. _|__, Capricorn, the Goat... if you'll forgive
me. | shall take him alone."

Then the vile blood leapt in the veins of the brute. With one great spring, the sinewy Hyena was
upon the Goat and was holding him down. The surge of sheer, malicious, uncontrollable vitality shook
his frame as though to shake it to pieces, so that while Hyena held the Goat helpless on its back (for his
hands gripped the poor creature by its shoulders) he trod savagely to and fro along the length of his
victim, his cruel hands remaining where they were.

The Boy lay quietly watching the brutal scene. His soul retched as he watched and it was all he
could do to stop himself getting to his feet and running. But he knew that he had no chance against the
two of them. Even were he to have been strong and well, he could never have escaped from the
bounding Hyena, whose body appeared to contain the spleen and energy of Satan himself.

As it was, lying alone on the wide floor of a foreign world, his limbs as heavy as lead, the very
idea of escape was ludicrous.

But he had not let the moments go by without some reward. He had learned from broken
sentences that there was Another. Another creature--a creature vague and tenuous in the Boy's mind,
but something that assumed some kind of power, not only over the Goat, but the impetuous Hyena
also--and perhaps over others.

The Goat, muscular as he was, gave in entirely to Hyena, for he knew the brindled beast of old,
and to what cruelties he could resort were he to have put up any resistance. As it was, the Hyena sprang
away from the bruised Goat and rearranged the folds of his white shirt. The eyes in his long, lean face
shone with a disgusting light.

"Has your foul carcase had enough of it? Eh? Why he puts up with you is beyond me."

"Because he's blind," whispered the Goat. "You ought to know that, Hyena, dear. Ah me, how
rough you are."

"Rough? That was nothing! Why--"

"No, no, my dear. There's no need to tell me. | know you are stronger than | am. So there is little
| can do."

"There's nothing you can do," said Hyena. "Repeat it after me."

"What?" said the Goat, who was by now sitting up. "l don't quite understand you, Hyena, my
love."

"If you call me your love again, I'll skin you," said Hyena, and he brought out a long, slim blade.
The sunbeams danced upon it.



"Yes... yes... I've seen it before," said the Goat. "l know all about that sort of thing. After all, you
have bullied me for years and years, haven't you?" and he flashed his fatuous smile so that his teeth
looked like a graveyard. Never was there a mouth so empty of mirth. He turned from the Hyena and
made his way again to where the Boy lay silently, but, before he reached the seemingly insensate
bundle, he turned and cried: "Oh, but it's shameful. It was | who found him--found him alone in the
white dust, and it was | who crept up to him and surprised him. It was all my doing and now | must share
it. O Hyena! Hyena! You are more brutal than | and you must have your way."

"And so | shall. Never fear," said the Hyena, cracking a fresh bone between his teeth and spitting
out a cloud of white powder.

"But oh, it's the glory that | need," said the Goat. "It's the glory of it."
"Ah," said Hyena. "You are lucky that | let you come at all--you Knobhead."

At this pleasantry the Goat merely scratched himself, but with such force that the dust arose
from every corner of his anatomy so that he was for a few moments quite invisible in a small column of
white dust. Then he turned his baleful, all-but-pupil-less pale eyes upon his companion and then with his
inimitable sideways trot he approached the Boy--but before he had reached him Hyena came hurtling
through the air and was already sitting very upright by the Boy's side.

"You see my mane, don't you, cockroach?"

"Of course | do," said the Goat. "It needs oiling!"
"Silence!" said Hyena. "Do what | tell you!"
"What would that be, Hyena, dear?"

"Plait my mane!"

"Oh, no!" cried Goat. "Not now..."

"Plait my mane!"

"What then, Hyena?"

"Plait the six ropes of it!"

"What for, my dear?"

"For to tie him to me with. | shall take him on my back to the Lamb. That will please the Lamb.
So plait my mane and bind him to the plaits. Then | can run, you shuffling sod! Run as only | can run. |
can run like the wind | can, like the black winds from the wastelands. | am the fastest in the world. Faster
than my fastest foe. As for my strength--the very finest lions vomit and slink away. Who else has arms
like mine. Even the very Lamb admired them long ago... in the days when he could see me. Oh, Fool of a
fool! you sicken me. Plait my mane. My black mane! What are you waiting for?"



"I found him in the dust-lands by myself, and now you..."

But the Goat was interrupted by a movement in the tail of his eye and, turning his dusty head
quickly in the direction of the Boy, he saw him get to his feet. At the same moment Hyena ceased in his
crunching of a marrowy knuckle and for a few moments the three of them stood quite still. Around
them the leaves of the trees fluttered but made no sound. There were no birds. There was nothing, it
seemed, that was alive. The ground itself had a deadness about it. No insects made their way from grass
blade to grass blade, or from stone to stone. The sun shone down in a dead, flat heat.

The Boy, weak as he was, and frightened as he was, had nevertheless been listening to the
conversation, and he had gathered one or two thoughts together, and it was he who broke the stillness
with his young voice.

"In the name of the Blind Lamb," he cried. "Salutations to you both." He turned to Hyena. "May
the spots upon your magnificent forearms never grow faint with the lashing of the winter rains or black
in the summer sun."

He paused. His heart was beating violently. His taut limbs trembled. But he felt the silence of
their concentration grow; so intently did they stare at him.

He knew he must go on.

"And what a mane! How proud and arrogant are the hairs on it! With what a black, torrential
surge do they break through your snow-white shirt. Let it never be rearranged or altered in any way, this
wrath of a mane, save to be combed by moonlight when the owls are hunting. O splendid creature. And
what a jaw for cracking. Indeed you must be proud of the power in your tendons and the granite of your
teeth."

The Boy turned his head to the Goat and drew in a deep shuddering breath. "Ah, Goat," he said.
"We have met before. | remember you so well. Was it in this world or the last? | remember the
amplitude of your smile and the serene detachment of your gaze. But, oh, what was it about your walk?
What was it? There was something that was so very personal about it. Would you walk for me, Mr.
Goat? Out of the kindness of your heart. Would you walk so far as that tree and back? Will you? So that |
can remember?"

For a moment or two there was no sound. It seemed that Goat and Hyena were rooted where
they stood. They had never heard such eloquence. They had never been so amazed. The bundle of
weakness over whose prostrate body they had been arguing was now standing between them.

Then the air became suddenly mournful as a far-away howl was heard, but only for a moment,
for it then turned into a scream of penetrating laughter--mirthless, hideous. The whole vast, muscular
body shook and shook as though to shake the life out of itself. The head of the Hyena was thrown back,
its throat taut with the passion of its outcry. Then all was over. The fierce head sunk to the level of the
huge white-shirted shoulders.



The head of the Hyena turned not to the Boy but to the Goat.

"Do as you're told," he cried. "Insolent dust-bag, clod and filthy knobhead. Do what you're told
before | crunch your skull." Hyena turned to the Boy. "He's as dense as a nag's heel. Look at him now."

"Which tree do you mean?" said Goat, scratching himself.

"The nearest tree, Mr. Goat. How is it that you walk? | can't remember. Ah, that's it, that's it!
Sideways like a ship in a beam sea. Sideways and edgeways with your cargo slipping. Ah, Mr. Goat, it is
strange and haunting, the way you proceed across the face of the earth. Certainly you are a pair of
originals, and as such | hail you in the name of Blind Lamb."

"The Blind Lamb," repeated the pair. "Hail to the Blind Lamb."

"And also, in his name," said the Boy, "have mercy on my hunger. That you had thought of your
mane as my cradle showed great originality--but | would die of proximity. The working of your muscles
would be too much for me. The splendid rankness of your mane would be too strong. The throbbing of
your heart would batter me. | have no strength for that. You are so tremendous... so majestic. Make me,
out of your ingenuity a chair of branches, and carry me both of you... carry me... where... Oh, where will
you carry me to?"

"Branches! Branches!" yelled Hyena, taking no notice of the question. "What are you waiting
for?" and he gave the Goat a great swipe and then proceeded to break branches off the nearby trees
and to thread them together. The tearing of the branches from the main limbs of the trees sounded
both loud and terrible in the still air. The Boy sat still, watching these two sinister creatures at work in
the shadow of the trees and he wondered how and where he could escape from their vile presence. It
was obvious that to escape from them now would lead him to starvation. To whoever it was that they
were determined to take him, they would surely have at least bread to eat and water to drink.

The Hyena was on his way back from the trees. He had dropped the saddle-like chair which he
had been making and was, it seemed, in a great hurry to reach the Boy. When he arrived he seemed
unable to express himself and, although his jaws worked spasmodically, no words ventured forth from
his unpleasant mouth. At last in a brutal rush-- "You!" he shouted. "What do you know of the Lamb? The
secret Lamb! The Lamb, our Emperor. How dare you talk of the Lamb... the Blind Lamb for whom we
exist.

We are all that is left of them... of all the creatures of the globe; of all insects and all birds--of
the fish of the salt ocean and the beasts of prey. For he has changed their natures and they have died.
But we did not die. We became as we are through the powers of the Lamb and from his terrible skill.
How have you heard of him, you from the white-dust region? Look! You are no more than a youth. How
have you heard of him?"

"Oh, | am but a figment of his thought," said the Boy. "l am not really here. Not in my own right.
| am here because he made me. But | have wandered--wandered away from his great brain. He does not
wish to own me any more. Take me to somewhere where | can eat and drink, then let me go again."



Meanwhile the Goat had reappeared.

"He is hungry," said the Goat, but as he said it the vapid smile on his face froze into something
that spelt terror, for from far away there came a sound--a sound that appeared to proceed from
unimaginable depths. It was a thin sound, clear as the tinkling of an icicle. Faint, far and clear.

The effect upon the Hyena was as instantaneous as it was upon the Goat. His pointed ears were
all at once pricked forward. His head lifted itself high into the air--and the colour of the jowl, which he so
carefully shaved each morning, changed from a mottled purple to a deathly pallor.

The Boy, who had heard the call no less than the others, could not imagine why such a sweet
and liquid sound should have such an effect upon the two rigid creatures at his side.

"What was that?" he said at last. "Why are you so frightened?"
After a long silence they answered him together.

"That was our Master bleating."

Far away beyond the power of search, in the breathless wastes, where time slides on and on through
the sickness of day and the suffocation of the night, there was a land of absolute stillness--a stillness of
breath indrawn and held in the lungs--the stillness of apprehension and a dire suspense.

And at the heart of this land or region, where no trees grew, and no birds sang, there was a
desert of grey space that shone with a metallic light.

Dropping imperceptibly from the four horizons this wide swathe of terrain, as if drawn in
towards a centre, began, hardly noticeably at first, to break into terraces bright and lifeless, and, as the
level of the surrounding land subsided, the terraces grew steeper and wider until, just when it appeared
that the focus of this wilderness was at hand, the grey terraces ceased and there was spread out to the
gaze a field of naked stone. Scattered indiscriminately across this field was what looked like the
chimneys or shafts of old metal workings, mine-heads, and littered here and there in every direction,
girders and chains. And over it all the light shone horribly on metal and stone.

And while the mocking sun poured out its beams, and while there was no other movement in
the whole vast amphitheatre, there was something stirring, something far below the level of the ground.
Something that was alone and alive, something that smiled very gently to itself as it sat upon a throne in
a great vaulted chamber, lit by a crowd of candles.

But for all the effulgence thrown out by these candles, the greater part of the vault was thick
with shadow. The contrast between the dead and glowing light of the outer world with its hot, metallic
sheen, and the chiaroscuro of this subterranean vault, was something that the Goat and the Hyena,
insensitive as they were, never failed to be aware of.



Nor, though the sense of beauty was painfully absent from their natures, were they ever able to
enter this particular chamber without wonder and stupefaction. Living and sleeping, as they did, in dark
and filthy cells, for they were not allowed so much as a single candle, Hyena and the Goat had once
upon a time been rebellious. They had seen no reason why, because they were not so intelligent as their
overlord, they should have been worse served in the comforts of life. But that was very long ago and
they had now known for many years that they were of a lesser breed and that to serve and obey their
master was its own reward. Besides, how would they survive without his brains? Was it not worth all the
punishment in this subterranean world to be allowed, on rare occasions, to sit at table with the Emperor
and to watch him drink his wine, and from time to time be allowed a bone to crack?

For all the brutal strength and beastliness of Hyena that rose to the surface whenever he was
away from his lord, he became in his presence transmuted into something weak and slavering. And
Goat, whose personality was so overpowered by Hyena whenever they met above-ground, was able,
under the different conditions, to be quite another creature. The white and fierce grimace which was
the Goat's interpretation of a smile was a more or less permanent feature of his long, dusty face. His
sidelong walk became almost aggressive, for it was now combined with a kind of swagger; and he swung
his arms about more freely under the impression that the more the cuffs were able to be seen the more
genteel the wearer.

But this jauntiness was always a thing with a short life, for there lay at the back of everything the
sinister presence of their dazzling lord.

White. White as the foam when the moon is full on the sea; white as the white of a child's eye;
or the brow of a dead man; white as a sheeted ghost: Oh, white as wool. Bright wool... white wool... in
half a million curls... seraphic in its purity and softness... the raiment of the Lamb.

And all about it swam the darkness that shifted to the flicker of the candle flames.

For it was a great vault of solemn proportions: a place yawning with silence so that the
movement of the little flames was almost like the sound of voices. But there were no animals or insects
or birds, or even vegetation to make any noise, nothing at all, except for the lord of the mines, lord of
the unworked galleries and of a region deep in the body of the metal. _He__ made no noise. He sat very
softly and patiently in a high chair. Immediately before him was a table covered with a cloth of exquisite
embroidery. The carpet on which the table was standing was thick and soft and of a very deep blood-
red. Here, lost in the nether gloom, the lack of colour in the world above became changed into
something that was not merely huelessness but was more than just colour; it was, for reason of the
candles and the lamps, a kind of vivid stain; almost as though the lit objects burned--or gave out, rather
than absorbed, the light.

But the colours seemed to have no effect upon the Lamb, whose wool reflected nothing but
itself and in one other particular, and that was in the matter of the eyes. The pupils were veiled with a
dull blue membrane. This blue, dim as it was, had nevertheless a disproportionate effect, for the
surrounding features were so angelically white. Set in this exquisite head, the eyes were like two coins.



The Lamb sat very upright, his white hands folded together in his lap. They were exquisite, like
the hands of a child, for they were not only tiny, but plump.

It was hard to believe in the primordial ages that lay beneath the down of those white hands.
There they were, folded one about the other as though they loved one another, neither gripping one
another too passionately, for they were made to be bruised, nor touching one another too lightly, for
fear of losing the sweet palpation.

The breast of the lamb was like a little sea--a little sea of curls--of clustered curls or like the soft
white crests of moonlight verdure; verdure white as death, frozen to the eye, but voluptuously soft to
the touch--and lethal also, for to plunge the hand into that breast would be to find there was no
substance there, but only the curls of the lamb--no ribs, no organs; only the yielding, horrible mollience
of endless wool.

And there was no heart to be found or to be heard. An ear laid to that deadly breast could hear
nothing but a great silence, a wilderness of nothing; an infinite emptiness. And in the silence the two
hands separated for a little while and then the finger-tips touched one another in a strangely parsonic
way, but only for a moment or two before they fled once again to one another so that their palms
rejoined with a sound like a far-away gasp for breath.

This little sound, so infinitesimal in itself, was, nevertheless, in the silence that surrounded the
Lamb, quite loud enough to set up a dozen echoes that, making their way into the remotest corners of
the deserted galleries, up the throats of prodigious shafts, and, where the great girders and coiling stairs
of iron, crossed and re-crossed, split into lesser echoes, so that the whole of this subterranean kingdom
became full of inaudible sounds as the air is full of motes.

It was a place forlorn. An emptiness. It was as though a great tide had withdrawn for ever from
shores that had once been loud with voices.

There had been a time when these deserted solitudes were alive with hope, excitement and
conjecture on how the world was to be changed! But that was far beyond the skyline. All that was left
was a kind of shipwreck. A shipwreck of metal. It spiralled; it took great arcs; it rose tier upon tier, it
overhung vast wells of darkness; it formed gigantic stairs which came from nowhere and led nowhere. It
led on and on; vistas of forgotten metal; moribund, stiff in a thousand attitudes of mortality; with not a
rat, not a mouse; not a bat, not a spider. Only the Lamb, sitting in his high chair with a faint smile upon
his lips; alone in the luxury of his vaulted chamber, where the red carpet was like blood, and the walls
were lined with books that rose up... up... volume after volume until the shadows engulfed them.

But the Lamb was not happy for, though his brain was clear as ice, yet the hollow where his soul
should have been seethed with horrible sickness. For his memory was both sharp and capacious and he
could recall not only a time when this adumbrate hall was filled with suppliants of all shapes and kinds at
differing stages of mutation and dire change, but the individual characters, ranging as they did, down
the centuries each with its idiosyncrasies of gesture, stance and feature; each with its peculiar
formations of bone; each with its textures, its mane or its stubble; the spotted, the striped, the skewball



or the featureless. He had known them all. He had gathered them in at will, for in those halcyon days the
world was alive with creatures, and he had but to call in that sweet voice of his for them to run and
cluster at his throne.

But those far, thriving days were dead and gone, for gradually, one by one, they had all died, for
the experiments were without precedent. That the Lamb had been able to continue his diabolical
pastime, even after his blindness had turned the world into eternal midnight, was proof enough of the
guenchless vitality of his evil. No, it was not that the lenses of the eyes had become thick and veiled--it
was not anything of that nature that had caused the death of so many--it was that he had willed them to
become while they were yet men, beasts.

This he could still achieve, for he could feel for and comprehend the structure of a head and
pronounce at once the animal, the prototype that brooded, as it were, behind or within the human
shape.

For where the Hyena now advanced with his steep back and his arms and his shaven jaw, and
his white shirt, and his hideous laughter, there had once been a man whose tendency of feature was
towards the beast that now possessed so much of him.

And in the core of the Goat that was now sidling through grey undergrowth, nearer and nearer
with every step to the terrible mine-shafts of the underworld, there had once been a man.

For it was the Lamb's exquisite pleasure to debase. To work upon and transform in such a way
that through terror and vile flattery subtly intertwined, his unwary victims, one by one, ceased to have a
will of their own, but began to disintegrate not only morally, but palpably. It was then that he exerted a
pressure upon them of a hellish kind for, having studied their varying types (the little white fingers
fluttering here and there across the bony visages of many a trembling head), he began to will them into
a state in which they longed to do what he wished them to do, and be what he wished them to be. So
that by degrees the form and character of the beasts they had somewhat resembled began to
strengthen and little signs began to appear, such as a note in the voice that had never been there
before, or a way of tossing the head like a stag, or lowering it like a hen when it runs to its food.

But the Lamb, so agile of brain, so ingenious, was unable to keep them alive. In most cases this
did not matter, but there were some of his beasts who had become, under his terrible aegis, creatures
quite superbly idiotic in their proportions. Not only so but they, having their curious interplay between
the beast and human within them, gave him continued sardonic pleasure, as a dwarf provides diversion
for a king. But not for long. The more peculiar were those who died off first, for the whole process of
transmutation was of so occult a nature that even the Lamb found it impossible to know what it was
that killed them and what it was that kept them alive.

Why it was that somewhere in his complex make-up the Lamb had not only an angry, acrid fire
burning, like an ulcer, no one can tell, but it is true that the very sight of a human being caused the
colour of his flesh to change. So that it was not only a diversion on his part to drive a human soul into



the deep and to find in there its equivalent and counterpart, among the masks of the world, but it was a
loathing also--a deep and burning hatred of all humans.

A long time had passed since the last death, when a spider-man cried out for help, curled up,
withered before the eyes of the Goat and the Lamb and disintegrated into dust, all in a moment. He had
been, for the Lamb, some kind of companion for those rare occasions when the Lamb was in a mood for
company. For the Spider had retained the quality of its brain which was an interwoven and tenuous
organ, and there were times when, the Lamb sitting on one side of a small ivory table and Spider on the
other, they pursued long intellectual battles with some remote affinity to chess.

But this creature had died, and all that was left of the onetime court was the Hyena and the
Goat.

Nothing seemed to kill these two. They lived on and on. The Lamb would sometimes sit and
stare in their direction and, although it could see nothing, it could hear everything. So keen was its sense
of hearing and of smell that, although the two creatures and the Boy were still long leagues away, yet
they could even now be heard and smelt distinctly by this white overlord as he sat very upright with his
hands folded.

But what was that faint and unfamiliar scent that came floating to the mines along with the
more pungent odours of the Hyena and the Goat? At first there was no change in the position of the
Lamb but then, although the white head tilted back, the rest of the body remained immobile. The milk-
white ears were pricked forward, and the sensitive nostrils quivered with the speed of an adder's tongue
or of a bee's wing when it hovers above a flower. The eyes gazed blindly into the darkness overhead. All
about him in the darkest areas or where the lamplight gloated on the terraced spines of his library,
something quite different was at large; a sense of quickening. The inscrutable Lamb, who had never
been known to show his feelings, had parted, for a moment, with his own nature, for not only had he
withdrawn as it were his head upon his shoulders, thus accentuating the rigidity of his posture, but an
all-but-invisible tremor passed over his blind face.

For the smell of life approaching grew keener every moment, though the distance between the
subterranean mines and the stumbling trio was still a matter of many miles.

The three of them, led by the Hyena, had by now covered quite a tract of country. They had left the
motionless woods behind them and had reached a belt of desiccated shrubs through which they waded.
By now the heat had gone out of the day and the Boy's hunger was causing him to cry.

"What are his eyes doing, my dear?" said the Goat, pointing as he did so with what looked like a
handless arm, for the long semi-starched and dirty cuffs reached far beyond the hands and fingers.

"Stop for a moment, Hyena, love. What he is doing reminds me of something."

"Oh, it does, does it, you son of a green stench? And what would that be? Eh?"



"Look and see for yourself, with your beautiful, clever face," said the Goat. "Can you see what |
mean? Turn your head to me, Boy, so that your betters can enjoy the full of your countenance. You see,
Hyena, dear, is it not as | told you? His eyes are full of bits of broken glass. Feel them, Hyena, feel them!
They are wet and warm, and look--both his cheeks are swimming with water. It reminds me of
something. What is it...?"

"How should | know?" barked Hyena, irritably.

"Look," continued the Goat. "l can stroke his eyelids. How the white lord will love to readjust
him!"

A vague, unformulated fear swept through the Boy though he could not understand what the
Goat meant by 'readjustment.' Without knowing quite what he was doing, he struck out at the Goat, but
in his weakness and tiredness the blow was so feeble that, although it landed on the shoulder of the
Goat, yet the creature felt nothing, but went on talking.

"Hyena, dear!"

"What you hornhead?"

"Can you remember far enough..."

"Far enough _what?"__ growled the Hyena, his smooth jaws working like clockwork.

"Far enough back, my love," whispered the Goat, scratching himself, so that the dust poured out
of his hide like smoke escaping from a chimney. "Far enough back," he repeated.

The Hyena shook his mane irritably. "Far enough back for what--you knobhead?"

"For those long seasons, those decades, dear, those centuries. Don't you remember... before we
were changed... when our limbs were beastless. We were, you know, my sweet Hyena, we were once."

"We were _what?__ Speak up, you damned Goat, or I'll crack you like a rib."

"We were different once. You had no mane on your sloping back. It is very beautiful, but it
wasn't there. And your long forearms."

"What about them?"
"Well, they weren't always brindled, were they, dear?"

Hyena spat a cloud of bone-powder from between his powerful teeth. Then he leapt without
warning at his colleague.

"Silence," he cried, in a voice that at any moment might have veered into that terrible mournful
cry which in turn might have let loose the diabolical laughter of the insane.



Standing with one of its feet planted upon the Goat, for Hyena had banged him to the ground,
"Silence," he cried again. "l do not want to remember."

"Nor do |," said the Goat. "But | can remember _little__ things. Curious little things. Before we
changed, you know."

"I said, silence!" said the Hyena, but this time there was something almost ruminative in the
tone of his voice.

"You are bruising my ribs," said Goat. "Have pity, my dear. You are too savage with your friends.
Ah... thank you, love. Bless me, you have a splendid--look at the Boy."

"Bring him back," said Hyena, "and I'll skin him."
"He is for our white lord," said the Goat. "I will cuff him."

The Boy had indeed wandered away, but only for a few yards. At the touch of the Goat he sank
to his knees as though he had been felled like a young tree.

"I can remember quite a lot," said the Goat, returning to Hyena. "l can remember when my
brow was clear and smooth."

"Who cares?" yelled Hyena, in a fresh surge of temper. "Who cares about your bloody brow?"
"And | can tell you something else," said the Goat.

"What's that?"

"About this Boy."

"What about him?"

"He must not die before the White Lord sees him. Look at him, Hyena. No! No! Hyena, dear.
Kicking him will not help. Perhaps he is dying. Pick him up, Hyena. You are the noble one; you are the
powerful one. Pick him up and gallop to the mines. To the mines, my dear, while | race on ahead."

"What for?"
"To have his supper ready. He must have bread and water, mustn't he?"

The Hyena darted a mean and sidelong glance at the Goat before it turned to the Boy on the
ground, and then, hardly stooping, caught him up in his brindled arms as though there were no weight
atall.

So they set off again, the Goat trying to forge ahead, but he had not reckoned with the long,
loping, sinewy run of his rival, whose voluminous white shirt billowed out behind. Sometimes it seemed
that one of them was flagging, and sometimes another--but for the most part they ran abreast.



The Boy was too far gone with exhaustion to understand what was happening. He did not even
know that he was being held out at full length by Hyena rather as though he were a sacrifice. One
advantage of this was that the odour of the powerful half-beast was to some extent mitigated, although
it is doubtful whether the Boy's state of collapse allowed his amelioration to be appreciated.

Mile after mile they ran. The sea of shrubs through which they had waded for the last several
miles had now given place to a thick kind of silvery rock-face, over which the Goat and the Hyena ran as
though they were part of some immemorial legend, their long, drawn-out shadows bounding beside
them, while the sun slid down the sky in a blur of hue-less light. And then, suddenly, as the dark
thickened, they felt the first sign that the ground was dropping away and that they had come to the
great terraces that led downwards to the Mines. And sure enough, there it was, that widespread
congregation of ancient and deserted chimneys, their edges glinting in the early moonlight.

On seeing the chimneys Hyena and Goat came to a halt. Why they did so is not hard to guess,
for they were now as much in the presence of the Lamb as they would be standing before him. From
now on every single sound, no matter how faint, would be loud in the ears of their Master.

They both knew this by bitter experience, for in the far-off days they had, along with other half-
men, made the mistake of whispering to one another, not realizing that the merest breath was sucked
into the great flues and chimneys and so down to the central areas where they turned and twisted,
threading their way to where the Lamb sat upright, his ears and nostrils pricking with sentience.

Masters in the art of deaf and dumb language and also of lip-reading, they chose the latter, for
the dangling position of the Goat's white cuffs obscured the fingers. So, staring one another in the face,
they mouthed their words in deathly silence.

"He knows... we... are... here... Hyena... dear."
"He... can... smell... us... by... now...."

"And... the... Boy...."

"Of... course... of... course.... My... stomach's... turning... over...."

"I... will... go... first... with... the... Boy... and... prepare... his... supper... and... his... bed."
"You... will... not... you... hornhead... Leave... him... to... me... or... l... will... crush... you."
"Then... I... will... go... alone...."

"Of... course... you... dust... trap...."

"He... must... be... washed... to-night, and... fed... and... given... water. That is... for you... to do...
since... you... insist. ... will... acquaint our Master... Oh... my green... loins.... My... loins.... My terrified...
loins...."



They turned and withdrew from one another, their lips ceased to move, but as they ended their
conversation they brought their lips together and in his sanctum the White Lamb heard the sound of the
cessation, a sound resembling that of a cobweb crumbling to the floor or the step of a mouse on moss.

So the Hyena went on alone, carrying the Boy before him in his hands, until he came to the foot
of a prodigious shaft more like an abyss than anything consciously constructed. And here, on the edge of
this great well of darkness, he knelt down and, clasping his horrid hands together, he whispered: "White
Lord of Midnight, Hail!"

The five words fell almost palpably down the throat of the herbless, lifeless shaft and, echoing
their way netherwards, came at last into the orbit of the Lamb's reception.

"It is Hyena, my lord, Hyena, whom you rescued from the upper void. Hyena, who came to you,
to love you and serve your purposes. Hail!"

Then came a voice from the abysmal darkness. It was like a little bell tinkling, or the sound of
naked innocence, or the crowing of a babe... or the bleating of a Lamb.

"You have somebody with you, | believe?"

The little voice trilled out of the darkness; it had no need to be raised. Like a needle piercing its
way through rotten fabric, so this sweet sound penetrated to the furthermost recesses of the
Underground Kingdom. It reached, trill upon echoing trill, into the dungeons away to the west, where,
among the twisted girders of red rust, the silent floors were noduled with a sea of purple mushroom:s,
dead as the ground they had once risen from. It needed but the stamp of a foot to bring them down in a
great death of colourless dust--no foot, no gust of air, nothing had passed that way for a hundred years.

It penetrated in every direction, this voice of the Lamb's... and now it spoke again.
"I am waiting for your answer... and for you."

Then, with a thin sigh like the sound of a scythe, "What have you brought back for me from out
of the vile sunlight? What have you got for your lord? | am still waiting."

"We have a Boy."
IIA Boy?ll
"A Boy--touchless."

There was a long silence during which Hyena thought he could hear something which he had
never heard before, a remote throbbing.

But the voice of the Lamb was as clear and sweet and fresh as a water-shoot and quite
emotionless.

"Where is the Goat?"



"The Goat," said Hyena, "has done everything to hinder me. Shall | come down, my lord?"

"I think that what | said was 'Where is the Goat?' | am not interested in whether or not he
hinders you or you hinder him. What interests me at the moment is his whereabouts. Wait! Do | hear
him in the Southern Gallery?"

"Yes, Master," said the Hyena. He thrust his head and shoulders so far over the edge of the
abyss that it would seem dangerous to anyone unacquainted with his miraculous head for heights and
his general agility in dark and precipitous places.

"Yes, Master. The Goat is descending by the iron staircase. He has gone to prepare the Boy his
bread and water. The hairless thing has fainted. You would not wish to see him, my White Lord, until he
has been washed, fed and rested. Nor do you want to see the Goat, that stupid crackhead. | will not
allow him to irk you."

"You are strangely kind to-day," came the sweet voice from the depths. "So | am sure you will do
what | tell you; for if you do otherwise | shall have your black mane burned away. So come at once with
your exhausted friend and | will size him up. | can smell him already and | must say he is like a breath of
fresh air in the place. Are you on your way? | don't hear anything." The Lamb had bared its pearly teeth.

"I am on my way... Master... on my way..." cried the Hyena, who was shaking with fear, for the
Lamb's voice was like a knife in a velvet sheath. "I will bring him to you now to be yours for ever," and
Hyena, his legs and arms still trembling in spite of all their strength, began to lower himself and the Boy
over the edge of the pit, where a chain shone dimly in the moonlight.

In order to have both hands free for swarming down the iron chain, Hyena had slung the Boy
over his shoulder, where he moaned pitifully.

But Hyena cared nothing about this, for he had recognized a note of a different blend in the
Lamb's voice. He still spoke as gently, as horribly gently as before, but there was a difference now. What
it was exactly that gave Hyena the impression that the voice had altered it is impossible to say, for
Hyena could only feel the change, and the feel of it was that of hidden fervour.

Indeed what cause there was! Any creature of lesser calibre than the Lamb would by now have
been unable to control the horrid thrill of his excitement.

For a decade or more had passed since the last visitor sat down at table with him--sat down and
saw the veiled eyes of the Lamb, and knew even as he stared at his host that his soul was being sucked
out of him. He had died, like the rest, the brain running away too sharply from the body or the body
leaping like a frog in search of the brain, so that they broke apart, and, like the machinery of the Mines,
they died away into silence and emptiness of death.

What it was that kept the last two underlings alive even the Lamb did not know. Something in
their natures or in their organs gave the Goat and the Hyena some sort of physical immunity--
something, perhaps, to do with their general coarseness of soul and fibre. They had outlived a hundred



powerful beasts whose metamorphoses had in time destroyed them from within. The Lion, only an age
ago, had collapsed in a mockery of power, bending his great head as he did so, the tears welling from
the amber eyes, to thread their way down tracts of golden cheek-bone. It was a great and terrible fall:
yet it was merciful, for, under the macabre aegis of the dazzling Lamb, the one-time king of beasts was
brought to degradation, and there is nothing more foul than the draining of the heart's blood, drop by
drop, from the great golden cat.

Collapsing with a roar, it had, so it seemed, dragged down the night, as though it were a curtain,
and when the lanterns had been lit again there was nothing there, but a cloak and breastplate and a
dagger bright with stars, and floating away into the unutterable darkness of the western vaults, the
mane of the great half-beast, like an aura.

And there had been the Man, delicate and nimble, across whose face the Lamb had drawn his
finger, so that he knew, in his blindness, by touch and a quivering in the air that he was pure gazelle. But
he had died a century after, at the exquisite height of a bound, his great eyes losing lustre as he fell--
And there had been the mantis man, the pig man and the dogs: the crocodile, the raven and that
inordinate fish that sang like a linnet. But they had all died at one stage or another in their
transmutation for lack of some ingredient, some necessity for survival, which for some obscure reason
Hyena and the Goat possessed.

It was a source of chagrin to the Lamb that of all the divers creatures to have passed through his
tiny, snow-white hands, creatures of all shapes, sizes and intellects, he should find himself left at last
with a couple of near-idiots--the cowardly and bullying Hyena and the sycophantic Goat. There was a
time when his secret vault with its rich carpets, golden candlesticks; incense burning in beakers of jade
and its crimson awnings swaying a little from the distant up-draught of the air-shafts--there was a time
when this sanctum had been filled with his heirophants who, awestruck at the sight of such a place,
peered over one another's shoulders (shoulders of fur, shoulders of bristle, shoulders of raw hide,
shoulders of scale and feather) at their lord, while he, the Lamb, the creator as it were of a new
kingdom, a new species, sat on his highbacked throne, the dull blue membrane covering his eyes, his
breast sumptuous with soft and peerless curls, his hands folded, his faintly tinctured lips the most
delicate of mauves, and on his head, on rare occasions, a crown of delicate bones exquisitely
interwoven, bleached to a whiteness that rivalled the very wool that was his raiment.

This crown was constructed from the thin bones of a stoat and indeed it seemed that something
of the stoat's mercurial and terrible vitality had remained in the marrow of the filigree structure, for
when the Lamb, out of the diabolical hell of its heart, discovered his own heinous power to hold a victim
rooted to the ground so that the blood within the creature yearned for annihilation at the hands of the
torturer, the heart pounding against its will, then was it like the swaying stoat with its upright carriage
and its kiss of death upon the jugular. And indeed the Goat had seen it in the Lamb: and the Hyena also.
That mesmeric swaying, that upright back. All but the kiss of death. All but the jugular. For the White
Lamb was not interested in corpses (though they filled the darkness with their bones), but only in
playthings.



And all he had left was the Hyena and the Goat. Yet he still held court. He was still the Lord of
the Mines, though it was a great length of time since he had worn the Crown, for he had given up hope
of new victims.

Year after year, decade after decade, in this subterranean world of silence and of death nothing
had stirred, nothing had moved, not even the dust; nothing but their voices from time to time, when the
Goat or Hyena reported at close of day, recounting to the Lamb the tale of each day's search. Search:
fruitless search! That was the burden of their lives. That was their purpose. To find another human, for
the Lamb itched for his talents to burgeon once again. For he was like a pianist manacled, the keyboard
before him. Or a famished gourmet unable to reach, but able to see a table spread with delicacies. But
all this was over and the Lamb, though he made no sign, and though his voice was as smooth and even
as oil on water, was consumed with an exquisite apprehension, quite terrible in its intensity.

The Lamb could hear two voices, one of them proceeding from the gigantic funnel to the north
and the other, a good mile further to the east, much fainter but perfectly clear... a kind of obsequious
shuffling.

The other noise was altogether more imminent, and was of course proceeding from the nearby
shaft where Hyena lowered himself link by link through the darkness with the Boy slung over his hirsute
shoulders. As he descended three sounds preceded him: the grinding and straining of the iron links, a
slow panting in the beast's capacious chest, and the munching of small bones.

The Lamb, in his sanctum, alone, save for the loudening sound of his henchmen, sat very
upright. Although his eyes were veiled and sightless, yet his entire face had something about it that was
watchful. The head was not cocked upon one side: the ears were not pricked: there was no quivering to
be seen: no tension: yet never was a creature as alert, as vile, as predatory. Cold horror was returning to
the sanctum: the throbbing horror of the will. For the scent in the nostrils of the Lamb had by now
become more specific. The field of odour had narrowed and it was now no longer a matter of conjecture
as to what it was that the Lamb would soon be touching with his soft white hand. He would be touching
nothing less than flesh entirely human.

He could not, as yet, determine such niceties as the age of the captive, for he was shrouded in
the fumes of iron that spread from the long chain, and the smell of the earth through which the well-
head had been bored, not to speak of the indescribable effluvia of the Hyena--and a hundred other
emanations.

But with every yard of descent these varying odours detached themselves one from another and
there came the moment when, with absolute surety, Lamb knew that there was a Boy in the shaft.

A Boy in the shaft. A Boy from the Other Region... approaching... descending.... This in itself was
enough to cause the very girders of the Mines to coil and spill red rust-like sand. It was enough to start
exciting echoes--echoes unparented. Echoes that cried like demons: echoes at large like ears among the
shadows: echoes of consternation: echoes delirious: echoes barbaric: echoes of exultation.



For the world had forsaken the Mines, and time had forgotten them: yet here was the world
again: the globe in microcosm. A human... a Boy... something to break... or to batter down, as though it
were clay... and then to build again.

Meanwhile, as the moments passed, and the Hyena and the Boy drew nearer and nearer to the
sumptuous vault below them where the Lamb sat immobile as a marble carving save only for the
flickering of his dilated nostrils--the Goat, away to the west, had reached the wide and empty floor of
the Mines, and was shuffling along in that horrible sideways gait of his, the left shoulder always in
advance of the rest of his body. And as he made his furtive way he muttered to himself, for he was full
of grievance. What right had Hyena to have all the credit? Why should Hyena make the presentation? It
had been he, the Goat, who had found the human. It was bitterly unfair: a hotness of anger burned like
a live coal beneath his ribs. The cuffs of his jacket shook and his tombstone teeth were displayed in what
could be taken either for a grin or a threat.

In fact it was a sign of frustration and hatred, a rankling hatred, for this was a moment never
again to be repeated, a moment of such dramatic importance to the three of them that there should
have been no question of rivalry for favour. Could they not have approached their Emperor, the Lamb,
together? Could they not have held the prisoner, one on either side, and made their bow together, and
offered him together? Oh, it was most unjust, and the Goat beat his hands together at his sides, and a
nasty sweat poured down his long face, on the damp bristles through which his yellow eyes shone pale
coins.

So strongly did he feel all this that he now began unconsciously to think of the Boy almost as a
brother in distress: someone who, because of his hatred for Hyena (and this had been obvious from the
first moment), had become, automatically, and by pure retaliation, an ally.

But there was nothing he could do, in his pent-up condition, save make his way towards the
Vault some short way from which in his own dank quarters he would (as a gesture, or a slap in Hyena's
face), he would prepare his own bed for the Boy and stave his hunger and thirst with water and sour
bread.

It was obvious that the Boy's need for sleep and sustenance outweighed any other factor, for
what possible advantage could there be to the Lamb to see the thing he had been waiting for, for so
many years, in a state of collapse?

He would wish for an alert and sentient prey, and it was the Goat's plan to put this point to the
Lamb himself.

It was therefore a matter of great moment that the Goat should make all speed to the
sumptuous sanctum of the Lamb, and he began to run as he had never run before.

On every side of him, above him, and sometimes below him the derelict remains of iron
structures spread out their wild and subterranean arms. Brandished in giant loops: coiling in twisted



stairways that led to nowhere, these relics of another age unfurled their iron fantasies as Goat sped by,
covering the ground with quite unnatural pace.

It was very dark, but he knew this track of old and never by so much as a touch did he disturb a
fragment of the litter that lay scattered on the wide floor. He knew it as an Indian knows the secret track
through the woods and, like the Indian, he was ignorant of the great fastness that lay on either side.

There came the time when the ground descended in a slow slope and the Goat, still running
edgeways-on as though all hell was after him, came to the outskirts of that central dereliction where in
his vault the White Lamb sat and waited.

Even the formidable muscles of Hyena were tested by such a climb, but he was now no more than a
dozen feet from the subterranean floor, where every sound was amplified and echoes shuffled from
wall to wall.

The Boy was no longer in a faint: his head had cleared but his hunger was keener than ever and
his limbs felt like water.

Once or twice he had raised himself a little from the shoulders of the half-beast but had fallen
back again for lack of strength, although the mane upon which he fell was, for all the oiling that Hyena
gave it, as coarse and thick as tare-grass.

Directly he landed he turned from the swinging chain and fixed his eyes upon the outer wall of
the Vault. Had he gazed up the throat of the ancient mine-shaft he would have seen, for his eyes were
as keen as an eagle's, a pin-prick in the darkness; the colour of blood. It was all that could be seen of the
sunset, that grain of crimson. But Hyena was not interested in staring up at crimson pin-heads, but in
the fact that he was now within a hundred feet of the Lamb.

He knew that even his breathing was overheard by his inscrutable lord, and he was about to
take his first step forward when there was a sudden trampling to his left and a dusty creature in a black
coat slewed itself into the picture and only drew up when it was within a yard of its irritable colleague.
For it was of course the Goat, the dusty-headed Goat who had, to Hyena's amazement, a grin upon his
face, a real grin and no mere show of teeth. It was not long before he knew the reason, and had it not
been that every sound that was made was loud in the Lamb's ear, there is no doubt the Goat would
have been savaged mercilessly, if not killed by the merciless Hyena.

For, during the last part of the Goat's solitary flight through the galleries and girders an idea had
come to him, born of his hatred for Hyena who had so callously stolen from him the golden chance of
pleasing the Lamb.

Hyena, though unaware of the meaning of the Goat's grin, yet knew no good could come of its
implications, whatever they were, and he shook with suppressed rage as he glared murderously at his
mulcted foe.



Unshouldering himself of the Boy, who slid to the ground, the Hyena, using the language of the
deaf and dumb--for the faintest whisper would have sounded to the Lamb like the cracking and hissing
of a forest fire--made rapid signs to the Goat which told that he proposed at the earliest opportunity to
hack him to death.

In return the Goat, who mouthed his words syllable by syllable with his purplish lips, advised his
enemy with a horrid oath to do no such thing, and then, to Hyena's amazement, turned away and, facing
the outer walls of the sanctum, lifted his mealy voice.

"Lord Emperor and ever-dazzling Lamb," he said.

"0 thou by whom we live and breathe and are! Sun of our nether darkness, listen to your slave.
For | have found him!"

There was a sudden wrenching sound, as of strangulation, as the Hyena, lifting his long, mean
head, strained, as it were, on an invisible leash. His blood had mounted into his head and his eyes shone
with a red light.

There was no sound from the Lamb so the Goat continued.

"I found him for you on the dusty plains. There | subdued him, brought him to his knees, drew
from his belt his dagger: threw it away to where it sank in dust as a stone sinks in water; trussed him,
and brought him to the minehead. There, lounging in the sun, | found Hyena. The muscular Hyena, the
foul Hyena--"

"Lies! Lies! You slavering knobhead."

"All lies! my lord. He never even--"

There came out of the gloom a gentle bleating--a sound sweet as April.
"Be quiet, children. Where is this human youth?"

As Hyena was about to tell the Lamb that the Boy was lying at his feet, the Goat whipped in with
his answer-- "We have him, sir, prone on the earth floor. | suggest that he is fed, given water and then
allowed to sleep. | shall prepare my bed for him, if you agree. Hyena's couch is foul with filthy bristles
and hairs from his striped arms, and white with powder from the bones he munches. He could not sleep
in such a place as that. Nor has Hyena any bread to give him. He is so bestial, my ivory lord: so
unspeakably vile."

But the Goat had gone too far and found himself at once upon his back. Over him loomed the
trembling febrile and muscular darkness of Hyena. His jaws opening to their fullest disclosed a crimson
world walled in with teeth--which, as they were about to close with a crack like gunfire, were held
quivering in mid-air by that flute-like voice again, for the Lamb was calling....

"Bring me the youth that | may touch his temple. Is he unconscious?"



The Hyena knelt down upon his knees and stared at the Boy. Then he nodded his head. He had
not recovered from the fabrications of the Goat nor from the uprush of anger he had just sustained.

The Boy, who was wide awake, felt a kind of extra sickness, and knew intuitively that above all
he must pretend at this moment to be unconscious or to be dead, and as the Goat bent over to inspect
him, he held his breath for twenty long seconds. The proximity of the Goat was frightful to endure; but
at last the creature rose and called out softly in the gloom: "Insensible, O Lamb. Insensible as my horny
hoof."

"Then bring him to me, my pretty wranglers, and forget your puny rage. It is not you or the
sound of you that interests me, but the human youth. | am very old and so can sense the youth of him
against me: and | am very young, so | can sense his nearness to my soul. Bring him to me now, before
you wash him, dress him and give him food and sleep. Bring him to me, for my finger itches--"

And then suddenly there came from the throat of the Lamb a cry so shrill that had the Hyena or
the Goat been looking at the Boy they could not have failed to see him start where he lay as though
someone had pierced him with a needle. It was a cry so excruciatingly shrill and so unexpected that the
Goat and Hyena drew closer together for all their hatred of one another. They had never, down the long
decades, ever heard their lord throw out such a sound. It was as though, in spite of his grasp upon
himself, the Lamb was yet unable to control the emotional pressure that filled his milk-white body--and
so this jet of sound sprang through the darkness.

It was a long while before the high-pitched echoes died away, and the yawning silence returned.

But it was not only that the sound had been shrill and sudden: there had been something else
about it. It was no mere matter of the lungs or the vocal chords. It sprang from the uttermost pit of evil--
a spearhead, a lance, a forerunner of dire menace. All that the Lamb had hidden for long centuries had
shrilled its way through darkness into light.

But the Lamb was outwardly the same and sat if anything more upright than ever, the only
difference being that the little snow-white hands were no longer folded. They were raised to the height
of the shoulders in a gesture almost of a supplicant or of a mother holding an invisible child. The index
fingers, curving a little inward, suggested, however, some kind of beckoning.

The head was bent back a little on the shoulders and looked as though it might strike forward at
any moment like a cobra. The veiled eyes in their dull blue opacity appeared almost to see through the
membrane. The Hyena and the Goat came forward supporting the Boy by his elbows.

Step by step they drew nearer to the Lamb, until they came to the wall that surrounded the
innermost sanctum and when they were only a few feet from the heavy curtains that formed the
entrance they heard a sound of bleating, so faint, so far away; it was like innocence or a strain of love
from the pastures of sweet April.

That was a sound they knew (the Goat and the Hyena) and they shuddered, for it brought with it
no more love than can be found in a vampire's tongue.



"Once | have run my finger down his brow"--came the soft voice, "and slid it down the profile to
the chin, then take him from me, feed him and sleep him. | can smell his fatigue. If either or both of you
should lose him in the Mines"--continued the Voice as sweet as honey and as light as bird-song--"1 will
make you eat each other."

Under his mane the Hyena turned as white as the bones he gnawed and the Goat heaved with a
sudden abortive sickness. "Come in, my dears, and bring your treasure with you."

"I come, master," cried the gruff voice of Hyena--"I come, O, my Emperor!"

"I have found him for you," echoed the Goat, not to be outdone; and as they pushed their way
through the curtains the Boy, unable to resist the temptation, opened his eyelids the merest fraction
and stared through his eyelashes. It was only for a moment, and his eyes closed again but he had seen in
that short space of time that the abode of the white Lamb was lit by many candles.

"Why do you keep me waiting, gentlemen?" The unnaturally sweet accents floated from above,
for the chair in which the Lamb sat was a tall, sculpted affair, a good deal higher than is usual. "Must |
tell you to lie upon your backs and suffer?

"Now then... now then, where is he...? Bring me the mortal."

It was then that the Boy went through his darkest hell of all: the long ache of his body, acute as
it was, was yet forgotten or disposed of in some way, for he was filled with a disembodied pain, an
illness so penetrating, so horrible, that had he been given the opportunity to die he would have taken it.
No normal sensation could find a way through this overpowering nausea of the soul that filled him.

For he was getting nearer and nearer to an icy aura that hung about the face of the Lamb. An
aura like death, gelid and ghastly--yet febrile also and terrible in its vitality--yet all was contained and
held between the outlines of the long inscrutable visage, for, even when the Lamb had screamed, the
face remained immobile, as though the head and the voice were strangers to one another.

This long face with its vibrance and its icy emanations was now very close to the Boy, who did
not dare to raise his eyes, though he knew the Lamb was sightless. Then came the moment when the
little finger of the Lamb's left hand moved forward like a short, white caterpillar and, hovering for a little
while near the victim's forehead, finally descended, and the Boy felt a touch on his brow that brought
his heart into his throat.

For the finger of the Lamb appeared to suck at the temple like the sucker of an octopus, and
then as the digit traced the profile it left behind it from the hair-line to the chin a track or wake so cold
that his brow contracted with pain.

And that was enough, that tracing, to teach the Lamb all that he wished to know. In one sweep
of the finger he had discovered that he had in the darkness before him a thing of quality, a thing of
youth and style; something of pride, of a mortal unbeasted.



The effect upon the innermost system of the Lamb must have been horrible indeed for,
although there appeared to be no visible excitement in the way he got to his feet and raised his blind
face to the darkness overhead, yet at that moment when he moved his finger from the Boy's chin, a kind
of covetous and fiery rash spread out beneath the wool, so that the milk-white curls appeared to be
curdled, in a blush from head to feet.

"Take him away at once," he whispered, "and when this coma leaves him, and when he is fed
and strong again, return him to me. For he is what your white lord has awaited. His very bones cry out
for realignment: his flesh to be reshaped; his heart to be shrivelled, and his soul to feed on fear."

The Lamb was still standing. He raised his arms on either side like an oracle. His hands fluttered
at the extremities of his arms like little white doves.

"Take him away. Prepare a feast. Forget nothing. My crown: the golden cutlery. The poison
bottles; and the fumes; the wreaths of ivy and the bloody joints; the chains; the bowl of nettles; the
spices; the baskets of fresh grass; the skulls and spines; the ribs and shoulder-blades. Forget nothing or,
by the blindness of my sockets, | will have your hearts out.

"Take him away...."

Without waiting a moment Hyena and the Goat backed clumsily out of the candle-lit vault and
the heavy curtains fell back heavily into place.

As usual after a session with their ghastly lord, the two half-beasts clung together for a little
while after the swinging back of the curtains, and the presence of their dank bodies was almost more
than the Boy could stand, for he was wedged between them. Their internecine feud was by now
forgotten in the fearful excitement: for they were to be witnesses of transformation. Together they put
the Boy to bed (if a mouldering couch can be called a bed) and they fed him from an old tin of mashed-
up bread and water. There was something almost lovable in the way they watched him lift his head to
the wooden spoon. Their concentration was so childlike.

For a moment before the Boy fell asleep he gazed up at the two strange nurses and there
flashed through his mind the thought that, if need be, he could outwit them both.

Then he turned over and collapsed into a thick and dreamless sleep while the Goat, sitting
beside him, scratched interminably at his dusty head, while the Hyena, an ulna between his jaws,
munched away in the darkness.

After about five hours of watching over the sleep-drugged Boy the two sentries got to their feet and
made their way to the candle-lit Vault. There being no reply to Hyena's query as to whether or not they
might enter, they drew the curtains softly aside and peered in. At first they could see nothing. The
spines of the books that filled one of the walls gleamed in the gloating light. The sumptuous red carpet
flooded the floor: but the high chair was empty. Where was the Lamb?



Then they saw him, all at once, and with a start of recognition. His back was towards them and
such was the vagary of the light that standing there he was beyond the range of two clusters of candles,
he was all but invisible. But a little time later he moved a little to the west and they saw his hands.

And yet, at the same time, they did not see his hands, for they were moving so fast one about
another, circling one another, separating, threading and weaving their ten fantastic fingers in such a
delirium of movement, that nothing could be seen but an opalescent blurr of light that sometimes rose,
sometimes sank and sometimes hovered like a mist at the height of the White Lamb's breast. What was
happening? What was he doing? The Hyena shot a sideways glance at his companion and found no
enlightenment there. How could they know that such were the fermentations in the brain of the Lamb
that they could not be endured a moment longer without the aid of the body; for there comes a time
when the brain, flashing through constellations of conjecture, is in danger of losing itself in worlds from
which there is no return. And so the body, in its wisdom, flies alongside, ready, by means of its own
rapidity, to grapple, if the need arose, with the dazzling convolutions of the brain. What the Hyena and
the Goat were witnessing was just this. The intellectual excitement which the Boy aroused in the Lamb
was of just such an order, so that as it mounted in intensity, the little white fingers, rising intuitively to
the occasion, held, by means of their own agility and speed, madness at bay.

All this was lost upon the two watchers through the curtain, but this was not to say that they
were too dense to realize that this was not the right moment for disturbing their master. What it was
that he was doing they did not know, but they knew enough to realize that it was something out of their
own crass realm. So they retired as silently as possible, and made their way to the midnight kitchens and
the armoury, and the baskets of fresh grass and all else that pertained to the Feast--and began, though
they had many hours in hand, to polish the gold plate, the Crown, and the shoulder-blades.

By now the Lamb, having subdued the speed of his own thought, had brought his hands
together, as though in prayer and was now draped in a black shawl.

The Boy slept on... and on... and the hours moved slowly by, and the silence of the great
subterranean mines became like a noise in itself--a kind of droning as of bees in a hollow tree; but
eventually while Goat and Hyena, resting at last from their labours, sat and stared at the sleeping
mortal, the Boy awoke, and as he awoke he heard the Hyena rouse itself and spit out of its mouth a
cloud of white bone-dust. Turning his head, the Hyena scowled at his confederate and then, for no
apparent reason, he reached out a long, brindled arm and brought it down heavily on the Goat's head.

This thump, that might have killed a man, merely shook the Goat badly and to ward off the
possibilities of the Hyena repeating the attack the Goat showed his teeth in a grin both ingratiating and
beastly; though it was true this smile was to some extent shrouded by the cloud of rising dust that
billowed up from the Goat's head.

The Boy half-opened his eyes and saw the Hyena immediately above him.

"Why did you strike me, Hyena, dear?" said the Goat.



"Because | wanted to."

"Ah...."

"I loathe your loose purple lips--"

"Ah...."

"And your hairy belly--"

"I am sorry they displease you, dear."

"Listen!"

"Yes, my love."

"What will the White Lamb make of him, | wonder? Eh, you knobhead? What will he be? Eh?"
"0 Hyena dear, shall | tell you what | think?..."
"What?"

"A Hare!"

"No! No! No!"

"Why not, dear?"

"Silence, you fool! A cockerel!"

"Oh, no, dear."

"What do you dare to mean? | said a cockerel!"
"Or a rabbit?"

"No! No! No!"

"Or a porpoise? His skin is so smooth."

"So was yours before the bristles rose. He'll build a burning cockerel from his bones."
"Our Lord the Lamb will know."

"Our Lord will bestialize him."

"Then there'll be three of us."

"Four, you fool! Four!"



"But the Lamb?"

"He is not one of us. He is..."

"He is not one of us...."

Whose voice was that? Whose was it? It was not theirs and it was not the Lamb's!

The two half-beasts leapt to their feet and stared about them until their gaze fell upon the Boy.
His eyes were wide open, and it seemed in the semi-darkness that they were as alert and watchful as
the eyes of a tracker. Not a muscle of his face moved, but his stomach swam with fearful apprehension.

From the very first when he had been accosted by the Goat he had, bit by bit, been able to piece
together a foul, fantastic and unholy picture. A peculiar horror seeped through the heinous place, but
this he now knew to be mere background to a nameless crime. The scattered sentences; the word here,
the ejaculation there, had made it all too clear that he was to be sacrificed.

There was, nevertheless, a chip of granite at the heart of the Boy. Something obdurate. There
was also something in his head. It was a brain.

It is hard for a brain to work adroitly when the hands are swimming in sweat and the stomach is
retching with fear and nausea. But with a concentration quite fierce in its intensity he repeated yet
again, "He s not one of us."

The lips of the Hyena had drawn themselves back from the powerful teeth with a bewildered
snarl. The powerful body appeared to vibrate beneath the voluminous white shirt. The hands gripped
one another as though they fought in deadly grapple.

As for the Goat, it sidled alongside its colleague and peered at the boy with eyes the colour of
lemon peel.

"One of us? The idea is absurd, gentlemen. We know better than to trust that baa-lamb."

The Boy crept nearer to the pair, his finger to his lips until, when he was almost touching them,
he began to mouth his words in absolute silence.

"I have great news for you," he said. "Watch my mouth closely.

"You shall be Kings then indeed! For you are characters, gentlemen: characters in your own
right. You have brains; you have muscles; you have resource; and, what is more important, you have the
will to accomplish...."

"The will to accomplish what?" said the Hyena, spitting out a patella so that it skimmed its way
into the gloom like a coin.

"The will to accomplish your own freedom. Your freedom to be Kings..." said the Boy. "Ah, it will
stand you in good stead, gentlemen."



"What will?" said the Goat.
"Why, your beauty of course."

There was a long silence during which -the two beasts looked narrowly at the Boy, a nasty light
in their eyes.

The Boy stood up.

"Yes, you are very beautiful," he said again. "Look at your arms: brindled and long as oars. Look
at your sloping back. It is like a storm, mounting as it rises. Look at your shaven jaws as strong as death--
and your long muzzle--oh, gentlemen, are they not seductive? Look at your foaming shirt and your mane
of midnight. Look at--"

"Why not look at me?" said the Goat "What about my yellow eyes?"

"To bloody hell with your yellow eyes," mouthed the Hyena savagely as he turned to the Boy.
"What was it you said about 'Kings'?"

"One thing at a time," said the Boy. "You must be patient. This is a day of hope and wild
revenge. Do not interrupt me. | am a courier from another world. | bring you golden words.

"Listen!" said the Boy. "Where | come from there is no more fear. But there is a roaring and a
bellowing and a cracking of bones. And sometimes there is silence when, lolling on your thrones, your
slaves adore you."

The Hyena and the Goat looked over their shoulders at the curtained entrance of the Lamb's
sanctum. They were obviously embarrassed. But they were excited also and slavering, though what the
Boy meant they could not tell.

"What a place to live in!" said the Boy. "This is a place for worms, not for the sons of man. But
even the worms and the bats and the spiders avoid this place. For this is a home for fawners, slaves and
sycophants. Let it be somewhere free, somewhere splendid, somewhere where you, sir"--he turned to
the Goat--"can bury your splendid head in soft white dust, and where you"--he turned to the Hyena--
"can cut a cudgel, yes, and use it too. And ah! the marrow-bones for your fierce jaws--the endless
marrow! And | have come to fetch you."

Again the two excited beasts looked over their shoulders to where the Lamb sat like a white
carving beyond the curtains, save for the dull veil across his eyes.

But the habits of many years are not so easily broken, and it was not until the Boy had gone into
detail in regard to where he proposed to take them, and where they would live, and the shape of their
golden thrones, and the number of their slaves and a hundred other things that they dared to mention
the Lamb: and then it was only because the Boy, unknown to them, had trapped them into a confession
of fear. He had not given them a minute to recover, but had jogged their minds along from statement to
statement, from question to question, until quite apart from impressing them with his rhetoric he



awoke in their bodies the ulcer of insurrection--for they had both been badly scared by the Lamb from
time to time and it was only terror held them back.

"Gentlemen," said the Boy. "You can help me and | can help you. | can give you power in the
light of the sun. | can give you deserts and green places. | can give you back what once was yours before
he tampered with your very birthright. As for what you can give me. Shall | tell you?"

The Hyena came forward to the Boy with something more horrible than ever about the slope of
his back. When he was very close he brought his long, shaven head close to the Boy's who could see his
own reflection in the beast's left eye, and he saw that he was shaking with fear.

"What is it we can give you?" mouthed the Hyena--and then, quick as an echo--"What is it,
dear?" said the Goat. "Do tell your--"

He never finished his sentence, for the air became filled with the voice of the Lamb and as all
three listeners turned their heads in the direction of the curtains they saw them part and something
trotted out from between them--something unnaturally white.

The long bleat had brought the bristles up vertically on the back and arms of the Hyena, and the
Goat had become frozen where it stood. Something had been apprehended in that seemingly innocent
note--something which held no significance for the Boy, for he had no experience of the pain that
always followed. But for Goat and Hyena it was otherwise. They had their memories. They knew of it.

But one thing that the Boy _did__ realize, and that was that the two beasts, being filled with the
slime of abject terror, were of no use to him at all, but equally they were no use to their master.

The Boy was not to know that the anger at the heart of the bleat had been awakened by the
empty table. Where was the Feast? The feast during which he had hoped to begin his conquest of the
wholly human youth. Where were his abominable henchmen?

As he, the Lamb, came through the curtain with his head held very high and his body sparkling
like frost he was at the same time listening with his ears cocked, his nostrils dilated, and at once came
upon the scent of the Hyena.

Walking with the nimbleness and delicacy of a dancer, the White Lamb came rapidly upon them.

It was now or never for the Boy. Without thinking, he pulled off his shoes and slid soundlessly
into the adjacent gloom; to do this he was forced to elbow his way past Hyena and as he did this he saw
that creature's knife, a long, thin, deadly yard of steel, and he plucked it from the belt of the beast, and
the noise this made turned the blind gaze of the White Lamb full upon him.

In spite of his tip-toeing, not only out of focus but out of alignment with the veiled eye, yet the
Lamb followed with a horrible precision the movements of the Boy. Then all at once he turned his long
woollen head away and a moment later had followed the path of his blind gaze and was circling the two
half-beasts with a kind of strutting action; and as he did this the two creatures collapsed into a kind of



decay. They were already travesties of life, but now they were nothing more than the relics of that
travesty.

For, as the Lamb minced about them, they gave themselves up to his superior will, their eyes
yearning for annihilation.

"When | kiss you," said the Lamb in the sweetest voice in the world, "then you will not die.
Death is too gentle: death is too enviable: death is too generous. What | will give you is pain. For you
have spoken to the Boy--and he was mine from the first word. You have touched him, and he was mine
from the first touch. You have spoken of me: and in the hearing of the Boy, and that is treachery. You
have not prepared the Feast. So | will give you Pain. Come and be kissed, that the pain may begin. Come
to me... come."

At the sight of the two creatures heaving their collapsed bodies across the floor the Boy retched
with a nausea of the soul and body and, lifting the sword above his head, he moved inch by inch towards
the Lamb.

But he had progressed no further than a few feet before the Lamb ceased in its weavings and
turning his head to one side took up an attitude of extreme concentration. The Boy, holding his breath,
heard nothing in the hollow silence, but the Lamb could hear the beating of four hearts. It was towards
the sound of one of the hearts, the heart of the Boy, that the Lamb now directed his entire sentience.

"Do not think there is anything you can do," came the voice, like a chime of little bells, "for
already you are losing your strength... your nature is drifting from you... you are becoming mine."

"No!" shouted the Boy. "No! No! you tinkling devil!"

"Your shouting will not help you," said the Lamb. "My empire is hollow and empty, so do not
shout. Look, instead, at your arm."

Dragging his eyes away from the dazzling ghoul, he screamed to find that his fingers were not
only curled unnaturally, but that the whole arm was swinging to and fro, as though it had nothing to do
with him or his body.

He tried to raise the hand but nothing happened, except that as he cried with fear there was a
note in his voice he did not recognize.

The concentration of the blind gaze upon him was like the pressure of a great weight. He tried to
retreat but his legs would not obey him. Yet his head was free and clear, and he knew that there was
only one thing to do and that was to break the spell of scrutiny by some unexpected occurrence, and as
this idea flashed through his mind he bent down very silently and placed the sword on the stone floor;
and feeling in his pocket with his right hand he felt for a coin or a key.



Luckily there were several coins, and taking a couple he lobbed them high in the air. By the time
they landed on the floor beyond the Lamb the Boy had snatched up the sword with his one healthy
hand.

Down came the coin with a sudden clang immediately behind the Lamb, and for the merest
momentary flash of time the intense scrutiny of the tyrant was broken, and a deadly weight of
oppression fled out of the air.

This was the only moment: the moment when all must be done before the resurge of evil. The
clearing of the air brought with it for one split second the loosening of the adhesions in his legs and a
vibrance to his foul left arm so that he sprang forward with no sense of being retarded. In fact the air
seemed to open up for him as he sprang, his sword brandished. He brought it down across the skull of
the Lamb so that it split the head into two pieces which fell down on either side. There was no blood,
nor anything to be seen in the nature of a brain.

The Boy then slashed at the woollen body, and at the arms, but it was the same as it had been
with the head, a complete emptiness devoid of bones and organs. The wool lay everywhere in dazzling
curls.

The Boy sank to his knees, the relics of the white beast spread about him as though he had been
shearing a sheep rather than slaying one.

Out of the intense darkness where Hyena and the Goat had crouched in subjection before their
lord, two ancient men emerged. One had a sloping back, the other a sidelong shuffle. They did not talk
to one another: they did not talk to the Boy, nor he to them. They led the way along cold galleries;
through arches and up the throats of shafts until, in the upper air, they parted without a word.

The Boy was lost for a long while but, walking in a kind of dream, came eventually to the banks
of a wide river where innumerable hounds awaited him. He boarded a little boat and was pushed across
the water by the swimming pack, and by the time the boat touched ground on the far side his adventure
had melted from his mind.

It was not long before one of a host of searchers found him lost and weary in a crumbling
courtyard and carried him back to his immemorial home.



Danse Macabre

_There are critics who claim that Mervyn Peake's Gormenghast trilogy about a crumbling, far-future
world is an even greater work of fantasy than Tolkien's Lord of the Rings. Certainly, the adventures of
Titus, 77th Earl of Gormenghast and heir to the House of Groan, told with a mixture of wit and dazzling
imagination, rate among the great works of the genre, and thoroughly deserve John Clute's accolade in
The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction (1995) when he calls Gormenghast "one of the most richly realised
alternate worlds in all the literature of fantasy or sf." Fans of the trilogy include the musicians Nigel
Kennedy, Sting and Phil Collins; chef Keith Floyd, who claims to have found some kitchens in Spain which
instantly reminded him of the ancestral kitchens in the book; and the writers Michael Moorcock and
Anthony Burgess, who once referred to the work as '"a rich wine of fancy chilled by the intellect to just
the right temperature. '

" A stage version of Gormenghast has already been produced, and Walt Disney studios own the
film rights.

Mervyn Laurence Peake (1911-1968) was born in Ruling in southern China, where his father was
a medical missionary, and the memories of those '"'rich, alien years'

' shaped much of his later career when he returned to England and began working as an artist
and writer. His love of fantasy was demonstrated in his first book, Captain Slaughterboard Drops Anchor,
published in 1939; and during the subsequent war years while he was serving in the Royal Engineers he
started work on what would ultimately become the Gormenghast trilogy. At the end of the hostilities,
Peake was the first artist to be sent to the Belsen concentration camp, another profoundly affecting
experience. Shortly after completing the three comic masterpieces about Titus Groan, he was found to
be suffering from a form of Parkinson's disease which tragically shortened his life. ""Danse Macabre,"
originally published in Science Fantasy in 1963, is one of Mervyn Peake's few short stories, and a tale as
curious as anything he wrote. It is also about the ability to fly--not human beings, though, but people's
clothes...



Whether it was the full moon that woke me, | do not know. It may have been. Or it may be that the
melancholy which had settled on my spirit and which coloured my dreams, had become too strong for
me to bear and had broken through my sleep and left me, of a sudden, aware and trembling.

It is no part of my story to tell you of the unhappy circumstances which had driven my dear wife
away from me. | cannot tell you of that dreadful separation. It is sufficient to say that in spite of, or it
may be _because __of our ill omen'd love, we were driven apart, although, as you shall hear, this
desperate act brought nothing but horror in the end.

| had drawn wide the curtains when | had gone to bed, for the night was close, and now, with
my eyes wide open, | found that my bedroom was filled with the light of the moon.

Facing me, as | lay upon my side was my wardrobe, a tall piece of furniture, and my gaze
wandered across the panels until they came to rest upon one of the metal door knobs.

Uneasy as | was, | had as yet no concrete cause for alarm; and would have closed my eyes had it
not been that all at once my heart stopped beating. For the metal knob on which my gaze was fixed had
begun, very slowly, very surely, to revolve, without a sound.

| cannot recall with any exactness what thoughts possessed me during the interminable turning
of that brass knob. All | know is that what febrile thoughts | had were soaked in fear, so that my brain
began to sweat no less than my body. But | could not turn my eyes away, nor close them. | could only
watch as the cupboard door itself began to sway slowly open with hideous deliberation until it lay wide
to the moon-filled room.

And then it happened... happened in the stillness when not so much as the call of a little owl
from the nearby woods or a sigh in the leaves, disturbed the small hours of that summer night, when my
dress clothes on their hanger sailed slowly out of the depths of the wardrobe and with infinite
smoothness came to a rest in mid-air immediately before my dressing table.

So unexpected, so ludicrous was this, that it was a wonder | did not lose my nerve and scream.
But the terror was caught in my throat and | made no sound but continued to watch as the trousers slid
from the cross-bar of the hanger until their extremities were no more than a couple of inches from the
floor, in which position they remained, loose and empty. No sooner had this happened than an agitation
at the shoulders made it plain that the white waistcoat and the long black tailcoat were trying to
dislodge themselves from the hanger and then, all at once they were free, and the hanger, leaving
behind it in the room a headless, handless, footless spectre, floated into the depths of the cupboard and
the door closed upon it.

By now the limp arms, for all their lack of hands, appeared in dumbshow to be knotting a white
tie about a white collar, and then, most strange of all, the empty figure at the next moment was leaning
forward in mid-air at an angle of thirty degrees from the floor flinging the limp sleeves forward as
though about to dive and with a whisk of the "tails" it floated across the room and out of the window.



Before | knew what | was doing | had reached the window and was just in time to see far away
beyond the lawn, my dress clothes skimming their way towards the oak wood where they disappeared
into the darkness beneath the trees.

How long | stood staring down across the lawn to the long dense margin of the oak wood | do
not know, nor yet, when at last | returned across the room, how long | stared at the knob on the
wardrobe door, before | had the courage to grip it and turn it and fling it open. | only know that at last |
did so and saw the naked wooden hanger suspended there.

At last | slammed the door upon them and turned my back upon the cupboard. | began to pace
the room in a fever of fearful foreboding. At last | fell exhausted upon my bed. It was only when dawn
broke that | fell into a clammy sleep.

When | awoke it was past mid-day. The countryside was alive with familiar sounds; the
squabbling of sparrows in the ivy outside the window; a dog barking and the drone of a tractor several
fields across and listening half-asleep, it was a full minute before | recollected the nightmare | had
suffered. Of course it was a nightmare! What else could it have been? With a short laugh | flung the
bedclothes from me and got to my feet and began to dress. It was only when | was about to open the
wardrobe door that | paused for a moment. The dream had been too vivid to be entirely disregarded
even in the same light of a summer day but again 1 laughed, and the sound of my own laughter chilled
me. It was like a child | once heard shouting out in his terror, "I'm not afraid of _you. _ I'm not afraid _of

you.

Opening the door of the cupboard 1 sighed with relief for there, hanging demurely in the semi-
darkness, were my evening clothes. Taking a tweed jacket from its hanger, | was about to close the door
when | saw, clinging to the knee of my evening trousers, a wisp of grass.

It had always been a habit of mine, almost a fixation you might say, to keep my clothes in good
condition. It seemed odd to me this being so, that, having brushed my suit a night or two previously,
there should be any kind of blemish. Why had the wisp of grass not caught my attention? However,
strange as it seemed, | told myself there must, of course, be some simple explanation, and | dismissed
the little problem from my mind.

Why | do not quite know, but | told no one of the dream, perhaps because anything strange or
bizarre is distasteful to me and | presumed, perhaps wrongly, that such things are distasteful to others
also. The memory of that horrible night lingered all day with me. Had it not been that | hate to be
thought peculiar | think | would have found release in confiding the silly dream to someone or other.
You see it was not simply frightening; it was ludicrous too. Something more to smile about than to be
afraid of. But | found | could not smile.

The next six days passed uneventfully enough. On the seventh evening, which was a Friday, |
went to bed much later than is my usual practice, for some friends who had come to dinner with me had
stayed talking until well after midnight and when they had gone | began to read, so that it was close



upon two o'clock before | climbed to my bedroom where | sank upon the bed still fully clothed and
continued for at least twenty minutes more to read my book.

By now | was drowsy but before | got to my feet in order to undress, | found that against my will
| was directing my gaze at the cupboard. Fully believing that the dream had indeed been a dream, and
nothing but a dream, the hideous habit had taken hold of me, so that the last thing | saw before | fell
asleep was always, the doorknob.

And again it moved, and again as terrible to me as ever before, it went on turning with the
deliberate rotation and my heart seemed to be stuck between my ribs, hammering for release in the
silence of the second ghastly night. The sweat poured out of my skin and the avid taste of terror filled
my mouth.

The fact that it was happening all over again; that it was a _repetition __in no way helped me,
for it appeared that what was once _unbelievable _ was now an unarguable fact.

Slowly, inexorably, the knob turned and the cupboard door swung open and my evening clothes
floated out as before and the trousers slid until they touched the ground, the hanger dislodged itself
from the shoulders and it seemed there was no change in the absurd, yet ghastly ritual, until it came to
that moment when the apparition was about to turn to the window. This time it turned to me, and,
though it had no face, | knew it _was __looking at me.

Then, as its entire body began to shake violently, | closed my eyes for no more than a second but
during that instant the clothes had disappeared through the open window.

| leapt to my feet and rushed to the window. At first | could see nothing for | was directing my
gaze at the lawn that stretched away for about sixty yards to the outskirts of the woods. No creature,
ghost or mortal could have covered that distance in the few seconds it took me to reach the window.
But then, some movement in the semi-darkness caused me to look down, and there it was, standing on
the narrow gravel path immediately below me. Its back was to the house and its sleeves were raised a
little on either side, empty though they were.

Being exactly above the headless creature | found that | was forced to see down into the
horrible darkness of that circular pit whose outward rim was formed by the stiff, white collar. As |
started, nauseated, it began to skim, or glide--towards the lawn; it is hard to find a word that can
adequately suggest the way it propelled itself across the ground, the tailcoat unnaturally upright, and
the trouser-ends appearing almost to trail the grass, although they did not really touch the ground.

That | was dressed, | think, gave me courage, for, in spite of my inner terror, | ran down the
stairs and out of the house and was just in time to see the apparition about to disappear into the woods
beyond the lawn. | noted, as | ran, the spot at which it entered the forest, and fearing that | might lose
the unholy thing, | raced feverishly across the widespread lawn.

It was well that | did this for on reaching the margin of the oak wood, | caught a glimpse of the
high white collar and the gleam of cuffs away ahead and to the right.



Of course | knew the forest well enough by daylight but by night it seemed a very different
place, yet | followed as best | could, stumbling at times and all but losing sight of the floating thing as it
flitted through the trees ahead of me. There seemed to be no hesitancy in its progress and it occurred to
me that, judging by the direction it was taking, it must very soon be coming upon the first of those long
rides that ran from east to west across the forest.

And this was so, for it was only a few moments later that the foliage cleared above my head and
| found myself standing on the verge of the long grassy avenue of oaks and not a hundred paces to my
left | saw my bodiless vesture.

Bodiless it may have been, but it did not appear so in spite of the lack of feet or hands or head.
For it became obvious that the garments were in a high state of agitation, turning this way and that,
sometimes circling an oak tree on the far side of the avenue, sometimes floating an inch above the
ground with the shoulders stooping forwards, almost as though in spite of its heedlessness it peered
down the long dwindling perspective of the forest ride.

Then, of a sudden, my heart leapt to my mouth; for my evening dress (its cuffs and collar
gleaming in the dim light) had begun to tremble violently, and turning my eyes in the direction in which
the suit was facing, | saw, gliding towards us from a great way off, an ice-blue evening dress.

Nearer and nearer it came, nearer and nearer, floating with an effortless beauty, the long skirt
trailing the ground. But there were no feet, and there were no amis or hands. And there was no head
and yet there was something familiar __about it as at last it reached my black attire and as | saw the
sleeve of my coat pass itself around the ice-blue silken waist of the hollow lady and a dance began which
chilled my blood, for although the movements were slow, almost leisurely, yet the headless thing was
vibrating like the plucked string of a fiddle.

In contrast to this horrible vacillation, the evening dress of the other dancer moved in a
strangely frozen manner made all the more horrible by its lack of arms. As | watched | began to feel a
horrible sickness in my body and my knees began to give. In reaching for support | gripped a branch at
my side and to my horror it snapped off in my hands, with a report, which in the silence of the night
sounded like a gun-shot. | lost my balance and fell upon my knees, but recovering at once | turned my
gaze to the dancers. They were gone--gone as though they had never been. The avenue of tall trees
stretched away in solemn, moonlit silence.

And then | saw what seemed to be a little heap of material jumbled untidily together on the
sward. Steeling myself 1 stepped out into the moonlight and made my way, step by step towards the
lifeless heap, and on reaching to within twelve feet of it | saw that it was composed of black material
intertwined with a lovelier fabric the colour of blue ice.

| began to sweat where | stood, and | cannot tell how long | must have remained there, the
sickness mounting in my stomach and my brain, when a movement in the untidy heap led at once to a
further movement, and then before my eyes the parts began to disentangle themselves and to rise one
by one from the ground and to reassemble in the air, and in another instant they were gone; the lovely



dress skimming the grass in the direction from which it had come until it dwindled to an ice-blue speck
in the distance of the ride. My suit, no less swiftly, fled in the opposite direction and was gone and | was
left alone.

How | reached my home | shall never know--more | think by instinct than by reason, for | was
feverish and deadly tired.

When at last | stumbled up the stairs and into my room | fell upon my knees and could not rise
again for several minutes. When | did regain my feet | turned my gaze to the wardrobe, and stared at
the brass knob until a gust of courage filled me and | turned the handle and the door swung open.

And there, hanging as primly as ever, were my tails and trousers.

During the week that followed | lived in a state of nervous excitement; an excitement most
beastly. | was frightened, but | was also fascinated. | found myself thinking of nothing else but what
would happen on the following Friday. The few friends | saw in the vicinity of my house were shocked at
my appearance for my face, which was naturally a fresh and ruddy colour, had turned grey. My hands
trembled and my eyes kept darting here and there as though | were at bay.

| told no one of what had happened. It was not that | was brave. It was more that | was
cowardly. | have always had a distaste for the unearthly or anything remotely smacking of the
supernatural and | would never have lifted my head again in public if | knew myself to be regarded as
some kind of metaphysical crank. | knew that | would rather go through this business alone, frightened
as | was, than risk the raised eyebrows--the sidelong glance. When possible over the next seven days |
avoided my friends. But there was one particular engagement which | could not avoid, nor wished to
avoid.

| had promised, faithfully promised, to join some friends who were giving a small dinner party
on the following Friday. But it was not just that--for if that had been all | would have invented some
plausible excuse. No, it was for a very different reason. It was because my wife was to be there--our
mutual friends, in their ignorance, were eager to re-unite us. They had seen our illness mounting. For
myself, my whole system was sick, for in truth | was but half a creature without her. And _she? _ She
who left me, seeing no hope for us but only strengthening of that perverse and hideous _thing __that
drives men to their own destruction, the more the love, the more the wish to hurt. What of her? Like
me, they told me, those friends of mine, she also was sickening fast.

We were too proud to meet of our own will. Too proud, or too selfish. And so this dinner had
been cunningly arranged and the time came when | arrived and was greeted by my hostess and my host
and began to mix with the guests.

There was dinner and there was a little dancing, and, were | not to have been possessed, | might
have enjoyed the evening, but my face kept turning to a little gold clock on the mantelpiece and from
the clock to the door beyond the curtains that led to the hall.



As the evening wore on | began to suffer an absolute darkness of the spirit when suddenly she
appeared and my heart gave a great bound and | trembled desperately, for though she was completely
beautiful, it was not her face | noticed first but the ice-blue of her dress.

We came together as though we had never parted and though we knew that our meeting had
been engineered, yet there was suddenly too much joy in us for any thought of resentment to darken
our thoughts.

But underneath our mounting joy was terror, for we could see in one another's eyes that we had
suffered the same nightmare. We knew that, as we danced, our clothes were only waiting for the
moment, two hours ahead, when some kind of dreaded thing could arrive and invest them with another
life.

What were we to do? One thing we knew at once and that was that we must get away from the
music and the gathering--a gathering which felt pleased with itself no doubt, for we must have looked
like lovers as we left the room trembling and hand in hand.

We knew we must keep together. But | also knew, as she knew, that if we were to break the
spell at all we must attack; and end our role. But how? What could we do? Firstly, we must stay
together, secondly we must remain in our evening clothes.

The last hours before three o'clock were as long as all the days of our lives. | had driven her back
to my house, or _our __house again, and we had rested there for the most part in silence. At first we
talked of what it could mean but it was beyond us. We had been chosen, so it seemed, to be the
playthings of some demon.

We had all but fallen asleep when the first tremor swarmed my spine. Her head had been on my
shoulder and she awoke in an instant to find me rising to my feet, my body quaking and the material of
my back and across my shoulders beginning to flap gently like a sail. Even in my horror | turned to her
and she was rising also from the divan, rising as though drawn upwards with no effort and most horrible
of all, there was a kind of blur across her lovely face, as though her features were less real than before.

"Oh Harry," she cried, "Harry, where are you?" and she flung out her hand to me, and, oh, how
precious was the touch of one another's fingers, for they had seemed to be no longer there, and by
now our faces _had fled __also and our feet and our hands, yet we could _feel __the ground with our
feet and the pressure of our cold palms.

Then there came to us the long shudder and the beginning of the _malevolence. __All | could
see of her now was her ice-blue dress but an evil of some kind, a malevolent evil, seemed to be entering
our clothes--a vile restlessness, and we were torn apart and from that moment | was never able to touch
her again, or receive the blessing of her fingertips. And then, against our wills, we began to move, and as
we moved together towards the windows | heard her voice again, "Harry! Harry," very faint and far
away, although we were quite close to one another, "Harry! Harry, don't leave me."



| could do nothing for we were swept together out of the wide windows and without touching
the lawn with our feet were flung to and fro in the air as though our clothes had but one object--to
shake themselves free of us. There was no way of knowing how long this silent tumult went on. | only
knew it was fraught with evil.

But, as the moments passed there seemed to come a slackening in the violence, and though the
sense of evil was in essence as vile as ever, yet it seemed that the clothes were tiring. By the time they
entered the wood, they appeared to rest themselves on our bodies and though we heard nothing, it was
as though they were gasping for breath, or gasping for strength. It was as though there was the _will
__to kill us, but the means of doing so eluded them. By the time we reached the ride we were moving
laboriously and a little later we collapsed together beneath the oak tree.

It was almost dawn when | recovered my consciousness. | was drenched with an icy dew.

For a moment | had no idea where | was but then the whole thing rose in my mind, and turning
my head to right and left | found | was alone. My wife had gone.

In an agony of mind | stumbled home and up the stairs and into my bedroom. It was dark and |
struck a match. | hardly knew which way | was facing as | struck it but | was not long left in doubt for
before me was the long mirror of the wardrobe. There facing me by the light of the match was a
headless man, his shirt front, his cuffs and his collar were gleaming.

Turning away in horror, not only at the sight, but at the idea that the apparition was even now
at large and that our struggle with the demons had been of no avail, | struck another match and turned
to the bed.

Two people were lying there side by side, and peering closer | could see that they were smiling
peacefully. My wife lay nearest to the window and | lay in my accustomed place, in the shadow of the
wardrobe. We were both dead.



